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14.
The Learner Who Was Self- Directed

Due to fortuitously coinciding travel plans, Gwen was one of a 
few online learners discussed in this volume whom my re-
search assistant was able to interview in person. Gwen had 
described herself as a “total tech geek” and an experienced 
and accomplished online learner, with nearly as many MOOCs 
 under her  belt as credentials following her email signature. She 
described herself as “your typical nana” and when my research 
assistant saw a smiling and furiously knitting  woman with long, 
silver hair at the quaint En glish coffee house they agreed to 
meet, she knew she had found her.

Asked to describe her background, the 62- year- old educa-
tor reported, “I’ve been a primary school teacher, a special 
needs education teacher, a school leader, headteacher for a 
number of years. Now I’ve moved into higher ed, and I’m teach-
ing teachers.” She paused to corral several wayward balls of 
yarn and stuffed them in her backpack. “Most of my own learn-
ing, back in the ‘olden days,’ was very traditional— classroom, 
lecture sort of stuff. And then I did my master’s course.”
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Her master’s course in educational technology, taken through 
a university several hundred miles away from the Scottish town 
where she lived, was Gwen’s first experience with online learn-
ing. “It was . . .  I  shouldn’t say laissez- faire, but just that sense 
of  you’re in charge of your own learning and you have to make 
out of it what you can.”  After completing her master’s, Gwen 
continued on to complete a doctorate, which was also done 
mainly online. “You had to be very comfortable with not know-
ing where  you’re  going or what  you’re  doing. And you had to 
figure it out yourself.”

 These experiences drew Gwen to MOOCs, which she had 
learned about from a colleague in her PhD cohort. “They fit 
my style of learning,” she explained. Her first course was a 
MOOC in social psy chol ogy through Coursera, but “I think I 
lasted about three weeks,” she said laughingly. “I  don’t know 
why I signed up. It was a month before I had to submit my 
thesis, and I’d just started a new job.” Undaunted by this 
first experience, however, Gwen continued on, participating 
in, by her best guess, 20 MOOCs over the previous three 
years.

“ They’re all very diff er ent,” she reflected. “The psy chol ogy 
one was glossy,” by which she meant “ they’d obviously run this 
 thing loads of times,  they’d had thousands of  people. It was 
following a well- trodden path, which was a bit of a yawn, a bit 
boring. But that’s not always a bad  thing.  There are times when 
that’s absolutely appropriate and that’s what you want as a 
student.” To illustrate that point, she reported, “I did a course 
in corpus linguistics last year and that’s exactly what I wanted; 
it was totally new to me, and I wanted to see how this par tic-
u lar world expert goes about teaching this. And it was ‘ here’s 
what you do Week 1, 2, 3,’ with  little quizzes so I could test my 
comprehension.”
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But the free- form scarf flying off her knitting  needles sug-
gested that linear structures  weren’t always her  thing. Her 
eyes lit up as she described a course that was exploratory, that 
included “just volume of stuff— people, postings, creating 
 things” and encompassed “no right answers, no structured di-
rection,” a course where “you  really had to figure out what 
you wanted to get out of it by yourself.” When asked how she 
navigated this “volume of stuff,” she replied, “I went through 
pretty much every body’s blogs and I read a lot. And then I had 
to walk away and leave it for a bit, let  things sift through. And 
once I knew I could walk away, I could come back, I  didn’t have 
to be  there all the time, online all the time, I was okay.” She 
offered the following advice for other students discovering on-
line courses or MOOCs:

You need a reason for  doing this, sure, but you also need confi-

dence. You need to be fairly happy with . . .  not lack of structure, 

necessarily . . .  finding your own path, your own route. So, you 

need to know what  you’re looking for. You need to be someone 

who is  really curious, the kind of person that thinks “I won der 

what  will happen if I press this button?” sort of  thing. And then 

you also have to be willing and able to sit back and say “yeah, I 

pressed this button and it all exploded. Now what have I learned 

from that?” Which is quite hard.

This pro cess can be difficult, and some students may find it 
too daunting, too chaotic. But certain kinds of curious, self- 
directed learners are likely to find that aspect of learning on-
line valuable. In fact, Gwen noted, “That’s what I love about the 
online environment. You can dip in and experience and see that 
 there are multiple ways of  doing  things and make your own 
choices about what you need at this time.”

•••
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For the most part, the learning that takes place online in in-
formal settings or open online courses entails a large degree 
of in de pen dence and autonomy. In contrast, in typical educa-
tional settings, curricula and instructors structure and guide 
the learning experience. Though this diference might imply 
that learners in informal settings may require a dif er ent skill-
set than  those in formal settings, self- directed learning skills 
are increasingly emphasized for any individual participating 
in an online program— not just for completing the program but 
 because such skills can prove useful on a lifelong basis as in-
dividuals continue to apply them to their learning. Downes’ 
observation that “MOOCs expect that their participants  will 
be motivated and  will have learned how to learn” (2012, para. 
12) applies equally to any online course. And while some stu-
dents, like Gwen, may be clearly skilled and experienced in di-
recting their own learning pathways,  others can strug gle and 
might need more assistance in navigating the complex pro cess 
of self- directed learning.

Self- directed learning, as described by Knowles, is “a pro-
cess in which individuals take the initiative, with or without 
the help of  others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formu-
lating learning goals, identifying  human and material re-
sources for learning, choosing and implementing appropriate 
learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes” (1975, 
18). While theories and models of self- directed learning have 
existed for a long time, the rise of online learning has brought 
renewed interest to the topic. As Song and Hill (2007) have 
identified,  there are three dimensions that contribute to one’s 
ability to direct their own learning: personal attributes (e.g., 
experience, knowledge, access to resources, motivations), pro-
cesses engaged in while learning (e.g., learners’ planning 
their time, evaluating resources and information, monitoring 
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their comprehension), and learning contexts (e.g., learning ac-
tivities, availability of support). Self- directed learning skills 
that successful learners draw upon include their ability to 
manage and plan their time, cope with vast amounts of infor-
mation by choosing what to focus on, and use a variety of tools 
and resources both inside and outside of the course platform 
to support their learning (Kop and Fournier 2011; Waite, Mack-
ness, Roberts, and Lovegrove 2013; Beaven et al. 2014). Hav-
ing prior experience in similar online learning environments, 
particularly ones that require participants to draw upon self- 
directed learning skills, has been shown to contribute to suc-
cessful participation (Milligan, Littlejohn and Margaryan 
2013; de Waard, Kukulska- Hulme, and Sharples 2015).

Central to  these skills is the emphasis on personal agency 
and self- efficacy (Ryan and Deci 2000). Indeed, Bonk and 
Lee (2017) note that participants’ being able to set their own 
learning goals and to successfully direct their own learning 
increased their confidence, self- efficacy, and self- worth, which 
then helped them meet their learning goals. Recognizing that 
learner autonomy is central to success in online learning helps 
highlight some of the skills and competencies that educa-
tional institutions, instructors, and designers should expect 
students to have or to acquire and thus support with struc-
tures or educational initiatives. A number of institutions seek 
to help students determine  whether they are appropriate can-
didates for such courses through online learning readiness as-
sessments, which highlight be hav iors and attitudes that are 
closely tied to self- directed learning. Such assessments for in-
stance, ask learners to evaluate  whether they can minimize 
distractions, monitor their pro gress, plan efectively, assess 
their pro gress, and engage in a number of other self- directed 
behaviors/skills.
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Although scholars and institutions recognize that online 
learning requires  these skills, they tend to put the onus on stu-
dents to gain them on their own rather than design their pro-
grams and instruction to teach and nurture them. In other 
words, learners are expected to be self- directed, autonomous, 
and know how to learn. Though this expectation may appear 
innocuous, online learning that expects learners to possess 
 these skills leaves  behind the learners who potentially stand 
to benefit the most; the learners who do not already possess 
such skills.

Gwen’s narrative demonstrates how the traits that are com-
mon among self- determined learners helped her succeed. She 
described drawing upon a number of self- regulated learning 
and metacognitive skills, such as monitoring her learning, 
checking that she understood the meaning of a task, and 
setting personal learning goals. As researchers have found, 
however, a lack of unfamiliarity with online environments— 
particularly with the complex and often distributed environ-
ment of courses that depend on technologies beyond Learning 
Management Systems— can lead to confusion, disorientation, 
stress, and anxiety that negatively afect a learner’s learning, 
confidence, desire to pursue further learning experiences, 
and belief in one’s self- efficacy (McAuley et al. 2010; Milligan, 
Littlejohn, and Margaryan 2013). Online students who are 
more familiar with online tools and contexts are able to spend 
less time searching for information and more time engaging 
in efective learning strategies (Song and Hill 2007). As an 
experienced online learner, when Gwen took the course in 
corpus linguistics— a topic in which she had  little prior 
knowledge— she  didn’t have to devote any of her time or cog-
nitive resources to learning how to use the technologies and 
learning environment and could instead concentrate on such 
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learning pro cesses as planning her time and activities and 
monitoring her comprehension to help her better understand 
the new material. Her experience also illustrates the impor-
tance of motivation in self- determined learning. As she noted 
at the end of the interview, “You need to have a goal” for your 
participation. Gwen seems to have intrinsically understood 
the connection that Beaven et al. (2014) found between clear 
goals, confidence, motivation, per sis tence, and successful 
engagement.

When Gwen spoke about the exploratory course she expe-
rienced, it was easy to tell it had been her favorite experience 
to that point. It was a highly unstructured course, one that fo-
cused on discussing, creating, and connecting with  others. 
This type of course, Beaven et al. (2014) suggest, requires an 
even higher level of self- determination than content- based 
courses, as participants who are not highly motivated or who 
strug gle to gain support from peers  will find it difficult to suc-
ceed. Even with her extensive experience and high level of 
self- directed learning skills, Gwen still felt initially over-
whelmed with the “volume” of the course. She tried using 
strategies like engaging deeply with the content by “reading 
every one’s blog,” but eventually it was her sense of autonomy 
in being able to step away from the course and to engage on 
her own terms that led to increased confidence in herself and 
to her “being okay” with the design of the course.

The self- determined learners who succeed in online learn-
ing experiences typically possess traits such as per sis tence, in-
de pen dence, self- confidence, and an enjoyment of learning. 
They are curious, willing to try new  things, and resilient if and 
when  things “explode.” The time and efort put into master-
ing  these skills can allow students like Gwen to “dip in and ex-
perience” a variety of dif er ent online learning options and 
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“make your [their] choices about what [they] need at this time.” 
For Gwen, learning had become not just the means to an end, 
but a goal in itself.

•••
• Self- directed learning skills are a central component of 

online learning.
• Institutions should foster and support the development of 

such skills in all learners.
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