Hindawi

Education Research International

Volume 2020, Article ID 3816132, 12 pages
https://doi.org/10.1155/2020/3816132

Hindawi

Review Article
Self-Directed Learning: A Core Concept in Adult Education

Svein Loeng

Nord University, Nord University Business School, Stjerdal, Norway

Correspondence should be addressed to Svein Loeng; svein.loeng@nord.no

Received 22 October 2019; Revised 19 June 2020; Accepted 3 August 2020; Published 28 August 2020
Academic Editor: Paul S. Szalay

Copyright © 2020 Svein Loeng. This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution License, which
permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

In adult education, the concept of self-directed learning has great importance. This term arose in the field of adult education in the
1970s and is still a widely used term in the field. Annual symposiums have been held by the International Society for Self-Directed
Learning since 1986, dedicated to the promotion of self-directed learning. The society also publishes an international journal of
self-directed learning. A term of more recent origin is self-regulation, used by some authors sometimes interchangeably with self-
direction. This review article focuses on the term self-directed learning, which is the term most frequently used in adult education.
Many consider the tendency for self-direction to be a fundamental difference between children and adults in a learning situation.
This article deals with some factors that affect the understanding of self-directed learning. At the beginning is given a short case
story and an account for different perceptions of self-directed learning. This is followed by a clarification of different aspects of self-
directed learning, such as why it is advisable, what affects the tendency to self-directed learning, and if self-direction is essentially
innate or learned. The situational aspect is dealt with separately as a relatively self-contained aspect of self-directed learning. The

presentation is based on a literature study.

1. Introduction

The concept of self-directed learning has been present since
my first contact with the field of adult education in the mid-
1970s. To me, self-directed learning has always been there
like a mantra in the field of adult education, showing up in
literature and professional converse and debate. Despite this
extensive focus in certain fora, I rarely met a learning sit-
uation where this approach was systematically used in
practice. My experience tells me that self-directed learning
has been a concept present in theory, discussions, and ex-
change of views, but seldom systematically put to practice in
adult education.

For the last three decades, I have held a position in higher
education. In this field, a challenge is how to design ap-
propriate educational programs to increase student activity
and student responsibility concerning their own learning.
From my point of view, the situation in higher education is
also an obvious reason for increased focus on self-directed
learning. Research in the field of self-directed learning may
form a useful reflection basis for this transformation and
provide a good basis for constructive planning of student

active learning. The field of higher education requires a
transformation from the authoritative role of the educator
into the educator as a facilitator of learning. Self-directed
learning should be a well-suited reflection basis for this shift.

In my opinion, an essential condition for practical use of
self-directed learning is to clarify all aspects of the concept,
so that practice is not based on a limited understanding. The
purpose of this article is not to locate all relevant literature
related to self-directed learning but to give a basic under-
standing of the field based on essential written material. This
article is a narrative review based on secondary sources
which fit for the purpose of clarifying the different aspects of
self-directed learning. The main text section is broken down
to subparts showing different aspects considered central to
the field of self-directed learning. The intention is to account
for these aspects in a unified presentation, to provide a quick
overview.

2. Self-Directed Learning- A Short Case Story

The principle of self-direction can be dated long back to
England in the 1800s, where terms such as self-help, self-
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improvement, and self-education were used ([1], p. 46).
However, there are obvious reasons to date the scholarly
study of self-directed learning back to the beginning of the
1960s. In 1961, Cyril Houle published his book The Inquiring
Mind [2]. This book made visible self-directed learning as an
important part of adult learning [3]. Houle’s intention was
probably not to influence the study and practice of self-
directed learning, but his contribution to the area is sub-
stantial. Houle did not often use the term self-directed
learning, but through his definition, he helped to create
space for self-directed learning as a legitimate form of adult
education, Brockett and Donaghy state [3]. In his definition
of adult learning, he did not presuppose an educational
agent to whom the learner should relate to. In Houle’s view,
individuals can learn alone, in groups, or institutions. This
understanding cleared the way for the term self-directed
learning. Houle is also linked to self-directed learning
through two of his doctoral graduates, Allen Tough and
Malcolm Knowles.

Tough’s work on self-directed learning was directly
influenced by his study with Houle [3].

Tough was also the first one to give a comprehensive
description of self-directed learning [4, 5]. He concluded
that adults spend a remarkable amount of time on what he
called learning projects for the purpose of acquiring and
maintaining specific characteristics and skills or changing in
one way or another ([6], p. 250). The learning can be per-
formed through reading, listening, observation, course
participation, reflection, exercise, or otherwise.

Tough’s research on self-directed learning occurred at
about the same time as Knowles introduced his andragogy in
the book The Modern Practice of Adult Education [7]. In the
mid-1970s, Knowles also published a book on self-directed
learning [8]. Eduard Lindeman was one of Knowles’s
greatest inspirers and an early contributor to the field of
adult learning. Lindeman hardly used the term self-directed
learning, but his works dealt with problems relevant to the
field of self-direction. This citation from the 1920s de-
nounces a basic attitude in his writings: “We live in freedom
when we are conscious of a degree of self-direction pro-
portionate to our capacities” ([9], p. 79).

In the 1980s, Candy [10] observed that the notion of self-
direction had attained something of a cult status in the
literature of adult education.

3. What Is Self-Directed Learning?

Self-directed learning is clearly a multifaceted concept that
should not be approached through one perspective.
According to Kerka [11], the biggest misconception may be
in trying to capture the essence of self-directed learning in a
single definition. Van der Walt [12] also points to the ter-
minological confusion regarding this concept, which has led
to communication difficulties about the subject of self-di-
rected learning. Van der Walt concludes that researchers in
the field of self-directed learning have two options. One is to
continue the terminological confusion by defining their
understanding of the concept, or, as a second option, they
can depart their research from the original definition of self-
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directed learning provided by Knowles and his colleagues
([12], p. 16). In the following, some notions of the self-di-
rected learning concept are accounted for.

Self-directed learning entails individuals taking initiative
and responsibility for their own learning. You are free to set
goals and define what is worth learning. Self-directed
learning can take place both inside and outside of formal
educational institutions. When teachers are involved, they
should be facilitators of learning, not transmitters. What is
common to most conceptualizations, according to Garrison
[13], is the notion of some personal control over either or
both the planning (goals) and the management (support) of
the learning experience.

Garrison [14] also accentuates that the ultimate goal of
self-directed learning is not necessarily fully autonomous
learning because it is a matter of degree. Self-directed
learning does not entirely depend on the opportunity but
also the ability to make learning decisions. Therefore,
according to Garrison, in a formal learning situation, it
should be seen as a collaborative process between the teacher
and the learner. Seen from a critical point of view, it is
incomplete to reduce self-direction to a question of external
control. “We live interdependently and knowledge is socially
determined” ([14], p. 141).

Brookfield [15] also criticizes self-directed learning for
ignoring social context by focusing on the individual, iso-
lated learner and stresses the social construction of
knowledge and the social context of learning. Merriam and
Caffarella [16] call for a wider recognition of the interde-
pendent and collaborative aspects of self-directed learning.
O’Donnell [17] goes the furthest in emphasizing the col-
lective over individual dimension when he presents a ra-
tionale for what he calls “selves-directed learning” (p. 251).
Garrison [13] claims that the individual does not construct
meaning in isolation; to take responsibility of your own
learning does not necessarily mean to make decisions in
isolation. Garrison ([13], p. 18) defines self-directed learning
as “an approach where learners are motivated to assume
personal responsibility and collaborative control of the
cognitive (self-monitoring) and contextual (self-manage-
ment) processes in constructing and confirming meaningful
and worthwhile learning outcomes”. He states that mean-
ingfulness and worthwhileness reflect the cognitive and
social perspectives of an educational experience. This un-
derstanding of self-direction is a “collaborative construc-
tivist” perspective, according to Garrison. “A collaborative
perspective has the individual taking responsibility for
constructing meaning including the participation of others
in confirming worthwhile knowledge” ([13], p. 19).

One of Knowles’s assumptions about adult learners is
that their self-concept moves from one of being a dependent
personality towards being a self-directed human being
[7, 18]. Knowles ([8], p. 19) does not emphasize interde-
pendent and collaborative aspects of self-directed learning in
his definition:

In its broadest meaning, self-directed learning describes
a process by which individuals take the initiative, with or
without the assistance of others, in diagnosing their learning
needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and
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material resources for learning, choosing and implementing
appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning
outcomes.

The opposite of self-directed learning is what Knowles
calls teacher-directed learning, which is based on what is
often labelled “pedagogy,” while self-directed learning is
based on “andragogy”. According to Knowles, self-directed
and teacher-directed learning are grounded on two different
sets of assumptions, andragogical and pedagogical, respec-
tively. A self-directed learner has a self-concept of a non-
dependent person. According to Knowles, pedagogy is
traditionally considered as transfer of information and that
outer influences determine the learning outcome ([19], p.
83). The learner’s role is dependency, and the teacher is
responsible for learning to take place. The learner’s expe-
rience is of little importance. From an andragogical point of
view, the learner moves toward increasing self-directedness,
and the teacher’s role is to encourage this increasing self-
directedness. The learner’s experiences become an increas-
ing source for learning.

The concept of self-directed learning appeared at about
the same time as Knowles’s andragogy [7, 18]. Both self-
directed learning and andragogy are attempts to define adult
education as a unique field of practice and differentiate the
field from learning in general and childhood education in
particular [19]. “Until the mid-twentieth century, adult
educators relied on research in psychology and educational
psychology for an understanding of adult learning,” Mer-
riam ([19], p. 4) concludes. It should be mentioned that as
early as the 1920s, Rosenstock-Huessy used the andragogy
concept to describe a new direction for adult learning.
According to him, “Andragogy represents an important
break with mere pedagogy and demagogy” [20-22]. To
Rosenstock-Huessy, andragogy was a new kind of teaching,
aimed at solving social problems and moving towards a
better future ([22], p. 15). The adults’ sensibility for the spirit
of the age should be developed, and adults should be mo-
tivated to take action with the purpose of improving society.
Moreover, Rosenstock-Huessy was one of Lindeman’s
greatest inspirers [22]. Lindeman was one of Knowles’s
greatest inspirers ([23], p. 80). So, there is a link between
those three great contributors to the field of adult education
and learning.

Commenting on Knowles [8], Pratt [24] describes
Knowles’s view on self-directed learning as an ideology of
technique. He “sets out, in formulaic terms, how it has to be
performed, directed self-directed learning, so to speak,”
Pratt declares. Chené [25] also warns against reducing self-
direction to comprise control of learning techniques only. In
her opinion, to be resourceful and independent is not similar
to being self-directed. It also requires awareness about the
learning process and the possibility to make critical
judgement on the basis of knowledge of the limit for possible
choices. Therefore, the development of judgement ability is
central. So self-direction is not only a question of “tech-
nique”; normative sides and aspects of knowledge are es-
sential as well. It is possible to direct your own learning as
technically competent without questioning the underlying
norms. In the future, we ought to differentiate between the

techniques for self-direction and the inner change of con-
sciousness which we might call self-directed learning [15].
However, in his opinion, there is also a risk in emphasizing a
great extent of control of the purpose and intention of the
learning activities. Even if this is one important premise of
self-directed learning, adults may be tempted to enter into an
intellectual journey without knowing the aim of this journey,
he asserts.

3.1. Dimensions of Self-Directed Learning. Different per-
ceptions of self-directed learning can also be expressed as
dimensions, divided on the basis of different features or
attributes of self-directed learning. Several authors have
contributed to this sort of classification.

Candy [26] uses two interacting dimensions in his
definition of self-directed learning. One dimension is control
within an institutional setting. One extreme of this di-
mension is the educator’s full control of how the content is to
be presented, what is to be studied, and what outcomes are
expected. The opposite extreme is where the learner has full
control over the learning experience. According to Candy,
self-direction is an outcome of the interaction between a
person and the environment. In his opinion, the focus on
autonomy has limited the understanding of self-directed
learning, leading to a mismatch when implementing it in an
educational setting. If the learner lacks appropriate skills or
self-confidence for self-directed learning, the opportunity to
be autonomous is purposeless.

The other dimension in Candy’s [26] definition is learner
control in situations outside the formal institutional setting.
In this dimension, the student makes the decisions about
learning, such as what is to be learned, what are the learning
activities, when and where will the learning activities take
place, and how to evaluate the learning outcomes. Candy
refers to this as “autodidaxy”.

Brockett and Hiemstra [27] also use two dimensions in
their definition. The first one is personal responsibility in the
teaching-learning process. In this dimension, self-direction
is a process where learners assume primary responsibility for
planning, implementing, and evaluating the learning
process.

The second dimension is personal responsibility in one’s
own thoughts and actions. In this dimension, self-directed
learning is referred to as a goal. Learners may have control
over their response to a situation even if they do not have
control over the actual circumstances in which they need to
react [27, 28].

There are many other definitions of self-directed
learning. Dehnad et al. [29] conclude that there is no
consistency in defining it. Some researchers apply Knowles’s
[8] definition, others use the definition of Abdullah [30], and
others use different descriptions suggesting that the litera-
ture lacks a conceptual framework. This is part of the ter-
minological confusion Van der Walt points to, which leads
to communication difficulties when discussing self-directed
learning ([12], p. 16). Abdullah [30] states that there may be
slight variations in how different educators define it, but a
survey of the literature on the subject identifies several tenets



that are central to the concept. Self-directed learning views
learners as responsible owners and managers of their own
learning process [30].

Long [28] identifies three dimensions of self-directed
learning: sociological, pedagogical, and psychological.

The sociological dimension emphasizes the social isola-
tion of the learner, claiming that self-directed learning is
usually associated with social independence in the learning
situation. Then, learning will take place independently of
others in a socially isolated situation ([31], p. 331). Web-
based learning might be an example of self-directed learning
in a sociological sense. A main point is that the learning
activities should not be determined by one or another social
authority. This is the autonomous, independent individual
undertaking learning for personal growth [16].

The pedagogical dimension implies that the pedagogical
“procedures” are performed by the learner. Whether the
learning can be defined as self-directed depends on the
degree of freedom when it comes to determining learning
goals and influence on planning, implementation, and
evaluation, as well as other things associated with the
pedagogical parts of learning activities. Seen from the
pedagogy side, self-direction can be learned and developed
and is considered a goal. This means that self-directed
learning can take place without social isolation. Self-directed
learning can take place in groups as well or in cooperation
with institutions or others. Neither social isolation nor total
independence is necessary.

Psychological self-direction is about the personal char-
acteristics of the learner, including focus on necessary
abilities and skills to carry out self-directed learning. Psy-
chologically, self-directed learning is a question of to what
extent the learner maintains an active control of the learning
process. The mental activities are in focus. The most im-
portant are not the external factors but the inner psycho-
logical control in the learning situation. Here, Long
underlines the importance of the individual experiencing a
personal control of the learning situation, despite external
factors. Long [28] argues that psychological self-directedness
is necessary for self-directed learning, meaning that the
learner must take the responsibility for a critical judgement
of the content. In his view, when the learner is not in active
control of the learning process, it is not psychological self-
directedness.

“A meaningful or emancipatory learning experience must
not deny the integrity and freedom of the individual. At
the same time, adult educators must not ignore the po-
tential of others to support the individual in acquiring and
applying useful and worthwhile knowledge” ([13], p. 147).

Long [28] claims that much of the discussion on di-
mensions of self-directed learning has focused on the so-
ciological and pedagogical and that the psychological
dimension is generally ignored. His focus is on the inter-
action of two dimensions, namely, pedagogical and psy-
chological control. Pedagogical control, as he defines, is the
degree of freedom to determine learning goals, seek re-
sources, and set the mode of evaluation. Psychological
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control, as he defines, is the degree of willingness to maintain
active control of the learning process. When these two forms
of control are equal or the psychological control exceeds
pedagogical control, he defines the situation as a self-di-
rected learning condition.

3.2.  Self-Directed  and  Self-Regulated  Learning.
“Self-regulated learning and self-directed learning: why
don’t some neighbours communicate?” This question is
raised by Cosnefroy and Carré [32]; seminal definitions of
both terms show a great deal of notional overlap. Loyens
et al. [33] state that, semantically speaking, there is little
doubt that self-directed learning and self-regulated learning
are close neighbours and can be considered as synonymous.
They conclude that even scholars in educational psychology
have suggested that the terms have often been used inter-
changeably in the literature. With no doubt, at first sight,
self-directed learning and self-regulated learning seem
highly similar ([34], p. 417), and several recent articles use
both notions indifferently as if they were accepted synonyms
[35, 36].
Loyens et al. [33] describe it this way:

Clearly, both SDL and SRL carry an element of student
control. However, the degree of control the learner has,
specifically at the beginning of the learning process when
the learning task is defined, differs in SDL and SRL. In
SDL, the learning task is always defined by the learner. A
self-directed learner should be able to define what needs to
be learned. In SRL, the learning task can be generated by
the teacher. In this sense, SDL can encompass SRL, but the
opposite does not hold (p. 418).

Makonye [37] compares self-directed learning (SDL),
self-regulated learning (SRL), and problem-based learning
(PBL) and concludes that they have similarities referring to
the greater responsibilities of the students in learning sit-
uations. Students assume varying levels of control over the
learning situation. Makonye claims that the differences
mainly relate to the amount of freedom of the learners in a
learning setting.

3.3. Theoretical Framework. There is no consistent theo-
retical perspective underlying the study of self-direction,
according to Candy [10]. However, self-directed learning is
evidently grounded in humanistic assumptions. The hu-
manist philosophy was an inspiration for adult educators
looking for an alternative to the traditions of pedagogy and
influenced the conceptualizing of adult education [38].
Humanistic theory regards each human being as unique,
and this uniqueness calls for an individualized approach to
learning. It regards self-direction as the process, as well as
the end product of learning. The motivation to learning is
intrinsic and emanates from the learner. Humanistic theory
has as a purpose to produce individuals who have the po-
tential for self-actualization and are self-directed and in-
ternally motivated ([39], p. 1562). Self-actualization is to
fulfill your potentiality and is the highest level of human
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growth. From this point of view, an individual is seen as the
best judge of whether his or her learning meets his or her
needs and interests. The teacher is a facilitator or a partner in
the learning process.

However, the concept of humanism is multifaceted and
ambiguous. There are different tendencies that are partly in
conflict with each other. The humanism mentioned above
should be called romantic humanism, which is influenced to
a great extent by humanistic psychology in the 1960s, with
Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers as central representatives
[23, 40]. This is also where Knowles’s andragogy belongs.
Romantic humanism emphasizes to a great extent that the
human being has the power for personal development. This
is unlike traditional humanism, which considers the human
being as an individual with a need to be shaped from the
outside, having a need for some sort of upbringing. Some
cues for romantic humanism are freedom, dignity, self-
awareness, self-realization, and the development of the
whole human potential.

Arsic [41] discusses three educational theorists in rela-
tion to self-directed learning. In addition to the progressivist
John Dewey, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Alexander Neill
are also described as the real forefathers of self-directed
learning. “Combining the strong ideas of discovery from
Rousseau, cooperation and socialization from Dewey, and
self-management and democracy from Neill makes for an
environment that is conducive to the SDL” ([41], p. 9). Arsic
also discusses two theories of psychology in relation to self-
directed learning. The first one is Piaget’s theory of cognitive
development, and the other one is Vygotsky’s sociocultural
theory of cognitive development. Arsic [41] argues that the
relation of these theories to self-directed learning is obvious.
With reference to Piaget, curiosity is the key to acquiring
knowledge and to learn new things in a meaningful way.
Piaget’s constructivist theory of development is the idea that
more advanced forms of cognition are constructed by the
individual through a process of “self-directed” or “self-
regulated” activity, according to Kuhn and Ho [42]. With
reference to Vygotsky and the concept of scaffolding, Arsic
[41] accentuates the role of the teacher in promoting an
environment conducive to self-directed learning.

From the sociological side, Arsic particularly calls at-
tention to critical pedagogy, with focus on awareness and
conscientisation. Garrison ([14], p. 138) states that critical
thinking is not purely a cognitive or reflective process be-
cause the use of “critical” changes the meaning. Critical
means to judge and not take things for granted. To Mezirow
[43], a key dimension of self-directedness is critical
awareness of meaning and self-knowledge. He states that a
critical and self-reflective attitude is a fundamental element
of self-direction and is necessary when it comes to personal
responsibility for your opinions and actions.

4. Why Self-Directed Learning?

Self-directed learning expresses a view of learning that
stands opposed to a more traditional content-centered
practice where the teacher is the bearer of knowledge and the
learner’s experience is of minor interest. For some, this may

be the reason for adapting self-directed learning and, to
others, a reason for rejecting it. Moreover, there seems to be
an increasing need of self-directed learners in society and
work life. That alone should be a reasonable argument for
increased focus on this approach to learning. In the fol-
lowing, some findings and statements on the benefits of self-
directed learning are reported.

Knowles [8] maintains that there is convincing evidence
that people who take the initiative in learning learn more
and learn better than people who are passively being taught.
Self-initiated learners have a greater and more purposeful
motivation and tend to apply, to a greater extent, the
knowledge they have learned in their daily lives. Suanmali
[44] refers to a study indicating that self-initiated and
responsible action proved far more effective than guided
action.

An interesting study concerning students’ feeling about
themselves as self-directed learners as compared to the
teacher-centred learners demonstrated that there is a sig-
nificant difference regarding the feeling of the two groups
[44]. The self-directed learners feel good about themselves as
learners. They feel they can successfully make decisions that
are related to their learning needs, and they see themselves
developing autonomy with respect to these decisions. Fur-
thermore, they are much more likely to feel successful as
learners than the teacher-directed counterparts.

Suanmali [44] states that, in the maturing process, many
components are involved, one of which is the self-directing
capability, that is, the greater the capacity for becoming a
self-directing person is, the more tendency there is to be a
mature person. This quality of being mature characterizes
and differentiates adults from children.

Brockett [45] suggests that older adults who learn to be
more self-directed have the potential to increase indepen-
dence and life satisfaction. Grover et al. [46] state that re-
gardless of their reason for participation, engagement in self-
directed learning has been positively related to higher sat-
isfaction of life in older adults specifically. The literature on
the benefits of self-directed learning among older adults, in
particular, is not as well-established as outcomes mature
adults experience from learning generally, but there is ev-
idence that a positive relationship exists [46].

Jenkins [47] carried out a longitudinal study on the
relationship between well-being and participation in
learning by older adults. His findings show that informal
learning, in this case, through activities such as education,
music and arts groups, and exercise classes, can enhance the
well-being. However, his research also revealed that this was
truer for those with some higher education than for those
who had little or none.

Moreover, a central argument for self-directed learning
is that it has a potential to improve the quality of learning
outcomes both in the short and in the long term [13], and it
is also an essential skill to be acquired for the promotion of
life-long learning [48]. Kuhn and Ho [42] also suggest that
self-direction is of potential importance for the enhance-
ment of cognitive development. However, they say that
much more research is required to make such generaliza-
tions with confidence.



Another argument for increased focus on self-directed
learning is societal and technological changes worldwide.
The world has changed vastly since the term self-directed
learning appeared half a century ago. The rapid rate of
political, social, and technological change with which we are
currently confronted has increased rather than diminished
the need for self-directed citizens [10, 49]. The technological
development at the workplace and in society, as a whole,
requires unique skills and abilities.

The workplace is of growing importance for learning,
leading to an increasing need of self-directed learners,
mainly because of more responsive and cost-effective
learning infrastructures [50]. According to Guglielmino and
Guglielmino [51], the self-directed learner is the cornerstone
of the learning organization. Skills and knowledge are not
durable; continuous learning is required. Organizations
should be aware of not making barriers for or discouraging
self-directed learners. Rana et al. [52] cite Marquardt’s ([53],
p. 19) understanding of a learning organization as “an or-
ganization which learns powerfully and collectively and is
continually transforming itself to better collect, manage, and
use knowledge for corporate success”. To develop the
knowledge base of the organization, the individual members
of the organization should have the capacity to be self-di-
rected learners. This is of considerable importance for the
development of a learning organization, as well as the de-
velopment of employees at all levels [52].

Another social and political issue where self-directed
learning may have a potential role is how to develop
democratic citizenship skills. According to Manning [49],
“One potential characteristic of self-directed learners is
striving for the democratic ideal,” and “people whose lives
are affected by a decision must be a part of the process of
arriving at that decision.”

Critical theorists like Freire [54] and Mezirow [43] also
make sense of self-directed learning because it clears the way
for critical awareness. Gelpi [55] states that self-directed
learning, from a social point of view, means a danger to
oppressors because it makes it more difficult for the op-
pressive power to keep control. Nevertheless, Rubenson and
Borgstrom [56] conclude that the connection between self-
directed learning and progressive social change is more
complicated than commonly assumed.

5. Self-Direction Ability: Maturation
or Learning?

Whether self-direction is natural or learned is of consid-
erable importance to how this learning approach should be
treated in a learning situation. Is the ability to self-direction
essentially innate or is it a skill that must be learned? Are
learners self-directed because they are adults or is it a skill
that must be learned? These are central issues in this
context.

According to Knowles [7, 18], adults have a deep psy-
chological need of being perceived by others as self-directed.
However, research shows that adults are not necessarily
naturally self-directed. Brookfield ([15], p. 121) claims that
“there has been a too ready acceptance of the idea that a drive
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towards self-directedness is an innate characteristic of
adulthood, readily apparent in all teaching-learning trans-
actions”. Seen from a prescriptive point of view, self-di-
rection is a goal that should be pursued in learning situations
and becomes a sort of primary goal in adult education to
help make adults more self-directed. Self-directing ability
refers to how adults ought to be, but it is not a general
description of adults.

For self-directed learners to be effective at identifying
and initiating learning needs and goals, as well as
identifying and employing appropriate resources and
strategies, as suggested by Knowles’s definition, they
must learn how to learn [57]. A self-educator needs to
know how to learn effectively ([44], p. 99). Thus, the role
of an educator is to assist the learners so that they are able
to meet the demands and requirements of these learning
situations. Program designers and adult education
agencies or institutions also need to be involved in this
effort.

6. What Affects the Tendency to Self-
Directed Learning?

Tough [4, 5] concluded that adults spend much time on what
he called learning projects. Still, it is likely to believe that the
tendency to self-direction is not equally predominant in all
situations or in all social and cultural contexts. Brockett [45]
found that adults’ tendency towards self-direction is influ-
enced by factors such as the educational level, quality of life,
and independence, with the educational level as the most
important. Chronological age is of little or no importance, he
stated. However, conflicting findings exist, for instance,
Hutto’s [58] study, which showed that age and gender were
significantly related to self-directed learning. Females and
respondents in the age category 46-55 scored significantly
higher than males and respondents in the three other age
groups. This shows the difficulty in drawing a definite answer
to this issue.

Is it possible to assess the degree of readiness for self-
directed learning? Guglielmino [59] developed an instru-
ment for the purpose of assessing the degree of readiness for
self-directed learning perceived by individuals. This in-
strument named the Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale
(SDLRS) is based on eight factors which individuals should
respond to: openness to learning opportunities, self-concept
as an effective learner, initiative and independence in
learning, informed acceptance of responsibility for one’s
own learning, love for learning, creativity, future orientation,
and the ability to use basic study and problem-solving skills.

Adults’ propensity to self-directed learning can also be
related to a strong need of merely seeing and learning things
that go with their own self-concept, according to Moxnes
[60]. It is easier to learn new things about ourselves if we just
add it to prior knowledge. So, from one point of view,
motivation for self-directed learning can arise out of a desire
not to learn anything new. New knowledge is meant to be
uncritically linked to “old knowledge”. In other words, new
knowledge is okay if it is not contrary to what you know
already.
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6.1. Sociodemographic Factors. The tendency to self-direc-
tion is not only affected by personal characteristics of the
learner. Studies referred to in the following show that
sociodemographic factors such as nationality, ethnicity,
social class, employment status, and local culture are im-
portant factors in this context.

One of these studies is carried out by Adenuga [57].
Results from his study suggest that sociodemographic and
cultural factors play a significant role in a person’s pre-
paredness to assume major control of one’s learning. He
brings up demographic variables, such as nationality and
degree program, as the most predictive factors regarding
readiness for self-directed learning. He also asserts that the
cross-cultural validity of Guglielmino’s [59] SDLRS in-
strument is far from established. In general, there is also a
dearth of research on self-directed learning about adults in
developing countries, in his opinion.

Brookfield [61] criticizes the Eurocentric perspective.
Rational, autonomous, critical thought are taken for granted
as values worth aspiring to. “Central to this racialization of
adult education is the fact that it is deemed so obvious as to
need no justification. Consequently, the racialization of adult
education theorizing, the way it is viewed through the lens of
Eurocentric Whiteness, with Whiteness regarded as the
positively valued, unspoken norm, is rarely commented on”
([61], p. 499). The common understanding of what are
normal educational processes and adult learning activities,
such as self-directed learning, transformative learning, and
critical reflection, are based on the enlightenment ratio-
nality, according to Brookfield. The emphasis is on the ra-
tional, self-propelled individual searching for wisdom, and
the literature keeping up these norms is mainly produced by
white Americans or Europeans “steeped in Eurocentrism”
([61], pp. 516-517).

Nasri and Mansor [62], in their study of Malaysian
teacher educators, have found that local culture is the single
most important influence on self-directed learning when this
culture has influenced the learner’s behaviour and ways of
thinking.

Na et al. [63] have observed differences in sociocultural
contexts with regard to social class. They have observed that
working-class individuals are more likely to adopt the in-
terdependent self-view, while middle-class individuals are
more likely to adopt the independent self-view ([63], p. 2).
The latter fits best with self-direction. The study also shows
that working-class contexts facilitate the development of a
different type of self-concept. Working-class individuals are
flexible and sensitive to external factors, while middle-class
individuals often take occupational positions that allow
them to maintain or even strengthen their independence (or
self-direction) at work ([63], p. 7).

Is self-directed learning a middle-class activity? A
consistent feature of the groups studied relative to self-di-
rected learning is that they have a middle-class feature [15].
The education level has been above average, so the groups
are not representative of the population. Brookfield doubts
that the behaviour of these groups with regard to self-di-
rected learning can be valid for other social classes and
ethnic groups. It is not reasonable referring to adults’

tendency to self-directed learning when the reference basis is
the American middle class, he states; working-class indi-
viduals would perhaps show a completely different
behaviour.

The previous paragraphs tell me that self-directed
learning is not a theory of universal application. The so-
ciocultural aspect should be credited considerable impor-
tance. The problem is not necessarily that self-directed
learning is an unknown approach to learning. The reason
may, as well, be certain cultural or social conditions making
self-directed learning unfamiliar and undesirable.

6.2. Learning Styles. Much critique has been raised against
learning styles. Newton and Miah [64] state that there is no
evidence to support the use of learning styles, but also note
that the general belief in this approach is high. Many ed-
ucators claim that the use of learning styles will result in
improved learning ([64], p. 1). Newton and Miah conclude
that there is a mismatch between empirical evidence and
practice, and this has lead to tension and controversy.

An argument for classifying individuals in different
learning styles is the belief that this will improve learning by
using methods that match the individual’s learning style.
Newton and Miah ([64], p. 8) claim that instead of focusing
on learning styles, it may be more productive to focus on the
use of teaching and development activities which are proved
to be effective. LeBlanc ([65], p. 34) concludes that instead of
promoting learning styles, educators should instruct learners
on the intentional use of learning strategies. Smith, Sekar,
and Townsend ([66], p. 411) refer to research that raises
doubts about whether matching of learning style and in-
structional style is preferable. For each research study
supporting the matching hypothesis, there is a study
rejecting it, they state. As Robotham ([67], p. 3) states, “a
truly proficient learner is not someone who demonstrates
capability within a narrow band of activities, as defined by a
particular learning style, but rather someone who demon-
strates the ability to select an appropriate learning style from
a range of styles, according to the demands of the situation
and their own learning capability. This will be particularly
true in the work environment, where the inherent flexibility
to be able to respond to the specific needs of different sit-
uations is clearly a desirable personal attribute.” In his
opinion, this ability to select actively from a personal style or
skills portfolio is part of what can be termed self-directed
learning ([67], p. 3).

Nevertheless, I will include some theory on learning
styles because it is an aspect of self-directed learning that
some authors have attached importance to. Adenuga [57] is
one of them. He found that learning styles seem to be the
next best predictors of readiness for self-direction. For that
reason, teachers should be aware of individual learning styles
and be able to and willing to adapt the learning situation to
the learner’s readiness [57, 67]. Gokalp [68] claims that
instructors and learners need to better understand and
appreciate individual differences and how they affect the
learning process. A simple awareness of differences in
student learning styles is vital for educators to aid the



learning process. Effective instruction reaches out to all
students, not just those with one particular learning style
([68], p. 628). “The first step in attempting to develop in
individuals the ability to self-direct is to assess the current
level of self-direction that an individual is able to exhibit,”
Robotham ([67], p. 5) states. When the current stage of self-
direction is established, it is easier to prepare for meaningful
learning.

Kolb’s learning styles are among the best known. His
four learning style types are as follows ([69, 70], p. 48):

The diverger combines concrete experience and reflective
observation.

The assimilator combines abstract conceptualization with
reflective observation.

The converger combines abstract conceptualization with
active experimentation.

The accommodator combines active experimentation with
concrete experience.

These terms were later changed to the diverging style, the
assimilating style, the converging style, and the accommo-
dating style, as a response to the criticism that people tend to
treat their learning style as static ([71], p. 61).

Kolb [69] indicated that self-directed learning is more
closely correlated in the direction of active experimentation.
The learner’s experience and interaction with the environ-
ment are the common features of Kolb’s model and the self-
directed learning process [72]. Adenuga [57] concluded
differently. He found that a learner who prefers both active
experimentation and abstract conceptualization, which is
the learning style of a converger (the converging style), tends
to be strong in self-directed learning readiness. He also
claims that “effective learners are those who effectively
combine feeling and action, activity with reflectivity,
thinking, and doing, cognition, and affect” ([57], pp.
156-157). Theil [72] suggested that self-directed learning
may be more closely related to an accommodator learning
style than with the other three styles. Golightly [73] in-
vestigated the relationship between learning style prefer-
ences and self-directed learning of preservice teachers. He
found that most of them preferred the converging and as-
similation learning. However, no relationship was found
between learning style preferences and self-directed learning
in his study. Golightly’s conclusion is that self-directed
learning is not related to any particular one of Kolb’s
learning styles. The findings referred to display different
conclusions regarding the interrelationship between self-
directed learning and learning styles.

Coftield et. al. [71] critically reviewed the literature on 13
of the most influential models of learning styles, Kolb’s
model included. They found some overlap among the
concepts used, but no direct or easy comparability between
approaches; there is no “core” technical vocabulary, they
concluded (p. 136). They refer to a great number of di-
chotomies in the literature of learning styles, e.g., assimi-
lators versus accommodators and convergers versus
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divergers, contributing to the dissemination of conceptual
confusion, they state (p. 136). This makes it difficult to
compare the approaches. “In addition, the complexity of the
learning styles field and the lack of an overarching synthesis
of the models or of dialogue between the leading proponents
of individual models lead to the impression of a research area
that have become fragmented, isolated, and ineffective” (p.
136).

7. Is Self-Direction Situational?

Previously, attention was directed to what affects the ten-
dency to self-directed learning. In the following, the focus is
on the situational aspect. The same individual may have a
different view of self-directed learning in different situations.
The ability and will to self-direction is not an inherent
quality that is expressed similarly in all situations. Therefore,
the situational aspect is dealt with separately. Grow’s stages
of self-direction are also included to call attention to the
situational aspect of this theory.

Self-direction cannot be perceived as a universal char-
acteristic of being an adult but rather a situational char-
acteristic. Adults, similar to children, are able to self-direct in
some situations but not in all [74]. This is Knowles’s con-
clusion as well; the ability to self-direct is independent of age
but dependent of situation. However, he warns against
keeping the learners dependent long after they are able to
direct themselves.

Pratt [24] also accentuates that self-direction and de-
pendence must be seen in relation to context. If, for instance,
goal and content are externally determined beforehand, full
self-direction will be difficult. So, self-direction should not
be considered a universal characteristic of adult life.

In andragogy, it is a matter of course that characteristics
and behaviour are independent of context ([75], p. 162). The
fact that biologically, juridically, psychologically, and so-
cially an adult has a certain set of characteristics does not
mean that these characteristics are brought into the edu-
cational situation. In a way, self-directed learning becomes
wishful thinking in this connection since it appears that
many adults lack both inner motivation and sense of re-
sponsibility. Obviously, the andragogical definition of adults
is based on assumptions and expectations of ideal conditions
rather than how they actually are.

The unmotivated adults with poor self-confidence and
negative attitudes to learning, not being able to take re-
sponsibility for their own studies, and who, of different
reasons, are not able to accept the offers given give rise to a
different picture. The discrepancy between the ideal and the
real ought to bring about a desire to a context-dependent
educational theory based on individual differences and not
based on a socially constructed and homogeneous belonging
(175, p. 166).

The andragogical principles work in certain learning
situations, but adapted to a school practice, they can lead to
confused students. The possible expectations some students
have to a traditional school with a clearly structured activity
and an authoritative teacher imparting knowledge do not
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come up to their expectations. These expectations also imply
leaving the responsibility to the teacher, and when that is not
the case, it may be a potential reason for many study in-
termissions. Adult education teachers working from the
andragogical principles do not consider themselves as
simply assuming responsibility for dissemination of
knowledge but work as guides and resources ([75], p. 165).

In adult learning theory, personal responsibility and
natural motivated students are fundamental concepts, and
the teachers also express such expectations for their students.
However, in the school situation, the adult does not nec-
essarily act in accordance with these expectations in a
voluntary school. The student has some deficiencies that
sometimes make it difficult to handle an educational situ-
ation. Since students acting in accordance with the andra-
gogical model may be in minority, the teacher must be aware
of this ([75], p. 165).

7.1. Grow’s Stages of Self-Direction. The situational aspect of
self-directed learning is incorporated in Grow’s [76] stages
of self-direction. He makes visible the gradual progress
toward self-direction. According to Grow [76], self-direction
is both a personal attribute that develops in stages and a
situational response. The degree of self-direction can be a
response to a specific learning situation, but it is also an
ability that is possible to learn. Therefore, the goal of the
educational process must be to produce self-directed
learners.

Students have varying ability to relate to teaching that
requires self-direction. There may be a bad coherence be-
tween the teacher’s role and style and the students’ stage of
self-direction. The teacher must adapt to the students’ stage
of self-direction and allow them to be more self-directed in
their learning. Therefore, good teaching is situational by
nature and must be an integrated part of teaching. Self-
directed learning readiness is situational and may also be
task specific, according to Grow [76]; few learners are
equally motivated towards all subjects, and learners have
varying abilities to respond to teaching that requires them to
be self-directed. The teaching must be individualized to fit
the learners’ degree of self-direction and allow them to be
more self-directed in their learning. Problems arise when the
teaching style does not match the learner’s degree of self-
direction. Grow [76] has created a self-directed learning
model accounting for different stages of self-direction.

In stage 1, there are learners with little degree of self-
direction. They are dependent learners, and the learning is
teacher-centred. The teacher should be an authority and a
coach and should avoid giving choices. The teacher’s
communication is mainly one-way, and focus should be on
the subject, not on the learners. Students in stage 1 cannot be
considered self-directed learners. They are learners who are
dependent on their teachers ([70], pp. 20-21).

Learners in stage 2 are moderately self-directed. They are
interested and interestable, as Grow puts it, and the teacher
should be a motivator and guide. The learners respond to
motivational techniques and are willing to do assignments
they can see the purpose of. The learners are still largely

ignorant of the subject taught. The communication in this
stage is two-way, and the learners communicate their re-
sponses and interests.

Stage 3 is a transitional stage towards self-direction. The
teacher is a facilitator, and the learners are involved in
discussions facilitated by the teacher, who participates as an
equal. There are seminars and group projects as well.
According to Grow, the learners have skills and knowledge
and see themselves as participants in their own education.
They are ready to explore a subject if they have a good guide,
and some are on their own. They will benefit from learning
more about how they learn, for example, the conscious use of
learning strategies. As stage 3 learners become more self-
directed, the teacher will help them structure the transition
towards independence, Grow [76] states.

Stage 4 learners are highly self-directed, and the teacher
is a consultant and delegator. The learners can set their own
goals and standards with or without help from experts. They
are willing to take responsibility for their learning, direction,
and productivity. Now, the progression is complete from the
subject-matter focus of the earliest stages to the learner-
focus of stage 4. According to Grow, the teacher’s role in
stage 4 is not to teach the subject matter but to cultivate the
learner’s ability to learn. The teacher gradually reduces both
two-way communication and external reinforcement, and
the learner may not need a teacher at all [76].

8. The Paradox of Choice

“Choice is one of the hallmarks of self-direction in learning
and in life”, Brockett ([77], p. 27) states; choice is liberating
but can also be restricting and even debilitating. Still, it
seems clear that today’s extensive access to information is
overwhelming and may lead to problems. Schwartz ([78], pp.
80-81) notes that “when self-determination is carried to
extremes, it leads not to freedom of choice but to tyranny of
choice.” Learners need some sort of parameters on what they
perceive to be viable choices; otherwise, they can become
overwhelmed by the options, and the likelihood of making a
good choice may be reduced [77]. This can lead to choice
overload, as he calls it, with a negative impact on the sense of
well-being and life satisfaction ([77], p. 32). Hiemstra [79]
focuses on the Internet as a helpful learning resource but also
warns against information overload. The bombardment of
information may be daunting.

Self-directed learning should help identify and recognise
the range of choices available. Today, it needs to be more
about helping people to focus, determine priorities, and
identify parameters for decisions. Brockett [77] claims that
the paradox of choice is very relevant to self-directed
learning. He focuses on two ideas for helping self-directed
learners; first, helping them make good decisions, and
second, recognising that there are times when choosing not
to learn is a viable option (p. 31).

9. Conclusions

Self-directed learning is one important piece of the mosaic
forming the knowledge base of adult learning [19]. This
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article discusses a number of factors affecting the propensity
and ability to self-direct.

As a self-directed learner, you must have minimum
control over the time, pace, and place for learning. However,
considering all sides of the matter, an obvious statement is
that self-directed learning is not primarily about control of
learning techniques. Control of the learning situation is only
one element of self-directed learning. Other elements are the
ability and willingness to reflect, critical judgement, and
necessary knowledge of alternatives.

Adults are not self-directed because they are adults, but
they are, according to Knowles [7], in need of being looked
upon as self-directed because they are adults because it
affects their self-concept. The individual’s ability to self-
direct is of great importance to the society, working life, and
self-development. Consequently, the teacher must take this
into account and adapt the learning situation to varying
stages of self-directing ability. To create good learning sit-
uations, the teacher must be conscious of the great differ-
ences existing with regard to ability of and will to self-
direction.
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