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Abstract 

 

Self-directed learning has become very popular in Western adult education.  It is promoted 

for both educational and economic/political reasons.  In this research project I investigated 

self-directed learning with a group of adult educators enrolled in a Bachelor of Education 

programme.  I wanted to find out what meanings they had for self-directed learning and 

what their experiences of self-directed learning had been.  

 

I used classical and new phenomenology, the former to investigate the meanings 

participants held for self-directed learning, the latter to investigate their experiences of it.  

The principal research method was interviews supplemented by focus groups and 

questionnaires. 

 

From the data gathered I interpreted five meanings for self-directed learning.  Four of these 

relate to an external dimension of self-direction – taking control of learning.  They 

included having choices, taking control and making decisions; freedom; learning on my 

own; and learning with others.  An internal dimension of self-directed learning, the 

responsibility for constructing personal meaning, was represented in one meaning I 

interpreted:  making meaning. 

 

Participants’ experiences of self-directed learning in formal and non-formal contexts were 

investigated.  While they all learned in self-directed ways in their non-formal learning 

many did not recognise or value this as learning.  In addition, few appreciated the degree of 

self-direction they used in these non-formal contexts. 

 

I identified eight themes in participants’ comments about their experiences of self-directed 

learning in formal contexts.  These relate to factors that influence their willingness and 

ability to be self-directed in these contexts.  The eight factors include:  the context of the 

learning; the learner’s existing domain knowledge and the level of the learning being done; 

the learner’s past socialisation experiences, both within and outside of educational 

contexts; the learner’s confidence; their motivation; the time they have to give to the 

 xi  



 xii  

learning; the resources they have access to; and the learner’s age.  Two other themes 

emerged:  the need for guidance from a teacher and participants’ views of self assessment 

in self-directed learning.   Arising from these themes is a series of implications for practice 

in formal adult education that I discuss. 

 

The findings in this research support many of the views expressed in western adult 

education literature.  I do, however, argue two points.  First, that self-directed learning in 

formal education is a re-conditioning process – a process that helps learners to rediscover 

their willingness and ability to be the self-directed learners they often are in non-formal 

contexts.  And second, that in future self-directed learning should emphasise meaning-

making as well as taking responsibility for learning. 



CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 

 

 For learning itself is necessarily autonomous, that is, self-directed:  it is 

constituted by interest, commitment, understanding and practice.  Each of 

these is self-generated - they are negated or distorted by any attempt to 

instil or impose them.  (Heron, no date). 

 

There is a consistent overestimation of the adult learner’s readiness to be 

self-directing.  People think that if you walk into a classroom and say, 

‘Look, this course is yours; you’ll choose the topics, find the resources and 

generate the evaluation criteria’, there will be this wonderful sense of 

exhilaration among the learners.  They assume that the students will jump 

into this self-directed learning like ducks take to water.  The more 

common reaction is one of confusion, anxiety and often anger.  Students 

will say, ‘We paid a high price to come here and we want your expertise.  

We don’t feel equipped to design our own curricula (Stephen Brookfield 

in an interview with Feuer & Geber, 1988). 

 

 

Great emphasis has been placed on self-directed learning in adult education literature.   As 

more and more people acknowledge the increasingly rapid growth in information, there have 

been claims that adults’ greatest learning need is to learn for, and by, themselves instead of 

relying on someone else to provide them with information and direct their learning.  A great 

deal of literature has been generated about self-directed learning, much of it critical of the 

underpinning assumptions.  In spite of this it has become an orthodoxy and is being 

implemented widely in adult education programmes.  

 

I was concerned about some of the things I saw happening to adult learners as a result of this 

drive into self-directed learning.  While it was welcomed by some, I saw people ‘thrown in at 

the deep end’, abandoned and left to learn on their own.  As a result some learners walked 

away from formal learning programmes.  I wanted to find out about learners’ experiences of 
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self-directed learning.  I wanted to get beyond the views of theorists, researchers and teachers 

to those most intimately concerned with self-directed learning – the learners themselves.  I 

wanted to hear their voices, their views.  

 

Research Questions 

 

I set out to answer two main questions: 

• What does self-directed learning mean to participants in the Wellington Polytechnic1 

Bachelor of Education programme?   

• What do they think and feel about their experiences of self-directed learning in both formal 

and non-formal contexts? 

 

Rationale 

 

My interest in this research can be traced to a number of sources – academic, practical and 

personal.  First, I believe it is essential to expose and to continue questioning the widespread 

acceptance of self-directed learning in adult education.  It has been a prime focus of adult 

education enquiry for the last forty years, and there is a large literature on the topic.  Caffarella 

and O'Donnell (1987) reviewed the research literature and identified five strands:  verification 

studies; the nature of the method of self-directed learning; the nature of the individual learner; 

the nature of the philosophical position; and policy issues.  For the last ten years these strands 

have persisted.  Much has been written from the perspective of the teacher - theories, 

principles, models and applications for practice argue the desirability of self-directed learning.  

There is also a significant critique of these ideas, but many practitioners ignore this.  Self-

direction seems to have such an appeal for adult educators that it has become what Brookfield 

(1986, p.96) calls  

                                                 
1 For most of the time I was engaged in this research project participants were enrolled in a BEd programme 
offered by Wellington Polytechnic.  In July 1999 Wellington Polytechnic merged with Massey University and 
was disestablished.  For ease of expression and reading I will, throughout my thesis, refer to Wellington 
Polytechnic although the institution is now known as Massey University at Wellington. 
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“an academic orthodoxy”.  This orthodoxy must be questioned. 

 

Second, I think adult educators need to recognise and question the macro political and 

economic factors influencing the acceptance of self-directed learning in adult education.  As 

‘New Right’ policies, including economic rationalism, gain and maintain supremacy in the 

political sphere, they impact on education and how it is constructed and practised.  The 

continuing reduction in per capita state funding for education is also creating pressures on 

institutions to find ways of doing more with fewer dollars.  This situation makes self-direction 

a very attractive option.  The focus on market forces and the “autonomous chooser” (Peters & 

Marshall, 1996) in politics and economics connects very closely with the notion of the 

autonomous, self-directing learner.  Driven by these underpinning assumptions, self-directed 

learning is in danger of becoming the one best way of working in adult education when it will 

not be appropriate for some learners, for some learning, in some situations. 

 

Third, learners' perspectives on the phenomenon of self-directed learning need to be further 

investigated (Boud & Griffin, 1987; Candy, 1991).  While it is promoted in the literature and 

widely accepted by practitioners, anecdotal evidence and personal experiences from the 

classroom suggest that many adult learners are not, and do not want to be, self-directed, at least 

in some learning contexts.  Is self-direction is being imposed on learners for reasons which are 

not relevant to them?  Is it possible that (imposed or directed) self-direction might actually be 

hindering rather than facilitating learning for some people in some situations? 

 

The fourth aspect relates to the research methodology.  Several writers have criticised self-

directed learning research for its reliance on psychological perspectives and empirical/positivist 

studies which has "inhibited the emergence of valuable research findings with respect to self-

direction in learning"  (Candy, 1991, p.437).  While recognising the need for research of all 

types to provide a holistic view, they argue that reliance on one approach to research may both 

miss the possible richness and result in bias.  They recommend the use of interpretive and 

critical methodologies, which allow the personal and social dimensions of self-directed 

learning to be investigated.  The use of a range of methodologies also means that findings can 

be checked from different perspectives, thus providing a form of triangulation. 
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This project is important because it uses an interpretive methodology, as recommended by 

Candy and others, and does not focus on the psychological dimensions of self-directed 

learning.  It has, therefore, the potential to add to existing knowledge of self-directed learning. 

The critical, questioning approach is also important.  In seeking to recognise the macro political 

and economic factors which are impacting on self-direction, the learners' perspectives and 

implications for practice, this project has the potential to influence our practice within the BEd 

programme we teach, that of the participants in their own teaching and the adult education field 

more generally. 

 

Fifth, findings from this research project will inform the practice of the people teaching the 

Bachelor and Master of Education programmes at Wellington Polytechnic. Our philosophy 

incorporates principles of adult learning, including self-direction and transformation.  We 

create opportunities for learners to be involved in decisions about their whole learning process, 

including assessment.   We need to know more about learners' perspectives of self-directed 

learning so we can achieve an appropriate balance in our practice between our philosophy and 

principles, and learners' views and positions.  We want them to be able to make considered 

decisions about where they stand in relation to self-direction and to position themselves 

accordingly in their learning with us. 

 

The sixth, and final, aspect is purely personal.  I have been interested in self-directed learning 

for a number of years and I wanted to find out more about how the perspectives of learners 

themselves related to what I was reading in the literature and seeing in adult education 

programmes around me. 
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My Interest in Self-Directed Learning 

 

I've been interested in self-directed learning since the mid 1980s.  As I made the transition from 

primary teaching into adult education, in both community and institutional contexts, I came 

across the notion of self-directed learning and Knowles' advocacy of andragogical methods for 

adult learners.  The ideas had a definite appeal but I was intrigued to notice that many of my 

experiences with adult learners, including myself, stood in quite stark contrast to what the 

‘theory’ proclaimed.   

 

The first experience that caused me to question what I was reading occurred on a course for 

part-time lecturers.  Following Knowles' ideas about andragogy, the course leader asked 

individual participants to write their own learning objectives for the course.  Rather than 

joyously grasping the opportunities such an approach offered these people were stunned, 

perplexed and stressed.  They were new to tertiary teaching.  They had not yet learned that 

there were entities called learning outcomes and they certainly did not know how to write them.  

In addition, they had come into the course with preconceived ideas about how learning took 

place and their expectations were not being met.  They were quite disorientated and it took 

several weeks to negotiate a way through the resulting difficulties.  My view of andragogy was 

profoundly affected by that experience and it was some time before I warmed to its tenets 

again.  I do, however, retain a critical perspective.  

 

I've also worked alongside adults who were enrolled in a Diploma of Teaching (Tertiary) 

programme.  It had a general framework within which learners each determined their own 

learning - goals, processes, resources, and evidence for assessment.   Some people responded 

very positively and seized the opportunity to make decisions about their own learning.  One 

withdrew from the programme soon after enrolling because he found the lack of structure and 

direction intolerable.  Others were bemused by the freedom and control offered, struggled to 

find ways of creating a structure for themselves, and needed a lot of support to enable them to 

continue with the process.  Some fell by the wayside. 
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I've also experienced different responses as a learner.  Some years ago I enrolled in a course 

which allowed/required learners to be "self-directing" and I was aware of my own reactions.  

While I did determine the content and process of my learning and learned much, there were 

times when I felt frustrated.  For example, the lecturer's refusal to lecture seemed to deny me 

access to information I wanted and forced me to use alternative, more time-consuming methods 

to find out what I wanted to know.  I also wondered about the quality of my learning - had I 

focused too much on one aspect and missed other important topics?  How comprehensive was 

my learning at the end of the course? 

 

For the last few years I have been working with learners in Bachelor and Master of Education 

programmes which are based on ideas about adult learning.  Again, I have observed a wide 

range of learners' responses to having the opportunity to make decisions about their learning 

process – being self-directing.  Recently I've been discussing options with one learner.  Usually 

self-directing, she recognises that her current personal circumstances are affecting her ability 

and willingness to make decisions about her learning and that, temporarily, she needs more 

direction and structure. 

 

I have watched with growing unease as I’ve seen financial pressures on educational institutions 

drive more and more programmes into using so-called self-directed learning (more truthfully 

known as non-contact time) as a way of reducing the costs of up-front teaching time.  Usually 

little thought is given to the impact on learners.  The primary interest has been to reduce 

institutional costs, not to facilitate high quality learning.   

 

So I questioned self-directed learning as it seemed to be constructed and practised in adult 

education and decided to conduct my own investigation into adult learners' experiences of self-

directed learning.  This thesis is the story of my investigation. 
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Structure of the Thesis 

 

This thesis is made up of ten chapters in addition to this introductory one.  My intention is to 

provide a background to my research both in terms of the literature and the context/s in which it 

was situated before providing detailed information about theory, methods, data analysis and 

findings.   

 

In my view, the contexts of self-directed learning are particularly important and are essential 

aspects of this project.  Chapter 2, therefore, is an exploration of selected adult education 

literature that is relevant to self-directed learning.  In this chapter I consider conceptions of 

self-directed learning; the relationship between self-direction and autonomy; self-directed 

learning in Western adult education; the measurement of self-directed learning and some 

models developed to describe self-directed learning. 

 

The focus of Chapter 3 is the context of my research.  I first consider the political and social 

context of tertiary education in New Zealand from 1977 to the present day, giving most 

emphasis to the years between 1984-1999.  I then provide an overview of the development of 

tertiary technical education in this country before describing the institution and the programme 

in which participants were enrolled.  Finally I include demographic data about the participants 

themselves.  

 

Having painted what I consider to be an essential contextual canvas I move to discuss, in 

Chapter 4, the theoretical perspectives which underpin my research project.  This chapter 

begins with an overview of research paradigms and the reasons for my choice of 

phenomenology and a theoretical base.  I then outline phenomenology, differentiate between 

classical and new and discuss my decision to use both forms in this project.   

 

Chapter 5 is a description and discussion of the research methods I used.  I argue my reasons 

for deciding interviews would be the most appropriate method and how they were supported by 

focus groups and questionnaires.  I also consider the limitations of the methods I used and 

 7



identify ethical considerations that needed to be addressed.  Finally I describe the research 

process as it actually occurred. 

 

In the following three chapters (Chapters 6-8) I present the data generated during the research 

project.  Central to Chapter 6 are the meanings of self-directed learning I interpreted from the 

participants’ interviews.  Chapter 7 focuses on the participants’ experiences of self-directed 

learning and the themes I interpreted from their stories and comments.  In Chapter 8 I present 

some personal stories and the meanings of self-directed learning that emerged for me from 

them. 

 

My discussion of the data presented in the previous three chapters is the heart of Chapter 9.  

Because there is so much that could be said about the data, I’ve organised this chapter as a 

number of propositions relating to self-directed learning as a phenomenon, how the data relates 

to the literature and the adult education discourse, and to phenomenology.  Closely linked to 

this discussion are the implications for our learning/teaching practice.  I address a range of 

implications arising from the data and my discussion in Chapter 10.  Finally in Chapter 11, I 

look back over the research project, summarise my thesis and suggest future research 

possibilities. 

 

In this Chapter I have introduced my research project and provided an overview of the 

organisation of my thesis.  In the next chapter (Chapter 2) I review selected adult education 

literature that is relevant to research into learners’ perceptions and experiences of self-directed 

learning. 
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CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 Although self-direction has been ... a recurring preoccupation of educators 

throughout the ages, it seems particularly to have dominated the thinking, 

and hence to have captured the imagination, of many adult educators in 

recent years (Candy, 1991, p.5). 

 

There is a sense in which all learning is self-directed.  We learn for ourselves; others cannot 

learn for us.  In spite of this, self-directed learning has become a key feature of adult 

education in the Western world and a large volume of literature discussing its definition, 

principles and practice has been produced.  In this chapter, I introduce the notion of self-

directed learning; discuss its relationship with other terms such as autonomy; trace its 

development in Western ideas about adult learning; consider some of the instruments used 

to measure it and some of the models designed to describe it.   

 

Conceptions of Self-Directed Learning 

  

… self-directed learning is one of those amorphous terms that occurs in 

adult education literature but that lacks precise definition. … it is so broad as 

to be almost meaningless.  (Jarvis, 1992a, p.130, 131). 

 

A versatile concept, it has been co-opted to every purpose that adult 

educators espouse and pursue.  The consequence of this is that the literature 

on self-direction is extensive, but it is also confusing.  The lack of internal 

consistency precludes the possibility of developing a coherent theory of self-

direction, or even of self-directed learning, from within the literature itself  

(Candy, 1991, p.411). 

 

Self-directed learning may seem to be self-explanatory and we all probably assume we 

know what it is.  However, there is no single, accepted definition; rather there is a 

confusion of terms used in various ways by different people.  Kasworm (1983, cited in 
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Candy, 1991; Oddi, 1987) was one of the first to articulate this confusion.  Candy (1987) 

identified at least 30 different terms being used interchangeably with self-direction.  He 

lists autodidaxy, autonomous learning, independent learning, learner-controlled/directed 

instruction, non-traditional learning, open learning, participatory learning, self-directed 

learning, self-education, self-organised learning, self-planned learning, self-responsible 

learning, self-study and self-teaching as examples.  Oddi (1987, p.21) lists a “plethora of 

terms used in reference to the concept” and Gerstner (1992) found 20 different terms 

including self-instruction, self-initiated learning, self-directed enquiry, self-propelled, 

individual learning and autotelic enquiry.  Brockett & Hiemstra (1991) note that the 

definition not only varies with individual writers but also over time with the same writer(s).  

They trace the changing definitions used by themselves and Stephen Brookfield as 

examples. 

 

There is disagreement, for example, about whether self-directed learning is learning in 

isolation or in association with others.  It is interesting to note that Knowles himself seems 

to hold different views.  He referred both to “the ability to learn on one’s own” (1975, p.17) 

and to “a process in which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others 

…” (1975, p.18) on consecutive pages in the same book.  Merriam & Caffarella (1991, 

p.207-208) show a similar confusion.  Adekanmbi (1990, p.181) refers to it as “learning on 

his [sic] own”; Smith (1982, cited in Oddi, 1987) conceives it as a solitary activity; and 

Hiemstra’s initial definition included reference to learning “frequently carried out alone” 

(Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991, p.24).  Joblin’s (1988, p.123) description of self-directed 

learners being “apt to close themselves off from others and/or the world outside 

themselves” also hints at isolation.  For these people, self-directed learning is a solitary, 

independent activity that may be carried out in a range of contexts using a variety of non-

human resources.  For example, learning at home, at the office or in a library using books, 

radio, video, newspapers and/or Internet resources.  This form of self-directed learning is 

not usually associated with educational institutions. 

 

Other writers insist that self-directed learning includes learning in association with others.  

Boud (1981, p.25) declares that “autonomy in learning does not mean that students work on 
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their own in isolation from others”.  Brookfield (1981) details the important role peer 

contact has for independent adult learners throughout the learning process – from decisions 

to begin learning, to reinforcement during learning and evaluation of what has been 

learned.  In a later publication he declared “… it is evident that no act of learning can be 

self-directed if we understand self-direction as meaning the absence of external sources of 

assistance” (1985, p.7).  He also cited Moore’s metaphor to make the point that the self-

directed learner is not “an intellectual Robinson Crusoe, castaway and shut off in self-

sufficiency” (1986, p.46).   Hammond & Collins (1991, p.25) are definite that “a co-

operative learning climate is crucial in a self-directed learning course” and deplore 

situations where “… the ‘independence’ of participants can too readily turn into isolation 

…”  Brockett & Hiemstra (1991, p.11) declare that “it is a mistake to automatically 

associate self-directed learning with learning in isolation or learning on an independent 

basis”.  Adeola (1995, p.39) insists that “self-directed learning rarely takes place in total 

isolation”.  Garrison (1992, p.146) goes even further and claims that “self-directed learning 

as an autonomous and isolated activity does not, or should not, exist in adult education”.  

For these writers self-directed learning can take place within educational institutions. 

 

One feature of the debate has been the number of people who have identified two separate 

but inter-related dimensions of self-directed learning – an internal and an external 

dimension (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Candy, 1991; Garrison, 1992; Jarvis, 1992a; 

1992b; Oddi, 1987; Pratt, 1988).  Fellenz (1985, cited in Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991) made 

a distinction between the psychological state of personal development reached by an 

individual and the role they adopted during the process of learning.  Brockett & Hiemstra 

(1991) refer to these as personality characteristic and instructional method and point to the 

confusion that results when these differences are not made explicit.  Personality 

characteristics or “learner self-direction” are internal to the learner and are those personal 

qualities that enable them to exhibit a "desire or preference for assuming responsibility for 

learning" (p.24).  Candy (1991) lists over 100 such attributes, characteristics, qualities and 

competencies that have been identified by researchers.  Instructional method or “self-

directed learning” is an external characteristic that refers to "a process in which the learner 

assumes a primary role in planning, implementing and evaluating the experience" (Brockett 
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& Hiemstra, 1991, p.24).  For Brockett & Hiemstra these two dimensions are linked and 

together result in “self-direction in learning”. 

 

Garrison (1992) also draws attention to the internal and external dimensions of self-

direction, although his definitions are slightly different.  Like other writers mentioned here, 

his external dimension refers to the control of the educational process but his internal 

dimension refers to responsibility for constructing meaning rather than to the personal 

attributes of self-directed learners.  He claims that most writers have an inherent emphasis 

on one or other of those dimensions and argues for an integrated perspective, bringing 

together critical thinking (as a way of constructing meaning) and self-directed learning.  

Brookfield (1988) uses meaning construction as a favoured aspect of self-directed learning: 

 

Self-directed learning in adulthood, therefore, is not merely learning how to 

apply techniques of resource location or instructional design.  It is, rather, a 

matter of learning how to change our perspectives, shift our paradigms, and 

replace one way of interpreting the world by another (Brookfield, 1988, 

p.103). 

 

Candy (1991), in his comprehensive analysis of the literature, further develops this two 

dimensions concept.  He distinguishes between self-direction as a goal, outcome or product 

of learning (personality characteristic) and as a process or method of learning (instructional 

method) and goes on to define four distinct but related phenomena.  The goal categories he 

calls self-management (the willingness and capacity to conduct one's own education) and 

personal autonomy (a personal attribute).  The process categories he refers to as learner 

control (a mode of organising instruction in formal settings) and autodidaxy (the individual, 

non-institutional pursuit of learning opportunities in the natural societal setting) (Candy, 

1991, p.23).  While he makes this distinction Candy also argues that the dimensions are 

inter-related. 

 

Usher (1997) questions this internal/external distinction, arguing it is "simplistic and 

ultimately untenable".  The distinction is artificial; goal and process are interconnected and 

 12



together influence learners’ self-direction.  However, it does provide a useful framework 

for this literature review – a framework around which to shape my discussion of the large 

volume of literature on self-directed learning.  So I will employ it here, and throughout my 

thesis, while recognising its artificiality and the necessary interdependence of the goal and 

process dimensions of self-directed learning. 

 

So, what is self-directed learning?  At this point I will not provide a definition.  To do so 

would be to cut across one of the purposes of this research which is to find out what 

meaning(s) self-directed learning has for the participants themselves.  I will return to the 

question of definition in Chapter 9 when I discuss the meaning(s) that I interpreted2 from 

what the participants said and from my own experiences.  

 

Self-direction and Autonomy in Learning 
 

Another clarification is necessary.  Within the literature there is also confusion in the use of 

the terms autonomy and self-directed learning. Autonomy was first used in Greece to refer 

to self-rule for cities and this, over time, was extended to include self-rule for individuals 

(Candy, 1991).  Gibbs (1979, p.119) provided a definition: 

 

… the autonomous person is an independent agent, one who is in command 

of himself [sic], the author of his [sic] own work, deeds and way of life, not 

subject to the authority of other persons or things. 

 

Candy (1991) suggests the everyday meanings of freedom, independence and self-

sufficiency.  Brookfield (1983) separates self-directed learning and autonomous learning, 

dealing with them in different sections.  He bases his description of self-directed learning 

on Knowles’ definition and argues that it is confined to formal adult education contexts.  

Autonomous learning, in contrast, “implies separateness from fellow learners as well as 

from institutional recognition.  It suggests that the learneroperates in a social and 

                                                 
2 Intuiting is a process used in classical phenomenology (see Chapter 4).  When we intuit we open ourselves 
to the phenomenon being investigated and wait to see how it presents itself to us.  The aim of intuiting is to 
see the phenomenon in a new way rather than as we currently understand or perceive it. 
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intellectual vacuum with no contact with fellow learners” (Brookfield, 1983, p.27).  

Caffarella (1993) describes autonomy as a central component of self-direction.  This 

suggests that, for her, autonomy is subsumed in self-direction. 

  

Chene (1983, cited in Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Candy, 1991; Jarvis, 1992a, 1992b) 

interpreted autonomy as being synonymous with self-direction and identified three aspects 

to learner autonomy – independence, the learner’s creation of norms and their ability to 

foresee and choose.  She, like Candy, refers to the Greek origins of the word, and points out 

that, although it refers to individuals setting their own rules, autonomous people are also 

free to act within agreed rules. She distinguishes between two meanings of autonomy.  The 

first is psychological and the second “is related to a methodology which either assumes that 

the learner is autonomous or aims at achieving autonomy through training”  (Chene, 1983, 

p.40 cited in Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991, p.22).  There are similarities here between the 

internal (goal) and external (process) dimensions of self-direction already discussed.   

 

Tennant & Pogson (1995) and Jarvis (1992a) also equate autonomy and self-direction.  

According to Jarvis they require two dimensions of freedom - internal and external.  

Internal freedom or ‘free will’ means having the freedom to make choices, to decide what 

to do in specific circumstances.  External freedom he calls ‘freedom to act’ - having control 

or ownership over the space in which we act.  In institutional self-directed learning, Jarvis 

maintains, learners often have free will but not the freedom to act because teachers control 

the educational space.  Major limitations are therefore placed on learner self-

direction/autonomy.  A paradox Jarvis points out, is that, although many people feel they 

have free will, socialisation processes mean they often use it to conform to others’ 

expectations. 

 

It is interesting to note that there are similarities between the internal and external 

dimensions identified here by Jarvis and those described by Candy (1991) and Brockett and 

Hiemstra (1991) in relation to self-directed learning.  Jarvis’s internal freedom (free will) is 

similar to the internal, goal/personal qualities dimension of self-directed learning and his 

external freedom (freedom to act) is similar to the external process/instructional method 
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already described.  Like Candy, Brockett and Hiemstra he makes a distinction between the 

two dimensions but argues that they are inter-related and that both must be present in 

genuine self-directed learning. 

 

Candy (1991) describes one sense of self-directed learning as personal autonomy and 

identifies two meanings for it - philosophical and psychological.   The former concerns a 

disposition to thinking and acting autonomously in all situations (self-determination) and 

the latter an inclination to take control of learning (self management). Like Jarvis, Candy 

notes the internal and external dimensions of freedom, arguing that an autonomous person 

needs to be free of internal and external constraints.  In addition, he recognises personal and 

situational dimensions to personal autonomy and argues that autonomy is situation-

dependent and not necessarily transferable from one situation to another.  People, therefore, 

may be autonomous in one context but not in another. He, again like Jarvis, recognises the 

role socialisation plays: 

 

… it is difficult, if not impossible, for a person to escape entirely the effects 

of socializing influences in determining his or her attitudes, habits, values, 

and beliefs.  Accordingly … it is probably impossible for the majority of 

individuals to attain autonomy in the ideal or strongest sense (Candy, 1991, 

p.125). 

 

Boud (1989, p.43) describes self-direction as a sub-set of autonomy.  He identifies three 

different forms of autonomy and names self-direction as of one of those forms.  This is the 

external, process dimension of self-directed learning that Boud calls “an approach to 

teaching and learning”.  His other two categories refer to the internal, goal dimension of 

developing the personal qualities which enable people to reach their own understanding and 

make their own decisions, particularly in relation to subject knowledge. 

 

Candy (1991) and Tennant & Pogson (1995) make an additional distinction and argue that 

autonomy is a domain-specific capacity rather than a general, content-free one. Therefore, 

it incorporates an internal, developed critical capacity that enables the learner to think 
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independently about the subject rather than just go through the motions of controlling the 

external features of the learning process. 

 

A further point of discussion for several writers (Boud, 1989; Brookfield, 1985; Candy, 

1991) arises from these internal/external dimensions.  They argue that the use of 

autonomous learning and teaching approaches (external autonomy) does not necessarily 

lead to the development of the (internal) personal qualities exhibited by autonomous 

people.  Indeed Brookfield maintains that it is 

 

… possible to be a superb technician of self-directed learning in terms of 

one’s command of goal setting, instructional design or evaluative 

procedures, and yet to exercise no critical questioning of the validity or 

worth of one’s intellectual pursuit  (1985, p.29). 

 

Candy (1991, p.21) makes the point that someone who exercises control in a 

teaching/learning situation may not be capable of exercising personal autonomy in the 

broader sense.  Conversely, someone who chooses not to take control of their learning in an 

educational setting may be personally autonomous in the broader sense. 

 

Candy (1987, p.161), citing Dearden, provides us with a synthesis of self-direction and 

autonomy.  He suggests that, while the terms used to describe self-directed learning are not 

synonymous, “collectively they represent an ideology ‘in which many more initiatives are 

passed over to the [learners], who are now expected to be much more independent, self-

directed or, in a word, autonomous’ (Dearden, 1972, p.449)”.  He models this synthesis 

himself, sometimes using self-directed learning and autonomy interchangeably, even from 

one paragraph to the next (eg Candy, 1991, p.26).  In this thesis I use the terminology self-

directed learning but assume that much of what I write could also refer to, for example, 

autonomous and independent learning. 
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Self-Directed Learning in Western Adult Education 

 

Particular discourses of andragogy, with a set of assumptions based in 

American/Anglo culture, have marginalised alternative perspectives within 

these countries and have dominated the field of adult education 

internationally (Edwards, 1997, p.73). 

 

According to Brockett & Hiemstra (1991, p.7) "the idea of self-direction, under the guise of 

numerous names, has existed from classical antiquity to the present".  They cite Kulich 

(1970), who argues that self-education was important to the Greek philosophers, including 

Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, and comments that self-education was the usual way for 

individuals to learn prior to the development of schools.  Candy (1991) shares this view, 

noting allusions to self-education prior to Socrates and to the origin of personal autonomy 

in ancient Greece.  He cites McClintock (1982, in Candy, 1991, p.213) who claims that, in 

classical antiquity, the real purpose of education was to prepare people for self-directed 

enquiry and that teaching or instruction is a quite recent development (ibid, p.31).  These 

points are largely overlooked in adult education today.  Jarvis (1992a, p.127) describes 

coffee houses in England and salons in France as early examples of self-directed learning 

sites.  Candy (1991) outlines the growth of interest in self education in Britain and North 

America in nineteenth century adult Sunday schools, mechanics’ institutes, literary 

societies, evening colleges and university extramural and extension work, noting the self-

culture which underpinned this. 

 

Dewey and Lindeman are frequently mentioned as forerunners of adult education in the 

Western world (Brookfield, 1984; Davenport, 1993; Fisher & Podeschi, 1989; Jarvis, 

1987b; Long, 1991).  Both advocated adult education, the role of experience in learning, the 

idea of teachers as facilitators rather than transmitters of content, and the development of 

democracy through education.  Their views profoundly influenced later writers who were 

more overtly concerned with self-directed learning.  Lindeman, along with Martha 

Anderson, introduced the term andragogy into American literature in 1927, forty years 
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before Knowles, using it to distinguish between child and adult learning.3  Andragogy, they 

declared, “is the true method of adult learning”; adulthood is characterised by a growing 

awareness of self and by a readiness to make existential choices; and the adult learning 

process is an effort toward self-mastery (Brookfield, 1984, p.189).  While the term self-

direction is not used, some of the characteristics of self-directed, autonomous learning are 

apparent.  Both the internal, personal qualities and the external, process dimensions are 

evident here.  

 

Although ideas about self-directed learning have been around since antiquity, there has 

been an upsurge in interest in the last few decades.  Many writers trace the origin of the 

current interest to Malcolm Knowles and view him as the parent of andragogy.  Some, like 

Brookfield above, assert "he wasn't the first to use the term andragogy or to introduce the 

idea of a distinctively adult sort of learning" (Feuer & Geber, 1988. p.31). Candy (1991, 

p.25) argues that "for practical purposes, the serious study of self-direction in adult learning 

can be traced back to the appearance in 1961 of Houle's book The Inquiring Mind".  

Brockett & Hiemstra (1991) regard Houle and Tough as important precursors to Knowles, 

who himself (Knowles, 1990) acknowledges the contribution made by these two writers. 

 

From his research in the 1950s, Houle (1993) identified three categories of continuing 

(adult) learners - goal-oriented learners have specific objectives for their learning; activity-

oriented learners often choose their learning activities for social reasons; and learning-

oriented learners seek knowledge for its own sake and are constantly learning. 

 

Tough's (1979) research into adult learning projects extended from Houle's (Knowles, 

1980) and produced data which revealed the extent to which adults take control of their 

own learning outside of formal educational institutions.  His work focused on the external, 

process dimension of self-directed learning.  He found that 90% of the Canadian adults 

interviewed conducted at least one major learning effort each year, with the average person 

                                                 
3 Savicevic (1991) traces insistence on a specific approach to adult learning to Comenius in the 17th century 
arguing that he is the conceptual founder of andragogy even if he didn’t use the term.   Like Knowles (1980) 
Savicevic traces use of the term itself to Alexander Kapp in Germany in 1833.  Davenport & Davenport 
(1985) refer to Lindeman as the spiritual father of andragogy and to Knowles as the nurturing father. 
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spending 500 hours on five projects; that 80% of these were planned by the learners 

themselves; that only 5% of the projects were motivated by formal credit; and that these 

adults were motivated by the anticipated use or application of what they were learning.  

Since the 1970s Tough's research has been replicated many times but it has also been 

criticised, particularly on methodological grounds (Brookfield, 1983) and for "construing 

self-directed learning in such a way as to provide an arena for professional intervention by 

adult education practitioners" (Collins, 1991, p.23). 

 

Knowles built on Houle and Tough’s work.  Because he is such a key figure in Western 

views of self-directed learning I have discussed his ideas, and the criticisms that have been 

made of them, in some detail.  Basing his ideas on humanistic and existentialist philosophy 

(Tennant, 1986), and developing them from the work of Maslow and Rogers in particular, 

Knowles developed his concept of andragogy, which he defined as "the art and science of 

helping adults learn" (Knowles, 1980, p.43).  It was a model of adult learning that initially 

stood in opposition to pedagogy, the art and science of teaching children, although he later 

changed his view and described them as two “models of assumptions about learners” (ibid).  

He argued that adults were innately self-directing, learned in a way that was substantially 

different to the way children learned and needed a different learning environment.  Over a 

number of years he developed six assumptions about adult learners:  

 

1. The need to know:  adults need to know why they need to learn something before 

undertaking to learn it. 

2. The learners’ self-concept:  adults have a self-concept of being responsible for making 

decisions about their own lives.  Once they have arrived at that self-concept they have a 

deep psychological need to be seen, and be treated, by others as being capable of self-

direction. 

3. The role of the learners' experience:  adults come into an educational activity with both 

a greater volume of and a different quality of experience from youths. 

4. Readiness to learn:  adults become ready to learn those things they need to know and be 

able to do in order to cope effectively with their real-life situations. 

5. Orientation to learning:  in contrast to children's and youths' subject-centred orientation 
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to learning (at least in school), adults are life-centred (or task-centred or problem-

centred) in their orientation to learning.  Adults are motivated to devote energy to learn 

something to the extent that they perceive that it will help them perform tasks or deal 

with problems that they confront in their life situations. 

6. Motivation:  while adults are responsive to some external motivators (better jobs, 

promotions, higher salaries, and the like) the most potent motivators are internal 

pressures (the desire for increased job satisfaction, self-esteem, quality of life, and the 

like). (Adapted from Knowles, 1990, pp.57-63). 

 

He also listed seven principles for an andragogical style of instruction: 

 

1. Set the climate:  The physical and psychological climate should be conducive to 

learning. 

2. Involve the learners in mutual planning:  People will be more committed to decisions if 

they have had a role in making them. 

3. Involve participants in diagnosing their learning needs:  Allow people some say in 

deciding what they need to learn in an effort to reconcile the individual's assessment of 

their own learning needs with what the organisation has in mind. 

4. Involve learners in formulating their learning objectives. 

5. Involve learners in designing learning plans. 

6. Help learners carry out their learning plans:  Use a learning contract to translate 

learning needs into learning objectives, identify resources, specify evidence that will be 

used to judge how well the objectives have been met and determine how that evidence 

will be used for assessment/evaluation. 

7. Involve learners in evaluating learning:  Learners are to be involved in evaluating their 

own achievement and in judging the quality and worth of the training programme.  

(Adapted from Feuer & Geber, 1988, p.33) 

 

Knowles’ ideas centred on the external dimension of self-directed learning – the process 

learners engage in to take control of, and responsibility for, their own learning.  The 

internal, personal attributes he saw as an innate part of adulthood, the very characteristics 
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that meant that adults should have control over their own learning processes. 

 

Knowles' ideas have been criticised since he first proposed them.  In spite of this, his 

concept of andragogy remains "the single most popular idea in the education and training of 

adults" (Brookfield, 1986, p.91; Tennant, 1986; Collins, 1991).  In this review I will 

explore nine criticisms of his ideas found in the literature. 

 

Adult learning: different to children's? 

The first criticisms concerned the distinction he made between the way children and adults 

learn.  Houle (cited by Feuer & Geber, 1988) and Jarvis (1987a), for example, argue that 

their learning processes are basically the same and Tennant (1986, p.121) says it is a myth 

to think that "adult learning is fundamentally (and necessarily) different from child 

learning".  Elias (1979) argues that both Erikson and Piaget found elements of self-

directedness in children's learning as did Deci & Ryan (1981, cited in Oddi, 1987) in their 

research.  Candy (1991, p.416) is unequivocal – “the development of self-directed learning 

capabilities is not the exclusive preserve of adult education”. 

 

Over the years Knowles modified his thinking, admitting that rather than being in 

opposition to pedagogy, andragogy was simply another model of learning (Knowles, 1980; 

Feuer & Geber, 1988; Brookfield, 1986).  Andragogy and pedagogy were at different ends 

of a continuum and teachers would choose the most appropriate position along that 

spectrum, including the pedagogical position, for a specific situation and group of learners, 

regardless of their age.  So andragogy becomes a "situational model of human learning" 

(Feuer & Geber, 1988, p.39) rather than an adult learning theory. 

 

More recently Delahaye et al (1994, p.187) have proposed that the relationship between 

pedagogy and andragogy is “orthogonal, or at right angles to each other” rather than on a 

continuum.  This locates individuals in a two dimensional space, rather than on a one 

dimensional line, and allows learners to be high on andragogy and high on pedagogy at the 

same time.  Knowles indicated that he would adopt this idea in his future work (Delahaye, 

1997). 
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Are adults self-directed learners? 

Knowles’ claim that adults are self-directing has been widely disputed.  Candy (1987, 

p.163-164) points to a range of literature that suggests they are not.  Instead there is 

evidence that many seek cues from teachers, are syllabus bound, have an external locus of 

control, low self-efficacy, are field dependent, have a fragile self-concept, exhibit learned 

helplessness and are generally “docile, passive and acquiescent learners who prefer … 

other directedness to self-direction”.  He cites Rogers (1969, in Moore, 1972) who observed 

that only a third or a quarter of adults are self-directing learners.  He also points out that 

even if people do engage in self-directed (autodidactic) learning outside of formal 

institutions this does not necessarily mean that they want to, or are able to, take control over 

their learning in a formal situation.  Boshier (1994, p.85) reflects the views of many writers 

when he points out that the 1980s saw “the widespread and swift slaughter of sacred cows 

that previously stood unsullied in the fields of academe (e.g., the notion that all adults are 

self-directed or engage in learning projects) (italics in original). 

 

Other writers refer to the effect years of schooling has on adult learners, socialising them 

into dependent forms of learning.  Hartree (1984, p. 206) argues that “the view of the adult 

learner as self-directing then, is often more pious hope than a description of his or her 

learning”.  Tennant (1986, p.116) comments that “one might even suspect that adults need 

to be re-taught the processes of self-direction, having lost them in the years intervening 

between early childhood and maturity”. 

 

Base in humanistic psychology 

Self-direction is a reflection of North American, middle class, humanistic culture and 

attracted people opposed to the behaviourist approaches that dominated the 1960s.  It is 

based in humanistic and existentialist philosophy and psychology and the ethic of 

individualism (Tennant, 1986; Hartree, 1984).  Features of humanistic psychology include a 

concern with the ‘self’ and a reaffirmation of human qualities such as personal freedom, 

choice and the validity of subjective experience (Tennant, 1988).  This leads to what 

Brookfield (1993, p.239) refers to as "self-contained, internally driven, capable adults 
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working in splendid, atomistic isolation" which denies the "importance of collective action, 

common interests, and human interdependence".  He also calls self-directed learning “adult 

education’s interpretation of individualism” (ibid, p.231).  Hammond and Collins (1991, 

p.15) developed their notion of critical self-directed learning because they "agreed with 

those who saw laissez-faire SDL as a potentially individualistic, even elitist educational 

approach" and Welton (1987) critiques andragogy's base in psychology.  This base in 

humanism is also criticised because it does not recognise the complex relationship between 

the individual and society and ignores the social, political, cultural and historical forces that 

constrain individual action (Foley, 1993; Pratt, 1993). 

 

Universalism 

An essential part of self-directed learning is the assumption that all people should, can and 

want to accept individual freedom in learning (Flannery, 1994).  This emphasis on 

individual autonomy has become an assumed, universal value.  Criticism centres on this 

notion and raises issues of culture, gender and class.  As already noted, self-direction has 

grown out of Western humanism with its emphasis on the individual.  Other cultures value 

the collective over the individual and find individualised, self-directed learning is foreign to 

their lived culture.  This focus on the individual human being "constitutes a moral axiom 

which places the individual at the centre of a value system which relegated the group to 

second place"  (Tennant, 1986, p.120).  Flannery summarises the views on cultural 

universalism: 

 

 In reality, learning theories based on individualism and autonomy reflect 

values and attributes that are primarily Western, middle class and male. ... 

Clearly, to continue to promote learning theories that have individual 

achievement as a universal goal is to continue everyday racism in adult 

education (Flannery, 1994, p.22). 

 

Joblin (1988, p.120) supports Flannery’s points by arguing that we are more likely to 

become self-directed if we are born into cultures or groups which nurture it.  Self-direction, 

he argues “will not just happen naturally”. 
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Individual autonomy and self-direction cannot be considered universal for a second reason - 

it applies less to women than men.  Maslow himself declared that self-actualisation was not 

a characteristic of women (Flannery, 1994).  Indeed, some research suggests that women 

have different ways of knowing, being and acting in the world.  (Belenky et al, 1986).  

Many place a greater emphasis on affiliation, relationship, connectedness and communion 

than men.  Many are interdependent rather than independent.  It is worth noting the 

growing recognition that men too need to become interdependent.  Chickering & Reisser 

(1993, p.140) describe research that demonstrates college students’ (male and female) 

recognition and acceptance of interdependence, the “capstone of autonomy”, which “means 

respecting the autonomy of others and looking for ways to give and take with an ever-

expanding circle of friends”.  Caffarella (1993, p.29) cites Boucouvalas (1988) who argued 

that “autonomy must be coupled with interdependence and interconnectedness as necessary 

attributes of adult learners”.  Zepke (1999) supports this view, making the point that 

autonomy plus interdependence is an ideal for both women and men. Usher et al (1997, 

p.12) also support the notion of relationship and connectedness in autonomy: 

 

 Postmodernism suggests that autonomy is not something to be attained 'self-

ishly' but relationally, through a recognition of difference where difference is 

not defined as deficit (Usher et al, 1997, p.12). 

 

A third reason self-direction cannot be a universal value is based in socio-economic status 

or class.  The valuing of individual autonomy is a reflection of middle-class values and 

excludes different values held by other people (Keddie, 1980).  Welton (1987, p.52) argues 

that class oppression "injures the self-concept of working class people". 

 

A last point on universality - the fact that an edited volume on overcoming resistance to 

self-direction in adult learning has been published (Hiemstra & Brockett, 1994) suggests 

that self-direction is not universal, even in Western adult education.  Indeed, Jarvis (1992a, 

p.131) questions whether adults are primarily self-directing and argues that more 

demonstrate “a greater propensity toward other-directed learning”. 

 24



Self-direction as technology 

Self-directed learning is also criticised on the grounds that it is a technology.  It is used to 

shape adults in a particular way, constructing them as: 

 

 ... individualised, undifferentiated, an essentially abstract entity, the 

'monological self', the self-contained individual having no transactions with 

and unaffected by anything 'other' to itself - a kind of pure 'learning machine' 

(Usher et al, 1997, p.94). 

 

It is also a technology in a second sense - "a mechanistic array of techniques to be used to 

facilitate adult learning" (Newman, 1993; Collins, 1991).  Brookfield (1988, p.103) also 

criticises this focus on technique:  “… self-direction as a concept runs the risk of being 

denuded of context and of coming to be viewed solely as a technique”.  Here, clearly, the 

focus is on the external, process dimension of self-directed learning.  Garrison (1992, 

p.137) makes this explicit when he comments that “self-direction has been largely 

associated with an external management function”.  Collins (1991) points out that the 

emphasis is on the teacher rather than the autonomous learner and that the learning 

contract, a popular technique for self-directed learning, is a formula for what amounts to 

directed self-directed learning.  The learning contract, he argues, is a form of reductionism 

that allows the learner to be subjected to the needs of an organisation: 

 

 In systematising self-directed learning to become directed (though more or 

less subtly steered) self-direction in the form of individualised learning 

contracts, adult educators are working on behalf of institutionalised interests 

above those of individuals (Collins, 1991, p.24). 

 

Tennant (1986) also argues that the individual's needs may be compromised to the 

institution's.  Brookfield (1988, p.103) points out that learners cannot be fully self-directing 

if they are “applying techniques of independent study within a context of goals and 

evaluative criteria determined by an external authority” whether that is an employer or an 

educational institution.  So the real danger is that self-directed learning may become a 
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technology for control of the learner while professing control by the learner. 

Formal contexts only 

Knowles' approach to self-direction focuses on formal, institutional learning and fails to 

recognise and value the learning that is occurring all the time outside of those situations.  

Kulich (1970, cited in Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991) points out that self-education was the 

way people usually learned before schools were established. Ebeling (1994) claims that 

there are benefits in self-undirected learning.   This approach to learning differs from goal-

focused self-directed learning by emphasising "a willingness to suspend specific 

educational agendas and an openmindedness to broader educational opportunities (which) 

make unanticipated discoveries possible for the average person" (ibid, p.90).  This type of 

learning is occurring all the time.  Foley (1993, p.21) makes the important point that much, 

even most, adult learning "is not acquired in formal courses but gained through experience, 

through participation in an aspect of social life such as work, community action or family 

activities".  Indeed Tough’s research showed that the majority of adult learning was 

conducted outside formal contexts.  Institutions, he argued, had much to learn from the way 

adults engaged in learning projects they planned and carried out themselves. 

 

Prescription 

As described by Knowles, self-direction, in the form of learning contracts, is the one best 

way to work with adults.  Self-direction in this form is, therefore, prescriptive rather than 

descriptive (Hartree, 1984; Pratt, 1988) - an "uncritically accepted academic orthodoxy" 

(Brookfield, 1986 p.95).  Tennant (1986, p.115) argues that prescription is impositional, 

restrictive and alienating and points out that “at best, he offers a truncated version of self-

direction:  the student directs the content, the educator directs the process”.  This comment 

again surfaces the criticism that, while espousing learner control, this version of self-

directed learning may actually inhibit learner control. 

 

Variability in self-direction 

Pratt (1988) argues that adults vary considerably in their desire, capability and readiness to 

take control of their learning.  Self-direction is a situational variable which depends on the 

influence of "the learners' competence, commitment and confidence at any given moment 
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in time" (ibid, p.162).  Self-direction is determined by "the ability and predisposition to 

consider alternatives, to reflect on likely consequences and, ultimately, to choose when to 

exercise or abdicate control over valued functions (ibid, p.170). 

 

Brookfield (cited in Feuer & Geber, 1988) claims that fewer adults are self-directing than 

the theory suggests; Ellsworth (1992, p.23) found participants in her research were “deeply 

divided on the issue of self-directedness"; and Brockett & Hiemstra (1991) and Grow 

(1991) acknowledge variation exists.  Candy (1991) argues that the level of self-direction 

may differ for one learner from context to context, depending, for example, on their level of 

domain knowledge - the amount they already know about the subject.  Day and Baskett 

(1982, p.148) argue that the variation "will depend on factors such as cognitive and 

personality development, motivation, social development and role expectation".  Feuer and 

Geber see andragogy as an oversimplification, disguising "tremendous diversity among 

individuals" (Feuer & Geber, 1988, p.35).  Spear & Mocker (1984) identified a range of 

environmental factors which affect individuals’ decisions about how to go about their 

learning and what resources to use.  These factors increase the variability evident in adult 

self-directed learning. 

 

The ‘Self’ of Self-Directed Learning 

Embedded in Knowles’ view of self-directed learning are assumptions about the 

autonomous ‘self’. This is an individualised, self-contained and self-centred self that exists 

independently of a social context.  It is capable of rational reflection on experience and 

conferring meaning on experience (Tennant, 1998).  Boucouvalas (1988, cited in Merriam 

& Caffarella, 1991) argues that this is only a partial view of what selfhood is about.  She 

suggests a view of self as a connected being participating with others, the homonomous 

self.  Usher (1992, cited in Tennant & Pogson, 1995) also offers a critique.  He and his 

colleagues (Usher et al, 1997, p.93) summarise the view of autonomy from within adult 

education as “the government of the self by the self, a freedom from dependence, a 

situation where one is influenced and controlled only by a source within oneself”.  This, 

they argue, requires a self that is individualistic, unitary, rational, pre-given and 

decontextualised – the monological self of Western culture.  They criticise this view of 
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autonomy and present a postmodern view which sees self as decentred, unable to know 

itself independently of context and history, a constantly changing self variously represented 

in different stories rather than a single, ‘true’ self.  This self discovers that our experiences 

are open to different interpretations and that we can construct alternative selves from those 

interpretations.  The possibilities, however, are not endless as each must be plausible.  

Tennant & Pogson summarise: 

 

… the self remains situated in history and culture and continually open to 

reinscription and reformulation.  The autonomous self is thus neither an end 

state nor something standing outside history and culture.  The autonomous 

self recognizes its situatedness and its limits and possibilities of 

reinterpretation and reformation (1995, p.137). 

 

Knowles' ideas have, therefore, been criticised on many grounds and resistance to self-

direction, in both learners and teachers, has been identified (Hiemstra & Brockett, 1994).  

Despite this, Knowles retains a large following among adult educators.  A number of 

reasons have been suggested for andragogy’s emergence in the 1960s and its continuing 

popularity.  Jarvis (1984) called it a “sign of the times” and argued that it was an expression 

of the principles of progressive education and the romantic curriculum.  It emerged at a 

time when social structures were malleable and people were receptive to change and 

innovation.  Andragogy’s assumptions fitted well with the 1960s focus on self development 

and self expression so was readily accepted, particularly with Knowles as an agent.  Harris 

(1989) lists six reasons for the high interest in self-directed learning:  increasing recognition 

of individual needs; a focus on empowerment of individuals and social action; the 

development of the concept of lifelong education; rapid social and technological change 

which necessitates recurrent education; its close relationship with open and distance 

education; and the idea that self-direction accords adults dignity and worth.  Like Harris, 

Candy (1991) list six factors that converged to account for self-directed learning’s recent 

popularity.  However, his reasons are different.  They include the democratic ideal of self 

regulation; self-direction’s connection with the dominant ideology of individualism; the 

concept of egalitarianism which is played out in the equal relationship of learner and 
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teacher; the emergence of subjective or relativistic epistemology which democratised 

knowledge and its production; its congruence with humanistic education; and its role in 

carving out a separate field of adult education. 

Other authors developed alternative ideas about self-directed learning.  In contrast to 

Knowles, whose focus was on the external dimension, they have developed theories about 

the internal dimension of self-directed learning and have tried to integrate the internal and 

external dimensions.  I now turn to consider some of those ideas. 

 

Self-Directed Learning Beyond Andragogy: Critical and Transformative Learning 

 

Knowles was concerned primarily with techniques for self-management and control of 

learning.  Others’ attention shifted to internal dimensions, including the personality 

characteristics discussed above (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Oddi, 1987), internal changes 

in consciousness through critical reflection (Brookfield, 1987; Mezirow, 1981), internal 

monitoring of cognitive processes (Garrison, 1997) and conscientisation (Freire, 1972). 

 

For Mezirow (1981, p.21) self-directed learning is the “mode of learning characteristic of 

adulthood” and a central feature of his theory of perspective transformation.   According to 

Mezirow, adults need to become aware of their meaning schemes and meaning perspectives 

and to engage in perspective transformations.  He defines a meaning perspective as “the 

structure of psycho-cultural assumptions within which new experience is assimilated and 

transformed by one’s past experience” (1981, p.6).  This provides a framework, or a set of 

filters, through which we see, understand and respond to new experiences.  It is comprised 

of meaning schemes – smaller sets of assumptions, beliefs and understandings.  Meaning 

schemes and perspectives are developed from childhood, often unconsciously.  It is a task 

of adulthood to identify, critique and make decisions about whether to retain or change 

these perspectives.  Where change is chosen perspective transformation takes place.  This 

he defines as (ibid, p.6): 

 
The emancipatory process of becoming critically aware of how and why the 

structure of our psycho-cultural assumptions has come to constrain the way 
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we see ourselves and our relationships, reconstituting this structure to 

permit a more inclusive and discriminating integration of experience and 

acting upon these new understandings. (Original italics).  

These transformations are triggered by disorienting dilemmas - experiences that do not fit 

comfortably with our current view of the world.  They may occur suddenly or over time 

and usually follow a sequence of ten stages.  Central to adult self-directed learning as 

perspective transformation is critical self-reflection: 

 

… we have the potentiality of becoming critically aware of our perspectives 

and of changing them.  By doing so, we move from an uncritical organic 

relationship to a self-consciously contractual relationship with individuals, 

institutions and ideologies. (Mezirow, 1978, p.108). 

 

It occurs solely in adult learning because, he argued, it is only from late adolescence that 

we are able to recognise the ways in which we are influenced by our past history and 

experience and to engage in the critical reflection required to change our perspectives.  

Mezirow acknowledged both the internal (reflective) and external (process) dimensions of 

self-directed learning and uses the term andragogy to refer to “an organised and sustained 

effort to assist adults to learn in a way that enhances their capability to function as self-

directed learners” (Mezirow, 1981, p.21.  Italics in original).  It is interesting to note that 

while he promotes perspective transformation as an internal process he emphasises the 

external dimension, control of learning, in his charter for Andragogy.  Mezirow connects 

his work to Habermas’s emancipatory learning and to Freire’s conscientization and 

promotes the notion of emancipatory, transformative learning. 

 

There are, of course, criticisms of Mezirow's ideas.  Newman (1993) and Collard & Law 

(1989), for example, maintain that Mezirow's work lacks a detailed political dimension and 

commitment to social action.  Clark & Wilson (1991) claim that, by locating perspective 

transformation within the individual Mezirow fails to account for the relationship between 

individuals and their sociocultural, political and historical contexts.  In addition, the 

concept of rationality he uses to explain the central process of perspective transformation is 
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ahistorical and decontextualised.  Tennant (1993, p.41) argues that some of what Mezirow 

labels transformative learning is "simply part of the social expectations associated with 

different phases of the life cycle".  He also points out that Mezirow focused on the 

psychological aspects of transformation and ignored the social dimensions. Taylor’s (1997) 

critical review of research into perspective transformation contradicted Mezirow’s 

description of it as a self-directed process suggesting instead that it is dependent on 

collaboration with others: 

 

Transformative learning is not about promoting and striving for individual 

autonomy, but about building connections and community … Without the 

medium of relationships, critical reflection is impotent and hollow, lacking 

the genuine discourse necessary for thoughtful and in-depth reflection 

(Taylor, 1997, p.53). 

 

Brookfield (1988), like Mezirow, brings a critical perspective to Knowlesian self-directed 

learning.  He does this in two ways.  First he incorporates critical reflection as a key 

(internal) aspect of self-directed learning.  Adult learners, he argues, need to bring a healthy 

scepticism, a critically aware frame of mind to their learning, both content and process.  

Such adults will examine underlying assumptions and take a broader perspective on 

learning than just knowledge and skill acquisition.  Like Mezirow, he notes that we are 

strongly influenced by our self-histories.  Genuinely self-directed learners “engage in the 

kind of double-loop learning in which they reflect critically on their assumptions and try to 

imagine alternatives” (Brookfield, 1988, p, 103). This, too is an internal form of self-

directed learning, which: 

 

… occurs when learners come to regard knowledge as relative and 

contextual, to view value frameworks and moral codes informing their 

behaviours as cultural constructs, and to use this altered perspective to 

contemplate ways in which they can transform their personal and social 

worlds (Brookfield, 1986, p.47). 
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Garrison (1997, p.30) puts it simply:  “To be a self-directed learner is to be a critical 

thinker”. 

 

Brookfield’s second critical perspective concerns the future of self-directed learning.  He 

responded to critical theorists who were arguing that Knowlesian, process-oriented self-

directed learning was accommodative and an agent of domestication rather than 

emancipation.  He acknowledges that the accommodative and technicist (external) aspects 

exist but argues that self-direction has the potential to be a powerful political force.  The 

crucial question for Brookfield concerns who actually has control over, and whose interests 

are being served through, the learning process: 

 

 A fully adult form of self-direction exists only when we examine our 

definitions of what we think it is important for us to learn and the extent to 

which these definitions serve repressive interests (Brookfield, 1993, p.234). 

 

He also argues that the political dimension of self-direction requires learners to have access 

to the necessary resources, including adequate time and energy as well as material 

resources, to exert control over and conduct the planned learning.  Achieving a critical 

awareness of the differential distribution of resources is in itself politicising. 

 

While he advocates shifting as much control as possible to the learner he argues that “... 

honouring people's self-direction is not the same as abandoning one's convictions and 

purposes as an educator in a mistaken act of pedagogic abnegation” (ibid, p.223).  In the 

end he maintains that self-direction has the potential to create a critical practice of adult 

education and to become "one of the most politically charged Trojan horses the field of 

adult education has ever seen" (ibid, p.240).  Jarvis also sees this political potential:  “… if 

every adult were to be a self-directed learner, every adult were to become a critical thinker, 

etc., then the stability of society might indeed be threatened” (Jarvis, 1993, p.18). 

 

Some writers (Brookfield, 1986; Garrison, 1992, 1997) have argued that a fusion of the 

internal and external dimensions of self-directed learning is necessary: 
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 The external technical and internal reflective dimensions of self-directed 

learning are fused when adults come to appreciate the culturally constructed 

nature of knowledge and values and when they act on the basis of that 

appreciation to reinterpret and recreate their personal and social worlds.  In 

such a praxis of thought and action is manifested a fully adult form of self-

directed learning (Brookfield, 1986, p.58-59). 

 

Garrison (1992) has taken this idea further by endeavouring to integrate critical thinking 

and self-directed learning.  Using the notions of responsibility and control he argues first, 

that critical thinking depends on the person taking responsibility for constructing meaning 

while sharing control of the process of validation with others.  Second, he argues that, in 

self-directed learning “externally, control may be shared, while internally self-directedness 

in terms of constructing meaning is absolute” (1992, p.141).   He maintains that to be 

critical thinkers we need to be self-directing and to be self-directing we need to be critical 

thinkers.  Responsibility and control are complementary processes.  The ideal situation is 

one in which learners “assume responsibility for making meaning while sharing control of 

the educational process” (ibid, p.146). 

 

In a later publication (Garrison, 1997) he develops a model for self-directed learning (see 

Figure 2.7) which incorporates three aspects: self-management or task control - the external 

dimension; self-monitoring or cognitive responsibility - the internal dimension; and 

motivation, both entering and task, which adds a new dimension to self-directed learning.  

Motivation he argues must be included because it impacts on both task management and 

cognitive monitoring.  Straka & Nenniger (1995) also integrate internal, external and 

motivational dimensions of self-directed learning in their two shell model of motivated 

learning. 

 

I have limited the scope of this review to ideas about self-direction in adult learning.  There 

are a number of other related ideas that are not included here – for example, 

conscientisation, learning to learn and lifelong learning. 
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Measuring Self-Directed Learning 
 
Another feature of the literature is discussion of efforts purporting to measure self-directed 

learning.  Candy (1991, p.7) comments that these studies are based on the “questionable 

notion that self-direction is a measurable attribute, distributed through the adult 

population”.  While Pilling-Cormick (1995) lists 17 instruments dating from 1968, this 

discussion will focus on the two most well-known and a more recently-developed one. 

   

Guglielmino (1977, cited by Candy, 1991; Field, 1989) was among the first to design an 

instrument intended to measure readiness for self-direction.  This instrument, the self-

directed learning readiness scale (SDLRS)4, is a 58 item Likert scale that uses self-reported 

responses designed to assess the degree to which people perceive themselves as having 

those skills and attitudes usually associated with self-directed learning.  A Delphi process 

was used to develop the questionnaire and adult educators such as Houle, Tough and 

Knowles were included on the panel.  A factor analysis suggested the presence of eight 

factors:  self concept as an effective learner; openness to learning opportunities; initiative 

and independence in learning; acceptance of responsibility for one’s own learning; love of 

learning; creativity; ability to use basic study skills and problem-solving skills; and positive 

orientation to the future.  Guglielmino (1989) points out that the scale is intended to 

measure a person’s current readiness for self-direction rather than actual self-direction.  

She argues that it is a developable capacity that is present in each person to some degree 

and therefore exists along a continuum. Brockett & Hiemstra (1991, p.59) make the point 

that it measures self-perception rather than behaviour. 

 

The SDLRS is the most well-known and widely used scale.  Field (1989) has, however, 

questioned its validity and reliability.  He argues that the developmental work is 

methodologically and conceptually flawed; that there are problems with the wording and 

structure; that the construct being measured is more likely to be love of, and enthusiasm 

for, learning than readiness for self-directed learning; and, therefore, that the scale should 

not be used.  Guglielmino (1989), Long (1989) and McCune (1989) replied to his 
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comments defending the SDLRS and refuting each of his claims.  Guglielmino maintained 

that “while it may not be the perfect measurement tool, it is the best that we have in this 

area of study” (1989, p.240).  West & Bentley (1989, 1991, cited in Delahaye & Smith, 

1995) also questioned the structure of the instrument.  However, research conducted by 

Delahaye & Smith (1995, p.169) supported the construct validity of the slightly modified 

and renamed LPA.  They did note, however, that it was less reliable for people under 20, 

suggesting that they may not have settled into a preferred approach to learning.  It is 

Merriam & Caffarella’s (1991, p.217) view that more research is needed to “put to rest 

these major differences of opinion”. 

 

Oddi (1987) comments that the SDLRS focuses on the process of self-directed learning, 

overlooks the personality aspects and should not be interpreted as measuring self-directed 

learning. Brookfield (1984, p.64) also criticised the SDLRS saying such a formalised self-

reporting scale is “likely to be regarded with suspicion by working class adults with poor 

educational attainments and distressing memories of their own school experience”.  

Guglielmino’s response was to develop a modified version for people with lower reading 

levels and levels of English. 

 

A fundamental requirement of instruments such as the SDLRS is a clear definition of self-

directed learning and evidence that those qualities are what the instrument actually 

measures.  The SDLRS has not done either of these things adequately.  Candy sums up the 

debate:  

… the conceptual hull of the good ship SDLRS may prove to be dangerously 

leaky … there appears to be some confusion as to precisely what is being 

measured … while it may be true that there are some generic or transferable 

components of “self-directed learning readiness”,  it is also probable that 

there is a substantial “subject-specific” component.  People who might be 

perfectly capable of self-managed learning in one domain might be 

paralyzed when confronted with another area to master (Candy, 1991, 

                                                                                                                                                     
4 Since 1991 the SDLRS has been known as the Learning Preference Assessment (LPA) (Delahaye & Smith, 
1995). 
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p.153). 

 

A second instrument developed to measure self-direction is the Oddi Continuing Learning 

Inventory (OCLI). Oddi distinguished between the personality (internal) and process 

(external) dimensions of self-direction and developed an instrument which focuses on 

personality characteristics of self-directed learners, particularly those related to initiative 

and persistence.  She argued that a focus on the process of self-direction in instruments 

such as the SDLRS was limited and that a whole-person approach would include both 

personality and learning process dimensions.  Like the SDLRS, the OCLI is a Likert scale 

and is comprised of 24 items (Oddi, 1984, 1985, cited by Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; 

Candy, 1991).  Factor analysis revealed three factors affecting self-direction – elements of 

self-confidence, ability to work independently and learning through involvement with 

others; reading avidity; and ability to be self-regulating.  Candy (1991, p.155) again raises 

the question of whether the OCLI can measure an attribute which is likely to be subject and 

context specific rather than “some abstract attribute”.  Brockett & Hiemstra (1991, p.80) 

survey the limited amount of research done with the OCLI but raise ‘formidable questions 

about the appropriateness of the OCLI as a measure of self-direction”. 

 

A third and less well-known instrument, the Self-Directed Learning Perception Scale 

(SDLPS), was designed by Pilling-Cormick (1997).  It is a 57 item inventory “designed to 

assess students’ perceptions of the environmental characteristics that help or hinder their 

ability to be self-directed” (ibid, p.71).  It aims to find out how people are feeling about 

their level of control in a learning experience and is intended for use in formal educational 

settings.  The focus of this instrument, like the SDLRS, is the external dimension, the 

process of learning.  Unlike the SDLRS and OCLI, it includes elements of the learning 

context as factors which affect self-directed learning, thus addressing some of the concerns 

expressed by Candy (1991).  Environmental characteristics include both physical and 

affective elements such as how learning needs are determined, the availability of resources, 

outside influences on the learning process, feedback, time management, group work, room 

arrangement and comfort level.  This scale has not yet been widely used.  
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There are major issues about measuring self-directed learning.  If, as discussed above, there 

is great confusion about defining self-directed learning, it is difficult to see how instruments 

can accurately measure it, whether it is defined as internal, personality characteristics or as 

external control of the learning process.  Even if an instrument is designed to incorporate 

these two dimensions, we still have the issue of whether self-direction is an abstract quality 

that is transferable across different situations or whether it has subject and context specific 

elements that make it difficult, if not impossible to measure.  Comments made by people 

interviewed for this project show that they consider their willingness and ability to be self-

directed depends on contextual factors such as their existing knowledge and the level of 

learning involved.  In my view, we need to be very cautious about using any instrument 

purporting to measure self-directed learning. 

 

Models for Self-Directed Learning 

 

Several authors have proposed models for self-directed learning.  These provide a range of 

ideas about how self-directed learning might be conceived and have some implications for 

adult education practice that are useful to this thesis.   The selected models are sequenced 

here according to the date of their publication. 

 

Spear & Mocker’s (1984) research into how and why learners choose resources and make 

other learning decisions resulted in the identification of four categories of circumstances 

that affect learning.  Single event/anticipated learning refers to a circumstance in which 

adults anticipate that they will learn but do not know the detail of what will be learned or 

how it will be learned.  Single event/unanticipated learning relates to circumstances in 

which the adult does learn but did not expect to be engaged in a learning process.  This 

learning is an example of what Foley (1995, p.xiv) calls incidental learning.  Type III 

learning, series of events/related learning, concerns a series of learning events which are 

connected to one another in that one event leads to another although the sequence could not 

be anticipated in advance.  The seeds of an episode are in the previous one.  The final type, 

series of events/unrelated learning, is defined as learning that takes place over a longer 

period of time in a series of separate and seemingly unrelated events.  Learning is a random 
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accumulation of information that, at some time in the future, unites to create a useful 

knowledge base. 

 

Taylor (1987) used learners’ perspectives to identify four phases and four transition points 

through which they moved into taking primary responsibility for their learning.  Initial 

disorientation was followed in sequence by a willingness to explore the possibilities of an 

alternative approach to learning (exploration); a reorientation once they accepted the 

benefits and of the new approach; and equilibrium as they settled into elaborating and using 

their new-found responsibility for their learning.  She identified a transition point between 

each of the phases and illustrated the eight stages as a model. 

 

 
Figure 2.1:  Taylor’s Learning Process Sequence  

Note: From Self‐directed learning: More than meets the observer’s eye (p. 184), by M. Taylor, 1987, 
London: Kogan Page. Copyright 1987 by Kogan Page. Reprinted with permission from Taylor and 
Francis. 
 

Pratt’s (1988) model of andragogical and pedagogical relationships is based on the degree 
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of direction and support a learner requires in a particular learning situation.  In turn, the 

amount of support needed varies according to the learner’s level of commitment to the 

learning goals and their confidence in their ability.  Pratt describes four possible quadrants 

that result (see Figure 2.2).  Pedagogical relationships are appropriate in two quadrants.  In 

quadrant one the need for both direction and support is high and in quadrant two the need 

for direction is high but that for support is low.  Andragogical relationships are appropriate 

in the other two quadrants.  In quadrant three the need for direction is low but that for 

support is high, while in quadrant four the need for both support and direction is low.  Pratt 

suggests that teachers adopt a different approach to individual learners in different 

situations and accept as legitimate the varying states of dependency that they exhibit. 

 

  
 

Figure 2.2:  Pratt’s Pedagogical and Andragogical Relationships  

Note: From “Andragogy as a relational construct,” by D.D. Pratt, 1988, Adult Education Quarterly, 
38, p. 167. Copyright 1988 by Adult Education Quarterly. Reprinted with permission of Sage 
Publications. 
 

 39



There was a lot of activity in 1991 with descriptions of three models published. Candy’s 

(1991) model describes four types of self-directed learning (self-management, personal 

autonomy, learner control and autodidaxy) which have already been outlined in this 

literature review.  He does not provide an illustration of his whole model.  This is my 

interpretation of the relationship between the four types of self-direction he describes. 

 

Goal Process 

Self determination Learner Control 

Self management Autodidaxy 

 

Figure 2.3:  Candy’s Self-Directed Learning Phenomena 

 

Brockett & Hiemstra (1991) describe their Personal Responsibility Orientation (PRO) 

model that includes the internal and external dimensions of learning.  For them, personal 

responsibility is the point of departure for understanding self-direction in learning.  It refers 

to a person’s ownership of their thoughts and actions, their control over how they respond 

to a particular learning situation rather than to their control over their life circumstances and 

environment.  They describe two dimensions.  First the external, process dimension or 

instructional method which relates to the learners willingness and ability to take control of 

their learning.  This they call self-directed learning.  The internal dimension concerns the 

personal characteristics that predispose a person to taking control of their learning.  This 

dimension they call learner self-direction.  The two are integrated as self-direction in 

learning.  The role of factors in the social context is also acknowledged in their model. 
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Figure 2.4:  Brockett & Hiemstra’s Personal Responsibility Orientation Model 

Note: From Self‐direction in adult learning: Perspectives on theory, research and practice (p. 25), by 
R.G Brockett & R. Hiemstra, 1991. Copyright 1991 by Routledge. Reprinted with permission of 
Taylor and Francis. 
 

Grow (1991), like Pratt, developed his Staged Self-Directed learning Model (SSDL) to take 

account of the variability of self-directedness he observed in adult learners.  Unlike Pratt’s 

model, which allows learners to move into any one of the four quadrants at different times, 

there is an assumption in Grow’s model that self-directedness is the preferred approach.  

Learners are expected to advance in a linear fashion from stage one to stage four and 

teachers are expected to match their approach to the stage the learner is at.  Tennant (1992) 

questions this view arguing that there are times when a mismatch of styles may be 

preferable. At stage one in the SSDL model, Dependent, learners have low self-direction 

and need an authority figure to give them explicit directions on what to do and when.  The 

role of the teacher is described as authority or coach.  At stage two, Interested, learners 

have moderate self-direction and respond to motivational techniques used to arouse their 

interest.  The teachers’ role is to be motivator and guide.  (It is interesting to note that, in a 

later paper, Grow (1997) lists “guide” as a stage three style of teaching).  Stage three, 

Involved, learners have intermediate levels of self-direction and see themselves as 

participants in their own education.  They will explore some learning on their own and look 

to the teacher to be a facilitator, sharing decision making and supporting learners to use the 
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skills they have.  By stage four, Self-Directed, learners have high levels of self-direction, 

set their own goals and standards (with or without help from experts) and use other people 

as resources.  They are independent, but not loners.  The teacher’s role is delegation – not 

to teach subject matter but to cultivate the learner’s ability to learn. In Grow’s (1991, p.135) 

view “the progression is now complete”.  In contrast to Pratt (1988) who describes self-

direction as a situational variable, Grow argues that it is both a situational response and a 

personal attribute that develops in stages (see Figure 2.5). 

Stage  Student Teacher Examples 

Stage 1  Dependent Authority 

Coach 

Coaching with immediate feedback.  

Drill.  Informational lecture.  

Overcoming deficiencies and 

resistance. 

Stage 2  Interested Motivator 

Guide 

Inspiring lecture plus guided 

discussion.  Goal-setting and learning 

strategies. 

Stage 3  Involved Facilitator 

 

Discussion facilitated by teacher who 

participates as equal.  Seminar. Group 

projects. 

Stage 4  Self-directed Consultant,  

delegator 

Internship, dissertation, individual 

work or self-directed study group. 

 

Figure 2.5:  Grow’s Staged Self-Directed Learning Model 

Note: From “Teaching learners to be self‐directed” by G.O. Grow, 1991, Adult Education Quarterly, 
41, p. 129. Copyright 1991 by Adult Education Quarterly. Reprinted with permission of Sage 
Publications. 
 

The model described by Delahaye et al (1994) shows some similarities to that of Pratt 

(1988).  They too describe a model with four quadrants.  The four stages they identify are 

labelled according to the level of andragogy and pedagogy learners exhibit in each rather 

than to their need for support and direction, as in Pratt’s.  But these may be different labels 

for similar concepts.  In the models, the one visible difference is the reversal of the 

positions of stages one and two.  In Delahaye et al’s model stage one is high pedagogy, low 
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andragogy; stage two is high both on pedagogy and andragogy; stage three is low on 

pedagogy and high on andragogy; and stage four is low on pedagogy and high on 

andragogy.  Like Grow (1991) they imply there is a progression from stage one to stage 

four and they make connections between Grow’s descriptions of the role of the teacher at 

each stage and their own stages. 

 

 

Figure 2.6:  Delahaye, Limerick & Hearn’s Four Stages of Learning  

Note: From “The relationship between andragogical and pedagogical orientations and the 
implications for adult learning” by B. Delahaye, D. Limerick and G. Hearn, 1994, Adult Education 
Quarterly, 44, p. 196. Copyright 1994 by Adult Education Quarterly. Reprinted with permission of 
Sage Publications. 
 

The most recently developed model (Garrison, 1997), which incorporates the dimensions of 

motivation, responsibility and control, has been referred to above.  Motivation, she argues, 

is a pervasive influence in self-directed learning, affecting both the decision to learn 

(entering motivation) and the effort required to persist with learning once started (task 

motivation).  This affects the cognitive and metacognitive processes learners use (self 

monitoring) and the amount of responsibility they take for constructing meaning for 

themselves from their learning.  It also affects the level of control they take over their 

learning – their management of learning resources and support (self-management).  

Together the three dimensions result in self-directed learning. 
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Figure 2.7:  Garrison’s Dimensions of Self-Directed Learning 

Note: From “Self‐directed learning: Towards a comprehensive model” by D.R. Garrison, 1997, 
Adult Education Quarterly, 48, p. 22. Copyright 1997 by Adult Education Quarterly. Reprinted with 
permission of Sage Publications. 
 

These models present a range of ways of conceptualising self-directed learning, the stages 

or transitions learners may go through as they adjust to learning this way and the roles 

teachers may take when self-directed learning is used in formal education.  Models cannot 

describe ‘reality’ or prescribe what will happen.  They are tentative representations of 

possibilities.  These models offer some ideas that may be useful to my research into self-

directed learning as it is understood and experienced by the research participants. 

 

This review of the literature has canvassed a selected range of issues that are relevant to this 

thesis.  It is clear that there is no agreement about what self-directed learning is, let alone 

how it might be measured or how we might conceptualise it as a model.  I have traced the 

development of ideas about self-directed learning in Western adult education, discussed 

some of the criticisms made of the Knowlesian concept and outlined some alternative 

views.  These views provide a backdrop to this research project and help site it in its 

international, adult education context.  In the next chapter I maintain a contextual lens and 

outline features of the project’s New Zealand setting. 
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CHAPTER 3:  THE RESEARCH CONTEXT 

 

It is important that adult education be placed within its historical, and its 

contemporary political and economic, contexts … The history and political 

economy of adult education illuminate issues faced by adult educators in 

their daily work … Political economy helps us to make connections between 

macro and micro factors, thus deepening our understanding … Together 

history and political economy help us to recognise that adult education and 

learning are integral, if complex and contested, aspects of human life (Foley 

& Morris, 1995, p.108; 119). 

 

The literature review in the previous chapter has situated self-directed learning in an adult 

education context.  But there is a wider context that must be considered.  Self-directed 

learning is promoted today because of past and present economic, political and social 

conditions.  A more complete understanding of self-directed learning will result if those 

conditions are examined.  The purpose of this chapter is, therefore, to outline the context of 

New Zealand tertiary education, in which this research project took place.  First I provide 

an overview of the wider political, economic and social context of New Zealand education 

and outline some of the influences that have impacted on tertiary education policies, 

particularly in the last two decades.  Next, I trace a brief history of the polytechnic sector 

before providing some background information about Wellington Polytechnic, the 

institution in which the research took place.  Finally I describe the Bachelor of Education 

programme from which the participants were drawn. 

 

 

The Context of New Zealand Tertiary Education:  1877-1983 

 

New Zealand is a small country that is particularly vulnerable to events in the world.  While 

there may be some aspects that are unique, policies in education, as in other spheres, are 

affected by what is happening globally (Dale & Robertson, 1997).  Liberal ideals, including 

the view that public education was considered to serve the needs of society, underpinned 
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education in New Zealand from the time universal, free and secular primary education was 

introduced in 1877 (Olssen & Morris Matthews, 1997). Embedded in the liberal tradition 

are conceptions of the autonomous individual, freedom, competition and rational choice.  

Olssen (1997, p.392) identifies four presuppositions of classical liberalism:  homo 

economicus,  who acts individually and out of self interest; laissez-faire – a limited and 

‘negative’ role for the state which acts neutrally between the interests of different 

individuals; individuals’ uncoordinated self-interest also serves the interests of society; and 

a ‘free market’ that provides the best opportunities for people to realise their self-interest 

and personal goals.  Through the eighteenth and early nineteenth century (classical) 

liberalism developed into classical economic liberalism which, predictably, focused on 

economic questions rather than philosophical ones.  Where previously philosophy had been 

used to investigate human nature, science became the means used to discover the laws that 

governed society and its economic progress.  Political economy became the basis of a 

theory of science and society.   

 

Utilitarianism, through the work of people like Bentham and John Stuart Mill, was to have 

a profound effect on liberalism.  Utility was defined as the greatest happiness of the greatest 

number.  Bentham advocated two inconsistent principles - the right of each individual to 

pursue their own interest and the right and duty of the state to secure the greatest happiness 

for the greatest number (ibid, p.395).  Mill followed, and is considered to be an important 

bridge between laissez-faire and interventionist approaches.  While both retained their 

belief in individualism and self-interest, their work opened the way for more interventionist 

approaches.  Social effectiveness rather than natural rights became a prime emphasis, 

leading the way to collectivist solutions and social democracy (Olssen, 1997).   

 

In New Zealand between the 1880s and the 1930s, this change was apparent in the shift to 

‘social democratic’ or ‘welfare state’ liberalism.  The election of the first Labour 

government in 1935 saw the introduction of the welfare state (Sullivan, 1997) and the 

appearance of education policies which illustrated the “belief that education would help to 

construct an egalitarian social democracy” (Middleton, Jones & Codd, 1990, p.viii).  

Armstrong (1994) argues that key to the period 1935-1966, and the social democratic 
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consensus it engendered, was a settlement between the individualistic principles of 

liberalism and the market and the collectivist principles of democracy, a settlement that 

appealed to New Zealanders.  

 

The prevailing educational notion between 1935 and 1965 was equality of opportunity 

(Beeby, 1986).  This notion is best exemplified in Peter Fraser’s often-quoted statement of 

policy in 1939: 

 

The Government’s objective, broadly expressed, is that every person, 

whatever his [sic] level of academic ability, whether he [sic] be rich or poor, 

whether he [sic] live in town or country, has a right, as a citizen, to a free 

education of the kind for which he [sic] is best fitted, and to the fullest extent 

of his [sic] powers (Beeby, 1986, p.xxii). 

 

Equality of opportunity, meaning that all students should have equal access to education, is 

now considered by some to be a myth (Beeby, 1986).  Openshaw (1987, p.2) goes as far as 

to claim “perhaps no country has so profoundly enshrined an egalitarian myth within its 

education system as has New Zealand”.  However, education did retain its liberal emphasis 

and was also influenced by progressivism “that broad grouping of educational theories 

which view education as a route to self-determination in students and towards a society 

which is grounded in democratic principles” (Middleton, 1995, cited in Bruce Ferguson, 

1999, p.72).  Dewey’s ideas were influential during this time (Williams, 1978). 

 

During this period two key reports on education, the 1944 Thomas Report and the 1962 

Currie Report, continued the liberal theme.  The latter report even included Peter Fraser’s 

1939 statement, referring to it as one of social aspiration.  Marshall describes the general 

intent of liberal education at this time: 

 

… the individual should be placed at the centre of an education concerned 

with developing the individual’s mind because that was a thing which was 
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good in itself and would lead to a citizenry which was socially and morally 

responsible (Marshall, 1997, p.305-306). 

 

But the social democratic consensus, the settlement, could only be sustained while 

economic growth paid for social reforms.  By the 1970s and early 1980s the wider 

international political, economic and social context was changing. Renwick identifies a 

precise period, between the student revolution of May 1968 and the oil crisis of October 

1973, that laid the groundwork for later changes.  In New Zealand, “the expansionary 

sixties gave way to the contractionary seventies and eighties” (Renwick, 1986, p.111).  At 

the same time, as in other Western nations, there was a drive to increase participation in 

tertiary education.  These twin pressures, economic contraction and budget deficits and 

increasing participation, combined to force government to rethink its role in education 

(Stephens, 1997).  The purpose of education also changed.  By 1978 Williams, in his 

history of adult education in New Zealand, was writing “Nobody now talks of education for 

citizenship and democracy” (Williams, 1978, p.226).   

 

Interestingly, this was also the time when equality of opportunity became problematic and 

was displaced by a notion of equity that advocated equality of outcome rather than of 

opportunity (Renwick, 1986, pp.23-46).  The 1974 Educational Development Conference 

had proposed that equity, in the form of “a redistribution of the educational budget based on 

the principle of fairness” should replace equality of opportunity (Olssen & Morris 

Matthews, 1997, p.10).  This meant that a person could be treated differently in education if 

sound justification could be argued.  This was a view which, at the time, was also 

considered problematic and mythical  (Beeby, 1986) and one which was short-lived in the 

rapidly changing economic and political climate. 

 

These changing times saw the end of the Welfare State in New Zealand: 

 

By the early 1980s, an overburdened economy and growing inequalities led 

even the most fervent defenders of a collective and co-operative approach to 

question the future of the Welfare State (Zepke, nd, p.3). 
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There is, however, some disagreement about just when it ended.  For example, Peters 

(1997) argues that welfare state ideology prevailed until the mid-1970s and Olssen & 

Morris Matthews (1997) claim that it was undermined between 1984 and 1990.  In Zepke’s 

(nd) view, the cost of the welfare state, which looked after all human need from “womb to 

tomb” had become too great a burden.  Inequalities in society were surfacing and being 

acknowledged.  In particular the needs of groups such as Maori, women and solo parents 

were recognised.  The welfare state was criticised from both the Left and the Right of the 

political spectrum.  The Left claimed that ethnic and gender inequalities were merely 

reproduced by educational institutions.  The Right critique recommended a return to 

classical economic liberalism with its presuppositions of freedom, individualism, free 

markets and laissez-faire.  Following similar critiques in the United States and the United 

Kingdom, education in New Zealand was criticised as being unable to “achieve quality or 

excellence, efficiency or accountability, autonomy or progress” (Zepke, nd, p.5). The 

groundwork for the revolution of the mid-1980s had been laid. 

 

The Context of New Zealand Tertiary Education:  1984-1999 

 

Since the mid-1980s society in New Zealand, including education, has undergone profound 

changes resulting in a paradigm shift, a revolution even (Lauder, 1990; Zepke, nd).  Snook 

(1997) goes so far as to claim that these changes have been anti-democratic.  Education, 

including tertiary education, had been accessible and free (Lauder, 1990; Stephens, 1997) 

with tertiary students paying administration, but not tuition, fees (Peters, 1997).  Education 

was regarded as “a universal opportunity and a right of citizenship” (Marginson, 1997, 

p.88; Fitzsimons, 1997).  Indeed, at a personal level, rather than having to pay tuition fees 

during the 1960s, I was paid to complete my primary teacher training, although I was then 

‘bonded’ to teach for three years. 

 

Somewhat surprisingly, it was the election of a Labour government in 1984 that saw the 

beginning of a shift away from an egalitarian view, which was still apparent in an 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development Report in 1983 (Zepke, nd).  
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Since then the assumptions which have underpinned educational policy have increasingly 

been derived from a cluster of political, social and economic ideas commonly referred to as 

New Right thinking, strongly reminiscent of classical (economic) liberalism: 

 

… the central arguments of the New Right emphasise individual choice and 

a limited role for the state … New Right economic theories emphasise the 

competitive, acquisitive nature of individuals.  Within this perspective, 

education is viewed primarily in economic terms:  as a means of providing 

trained human resources to ‘meet the needs of the economy’, and as a 

commodity to be chosen and consumed by individuals (Middleton, Jones & 

Codd, 1990, p.ix). 

 

Within this New Right framework or ideology (Grace, 1990; Lauder, 1990), also called 

“the ideology of market liberalism” (Moss, 1990, p.139), education has become a 

commodity, a private rather than a public good.  The four presuppositions of classical 

liberalism are apparent.  There is a clear focus on homo economicus, the individualised 

being who is free to make choices based purely on his/her own self-interest.  Out of the 

aggregation of individuals’ self-interest the interests of society are also served, in this case 

the interests of competitive, international economy.   There is a reduced state role in the 

provision of education – evidence of the principle of laissez-faire in action.   Finally, the 

free market operates through competition between institutions made more effective by 

privatisation in the form of private training establishments. 

 

The language of education policy reveals the changes in thinking.  For example, an early 

and influential document, the 1987 Treasury briefing papers to the incoming government 

(New Zealand Treasury, 1987) is liberally sprinkled with the language ‘economy’, 

‘international competitiveness’, ‘competition’, ‘individual’, ‘individual capture’, 

‘customers’, ‘user’, ‘market’, ‘user pays’ and ‘outputs’.  This has continued through a 

variety of education policy documents prepared since then.  Examples most relevant to the 

tertiary education context include the Probine-Fargher Report on polytechnics (NZ 
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Government, 1987a), the Watts Report on Universities (NZ Government, 1987b) and the 

Hawke Report on post-compulsory education and training (NZ Government, 1988).   

 

The recommendations in the Hawke Report became policy decisions in Learning for Life 

Two (NZ Government, 1989) and were enshrined in legislation in the 1990 Education 

Amendment Act.  Learning for Life policies reflected beliefs that, for example, the 

government should remain the principal funder of tertiary education but that a higher level 

of private funding was required; that institutions should be free to derive income from 

income-generating activities; that a system of student fees and loans would help make 

education more accessible; that institutions were autonomous bodies which would negotiate 

charters with the government and be free to determine student fees; that private providers 

should be eligible to bid for government funding; and that polytechnics should have degree 

awarding status.  Underpinning these policies are assumptions that education is a private 

good and should be paid for; that competition is beneficial; that freedom and autonomy of 

individual and institutions is necessary; and that competition from private providers 

improves efficiency.  It is, however, notable that equity objectives, particularly for Maori, 

are recognised and that a degree of centralisation is retained.  These are three features 

considered to be unique to the New Zealand context (Snook, 1989, cited in Findsen & 

Harre Hindmarsh, 1996).   

 

A discussion document, Education for the 21st Century (NZ Ministry of Education, 1993), 

considered education from pre-school to tertiary.  Its language clearly shows the growing 

emphasis on education as preparation for the workforce and the competition of the global 

market place, and a view of people as cogs in the great economic wheel: 

 

We live in a global community and a global marketplace.  If we seek to 

improve our economic standing relative to that of our competitors, our 

commitment to education and training must be greater than that of other 

countries.  We must adapt more quickly to change than our competitors, and 

the skills of our workforce must improve faster than the skills of other 
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workforces.  We must invest in people, our greatest economic resource (ibid, 

p.7). 

 

Where Learning For Life: Two had recognised “on-the-job training” the workplace is now 

seen as an important educational site:  “… the educational system must reach into the 

workplace” (ibid, p.16).  There is continued advocacy for the development of industry-

driven courses and qualifications.  Indeed Marshall (1997, p.305) maintains that “since the 

fourth Labour government of 1984, then, the dominant educational ideology has been that 

schools should prepare people for the world of work”.  This is a shift from the liberal view 

that education is “concerned with developing the individual’s mind because that was a 

thing which was good in itself and would lead to a citizenry which was socially and morally 

responsible” (ibid).   A final point of interest is that equality of opportunity, as access to 

education in essential learning areas and essential skills, reappears in one of the ten 

National Education Aims.  Increased participation by disadvantaged groups is desired. 

 

The next flurry of policy activity came in the 1997 Green Paper and 1998 White Paper on 

tertiary education (NZ Government 1997; 1998).  Three examples from the latest of these 

documents illustrate New Right thinking. Although increasing the participation of Maori 

and Pacific Island people is an issue, education is no longer about constructing an 

egalitarian social democracy.  It is about preparation to contribute to the economy: 

 

A well-performing tertiary education sector … will improve New Zealand’s 

competitive edge, economic growth, employment opportunities, 

productivity, and social cohesion (NZ Government, 1998, p.3) 

 

The notion of institutional autonomy is apparent.  Providers will have “greater 

opportunities and autonomy to determine their own operating arrangements” (ibid, p.55).  

Students are “autonomous choosers” (Peters & Marshall, 1996) pursuing their individual 

self-interest: 
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Students in New Zealand can choose the courses they study and the 

institutions they attend … There is a recognised need for improved 

information so that students can make the judgement about which course and 

institution is best for the qualifications that they seek (N.Z. Government, 

1998, p.4). 

 

Commercialisation is evident in the introduction of “competition for public funds 

previously distributed by formula” (Marginson, 1997, p.36): 

 

Second, $20 million of current EFTS subsidies for research will be separated 

and allocated through a contestable pool for advanced research (NZ 

Government, 1998, p.31).  

 

As early as 1988, the Hawke Report (NZ Government, 1988, p.91-92) had proposed that 

research funding within universities be separated from that of teaching and that research 

funding be contestable by other institutions.  While it has taken ten years for that proposal 

to be implemented, it does provide evidence of the growth of commercialisation in the 

education sector. 

 

As an aside here, but relevant to the focus of my thesis, it is interesting to note that, in the 

Hawke Report, Learning for Life: Two and the 1998 White Paper, self-directed learning is 

identified as an aspect of learning, but specified for degree level education: 

 

Studying for a degree involved developing a range of intellectual qualities … 

[these] include the ability to undertake self-directed work …  

(NZ Government, 1998, p.30). 

 

What have some of the effects of these policy changes been?  I’ll use the four 

presuppositions of classical liberalism as a framework to explore these.  Homo economicus 

reigns supreme and through his/her self-interest society benefits (presuppositions one and 

three).  Under the reforms students are autonomous choosers, making decisions about 
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where their best economic interests lie in educational choices.  They are free to decide 

which programme, at which institution, best suits their interests.  Society also benefits 

through individuals’ choices.  However, the feet of the autonomous choosers may be in 

quicksand.  It seems that they may not always make “correct” choices in the government’s 

eyes.  Tertiary Education minister Max Bradford recently “indicated that the new policy 

might include scholarships and more prescriptive funding policies to encourage students 

into science rather than law and commerce” (Rivers, 1999, p.1).  So autonomous choosers 

may choose freely, providing their choices align with the government’s agenda! 

 

The second presupposition of classical liberalism is laissez-faire, the limited intervention of 

government.  This is sometimes seen as negative freedom or freedom from external state 

coercion (Marginson, 1997, p.66).  Since the revolution of the mid-1980s, government has 

been reducing its role in tertiary education, particularly with respect to funding.  This has 

occurred in a range of ways.  Central to the changes is the argument that education is not a 

public but a private good (Grace, 1990) and as such should be paid for, at least in part, by 

students.  This is user-pays in action.  Since 1990 government subsidies per student have 

been decreasing by 1% each year (Leach & Graham, 1996) although the White Paper (NZ 

Government, 1998, p.19) suggests there will be no further changes for the next three years.  

Combined with increasing participation in tertiary education this has resulted in a real 

reduction of 15% between 1990 and 1995 (Stephens, 1997).  Consequently, students have 

been required to pay an increasing proportion of their course costs (Boston, 1990) and in 

1999 were responsible for 28% of the total (Gould, 1999). To provide some recognition of 

the need for equity, student loans were instituted and argued as a means of making tertiary 

education accessible to disadvantaged groups, a claim that has been contested (Peters, 

1997; Stockwell, Duckworth & Hall, 1997).  Peters summarises these changes: 

 

Accordingly we have moved from a system of tertiary education which prior 

to 1990-1991 was characterised by low fees and relatively generous student 

allowances (rather than loans) and based on principles of universal eligibility 

and unlimited entitlement, to a policy regime characterised by higher (but 

subsidised) fees, means-tested student allowances, and a government-funded, 
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income-contingent loans scheme based on the principles of user-pays and 

targeted social assistance (Peters, 1997, p.233). 

 

Institutions are also expected to earn more of their income from entrepreneurial activities 

such as attracting international, full fee paying students (Dale & Robertson, 1997).  Gould 

(1999) notes that already less than half of universities’ funding is now sourced from the 

Government. 

 

Autonomy is part of laissez-faire.  Since 1990 individual institutions have been able to 

make more decisions about their ‘business’.  However, this autonomy is balanced by 

increasingly strong accountability measures.  This, according to Dale & Robertson (1997), 

is a shift from state provision to state regulation.  Quality assurance measures were 

prominent in the 1998 White Paper, which announced the formation of a new Quality 

Assurance Authority of New Zealand, required institutions to provide better information for 

monitoring purposes and set out new governance, monitoring and accountability 

arrangements.  For example, Tertiary Education Institutes “will be required to prepare and 

report against, an annual Statement of Intent outlining strategic directions and performance 

targets” (NZ Government, 1998, p.39).  Contrary to the spirit of autonomy, new 

interventions are proposed for what are considered to be high-risk institutions.  These 

interventions may include the imposition of restrictions on the use of assets, access to 

private sector finance and/or the need to gain specific approval to engage in business 

ventures.  The White Paper acknowledges these interventions as restrictions on institutional 

autonomy. 

 

An additional feature of laissez-faire has been the move to privatisation in education (Dale 

& Robertson, 1997; Peters, 1997).  Whereas previously institutions had been established by 

government, from 1990 private training enterprises (PTEs) were eligible to apply for 

registration and funding.  There has been a rapid growth of PTEs, with over 800 now 

registered (Fitzsimons, 1997).  No establishment grants have been made since 1990 (NZ 

Government, 1998, p.42).   Initially funded at a lower rate than other tertiary institutions, 

from 2000, under the policies introduced in the 1998 White Paper, PTEs will be funded at 

 55



the same per capita rate, effectively increasing their competitiveness.  This competitiveness 

is an aspect of the fourth presupposition of classical liberalism. Gould (1999) suggests an 

unexpected privatisation move.  Arguing that Government funding is now held at very low 

levels while Government intervention is increasing, he suggests one option for universities 

is to establish their legal status as private institutions (eg trusts or companies) separate from 

Government. 

 

Also under laissez-faire, the free market enables everyone, including businesses and 

institutions, to optimise their goals.  Recent policy changes have encouraged competition 

between institutions, for example, allowing polytechnics to offer degree programmes.  

Gordon (1997), however, describes some of the detrimental effects competition has had in 

the pre-tertiary sector. 

 

Although, like Marshall (1997) I have made connections between classical liberalism and 

the “New Right” not all writers agree that they are so similar.  Olssen & Morris Matthews 

(1997), for example, maintain that, in spite of the similarities, there are some key 

differences.  First, classical liberalism represents a negative view of state power; neo-

liberalism a positive conception – one in which it is the state’s role to create appropriate 

markets.  Second, in classical liberalism the individual is autonomous and can practise 

freedom; in neo-liberalism the state creates an enterprising and entrepreneurial individual.  

Third, in classical liberalism the state’s role is too limited; in neo-liberalism it is the state’s 

role, through vigilance, surveillance and accountability measures, to keep us all up to the 

mark.  Olssen (1999, p.55) adds a further distinction, arguing that most neoliberals do not 

advocate education being provided by the market, as classical liberals did, but that it be 

distributed and governed in accordance with market principles, thus becoming a quasi-

market.  Marginson, writing about Australian tertiary education, neatly summarises the 

changes that have occurred: 

 

The dominant paradigm was no longer that of education as a common public 

service.  It had become an education market, steered from the background by 

government, in which students and parents were consumers, teachers and 
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academics were producers and educational administrators had become 

managers and entrepreneurs (Marginson, 1997, p.5). 

 

Throughout this period the shift in thinking from the social democratic settlement to the 

New Right has been underpinned by a number of theoretical perspectives (Boston, 1991).  

Key among these are public choice theory, agency theory, managerialism and human 

capital theory.  Public choice theory’s central tenet is that all human behaviour is 

dominated by self-interest.  In the economic market place this is expected to result in 

desirable outcomes.  But in the political sphere, because politicians will serve their own 

interests, the state has to be curbed.  Public choice theory aims, therefore, to 

 

… minimize the role of the state, limit the discretionary power of politicians, 

reduce public monopolies to a minimum, curb the functions of government 

agencies, and maximise liberty (understood in the limited sense of freedom 

from state coercion).  (Boston, 1991, p.3). 

 

In recent educational reform public choice theory is evident in efforts to reduce the role of 

the state and increase institutional and individual autonomy. 

 

Agency theory emphasises the idea that the whole of social and political life can be 

understood as a set of contracts between individuals, who are seen as principals and agents.  

Patients (principals) contract doctors (agents) to perform services and reward them for 

services delivered; educational institutions (agents) contract to provide learning for students 

(principals) for a fee.  This assumes that individuals are “rational utility maximisers” 

(Boston, 1991; Fitzsimons, 1997).  The outcome of agency theory is great emphasis on the 

writing and monitoring of contracts that address the conflicting needs of agent and 

principal.  Institutional charters and individual employment contracts are examples of 

agency theory in action, as are learning contracts which have a central role in self-directed 

learning. 
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The essence of managerialism (Boston, 1991) is a belief that there is such an entity as 

‘management’ that is a generic, instrumental activity using principles that can be applied in 

any context.  This belief has underpinned much recent educational change and, in New 

Zealand, is evident in the number of advertisements for educational management positions 

that call for management skills in preference to academic or professional expertise.  Other 

aspects of managerialism include the devolution of management control; the separation of 

policy advice from implementation; and a focus on privatisation.  These are all evident in 

the educational reforms of the 1980s and 1990s in New Zealand. 

 

Human capital theory concerns the development of human capital, for example through 

investment in education, for the economic market place.  In this view education is a private 

good, a commodity which prepares individuals for future employment prospects and 

economic growth (Fitzsimons, 1997).  “The human capital model argues that rational 

individuals will invest in education as the benefits of higher earnings will more than offset 

the costs of that education” (Stephens, 1997, p.200).  This view permeates recent 

educational policy documents in the form of education as a private good as well as the 

desire to increase participation, including under-represented groups, in tertiary education 

and training. 

 

These theories are closely allied with New Right thinking and offer theoretical support to 

the policies enacted in the last fifteen years.  Fitzsimons sums up the whole process: 

 

… the public policy process in New Zealand has been captured by the 

discipline of economics.  Economics has been seen as the source for 

explaining all forms of human behaviour and has been elevated to the status 

of a science (Fitzsimons, Peters & Roberts, 1999, p.35). 
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Tertiary Technical Education in New Zealand 

 

Within this shifting landscape of education lies the history of tertiary education in New 

Zealand.  Divided discourses of academic and technical and vocational education have been 

evident since the tertiary sector was first formed (Bruce Ferguson, 1999).  Full time 

academic study has been available since the University of Otago Ordinance of 1869 

established the first university (Scott, 1991).  Today this sector includes seven institutions.  

Teacher education followed soon after with the establishment of the forerunners to the 

Dunedin College of Education in 1876 and the Christchurch College the following year 

(Morton & Morton, 1976).  Colleges of Education increased to six in the early 1990s, but 

have shrunk to four through mergers with Universities.  A further merger is in the wings.  

But it was to be nine decades before technical tertiary education was fully recognised.   

 

In Day’s view (1992, p.69) “in New Zealand, sensitivity to the need for technical education 

was evident from the time of the first planned settlements”.  She notes the presence of a 

Mechanics Institute in Wellington from 1850 and records the beginning of technical 

education at secondary school level in 1905 when a technical day school was opened in 

Wellington.  Scott (1991), however, suggests that the development of tertiary technical 

education was obstructed and Bruce Ferguson (1999) argues that it was marginalised.  Scott 

notes the establishment, in the mid 1880s, of the Otago School of Mines under the aegis of 

the Otago University as one step on the way.  Evening class technical education was well 

established by the turn of the century (Day, 1992) and technical education was absorbed 

into the Education Department fold in 1903 (Scott, 1991).  But, while Beeby, then Director 

General of Education, proposed the formation of senior technical colleges as early as 1946, 

it was 1960 before the Central Technical College in Petone was established.  

 

In the early 1960s technical colleges (secondary schools) were redesignated as technical 

institutes in the four main centres, the Technical Correspondence School was renamed the 

Technical Correspondence Institute and the Central Institute of Technology was established 

(NZ Government, 1988).  Over the next 20 years the number of institutes grew to 25.  

Some of these were located in small rural communities.  Zepke (1996, p.211) makes the 

 59



point that polytechnics in New Zealand were “born in different eras for different purposes” 

– technical institutes in the 1960s; community colleges, modelled on their United States 

cousins, in the 1970s; and community polytechnics in the 1980s.  By 1987 the generic title 

“polytechnic” had been adopted (NZ Government, 1988). 

 

The focus of the first institutions was trade and vocational training, particularly for 

construction and engineering industries, as well as courses in secretarial and business 

studies.  Gradually other programmes, such as nursing, pharmacy, art, design, fashion, 

occupational therapy and physiotherapy, were added.  As unemployment became an issue 

in New Zealand, polytechnics offered second chance education and courses for the 

disadvantaged in society.  Each polytechnic responded to the needs of its own community 

so there was great variety across the sector.  Their national role in both vocational 

education and educational equity was recognised: 

 

Increasingly, the technical institute and community college sector is being 

used by the government as an important instrument of national policy in 

relation to labour market adjustment, social equity issues of access and equal 

opportunity, and the transition of young people to adult life (The Probine-

Fargher Report, 1987, cited in NZ Government, 1988, p.87). 

 

They were, however, perceived as being “under-academic” (NZ Government, 1988, p.86) 

and they had little autonomy: 

 

Prior to the 1990 Education Amendment Act there were very tight controls, 

administered by the Department of Education, over all aspects of the 

Polytechnic’s activities – student numbers, staffing levels and salaries, 

courses which could be offered and expenditure on buildings and equipment 

for example (Leach, 1992, p.2). 

 

Polytechnics were greatly affected by the changes wrought under the policy initiatives of 

the late 1980s and the 1990 Education Amendment Act.  For the first time they were able to 
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determine their own directions and to decide how to use their bulk-funded resources.  Now 

able to offer degree programmes, many went through the necessary approval and 

accreditation processes.  Several now offer both undergraduate and post-graduate degrees.  

Indeed, there is concern within the polytechnic ‘family’ that too many are becoming 

indistinguishable from universities.  1999 saw one polytechnic merge with a university and 

another gain university status in its own right.  At least one other polytechnic applied for 

university status.  

 

Competition from PTEs and funding decisions made by Industry Training Organisations 

(ITOs) has bitten hard into some polytechnics.  Many of those that decided to stay true to 

their technical heritage are struggling.  The impact of reduced government funding, in 

addition to competition from PTEs and ITO decisions not to fund courses, is immense.  

Small institutions fight an ongoing battle to remain viable in the competitive, economy-of-

scale environment.  Currently a split is apparent in the sector.  Larger and urban 

polytechnics are moving to degree-based programmes.  Smaller and rural polytechnics tend 

to offer courses based on the National Qualifications Framework.  The future of the sector, 

under current economic pressures, is uncertain.  More mergers are mooted.  The most 

pessimistic see the death-throes of a sector, aged less than 40 years. 

 

 

Wellington Polytechnic and the Bachelor of Education Degree 

 

The Bachelor of Education (BEd) programme at Wellington Polytechnic is offered within 

this broad social, political and economic context.  Established among the first of the 

polytechnics in the early 1960s, Wellington Polytechnic, in the last 5-10 years, has been 

shifting its focus and position.  Given the current climate, the Council decided that the 

institution’s future lay with higher level qualifications and the possibility of university 

status that would give its degree programmes more credibility on the international stage.  

Accordingly, a series of degree programmes have been developed in the last few years.  

Among these is the BEd programme, approved in 1994, and its companion Master of 

Education, which was approved in 1997.  Wellington Polytechnic also exemplifies another 
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of the changes likely under current New Right ideology.  As of July 1999, the Polytechnic 

became Massey University at Wellington, after a merger negotiated with Massey 

University and finally approved by government.  This cross-sector merger required a 

change in legislation because a clause in the 1990 Education Amendment Act actually 

prevented cross-sector mergers.  It is a move that has caused much criticism and opposition 

within the polytechnic ‘family’, including legal challenges. 

 

The BEd is a degree developed for educators who work with adult learners in a range of 

situations, for example in community-based adult learning, polytechnics, private training 

providers and universities.  People enrolled in the degree have already had some experience 

teaching adult learners, although the majority of them have no previous teacher education 

or teaching qualification.  It was the first of only two BEd programmes in New Zealand 

developed specifically for adult educators. 

 

The programme was developed around adult learning concepts, including student autonomy 

and self-directed learning.  “Adult learners are viewed as having a strong capacity for self-

directed learning which should be developed and enhanced through the programme” 

(Educational Development Department [EDD], 1998, p.13).  This was particularly 

important for my thesis as it meant participants have had formal learning experiences in a 

programme espousing self-directed learning and they would, therefore, be able to comment 

on those experiences. 

 

A second concept of adult learning underpinning the BEd is the concept of the critically 

reflective practitioner: 

 

described here as a teacher who relates his/her practice to a sound theoretical 

base, who checks for consistency between his/her espoused theory and 

theory-in-practice, who is critically self-aware of his/her own actions, 

thoughts, values, assumptions and feelings, and who keeps learning and 

developing in response to reflective self-evaluation (ibid). 
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Again, this was significant for my project.  I hoped participants would bring a critical, 

reflective perspective to our conversations and thus be able to offer alternative views on 

their experiences of self-directed learning.  Finally the concept of praxis “reflective practice 

and active reflection” (ibid) underlies the BEd programme.   

 

Because people enrolled in the BEd are teachers, there is a progression from practice to 

theory across the stages of the programme.  This was developed around Habermas’s three 

categories of knowledge (Mezirow, 1981).  Stage One courses focus on practical 

learning/teaching activities, ‘instrumental’ or ‘technical’ knowledge and the development 

of theory from practice.  Stage Two courses offer a balance of practice and theory.  They 

are concerned with developing ‘dialogic’ knowledge, the construction of meaning and 

communicative action.  Stage Three courses extend theoretical understandings that 

underpin and inform practice.  They focus on ‘self-reflective’ knowledge and emancipatory 

learning and teaching.   The integration of theory and practice is fostered as praxis.  

 

Learners are encouraged, though not required, to take an active role in their own learning.  

Although there are prescribed learning outcomes for each course they have the opportunity 

to suggest content that is of interest to them within the limitations set by the learning 

outcomes.   There is scope for learners to select optional courses of interest to them and at 

each stage there are whole courses that can be negotiated as independent learning contracts.  

Learning/teaching methods used within courses can be negotiated with the lecturer.  Even 

in assessment, learners have options.  They may do assessment tasks that are set by the 

lecturer, negotiate an alternative assessment process with the lecturer or present a portfolio 

of evidence of their learning.  The construction of this portfolio, its contents and the types 

of evidence selected for presentation are chosen by the learners themselves, although they 

may consult with a lecturer to ensure that what they plan to do is acceptable.  Portfolios 

have included, for example, posters, poetry, audiotapes, paintings, music, jig saw puzzles, 

videos and mindmaps as well as more conventional written work.  Finally, learners may 

submit a self-assessment and suggest a grade for their work.  Where there is a difference 

between their self-assessed grade and that awarded by the lecturer there is a negotiation to 

reach agreement.  If that is not possible the moderator makes the final decision.  So people 
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enrolled in the BEd programme have many opportunities to be autonomous, self-directed 

learners. 

 

Transformative learning also underpins the degree.  Learners’ perspectives are deliberately 

challenged by our choice of content and process.  Although we try not to impose views or 

approaches we also recognise the power we hold as lecturers and acknowledge that some 

people will find it difficult to argue against our views. It is our hope the people will decide 

for themselves what their personal view is and that they will not simply accept those that 

we espouse.  This requires the practice of critical thinking.  Learners are encouraged to 

challenge the lecturers’ perspectives and to argue their own views both in class and in work 

presented for assessment.  And they sometimes do, strongly and coherently! 

 

The BEd programme is offered in a range of ways.  Traditional classroom-based face-to-

face learning is available to local people.  Learners in other parts of the country access it 

though distance learning options at Stages Two and Three.  These options are largely print-

based although increasingly courses are being developed for Internet delivery.  Other media 

such as audioconferencing, email and bulletin boards and are being used to link distance 

learners to one another, lecturers and local learners.  In the last three years off-campus 

options have also been made available to groups of Maori and Pacific Island private 

training providers.  These courses are taught in face-to-face mode at more than a dozen 

sites located around the country. 

 

The people enrolled in the BEd programme are becoming an increasingly diverse ethnic 

group.  Since I began this project in 1996 there has been a dramatic growth in the number 

of Maori people in the programme.  In 1996 there were very few Maori enrolled.  The 

official 1996 data (Wellington Polytechnic, 1999) does not reflect this accurately as so 

many people did not provide information about their ethnicity.  Using my knowledge of the 

people who were invited to participate in this project, I would estimate that there were four 

people who identify as Maori.  Indeed there were as many Pacific Island people in the 

programme.  Two of these were international students who have now returned to their 

home countries.  By 1999 official data showed that 49% of those enrolled identify as 
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Maori.  Most of these people were enrolled in off-campus, face-to-face classes.  1999 also 

saw a pilot programme in Wellington offering off-campus provision for Pacific Island 

people.  This will be extended to a site in Auckland in 2000.   Data about the ethnicity of 

people enrolled in the programme in 1996 and 1999 is shown in Table 3.1. 

 

BACHELOR OF EDUCATION PROGRAMME 
 

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA:  ETHNIC GROUP 
 

Ethnic Group 1996 1999 
 n % n % 
Chinese    4    4     5    1 
Maori    7    7 180  49 
New Zealand European  37  37 119  32 
Pacific Island    1    1   36  10 
Other    2    2   29    8 
Unentered   50  49*     
Total 101 100 369# 100 
*  rounded down 

#  students may state up to 3 different ethnicities 

  Table 3.1:  Ethnicity 

 

There have been consistently more women than men enrolled in the programme.  In 1996, 

and again in 1999, approximately two thirds of those enrolled were women and one third 

were men (see Table 3.2 below). 

 

BACHELOR OF EDUCATION PROGRAMME 
 

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA:  GENDER 
 

Gender 1996 1999 
 n % n % 
Female  62  62  63  63 
Male  38  38  37  37 
Total 100 100 100 100 

 
  Table 3.2:  Gender 
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Because they are expected to have had some teaching experience prior to admission, most 

people in the BEd programme would be classified as ‘mature’ learners, that is over the age 

of 25 years.  Indeed many are in their 50s and 60s although official data, which limits the 

category to over age 30, does not reveal this.  It is interesting to note that, since 1997, some 

learners under age 20 have been enrolling on the programme through the Maori off-campus 

courses.  In spite of this the percentage of people aged over 30 remains constant.  Data 

related to the age of BEd learners is provided in Table 3.3. 

  

BACHELOR OF EDUCATION PROGRAMME 
 

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA:  AGE 
 

Age 1996 1999 
 n % N % 
Under 21   0   0    9   3 
21-29  14  14  42  12* 
30 +  86  86 284  85 
Total 100 100 335 100 

  * rounded down 
   
  Table 3.3:  Age 
 

In 1996 all Stage One and most Stage Two learners were local students.  With the advent of 

off-campus and Internet provision this has changed.  In 1999 two thirds are off-campus and 

distance learners.  At Stage Three there has always been a predominance of distance 

learners.  This is because our Regulations allow us to recognise Diploma of Tertiary 

Teaching qualifications as the equivalent of our first two stages and a number of people 

enter the BEd at Stage Three, learning at a distance.  As off-campus provision develops to 

include Stage Three courses the numbers learning away from the main Wellington campus 

will increase even further.  This creates a whole set of challenges for programme lecturers.  

Official data relating to region is contained in Table 3.4. 
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BACHELOR OF EDUCATION PROGRAMME 
 

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA: REGION 
 

Region 1996 1999 
 n % n % 
Wellington region  48  48  80   24 
Outside Wellington  20  20 210  63  
Not known  31  31  36  11 
Outside New Zealand   1   1    9    2 
Total 100 100 335 100 

 
  Table 3.4:  Region 
 

 

Self-Directed Learning in the New Zealand Tertiary Context 

 

It will be apparent from my literature review and this summary of contextual issues that 

self-directed learning fits very comfortably within New Right ideology.  Its emphasis on the 

individual, autonomy, freedom, choice and control; the reduced role of the teacher; and the 

free market mean that it meshes nicely with the presuppositions of classical liberalism.  It is 

also advocated for degree level programmes such as this BEd.  All of these factors mean 

that political and economic forces are driving a move into self-directed learning, 

particularly, but not exclusively, in tertiary education.  It is imperative then that self-

directed learning be examined critically. 

 

This chapter has sketched the wider economic and political context of tertiary education in 

New Zealand and outlined the institutional context in which this research project took 

place.  It has been important to do this. Self-directed learning shares with New Right 

thinking an emphasis on individual autonomy, choice and self-interest.  Predominant New 

Right thinking influences the popularity of self-directed learning in adult education policy 

and practice today.  Research into self-directed learning, therefore, must take these 

contextual factors into account.  My attention now moves to the theoretical basis of my 

research into self-directed learning in Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER 4:  THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

 

 

In the first three chapters of this thesis I have introduced myself and outlined my research 

project, siting it in relation to Western adult education literature on self-directed learning 

and in relation to its New Zealand context.  In this chapter I discuss its basis in theory.  I 

begin by outlining my understanding of research paradigms and the role they have played 

in how I have conducted this project.  I discuss the options I thought I had as a theoretical 

base or methodology5 for my research and why I chose to use phenomenology.  I then 

describe phenomenology, in particular classical and new phenomenology, outlining key 

concepts and the differences between the two.  Finally I describe how I have used them in 

this investigation.  

 

Research Paradigms 

 

Research paradigms inherently reflect our beliefs about the world we live in 

and want to live in (Lather, 1986, p. 259). 

 

Any research project works within some framework, even if this framework 

is not consciously expressed, making assumptions about inquiry, science and 

the like … some sophistication in justifying methodology is an essential part 

of any well-conducted project (McIntyre, 1996, p.4). 

 

Until comparatively recently, research had been considered to be objective and value free.  

Researchers used a range of techniques to sustain this objectivity and to stand aside from 

influencing the research process.  In the last two or three decades it has been argued that, 

even in the most ‘scientific’ research, the researcher comes to the project with a whole set 

                                                 
5 In this thesis I use ‘methodology’ in the sense suggested by van Manen (1990, p.27-28) who distinguishes 
between research method (methodology) and research technique (methods).  Methodology here refers to “the 
theory behind the method, including the study of what method one should follow and why … method is 
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of values, ideas and beliefs.  These significantly shape the questions they ask, the methods 

they use, what they see in the data and how they report their findings.  One way of 

describing these covert, often unrecognised world views which underpin research, is the 

notion of paradigm developed by Kuhn (1970, cited in Carr & Kemmis, 1986; McIntyre, 

1993, 1995; Usher & Bryant, 1989; Usher, Bryant & Johnson, 1997).  This refers to the 

broad, encompassing framework within which any research takes place. 

 

McIntyre (1993, 1996), however, argues that there are competing understandings of the 

word paradigm itself.  He identifies a ‘strong’ and a ‘weak’ version.  The ‘strong’ version 

originates in Kuhn’s work as a sociological and historical account of change in science.  

Sociological critique and analysis, including analysis of institutional processes, are central 

to the ‘strong’ version.  It is aligned with sociology of knowledge and critical theory.  In the 

‘strong’ account of paradigm, research practice is considered ideological.  According to 

McIntyre the ‘weak’ version is a philosophical one which has “emptied out the political and 

sociological meanings of the original socio-historical account of paradigm” (McIntyre, 

1993, p.81).  The ‘weak’ version sees paradigm formulated as a set of philosophical 

presuppositions about reality, knowledge and causality that support different approaches to 

research. Guba and Lincoln (1994, p.108-109) use this version to identify four enquiry 

paradigms - positivism, post-positivism, critical theory and constructivism.  According to 

McIntyre (1993, p.82) this version is ‘weak’ because it “ignores the analysis of the social 

organisation of knowledge and the institutionalised nature of inquiry and as a result is 

unable to show how research practice is formed by preferred methodologies embedded in 

research traditions”.  Although the two are often equated in the ‘weak’ account of 

paradigm, he argues that paradigm is not equivalent to methodology.  Instead paradigm 

refers to “the set of assumptions that leads a researcher to adopt a methodology as the best 

or most appropriate methodology.  There has been a tendency to water down the idea of 

paradigm and equate it to ‘methodological choice’” (McIntyre, 1996. p.12). 

 

                                                                                                                                                     
charged with methodological considerations and implications of a particular philosophical or epistemological 
perspective”.  
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His ‘strong’ version of paradigm takes two forms.  One is derived from Habermas and 

critical theory.  Within this view three forms of research are identified - empirical-

analytical, interpretive and critical paradigms.  It is this framework which is most widely 

known and used in adult education research, for example in Carr & Kemmis (1986), 

Merriam (1991) and Lather (1991), and has fostered the development of action research and 

its emancipatory potential.   

 

McIntyre’s second ‘strong’ version of paradigm emerged from the sociological critique in 

Kuhn’s work.  He cites Masterman (1970) who identified three main meanings of paradigm 

in Kuhn’s work.  The deepest and most influential level is the metaparadigm that 

incorporates our world view.  This includes our ideas about ontology (the nature of reality) 

and epistemology (the nature of knowledge).  It constructs our assumptions about what 

research is and how it should be done.  The middle level, or sociological paradigm, 

concerns accepted, institutionalised or traditional ways of doing research.  We are 

conditioned into thinking that research is done in particular ways and we are socialised into 

operating within that framework.  Usher (1993, p.101) refers to this notion when he writes 

that research is “a set of activities legitimated by a relevant community”.  The third and 

surface level McIntyre refers to as the construct paradigm.  This concerns our conscious 

decision-making about the research problem and how we will approach it.  It is this third 

level of meaning that is most commonly considered in research.  The first two levels 

frequently go unrecognised. 

 

Other writers also consider research paradigms.  Usher, Bryant and Johnson (1997) discuss 

three (positivist/empiricist, hermeneutic/interpretive and critical theory) then add two new 

approaches (emancipatory and postmodern) which, they argue, overstep the limits of the 

other paradigms/traditions.  Their first three form a commonly accepted categorisation with 

a fourth category, postmodern, currently gaining acceptance.  McIntyre’s point, however, is 

that not all address the presuppositions and assumptions that underlie research or recognise 

the effects of institutionalisation and socialisation on research practice.  
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Lather (1991) offers an alternative view on paradigm, arguing that its reign is past or at 

least suspended.  Paradigms cannot be clearly defined and should be treated only as loose 

frameworks for dividing research.  She sees us entering: 

 

… the Foucauldian shift from paradigm to discourse.  Here, we shift from a 

focus on researcher ontology and epistemology in the shaping of 

paradigmatic choice to a focus on the productivity of language in the 

construction of the objects of investigation (Lather, 1991, p.13. Italics in 

original). 

 

Certainly there has been a growing emphasis on discourse in research in the last decade.  

However, the notion of paradigm, particularly when used in the ‘strong’ sense identified by 

McIntyre, is useful.  It requires us to consider the presuppositions that will influence what 

we do in our research and to identify some of the effects they have.  Our metaparadigm and 

sociological paradigm influence our construct paradigm: 

 

Choice of theoretical frame is however conditioned by paradigm influences.  

When you ‘state’ a research problem, you are already beginning to theorise 

it.  When you theorise it, you have taken a perspective on it within a 

paradigm framework (McIntyre, 1996, p.5). 

 

In this project my metaparadigm assumptions have constructed my whole view of it.  I 

came to this project with assumptions about reality and knowledge.  For example I have a 

constructivist view of knowledge and a view of reality that says there is not an objective 

world ‘out there’.  These assumptions have shaped what I have done in this research.  

Similarly, I have been conditioned to think that research is done in particular ways.  My 

past experiences shaped my view that I did not want to do positivist research; my 

expectation that I had to write a research proposal in a particular way; and my belief that it 

was wise to write my thesis in an accepted, academic format.  (Although I would have liked 

to have done it differently, and toyed with dreams of poetry, radically different layouts and 
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very personal writing, when it came to writing, the years of conditioning meant I wrote 

academically from habit).   

 

These metaparadigm and sociological paradigms shaped my construct paradigm.  My 

choice of methodology was constructed by my conscious and unconscious views.   For 

example, I would have liked to conduct participatory research but the scope for that seemed 

to be limited by academic requirements for a PhD.  I rejected positivist research and I was 

reluctant to engage in action research.  I had previously completed an action research 

project and I did not want to focus on my practice of self-directed learning.  I wanted, 

instead, to find out more about learners’ perspectives of self-directed learning – their 

meanings for it and experiences of it.  So it seemed to me an interpretive approach was the 

most appropriate - both for the questions I wanted to answer and the type of paradigm I 

wanted to work from. 

 

McIntyre (1996) provides a useful summary of the features of the construct paradigm of 

interpretive research and I acknowledge the way those features have shaped this project.  

The interpretive construct paradigm: 

 

• Defines as a problem, understanding the perspectives of the participants 

• Sees interviews as a process of eliciting accounts of typical situations and their 

meanings for participants 

• Focuses on analyzing accounts for the constructs that can be taken as comprising 

the perspective 

• Reports on excerpts from accounts as the ‘evidence’ for interpretation 

• Deals with questions of validity in terms of interpretive adequacy eg. the 

correspondence of researcher and participant constructs 

• May seek participant validation of the research interpretation (McIntyre, 1996, 

p.13). 

 

As I read down this list I see how much I have been influenced by the ‘rules’ of my chosen 

construct paradigm.  I defined my problem as understanding the perspectives of the 
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participants to identify their meanings and experiences of self-directed learning.  I used 

interviews because they were ‘naturally’ the way to conduct this type of research.  My 

analysis focused on identifying the meanings and themes that seemed to me to comprise the 

participant’s perspectives.  I have reported extracts, sometimes quite long, from their 

accounts as evidence of the interpretations that I have made.  I used focus groups and gave 

participants the opportunity to comment on my interpretations as a way of establishing 

validity and involving them more in the research process. 

 

Within this interpretive paradigm, however, there were options for my research 

methodology, for example, ethnography, phenomenology and phenomenography.  I 

discounted ethnography for three reasons.  First, because I wasn’t setting out to “explicate 

meanings specific to particular cultures” (van Manen, 1990, p.11) or to provide a “social 

scientific description of a people and the cultural basis of their peoplehood” (Vidich & 

Lyman, 1994, p.25). Second, because it didn’t seem to be the most appropriate way of 

accessing participants’ perceptions of self-directed learning.  And third, because it wasn’t 

practicable for me as I didn’t have the time to commit to close observation of participants.  

 

Although phenomenography was developed as a research specialisation (Marton, 1999a) it 

has a close resemblance to phenomenology.  Both, for example, investigate human 

experience.  For Marton (1999b) there are three key distinctions.  Phenomenologists 

investigate their own experience and phenomenographers investigate others’ (although, as I 

will discuss below, there is a form of phenomenology that investigates others’ experience).  

Phenomenologists aim to find the singular essence and phenomenographers to find the 

variations of the phenomenon.  Finally the purpose of phenomenology is to capture the 

richness of experience while phenomenography’s purpose is to identify hierarchical 

categories of description.  Hasselgren & Beach (1997, p.13) identified five modes of 

phenomenography and argued that two of these “show some phenomenological qualities”.  

I had two reasons for not using phenomenography.  I wanted to use classical 

phenomenology to focus on the ‘whatness’, the essence of self-directed learning rather than 

the participants’ ‘second order’ conceptual thoughts and constructs (Marton, 1981; Webb, 

1996).  Second, I did not want to be confined to establishing a hierarchy of categories of 
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meanings or experiences of self-directed learning.  Rather I wanted to be able to identify 

differences but not to place any value judgement on how they might relate to one another. 

 

So I chose to use phenomenology for a number of reasons.  I wanted to investigate learners’ 

perceptions of self-directed learning, and this had been recommended by the likes of Candy 

(1991).  Phenomenology allows me to do this as it focuses on understanding and 

interpretation.  I wanted to find out what meanings participants had for self-directed 

learning and what their experience of it had been.  At the heart of my questions was 

participants’ experience and phenomenology investigates people’s lived experience: 

 

Phenomenological human science is the study of lived or existential 

meanings; it attempts to describe and interpret these meanings to a certain 

degree of depth and richness.  In this focus upon meaning, phenomenology 

differs from some other social or human sciences which may focus not on 

meanings but on statistical relationships among variables, on the 

predominance of social opinions, or on the occurrence or frequency of 

certain behaviors etc (van Manen, 1990, p.11). 

 

Self-directed learning is not a concrete object but is considered to be a phenomenon of 

consciousness, so phenomenology is an appropriate methodology to use in its investigation.  

I wanted to be able to describe self-directed learning as seen and experienced by the 

participants.  Phenomenology is a descriptive, interpretive methodology that allows us to 

reach the essence of a phenomenon – its internal meaning structures.  I also wanted to bring 

a critical perspective to self-directed learning.  While the critical paradigm may have 

seemed more appropriate for this I will use Crotty’s (1996a, 1998c) argument below to 

show that classical phenomenology is also a critical approach which encourages us to 

question taken-for-granted assumptions and meanings.  My concern was with whole 

people, their experiences, thinking and feeling, or, as van Manen (1990, p.12) puts it “the 

fullness of living”.  Phenomenology allows this wholeness to be investigated. 
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So while other methodologies may also have been appropriate I decided to use 

phenomenology as my methodology because it fitted well with the problem I wanted to 

investigate and with my own conscious and unconscious research paradigms.  

 

Phenomenology 

 

“What is phenomenology?” is a question that has been posed by virtually 

every scholar associated with the phenomenological movement, and it seems 

to have been answered differently by every one of them  (Collins, 1984, 

p.179). 

 

The difficulties of stating point-blank what phenomenology is are almost 

notorious.  Even after it had established itself as a movement conscious of its 

own identity, it kept reinterpreting its own meaning … (Spiegelberg, 1994, 

p.1). 

 

There is much confusion about phenomenology and what it is.  It is variously described as a 

philosophy (Crotty, 1996b; Honderich, 1995; Patton, 1990); an approach (Crotty, 1996b; 

Patton, 1990; Spinelli, 1989; Willis, 1998); a movement (Crotty, 1996b; Spiegelburg, 

1994); a method (Crotty, 1996b; Ehrich, 1996; Honderich, 1995; Spiegelburg, 1994); and a 

paradigm (Patton, 1990) as well as different combinations of these.   It originated in 

philosophy and has been constantly modified since it first appeared.  Even the ideas of 

Husserl, the recognised founder of phenomenology, changed over time (Cohen & Omery, 

1994; Spiegelberg, 1994).  

 

The word phenomenology is derived from the Greek word phainomenon which means 

appearance.  Phenomena are considered to be the appearances of things rather than things 

as they really are (Spinelli, 1989).  They include non-sensual objects such as ideas 

(Carspecken, 1996), subjectively felt or imagined objects (van Manen, 1990) or anything of 

which one is conscious (Madjar, 1991).  Self-directed learning, while not a real, empirically 

measurable object, is, therefore, considered to be a phenomenon and can be studied. 
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Phenomenology is the study of the lifeworld – the world as we immediately experience it 

and perceive it.   Phenomenology aims at an insightful, deeper understanding and 

description of our everyday experiences (van Manen, 1990) rather than explanation, 

prediction and control which are the aims of natural science.  “Phenomenology asks, “What 

is this or that kind of experience like?” (ibid, p.9).   

 

There are several key figures in phenomenology.  While Bretano first used the word as a 

title for a course on descriptive psychology in 1888-1889, Husserl is usually considered to 

be the founder.  He was followed by Heidegger and then by French philosophers, for 

example Marcel, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty.  Husserl introduced his ideas about 

phenomenology as a reaction to the prevailing notions of positivist science, particularly as 

they were being applied to people.  He wanted to find the ultimate foundations of 

knowledge but rejected the processes of positivist science in favour of a return to the things 

themselves as the place where knowledge could be found.  Like Husserl, Heidegger 

emphasised understanding rather than the explanation of positivist science (Crotty, 1996b; 

Spiegelberg, 1994).  But he rejected Husserl’s descriptive and transcendental 

phenomenology and developed an interpretive approach from hermeneutics. A key 

difference between the two was the focus of their thinking – consciousness for Husserl and 

Being for Heidegger.  The French phenomenologists spearheaded existentialist 

phenomenology which focuses more on people’s day to day activities than on thoughts and 

perceptions (Crotty, 1996b).  More recently Crotty (1996a, 1998c) has labelled some 

current approaches to phenomenology as ‘new’ phenomenology.  He argues that this form 

is significantly different to the phenomenology of Husserl and Heidegger, which he calls 

classical. 

 

Classical Phenomenology 

 

Because meanings and experiences of self-directed learning are more closely related to 

Husserl’s and Heidegger’s phenomenologies than that of the existentialists I used their 

ideas along with new phenomenology in my approach to this research.  A number of 
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concepts from classical phenomenology are central to what I have done so I outline them 

before I describe new phenomenology.   Included among the concepts are intentionality, 

essence, intuiting, phenomenological reduction, objectivity, consciousness, description and 

interpretation. 

 

Intentionality refers to the idea that we are always conscious of something.  When we think 

we think of something, an object.  The significance of this is that there is always a 

connection between the thinking subject (the person doing the thinking) and the thinking 

object (the object being thought about).  In other words, we cannot separate subject and 

object as in positivist science.  According to Crotty (1996b, p.38) “intentionality evokes for 

us the idea of the human mind reaching out and into the objects of which it is conscious”.   

This is different to the prevalent nineteenth century view of consciousness as empty and 

passive.  Crotty summarises it in this way: 

 

What intentionality means is that human experience always points to 

something beyond itself.  It is essentially related to the phenomenon – to the 

object of experience, to what is experienced (Crotty, 1996b, p.40.  Italics in 

original). 

 

Intentionality is made up of two parts.  Noema refers to the ‘what’, the object of experience 

that we direct our attention to.  Noesis refers to the mode or the ‘how’ of experience.  So 

we experience something in some way (Idhe, cited in Spinelli, 1989, p.13). 

 

Essence refers to the inner essential meaning of a thing, the true being of a thing.  Essence 

is what makes a thing what it is and without which it could not be what it is.  Essence 

focuses on the ‘whatness’ of things.  van Manen (1990) illustrates this idea using ‘teacher’ 

as an example.  We have, he argues, an understanding of what a ‘teacher’ is but, when we 

try to describe the fundamental or ideal essence of ‘teacher’, we are quickly lost for words.  

It is difficult to explain what a ‘teacher’ is.  Spiegelberg uses the red of a rose to illustrate 

the difference between the general essence and particular examples: 
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In order to apprehend the general essence we have to look at the particulars 

as examples, i.e., as instances which stand for the general essence.  Thus, 

using the particular red of an individual rose as a point of departure we can 

see it as an instance of a particular shade of red in general.  But we can also 

see it as exemplifying redness and, finally, color as such.  Thus the intuiting 

of particulars provides stepping stones, as it were, to the apprehension of 

general essences (Spiegelberg, 1994, p.697). 

 

This essence is accessible to us through a process called intuiting.  To intuit we open 

ourselves totally to the phenomenon being investigated and wait to see how it presents 

itself to us.  Willis (1998, p.234) uses the expression “receptive contemplation” to describe 

this process.  Husserl (cited in Spiegelberg, 1994, p.119) himself also used “fundamental 

meditation”. Crotty (1996a, p.277) says we “open ourselves to the phenomenon as the 

object of our immediate experience” and “describe what has come into view for us”.  

Intuiting concerns more than sense experiences.  We can also engage in non-sensuous 

intuiting (Spiegelberg, 1994, p.105) which permits us to intuit things that do not have a 

concrete form.  For example terms such as ‘number’, ‘unity’, ‘similarity’, and ‘self-directed 

learning’.   

 

To intuit a phenomenon, to reach its essence, we use a process Husserl called 

phenomenological reduction.  The goal is to see it afresh, as it presents itself to us, not as 

we currently understand or perceive it.  Phenomenological reduction is one of several terms 

Husserl used to describe this process.  He also used ‘epoche’ and ‘bracketing’, initially 

interchangeably then in different ways (Spiegelberg, 1994, p.122).  The prime function of 

reduction is to prepare us to see phenomena as they present themselves to us; in a form 

which precedes any interpretations that we may make as a result of previous experiences, 

cultural learning, prior understandings or thinking.  Husserl described two stages in 

phenomenological reduction.  The first he called eidetic reduction.  This concerns reduction 

from the particular examples to the general essences: 
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… the intuiting of general essences must be based on the careful 

consideration of representative examples, which are to serve as stepping 

stones, as it were, for any generalizing “ideation” (Spiegelberg, 1994, p.105). 

 

Stage two is referred to as “the phenomenological reduction proper” (ibid, p.119).  This 

concerns “a purification of our consciousness from the dross of the natural attitude and it 

comes about by a suspension of our belief in the actual existence of the objects of 

experience” (Crotty, 1996b, p.59).  We suspend or inhibit our natural attitude.  During 

phenomenological reduction we endeavour to reach a state of openness to, of wonder of, 

the phenomenon.  We overcome our personal, subjective feelings, preferences, inclinations 

or expectations of it.  We strip away any theories or conceptions we have about it and try to 

see past the particularity of lived experience to the essence of the phenomenon.  We try to 

intuit it directly, in an unmediated way (van Manen, 1990; Willis, 1998).   

 

Thus what is left after the operation of epoche is ‘pure consciousness’, 

consciousness that belongs to nobody, consciousness free of all earthly 

attachments – the transcendental ego (Morris, 1991, p.373). 

 

It is important to note that Heidegger rejected Husserl’s process of phenomenological 

reduction as well as his transcendental phenomenology (Crotty, 1996b; Spiegelberg, 1994). 

 

A brief exploration of objectivity and subjectivity in phenomenology is also pertinent. 

Husserl questioned the focus on objectivity as a way of creating knowledge and argued that 

we could generate legitimate knowledge through describing our being in the world.  People 

actively construct the world they experience rather than experience an objective world ‘out 

there’.   As we experience the world we give names to the things we experience whether 

they are physical objects, thoughts or concepts.  This way of knowing is more subjective 

because it is created by the person doing the knowing, but it is not totally subjective 

because the focus remains on the things themselves, albeit as they are experienced by a 
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subject.  Willis (1998, p.220) has coined the phrase “objectivised subjective” to express this 

idea.  Crotty (1996b, p.36) sees phenomenology as a search for the object of the experience, 

which is, he argues, a type of objectivity.  He provides an interesting illustration: 

 

You perceive a fire and for you it is comforting, a thing of joy.  It summons 

up for you the warmth and security of the family hearth.  I perceive a fire and 

it is loathsome, a cause of great fear, for I am the survivor of a bushfire that 

cost me my family and my home … The fire you see and the fire I see are 

different fires.  They have different meanings.  There is no such thing as 

meaning that inheres in an object independently of any subject.  There is 

only meaning for someone (Crotty, 1996b, p.45-46). 

 

In other words there is no meaning of fire in itself.  There is only the meaning for 

individuals, which comes from their experience. 

 

Consciousness is central to Husserl’s phenomenology.  It is consciousness that constitutes 

the objects of experience (Holstein & Gubrium, 1994). The object or thing, the 

phenomenon, can be discovered in consciousness, in the subject.  Husserl sought reality 

through consciousness, as it presents itself to human consciousness.  “He refused to divorce 

reality from consciousness – a refusal that was to become the hallmark of 

phenomenologists of whatever stripe” (Crotty, 1996b, p.30).  Husserl sought pure 

consciousness and the pure Ego, the transcendental Ego, in what has become known as 

transcendental phenomenology. 

 

The purpose of Husserl’s phenomenology is to describe a phenomenon rather than to 

explain.  Explanation is the domain of positivist science. In phenomenology things are 

described as they are immediately experienced.  That is as they are experienced before we 

have thought about them - pre-reflectively rather than as they are categorised, 

conceptualised, reflected on or interpreted (van Manen, 1990).  This is getting ‘back to the 

things themselves’, which is a catch-cry of phenomenology.   
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Description becomes interpretation in Heidegger’s hermeneutic or interpretive 

phenomenology.  In his view lived experience is itself an interpretive process.  

Understanding is a self-interpretation of the lifeworld, part of our being-in-the-world. 

Humans are already in the world and have preconceived understandings of it.  

“Understanding is thus always already embedded in the world, always already interpreting, 

and always subject to presuppositions, predeterminations and prejudices” (Webb, 1996, 

p.44).  Our understanding is conveyed in language which itself shapes and interprets.  The 

best we can do, therefore, is describe our own interpretations of phenomena.  We cannot 

bracket or escape our existing understandings.  But we can risk and test them in dialogue 

with others, perhaps creating what Gadamer called a “fusion of horizons” (ibid, p.50). 

 

Having outlined selected concepts from classical phenomenology, I will return to new 

phenomenology and, in particular, show how it differs from classical phenomenology. 

 

New Phenomenology 

 

Crotty calls this second form of phenomenology ‘new’ because it is a recent development.  

It is rooted in North America and draws heavily on “the North American intellectual and 

research tradition of pragmatist philosophy, symbolic interactionism and humanistic 

psychology” (Crotty, 1996b, p.76). It has, he argues, moved significantly from the purposes 

of classical phenomenology.  He takes a strong, critical stance drawing attention to 

differences between the two forms.  Instead of focusing on describing the phenomenon 

itself, the ‘what’ of an experience, new phenomenology focuses on describing people’s 

subjective experiences.  New phenomenologists try to see and understand the other 

person’s perspective, to put themselves in his/her shoes, to understand the world through 

their eyes, as they see it.  This, says Crotty, is a very different project.  Its ‘great 

phenomenological principle’ - taking the place of the other - is not to be found in the 

phenomenology of the phenomenological movement.  Willis uses a visit to the dentist to 

illustrate this distinction between the phenomenon and the person having the experience: 
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The person might say:  “It was terrifying.  I felt as if my heart would break, 

my palms were sweating, and I wondered if I would ever get out of it”.  The 

listener might interrupt saying, “I can understand what you felt like, but can 

you tell me what it was like?”  The speaker might then talk about the shiny 

instruments, the white coat, the strange smells and sounds; the cold or the 

heat, the contoured chair, being recumbent; the pink hands of the surgeon 

and the grinding noise of the drill” (Willis, 1999, p.99). 

 

In another publication he clarifies further when he refers to the focus in one being “on the 

things being experienced” and in the other “on the person experiencing the thing” (Willis, 

1998, p.212, italics added).  In classical phenomenology the prime interest is the thing; in 

new phenomenology the prime interest is the person having the experience. 

 

Another difference noted in Crotty’s discussion is the function of bracketing.  In classical 

phenomenology this refers to our efforts to suspend belief in the actual existence of the 

objects of experience.  In the ‘natural attitude’ of everyday life we hold a range of 

meanings and understandings that are imposed on our experience.  We are to use 

phenomenological reduction (bracketing) to get past those to our immediate, pre-reflective 

experience.  There is a marked contrast in new phenomenology.  There: 

 

…what is said to be suspended or laid aside is the researchers’ ideas and 

assumptions about the information their respondents are providing.  For 

them, the process of bracketing is designed to preclude or at least inhibit the 

imposing of their own presuppositions and constructions on the data (Crotty, 

1996a, p.59). 

 

The significant shift, therefore, is from a suspension in belief about the existence of a 

phenomenon to a suspension of our personal beliefs, attitudes and ideas. 

 

This leads to another difference between these two phenomenologies.  In new 

phenomenology we try to understand the meanings and experiences participants have.  
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Because the bracketing process has been modified from that proposed by Husserl, what is 

presented are meanings and experiences that have been shaped by people’s existing views 

of the world – their culture, values, attitudes and beliefs.  So new phenomenology explores 

current understandings: 

 

… phenomenological research of this kind emerges as an exploration, via 

personal experiences, of inherited and prevailing cultural understandings 

(Crotty, 1996a, p.272). 

 

Crotty argues that the contrast with classical phenomenology is clear.  Here the endeavour 

is to ignore, even be critical of, these inherited and prevailing understandings.  We try to 

get back to the things themselves, to get past, beyond existing understandings, to see the 

phenomena afresh and find new or reinterpreted meanings for them.  Classical 

phenomenology is suspicious of culture because it limits, masks and puts boundaries on our 

understandings.  It comes between us and the phenomena by imposing particular systems of 

symbols and meanings on our experience and excluding others.  While it can be liberating it 

is also oppressive, limiting and a barrier.  Culture substitutes itself for what we experience, 

“what we actually see, hear, feel, smell, taste or even imagine” (Crotty, 1996a, p.274).  So 

we must be critical of it and return to our immediate experience of things: 

 

So phenomenology is about saying ‘No’ to our meaning system.  It is about 

putting that meaning system in abeyance.  Instead of inviting us to explore 

our everyday meanings as they stand, it calls upon us to lay them aside for 

the moment and to open ourselves to phenomena in their stark immediacy to 

see what emerges for us (ibid, p. 275). 

 

This point about phenomenology being critical is worth emphasising as a difference.  

Because classical phenomenology calls into question what is taken for granted, it is a 

critical methodology claims Crotty.  In this he is supported by Collins (1984, p.181) who 

claims that phenomenology “requires a readiness to suspend taken-for-granted beliefs 

(attitudes) in favor of a critical stance towards everyday experiences”.  On the other hand 
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new phenomenology seeks to understand others’ perspectives.  It is an approach that values 

empathy and deliberately avoids critique.  New phenomenologists carefully avoid making 

judgements about people’s understandings.  They set out only to understand and describe.  

Crotty laments the loss of this critical spirit. 

 

He also draws attention to the loss of objectivity.  At the heart of new phenomenology is 

the subjective understanding of the person whereas the heart of classical phenomenology is 

subjective objectivity – “it is in search of the objects of human experience but finds them 

only in people’s experience of those objects” (Crotty, 1998a, p.155).  According to Willis 

(1998, p.220) there is a need to be both “somewhat subjective and at the same time 

somewhat objective”.  He has coined two phrases to express these ideas – the 

“subjectivised subjective” experiences of new phenomenology and the “objectivised 

subjective” experiences of classical phenomenology.  Here again is the difference between 

a focus on the thing and the person. 

 

This thing/person distinction underlies yet another difference.  Because in classical 

phenomenology the intent is to go back to the things themselves and to experience them 

anew, intuiting their meaning from personal experience, it is necessarily a first person 

exercise (Morris, 1991).  We cannot experience the thing through someone else’s 

experience of it.  We can only experience it directly for ourselves.  In mainstream 

phenomenology: 

 

The phenomenon is not constructed but intuited (and therefore grasped first 

and foremost, it must be noted, by the subject and not by a third party, 

whether a researcher or anyone else) (Crotty, 1996b, p.56-57). 

 

In new phenomenology the intent is to put ourselves in the place of others and understand 

their perceptions of their experiences and meanings.  This means new phenomenology 

relies on talking to others to develop an awareness of their views.  This is not the first 

person exercise of classical phenomenology.  Patton sees a difference between two forms of 

phenomenology this way: 
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A phenomenological perspective can mean either or both (1) a focus on what 

people experience and how they interpret the world (in which case one can 

use interviews without actually experiencing the phenomenon oneself) or (2) 

a methodological mandate to actually experience the phenomenon being 

investigated (in which case participant observation would be necessary 

(Patton, 1990, p.70). 

 

His first form is new phenomenology.  While participant observation may imply first 

person experiencing, it may not require the intuiting of classical phenomenology, so may 

not be equivalent to classical phenomenology as Crotty describes it. 

 

Crotty also notes a difference between the two forms and their views of intuiting.  In 

classical phenomenology we intuit the phenomenon itself - we are still, silent, passive 

before it, allowing it to show itself to us.  We open ourselves to it and wait for it to unveil 

itself.  This is a difficult task: 

 

The difficulty does not lie in merely seeing “what lies before our eyes” 

(which Husserl saw as a “hard demand”), or knowing “precisely what we 

see” (Merleau-Ponty said there was nothing more difficult to know than 

that).  We will also experience great difficulty in actually describing what we 

have succeeded in seeing and knowing … language fails us (Crotty, 1996a, 

p.280-281). 

 

In contrast, in new phenomenology we open ourselves to others’ descriptions of their 

experiences and from them endeavour to make meaning by identifying themes in what they 

have said – a very different process to intuiting the phenomenon, the thing, itself.   

 

So Crotty makes a very clear distinction between classical and new phenomenology.  While 

he sees a place for both, he is insistent that we do not confuse the two.  Willis expands on 

this difference and comments on the positive contribution new phenomenology makes: 
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The interpretive or empathetic approach to phenomenological research has 

made a contribution by showing the socially embedded nature of human 

consciousness.  It may not have advanced the cause of classical 

phenomenology, but it has defended and made known what groups of people 

– teachers, nurses, soldiers – have felt when involved in shared experience, 

and what sense they make of it.  The experience is then named in terms of 

the subjectivity it evokes in those who experienced it (Willis, 1998, p.222). 

 

Like Crotty and Willis I see a place for both classical and new phenomenology, as long as 

we realise that they serve different purposes.  Having featured the differences between 

classical and new phenomenology I now want to briefly consider commonalities in 

phenomenology. 

 

The Phenomenological Method 

 

Spiegelberg (1994) makes the point that, in spite of all the differences apparent in 

phenomenology, it is legitimate to ask the question ‘what is phenomenology?’ and to look 

for the common core in the various versions.  He used two criteria to identify those that 

might be part of the Phenomenological Movement (use of direct intuition as the source of 

knowledge; and insight into essential structures) and discovered a common core in its 

method, listing seven steps: 

 

1. investigating particular phenomenon (intuiting, analysing, describing) 

2. investigating general essences 

3. apprehending essential relationships among essences 

4. watching modes of appearing 

5. watching the constitution of phenomena in consciousness 

6. suspending belief in the existence of the phenomena 

7. interpreting the meaning of phenomena (Spiegelberg, 1994, p.682). 
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The first step is comprised of three “intimately related” operations.  Phenomenological 

intuiting is the process of being open to the phenomenon and seeing it anew.  

Phenomenological analysing, unlike some other forms of analysis, does not concern an 

analysis of linguistic expressions.  Rather it is an “analysis of the phenomena themselves, 

not of the expressions that refer to them” (Spiegelberg, 1994, p.690).  The final operation is 

phenomenological describing – an attempt to put into words what has been intuited and 

analysed. This description can never be exhaustive, only selective.  It is impossible to put 

into words all the properties of any phenomenon. 

 

Spiegelberg goes on to make the point that: 

 

The first three steps have been accepted, at least implicitly, and practised by 

all those who have aligned themselves with the Phenomenological 

Movement; the latter ones only by a smaller group.  There is, in fact, no 

reason why even the very first step should not be adopted by itself, 

regardless of the later ones (ibid). 

 

Spinelli (1989, p.17) describes “three distinguishable, though interrelated, steps” in the 

phenomenological method.  He calls the first of these steps the rule of epoche, which 

requires us to bracket, to suspend, our expectations and assumptions.  The rule of 

description requires us to describe what we see rather than explain it.  The rule of 

horizontalization requires us to “avoid placing any initial hierarchies of significance or 

importance upon the items of our descriptions and instead treat each initially as having 

equal value or significance (ibid, p.18).   His first two steps are similar to Spiegelberg’s  

sixth and seventh steps.  The rule of horizontalization introduces a new element to the 

process. 
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van Manen (1990) develops his own view of the methodological structure of what he calls 

hermeneutic phenomenological human science.   This incorporates six research activities: 

 

1. turning to the nature of lived experience 

2. investigating experience as we live it 

3. reflecting on essential themes 

4. describing the phenomenon through writing and rewriting 

5. maintaining a strong and oriented relation to the phenomenon 

6. balancing the research context by considering the parts and the whole 

 

While there are some overlaps with Spiegelberg’s version, steps four and six in particular 

introduce new elements.  

Crotty (1996a, p.276-279) also presents his approach to ‘doing phenomenology’.  He 

identifies five successive steps although step two is developed in some detail. 

 

1. determine as precisely as possible what phenomenon we are focusing on 

2. consider the phenomenon precisely as phenomenon 

• make sure the focus is the phenomenon and not the person 

experiencing it 

• make a sustained effort to ignore all the usual understandings of the 

phenomenon 

• focus on the phenomenon purely and simply as it is experienced – 

open to it, surrender to it, contemplate it 

3. describe what has come into view 

4. ensure the phenomenological character of this description 

5. determine the essence of the phenomenon ie the element or elements in 

the phenomenon that make it precisely what it is 

 

Here there are some commonalities with the other methods, for example, the focus on the 

phenomenon rather than the person, the search for essences and the use of intuiting. 
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For this project I drew on the methods outlined here to construct a set of steps that I could 

use, with one modification, for both classical and new phenomenology.  I: 

 

1. identified the phenomenon to be investigated (self-directed learning) 

2. endeavoured to bracket the existence of the phenomenon self-directed learning and my 

existing understandings of it 

3. intuited the meanings of the phenomenon using Crotty’s sentence stems6 as triggers (I 

did not use this step for new phenomenology) 

4. analysed the intuited statements (classical phenomenology) and the participants’ 

comments (new phenomenology) for themes about self-directed learning (the meanings 

of self-directed learning using classical phenomenology and the participants’ 

experiences of self-directed learning using new phenomenology) 

5. described the meanings and themes I interpreted as a result of my analysis. 

 

Given the range of views on phenomenology, I had to establish my own view of it and how 

I was using it in this project.  As outlined already I decided to use both classical and new 

phenomenologies.  But it is more complex than that.  Although I elected to use Crotty’s 

(1996a) category of classical phenomenology I think there are some issues with it.  He has 

clustered together views of phenomenology that have some fundamental differences.  For 

example, I referred earlier in this chapter to Heidegger’s belief that all experience is already 

interpretation, so ‘pure’ description is impossible, and his rejection of Husserl’s view of 

bracketing.   These differences are significant to this project.  I decided to try using 

Husserl’s version of bracketing to intuit meanings of self-directed learning both from my 

own experiences and the participants’ (although I acknowledge the latter is not the ‘first 

person exercise’ of Husserlian phenomenology).  I also used Heidegger’s interpretive 

phenomenology, recognising that I interpreted constantly, placing my own views on what I 

was experiencing and what the participants said.  I also acknowledged that participants 

were presenting an interpretation of their experiences rather than an intuiting of them.  And 

I used new phenomenology, aware of, but in spite of, Crotty’s criticisms because I think it 

                                                 
6 These sentence stems are included in Chapter 6 and their use is discussed in Chapter 5. 
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too offers a worthwhile perspective on self-directed learning.  I now turn to describe how I 

used classical and new phenomenology in this research. 

 

Phenomenology and Self-Directed Learning 

 

This project centred on two questions:  what is/are the meaning/s of self-directed learning 

and what are the participants’ experiences of self-directed learning?  These questions focus 

on two aspects of self-directed learning.  First, the phenomenon self-directed learning, the 

thing itself; and second, people’s experiences of self-directed learning.  These relate very 

closely to Crotty’s distinction between the thing and the person in phenomenological 

approaches.  The phenomenon, the thing, can be accessed through classical 

phenomenology; the personal experiences through new phenomenology.  Crotty clearly 

prefers classical phenomenology but he makes the point that new phenomenology, while a 

“different process for a different purpose”, is “laudable” (1996b, p.60).   

 

To explore self-direction as a phenomenon I have used classical phenomenology in two 

ways.  As pointed out above, in classical phenomenology intuiting is considered to be a 

first person exercise.  So I have intuited self-directed learning from my own, personal, 

immediate experiences.  I have described a range of learning experiences I have had over 

the past ten years and from each of these I have intuited self-directed learning.  The stories 

are those which ‘came to mind’ as I wrote the chapter.  They were not deliberately selected 

but, of course, a kind of selection process has occurred in that they are the ones that came to 

mind at the time.  This personal aspect developed as I learned more about phenomenology.  

My initial understanding of phenomenology was what I now recognise as new 

phenomenology, and as my knowledge grew it became very important to me to add 

intuiting from my own immediate experience.  But I wanted the focus of the project to 

remain with the participants so have placed the chapter featuring my own experiences as 

the third of the three analysis chapters (see Chapter 8). 

 

I have also gone beyond classical phenomenology and tried to intuit from the experiences 

of the participants.  For people like Crotty, this could not be called classical 
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phenomenology although Tesch (1990) would recognise it as empirical phenomenology.  I 

decided to attempt this form of intuiting to see whether it was possible and what kind of 

insights might result. From the interviews with participants I selected passages in which 

they told stories and made comments about learning experiences and self-directed learning.  

From these I attempted to intuit self-directed learning (see Chapter 6). 

 

New phenomenology is used in an effort to understand and describe participants’ subjective 

experiences of self-directed learning – their thoughts, feelings and views about those 

experiences.  This is also known as empathetic phenomenology (Willis, 1998).  Because 

there is much pressure on adult education today to foster self-directed learning I wanted to 

find out how learners themselves experienced it and what their perceptions were.  As 

educators we need to take learners’ views into account so we do not impose unwelcome, 

unhelpful processes on them.  Participants’ views were canvassed in our conversations.  

These were then analysed to identify recurring themes (van Manen, 1990).  These are 

reported in Chapter 7. 

 

There are advantages in incorporating both approaches to phenomenology in one project.  

Had I used classical phenomenology alone, the result would have been descriptions of the 

‘what’ of self-directed learning.  Had I used new phenomenology alone the result would 

have been descriptions of learners’ perceptions of their experiences of self-directed 

learning.  While both outcomes are worthy, using a combination of the two approaches 

means that information about both the ‘what’ and the ‘person’ result.  For me it was timely 

to come across Willis’s work and discover that he too had combined the two approaches in 

what he calls “the expressive agenda” (Willis, 1998, p.239). 

 

A review of the literature showed that there is no one agreed conceptualisation of self-

directed learning.  The use of a classical phenomenology approach in this project throws 

some light on how this group of adult learners perceived self-directed learning.  Getting 

learners’ perspectives, rather than just those of academics and researchers, will add to our 

existing understanding of self-directed learning as a phenomenon. 
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Self-directed learning is still being proclaimed as an appropriate approach for adult learning 

in spite of an extensive critique in the literature.  We need to hear learners’ views of their 

experiences of self-directed learning to see how well they fit with what is being proclaimed.  

The new phenomenology approach in this project provided information about the views of 

this group of people and may generate knowledge about self-directed learning that will be 

valuable for other adult educators.  This approach, while seeking themes and 

commonalities, also preserves the differences between individual’s perceptions and 

experiences.  “It shows that different people participating in an event in their lives may give 

it radically different meanings” and “it protects and values the contributions of various 

subjects engaged in life experiences” (Willis, 1998, p.221-222).  This is the contribution of 

new phenomenology to knowledge. 

 

In Crotty’s view, classical phenomenology has a critical, questioning role.  It aims to get 

behind culturally accepted views of phenomena to reach meanings in our immediate 

experience.  Using classical phenomenology may then result in different meanings for self-

directed learning to those currently held.  While Crotty’s view is that new phenomenology 

has lost this critical edge it is my view that there may be scope for critique.   Listening to 

and trying to understand participants’ experiences of, and views about, self-directed 

learning may well reveal meanings that challenge the existing adult education orthodoxies.  

Willis (1998, p.170) noted the lack of a critical approach in his own work because “it does 

not explicitly ‘look past’ the phenomenon to the interests being served in its promotion”.  It 

was my intention that a critical, questioning stance would be woven through this project 

and that there would be some questioning of the interests being served by the promotion of 

self-directed learning. 

 

Both classical and new phenomenology could, therefore, be expected to contribute to 

answering my research questions.  Although an uncommon combination, they provided an 

appropriate theoretical base for my research.  In Chapter 5 I discuss my choice of research 

methods and describe what actually happened during the research process.   
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CHAPTER 5: THE RESEARCH METHODS 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In any research project a description of the methods used is important as it enables readers 

to make judgements for themselves about how the research has been undertaken and how 

credible it is as a result.  In research of this kind, which uses approaches sometimes labelled 

qualitative, this is particularly important.  Qualitative researchers are more closely and 

directly involved in the research process than in studies using quantitative research designs 

and so need to be more explicit about the methods they used and what actually happened.  

This explicitness allows for researcher reflexivity and provides the basis for the credibility 

of the research.  So in this chapter I outline the methods that I used in this project and the 

reasons why I considered them to be appropriate.  I then describe the research process as it 

actually happened, noting issues that arose during the process. 

 

Research Methods 

 

The choice of research method is strongly influenced by the research question and the 

research methodology/theoretical base.  In this project I wanted to explore learners’ 

perspectives on self-directed learning and I chose phenomenology as an appropriate 

theoretical base.  This immediately ruled out a range of potential research tools.  I did not 

want to measure self-direction, to identify self-directed learning behaviours or compare 

them across different groups.  I did not want to explain self-directed learning or find causes 

for it.  Experimentation or measurement in any form would not have been appropriate 

approaches. 

 

I wanted to find out what meaning/s participants had for self-directed learning, to explore 

their experiences of self-directed learning and their views of those experiences.  To do this I 

needed to gather descriptions of their learning experiences in formal and non-formal 
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settings.  To do it effectively I needed to use a method that would enable participants to 

express themselves fully.  Closed questions on a survey form, for example, limit the scope 

and length of responses people can give so would not be appropriate.   I needed a method 

that would elicit written or spoken responses of some length possible.   There are, however, 

some disadvantages to written responses in phenomenological research: 

 

… sometimes it is easier to talk than to write about a personal experience, 

because writing forces the person into a more reflective attitude, which may 

make it more difficult to stay close to an experience as it is immediately 

lived (van Manen, 1990, p.67). 

 

Oral interview was, therefore, the most appropriate method to use in this project.  

Comments made in interviews, while also reflective, are more spontaneous and less 

reflective than those made in written responses.  Interviews are more likely to produce the 

in-depth, detailed descriptions that this form of research requires.  Patton discusses the 

differences between the data generated by a questionnaire and that produced in interviews 

in one particular project: 

 

The questionnaire results (77% satisfied) provided data on statistically 

generalizable patterns, but the standardized questions only tap the surface of 

what it means for the program to have had “great perceived impact”.  The 

much smaller sample of open-ended interviews add depth, detail, and 

meaning at a very personal level of experience (Patton, 1990, p.18). 

 

This personal level of experience was exactly the data this project needed to generate.   

 

Interviews were more appropriate than observation.  I could not observe participants’ 

perceptions from their behaviour.  I could not observe the meaning their experiences had 

for them or the meanings they had for self-directed learning.  I needed to try to find what 

was in and on their minds (given that we can never really do that).  I needed to access their 

perspectives on self-directed learning – “their perceptions, feelings, thoughts and personal 
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motives” (Hosie, 1986, p.201).  To do that, I needed to encourage them to talk about their 

experiences and ask them questions about them.  That would enable me to enter their 

experiences and their perspectives (Patton, 1990), to form an understanding of them and 

generate my own interpretations of them. 

 

Interviews are classified in various ways.  Fontana and Frey (1994), for example, describe 

three (structured, group and unstructured) as does Patton (1990) (the informal, 

conversational interview; the general interview guide approach and the standardised open-

ended interview).  Carspecken (1996, p.155) maintains that “the ideal qualitative interview 

will be semi-structured”.  The approach I used fits Patton’s description of an informal 

conversational interview, Fontana and Frey’s unstructured category and Carspecken’s semi-

structured interview.  I selected this approach because it is the most open-ended form.  It 

makes it possible for the interviewer to participate in the interview rather than simply ask a 

series of pre-determined questions.  You can comment, self-disclose, and add information 

as well as ask questions and probe the participant’s responses.  The relationship between 

interviewer and interviewee is more of a partnership with both contributing to the 

conversation, a dialogue.  I did not have a list of specific questions for participants to 

answer and I did not want them to be confined to answering the same questions.  I wanted 

them to be free to talk about experiences that came to mind for them and for us to explore 

those experiences together in conversation.   

 

While I did not have set questions or a structure to the interviews I did have one guideline I 

wanted to follow.  I wanted each person to describe their experiences in both formal and 

non-formal learning situations and I had two lead-off questions in mind prior to the 

interviews.  Carspecken (1996) recommends an interview protocol of two to five lead-off 

questions, some covert categories (items about each topic you would like to explore) and 

some possible follow up questions.  In the first interviews I had covert categories for the 

formal learning topic.  I used these too overtly so they framed the interviews too much (see 

the section on interviews below).  I didn’t use them in later interviews, preferring instead a 

more open approach. 
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Unstructured interviews are useful when “the interview is essentially exploratory” 

(Merriam, 1988, p.74) as they were in this project.  They “increase the salience and 

relevance of questions … and can be matched to individuals and circumstances” (Patton, 

1990, p.289).   It is interesting to look at the transcripts and see how differently some of the 

interviews progressed as they developed with individual participants. 

 

The disadvantages of unstructured interviews are that different questions are used with each 

participant and this results in different information being collected from different people.  

The interview is, therefore, less systematic and later data organisation and analysis can be 

difficult (Patton, 1990).  Certainly analysis would have been easier if I had used structured 

or semi-structured interviews but they would not have permitted the same degree of 

discussion of individuals’ perspectives of self-directed learning.  They would have been 

much more researcher-centred.  I wanted to be centred on the participants, their experiences 

and their perspectives.  Unstructured interviews served my purposes best. 

 

In addition to individual interviews I used group interviews. My reasons for doing this were 

twofold.  I wanted to give participants the opportunity to see how I had interpreted what 

they had told me and to comment on that.  If they disagreed with my interpretations I would 

have to reconsider them.  If they agreed with my interpretations it would support what I had 

done and provide a form of credibility for my research (Patton, 1990), the “quality of being 

well-founded” (Heron, 1988a, p.40).  My second reason for using group interviews was to 

bring participants together to discuss the meanings and experiences I had interpreted during 

the analysis process.  I thought that if they heard other people’s views it might stimulate 

conversations within the group.  This would be valuable to them in the development of 

their own thinking and practice as well as providing additional valuable data for my 

research.  The advantages of group interviews are summarised by Brown et al: 

 

Groups are not just a convenient way to accumulate the individual 

knowledge of their members.  They give rise synergistically to insights and 

solutions that would not come about without them (Brown et al, 1989, cited 

in Patton, 1990, p. 17). 
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Another advantage is that they are an efficient way of gathering the views of a number of 

people in less time than it would take to interview them individually.  One of the 

disadvantages is that it takes time to hear what the whole group has to say, so the number of 

topics that can be discussed is limited. 

 

There are particular challenges in interviewing groups.  The size of the group needs to be 

restricted, often to six or eight people, to allow everyone time and space to be heard and to 

ensure the tape recorder can pick up all the voices.  It is essential to ensure good quality 

recordings of the conversations, which is more difficult for groups than individuals.  

Protocols for speaking need to be established so a transcriber can identify individual 

speakers.  Ground rules within the group need to be set to limit both interruptions and the 

number of times two or more people speak at once.  This is particularly difficult when the 

topic is stimulating lively discussion.  There also needs to be a clearly established ‘agenda’ 

so the group stays as focused as possible on the topic.  The role of the ‘researcher’ changes 

from that in individual interviews.  Instead of being almost purely a partner in dialogue the 

researcher becomes a group process manager as well as trying to ensure that the focus is 

retained and each person has an opportunity to speak.  It is a more directive role than that in 

an individual, unstructured interview. 

 

Merriam summarises the value of interviews in this way: 

 

… interviewing is a major source of qualitative data needed for 

understanding the phenomenon under study … For the interview is the best 

way – and perhaps the only way – to find out “what is in and on someone 

else’s mind” (Patton, 1980, p.196).  (Merriam, 1988, p.86). 

 

To record the interviews I used a tape recorder because a taped interview captured the 

participants’ actual words, which were fundamentally important to me in this project, and 

released me from extensive note taking during our conversations (Patton, 1990).  Contrary 

to the advice offered by Patton, I did not take any notes during the interviews.  I preferred 

to focus completely on the participant and our conversation, maintaining eye contact with 
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them and an interest in what they were saying from moment to moment.  One cost of this 

decision was that there were occasions when I forgot a question I had been going to ask.  

 

I also used two questionnaires in this project.  The first was a short one of closed questions 

to gather demographic data about the participants.  (Appendix 4).  In order to describe the 

group of people who were involved in the project I needed basic information about them, 

for example gender, age, ethnicity.  While I could have gathered this information at the 

interview or as part of the interview I chose to do it separately.  I thought that starting the 

interview with these questions might adversely affect the atmosphere and rapport I wanted 

to establish.  Gathering it at the end could mean the interview ended on ‘nuts and bolts’ 

details rather than on the more interesting aspects of their perspectives that had emerged.  

Using a questionnaire had the added advantage that they recorded the information 

themselves in a ‘concrete’ form that I could file and refer back to readily.  While this 

information may have been recorded on their enrolments forms I didn’t have legal access to 

that as a researcher (under the New Zealand Privacy Act) and it was more efficient to get it 

directly from them than to seek their permission to access it from the institution records. 

 

Secondly I used an open-ended questionnaire7 (Appendix 4) to invite comments from 

participants who were not able to attend the focus groups.  Rather than exclude them from 

the process I developed a questionnaire that gave them with the opportunity to comment on 

each of the meanings of self-directed learning I had intuited and the themes I had 

interpreted from  the descriptions of their experiences of self-directed learning.  These 

themes were summarised and enclosed with the questionnaire. 

 

The third method I used in this project was part of an emergent design (Caulley, 1994, 

p.11) which sees the researcher ‘play by ear’ to some degree.  In my case, as I learned more 

about phenomenology I decided to include first person intuiting as a way of accessing my 

personal meanings of self-directed learning.  This also adds to the credibility of the data 

                                                 
7 I use the term ‘questionnaire’ although the form does not actually include questions.  Rather, I used headings 
for each of the meanings and themes of self-directed learning I had interpreted from the data and invited 
participants to add their comments on my summaries. 
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through the use of multiple methods, a process known as methodological triangulation 

(Janesick, 1994). 

 

Limitations of the Methods 

 

No method is perfect. Each has limitations of which we need to be aware.  In the case of 

interviews, the limitations relate particularly to the role of the researcher.  We cannot 

pretend that interviews are a neutral process allowing participants’ to express their thoughts 

and feelings fully and openly.  The interviewer shapes the interview in many ways – 

through, for example, their own personality and attitudes, their own views, the way they 

dress and the way they establish rapport with the participants (Fontana & Frey, 1994; 

Patton, 1990).  In addition, it is the researcher who interprets meaning from the 

participants’ comments and constructs the research findings. 

 

There is an art and a skill in interviewing:  “… we all think we know how to ask questions 

and talk to people” but “asking questions and getting answers is a much harder task than it 

may seem at first” (Fontana & Frey, 1994, p.374; 361).  We have to work out what 

questions to ask and how to phrase them clearly, particularly in unstructured or semi-

structured interviews that require researchers to frame their questions ‘in the moment’.   

 

In any interview there is the potential for misunderstanding what has been said.  In this 

project there was even greater scope for this in the cross cultural interviews.   Emphasis has 

been given in the literature to the gendered nature of interviewing (Fontana & Frey, 1994), 

for example treating participants as objects and excluding emotionality.  In my research the 

issue is whether the gendered nature of my interactions with the male participants affected 

their responses and/or my interpretations of them.  It must have, to some degree. 

 

Analysis of interviews is a particularly challenging task fraught with the dangers of 

researcher interpretation.  So much data is generated that it becomes extremely difficult to 

‘see’ and value all that is there and to avoid the danger of collapsing together a multiplicity 

of views, ignoring the diversity for the expedient of simplicity or efficiency.  The 
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researcher always views the data through their own lens, shaping the picture that is 

presented in their report.  In this project difficulty with interpretation was increased because 

of the number of interviews conducted. 

 

Questionnaires too have limitations.  I will restrict my comments here to those that affect 

open-ended questionnaires because the closed questionnaire I used had only three questions 

and they concerned demographic data.  The length of an open-ended questionnaire is 

important.  Participants may resist filling in questionnaires if they perceive them to be too 

time consuming or complex, thus reducing the response rate.  Length may also affect the 

quality of the responses provided, with less considered, briefer answers being recorded in 

long questionnaires.  As for the face-to-face interviews, information gained through open-

ended questionnaires is subject to the interpretation of the researcher.  One issue specific to 

my questionnaire was whether the instructions on the form made it possible for participants 

to challenge the interpretations I had made and not simply provide the responses they 

thought I wanted.  ‘Please the researcher’ is an issue with many forms of research, 

including both questionnaires and interviews. 

 

Ethical Considerations 
 

When I designed this project I identified five ethical issues:  informed consent, 

confidentiality, participants’ rights, cultural sensitivity and my dual relationship with the 

participants (Leach, 1996).  Informed consent was addressed by providing written 

information about the project in a letter and having participants sign a consent form.  In this 

they agreed to the use of quotations in research reports and elected to be known by their 

own name, choose a pseudonym or have me choose one for them.  Two copies of this form 

were provided and they retained one.   Participants’ rights to withdraw without penalty, to 

have the tape recorder turned off during interviews and to request changes to transcripts 

were acknowledged.  Two people elected not be interviewed when approached.  They were 

not pressured to participate and not penalised in any way for withdrawing.  I did my best to 

be culturally sensitive when talking to people from different cultural groups although I 
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acknowledge that I have a great deal to learn still.  While I am not aware of inappropriate 

behaviour on my part I cannot claim that there was none. 

 

There was a dual relationship between the participants and myself.  I was both a staff 

member in the programme they were doing and the researcher.  While I tried to be clear 

about my two roles during the research process there were times when a blurring of the two 

threatened.  This was particularly true when I travelled to interview participants doing their 

studies at a distance.  My presence provided them with an opportunity for in-person 

discussions about their courses, and the programme, which were really important to them.  I 

did my best to answer their questions and provide them with the information they needed in 

my staff member role and to talk to them about the research project in my researcher role.  

There were some occasions during interviews, however, when the conversation strayed 

onto course topics.  There were times when it seemed appropriate to discuss those issues ‘in 

the moment’ and to ignore that part of the conversation during the analysis process.  I also 

arranged for moderation of participants’ course work in an effort to ensure that there was 

no bias in my marking of their work. 

 

Each participant was provided with contact information for my supervisor and the Head of 

Research and Development at Wellington Polytechnic.  To my knowledge no one has 

contacted them with any complaints. 

 

Three other ethical issues surfaced during the project.  First, I had overlooked the 

implications of the New Zealand Privacy Act when planning the project but fortunately 

anticipated the issues before any breach took place.  Details are described below.  Second, 

some of the stories told revealed personal information I thought people who had chosen to 

be identified by their own name might not want to be known or published.  I have checked 

with individuals where I thought this may be the case and we have agreed on how to deal 

with the information.  Third, during the interview process there were moments when I 

sensed that people did not want to pursue a particular topic. Although it was of interest to 

me and I have a sense of something missed, I did not persist with the subject. 
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The Research Process 

 

Accessing and Selecting the Participants 
 

One of the first issues that surfaced when I set out to contact people enrolled in the BEd 

programme was the New Zealand Privacy Act and its implications in relation to me having 

access to their names and contact information.  While I did have access as a staff member 

in the Educational Development Department, I realised that I may not have legal access as a 

researcher.  Checks with the institutional Privacy Officer suggested that may be the case so 

an additional step in the research process was devised.  Early in March 1997 the Head of 

Department sent a letter (Appendix 1) to 79 people who had been enrolled in the BEd 

programme in 1996 asking for their permission for me to contact them about my research 

project.  56 people agreed to be contacted.  I then wrote to each of them introducing myself, 

outlining the project and what it would require of them, and seeking their consent to 

participate (Appendix 2).  With each of these letters replied paid envelopes were enclosed.  

47 people agreed to participate.   

 

As I had anticipated interviewing 20 to 25 people I then had to select participants.  I did this 

according to the selection criteria I had proposed.  While I was not seeking a representative 

sample I did try to keep four factors in mind – gender, ethnicity, stage in the programme, 

and local/distance student.  I selected 20 people to be interviewed using these factors.  For 

example, I gave priority to those who identified as Maori, Pacific Island and Asian and to 

including some distance learners.  A limiting factor was that all distance students were in 

Stage Three of the programme.  I then considered gender and stage in the programme when 

selecting the local participants, randomly selecting from within each group to determine 

who would be included.  This is a form of random purposeful sampling which adds 

credibility to the sample but is not about representation of the population and cannot be 

used for generalisation (Patton, 1990).  At the end of this process I had identified 20 

potential participants.  During 1997 I conducted 16 interviews.  At the beginning of 1998 I 

wrote again to the people who had agreed to participate.  Because I hadn’t been in contact 
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with some of them at all, I decided to let them know how I was progressing and to check 

that they were still willing to participate.  (Appendix 3).  I received 36 consent forms in 

response. 

 

In the end I wasn’t able to interview three of the people originally selected.  One had 

moved overseas and I didn’t manage to travel to two who lived some distance away.  At the 

end of 1998 I conducted eight interviews within five weeks in an effort to complete the data 

gathering process.  Two people I approached at that time were reluctant to be interviewed 

because their own workloads were demanding and they felt they may not be able to 

contribute sufficiently to the project.  So I talked to eight people who were willing to be 

interviewed at that time although they had not been originally selected as participants.  One 

of the difficulties I faced was leaving out people who were willing to participate.  Everyone 

would have been able to contribute to the project and it was hard excluding people I knew 

would have had many interesting things to say. 

 

A key issue for me has been the absence of Maori people among the participants.  Maori 

have a special place in the New Zealand context.  They are tangata whenua, the indigenous 

people, and I think their views are really important.  The one Maori person who agreed to 

participate lived some distance from Wellington and was one of the two people I didn’t get 

to see.  My planned trip to the North Island distance participants was abandoned.  I 

investigated the possibility of interviewing a group of local Maori who enrolled in the BEd 

programme in 1997 and was granted permission to do that by the Association of Maori 

Private Training Establishments (AMPTE) in 1998.  However as I set out to arrange the 

interviews in mid/late 1998 the funding for many of their programmes was withdrawn.  It 

was a time of deep distress for them.  I decided it was not an appropriate time to be 

contacting them about my project.  While I deeply regret the absence of Maori voices I also 

recognise the issues which exist around Pakeha researching Maori (Bishop & Glynn, 1992; 

Smith, 1991).  I also acknowledge that, even had I been able to interview Maori, they could 

not have spoken for all Maori.  Nevertheless I deeply regret the absence, the silence of 

Maori voices in this research.  In the New Zealand context it is essential that their views of 
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self-directed learning are heard.  They may well bring some very different perspectives to 

the discussions. 

 

 

In the end a total of 25 people were interviewed for the project.  Of these 16 were women 

and 9 were men; 19 were local students, 6 were distance students; 20 identified as Pakeha, 

3 as Pacific Island and 2 as Asian; 3 were aged under 30; 7 between 30 and 39; 5 between 

40 and 49; 9 between 50 and 59; and 1 was more than 60 years old.  In 1996 five of these 

people were studying at Stage One in the BEd programme, 9 at Stage Two, 10 at Stage 3 

and one person was studying a combination of Stage Two and Stage Three courses.  (See 

Table 5.1) 

 

Gender Locality Ethnicity 

Female Male Local Distance Pakeha/ 

European 

Pacific 

Island 

Asian 

16 

 

9 19 6 20 3 2 

 

 

Age Stage in BEd 

Under 30 30 - 39 40 - 49 50 -59 Over 60 One Two Three 

3 7 5 9 1 5 9 10 

1 

 

Table 5.1:  Participants’ Demographic Data 

 

The Interviews  

 

 

The interviews were conducted over a period of twenty months from April 1997 to 

December 1998.  Each person was contacted individually and a convenient time and place 
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arranged.  Those conducted with local participants took place in their office, my office or a 

small seminar room.  Interviews with the distance students were negotiated to take place in 

their home, their office or my motel room.  In one case, where two distance students lived 

in the same city and knew one another well, they negotiated to be interviewed, separately, 

at one person’s home. 

 

The interviews were transcribed in full.  I started by doing several transcriptions myself but 

found it was just too time consuming so arranged for them to be done for me.  Several 

people transcribed tapes during the project, each one agreeing to maintain confidentiality 

(Appendix 5).  One issue about transcription was the time it sometimes took to get tapes 

transcribed.  In some cases it was many weeks after the interview before they were 

available.  This raised the issue of participants losing sight of ideas they had been keen to 

discuss and losing interest in the project.  It certainly was not ideal for me. 

 

The format of the interviews evolved over time.  I had planned to conduct open-ended 

interviews that would allow us to engage in a conversation rather than a constrained 

question and answer session.  It would also enable participants to describe their experiences 

and give me the opportunity to follow up specific comments they made.  I conducted an 

initial analysis of eight interview transcripts and presented this in a paper delivered to the 

Higher Education Research and Development Society of Australasia (HERDSA) 

conference in 1997 (Leach, 1997a). Analysis of a further eight interviews was incorporated 

into my PhD assessment seminar in September 1997 (Leach, 1997b).  As I conducted the 

analysis I became aware that I was structuring the interview around a pre-conceived 

meaning of self-directed learning (described as learner control by Candy, 1991) and a 

framework that explored both non-formal and formal learning experiences, the latter in 

terms of learning outcomes, learning processes and assessment.   So, from the beginning of 

1998 I modified my approach to interviews.  I tried to focus more on participants telling 

stories of their experiences of learning in both formal and non-formal settings. Whereas 

some had previously talked about self-directed learning in an abstract way I now 

encouraged them to describe their personal experiences of learning.  This would, I believed, 

result in stronger, lived experience descriptions.  From their descriptions I intuited 
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meanings of self-directed learning.  I also analysed them to identify themes in their 

experiences.  

 

I had planned to conduct sequential interviews with participants.  With the change in 

interview approach I interviewed five participants for a second time, expecting that these 

would provide additional insights and greater depth in their descriptions.  When I began 

analysing the second interviews I found that they did provide additional stories but that 

they didn’t significantly add to the meanings of self-directed learning or the categories I 

was interpreting in my analysis of their experiences of self-directed learning.  I decided I 

would interview more people to check what I thought was emerging with a wider group 

rather than persevere with a second round of interviews.  Consequently I increased the 

number of people I interviewed to 25.  A total of 30 interviews were conducted.  Interviews 

typically took about an hour.  I used C90 tapes which meant there was scope to talk for 

more than an hour without the disruption of changing tapes.  In most cases we managed to 

retain the flow of the interview when the tape was turned.  However there were instances I 

noted during analysis when I sensed something had been lost at that point.  Where second 

interviews were conducted they were recorded on separate tapes. 

 

As is to be expected in research using interviews, all did not go smoothly.  Although I 

checked the tape recorder before meeting a participant and again as we started an interview 

there were still occasions when it did not work.  The greatest catastrophe occurred when an 

interview with a distance student didn’t record at all.  Fortunately the person was in 

Wellington some time later and contacted me so we were able to conduct another interview.   

As might be expected, it took quite a different course to the first one and it was apparent, at 

times, that what she was saying had been influenced by our earlier conversation.  For 

example, when she was talking about negotiating learning contracts, she commented:  I 

think I’d really, I’d enjoy it.  I’m warming up to it.  The first time I spoke to you I wasn’t 

even thinking about it but I have given it some thought since then.  I think that I would 

enjoy doing it.  Provided it was a topic that was useful for my job [N2: 795-802].  There is 

no way of recovering the data from the first conversation and I have a sense of loss over 

that. 
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During another interview, the tape didn’t record the first ten or fifteen minutes of our 

conversation although the rest recorded clearly.  In addition, there were a number of 

interviews where the quality of the recording meant that some comments were inaudible 

and couldn’t be transcribed.  Where some of these became critical during the analysis I 

went back to the tapes willing them to allow me to hear what had been said.  Sometimes I 

was fortunate and could pick up the words I needed; sometimes I couldn’t and the section 

had to be taken out of the analysis. 

 

No one asked for the tape recorder to be turned off during an interview.  On one occasion 

the interview had been completed and the recorder turned off and we were chatting when it 

became apparent that what was being said was important to the project.  I sought and 

gained the participant’s permission to turn the recorder on again so we could capture what 

she was saying.  With another person, our agreed time frame was up before she had 

finished all that she wanted to say.  We agreed to continue at another time. 

 

Once interview transcriptions were completed, a copy was sent to the participant.  They 

were invited to comment on it and to indicate changes they wanted made.  The most 

common reaction was that people were horrified at how what they said looked on paper – a 

reflection of the difference between spoken and written language that is widely recognised.  

Patton refers to this in a story he tells about transcriptions done for one of his students: 

 

It was clear from reading just a few pages that she did not have verbatim 

transcriptions – the essential raw data for qualitative analysis.  The language 

in each interview was the same.  The sentence structures were the same.  The 

answers were grammatically correct.  People in natural conversations simply 

do not talk that way.  The grammar in natural conversations is atrocious.  

Sentences begin and then are interrupted by new sentences before the first 

sentences are completed  (Patton, 1990, pp.379-380). 

 

I am sure participants in this project would agree.  Many considered their transcripts to be 

all but incoherent!  Few people, however, asked for changes to be made although two did 
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extensive grammatical corrections.  These changes have been recorded.  One person wrote 

to provide me with some additional comments after she received her transcript. I was 

occasionally stopped in corridors to be told, “I’ve been thinking about what we talked about 

…”  It was interesting to know that our conversations had sparked some ongoing thinking 

about the topic. 

 

Once the transcripts had been approved by the participants they were copied for storage and 

analysis.   Each transcript was filed on disk and one hard copy was filed in a folder.  The 

transcript was prepared for use on the Ethnograph data analysis programme and a hard copy 

of the Ethnograph version was filed.  I used this copy in my data analysis process because 

there was more white space for me to use for comments (the right margin was much wider) 

and the font was larger, making it easier to scan. 

 

 

Data Analysis and Writing 
 

Thirty interviews of about an hour generate quite a few pages of data!  The major analysis 

task was to make some sense of it all.  I adopted an inductive data analysis approach 

(Caulley, 1994) in which the meanings and themes emerged from the data.  Reading and 

reading and reading the transcripts was the best way of becoming familiar with their 

content.  As each interview was transcribed I hastened to read the written copy.  While I 

was excited by much of what participants had said, my reaction (often written in the 

margins) was horror at the times I had said too much, led the conversation or had not 

followed up on points that begged to be discussed.  I tried to learn from these mistakes.  

There were times when I had deliberately allowed the interview to stray in response to 

something the participant was saying.  Usually I ignored these sections during the analysis 

process but there were also times when comments within these segments were relevant to 

this project. 

 

I decided to use Ethnograph as an analysis tool and set out to find out how it worked.  I had 

done some pilot interviews with family and friends so tried it out on them.  On my first 
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attempt with the research data ‘proper’ I generated too many categories and it became 

unmanageable.  As I read and re-read the data the categories became clearer and I was able 

to reduce the number.  In the end I re-coded the files.  I found that I worked between the 

hard copy and Ethnograph.  It was easier and faster to scan the paper copies than the 

Ethnograph version.  But line by line analysis was efficient on Ethnograph.  It was also 

much easier to locate all the references to particular categories on Ethnograph once the 

coding had been completed.  It was an advantage to be able to add codes to transcripts as 

my analysis developed. 

 

I pencilled comments, highlighted and used post-it notes on the hard copy to keep track of 

sections I thought were significant.   I jotted a record of key ideas in my research notebook 

as I re/read individual transcripts and scanned through these records looking for similarities 

between what different people had said.  I made notes of emerging themes I interpreted and 

where I had located references to them.  I tried to see relationships between these emerging 

themes and found myself seeing them differently over time, clustering comments in 

alternative ways as my analysis progressed.  Working between the hard copy and 

Ethnograph was sometimes time consuming, especially when it came to locating line 

numbers for quotations I decided to use, but I finally found a system that seemed to work 

for me.  As I worked more intensively on analysis I spread the transcripts on the floor 

beside the desk where the Ethnograph programme was set.  That made it possible for me to 

scan hard copies then locate the segments on Ethnograph, or to search Ethnograph for 

segments and locate them in context in the hard copy.  For all my efforts, I know that there 

will be ideas I’ve overlooked, gems that I haven’t valued, significant comments I have 

ignored.  I know that others would have seen the same data differently and that I would see 

it differently at another time. 

 

In my initial analysis I focused on participants’ experiences of self-directed learning.  I read 

to find out what experiences they had had in both formal and non-formal learning, how they 

had reacted to those experiences and what their views of self-directed learning were.  

Several themes began to appear in the first eight transcripts I analysed (Leach, 1997a).  I 

was conscious of the danger of simply confirming them in later transcripts and the risks of 
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not seeing other themes.  I worked hard to try to keep as open a mind as possible as I re-

read transcripts time and time again.  I was pleased when, late in the analysis process, I was 

able to see a new theme and to decide that one I had thought was emerging was featured in 

only a few transcripts.  That suggested I was still reasonably open to the data in the 

transcripts. 

 

It was harder to find my way into the meanings of self-directed learning and to begin 

writing about them.  I could certainly relate to the difficulties Ehrich (1996) experienced as 

a novice researcher as she journeyed to an understanding of phenomenology!  One meaning 

(having options, taking control and making decisions) surfaced quickly from the transcripts 

but my concern was that it was one I had inadvertently constructed by the way I went about 

structuring the early interviews.  I needed to check it carefully in later interviews to ensure 

it came, unbidden, from the participants’ comments.  Other meanings appeared over time as 

I re-read the transcripts becoming more and more familiar with them.  Writing about the 

emerging meanings became the next hurdle.  I wrote a draft of the first analysis chapter 

(Chapter 6) but wasn’t pleased with it.  It seemed too conceptual, too removed from lived 

experience, from phenomenology (van Manen, 1990).  When I was drafting the third 

analysis chapter (Chapter 8) I came across Peter Willis’s book (Willis, 1998) and through it 

went back to Crotty’s steps for phenomenological enquiry (Crotty, 1996a).  I had 

considered his steps earlier but had not used them.  Now I made a concentrated effort to 

find my way into intuiting using his statements to evoke the phenomenon of self-directed 

learning.  I decided I had a better way of approaching intuiting and rewrote Chapter 6. 

 

I did not find intuiting an easy process.  I don’t think I can actually bracket out my existing 

understandings or presuppositions no matter how hard I try.  I am who I am.  I have been 

shaped by my past experiences and while I may recognise some of them, I do not believe I 

can step outside of them totally to view a phenomenon as it presents itself to me.  I can do 

my best to open myself to a phenomenon and I was conscious of this process happening as 

I worked.  Sometimes I felt/knew that I was not sufficiently open.  Other days I felt/knew 

the openness was there and the ideas came.  But I look at what I’ve written and see it 
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steeped, for example, in the language of adult education discourse.  I have not bracketed 

that. 

 

Intuiting is both a challenging and exciting process.  Trying to be genuinely open, to use 

“the process of free imagination, intuition and reflection” (Ehrich, 1996, p.199) is difficult.  

But the excitement comes from the surprise when an idea, a metaphor seems to just pop up 

from somewhere and instinctively you know it fits, it expresses something of the essence of 

the phenomenon under your gaze.  In this project I have intuited in two forms.  The first is 

from my own experience (Chapter 8).  Some regard this as genuine phenomenology that 

can only be done as a first person exercise (Crotty, 1996a; Morris, 1991) and because it 

relies on self evidence and the self (Giorgi cited in Ehrich, 1996).  In this form, intuiting did 

seem to evoke dimensions of self-directed learning more readily than in the second form I 

used – my intuiting of self-directed learning from the participants’ descriptions of their 

lived experiences. 

 

Focus groups and questionnaires 
 

Once I had completed my initial analysis of the data and a draft of my three analysis 

chapters I wrote a summary of what I had interpreted as meanings of self-directed learning 

and themes about experiences of self-directed learning.  I wrote to participants inviting 

them to join focus groups to discuss my interpretations.  I also developed a questionnaire 

for participants to use if they could not attend a focus group but wanted to comment 

(Appendix 4).  Two focus groups were held.   Five people accepted the invitation to join the 

Wednesday group and four the Friday group.  However unexpected, out-of-town work 

commitments and sickness prevented some people from attending so three people 

participated in each of the groups.   I received written responses from 12 others, including 

those who had been unable to attend the focus groups.  One person attended a focus group 

and sent a written reply so a total of 17 of the 25 participants offered comment on my 

interpretations.  As it was 18 months since some participants had been interviewed I was 

very pleased with this response. 

 

 111



I had planned to analyse the focus group transcripts using the interview log method 

described by Merriam (1988), rather than do full transcriptions, because I thought this 

would be efficient.  But I found that the quality of many of the participants’ comments 

meant that part way through the first transcript I began transcribing.  From there I elected to 

do full transcriptions of passages where comments struck me as being particularly relevant 

to my analysis.  I used brackets and full stops […] to signal places where comments had not 

been transcribed and recorded the tape counter number to locate the comment on the tape.  

This was a selective process, one I would not recommend for transcribing research 

interviews because of the danger of overlooking important points in what participants have 

said.  However, in this case, where the focus is confirmation and critique of an already 

completed analysis, I think it was an appropriate approach. 

 

The focus groups and questionnaire were really worthwhile.  There was valuable data in 

many of the comments offered.  While the focus was not participants’ lived experience 

descriptions, as is usual in phenomenology, they affirmed many of my interpretations by 

talking and writing about their views.  They also challenged my interpretations and pointed 

out aspects they thought were missing.  As a result of the focus group discussions I added 

the theme ‘motivation’.  It surfaced in both groups as something I had missed that was 

important to them.  When I reread transcripts I saw that it had been referred to by many 

participants.  Some of their comments found a place in Chapters 6 and 7.  I am pleased that 

I did offer participants the opportunity to participate in this way.  They were interested to 

find what others had said and what I had interpreted from the interviews. 

 

I was a little disappointed with one aspect of the focus groups.  I had hoped that they might 

stimulate lively discussion between people who held different views.  While there were 

moments when this happened it was not as frequent as I had hoped.  This may have been 

because there were only three people in each focus group and the views held were not 

particularly diverse in either group. 
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Once the focus group discussions were transcribed I analysed them and the written 

responses to my questionnaire.  Again it was a matter of reading and re/reading, 

highlighting and making notes.  I also did a hand-written collation of the written responses 

under each of the theme headings.  This made it easier to see the level of dis/agreement 

across participants’ comments.  As I redrafted the analysis chapters I worked closely with 

the transcripts and written comments seeking both confirmation of and challenge to what I 

had written and was writing. 

 

Overall the focus groups and written responses confirmed my interpretations, suggesting 

that my analysis had credibility with the participants.  Support was very strong for my 

interpretation of the themes domain knowledge and level of learning, socialisation, time, 

confidence and the teacher as guide.  Views were more divided on the meanings of self-

directed learning and the theme self-assessment.  Two people challenged the view that age 

may make a difference to willingness and ability to be self-directed learners.  

 

Ideally I would have like to have involved participants in writing up this project.  However, 

from the outset I knew that the constraints of the requirements for a PhD would make this 

impossible.  I have involved them as much as I can through returning transcripts to them 

and creating spaces for them to comment on the meanings I intuited and the themes I 

identified.  Participatory research this is not.  The writing up has had to be my 

responsibility.    

 

In this chapter I have described the research methods I chose to use and how they worked 

in practice for me.  I believe interviews, focus groups, questionnaires and my own intuiting 

have been appropriate methods.  They have enabled: participants to describe their lived 

experiences of self-directed learning; me to intuit and interpret meanings and themes of 

self-directed learning experiences; and participants to confirm and challenge my views.  In 

the story of my research project I now move to the interviews with the participants and the 

data generated from them.  In Chapter 6 my focus is their lived experienced descriptions 

and the meanings for self-directed learning I intuited from them.  
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CHAPTER 6:  THE MEANING/S OF SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING 

 

The previous chapters situated my project in relation to literature, theory, methods and the 

context in which it was conducted.  I now consider the data that I gathered during the 

research process.  This is presented in the following three chapters.  While it may be 

unusual to have three chapters dedicated to data analysis it is appropriate in this study.  I 

have used two forms of phenomenology – classical or intuiting and new phenomenology.  

Because they set out to explore different aspects of self-directed learning (the meanings of 

self-directed learning and people’s experiences of self-directed learning) it was necessary to 

present the participants’ data in two chapters.  Then, because classical phenomenology is a 

“first-person exercise” (Crotty, 1996a, p.272) I have included a third chapter – my personal 

intuiting of self-directed learning. 
 

I have given a great deal of thought to the sequencing of the chapters.  It may seem unusual 

to separate the two chapters based on classical phenomenology but I have done this because 

I want the focus to be on the participants and their views.  I have, therefore, organised the 

chapters so that my intuiting of self-directed learning from my personal stories is placed 

last.  If readers prefer to read all of the meanings first you may like to read Chapter 6, 

followed by Chapter 8 then return to the participants’ experiences in Chapter 7. 

 

In Chapters 6 and 8, which feature meanings of self-directed learning, I have used Crotty’s 

(1996a, p.279-280) statements as triggers for my process of receptive contemplation and 

interpretation.  Crotty suggested these stems as a means of evoking different dimensions of 

a phenomenon.  His focus was the contemplation of an experience.  In this project I used 

them a little differently – as a device to help me identify and interpret the meanings for self-

directed learning that emerged from participants’ and my own descriptions of our 

experiences.  They proved to be a useful device, enabling me to interpret multiple meanings 

of self-directed learning. 

 

Crotty lists 21 statements.  I found some of them worked well for me and some didn’t.  In 

the end I was surprised to find I had used 19 of them during the process of “receptive 
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contemplation” (Willis, 1998, p. 234).  My impression had been that I was using only 

some.  Certainly I used some more frequently than others.  The statements that I used 

were8: 

 

__________ is like … 

What I discover in __________ is … 

__________ can be described as … 

I picture __________ as … 

__________ feels like … 

What comes to light when I focus on __________ is … 

__________ strikes me as being … 

What shows up when I think of __________ is … 

__________ presents itself to me as … 

I recognise __________ as being … 

__________ sounds to me like … 

What I see in __________ is … 

__________ looks to me like … 

What I detect in __________ is … 

__________ seems to be … 

What is uncovered when I focus on __________ is … 

What unfolds for me as I dwell on __________ is … 

When I gaze at __________, I see … 

The metaphor(s) that best convey __________ is (are) … 

 

 

For each of the stories I have used a selection of the statements he suggested.  As I 

considered each story I looked at his list of statements and used those that inspired some 

thoughts or insights for me.  Although it is repetitious, I have included the statement stems 

in each paragraph as a way of acknowledging their role as triggers to my interpretation. 

                                                 
8 The two statements I didn’t use are: I depict ______ in graphic form as …; I depict ______ in poetic terms 
as … 

 115



 

In this, the first of the analysis chapters, I present the meanings for self-directed learning I 

intuited from participants’ descriptions of their experiences.  First, in italics, there is a story 

or comments drawn from participants’ interviews.  After each story I present, in a standard 

font, the meanings for self-directed learning I interpreted from that story.  I encourage 

readers to do their own intuiting as well, acknowledging that there will be other meanings 

that occur to you.  Finally, I draw together as a summary the meanings that I have 

interpreted from all the stories and comments I selected. 
 

 

Sixth Form Maths 

 

I can think of a learning experience that wasn’t happy for me … and he said, “We are 

going to improve your, you know, we’re going to improve your maths by the end of the 

year.  And having sessions with Dad where it was just totally him directing me and what I 

did.  And when I couldn’t do something him saying, “You should know this!”  All those 

terrible things that parents do.  “You should know this!”  And I can remember him saying, 

“Oh, we’ll have to go back to Fourth Form level” and just feeling totally demoralised.  I 

mean every session I ended up in tears.  And it was totally directed by him, and you know, 

working though these equations and things.  He said, “All you’ve got to do is remember.  

You don’t even have to think about why this is working or how to do it.  Just remember how 

to do it.  You know, I mean, it’s not cheating”. 

 

… and Dad said, “This is the question from the external exam from the year before”.  And 

he said, “It’s bound to be in the internal paper.  It just will be.  They’ll just lift it straight 

out”.  And we went through it and in the end I could do this quadratic equation and he said 

to me, “Remember that equation.  All you’ve gotta do is remember what it looks like to get 

the marks.  You don’t have to understand it”. 

 

Anyway, I can remember going into the exam and that question was in there and I got up to 

it and I couldn’t remember how to do it.  I just couldn’t.  And there was something.  I just 
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remember sitting there and thinking, “I just can’t remember how to do it”.  Anyway, 

getting out of the exam and going and seeing my Dad who said, “Oh, that question was in 

the exam wasn’t it?”  And I said, “Yeah”.  And I said, I said to him, I should never have 

said it, and I said to him, “I couldn’t remember how to do it”.  And he just went nuts.  He 

just went nuts at me in his office.  And I’m his daughter for goodness sake.  And here I was 

in his office and he was just doing his ‘naana.   He says, “All you had to do was remember 

it” … And he was mortified that I couldn't do it.  But I had obviously been under so much 

stress, especially with him, that probably nothing had really sunk in at all.  And, of course, 

as it turned out, that could have had something to do with it.  But, you know, just the whole 

thing, of that one-on-one, under pressure, stress.  And I don’t usually mind one-on-one.   

 

But I would, when it was time for me to learn to drive I never, ever, ever thought of 

learning to drive with my Dad.  I refused.  Because of the pressure that I’d been put under 

with the maths.  And I just wasn't prepared to do that with him. ... I just saved money myself 

and just enrolled myself in a driving school. I think I may have been for a couple of very, 

very quick lessons with my boyfriend at that stage but just very, very brief.   ... But I just did 

it all myself.  I paid for it myself.  I just went and practised with a friend from outside the 

family.  With a girl friend.  She gave me practice ... There's just some things that you decide 

to do and that was one of them".    [S1/1: 796-968].  

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is that we take control of our 

learning.  We do not allow other people to impose their views on us.  They do not direct our 

learning.  They do not decide what we are going to learn, how we are going to learn it or 

how well we have learned it. 

 

What I discover in self-directed learning is that we make the key decisions for ourselves.  

We consider our choices, decide which of them are likely to work for us in a particular 

situation and take action on those choices.  We decide who will be involved in our learning 

and what their role will be.  We do it all ourselves. 
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What shows up for me when I think of self-directed learning is the need for us to be making 

sense of what we learn for ourselves.  We need to do more than “just remember”.  We need 

to understand, to make our own meaning of the material.  Just remembering may lead us to 

not remembering, to forgetting. 

 

Self-directed learning feels like ‘I’m in charge here’.  I’m deciding how I will go about this 

learning for myself. 

 

What I detect in self-directed learning is the absence of the stress and pressure sometimes 

caused when someone else takes control of our learning and it is not working for us. 

 

What unfolds for me as I dwell on self-directed learning is the courage it sometimes takes 

to be a self-directed learner and the risks we sometimes run when we take control of our 

own learning. 

 

The metaphors that best convey self-directed learning are a person on point duty at a major 

road intersection directing the traffic; a young child insisting, “Me do it mine self!” 

 

The Design Project  

 

I still remember, while I was in [country] doing the degree course.  In the last year we were 

supposed to do a design project.  We were supposed to design something new and make 

sure it works.  In order to pass.  And I designed something about what they call a special 

effects generator for television … Anyway I decided to do that one and the lecturer and the 

person in charge of the store where they kept all the components … they discouraged me.  

They said “Don’t do it because it’s too difficult”.  I said “But I want to do it!”  They said 

“No, a few people have tried before and they’ve failed.  Don’t do it.  It’s too complicated”.  

I said, “No, I really want to do it”.  They said “OK.  If that’s what you want then go 

ahead”.  That’s when I went to the library, pulled out the books and tried to make sure I 

understand the full theory behind it.  And I went through my notes from the classes.  And I 

worked out ways and means of doing it.  I put everything together.  And it worked … I just 
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found them [the books] myself.  I just went out there and looked and looked and found it  

[S3: 388-469].   

 

What is uncovered when I focus on self-directed learning is the control we take over our 

own learning even when well-meaning advisors tell us not to do something we want to do.  

Self-directed learning is about taking note of the advice, considering it and making our own 

decisions, knowing that we are running risks but being prepared to take those and to be 

responsible for the consequences of our decisions. 

 

What I detect in self-directed learning is the motivation and commitment that surfaces 

when we really want to learn something and have decided that we are going to do it.  We 

overcome all kinds of difficulties when the will to learn is great and our confidence in our 

abilities is high. 

 

Self-directed learning sounds to me like finding out and working things out for ourselves.   

It is working independently from other people, relying on ourselves and the non-human 

resources we can find.   

 

Self-directed learning is like a long walk home, alone.   But the light and warmth of home 

draw us on. 

 

What shows up when I think of self-directed learning is learners making sense of a subject 

for themselves, making sure they understand it for themselves, in their own way, so they 

can make use of the information for their own ends. 

 

The metaphor that best conveys self-directed learning is climbing a snow-peaked mountain, 

alone.   
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The Actor 

 

I had been playing a lot of sport … and I ruptured an Achilles tendon and was in plaster 

and someone said to me, “Come along and do this play reading”.  So I went along and this 

particular person, he noticed me, and said, “Oh look, I’m doing this play would you 

audition for it?”  So I thought, “Oh well, you know.  It was quite fun.  I could do this” and 

auditioned and then got a part and suddenly realised what I let myself in for.  But by the 

same token, like it was really hard work but I suddenly felt at home … I felt that I’d found 

something that was really important to me and that I could do and if I put some effort into it 

I could do really well.  And it was incredibly fulfilling.   

 

And so I got really, really involved in drama to the extent of going away to summer schools 

… I learned what it was like to be a good actor and I learned to become a good actor 

which was very demanding and very terrifying at times and I had to learn a lot about 

myself as a person in order to be able to play somebody else, to be somebody else on stage.  

I had some wonderful experiences which were, again, very hard.  Lots of tears and 

agonising and anguish and all sorts of things but I loved the whole aspect of learning about 

myself, learning what makes other people tick in order to be able to portray somebody 

genuinely and sympathetically on stage … I wanted to be the best that I could be, and I was 

…  

 

But I did all sorts of things that I learned from in order to become what I wanted to become 

… I was choosing to do it regardless of how scary or whatever it was to do it.  Because I 

really wanted it.  I really wanted it … This guy I was working with, he actually moved 

away, and I had become quite an authority on theatre by this stage … and I also got to the 

point where I was not willing to work with the amateur societies because the restriction, I 

didn’t want the restrictions of what you could do and how you could do it and that sort of 

thing so I virtually used to set up my own theatre companies.  I’d decide, OK, I want to do 

this play and so I’d set up my own company to do it and so I got to the stage where not only 

could I act in something but I could direct it and I could judge whether it was working or 

not … And it’s interesting that I am no longer actually doing it because I decided that I 
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didn’t want, I actually didn’t want to be the one who was organising it.  Really I wanted to 

be an actor [J4: 369-520]. 

 

What I discover in self-directed learning is learners making their own decisions.  We take 

opportunities that are presented to us and create opportunities for ourselves.  We decide too 

when it’s time to stop learning something.  When we make these decisions we are taking 

control of our learning for ourselves. 

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is the motivation that is derived 

from really wanting to learn something.  We can overcome huge barriers and do really 

difficult, demanding, scary things when we really want to learn something.  We can 

continue even when it’s causing us tears and anguish. 

 

I picture self-directed learning as taking control of our learning for ourselves, making 

decisions for ourselves, deciding how much anguish we will endure, how much difficulty 

we can handle in order to achieve what we want to achieve. 

 

Self-directed learning presents itself to me as us putting real effort into our learning.  It 

takes confidence that we can learn what we want to learn and that we can learn it well and 

be the best we can as a result. 

 

Self-directed learning feels like we are in charge.  Even though it is painful sometimes we 

are in control of the level of pain.  We can stop the pain if we want to. 

 

 

Learning to Cross Stitch 

 

Dawn:  But I do do cross stitch. I taught myself.  Well, my sister was moving into a new 

house … and I thought, “I’ll do her a cross stitch”.  I’d never taught myself.  But I’d seen 

one at a friend’s house that had been done for her wedding and I thought, “This can’t be 

hard.  Anybody can do this”.  And my mother had done a class at Nancy’s Embroidery in 
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Tinakori Road and she said, “Why don’t you go and do a class?”  I said, “Oh God.  I’m 

not going to sit there amongst all these old women and drink cups of tea.  And they’ll have 

these huge pieces that are going to be stunning and I’m going to have my little [piece]” … 

And also, it was to do with transport because I don’t have a car and it’s quite hard to get to 

Tinakori Road.  You know, by the time I’ve finished work I want to go home.  I don’t want 

to wander up there … And I thought, “If Mum can do this I can do this”.  So yeah, I did one 

for her and the house and gave it to her the day she moved in. 

 

Linda:  So what did you actually do.  How did you teach yourself? 

 

Dawn:  I just read the instructions.  I thought, “Yeah, I can do this.  This is easy”. 

  

Linda:  When something went wrong what did you do? 

 

Dawn:  Well, I probably swore a lot.  And that was because I didn’t read the instructions 

properly.  And yeah, I probably phoned my mother actually and said, “I can’t do this bit”.  

[D3: 1371-1502]. 

 

Self-directed learning is like teaching ourselves.  It is learning on our own. 

 

What I detect in self-directed learning is that we make decisions about our learning.  Even 

when others suggest we go about it differently, we consider our options and decide what is 

going to work best for us in this situation.  When we make those decisions for ourselves we 

are taking control of our learning.  Some of the factors we consider are practical ones.  

Some concern our feelings and self-esteem. All contribute to the decisions we make. 

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is that, while we might teach 

ourselves and learn on our own a good deal of the time, there are still moments when we 

need other people – for information, advice, as a sounding board or for moral support.  We 

involve other people in our learning in a variety of ways.  For example, instructions we 

follow when we teach ourselves, have been written by other people. 
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What shows up when I think of self-directed learning is the confidence we need to have in 

our own abilities in order to set out to teach ourselves, to learn on our own.  We need an “I 

can do this” attitude. 

 

What is uncovered when I focus on self-directed learning is that we depend heavily on 

literacy skills to be self-directed learners.  So many resources are written.  To be able to 

follow written instructions to teach ourselves, for example, we have to be able to read – 

both English and the technical language of the ‘discipline’ we are learning, in this case 

cross stitch. 

 

The metaphor that best conveys self-directed learning is Robinson Crusoe – and he had 

Friday too. 

 

 

The Artist 

 

Niki:  I’ve decided that I want to learn how to draw, how to paint, yeah, how to sketch and 

I’d really love to do that … I’d like to be taught.  My main frustration is, about drawing, is 

that I’ve never been taught any techniques of looking at something and drawing it. 

 

Linda:  And you don’t know what they are? 

 

Niki:  No, I don’t know what they are.  And if I knew I would have changed because my 

drawings are the same.  Nothing has changed.  I want to change.  And in order to change I 

need some information. 

 

Linda:  And at the moment you don’t know what that information is? 

 

Niki:  No, no I don’t.  Work with pastels, I don’t know what colours to use when or what 

the techniques are or how they’re blended or how they do all that stuff.  And I know that 
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people out there know how to do it and I just want to be told … I want to be taught.  I want 

to be taught progressions through it [N2: 444 -530]. 

 

What I detect in self-directed learning is that it can include being taught by someone else if 

that is how we want to learn.  When someone else knows what we want to know we can ask 

them to tell us, to teach us, and we are being self-directed.  It may be difficult, even 

impossible to tell whether someone is being self-directed or teacher-directed in these 

situations.  Maybe only the learner will know. 

 

What unfolds for me as I dwell on self-directed learning is that it is a complex phenomenon 

with many shades of meaning. 

 

Self-directed learning can be described as asking someone for information that we need to 

learn and to change. 

 

What I see in self-directed learning is someone knowing that there is something they don’t 

know but want to know and they want someone else to give them that knowledge. 

 

 

Parliamentary Pickle 

 

[Background information:  Alamein Kopu, a list member of parliament, had caused a public 

outcry when she resigned from her political party but refused to give up her parliamentary 

seat].  

 

Well, something that I wanted to find out about was what should be done about Alamein 

Kopu … So I have made a conscious effort in the last couple of weeks to try and answer the 

questions I had. There have been some historical issues being raised about what, what had 

happened in the past that might apply.  There are constitutional issues in terms of the 

electoral system, which has changed.  Um, there are cultural issues, because she says she 

represents people, but she wasn’t elected by those people.  But some say she was and 
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everybody has an opinion on it.  And I particularly wanted to learn about this because my 

own reaction to her resignation from the Alliance [political party] was outrage.  Um, it 

was, “This woman’s a flake and she’s gotta go”. … And so I deliberately made a choice to 

try and find as many perspectives as I can, to try and come to some understanding of what 

had actually happened here and what would be a sensible point of view … [David traces a 

long list of research he has done on the topic and some of the questions he particularly 

wanted to answer.  For example, should she be kicked out of parliament?]  There are a lot 

of perspectives.  I have just found reading the different things and getting different people’s 

views has helped flesh it out more …Well, it is actually giving me sufficient information to 

make my own, giving me a viewpoint on it [D2: 873-1039]. 

 

What I discover in self-directed learning is people setting out to make sense of something 

for ourselves – identifying and asking questions, finding information, considering a range 

of views until we come to our own conclusions, our own opinions of the 

information/situation.  It is about finding and considering as many perspectives on the topic 

as we can, so we have the maximum amount of information to consider when we make 

sense of it for ourselves – when we try to establish “a sensible point of view”. 

 

What shows up when I think of self-directed learning are the conscious, deliberate 

decisions that we make about what we are going to learn and how we are going to go about 

making sense of something for ourselves.  Self-directed learning is taking control of our 

learning process. 

 

Self-directed learning looks to me like wide-ranging research to find relevant information 

that will help us to form our own views. 

 

What I detect in self-directed learning is us making meaning for ourselves, making sense of 

something for ourselves, developing our own understanding and perspective. 
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The metaphors that best convey self-directed learning are constructing a building; 

creatively combining a range of ingredients to make a new dessert; making sandcastles on 

the beach; sculpting a work of art from a lump of clay. 

 

 

Mary’s Meanings 

 

That can be really tough going, I suppose depending on the topic, to try and really achieve 

something on your own.  You can muddle around when you’ve got other things happening.  

Perhaps if you’re studying, working at the same time, it’s a bit of a tough road to take.  So I 

think that, for economy of effort, it’s better if you can have something formal to get you 

started.   

 

At the same time, in some of the courses I’ve been to, sometimes the information I’ve 

wanted wasn’t handed to you on a plate.  And at the time it was frustrating.  You thought, 

“Right.  This is not good enough”.  But at the end of the day, when you do search out and 

make an effort to find information, there’s such a sense of achievement … And I think you 

retain so much more.  So to a certain extent it’s nice to have everything there so that you 

can read and learn.  But you don’t want it all done that way. 

 

And I also find that I don’t like working with other students outside of class time.  A couple 

of times people have asked me, “Let’s meet in a group”.  And I’ve gone along with it and 

done it.  But I find that it’s actually either really quite hard work to gain anything from, 

sort of group work like that, on an assignment.  Or you give a lot, but you either don’t like 

what you receive back because it’s not how you would have gone about it or you don’t get 

anything back at all.  So I might be one of those people who do not work well as part of a 

team or something.  But I prefer to get things pretty well sorted out independently than try 

and work with on other person on a project …   

 

So in that respect too I find it quite hard in the formal classroom situation when the class 

breaks up into groups.  If it’s a pair I find that quite good.  But when it’s a group of three 

 126



or more sometimes it’s quite hard to, well I find it hard to get my head together to be able 

to develop my own ideas.  If I am going to listen to their views I can’t sort of get my own 

views together … 

 

So I do find it easier to work in pairs when you’re split up like that.  If we were given an 

option I’d always opt to sit there on my own and come up with, or not come up with, any 

ideas than to work with a partner.  That’s not a good social way of learning I suppose.  But 

then if at the end of it you’re all contributing together, it’s fascinating to hear what other 

people have come up with.  It’s so different to what you have.  So that’s when I would enjoy 

talking perhaps.  And liaising with other people in a group situation.  So the ideal for me is 

to have the chance to think of it on my own then get with a group.  And then present, 

perhaps as a group, with the different views that come forward [M: 591-925]. 

 

What I see in self-directed learning is great complexity.  There is no single meaning even 

for one individual, let alone a meaning that will apply to everybody in every situation.  

Self-directed learning may be learning on our own - learning independently, searching out 

the information we need and making sense of it for ourselves.  It may be learning with 

others – talking with them, hearing their views and working alongside them.  It may be 

both learning on our own and learning with others at different times on the same learning 

task. 

 

I picture self-directed learning as a three-dimensional maze that has a multitude of potential 

routes for us to navigate.  Each time we enter this learning maze we may choose/create a 

different route depending on the decisions we make on that occasion. 

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is that we may choose to learn 

on our own or with others.  Knowing our own needs and our own situation enables us to 

decide how we want to learn in each situation. 

 

 I recognise self-directed learning as being influenced by the time we have available.  Busy 

people, we may not have the time it takes to research information for ourselves.  Sometimes 
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we need information quickly and have to rely on others to give it to us as fast and 

efficiently as possible.  We cannot afford the time to get side-tracked, to muddle around or 

to go round in circles looking for elusive information.   We don’t have time to find it for 

ourselves. 

 

What shows up when I think of self-directed learning is that learners sometimes need 

assistance to find a way in to a topic, to get started.  We sometimes resent a teacher who 

does not hand us information on a plate.  But in the end, we may be pleased, we may have a 

real sense of satisfaction, that we found the information for themselves. 

 

Self-directed learning looks to me like working out what our own views are, developing our 

own ideas about a subject and getting them clear in our own heads before we talk about 

them with other people.  It is learning as making meaning, making sense of something for 

ourselves, developing our own understanding or perspective. 

 

What I see in self-directed learning is the need for learners to have options/choices.  We 

need, at least some of the time, to be able to decide to work on our own, in pairs or larger 

groups, both inside and out of the classroom.   

 

What is uncovered in self-directed learning when I focus on it is that it may be a tough road 

to take.  While there may be satisfaction in working independently and finding information 

for ourselves, that can be a difficult and time consuming way to go about learning.   

Working with others may also be difficult.  We need to consider their needs (and they ours) 

and a compromise is not always easy. 

 

When I gaze at self-directed learning I see a multi-layered phenomenon with many 

meanings. 

 

The metaphor that best conveys self-directed learning is a kaleidoscope –multi-hued; with 

the promise of potential patterns, each to be determined by the person holding it. 
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Freedom and constraints 

 

The ideal learning situation is, yeah, is one that’s flexible I think.  Where, perhaps as an 

adult learner I can be self-directing if I want to.  Or I can just sit there and take it all in if I 

want to, you know.  Yeah, and be in control that way … Where I’m not expected to always 

be self-directing or to be always in control.  You know?  Sometimes I like to be told “This is 

what you need, do this”.  Quite happy to do that.  So it has to be flexible … And sometimes 

you think, “All I want to do is sit down here and nod in the right place and listen and throw 

in a comment in just a nice gentle discussion” … And other times you think “Right.  Well, 

I’d like to get up and do something else”. [C2: 549-598]. 

 

I’m still looking at these criteria and still doing it [preparing evidence for assessment] 

against that.  So it constricts me in a way.  You know.  I feel that when I write this I have to 

either match up with that, or that or that [the criteria].  And it throws me.  I’m not writing it 

from a free base, you know.  It’s biased.  Because I’m matching it up with this pre-

determined criteria.  I’m not looking at, I’m not thinking about my learning and about what 

I want to say about that and about this work that I’m putting in to be read.  I’m not thinking 

about that.  All I’m looking at are these C grade, B grade, A grade [descriptors] and I 

think, “Well.  Oh God”.  And then I’m trying to match up what I write with that, not with 

what I’ve learnt you see … So it really gets in the way.  Maybe I should just chuck it out 

and, blow it, just write what I want to write … But it does get in the way.  I feel, yeah, 

constricted by it … I want to be free of those criteria [C2: 1946-2011]. 

 

Self-direction is about being able to, having the motivation to want to learn, and then being 

able to follow paths that are of interest.  I never thought I would enjoy reading the Freire 

stuff, but I found a book that I am finding interesting to read … and I think, “Oh, that’s 

interesting.  And I need to go off and look at a bit more of that”.  That’s about self-

direction because I’ve got the freedom to do that [S5: 365-381]. 

 

Self-directed learning can be described as being in control of our learning.   
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What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is the tension between being in 

control of our learning and wanting to hand that control over to someone else for a time.  

We might decide we want someone else to tell us “This is what you need to do and this is 

the best way of going about doing it” for a time.  If we have made that decision we retain 

control of our learning and remain self-directed learners, even while we, apparently, hand 

control to the teacher. 

 

Self-directed learning feels like having the flexibility, the freedom, to make decisions that 

best suit us in each learning situation.  It is about having the freedom to decide how we 

want to go about our learning and not having to fit other people’s expectations. 

 

I recognise self-directed learning as being freedom from constraints on our learning, 

including the assessment of our learning.  Pre-determined assessment criteria may limit our 

learning and constrain the way we go about preparing evidence of our learning for 

assessment.  Pre-determined assessment criteria are like a boa constrictor on our learning. 

 

Self-directed learning presents itself as freedom to focus on our learning rather than be 

biased by the requirements of pre-determined assessment criteria. 

 

Self-directed learning presents itself as learning in the way we want to learn.  That may 

vary from situation to situation and with how we feel at a particular time.  Self-directed 

learning is our freedom/flexibility to learn differently on different occasions. 

 

Self-directed learning appears as being told what to do by someone else at times when we 

are happy to learn that way. 

 

Self-directed learning is having the freedom to write what we want to write, even for 

assessments, without the constraints/constrictions imposed by formal assessment processes.  

They just get in the way of learning. 
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I picture self-directed learning as the freedom to wander paths of learning wherever my 

interests may take me. 

 

 

The Nurse 

 

When I left school I went into Nursing training and in those days it was in the hospital and 

it was highly structured and it was not very participative.  It was, you know, you were told 

the diseases and you wrote them down and you learned them.  And the practical stuff was 

demonstrated and you returned [copied] the demonstration, and that sort of thing.   

 

And I suppose, for me, the first time I really started thinking about what I wanted to learn 

was when I’d finished my Nursing training.  Because up until then someone told me what I 

needed to learn to get through the exams.  But once I had done that, I had made a decision 

that I wanted to do renal dialysis training, working with people that had kidney failure and 

were on machines.  And in order to do that I had to go to London.  That was a huge step.  

But at the time it was something I really, really wanted to do so I made it possible.   And I 

applied around the world and got a position to do the training, which was a six-month 

course.   

 

And it was very much experiential learning.  Certainly there was study that we needed to 

do, but primarily you learned by looking after patients and, regrettably, by trial and error.  

And that suited me really well and I loved it.  It was something I knew I could do.  A lot of it 

was quite technical because it wasn’t just working with the patients, it was working with 

the machines.  And in those days they were very different than what they are now.  They 

were very much more labour intensive and things.  And I was good at that and I taught 

other people.  And I learned how to take them home and dialyse them at home.  And that for 

me was something where I had decided I wanted to learn and I was really motivated to do 

it.  And then eventually, it was a pretty stressful environment, I did it for about a year, then 

I decided I needed a break so I went to casualty [S5: 26-89]. 

 

 131



Self-directed learning can be described as taking control of our learning and making 

decisions for ourselves instead of allowing someone else to take that control.  When we 

give up that control we have to follow the dictates of others and are told what to learn.  We 

decide what we want to learn for ourselves, then find out where we can do that learning. 

 

What I detect in self-directed learning is the motivation that makes difficult things possible 

when we want to learn something badly enough.  Really wanting to learn means that we 

will go to some lengths and make sacrifices to learn what we want to learn, to achieve what 

we want to achieve.  We will even move away from home and search for work around the 

world. 

 

Self-directed learning seems to be connected with self-confidence/self-esteem.  If we 

believe we can learn/do something we seem to be more able to succeed with our learning.  

Success and enjoyment are also part of this.  If we succeed at learning it develops our 

confidence in our ability to learn more and enables us to overcome obstacles. 

 

Self-directed learning is learning in a way that suits us, in a way that works for us and 

enables us to be successful and to love learning. 

 

What is uncovered when I focus on self-directed learning is the role of enjoyment in our 

learning.  If we enjoy what we are learning we are more likely to succeed and pursue 

further learning in the area. 

 

Self-directed learning looks to me like learning from experience, from trial and error 

learning as well as from formal study.  We can learn from what we do if we recognise that 

our experiences have the potential for learning. 
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Quiet Questioning 

 

Back home I had to keep up to date in [profession] and I learnt sort of doing it on my own.  

Keeping up with the technology and things like that.  All going to, learning on my own.  

Basically it was learning technical things, reading text-books and getting to go somewhere 

… reading and thinking about it.  Actually I had, I had a good set of text-books that were 

my own.   

 

But we don’t have many people who we can talk to.  But time and again I used to get some 

people who were, sort of knowledgeable and I used to talk to them, even people from 

industry, yes, and discuss with them.  I always keep myself low so that they come up with 

things and then we have a discussion.  The people from industry, when they sit down and 

start talking about their trade …I realised that they had good knowledge for me and then I 

sort of started to interrogate them and to get some good ideas out of them [at social 

functions].  They were a bit hard to, sort of, get, yeah they didn’t want to sort of come up 

with things.  I don’t know the reason but they do come round after a while [P: 631-726]. 

 

Self-directed learning strikes me as being learning on your own, thinking about something 

for yourself, using all the resources we can access. 

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is that we can talk with other 

people and use them as resources but still be a self-directed learner in control of our 

learning.  We need to be able to recognise that particular people have specific information 

that is useful to us and that they are resources for our learning. 

  

Self-directed learning can be described as reading on our own, as asking questions even in 

non-formal and social situations and talking to others to get the information we have 

decided we want. 

 

What I see in self-directed learning is people using any resource that we have access to, in 

any situation, so we can get the information we want to learn. 
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What is uncovered when I focus on self-directed learning is the patience, determination and 

perseverance we may need to get the information we want.  We need to work out the best 

approach to take with people and to be diplomatic. 

 

What I detect in self-directed learning is that sometimes we are forced into learning on our 

own when it may not be our preferred way of learning.  Sometimes there are no other 

options.  Courses aren’t available and up-to-date resources are difficult to access so we 

have to resort to using the resources that are available to us, even serendipitously.  We need 

to be opportunists, making the most of every opportunity that arises, even social occasions.  

We need to persist even when other people’s initial response to our questions is to reply 

with some reluctance. 

 

 

Buying a House 

 

[Background information:  Sarah had responsibility for buying a house while her husband 

was overseas and found that she needed to learn a great deal about the process as she went 

along.  She relied on other people, like their lawyer, to provide her with the information she 

needed.  She described one situation.  She had put in an offer on the house they wanted].  

 

We had an interesting situation with the house.  That in the end I was really, really 

distraught in the office [at work] with Stephanie because if I had said “No” they would 

have decided they wanted more money.  I had given him my best offer but he still said he 

had to pay for a rental property and still had a mortgage and so on.  Stephanie said to me 

“Give them more money now”.  And I said “But we don’t want to give them more money”.  

She said, “No.  Give them more money now and give them less later”.  I said, “You mean 

increase the deposit?”  She said, “Yes”.  … I said that to John [her husband].  I said, 

“Stephanie just had this suggestion”.  It was totally the right thing to do … Based on that 

we got the house.  Amazing isn’t it?  Because we were so involved and so stressed we 

couldn’t see the wood for the trees.  I discussed it with Nick [work colleague] first.  I went 
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to Nick and said, “I’m stressed about this. This is what Stephanie suggested”, and Nick 

said, “That sounds like a win-win situation to me”.  It was good.   [S1/2: 1312-1353]. 

 

I was relying on myself to make the right decisions.  I was taking advice though from 

friends around me, colleagues around me …I guess I still used resources when I needed to.  

I was in contact with our lawyer a lot [S1/2: 39-60]. 

 

It isn’t something I feel absolutely comfortable with is, is making those decisions, and I will 

keep on, probably, asking for people’s opinions … So it is making – because in the end the 

lawyer wasn’t buying the house, I was – so I had to make the decision.  It is having the 

control.  [S1/2: 141-158]. 

 

What I discover in self-directed learning is that it is possible for us to consult with other 

people, draw on their knowledge, expertise and advice and still be self-directed.  The key is 

that we maintain control of the situation and make the decisions ourselves. 

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is that there are real advantages 

to be gained in including others in our learning.  They may have information that we need 

but don’t have.  Sometimes they can see options that we can’t see because we are too 

immersed in the learning/situation.  They may see the situation differently and cast a new 

light on it for us.  They may even open the door to what we want to achieve. 

 

What unfolds for me as I gaze on self-directed learning is that we have to rely on ourselves 

to make the right decisions.  This can be very stressful when we are learning something 

new and are not yet sure that we understand it well enough to be making well-informed, 

sound decisions. 

 

I recognise self-directed learning as being a collaborative effort, achieved in association 

with other people. 
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The Maths Teacher … and Other Stories 

 

The maths teacher in Fourth Form was hopeless so I taught myself.  I don’t know how I did 

it.  She must, she must have given us the beginning and I must have sat there going, and 

then went away and worked the rest out myself from the text book.  It was not very fair too 

because no one, not very many other people managed that [N2: 1290-1310]. 

 

The best advice that I got was from one lecturer who … showed me how to solve my own 

problems … Rather than try to teach me how to do something… this person showed me how 

to bring up the help screens … how to get into the tutorial and teach myself 

[F: 639-654]. 

 

My first move is normally is to try and get the service manual and go through it, read 

through and see how the thing works.  And once I think I know, then I start.  So I virtually 

teach myself on how to fix the equipment.  I have done that many times [S3: 1306-1321]. 

 

At one stage I had a small furniture factory and I was totally self-taught in my joinery  

[J3: 664-667]. 

 

He was into all sorts of things.  He was a nurse, he was a jazz musician, he was an artist 

teaching design and things like that.  Apart from the nursing it is all self taught.  Now, he 

would be one of the few people I would see as really a very self-directed and consistently 

self-directed, learner [S5: 706-715]. 

 

What I discover in self-directed learning is that it is teaching yourself.  We may use a text-

book or follow instructions written by someone else but we make sense of the topics for 

ourselves.   

 

Self-directed learning looks to me like we solve our own learning problems, we work out 

our own understanding of the knowledge or skills we are learning about. 

 

 136



What shows up when I think of self-directed learning is the control we take of our learning 

when we decide to teach ourselves.  We consider our options and choose a learning 

pathway that suits us. 

 

When I gaze at self-directed learning I see that we can’t always teach ourselves.  Some of 

us teach ourselves successfully and know what we did to be successful.  Some of us teach 

ourselves successfully but don’t really know what we did that worked.  Some of us do not 

teach ourselves successfully and, in the absence of a good teacher, fail to learn what we are 

trying to learn.  Imposing self-directed learning, intentionally or unintentionally, is unfair to 

people who are not able or willing to teach themselves. 

 

I recognise self-directed learning as being forced on us sometimes.  When our ‘official’ 

teacher is not helping us to learn we may have to teach ourselves in order to learn what we 

want/need to learn.  Self-teaching may not be our preferred option but it may be the 

best/only option we have in the circumstances. 

 

 

Learning Within the System 

 

I just thought that this was the way that you learn.  And it even didn’t matter what I 

thought, that I had no power as a learner.  And I wouldn’t have dreamed of questioning 

because that was a University, surely they knew … That was the way it was at school.  You 

were told what you had to do.  You did it or you didn’t succeed.  And I think I became a 

very good learner within the system … And when I think about it now I actually feel quite 

angry because I feel that the system let me down.  Because I am still trying to develop 

things like critical thinking which I didn’t even, I mean I didn’t know you questioned or 

thought about things for yourself.  You just learned what they told you [J4: 759 - 805]. 

 

Self-directed learning presents itself to me as thinking about things for yourself, as 

questioning, not taking what others tell you for granted or doing just as you are told. 
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Self-directed learning is like finding your own way, making your own path, blazing your 

own trail rather than just going where someone has been before. 

 

I picture self-directed learning as a clearing mist, unveiling multi-hued mountains of 

meaning. 

 

What shows up when I think of self-directed learning is the anger we feel when we’ve been 

strait-jacketed by an educational system that did not encourage us to think about things for 

ourselves. 

 

What is uncovered when I focus on self-directed learning is how readily we accept what the 

system and teachers demand of us; how we conform to what seems to be expected of us. 

 

 

Learning by Email 

 

Geoff:  I had to as part of my job.  I couldn’t find something on the computer.  I needed to 

learn very quickly. 

 

Linda:  So how did you go about that learning? 

 

Geoff:  Quite deliberately.  The person that I work with, who is responsible for managing 

computer professional development, is on the end of the phone and we developed a little 

structure.  Actually it’s quite amusing.  I said I would never take a formal course in 

computers … So when I get stuck I email him and he will email me back a few hours later 

when he is ready and we work through it that way.  It’s an informal learning thing.  We 

actually enjoy it [G: 517-526; 534-541]. 
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Self-directed learning can be described as a process in which we take control of our 

learning by making decisions about how we are going to go about it.  We decide what is 

going to work best for us in a particular situation. 

 

I recognise self-directed learning as being a process that may include other people as 

resource people, providing we retain control of what we are learning and how we are going 

about our learning. 

 

What unfolds for me as I dwell on self-directed learning is that we make conscious, 

deliberate, considered decisions about our learning, taking charge of our learning.  

Sometimes we realise we ‘have to’ learn something, that we don’t really have a choice.  

Even in those circumstances we can decide to learn (and then how we are going to go about 

it) or not to learn.  To make that choice we need to be ‘free’ to decide not to learn. 

 

What comes to light for me when I think of self-directed learning is that there is a 

difference between having to learn, needing to learn and wanting to learn.  If we have to 

learn, someone or something else is dictating our learning.  If we need to learn we may be 

externally motivated.  Something or someone in our environment may be dictating our 

learning.  However, recognising a need may also mean that we are more willing to learn, 

that we have some intrinsic motivation.  If we genuinely want to learn the motivation is 

internally generated and we are more likely to be committed to achieving the learning task. 

 

Learning With Others 

 

My own learning comes from my own experiences, background and my own thoughts and 

opinions etc and the content, the written stuff, the journal extracts etc.  But it also comes 

from other people’s interpretations of those, interpretations of the information say, and 

reaction to that.  And their experiences.  You see, their experiences change something. And 

so I learned from that and so I might change or modify or add to my own thinking because 

of someone else’s response or experience to whatever [C2: 275-292]. 
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You get people from different backgrounds and different ages and they have their different 

perspectives … I’m amazed at the experiences and knowledge that other people in the 

course have brought to the course.  And that’s made it so much richer.  And I think that 

sometimes you read something and you think “Oh, yes, I understand that”.  And then, when 

you are in a small group discussion and somebody makes a point and you think “Oh, I 

never thought of it that way” … I think people are a wonderful resource … Having people 

clarify ideas and giving their perspective so I can test it against my ideas as well 

[K2: 403-438; 469-471]. 

And there was a Maori man in that class.  I have just been rapt with what I have learned as 

a result of listening to him.  And, realising that I’ve come with all these prejudices and 

knowing that some of them have been there.  But just seeing things from a different angle 

and being open to listen and accept.  And that input has been very valuable to me  

[S4: 785-799]. 

 

I can’t remember ever being put in groups to work at things at school … but I remember 

being at a Conference and being put into groups and working with these other peers and 

thinking, “Gee, this is fascinating” …[it was] a grand new experience for me.  Find out 

what other people thought with regard to content.  To have people actually talk about the 

content.  Because I’d never talked about what I was learning.    I had been a very 

individual learner.  And I had this thought, I didn’t think that anyone was interested in 

talking about this stuff and I hadn’t actually thought that people talked about it  

[N2: 1227-1251]. 

 

I feel that there must be peer contact.  If you have no contact and you’re working by 

yourself, you don’t have ideas to bounce off, you don’t have other people to actually, to 

compare what you’re doing with [J3: 73-79]. 

 

What I detect in self-directed learning is people trying to create our own understanding 

from the range of views we come across through reading, talking, listening and discussing.  
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We have to consider a variety of perspectives and decide what our own view is – how we 

make sense of it all for ourselves.   

 

Self-directed learning strikes me as being a process in which we modify or add to our own 

thinking after we hear someone else’s different interpretation or experience.  It is a process 

of making meaning for ourselves in the light of the various views we have been exposed to.  

It may mean that we confirm or change our existing views. 

 

What I uncover when I focus on self-directed learning is that there are real advantages in 

learning in association with others.  Without that contact we may hear fewer perspectives 

on a topic, limiting the potential meaning/s we can make for ourselves.  Without that 

contact we do not have the opportunity to test out our developing ideas with someone else 

or to validate them in conversations with others.  There are not the opportunities to develop 

shared meaning/s if we learn in isolation. 

 

What I see in self-directed learning is collaborative learning as we each make meaning for 

ourselves from the interchanges. 

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is the exciting discovery that 

talking with others about content enables us to find out what other people think about it and 

that sparks our own learning. 

 

I recognise self-directed learning as talking with others about what we are learning. 

 

 

The University Experience 

 

I can remember going, a fairly green student at College, to University and hating it, 

absolutely hating it.  I was encouraged to do a University paper, I think in my first year at 

Training College, and I trotted along to English One and had a female lecturer … And I sat 

very meekly in an enormous hall of hundreds of students and couldn’t understand really 
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what was going on.  I just, I don’t think I even knew what I, why I was there or what I was 

supposed to be learning.  I don’t think the outcomes, the learning outcomes were made 

clear to us at all.  We were just expected to go along, sit in that hall, somehow try to take 

notes from this person who stood there for an hour lecturing, and somehow or other at the 

end of the year sit a three-hour exam and expect to regurgitate what that person had said.  

And I hated it.  It stopped my University studying there and then [B: 938-970]. 

 

What unfolds for me as I dwell on self-directed learning is that it requires an element of 

freedom – freedom to make decisions about learning and to not be constrained/controlled 

by others. 

Self-directed learning can be described as knowing for ourselves what we want to learn, 

why we are learning it, how we want to go about learning it.  It is not about meekly going 

along with what others decide for us, feeling lost, confused and uncertain. 

 

When I gaze at self-directed learning I see learners who do (eventually maybe) take control 

of their learning.  That may mean us deciding not to learn in particular institutions or in 

particular ways. 

 

What I discover in self-directed learning is that we learn to understand something, not just 

to be able to remember and regurgitate information; we learn because we enjoy learning, 

and learning in the way we have chosen to learn. 

 

 

Learning to Swim 

 

[Background information:  As a child, Sam had been thrown from a boat into the water by 

an uncle whose intention was to teach him to swim]. 

 

Because I managed to control my legs and hands and swim back to the boat.  Most people 

in a similar situation just climb back into the boat and stay there and never come out again.  

But in my case, when I reached the boat, and I suddenly realised, oh, something is 

 142



happening here.  And I wanted to experiment.  So I pushed out and swim back again, and 

pushed out again and swim back again.  Trying to work out how to co-ordinate legs and 

feet to do exactly what I wanted to do.  And then, in the end, I decided, ah, now this is how 

it is done.  So I went swimming all over the place.  [S3: 1843-1864]. 

 

What I discover in self-directed learning is that we make many conscious decisions about 

our learning as we learn. 

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is that we can take control of 

our learning situation, even when we haven’t been in control in the first place.  It is about 

creating some freedom for ourselves even when that freedom hasn’t been ours in the first 

instance. 

 

Self-directed learning presents itself to me as experimenting, as working things out for 

ourselves - making sense of something, or identifying the physical actions necessary to a 

skill and trying to put them together. 

 

Self-directed learning can be described as learning on our own or working things out for 

ourselves. 

 

The metaphor that best conveys self-directed learning is ‘sink or swim’! 

 

 

Spirituality 

 

A philosophical point of view out at the moment which is encompassed in two books … And 

I have been intrigued with this and I definitely wanted to learn something.  I definitely, 

consciously wanted to learn what it was about so that I could understand what people were 

talking about.  And I consciously wanted to see how it fitted in with my spirituality  

[N2: 901-909]. 
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What I see in self-directed learning are the conscious, deliberate decisions we make about 

wanting to learn something. 

 

Self-directed learning presents itself to me as our efforts to make sense of something new 

for ourselves, to see how it fits in with what we know and believe already.   We want to be 

able to understand something sufficiently that we can talk to others about it and check out 

the meaning we have given it. 

 

 

Finding Out 

 

I think it’s just wanting to find out, to answer your kids questions sometimes.  I’ve always 

been interested in finding out about things.  It’s just normal for me to learn something new 

each day.  It’s part of me I suppose.  Generally I browse in the library first … I just pick up 

bits that I’m interested in really … And sometimes finding out about something which is 

interesting would lead you on to other things.  Yeah, it just spirals on.  And it’s not so much 

learning it for anything useful, really.  It’s just learning to know … It’s sort of never-

ending, really, finding out more [S2: 548-552; 594-603; 1029-1030]. 

 

It would have been easier if there was somebody there to tell me … But in this particular 

case I was on my own and I had to find my way by reading and reading and reading  

[S3: 1724-1736]. 

 

It’s like this.  If I don’t get the information from the lecturer … if I’m not satisfied with 

what they’re giving me, then I go look for it myself [J2: 1491-1496]. 

 

Self-directed learning is like finding out on your own.  Sometimes we want to find out for 

ourselves because our interest in something is sparked.  Sometimes we are forced into 

finding out on our own because our teacher doesn’t provide us with the information we 

need or there doesn’t seem to be anyone available to tell us what we want to know.  We 

have little freedom and few choices in these circumstances.   
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What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is that we may be forced to 

learn on our own on some occasions.  It may be our only option.  We may be reluctant self-

directed learners, forced to learn on our own, to find out for ourselves when we would 

prefer to be told or to discuss things with other people. 

 

What shows up when I think of self-directed learning is that finding out on our own can 

become part of our everyday lives.  We find out new information every day and it becomes 

part of learning that simply spirals on continuously from day to day.  This can be an 

exciting process. 

 

Self-directed learning can be described as a difficult way to learn.  We have to find out for 

ourselves when there is no one to tell us what we want to know. 

 

 

Directed Learning 

 

But I am sort of thinking like, that even though it was directed by someone else there was 

still elements of self-direction in terms of I chose to do it or didn’t choose to do it for 

something.  Like for example, initial tutor training that was provided when I first started 

working for the Polytechnic.  I mean, you went to it.  There wasn’t an element of ‘you must 

go to it’ but you did go anyway.  So in some ways that was quite directed because it was 

expected that you went.  But within that there was also elements of self-direction because of 

the choices that you could make about what [courses] you might have done with that … So I 

regard it, even though I might be going into a directed programme I have chosen to do it so 

that I consider that self-direction.  Because I have decided to do it … So I might choose to 

do a directed programme.  But because I actually choose to do them, because I could see 

the benefits to me, or the advantages, or purely because I wanted to, then I consider that to 

be self-directed [J4: 43-101]. 
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What I see in self-directed learning is us making choices, deciding for ourselves whether or 

not we are going to do learning we have been directed to do by others.  If we can see 

reasons for doing it for our own benefit, and we decide to do it, we can consider that we are 

being self-directed.  Even when we are directed, we have choices.  We can choose to 

comply with, or to resist, the direction of others.  Even if we choose to comply, we are still 

being self-directed to some degree, because we have made our own decisions for our own 

reasons. 

 

What unfolds for me as I dwell on self-directed learning is learners taking control.  We 

decide for ourselves whether or not we are going to go to the programme we have been 

directed to do. 

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is that it is not black and white.  

It is not easy to say, “This is self-directed learning and this isn’t”.  Although we may be 

directed to do a course we can decide whether or not to comply with that direction.  The 

idea of ‘within’ is important here.  Maybe there is self-direction within other-direction. 

 

What shows up when I think of self-directed learning is the need for us to have a real sense 

of freedom to be self-directed learners.  If we are directed to learn something by someone 

else, we can only be self-directed within that direction if we have the freedom, the power 

and the confidence to choose not to do what we’ve been directed to do. 

 

The metaphor that best conveys self-directed learning is a tabby cat whose coat is many 

shades of grey. 
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Summarising the Meanings of Self-Directed Learning 
 

The following statements summarise the meanings of self-directed learning that I 

interpreted from participants’ stories and comments. 

 

Self-directed learning means: 

 

Having choices/options, taking control (being in charge) of our learning and making 

decisions.  We take control of what we are going to learn and how we are going to learn it.  

Sometimes there is real choice – a range of options from which we are free to choose as we 

please.  Other times there are constraints within the situation that effectively limit our 

choices.  Sometimes we are even directed to learn things and forced to learn in ways that 

we do not prefer.  Sometimes we make decisions against the advice of others. We need to 

take responsibility for our decisions.  Usually our decisions are conscious and deliberate; 

sometimes we only become aware later that we had made learning decisions.  Sometimes 

we take control of our learning by asking someone else to tell us what to do. 

 

Learning on our own.  We can teach ourselves, find out for ourselves, work/figure it out on 

our own or solve our own learning problems.  Sometimes we learn independently of other 

people and discover real satisfaction in doing that. 

 

Learning with other people.  We may use other people as resources to gain information that 

we want or as co-learners, bouncing ideas off them and shaping our own thinking in 

response to their comments, thoughts, perspectives and experiences. We test our developing 

views on other people.  We may need someone to lead us into a topic, to help us find our 

way into it.  

 

Making meaning for ourselves.  We make our own sense of whatever we are learning; 

constructing our own view of it; modifying our views after hearing what someone else’s 

interpretation is and reconsidering our own views in the light of theirs.  It is learning to 
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digest information, not just remember and regurgitate.  It is asking questions and 

questioning. 

 

Being free from constraints on our learning.  Having the freedom to have a say, to make 

decisions about our learning and how we will go about it; not being controlled by other 

people; creating freedom to learn for ourselves where it didn’t initially exist. 

 

Really wanting to learn something and being prepared to do whatever we need to do to find 

ways of achieving the learning. 

 

Having confidence in our own ability as learners; knowing that we can learn what we want 

to learn. 

 

These are the meanings for self-directed learning that I interpreted from the participants’ 

stories and their comments about their learning experiences.  In Chapter 7 I use new 

phenomenology to consider participants’ views of their experiences of self-directed 

learning in formal and non-formal settings. 
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CHAPTER 7:  EXPERIENCES OF SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING 

 

This chapter sits in contrast to Chapter 6.  Its focus shifts to the participants’ experiences of 

self-directed learning and their responses to it.  I use concepts and processes from new 

phenomenology to explore and interpret these experiences and to identify themes that occur 

across the different interviews.  

 

I wanted the participants to speak for themselves as much as possible and I wanted you, the 

reader, to have enough information to decide for yourself whether the themes I have 

identified are there or whether I have fashioned them, conjured them up. While I have 

necessarily had to be selective, I have also included a substantial number of quotes to 

illustrate the themes I’ve identified.  Where appropriate, I have presented participants’ 

extended stories. 

 

I have written this chapter using a different format from the previous one.  For most of the 

chapter, I have divided the pages into two columns.  The key information, the data, is 

presented, using italics, in the right side column.  These are the words of the participants 

themselves.  I provide a context and linking commentary.  This is presented in standard font 

in the left side column.  Where participants’ stories are extended, I have reverted to a whole 

page format for ease of reading. 

 

Each participant was asked to describe examples of their experiences of both formal and 

non-formal learning. For this discussion, I have separated the formal and non-formal 

experiences, because there seemed to be significant differences between the two.  The 

presence of the authority figure, the teacher, seemed to have a major impact on participants’ 

expectations, their attitudes and their behaviours.  Elements of self-directed learning seem 

to be more apparent in non-formal learning, where there was no officially recognised 

teacher. 
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Self-Directed Learning in Non-Formal Contexts 

 

Each of the participants described instances 

of non-formal learning they had done, 

although a few seemed surprised that these 

events could be called ‘learning’, let alone 

self-directed learning.   For them ‘learning’ 

took place in institutions and what they did 

on a day-to-day basis wasn’t worthy of the 

name.  Asked to describe some of their 

non-formal learning, they referred to short 

courses, for example, before identifying an 

instance of learning they had done outside 

the context of an organised course. 

 

 

Norma, explaining why she saw her formal 

learning differently from her non-formal 

learning, made this comment: 

 

I suppose seeing it as a learning situation 

… identifying it as learning  

[N1: 1136-1139]. 

 

And at the end of her interview she mused: 

 

And learning doesn’t have to be about 

academic, actually, thinking about it  

[N1: 1331-1333]. 

 

Cathy provides an illustration of the way people did not recognise their non-formal learning 

as learning, and the thinking she did during the interview as she worked out why that had 

happened for her.  She readily described the process she uses in her non-formal learning: 

 

Sometimes there are lots of things that I like to find out about so I’d read widely around it 

and talk to people [C2: 1102-1105]. 
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But, asked to describe some non-formal learning she had done, she clearly struggled to 

think of examples that might ‘count’, initially saying that she couldn’t think of any.  Then  

inspiration struck and she explained how she had developed a grievance procedure for an 

organisation.  Having told her story, she commented, I suppose that’s an example and 

added: 

 

Learning, exactly.  Because I learnt huge amounts about it and we’re still learning.  I’m 

glad I thought of one.  You don’t think of things like that necessarily [C2: 1248-1250]. 

 

Cathy then tries to work out why she didn’t think of examples of her non-formal learning in 

the first place: 

 

I was thinking more formal.  Because it is, absolutely, learning … But that’s a real learning 

thing.  Because you’re learning something new and you’re starting off, well we were, from 

scratch … But it did take me a while to think about it.  Maybe because I was thinking about 

formal learning, trying to think, I don’t know.  Had I learned floral arranging or something 

like that … If we say formal we think formal here.  If we say informal we think night 

classes.  You know [C2: 1263-1271; 1335-1345]. 

 

She also identified one possible reason for her difficulty: 

 

But I think it’s because, just for the same reason that it didn’t come to my mind first, is … it 

doesn’t have any status because I wasn’t paid for it … Or it wasn’t done, yeah, within the 

setting of a paid job, with that status, whatever that might mean, attached to it  

[C2: 1305-1320]. 

 

Cathy’s story takes on additional significance in the light of the comments she made about 

non-formal learning.  Her project was initiated when she recognised that an organisation 

she belonged to needed a grievance procedure: 
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So, I identified a need.  It was something that I thought the organisation needed because it 

speaks to the organisation’s credibility … You need to have those sorts of procedures in 

place.  We didn't have one.  Now the body to which we’re affiliated is [organisation name] 

International.  They don’t have a grievance procedure … I thought, “Well, right.  This is 

what we need”.  So I got a couple of other people, said, “Would you be willing to work on 

it with me?”  Yep, they would.  So I went to the international organisation when I was at a 

conference a couple of years ago in Chicago and they were starting to think about it but 

they hadn’t got any ideas.  So I talked to a few people there, came back, did a bit of a think, 

drafted up some ideas, looked at some other organisations’ procedures, you know, from my 

husband and some other people I knew who were in business.  In organisations, you know, 

different departments.  And I looked at what they had along with appeals procedures.  So 

got ideas down, talked about it with a few people, drafted an actual procedure, again, 

which went out to people in New Zealand for comment.  And then made a final procedure 

which was then adopted by the Board.  And now we’re going through the process of 

appointing a three-person committee.  So I’m doing that, I suppose, again.  And I’ve sent 

out search letters asking people, and I’m in contact with a woman in South Africa who’s 

working for the international organisation trying to get one started.  And she’s got our one 

and we’re corresponding about that … So it’s taken about two years from thinking about it 

to getting a thing up and running … And we’re going to have a year’s pilot project to see 

how it works [C2: 1160-1227]. 

 

Cathy had done a great deal of learning.  She has influenced national and, potentially, 

international policy and procedures within her organisation.  Yet, initially she didn’t think 

to mention such a project because it didn’t have the status of formal learning. 

 

Other people were more aware of their 

non-formal learning as learning, although 

Bev seemed to change her view during our 

conversation.  Early in the interview she 

commented: 

 

Well, I just do things for my own pleasure.  

I don’t know that I go about consciously 

learning [B: 254-256]. 
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Later she says: I’ve often felt that I don’t ever stop 

learning … I’ve just been planning a trip to 

Australia … and I feel as though I am 

learning such a lot about the area we are 

going to travel through.  Just from 

planning it.  Going and getting brochures 

and actually coming across bits in 

newspapers and going, “Oh, look.  That’s 

about where we are going to go”.  Or 

seeing something on television the other 

night, a programme on Kakadu National 

Park.  “Oh, I’m about to go there.  I’ll 

have to sit and watch that”.  I believe 

that’s learning  [B: 769-770; 794-809]. 

 

Now, it seems, her non-formal learning is 

both continuous and conscious rather than 

something simply done for pleasure. 

 

Like Bev, Selena learns continuously and 

consciously.  She knows that she learns 

something new every day.  An experience 

will trigger her interest in something so she 

goes off, usually to the library, to “find 

out” and “learn to know” about the topic.  

Once there, she happens across books on 

other subjects that spark her interest as 

well.  She described her learning as 

something that: 

 

 just spirals on.  And it’s not so much 

learning it for anything useful.  It’s just 
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learning to know … The more you read, 

the more you find out, the more you read.  

It’s a spiral  [S2: 601-604; 1133-1136]. 

 

She described one example of learning that 

spiraled for her. 

One that I do a lot is tramping.  I mean for 

years I’ve tramped without knowing 

anything about what was around me.  And 

then I got to tramping with this group of 

ladies who are really into botany.  At least 

now I can recognise what a gentian is but, 

you know, I am now learning the 

differences between the different types of 

varieties …You go along and you look at 

the plant and you say, “Oh, I think this is a 

such-and-such” … and you ask someone 

else, “Do you think this is such-and-such?” 

and they say, “Hmm, doesn’t quite look 

like it.  Could be such-and-such”.  And you 

think, “Oh God!  Haven’t heard of that one 

before!”  And then you ask, “Why is it 

different?”  And so it just goes on.  It never 

ends  [S2: 612-621; 972-989]. 

 

Geoff echoes this sense of spiraling 

learning when he says:   

 

So I don’t know whether a learning project 

finishes.  It just, it just goes on in different 

directions [G: 732-735]. 

 

And Joy added this comment about 

spiraling in her written response to my 

analysis: 

 

I agree with the spiral idea, in fact many 

spirals some overlapping, some totally 

unrelated all “spiralling” away at the 

same time [J4: WR2.1]. 
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Joy and James also considered that their 

learning was ongoing and an integral part 

of their everyday life. 

I just think that learning is part of my life.  

And it doesn’t actually matter how it 

happens, it’s going to happen anyway  

[J4: 1075-1079]. 

 

I think it is total learning all the time 

[J3: 745-746]. 

 

Dawn appreciated her non-formal learning 

as learning.  Her immediate response to my 

request to discuss some learning she had 

done in this way was: 

 

God, I’m learning all the time [D: 1095]. 

 

Peter was well aware of the learning he did 

outside formal contexts.  Asked to think of 

non-formal learning he had done, he 

commented: 

Oh yes.  There are a lot of things, really … 

Most things we learn without going to 

courses [P: 958-959]. 

 

  

David also recognised that he was always learning.  When asked to talk about an example 

of non-formal learning he had done he commented, I suppose I am doing that sort of thing 

all the time [D1/1: 915-916].  He provided an example of learning which had continued 

over four or five years and had spiraled in a way similar to that described by Selena and 

Geoff.  His interest in trees originated in his ownership of some land: 

 

Oh well, I looked at the area of land we’ve got and I was thinking through, what, how best 

to make it productive and what sort of potential it had.  And so, as I worked my way though 

various things I saw that, number one, the property suffered from the lack of, lack of trees.  

So it meant that when the nor’ westerly whistled through it would be drier.  It dried out 

pretty rapidly.  So you could have rain on one day and two days later it had all already 

evaporated.  So I though, “Well now, if we could organise a system of shelter belts which 

could break that down so we could lose out on the evaporation”.  Because it gets very dry 
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up there in December-January.  So that was, so that brought about the concept of shelter 

belts.   

 

The idea of shelter belts lead to David thinking about another use for them. 

 

And then I thought, “Well, if we’ve got shelter belts in, that means … it means then that 

you’ve got the shelter belts giving shelter to the stock 

 

A third use for the trees became apparent when he thought about the massive damage done 

recently in the area by Cyclone Bola: 

 

Now, where we are is only on the edges of it.  But I thought, “Well, that’ll, if we get 

something moving there [tree planting] into areas which are slip-prone and so on, when 

everybody else goes down to the sea in slips we won’t”.  And then the other thing was to, 

um, make it look more attractive so that you don’t have great, long bare hillsides.  

 

All these thoughts came together for Dave as the start of a learning process. 

 

Having looked at all that I thought, “Well now, what do I know about trees?  Not a great 

deal”.  So I went and got the people from the Regional Council.  And they came down and 

said. “Well that looks all, that sounds all good.  We’ll write a report for you of what we 

think and some ideas of what you can do”.  And I said, “Well, why don’t you put it into a 

step-by-step plan?”  So we had a number of discussions and they came back with a report.  

So, then when I started reading through it, of course they had, they’d expressed it all in, in 

Latin terms, the names of all the trees.  So that it could have been anything.  So, so it meant 

that I thought, “Oh well.  OK.  This means I’ll have to do a bit of research on trees.  And so 

that caused me to think about what we were up to, and go and get books and pamphlets 

from the Forest Research Institute and Ministry of Forestry, who were doing a bit of work 

in the area.  And so I’ve, we slowly built them up that way … It’s really been a process of 

reading, talking to people and then getting other people to come and look at your ideas, 

who, who know what they’re on about, looking at your ideas and commenting on them.  
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As part of this project Dave learned how to prune trees. 

 

Well, there was an area which had, which had obviously at some stage been an orchard.  

And it’s a, well it was a real mess.  And I thought, “Well, OK.  What can we do about 

this?”  So I decided the obvious thing to do was salvage what we could and replant the 

rest.  So, so one of the first things I had to do was to prune old trees … What I did was, that 

I asked around and several people said, “Well, to and talk to so-and-so.  He’s … trimmed 

back a number of old apple, pear trees”.  So, he was actually retired.  It was a real hobby 

of his … So I’ve talked to him.  And he, he just basically sketched out on piece of paper and 

gave me a book to read and I took it from there.  So, to a degree, it was a combination of 

what he told me and me going out and doing it and then getting somebody to come and 

have a look at what I’d done …We went down and he said, “Oh yeah, that’s OK.  But I’d 

suggest you do this and this”.  So it reinforced what I’d done.  

[D1/1: 966-1256]. 

 

Dave’s story illustrates the way non-formal learning is embedded in everyday life.  

Experiences trigger a huge variety of learning.  Dave made decisions to learn what he 

wanted to know.  He also made decisions about how he was going to do the learning he 

wanted to do and what/who his resources were going to be. Finally, he made decisions 

about when he was satisfied with the learning he had done.  Dave, however, wasn’t aware 

of the level of self-directed learning he had used this project.  When I commented on what 

he had done, he replied, I suppose, now you mention it [I do].  But I, it’s just I haven’t 

thought about it.  That’s all  [D1/1: 1287-1290]. 

 

This lack of awareness of the way they 

organised and managed their non-formal 

learning recurred through the interviews.  

Some participants seemed to take for 
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granted the learning they did outside of 

formal contexts.  They were not aware of 

the many skills and attributes they 

employed to manage their non-formal 

learning or the meaning they made for 

themselves as a result.   

 

Many people were conscious of decisions 

they made to identify learning they wanted 

to do.  Like Dave, they were much less 

aware of the steps in their learning process 

and the decisions they made about those.  

This is particularly true of what Joy called 

spontaneous self-directed learning – 

learning which was not planned but arose 

out of opportunities taken when they were 

presented.  An example of this is Bev’s 

description, above, of how she happened 

across a television programme on Kakadu 

National Park.  However, even in 

spontaneous non-formal learning people 

make decisions their learning.  In this case, 

Bev decided to watch the programme.  

 

Joy added a dimension to spontaneous self-

directed learning when she made the point 

that she is often quite aware of what she 

has learned in this way.  Talking about how 

she may unexpectedly learn something, for 

example from a television programme she 

just happened to watch, she said: 

… I think that, hey, that’s really useful.  

Now out of that I have gained this 

knowledge or challenge or information 

[J4: 107-111].  
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Jacqueline offered a unique view when she 

maintained that she just knew a whole lot 

of things, particularly about music, which 

she had absorbed quite unconsciously 

through growing up in a musical family.  

She described one experience she had: 

Like, I went and did some singing recently.  

I never had done any singing and we were 

singing some African wedding songs and 

we, I just knew how we like had to take 

breaths and stuff like that.  And I’d never 

done that but I knew how right enough.  

And we did and it worked beautifully.  And 

my Dad led a choir … and I think that you 

just, you know, you see stuff out the corner 

of your eye or you hear it [J1/1: 771-784]. 

 

Her view suggests that some learning takes 

place without us being aware of it at all, 

and that we don’t deliberately plan and 

manage it. 

 

 

Planned non-formal learning requires 

decisions to be made about what is to be 

learned, how and where it will be learned 

and when/whether enough has been learned 

to satisfy current needs.  People like Geoff 

made quite deliberate decisions about their 

learning in non-formal contexts.  When he 

realised he was going to have to develop 

his computer skills, and quickly, Geoff 

made a deliberate decision to set up a 

system to learn what he needed from a 

colleague rather than attend a course.  He 

knew what he wanted to learn and what he 

expected from his colleague in the way of 

empathy and inter-personal 
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communication.  He was also aware that 

this learning would be on-going as there 

would always be something else to learn 

about computing. 

 

James too was aware of the decisions he 

made about his learning.  He described the 

process he used to develop his joinery 

skills and the knowledge he needed to run 

his own small business, for example, how 

to use the specialised machinery. 

 

First of all I did a very wise move.  I moved 

in independently with another person in a 

large workshop … And seeing that person 

work and admitting that you don’t know 

everything and that you are there to learn 

as well … Now your knowledge base gets 

so much bigger and you can actually look 

at something and then say, “Hey, this is 

how that is made”.  And, “Hey, I can do 

that as well”  [J3: 698-718]. 

 

He then makes an interesting connection 

with formal learning, one not made by any 

of the other participants. 

 

It’s the same really as academic learning.  

It’s not really different at all.  I think it’s 

your attitude towards wanting to do it.  

Have a feel for it.  Have an understanding 

for it.  And then just do it [J3: 718-726]. 

 

Sally made a distinction between decisions 

that were and weren’t conscious, 

commenting on the significance of the 

decisions as a factor and linked this to 

socialisation issues which are discussed 

later in this chapter: 

You don’t actually get taught that 

[parenting].  You pick it up from what your 

background is … you have things that are 

just built into you because of your 

environment.  But then there are specific 

things I think that you specifically decide to 

do … it comes from making a decision that 

you want to do something different in your 

home … Sometimes I think you perhaps 
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don’t even recognise that you’re doing that 

in some of the smaller things … but I think 

that some of the larger more important 

things are definite, ‘ yes I’m going to do 

things this way’.  I make sure I give my kids 

hugs every day because I never had that. 

You know?  And that’s a deliberate, 

conscious decision to do.  But there’s 

heaps of those  [S4: 196-273]. 

 

Across both spontaneous and planned non-

formal learning few participants seemed to 

make overt assessments of their learning.  

These assessments were probably being 

made but people did not seem to think they 

were making them deliberately or 

consciously. 

   

 

Catherine, for example, talked about 

learning to be a parent and how she made 

judgements about the success of her 

parenting: 

I don’t think it’s something I actually 

decide ... I just go along in the normal flow 

of everyday life and it’s only when 

something doesn’t go according to plan or 

something has happened to leave me 

wondering that I’ll look further   

[C1: 842-849]. 

 

Richard, however, did make a conscious 

assessment of his learning about herbs: 

I mean, I am not that interested in herbs to 

push past certain points.  I did get to a 

point where I thought, “OK.  I don’t want 

to do this any more.  I’ve found out what I 

want to know.  It’s satisfied the level of 
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interest” [R: 844-852]. 

 

The participants were self-directed learners 

in their non-formal learning although many 

did not recognise this.  For the rest of this 

chapter the focus is on their experiences of 

self-directed learning in formal contexts. 

 

  

 

Self-Directed Learning in Formal Contexts 

 

All of the participants were enrolled in a 

Bachelor of Education programme at an 

educational institution.  They expressed a 

range of responses to their experiences of 

self-directed learning in that programme. 

 

 

Some did not consider themselves to be 

self-directed learners in their formal 

learning.  They looked to the teacher as the 

person who had the knowledge and the 

skills, and the overall responsibility for 

what happened in the classroom.  They 

looked to the teacher to control the 

learning/teaching process. 

 

 

Norma and Bev looked to the teacher to be 

in control of learning: 

 

I like to be controlled … I think, as a 

learner, I like to be controlled  

[N1: 243-247]. 

 

I think I expect the lecturer to guide my 
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learning.  To direct me … I suppose, direct 

me to resources, facilitate my learning and 

put me on the right track [B: 17-23]. 

 

Sarah held strong views of herself as a 

learner: 

 

I’m not the sort of person that likes to be a 

really self-directed learner in a formal or 

classroom sort of situation  

[S1/2: 227-231]. 

 

She has clear expectations of the teacher 

which are shared by others like Peter, 

Norma and Bev. 

 

 

I guess I expect that they are going to 

provide me with a certain amount of 

information about the topic … I kind of still 

imagine somebody up the front of the room 

… up there sort of guiding [S1/1: 17-27]. 

 

I expect them to know quite a lot so that if I 

ask them questions they can answer them 

or they can point me in the right direction 

[S1/1: 124-128]. 

 

Negotiating her learning, for example, has 

little appeal for Sarah,  particularly if it 

means that she will be learning on her own: 

I don’t think I’d take to it easily because 

I’d rather do, attend extra classes and do 

extra electives or something like that.  

Probably because I prefer the sort of 

structured thing [S1/1: 345-352]. 

 

I love being in class … I like the discussion 

… and I like to hear what people are 

saying and I really enjoy the interaction 

[S1/1: 380-384]. 
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She used the example of a driving lesson to 

discuss her response to the possibility of 

negotiating her learning. 

 

I mean, if I’d got into that car with the 

driving instructor and she’d said, “Right, 

what do you want to know about driving a 

car?” or “What do you want to cover 

today?” I’d have no idea.  I’d have said, 

“You tell me.  Well, what do you think 

would be a good place to start?  Where do 

you think we should start?”  You know.  

“What do you usually do?”  I would ask 

that [S1/1: 1115-1131]. 

 

Niki had a similar response, describing the 

sense of frustration she would have if a 

teacher offered to negotiate a course on 

drawing with her. 

So my first reaction would be, I’d be very 

deflated and I’d say, “For goodness sake 

just tell me how to do it because I’ve been 

trying all this time, trying to learn it, and 

here you’re telling me I’ve got to decide 

how to do it!!”  And I’d say, depending on 

what mood I’m in, I’d probably say, “You 

are paid to do that.  You set it up and let 

me just be the student”  [N2: 472-484]. 

 

The teacher has knowledge that Niki wants 

to learn and she has a preferred way of 

doing that. 

 

I want to change.  And in order to change I 

need some information … And I know that 

people out there know how to do it and I 

just want to be told … I want to be taught 

[N2: 504-529]. 

 

Catherine and Joy also indicated that there 

are times when they may want to be taught: 

 

Sometimes I like to be told “This is what 

you need, do this.  Quite happy to do that 

[C2: 560-562]. 
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A choice could be “I want to be fed.  Just 

tell me what to do and how to do it”  

[J4: WR2.1]. 

 

Sarah likes to have options and to be able 

to choose among them but she needs the 

teacher to provide those for her.   

 

Even though I like to make decisions I like 

to have boundaries.  Maybe having set 

options, of making a decision based on set 

options but still having that control over 

what path to take.  But having the path 

there in the beginning.  Rather than making 

up my own path [S1/2: 682-695]. 

 

John even questions the value of self-

directed learning in formal contexts.  While 

he has proven his ability to complete major 

research projects, working very much on 

his own, he sees disadvantages in complete 

learner control in formal courses. 

A learning situation seems to involve 

transfer of informational skills or abilities 

from one person to another, so for me to go 

in there and say, “I’m in total control 

here” seems to be self-defeating.  I am 

going to this course hoping that I am going 

to be given an ability that I didn’t have 

before and that involves, to some extent, 

putting yourself at the disposal of the 

teacher, allowing yourself to be directed to 

some extent  [K1/1: 338-350]. 

 

Other participants expressed a different 

view.  They want the opportunity to have  

some say in their learning and look for 

opportunities to do that.  

 

… an ideal learning situation is … one 

that’s flexible I think.  Where perhaps, as 

an adult learner, I can be self-directing if I 

want to.  Or I can just sit there and take it 

all in if I want to.  Yeah, and be in control 

that way.  Where I am not expected to 

always be self-directing or to be always in 
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control.  You know? [C2: 548-559]. 

 

I would actively look for somewhere else 

to, where I would prefer to learn [if I am 

not given opportunities to have some 

control] [G: 181-183]. 

 

I’ve thoroughly enjoyed …having some 

freedom to plan a lot of the work that I 

have done in the course [K2: 166-172]. 

 

… there do need to be boundaries but 

within those boundaries I think it is 

possible to have quite a bit of control.  And 

to be able to, at least in part, design some 

of the processes towards the learning 

outcomes yourself I think is a good thing 

[F: 250-257]. 

 

… and I really enjoyed that.  I enjoyed it 

because I could focus my projects around 

areas that I had specific interest in and I 

could develop it the way I wanted to and I 

didn’t have anyone saying, “This is the 

outcome”.  I really set my own outcome … 

I could evaluate it, you know, what I took 

from it, how I interpreted it.  And I really 

did enjoy that process [C1: 1024-1036]. 
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Factors Affecting Self-Directed Learning

 

As they talked about their experiences 

participants mentioned a number of factors 

that appeared to affect their willingness and 

ability to be self-directed learners.  Several 

of these became themes I interpreted as 

recurring across the interviews.  Eight 

factors were identified:  the context of the 

learning; domain knowledge and the level 

of the learning being done; the socialisation 

or conditioning effect of previous 

experiences; personal self confidence; 

motivation; time available to engage in 

learning; access to resources; and their age. 

 

Context 

 

People seemed to vary from situation to 

situation in their willingness and ability to 

be self-directed learners.  Those who 

declared they were not self-directed learners 

in formal contexts also described examples 

of non-formal learning they had undertaken 

in highly self-directed ways.   

 

 

In the previous section I referred to 

Norma’s preference to have her learning 

controlled by the teacher.  In a different 

context she taught herself to cross stitch by 

following instructions in a book. 

I bought a book and a pattern and gave it a 

go, yeah, just tried it.  It’s something that’s 

quite easy to pick up [N1: 1062-1065]. 
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Like Norma, Dawn had taught herself to 

cross stitch but, faced with a formal learning 

situation in which she had no opportunity to 

be self-directing, she had adjusted and 

successfully completed her qualification. 

 

It was very formal … Very strict discipline 

… We had to … And we weren’t allowed to 

… It was very removed.  Yeah, and it was 

here’s the curriculum and we’re going to 

do it and that was it … it was very foreign 

to me really.  I found the first month really 

hard [D3: 12-174]. 

 

Earlier in this chapter I described Sarah’s  

expectation that the teacher would have a 

key role in her learning, wherever it took 

place.  She also showed that, in a different 

context, she learned without significant 

input from a teacher when she learned to 

play the card game 500. 

 

I first learned to play 500, years ago 

…Playing with kids who knew how to play.  

Just being given a hand and having a very 

brief, sketchy, you know, thing of the rules 

and just being told, “Oh, you’ll pick it up 

as you go”.  And I’m thinking “What am I 

doing here?” But I did  pick it up as I went 

and it took only a few rounds and you 

began to realise what was going on.  

Incredibly difficult in-your-face way to 

learn …[S1/1: 609-625]. 

 

John had happily and successfully 

completed major research projects on his 

own but was content for the teacher to direct 

his learning in the course he was currently 

doing. 

I found myself comfortable all the way 

down the line with it … the situation, [I] 

was expected to control my own learning 

[K1/1: 88-97]. 

 

I am sitting back and relaxing a little while 

the material is presented to me and 

enjoying that because it’s easier [K1.1: 

208-211]. 
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Sally illustrated how she would learn 

differently in one situation when she talked 

about learning a particular computer 

program.  Usually able to work out 

programs for herself, this time she was 

going to seek a teacher’s assistance. 

 

 I will learn Access next year.  I will 

definitely do that as a course …I had a look 

at it about a year or so ago … And I wasn’t 

able to work it out myself.  I didn’t have a 

book.  I was actually just trying to do it 

from the help and just the manual and it 

was too hard …I thought, “No, I need 

someone to show me this … I won’t try and 

work that one out myself”  [S4: 980-1007]. 

People’s decisions about self-directed 

learning were affected by factors within 

individual contexts.  Sometimes they felt 

they had little choice.  Norma and Dawn 

taught themselves to cross stitch because 

they couldn’t see better alternatives.  They 

continued to teach themselves when they 

found they were learning successfully 

following written instructions.   

 

 

Norma didn’t think she had any choice but 

to teach herself. 

I didn’t have any other way of getting it 

[cross stitched wedding invitations]  

[N1: 1113-1115]. 

 

Dawn had considered another options.  She 

thought about attending a class but decided 
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not to for a variety of reasons.  In the end 

she felt she had little real choice.  

 I’m not going to sit there amongst all these 

old women and drink cups of tea.  And 

they’ll have these huge pieces [of cross 

stitch] that are going to be stunning and 

I’m going to have my little piece …It was 

partly the people who were going to be 

there.  And also it was to do with transport 

because I don’t have a car and its quite 

hard to get to Tinakori Road.  By the time I 

finish work I want to go home.  I don’t 

want to wander up there  [D3: 1394-1444]. 

Sally tried to work out a computer program 

for herself but found it too difficult without 

the resources she needed so decided to 

attend a course. Two other people had to 

learn computing skills quickly but chose to 

learn in different ways and had different 

reasons for their decisions.  

 

 

Ferdi didn’t think he had much choice.  For 

him, necessity ruled.  He had two reasons 

for deciding to teach himself – lack of time 

and access to a computer at home.  

But it’s really necessity driven because I 

don’t have the time to do it any other way.  

I’ve got a PC at home as well now …  

[F: 681-687]. 

 

Geoff did not want to attend a formal course 

so chose to learn with a colleague.  His 

reasons for avoiding a formal course 

included: 

Because I would feel that I would be put in 

a threatening position where maybe it there 

was 20 people in the room and we went 

through a computing program a lot of stuff 

wouldn’t have met my needs for a start.  
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But more importantly I would have felt that 

I couldn’t ask the sort of questions I want.  

And the older I get the less interested I am 

in that.  It’s got to be meeting my needs.  I 

wouldn’t be prepared to sit down for two 

hours and get something that might be 10 

minutes.  Whereas at College and the way 

we work now the other person has only got 

to give me two minutes of their time maybe 

twice a week.  And that’s just as good for 

me [G: 611-630]. 

 

He also made a careful choice of teacher.  

His first priority in choosing a learning 

situation is the genuine interest the teacher 

shows in him as a learner.  He checked out 

his colleague’s manner when he first 

approached him. 

 

I was eyeing him very carefully the first 

time he came in and I asked him very 

simple questions and if I had heard him 

sigh or something like this I never would 

have invited him back [G: 548-554]. 

 

He reinforced this point in his written 

comments on my analysis: 

The teacher is a crucial being here!  … the 

teacher can advance the process … again 

the impact of the teacher is crucial  

[G: WR2.1; 2.2; 2.3]. 

Many participants spoke about how 

accepting they were of the limitations 

placed on their opportunities to be self-

directed learners in formal learning 

contexts.  Even when they would have 

preferred to have had some say they would 

adjust to what the teacher provided.  They 

could be both self and teacher-directed 
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depending on the particular circumstances 

of their learning. 

 

Ferdi talked about two formal learning 

situations he had been quite dissatisfied 

with and how he had made the most of 

them.   

I try to look beyond the immediate and I 

think to myself, “Well, I can actually put up 

with this.  I can tolerate the bad parts and 

there are enough redeeming features to 

make me want to do it.  And also the long 

term goals are far more important than the 

course itself.  So I will live with the course 

and go through it” … I was able to look 

beyond, able to see how the training, the 

skill as it was, and the qualification was 

going to help me in the future [F: 1003]. 

 

Catherine preferred to be self-directing but 

in her employment situation was forced to 

learn in a very teacher-directed way.  She 

found she could accept this and make the 

most of it. 

Right from the start … you sit there, you 

listen, you learn, you test and leave … I 

don’t actually mind it because I’ve come to 

expect it and accept it because that’s the 

way it is  [C1: 497-531]. 

 

Another person who was accepting of 

teacher-direction in some circumstances 

was John.  He too could be both self and 

teacher-directed. 

So I’m quite OK accepting other people’s 

direction.  I’ve been brought up to do that.  

But I can also take charge myself.  And I 

like to know which situation I am in   

[K1/1: 902-907]. 

 

David referred to himself as 

accommodating in these situations. 

 

 

I do prefer to learn certain ways but I’m 

quite accommodating [D2: 443-444]. 
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One person expressed a different view.  

Geoff’s preference to be self-directed meant 

that he would leave a learning situation that 

wasn’t meeting his needs.  He chose formal 

courses very carefully, going to some 

lengths to find out about the content and the 

teacher before enrolling. 

[If not offered opportunity to have control 

of his learning] I would actively look for 

somewhere else to, where I would prefer to 

learn  [G: 181-183]. 

  

Domain knowledge and level of learning 

 

Many people referred to the difference their 

existing knowledge of the subject, and the 

level at which they were learning, made to 

the amount of control they would want, or 

be able to take, over their learning.  Where 

people were new to the topic, or learning at 

beginning levels they wanted more 

information and guidance from a 

knowledgeable person.  They needed 

someone with that knowledge to provide 

them with a starting point, with a way in to 

the content. Complexity is a factor too.  In 

the previous section I referred to Sally’s 

decision to attend a course when a computer 

programme proved too complex for her to 

work it out on her own. 

 

 

Richard made several references to the way 

his existing knowledge, and the level at 

which he was learning, would influence his 

willingness to be self-directed.  Being 
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directed or having content prescribed was 

not an issue for him if he was new to the 

subject.  In contrast, if he were doing 

postgraduate study in his own discipline 

area he would feel able to have more say in 

his learning. 

 

 …when you know very little about it … it 

wasn’t a problem that I was being pointed 

to certain areas and I didn’t sort of think, 

“Oh no, I don’t need to know that” or “I 

do need to know that” because at that level 

I certainly feel that I knew nothing.  

Everything’s new and worth something 

[R: 633-642]. 

 

…although the 100 level  is fairly 

prescribed,  and I don’t have a problem 

with that.  I assume that I don’t know about 

that so I can’t [take control]  

[R: 1404-1408]. 

 

Because, at the moment, I am only studying 

… in a 100 level course, I kind of expect a 

fair amount of direction [R: 133-136]. 

 

Peter was talking about whether or not he 

would want to write his own learning 

outcomes in formal learning, when he 

talked about the influence his knowledge 

would have. 

I would like to do in a formal course which 

I know a lot about.  But I wouldn’t like to 

do in a course which I don’t know much 

about because it’s difficult to decide what 

to learn [P: 473-478]. 
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Geoff’s willingness to be self-directed 

would also be affected by his existing 

knowledge. 

… because I think it [the lecturer’s role in 

his learning] varies.  It would vary in terms 

of the kind of course that I, as learner, was 

involved in. For instance, if I chose to be 

involved in a computer course [unfamiliar 

content] I think I would require more hard 

data.  Whereas if I was involved in a 

course that maybe I felt I knew a little more 

about, maybe more of a facilitating role.  

So the context would vary [G: 76-86]. 

  

Several people illustrated with examples 

from their experiences.  Joanne used two 

courses she had done to explain how her 

existing knowledge would affect her 

preferences. 

Coming to a course that I am unfamiliar 

with, like for example, curriculum.  I would 

have preferred that course structured for 

me.  Whereas equity, because … I’m 

familiar with all the issues in that, and I’d 

like to have a say in that [J2: 592-600]. 

 

Sue illustrated her point, using an example 

from a course she was doing. 

See, there are some times when self-

directed learning I don’t think is 

appropriate.  Because sometimes there are 

things I need to know, perhaps, before I 

can understand what I need to learn next, 

or I want to learn next, or where I go from 

here.  But I need a starting point.  I 

couldn’t have done this self-directed, or 

semi-self-directed project, that we are 

doing if I hadn’t done some of the 300 level 

stuff last year.  Because I would have been 

totally at sea [S5: 655-669]. 
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Selena used the metaphor ‘leading’ to 

express her view. 

For content that I am not familiar with, I 

think that I would have to be led by the 

tutor [S2: 123-125]. 

 

Some people referred specifically to the 

level of learning and the effect that had on 

self-directedness.  Jacqueline put is this 

way. 

I guess it depends on what sort of 

institution and what level one is learning 

at.  Presumably the higher level you go the 

more control you should have over your 

own learning [J1/1: 140-148]. 

 

John indicated that he might take more 

control as he progressed in his learning. 

So I just regard myself as covering the base 

of the pyramid at the moment.  So if I 

specialised later then I might want control.  

I’d certainly want control about choosing 

which area I specialised in.  But I don’t see 

myself as doing that at the moment.  I am 

just covering the basic skills [K: 756-765]. 

 

Deciding what to learn posed a particular 

problem in relation to content knowledge.  

For some, it was difficult to decide what 

they wanted, or needed, to learn if they 

didn’t know enough about the topic to know 

what there was to learn, what their options 

were.   

 

Sue expressed the idea this way. It is a trite phrase I know, but I think it is 

true that there are times when I don’t know 

what I need to know.  It is no good saying 

to me, “Ask questions” because I don’t 

know what the questions are.  I need you to 

tell me some stuff first and then I can start 
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asking questions [S5: 676-683]. 

 

According to Richard, learners need more 

direction in these circumstances. 

And certainly it’s been interesting when the 

lecturer’s proposed, well, “What would 

you like to know about?” kind of thing.  

The problem with that question I’ve found 

is that often I don’t even know what I need 

to know about.  There does need to be a 

large degree of direction [R: 64-73]. 

 

Sarah and Judy add another dimension to 

the idea that people don’t know what there 

is to know. 

 

People don’t know what they want to know 

because they don’t know what they don’t 

know [S1/2: 679-682]. 

 

I mean, what do I need to know till I know 

what it is that I don’t know [J1/1: 67-69]. 

 

Judy also provided an example of how her 

domain knowledge affected her confidence 

as a self-directed learner: 

 

Definitely domain knowledge level.  Like, 

one of the subjects that I chose this year 

was completely new to me.  The language, 

the processes.  And it just threw me 

completely, threw my confidence out the 

window [J5: FG: 438]. 

 

In general, if people had a base of relevant 

knowledge they felt more able to organise 

their own learning, to be more self-directed.  

Cathy, however, also expressed an 

alternative view in her written response to 

my analysis: 

 

I agree with your comments -  although, 

through my experience with an independent 

learning contract - I was quite able to 

identify, clearly, what it was I needed to 

learn and how I would do this; with very 

little prior knowledge [C2: WR2.2]. 
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Socialisation 

 

Many people talked about how their 

willingness and ability to be self-directed 

learners had been shaped by their past 

(learning) experiences, particularly, though 

not exclusively, through their school 

experiences.  Teacher-directed learning in 

the educational system had led them to 

expect learning to take place that way so 

they conformed when they were in formal 

learning contexts.  This placed limits on 

their freedom as self-directed learners. 

 

 

Several people, for example Niki and Bev 

referred to the process as conditioning.   

Probably because of my conditioning 

which is about, that’s the way learning 

happens  [N2: 1007-1013]. 

 

Well, I guess that’s what I’ve always 

expected a formal situation would be.  I 

don’t think I’ve ever gone along to any 

formal learning situation and thought that I 

would be able to have control over the 

learning,  I guess you are conditioned to 

expect that [B: 104-118]. 

 

Norma had her own way of phrasing this 

socialisation effect.   

Having it ingrained, since you’re at school.  

Since you’re a five year old probably 

[N1: 1146-1148]. 
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Teacher-control became just an accepted 

part of formal learning according to Judy 

and Joy. 

Probably just schooling, just the whole 

process of coming through schooling.  Just 

a socialisation that occurs in formal 

learning … So probably the whole formal 

aspect coming through.  You know, the 

teachers have control and if that’s the way 

it is, then just accepting it [J5/1: 1162-

1184]. 

 

‘Cause that was the way it was at school.  

You were told what you had to do.  You did 

it or you didn’t succeed [J4: 776-778]. 

 

Peter too was accepting of teacher-direction, 

seeing it as the ‘norm’. 

 

They were sort of the bosses of the place 

and we didn’t have any say at all … I 

wanted to learn so I bent myself to the way 

I could go about things, doing things.  It 

wasn’t that bad … We thought that was the 

only way, that was the norm [P: 122-176].  

 

He had only recently discovered that there 

were alternative ways of learning. 

I wasn’t aware of all these things …I found 

it [teacher-controlled formal education] 

sort of normal.  I mean, that is the only way 

it could happen because I was not aware of 

any other way [P: 72-77]. 

 

Learning to obey authorities was part of this 

socialisation process.  The education system 

was seen as an authority structure and 

teachers as authority figures.  David, Joy 

and Joanne commented.  

I don’t have a problem with authority … I 

think I’ve, from the way I’ve been brought 

up, I’ve learned to obey authority or at 

least to recognise its legitimacy 

[D2: 1302-1308]. 
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And I just thought that this was the way 

that you learn.  And it even didn’t matter 

what I thought.  That I had no power as a 

learner.  And I wouldn’t have dreamed of 

questioning because that was a University.  

Surely they knew [J4: 759-765]. 

 

And I don’t question.  If they give me 

something to do, I go and do it  

[J2: 913-915]. 

 

John thought he had also learned to obey 

instructions from his experiences in his 

workplace. 

Maybe it’s because I’ve done a lot of work 

in the [name] industry … where you just 

have to do what’s required. So you’re not 

yourself determining the product you 

produce, where you are given a 

specification to work from.  So I am pretty 

used to obeying instructions 

[K1/1: 227-236]. 

 

Family upbringing also had a profound 

impact on people, their willingness and 

ability to be self-directed learners.   The 

effects, of course, could be both positive 

and negative.  While participants tended to 

talk about the negative impacts, some 

examples of positive effects also emerged.   

 

 

Catherine talked about how important her 

parents were to her in this respect. (See her 

story in the section on confidence that 
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follows for more details). 

 They always encouraged me to go further.  

And I basically chose my own path.  But the 

decisions that I made, they were always 

supportive.  And they tried to guide, and 

they guide.  Because,  I think they did a 

good job.  They guided very well in 

allowing that the decisions I made to be the 

right ones [C1: 1653-1664]. 

 

Good family role models were particularly 

important to Jacqueline.  She admired her 

mother and grandmother and what they had 

achieved in both formal and non-formal 

learning.  She talked about them and the 

effect they had on her own approach to 

learning and how important they were to 

her as people. 

 

I suppose I had enormous help with my 

learning from my mother who has got 

incredible faith in her dreadful children.  

She always thinks that we’re just wonderful 

and can do anything and that’s kind of 

amazing to have that.  I think it’s really 

hard for people if they don’t have that in 

their lives. 

 

Her mother is always learning something. 

 

We’re never quite sure what’s coming down 

the phone line next, or you know, what 

she’s been up to.  And that’s a big part of 

my learning. 

 

So is her grandmother. 

 

Oh, and not just her.  My grandmother is a 

sight worse, in fact always doing something 

…When Salman Rushdie got arrested she 

went and read the Koran …[She] always 

wants to learn new things  
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Jacqueline gave examples of the learning 

they had done, both formal and non-formal, 

then spoke of her admiration of her mother: 

 

I just noticed that her confidence has just 

gone up through the ceiling …The change 

in my mother is immense really …She’s 

rather important to me.  And my grandma 

… She just knows heaps about people.  

She’s learned heaps.  She’s just amazing 

[J1/1: 1179-1260].   

 

This kind of family environment 

encourages continuous self-directed 

learning. 

 

 

According to James too, the experiences in 

his family set patterns that are apparent 

today. 

Ah, I think I got a lot of that [interest in 

learning] from my father … He had 

particular ways of doing things.  Now I can 

go home and my mother says, “Oh my 

gosh.  You are like your father” … So when 

you start talking about learning, ah, I feel 

to some extent your parents are responsible 

for what patterns will suit you later on in 

life [J3: 999-1012]. 

 

Compliance can also result from home 

backgrounds especially when it is 

reinforced by other life experiences, as Judy 

illustrates. 

Well, it was a requirement and I am a 

conformist … I learned that well during my 

life.  Follow the rules … Yeah, strong, 

strong that.  You have to obey and 

everything.  It’s part of that more than a 

thinking process.  And doing it out of 

having to do it [J5/1: 710-719]. 
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Cultural differences were another factor in 

the socialisation processes that affected self-

directed learning.  Selena talked about the 

changes that she has experienced. 

I’ve lived in New Zealand for a long time 

… I come from a culture where the teacher 

speaks and you listen, regardless of 

whether you are interested or not.  You sort 

of sit there and listen anyway and you keep 

your mouth shut.  And so I found it quite 

difficult to start with … So in a sense I 

suppose I’ve lost a little bit of my previous 

learning experiences [S2: 695-714]. 

 

Joanne outlined the effects that expectations 

from her culture had on her learning.   

With my culture, you’re dealing with lots of 

personal issues [family and cultural 

expectations].  And it distracts you big time 

with what you’re doing in school, in 

education, in other things outside from 

your family, or outside from your culture.  

And, and it’s been a real struggle for me, 

and that’s why I’ve adjusted to self-

directed learning. 

  

Given her collectivist cultural background 

her views on self-directed learning may be 

surprising. 

I think I would have preferred self-directed 

approaches or learning then.  Because then 

I could do things at my own time … if I had 

the freedom to do that, like self-directed 

learning at school, secondary school, then 

I wouldn’t, I don’t think that I’d even have 

to put in my personal culture side into it, 

wouldn’t have to affect that it and wouldn’t 

have to affect my school work [J2: 1592-

1630]. 
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Perhaps the last word on socialisation 

belongs to Joy.  For her, it is a complex 

process.  A range of factors from her past 

experiences combine to shape her and her 

ability to be a self-directed learner.   

I guess that it’s not just the system, it’s not 

just education.  It was kind of the whole 

environment.  A period of time I grew up 

in.  My family environment and my 

religious upbringing.  All those sorts of 

things contributed to me being powerless in 

a learning situation.  And it wasn’t even, 

‘cause I didn’t even know that I felt 

powerless.  I just was.  That’s just how it 

was [J4: 875-891]. 

  

Confidence 

 

 

Closely associated with socialisation experiences is the confidence learners developed in 

their ability to learn and be self-directed.  This surfaced as the single most important 

personal attribute that impacted on participants’ willingness and ability to be self-directed 

learners.  One story stands out in the collection of stories that were told, because it shows 

how both home and school experiences can affect our confidence as learners.  This is 

Catherine’s story.  I’ve constructed it from segments threaded throughout our 

conversation. 

 

I didn’t do that well at school to be honest.  I actually did quite poorly but it was all 

through little effort, poor effort.  I just wasn’t interested in learning at that point … I left 

school at 16.  I joined the [occupation] when I was 18.  I did a bit of waitressing in 

between.  I didn’t really have anything to do with a learning, education set up.  I came 

into the [occupation] and that [the way training was done] was the way in which I had 

been conditioned, through school.  To sit back and let [it be teacher-directed].  

 

Catherine explores the effect her school and life experiences had on her confidence as a 

self-directed learner. 
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I think it all goes back to school, and at school I wasn’t interested in learning … I was 

interested in reading though, but only wanted to read.  I used to go, instead of going to 

class I used to go to the library and read, and all my reports came back, it was “little 

effort”.  Effort was always poor … Mum has said to me that because my sister was an A 

grade student, a year and a half older than me, has said that I used to go and do things 

but sometimes I couldn’t do them as well as J and I would stop doing it … And I can 

remember it was like that in a lot of cases.  At school was the same and I can remember 

one teacher saying to me, “You’re nothing like your sister J.  You’ll never amount to 

anything”.  And I can distinctly remember that.  It was our maths teacher.  And I think 

that, I guess school was like all those other situations … Mum said that whatever I did 

apply myself to I did well … I talk about it and it doesn’t worry me at all and hasn’t for 

many, many years but it must have had quite an impact then for me to remember it now.  

And I always think that I’d love to go back to that teacher and say, “You got it so wrong.  

Don’t make those judgements”.  

 

She contrasts this experience with what happened for her in other parts of her life under 

her parents’ influence. 

 

The reason I had confidence in my social life and my personal life was because my 

parents were very encouraging.  They’d always given me support even though at school I 

didn’t achieve as well as I could have.  I look now and say “as well as I could have” 

because I believe that.  But they always supported me and it was never an issue.  They 

always encouraged me to go further and I basically chose my own path.  But the decisions 

that I made, they were always supportive. 

 

The effect of this support from her family enabled Catherine to overcome some of the 

effects schooling had on her.  She also did some short courses and began to develop her 

confidence as a learner. 

 

 185



I think it was just that I started to understand my own needs and myself as a learner that I 

took more control in other settings, and I really started to see myself as having the choice.  

I’m an adult now, I can. 

 

She went on to do some educational qualifications through her occupation.  During that 

time she took the opportunity to manage her learning. 

 

I really enjoyed that because, I enjoyed it because I could focus my projects … around 

work areas that I had specific interest in and I could develop it the way I wanted to and I 

didn’t have anyone saying “This is the outcome”.  I really set my own outcome.  I just had 

to.  I could evaluate it, you know, what I took from it, how I interpreted it.  And I really 

did enjoy that process [C1: 1024-1036]. 

 

Catherine concludes her story with this observation. 

 

I sort of see that the self-directedness comes with confidence to make those decisions and I 

can see that where I’ve come from I didn’t have the confidence, and, in my ability, and 

also in the decisions that I made.  In my personal life I did.  But I felt inadequate when it 

came to an educational setting and I think that as I’ve slowly come through and I’ve been 

placed in difficult settings and I’ve learned more about learning and more of awareness 

about myself and what I need as an individual learner it’s given me that confidence to be 

more self-directing … So I feel a huge and important part of being self-directed is where 

you come from because, as R [a friend] was saying, there’s huge groups of people who’ve, 

that have never had that nurtured, that quality nurtured [C1: 975-1868]. 

  

A second story shows how personal confidence enabled Sam to overcome others’ lack of 

faith in his ability to complete formal qualifications.  He had won a scholarship to 

complete a course in another country.  But things did not go smoothly for a start. 
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The culture shock.  Because that was the first time I ever left [country] and the ways of life 

there were completely different that I got distracted, got pulled aside by the nice things 

you can do outside classrooms … I forgot all about the class work 

 

One lecturer’s attitude and behaviour sparked a response from Sam. 

 

And one day the lecturer pulled me up in front of the class and succeeded in embarrassing 

me all right.  He grabbed my little pencil … and he dragged me up the front and said. 

“Listen everybody” he said, “This guy came all the way from [country] to get this 

Diploma thinking he can pass this class here with this tiny little pencil”.  And everybody 

laughed of course and he said a few other things that were really embarrassing.  And in 

the end I said, “Come on, let’s go to your office”.  Se we went to his office and he said. 

“Do you want to pass or not?”  I said, “Yes”.  He said, “Well, what I’m going to tell you 

now is you will fail.  I promise you, you will fail because of the way you are going.  And 

the results of what you have done so far”.  I said, “Really?”  He said, “Yes”.  I said, 

“OK.  I tell you what.  I’m going to pass”.  This was only about a month I think, at the 

most a month before the final exam.  I said, “I’m going to pass”.  He said, “How do you 

know?”  I said, “I’m telling you now!” He said, “It will be the miracle of the century”.  

And I said, “OK. We’ll see”.  And I’m going “No!  How am I going to do this?”  And so I 

said, “All right.  I’d better get serious.  Forget about the fact that I hate this particular 

class.  And I went down to it and went through everything, really got down to business.  

And exam time came – I passed.  And when I met him he just came to me, shook my hand 

and said, “Thank you very much.  I really didn’t think you were going to pass, but I’m 

really glad you did”. 

 

But that was only the beginning for Sam.  It was a turning point.  He realised that he 

needed to get on with his study or he would be “dragged back” home without the 

qualification he sought.  
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It was then that I decided, right, enough is enough for the fun part of it.  Now it’s time to 

get back to business … It would have been very embarrassing experience wise because I 

know that my bosses would believe that I’m not capable of doing anything like that 

[failing] … Obviously my family would have been embarrassed especially with the 

neighbours and the community knowing - “oh, he came back from [country] without 

anything”. 

 

The real issue at this stage for Sam, however, wasn’t the reaction of his employer or his 

family.  This was an issue between him and his lecturer.  The key factor was his 

confidence in himself. 

 

… personally I believed I could do it if I wanted to do it. 

 

But the situation got more complicated.  Sam completed his first qualification and elected 

to move into a degree programme the following year, as permitted by the terms of his 

scholarship.  But the educational institution sent a report to his employer saying that he’d 

been struggling with his studies.  The company was concerned and contacted him. 

 

During the first year I received a letter from [country] saying “We hear that you are 

doing the Degree course at the moment.  We don’t want you to do that one.  We want you 

to do the Higher National Diploma instead of the Degree because it is easier than the 

Degree.  Because we don’t want you to come back with a failed Degree” … I thought to 

myself, “Gee, these people don’t trust me, eh?”  So I didn’t bother to write … 

 

A similar process occurred in Sam’s next year of study. 

 

 188



The result of the exam in the second year was supposed to decide who goes for the 

Honours course … So after the first letter I received [from his employer] I decide, all 

right, to for the Honours one.  So I worked hard on it, and results came.  I passed and 

went on to the Honours.  So about half way through the third year I received another 

letter from [country].  “We hear that you are doing the Honours course now.  Aren’t you 

satisfied with the ordinary?”  Then I thought, “OK.  I’m going to prove you people, that 

you are wrong”.  So I went beyond the personal interest.  But I wanted to prove them 

wrong, that I can pass that particular one … because I really wanted to [pass] [S3: 779-

1201]. 

 

Sam successfully completed his studies.  Two factors he believes enabled him to do that 

were his confidence in himself and the commitment to his study that came because he 

really wanted to pass.  His story shows how confidence and motivation make a powerful 

combination in enabling people to be successful self-directed learners. 

  

Participants also referred to a lack of 

confidence, often expressed as self doubt, as 

a barrier to self-direction.  Judy described 

how self doubt affected her one year. 

 

 This year’s probably been one of my 

hardest with self-doubt coming through.  

And I think it sort of started with the year, 

with getting this new job and not really 

believing I was the right person for the job. 

So that has undermined my confidence this 

year … my undermining conversation is 

“I’m dumb”, OK?  So it’s been in my face 

most of this year.  Who am I to be in this 

position when I’m not a true academic? … 

I’ve just been self-fighting all year.  And 

the cost of that is no study [J5/2: 2-43]. 
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The impact of self-doubt is also apparent for 

Catherine. 

 

… and I’ve even had those thoughts, that 

self doubt … There is so much self-doubt 

and I think that too comes from being, that 

I did poorly at school … there’s always 

that self-doubt like “ohh, what if I fail?”  

And it’s not so much that I fail for, you 

know, “what’s work going to say?”  It’s for 

me [C1: 1223-1239]. 

 

Motivation 

 

Sam’s story has shown that there may be 

close links between confidence and 

motivation.  Certainly motivation was 

stressed as an important factor in self-

directed learning during both of the focus 

group discussions.  

 

 

Being able to follow their own interests and 

learn about something that was relevant to 

them was motivating for many people. 

 

… I find that I do things easier and well 

when my interest is engaged and I’m 

absolutely hopeless when I’m not interested 

[K1/1: 74-77]. 

 

If I’m not interested I don’t learn … And if 

I don’t like it I really struggle to find the 

learning.  So I have to work quite hard at 

myself to find an interest path in there  

[J5/1: 741-753]. 

 

Niki’s motivation depends on her emotional  

response to what she is learning. 

If I can’t get enthusiastic or excited about 

the material I find it very, very difficult 
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  doing it and I choose very carefully and 

very wisely what I am going to do because 

I need to have that emotional response  

[N2: 176-184]. 

 

For many being able to apply what they 

were learning in their practice was an 

important element in their motivation.  For 

some there were strong links between 

interest, relevance, application and 

motivation. 

 

To me it’s the discipline of this course of 

actually applying the stuff that I’m learning 

so I actually think about what I’m doing.  

You can get that information and have it 

sitting at the back of your mind but it’s the 

actual application to it [K2: 191-199]. 

 

Unless it’s something that I can really see 

the relevance, that I want to use, then I’m 

not bothered with it [N1: 163-166]. 

 

The most important thing to me has been 

the application of the learning all along the 

way.  The applied part of it [S4: 338-342]. 

 

… for me it is an interest thing.  I want to 

be stimulated and I want to gain further 

skills that I can use practically in the 

classroom situation [F: 59-64]. 

 

Some people described changes they had 

experienced in their motivation during a 

course.  Sally found being under tight time 

pressures had a major effect for her. 

Well first of all I really wanted to do the 

course … I wanted to do the course for 

specific reasons.  And there were a number 

of reasons.  At the point I’m at at the 

moment I just want to get through it.  The 

motivation has shifted.  But it doesn’t 
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underestimate what’s gone on before that 

or undermine the importance of my 

motivation and all those other stages along 

the way either [S4: 314-332]. 

 

Geoff, on the other hand, found his 

motivation becoming more intrinsic over 

time. 

The Diploma for Graduates that I 

completed two or three years ago.  About 

half way through it I found myself getting 

quite excited to think that I’d finish it but at 

the end I wasn’t at all excited.  It wasn’t a 

deal at all and it became less and less.  And 

I must confess I feel the same at the 

moment about the work that I’m doing … I 

think it [the qualification] probably is and 

maybe that’s an initial motivation.  I think 

it rapidly goes.  I wouldn’t say it’s not 

important because at one stage along the 

continuum I think it probably is but … it’s 

of little moment [G: 855-896]. 

 

One issue that emerged from the data was 

the subtle difference between ‘wanting’ to 

learn and ‘needing’ to learn and the way this 

impacted on participants’ motivation.   If 

people ‘needed’ to learn, their motivation 

tended to be more external.  Someone or 

something else had a key role in deciding 

that there was learning for them to do. 

Sometimes this ‘need’ was accepted and 

motivation became more internal.  This 

difference was threaded through Sue’s 
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interview. 

 

 I see self-directed learning very much as an 

intrinsic motivation to learning something.  

Then, the ability and the support to go out 

and find it and learn it … Well, OK, I’m 

going into a formal course but the self-

direction is I want to learn this.  Not 

someone telling me I need to learn it, or I 

need it for qualifications or anything like 

that [S5: 125-172].  

 

I gave my all last year in my study and got 

my degree and there was a real buzz from 

that.  I would like to have had this year off, 

and I think I would have been much better 

at study had I waited a year and just had 

this year to settle into a new job and give it 

what it needed.  It is not that I can’t do the 

work.  It is not that I don’t understand the 

readings, although there are some that are 

challenging.  But it is about motivation.  I 

am not motivated to learn this year.  

Somebody else has said to me that this is 

what I have to do.  I am prepared to do it 

… I think it is about the difference between 

want and need … Now, I want to learn 

about my car.  I don’t want to know 

everything about how it works but I want to 

be able to have a reasonably intelligent 

conversation when somebody fixes my car 
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… This is about acknowledging that there 

are some things that I just have to get 

through and do, and there are things I 

might get passionate about … there are 

things you have to do … some of those will 

be ones that trigger interest and might 

trigger some self-directed learning 

 [S5: 444-463; 535-540; 404-409]. 

 

When participants wanted to learn 

something their motivation was higher and 

more intrinsic.   Like Sue, Joy talked about 

how this could induce a passion for her 

learning. 

 

I do find learning very pleasurable.  I love 

it.  I love the challenge.  I love the 

stimulation.  I love just finding out 

something that I didn’t know before.  And I 

love being able to put something into 

practice … I was choosing to do it 

regardless of how scary or whatever it was 

to do it.  Because I really wanted it.  I 

really wanted it … I wanted to be the best 

kind of teacher that I could be, so I 

suppose, I am going to use the word 

‘passion’ now too because I think that with 

theatre, it was a passion involved there and 

initially with teaching that same passion 

was involved.  I wanted to be the best I 

could be [J4: 253-257; 450-461; 535-543]. 

 

Norma talked about the effect not wanting 

to learn something had on her learning. 

I know as a child my parent were really 

eager for me to learn French.  And I did 

years and years of French studies and just 

because I was being made to do it, I didn’t 

want to do it, and therefore I didn’t get the 
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learning out of it [N1: 121-128]. 

 

She knows she wants direction from the 

teacher. 

 

I want to be given the class.  I want to gain 

some of that knowledge and I want to go 

away again.  I don’t want to be willy-

wollying around trying to find ways of 

doing things.  I’d rather just get it done  

[N1: 565-576]. 

  

Time 

 

Time is a key factor in participants’ 

willingness to be self-directed learners.  

Their perception is that managing and 

organising their own learning takes more 

time and effort than, for example, being 

given information or being ‘shown how’ by 

another person.  They decide, situation by 

situation, whether or not they have, or want 

to give, the required time.  

 

 

Self-directed learning needs to fit into their 

busy lives.  Participants in this study are all 

teachers, often full time.  They are partners, 

parents, children and members of a range of 

community groups.  Their learning activities 

need to fit in with these roles and 

commitments.  Time is scarce and needs to 

be well and wisely used.  
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Dawn outlined the workload issues and their 

impact on her. 

It really depends on my workload … But 

it’s been a big commitment with the 

workload that I have.  I find it quite hard at 

different times of the year [D3: 311-348]. 

 

Time was a recurring thread in Mary’s 

interview and applied to both non-formal 

and formal learning. 

 

[it] can be really tough going if you … try 

to achieve something on your own.  You 

can muddle around … Perhaps, if you’re 

studying, working at the same time, it’s a 

bit of a tough road to take.  So I think that 

for economy of effort it’s better if you can 

have something formal to get you started 

[M: 591-609]. 

 

… the time I’ve got is so precious and 

limited I’ve got to know that I’m achieving 

and gaining something with each little bit 

of work that I do [M: 715-720]. 

 

…and then you’ll come to a particular 

point where something really confuses you.  

You’re absolutely stuck on it and you can’t 

figure it out.  And that’s when it would be 

so handy to have someone who knows 

instantly and can give you that information 

and away you go.  Yeah.  You can waste 

quite a lot of time and  it can be quite 

frustrating [M: 2393-2404]. 

 

So unless you’re getting value for your time 

and money, classes can be a real waste of 
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time [M: 2927-2930]. 

 

In contrast to Mary, time pressure for Sally 

sometimes means she avoids formal 

learning and works things out for herself. 

 

So why would I go and do a self-paced … 

why would I work something out for myself 

instead of going to a class?  Often it’s a 

time thing  [S4: 946-948]. 

 

After she reviewed her transcript, Sally 

wrote to me adding some information about 

the impact time has on the decisions she 

makes about how to go about her learning. 

I would like to add here that I would also 

like to learn by going to a structured class 

or one-on-one.  That is, I prefer to be 

shown, as is it easier to learn by 

demonstration than through working your 

way through a manual or textbook.  

However, the reason why I do not do this 

(or very rarely do this) is: 

• It is very costly … 

• Spreading learning over a several week 

period … is just too slow! 

• Often the time factor means that it is 

more time-efficient to do it at home 

 

David talked about one course he had 

enrolled in and a decision he made because 

of the time it would require of him. 

 

… it was moving too fast for me … I 

realised it was going to take more time 

than the allotted class time to get on top of 

it.  I made an assessment - I can’t put that 

extra time in.  So I withdrew 

[D2: 471-481]. 

 

Lack of time really affected the quality of 

the learning that people did both within and 

outside of the classroom.  This often 
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resulted in anger and frustration for learners 

like Judy, Sarah and Cathy. 

 

 The part of Stage Three that’s actually 

bugged me the most is not having the time 

to do the readings in depth.  And I don’t 

like skim learning.  If I’m going to learn 

something I like to read further about it 

and I like to explore a bit further  

[J5/2: 291-298]. 

 

Well, I think, in some ways it’s a kind of 

time thing.  But I think if I had lots more 

time to do lots and lots of reading myself 

and, you know, from the reading really 

wanted to sort of go off on a tangent and 

discover something myself … 

[S5/1: 265-272]. 

 

Sometimes I think, “Well, I’d really like to 

explore this track but we don’t seem to 

have the time [C2: 1722-1729]. 

In the assessment process too, time was an 

issue, particularly, although not exclusively, 

in relation to deadlines. 

 

 

… But I don’t want the time constraints 

and having to complete within a certain 

amount of time [K2: 1108-1111]. 

 

… it was just such a short time and so 

many different subjects being crowded into 

it.  I just felt that the pressure of the 

deadline was too much whereas with the 
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thesis I was just able to expand and be 

more relaxed.  I was in charge of my own 

timetable [K1/2: 23-30]. 

 

With the Celestine Prophesy I could choose 

when I read it and if I didn’t it wasn’t a 

concern.  For formal study I’ve got 

deadlines to make  [N2: 1093-1097]. 

 

It is nice, I think, to have the ability to be 

able to, in part, design the assessment to 

suit the course.  But by the same token I 

think that some of us might find it a little 

difficult to find the time to be adventurous.  

To have that fall-back of a written report is 

always a good idea [F: 291-300]. 

 

Some, like Norma, needed deadlines in 

order to complete their work.   

But it’s just the fact that I’ve got 101 other 

things I’ve got to do … So I think it’s just 

because it hasn’t been, [teacher] hasn’t 

said, “Well, if you don’t give it to me 

you’re going to fail”.  If she said that to me 

I’d probably do it [N1: 338-350]. 

  

Resources 

 

Access to appropriate resources was crucial 

for self-directed learning. Peter’s 

opportunities to be self-directed had been 

limited by a lack of resources. 

 

 What happens depends very much on the 
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lecturer because of the fact that we don’t 

have that good libraries, not that many 

textbooks and that, where students can go 

on their own, sort of, and learn on their 

own … we don’t have a bookshop which 

sells [trade] books.  It makes our task really 

difficult [P: 27-47]. 

  

He makes a specific link between this lack 

of resources and the wider economic 

context. 

If I had control over the way, things I could 

have learned, I would have different other 

options … And maybe the financial, you 

have to pay to learn and we can’t give that 

much priority to things of that sort back 

home, because of the, our economy is not 

strong and we don’t have employment  

[P: 1139-1153]. 

 

The two resources most participants looked 

to were books, particularly from libraries, 

and other people. 

 

It was that “Oh, I know.  I’ll use the 

library.  I need to know something”.  I was 

also aware that talking to people was 

really useful.  I’d talked to my Mum about 

it and kind of talked to people about it.  

And that’s often the way I do it   

[R: 804-815]. 

 

Well, I’d go and do it myself wouldn’t I?  

I’d just read up, perhaps talk to someone 

else, yeah.  Something will spur off a 

thought or something and I’ll either go and 

read more … if there was one or two others 

you could sit down and talk a bit further 
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about it [C2: 1756-1775]. 

 

I would probably suss out people who were 

actually doing it … and sort of talk to them 

and find out what they do.  I would 

probably read around it a lot and find out 

information that way.  And if any courses 

came up I would dip into those as well … I 

think that probably I would first of all find 

out from other people and then develop it 

myself to suit what it was I wanted to do 

[K2: 991-1004]. 

 

Age 

 

Participants in this study would be classified 

as ‘mature’ learners as very few were less 

than 30 years old.  A number commented on 

the difference being older and more 

experienced had on their ability and 

willingness to be self-directed learners. 

 

 

Kathleen and David contrast their learning 

behaviour as younger and older learners. 

So possibly if I had been younger and I’d 

been in a course that was prescribed I 

would have coped with it – put up with it I 

suppose.  But as an older person I really 

want to learn things that would be useful 

for me, relevant for me.  And this course 

has been very much that way because I’ve 

been given the freedom to pursue the things 

that interest me [K2: 325-335]. 
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I definitely have changed as I get older.  I 

used to be a much more passive learner 

and now I’m very much more active.  I take 

a much greater part in what’s going on, 

definitely do all the work, quite happy to 

try something odd [D2: 371-377]. 

 

As a mature learner, Kathleen was less 

willing to learn in isolation from other 

people. 

… if I were a younger person it probably 

wouldn’t matter to me.  But because I value 

people and their ideas now it probably 

would be quite difficult for me to do  

[K2: 566-573]. 

  

As older learners, some thought they would 

be more willing to question, less willing to 

put up with learning that wasn’t working for 

them.  This is a contrast to the views 

discussed earlier, of those who saw 

themselves as being very accepting of 

whatever the teacher offered in formal 

contexts. 

 

And the older I get the less interested I am 

in that [not having learning needs met].  

It’s got to be meeting my needs.  I wouldn’t 

be prepared to sit down for two hours and 

get something that might be [worth] 10 

minutes [G: 620-625]. 

 

But I would probably say, “Why does it 

have to be tested this way?”  I’d be very 

professional about it.  Being mature age, 

mature years I wouldn’t be scared to put it 

that way anyway [K1/1: 851-858]. 

 

The skills of managing learning were more 

fully developed in older learners according 

to John. 

Plus the fact that I was a bit older when I 

did it so I’d been used to meeting deadlines 

in the work situation.  Setting targets and 

general time management was pretty good.  

Whereas you could see other people who 
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are younger and hadn’t had that 

experience just leaving things until its far 

too late to do it [K1/2: 180-188]. 

 

Joy also pointed out that age may affect 

teachers’ attitudes to learners as much as it 

affects the learners themselves. 

I’m thinking of two particular summer 

schools that I went to.  And the first, where 

I was very much the learner and the second 

where I was almost, and this would be 

something to do with my age at the time, I 

was almost on a level with the tutors and 

they treated me in quite a different way  

[J4: 957-965]. 

 

In written responses to my analysis, three 

people put alternative perspectives.  Geoff 

and Sam questioned the idea that age 

necessarily made a difference to people’s 

willingness and ability to be self-directed. 

No difference.  Age is of little moment; 

experience and the ability to make sense of 

the experiences is crucial [G: WR2.5]. 

 

The conclusion that the older and mature 

learners are very willing to be self-directed 

in their learning is not true for all adults.  

As far as I understand, age has very little 

influence on whether one prefers SDL or 

not [S4: WR2.5]. 

 

Sue reminded me that we cannot generalise 

about mature learners. 

Some/many ‘mature’ age learners do not 

have confidence if they are returning to 

formal learning after a number of years  

[S5: WR2.5]. 
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Other Significant Themes 

 

Two other themes emerged from the data:  

the need for guidance from a teacher and 

experiences of self-assessment as an aspect 

of self-directed learning. 

 

The need for a guide 

 

The metaphor of the teacher as guide recurs 

through the interviews.  The level of 

guidance required may vary from learner to 

learner but the image remains.  Self-directed 

learners need someone to keep a hand on 

the tiller, someone to bring them back on 

course if they drift too far from the 

projected route; to keep them on the right 

track; to offer information; to suggest 

resources; and to ask and answer questions.  

 

 … the lecturer is there to guide you along a 

particular path [D1/1: 19-21]. 

 

My expectations of lecturers generally in 

courses that I do is really a guidance role 

more than anything else, steering people in 

the right direction [F: 31-36]. 

 

I kind of expect someone to be up there sort 

of guiding [S1/1: 25-27]. 

 

But also guide it more than anything too 
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because you can’t let us get all completely 

wild [D3: 432-435]. 

 

Oh, they’re … guiding.  They can make you 

think about things … I’m always interested 

in what they think about what is going on 

… I need, with technical equipment, I need 

trial and error, which means that I need 

somebody there just to say, “No, no.  OK.  

You do that”.  Just to remind me  

[D2: 242-256; 509-514]. 

 

Richard explained what happened when he 

decided to enrol in a philosophy paper 

Someone said, “Well, why do you want to 

do the course?  Can’t you just go and read 

a book?” And I thought, “No, no, I can’t 

because I don’t know what book to read 

and I need someone to kind of point me, 

and to prompt me and to kind of discuss 

things with … I need an orderly kind of 

framework in which to study this set of 

ideas.  I couldn’t just plunge in there” 

 [R: 612-624]. 

 

The guide’s role was to get them started, to 

get them underway sufficiently that they 

could then continue their learning journey 

on their own.  Mary illustrates this sense of 

a guide in an example from her efforts to 

learn. 

I’ve found that you do need help to get 

started … I wanted to know a bit more 

about statistics and I thought, “Right, well, 

I’ll set off on my own.  That’s a little 

project and I’ll work out how to do it … 

And I went down to the public library 

actually, over the holidays last year, and 

got out these huge books that no one had 
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obviously borrowed for years.  And took 

them home and read bits and pieces from 

it.  And realised that there was a huge 

amount of work to do to get any 

understanding at all.  I thought I might be 

able to join in with a class that was 

running here and approached [name] but it 

clashed with the times that I was teaching.  

So it never actually happened.  I sent an 

email message to our Head of Department 

… and he replied saying that we’d just got 

the right person on our staff and he’s going 

to run a staff training seminar.  Well, that’s 

never happened yet … [M: 524-566]. 

 

Other expressions used to convey this sense 

of a guide were lead, steer, mentor and 

coach. 

So what the lecturer is doing is actually 

leading the students [J2: 41-43]. 

 

Steering them in the right direction, being 

there to support them.  There to help with 

questions and answers.  Understanding 

where they’re at …Yes, it’s a guide isn’t it?  

It’s definitely the facilitator.  The guide 

[S4: 710-718]. 

 

… but becoming a guide or a mentor who 

helps you along.  I found that was very 

good [J3: 173-175]. 

 

I wouldn’t want them to say, “Well, you 

decide” … I still need more coaching than 
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that.  I need someone to help me and give 

me parameters … [S5/2: 744-752]. 

 

As long as I have, like a mentor or 

someone that I could go to, a supervisor or 

someone.  Because it’s, because you’re a 

learner, you know, you don’t expect to 

know everything.  So of course that’s why 

you need someone there [J2: 1438 – 1445]. 

 

Some stressed the difference between 

guidance and direction and emphasised that 

the teacher should only guide. 

It takes a lot of balance for a ‘teacher’ of 

adults to be a guide/compass rather than 

the captain!  [S3: WR3.1]. 

 

Yes, but just as guide  [G: WR3.1]. 

 

For people like Geoff the teacher’s role is 

absolutely crucial in formal learning.  

Throughout both his interview and written 

comments he refers to how important it is to 

him that the teacher values him as a learner, 

establishes a positive learning relationship 

with him and enables him to take as much 

control of his learning as possible. 

 

I’d be looking at the body language of the 

lecturer who was responsible for the 

course just to see that he or she had a 

genuine interest in me and the people that 

he or she was working with [G: 23-29]. 

 

I was eyeing him [a teacher] very carefully 

the first time he came in … and if I had 

heard him sigh or something like this I 

never would have invited him back 

[G: 549-554]. 

 

[two of his teachers] have always allowed 

for a high level of self control.  The teacher 

is a crucial being here!  [G: WR2.1]. 
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That’s true but again the teacher can 

advance the process [G: WR2.2; referring 

to domain knowledge]. 

 

 …Again the impact of the teacher is 

crucial [G: WR2.3; referring to 

socialisation processes]. 

 

Self-assessment 

 

Assessment, and self-assessment in 

particular, drew much comment from the 

participants.  Many saw assessment of their 

formal learning as a necessary evil.  Judy 

expressed it this way: 

 

 And it was like why do I have to prove to 

you, or to another tutor, that I know, when 

in a personal development course knowing 

that I know is enough?  … the difference in 

the course, in the formal structure, is that 

you’re asking that organisation to 

recognise your learning with a bit of paper.  

Hence the assessment [J5/1: 449-460]. 

 

Sue picks up this idea of validation of 

learning and its relationship with self-

directed learning. 

I think at some point in some types of self-

directed learning there may be a need, or 

come a need, for some kind of validation of 

your learning … But I don’t think that 

comes for everybody at all.  I think a lot of 

people would be perfectly happy not to 

have a piece of paper, that it is enough for 
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them to know that they can do whatever it 

is or that they now understand something 

that they didn’t understand before …To my 

mind that is equally valid, but I think there 

are some times when people want to get 

some kind of formal recognition for what 

they’ve done [S5: 774-812]. 

 

Joy and Mary substantiated Sue’s view by 

describing times they had decided not to 

complete formal assessment processes. 

I didn’t need to sit a three hour exam to 

know that I knew how, what I needed to do 

in order to do my job.  So I didn’t 

complete, which meant that I didn’t 

actually get the paper  [J4: 721-725]. 

 

A lot of courses I’ve done I’ve completed 

and not even bothered to sit the 

assessment.  It hasn’t seemed particularly 

necessary or meaningful.  No, the 

certificates and things meant nothing to me 

[M: 2996-3014]. 

 

There were different views over whether 

self-assessment was essential to self-

directed learning, although most people 

thought there was a relationship between the 

two. 

Self-assessment may not necessarily be 

part of SD learning, however it does 

contribute to better learning on the whole 

[P: WR3.2]. 

 

If you are SD in learning, you cannot help 

but self-assess the progress you are making 

[S5: WR3.2]. 

 

Self-assessment is a sophisticated skill 
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which develops along with self-

directedness skills – an essential 

component of the self-direction process  

[J4: WR3.2]. 

 

To be able to self-assess makes one a better 

self-directed learner.  Otherwise how does 

one ‘learn’ that one’s learning is going in 

the correct way, is getting to the correct 

‘level’, is covering the correct range of 

material?  However, the road to learning 

about becoming a good self-assessor is not 

too easy either.  It is another strand in the 

self-directed learning continuum! 

[S2: WR3.1]. 

 

They made a clear distinction between the 

self-assessment they did as part of their 

learning process and the formal, written 

self-assessment submitted with work they 

had done.  Most people conducted some 

kind of self-assessment of their work prior 

to submitting it.  

 

Now I know jolly well whether I’ve covered 

everything completely and if I haven’t, you 

know, I just know, I know exactly  

[M: 1215-1218]. 

 

I did kind of know what kind of level I was 

at.  I knew when I had done something 

badly and I kind of knew when I’d done 

something well.  So yeah, I was sort of self-

assessing … [R: 747-753]. 

 

I know it’s up to scratch when I hand it in.  

The lecturer hands it back and says, “Yeah, 

good stuff” … But there are no surprises in 

there, no “You gotta do more work on it”.  
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That just doesn’t happen [D2: 772-784]. 

But completing the formal self-assessment 

was a different matter for some people.  

I think those forms that we fill in and the 

gradings, they’re dreadful things.  No one 

likes doing them because you’ve worked 

through your assignment, you know you’ve 

put heart and soul into that and then, 

suddenly, you turn round and [have to fill 

in the form] … I feel a bit sheepish about 

doing it but I’ve started doing it  

[M: 1248-1274]. 

 

Judy describes what the process is like for 

her and identifies some of the factors which 

make formal self-assessment difficult. 

The head says I like to self-judge, very 

much so.  It’s my work and I know whether 

I’ve done a good job and things.  It still 

needs maybe looking at whether it’s met 

that standard and stuff, but basically I 

know before it’s left home where it’s at … 

So in my head I know all of these things but 

in reality when it comes to it, it’s really 

hard to do.  To self-reflect, self-mark and 

be honest in praising yourself and saying, 

“Yeah, I have really done a good job there.  

That’s really is a B or really is an A”.  

Whereas there’s this sense of “No, you 

can’t do that.  You can’t give yourself 10 

out of 10.  All that permission giving comes 

into it.  And that’s just part and parcel of 

our upbringing, our age [J5/1: 1045-1086]. 

 

James and Niki found submitting a formal 

self-assessment was a difficult and time-

That is one thing … what I found extremely 

difficult. You know that I could have had 
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consuming process, an added burden.  my work in a week earlier but I was sitting 

there on this self-assessment form 

[J3: 1149-1155]. 

 

It required a degree of self-evaluation 

which was work and which I was surprised 

at and I had to organise myself for it.  So 

that was extra on top of a normal student 

load  [N2: 290-296]. 

 

Others, like John and David, feared their 

judgements would be too harsh. 

I’m not sure I’d be very happy with it [self-

assessment].  I’d probably be far too severe 

on myself [K1/1: 372-375]. 

 

I think all my self-assessments are 

probably too tough [D2: 712-714]. 

 

Fear is an issue for Sam too.   Even though I may honestly feel that I have 

earned an ‘A’ … the chances are I would 

play safe and choose a ‘B” instead … 

because I would feel happier to be marked 

up to an ‘A’ by my teacher than be marked 

down to a ‘B’ … a part of me is still scared 

of self-assessment and part of me is happy 

that my past judgements were supported by 

the teachers who marked my work [S3: 

WR3.2]. 

 

John adds two other dimensions to the 

difficulties. 

What would worry me about that, it would 

be I doubt the sincerity in the whole thing 

because, I mean, assuming someone is the 
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teacher and is going to sign off the results, 

there could only be a semblance of the 

passing of control … So I feel it wouldn’t 

be genuine self-control, genuine self-

determination [K1/1: 401-423]. 

 

… that’s the acid test to me, where I try to 

stand back and view it objectively. It is not 

easy.  I get so wrapped up in my work, you 

are so close to it you can’t always see it 

with fresh eyes [K1/2: 240-246]. 

 

Selena echoes John’s reference to 

objectivity. 

Because when you are looking at your own 

work you sometimes don’t look at it 

objectively [S3: 429-431]. 

 

Mary’s view takes the perspective of the 

lecturer into account. 

I just think it’s better not to put a grade on 

myself actually.  I suppose it’s handing the 

authority back to the course convenor who 

does, at the end of the day, know a lot more 

than I do.  I feel a bit embarrassed, I 

suppose, about putting a grade on it when 

I’m, after all, new to whatever topic it is … 

And there could be real shortcomings in it.  

And I think it puts the convenor in an 

embarrassing situation if they find real 

gaps in it and they have to come and tell 

me, and I’ve given myself an A  

[M: 1289-1309]. 

 

Self-assessment may even cause distress  
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according to Richard. 

 And I’ve noticed the most distressing thing 

to occur as a student … when your self-

assessment and the assessment of the 

lecturer were different [R: 758-754]. 

 

Peter identifies the influence of his culture 

as an aspect to be considered too. 

People might take it that you are sort of 

boasting about it [P: 1218-1220]. 

 

He also suggests that self-assessment may 

be context specific. 

 

[I] don’t like self-assessment. Very hard to 

do …and a lot of times I am not able to 

decide I’m ready for an assessment …I 

think in the practical assessments I can 

straight away but the theory assessments I 

have to do, that is the main difficulty  

[P: 499-500; 1341-1361]. 

 

There was a view that assessment required 

an external check on the quality of work,  

especially in relation to meeting required 

standards. There was affirmation too in 

having an external person confirm personal 

judgements. David and John’s comments 

illustrate this view. 

… the lecturer is really the guardian of the 

standard I think because they have a view, 

or as they mark they develop a view of 

what the standard is.  And they’re going to 

tell me whether I’m there or not … And I’m 

quite happy with that.  I think somebody’s 

got to set the standard.  There has got to be 

some sort of mark which I can attain.  For 

me, self-assessment isn’t satisfactory 

because, well, traditionally I’m quite 

comfortable with myself, so when I say, 

“Well, that’s satisfactory”, well, what’ s 

that say?  That’s just saying it’s not good.  

When somebody externally says, “OK.  
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That’s, that’s on the level” [has met the 

required standard].  Then I think, “Aha, 

I’ve reached the level”.  For me the level 

has to be an external thing.  Because it’s, I 

suppose it’s, you know, partly, it’s 

affirmation or, somebody who’s saying that 

you’re doing well … To read the lecturer’s 

[comments] is reinforcing  

[D2: 581-607; 784-785]. 

 

I’m a very self-critical person.  I monitor 

my own progress as a matter of course.  

But I actually enjoy seeing someone else’s 

view of what I’ve done [K1/1: 440-444]. 

 

For Ferdi, the lecturer’s view is paramount 

in the system. 

The ‘bottom line’ is the summative lecturer 

assessment [F: WR3.2]. 

 

Assessment should be done by an external 

person, according to Jacqueline, for yet 

another reason. 

 

I mean, I think it’s quite good to have that 

grading done by somebody else because it 

sort of feels like it’s their job and, you 

know, it’s their call [J1/2: 1948-1953]. 

 

John, when making a case for external 

assessment, also raised the issue of how 

accurate self-assessments might be.   

I don’t think I’m infallible judging my own 

performance.  Far from it   

[K1/1: 444-446]. 

 

Given the opportunity, many people thought 

that they got better at self-assessment over 

time, even if their initial reactions were 

negative. 

I don’t know that I like it.  I do it because it 

is part of the course and I’m easy with it 

now.  But I think when it was first put on us 

… I really objected to it.  I didn’t say much, 
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but I didn’t like it and I only did it because 

I had to.  But I’m finding now that it’s 

become an easier process … but I think in 

a way it gets easier the more you do it.  But 

I didn’t like it at first [K2: 1277-1303]. 

 

It has got easier.  At first I don’t think I put 

a grade on at all.  I just left that blank.  I 

filled in the comment section but I left the 

grade off entirely and thought, “Well … I’ll  

just leave it”.  Now I don’t mind so much.  

I’ve done it for the last couple anyway and 

I think it was because I felt that I’ve left 

very few stones unturned.  Perhaps I 

thought it was likely that the convenor 

would think it was an A as well 

[M: 1400-1418]. 

 

I’m getting better at this as I do it more  

[S2: 428-429]. 

 

Getting better!  Initially it was just the pits.  

Couldn’t think of anything … And it does 

get easier with use, with practice.  It does 

get easier.  And yeah, I quite like it to the 

point now that I’m … I mean, I read what 

the tutors say, but it’s like, yeah, so? 

[J5/1: 518-553]. 

Judy’s comment is echoed by Joy, who is 

determined to make her own judgements 

about her formal work. 

It doesn’t matter what the assessment 

system might be, I’m going to make the 

decision as to whether I’ve actually really 
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learned this or not, and whether I’ve 

learned it adequately or well or whatever 

[J4: 625-630].  

While Cathy thinks she has got better at 

self-assessing, she makes additional 

observations about the process. 

See, it’s all very well saying this is the 

opportunity to assess oneself.  Most people 

go, “Urgh” don’t they?  Because even 

though they think the idea is really good 

the actual process of doing it is really hard, 

the actual act of writing it down … I think 

I’m at this stage of doing it only because 

I’ve been two years doing it … Now I can 

say, “What have I actually learned by 

doing it?  Well, not a lot” [C2: 2037-2056]. 

 

Niki and Sue echo Cathy’s head/heart 

separation over self-assessment. 

I don’t think I’d welcome [self-assessment].  

If I am honest I wouldn’t.  Ahh, however, I 

know it would be a good learning situation  

[N2: 708-712]. 

 

1. Don’t like it.  2.  See the value of it 

[S5: WR3.2]. 

 

For Catherine, self-assessment is a matter of 

confidence. 

I find it difficult to self-assess because, 

even though I believe I am a self-directed 

learner, I still lack confidence in my 

(written) work – not in my ideas though 

[C1: WR3.2]. 

Given the choice in a programme, many 

would not complete formal self-

assessments, although some would make 

personal judgements about the quality of 
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their own work. 

 I don’t like assessing my [work] because I 

know what I’ve put into it and I would 

rather be told if it’s not right … I’d rather 

be told and think, “Oh, OK.  I didn’t see 

those things” or whatever, rather than 

having to think for myself …Yeah, I’d 

rather just be guided in that process 

 [S5/1: 1347-1363]. 

 

I would self-assess for myself but not for 

the tutor [K2: 1309-1310]. 

 

I would prefer the informal one [unwritten 

self-assessment] because it can be 

adjusted.  Whereas the formal one, you 

have to put it down.  By the informal one 

you can develop your opinions and your 

performance about it … How you perceive 

something maybe three months later if the 

whole case is still open, I think that’s far 

more beneficial [J3: 1109-1119]. 

 

Niki maintains that she is not yet ready to 

self-assess, but may be in the future. 

I’m not sure about my total involvement in 

how I am going to be assessed … I believe 

I’ll be ready for it when it does [at Stage 3] 

… Tonight I’m not [N2: 308-314]. 

  

 

From these data it is clear that the participants experienced self-directed learning in many 

different ways.  Some welcomed and embraced it; some demanded it; others were resistant 
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and reluctant.  Over time, some changed their attitude and their approach to self-directed 

learning.  Some important factors in self-directed learning emerged in the data.  Differences 

between formal and non-formal learning contexts were apparent.  Much learning done non-

formally wasn’t recognised as learning but participants were quite self-directed outside 

formal institutions.  A number of factors affected their willingness and ability to be self-

directed in formal contexts.  They were less likely to be self-directed when they had little 

knowledge of the subject; had been conditioned to expect teacher-direction; their 

confidence and motivation were low; had little time and few resources; and when they were 

younger, less experienced learners. 

 

In the last two chapters I have presented the data gathered from the research participants.  

Because I have used classical phenomenology in this project it is appropriate to present data 

relating to my intuiting of self-directed learning from my own personal experiences.  In 

Chapter 8 I turn to my own perspective on the meanings of self-directed learning, my ‘first 

person’ exercise (Crotty, 1996a) in this project. 
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CHAPTER 8:  SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING:  A PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE 
 

Introduction 
 

The last two chapters have featured the meanings self-directed learning has for the research 

participants and described their experiences of self-directed learning.  In phenomenology, 

particularly classical phenomenology, the researcher him/herself is the centre of the 

process, intuiting the meaning, the essence of a phenomenon from his/her own lived 

experiences.  In this chapter I will draw on my own experiences as a learner and a teacher 

to identify the meanings self-directed learning has for me.  I do this also as a way of 

making explicit my own experiences and views so they are revealed to you, the reader.  It is 

a strategy that I hope will assist me to recognise some of my preconceptions, assumptions 

and values.  It will also enable you to see how these may have shaped the research in ways I 

don’t recognise. 

 

To achieve this I present a series of lived experience descriptions from incidents which 

have come to mind when I think about my experiences of self-directed learning.  From each 

of these I interpreted meanings of self-directed learning as they appear to me from that 

experience.  Once again I used Crotty’s (1996a) statements (see Chapter 6) as triggers for 

my intuiting of self-directed learning.  For each experience I selected statements which 

seemed to prompt ideas about possible meanings.  At the end of the chapter I draw together 

the meanings from all the described experiences.   I have set out the chapter using italics for 

my stories and a conventional font for my interpreted meanings. 

  

 

The Printer 

 

The box sits on the floor, inviting.  We have purchased a printer for the computer and I am 

keen to try it.  I have never set up anything like this before so I don’t know what I have to 

do or how I might go about it.  I open the box carefully and unpack the contents, among 
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them a plastic bag containing manuals and disks.  All very bewildering.  I am used to 

setting up the computer so figure I can plug the various cables into the right places.  These 

things seem to be constructed so it’s all but impossible to put them into the wrong holes. 

The first slips in easily. So far, so good.  Then calamity.  The adaptor doesn’t fit into the 

printer itself.  I push a little harder, reluctant to force it in case I damage something.  

Several attempts later, and after looking carefully at the fittings, I decide it’s not me.  It’s 

the adaptor.  It’s too big to fit into the printer.  Back to the shop we go. 

 

Two weeks later, having picked up the new adaptor specially flown from Japan, I try again.  

I remove the printer from the box and try the adaptor.  Magic.  It slides easily into place on 

the printer.  I connect the cable from the printer to the computer itself.  No problems there.  

Now what do I do?  I open the plastic bag, spread the contents on the table and locate a 

reasonably thick instruction manual.  It’s going to take me some time to read my way 

through it but I guess that’s the best way to go.  Then a card catches my eye.  It’s headed 

Quick Start Guide and it has a number of diagrams.  Looks like this could be a short cut.  I 

start reading the instructions and find I have already completed the steps in the first three 

boxes.  The next step is to install the cartridge.  A little problem here.  I manage to get the 

cartridge out of its box and prepare it for installation but when I put it on the cartridge 

holder it doesn’t seem to be secure.  I try several times, fearful of damaging parts that seem 

to be very flimsy.  Still it doesn’t sit firmly in place.  I check the instructions but there’s no 

enlightenment there.  Finally, by good luck rather than good management, I realise what I 

am doing incorrectly and slot it safely into place.  I follow directions to clean the print 

head.  That seems to do what is expected.  I load the paper and do a test print.  Success!  It 

works.   

 

Now to installing the Printer Driver on the computer.  This is a bit of a worry.  I hadn’t 

anticipated having to do this.  I read the instructions and check the two disks that are in the 

plastic bag.  There’s some confusion here.  Which disk do I use?  The wording on the disk 

and on the Guide don’t quite match.  Let’s see.  Windows and DOS.  I know that the 

computer uses Windows so probably the disk that is for Windows will be the one to try.  I 

place the disk in the floppy drive and follow the instructions.  It’s all too simple really.  I 
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print off a couple of test pages and congratulate myself.  The User’s Manual and Print 

Guide sit waiting for me.  There’s much more to learn but, for the moment, I am satisfied.  

 

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is the realisation that I can be 

self-directed even though I am following a track designed and prepared by someone else.  I 

might follow the track exactly as designed.  I might take some prepared short cuts.  I might 

decide to make my own way between two places along the track.  If I do I risk getting lost, 

wasting time and having to find my way back to the prepared track.  But I might make 

some unexpected discoveries on the way.  If I make my own way and reach my destination 

safely I will have a real sense of achievement. 

 

Self-directed learning feels like a mixture of anticipation, excitement and anxiety; full of 

promise with some niggling fears.  What if I can’t do it?  There’s no one here to help me. 

 

What I discover in self-directed learning is the joy of learning something by myself, of 

achieving something on my own. 

 

What shows up when I focus on self-directed learning is the frustration of not being able to 

do something when the problem is not of my making; having to wait while someone else 

corrects their mistake so I can get on and do what I want to do; the irritation of being 

prevented from doing something I want to do by someone else; the frustration of losing 

control of what I am learning. 

 

The metaphors that best convey self-directed learning are setting off on a journey alone, but 

not lonely; it is like venturing, on my own, along a track that has been prepared by someone 

else. 
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Tai Chi 

 

I stand in the large, cool hall with a group of over 30 people.  It’s probably my fourth or 

fifth evening at the Tai Chi class.   This is not working well for me.  The instructor stands at 

the front of the group.  He demonstrates a whole series of movements, too many for me to 

remember.  We copy him as he goes through them again.  This creates difficulties for me.  

Because the movement requires me to turn through 360 degrees I cannot see what he is 

doing when I turn away from him.  I cannot remember the movements because there were 

too many for me to commit to memory and I cannot see what he is doing so I cannot copy 

the movement.  I twist and turn awkwardly trying to find a way to see him as I move.  This 

has happened each evening so far.  I asked if I could get copies of diagrams of the 

movements or a video to take home so I can practise on my own.  I can’t remember the 

movements as we do them in the class, I can’t remember them when I get home so I can’t 

practise them.  Each week it’s as if I am at my first class all over again.  I’ve learned 

nothing.  But no, diagrams aren’t available.  Neither are videos.  I go to the library but 

there is little there that is of value.  I take home one book but it doesn’t give me the 

information I need. 

 

So, I am back at the class.  I am frustrated.  I am embarrassed.  I cannot do this.  I cannot 

remember this.  I cannot get a feel for the flow of the movements or any sense of how they 

go together.  I have paid for this class.  I wanted to learn Tai Chi.  My life is stressful at the 

moment and I thought this would be beneficial relaxation.  I last through one more class 

but I am determined to talk to the teacher at the end.  I wait for some time before he is free 

to talk to me.  I tell him that I am finding it difficult.  I tell him that there are too many 

individual movements demonstrated at one time and ask if he could demonstrate fewer at a 

time to make the task more manageable.  I tell him I cannot see him as I try to copy his 

movements and I ask if there is another place he could stand.  I ask if there is any way he 

could give me information about the movements so that I could practise at home during the 

week, remember the movements from each class and so be ready to learn new movements 

the following week.  No, nothing can be done.  Just come along each week and it will be 

 223



fine.  At the end of our conversation I feel that I have not been heard.  He has not 

recognised any of the issues I’ve raised.  He has offered me no support and no strategies.   

I leave, disappointed and angry. My time is too precious to waste in this way.  The thing I 

thought might help relieve my stress has simply created more.  I have no hope that the way 

the class is being run is going to change.  I decide not to go back. 

 

 

Self-directed learning can be described as deciding what to do in learning situations. 

 

What comes to light then I focus on self-directed learning is how events may sometimes 

influence my decisions about my learning; that sometimes I have to make decisions I might 

prefer not to make but in the circumstances they become my best option. 

 

Self-directed learning is like being forced to walk down a pathway, to take a route that was 

not my initial choice.   

 

I recognise self-directed learning as being an issue of control.  I take control by deciding to 

leave when the teaching method being used is not working for me and, despite my request, 

there’s no indication that I will be able to negotiate for it to be changed. 

 

Self-directed learning feels like saying “So there!” to a teacher who is not meeting my 

learning needs. 

 

I picture self-directed learning as a maze in an adventure park.  I enter the maze intending 

to find my way right through it.  I make decisions about which way to go at each junction I 

come to.  When I am part way through the maze I decide that I no longer want to complete 

it.  The maze is not the experience I expected it to be and there are other things in the park I 

would rather try.  I make my way back to the entrance and leave. 

 

The metaphor that best conveys self-directed learning is “voting with my feet”. 
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A Learning Group 
 

I feel a little strange.  It is the first time I have visited this house.  Three of us are meeting 

to talk about a topic we are researching for a course we are doing.  We have a presentation 

to make to the class.  We want to understand the topic for ourselves and present it well to 

our classmates.  (We probably also want a good grade on our assessment!)  My colleague’s 

husband is at home but is in another room. I feel a little like an intruder in his space. 

 

We have all researched around the topic, located resources and read them in our efforts to 

understand it.  We talk together, seriously most of the time but with moments of humour 

and occasional digressions.  It has been difficult to find a time to meet.  We are all working 

full-time, studying, and have family commitments.  But we want to do this and we want to 

do it well.  Our discussion clarifies our ideas.  We debate issues and reach agreement, a 

shared understanding.  We identify tasks and nominate one of us to complete them.  We 

plan our presentation – its format, our roles and responsibilities.  We write our developing 

ideas in language intended to make the ideas accessible to others.  We learn together and 

later share our learning with classmates in our presentation, successfully it seems from the 

feedback we get from the course lecturer.  But some questions gnaw at me.  I might have a 

good grade but do I really understand the topic?  What had I missed?  What else is “out 

there” that I don’t yet know about?  What is going to surface unexpectedly sometime and 

challenge what I think I know?  Did we find the key resources?  What more did the lecturer 

know that we didn’t discover on our own?  What else might we have learned if she had led 

the class in lectures, discussion and/or activities?  Back to the fundamental one – how well 

really do I understand this? 

 

 

Self-direction presents itself to me as question asking: taking nothing for granted; 

generating my own perspective. 
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What is uncovered when I focus on self-directed learning is that it may be a collaborative 

activity.  We can learn together, bounce ideas off each other, testing them and shaping 

them, clarifying them through discussion. 

 

When I gaze at self-directed learning I see that we don’t have to agree, that we may each 

hold our own view at the end of our discussion. 

 

What I discover in self-directed learning is uncertainty – not rights, wrongs and truths.  

 

Self-directed learning feels like a woollen jumper.  There is a warmth and security in 

working with others.  It also feels like a barbed wire fence.  There is tension and the 

potential for injury through disagreements in a group. 

 

Self-directed learning presents itself to me as self-questioning.  Even after positive 

feedback on our presentation there are a lot of unanswered, personal questions for me about 

what I have learned. 

 

 

Distance Learner 

 

It is cold winter’s day.  I sit comfortably in an easy chair pulled close to the open fire, legs 

tucked under me.  On my knee I balance a large, white, loose-leaf folder, readings posted to 

me by the University.  The pages are underlined and highlighted.  Notes are scribbled in 

the columns.  Conversations with myself as I wrestle with the ideas the authors write about.  

I do not understand at all.  I cannot make good sense of what they write.  I read again the 

short commentary provided by the lecturer and read, yet again, the article itself.  Still no 

great flash of insight, of understanding.  I carefully read the list of relevant references 

seeking something that might provide me with what I need – a key to unlock the door.  I 

select some and arrange to borrow them from the distant library.  I search the shelves of 

the local educational libraries and search databases for possible resources.  I read and 

read and read. There is no one to discuss this with.  I know of no one else doing this course 
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nor anyone who has done it before.  I must make sense of this on my own.  I do not contact 

the course lecturer.  Perhaps I am afraid owning my ignorance will affect her perception of 

me and, potentially, my grade?  Or am I so determined to make sense of this on my own?  

Maybe I don’t know enough to know what questions to ask to get the clarification I need?  I 

continue my exertions on my own.  I struggle to write an assignment that reads intelligibly.  

How can I when do not understand the topic?  

 

Some weeks later I attend an on-campus course in a distant city.  There I meet a colleague 

from another part of the country who is doing the same course.  “Do you understand this 

stuff?” she asks.  With great relief I own my ignorance.  Maybe it’s not just me after all.  

We talk together but get no greater clarity on the course topics.  Even the class sessions 

don’t seem to provide enlightenment.  We get our assignments back and find, somewhat 

bemusedly, that we both have A grades.  I must have done a wonderful “con” job.  I must 

have managed to make enough sense of the topic to cobble together ideas and words that 

seemed to make reasonable sense to the lecturer.  But, my self-assessment is that I still 

don’t understand the topic. 

 

 

I recognise self-directed learning as being a lonely struggle.  It feels like being in solitary 

confinement for a crime I didn’t commit.  Foolishly perhaps, I don’t contact my lecturer to 

seek assistance and clarification.  Maybe self-directed learning is a determination to make 

sense of the topic for myself; to get the better of it; to prove (to myself) that I can do it by 

myself. 

 

What is uncovered for me as I dwell on self-directed learning is that it is connected to my 

self-esteem and my belief in myself as a learner and teacher.  If I cannot get to grips 

with/understand this topic what does it say about my intelligence, my knowledge, my 

ability as a learner and my credibility as a teacher? 

 

I picture self-directed learning as a wrestling match.  I wrestle with concepts and processes. 

I try to get a grip on ideas which, well-oiled, slip from my grasp and remain elusive. 
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Self-directed learning presents itself to me as me making my own judgement(s) about my 

learning, regardless of what (knowledgeable) others think of it. 

 

What I detect in self-directed learning is intense effort to make sense of what I am trying to 

learn. 

 

The metaphors that best convey self-directed learning are me searching for light in thick 

fog; a wrestling match; solitary confinement. 

 
 

Part-Time Tutors’ Course 

 

It is evening and dark outside.  A group of people sit at desks arranged in a U shape facing 

the whiteboard and teacher.  They have come to learn more about teaching adults.  They 

are getting to know one another because, as part time tutors in tertiary institutions, most of 

them have not met before.  Some have.  There is a group of Maori people who work 

together at a local private training enterprise, supporting the learning of unemployed 

Maori youth.  They are not used to being in a Pakeha learning/teaching environment and 

are anxious about whether they can do this course.  Their previous schooling experiences 

have not been positive and it is a long time since most of them entered a formal learning 

situation.  Other members of the group are uncertain.  They too are anxious about whether 

they can do this course.  Most of them have had few opportunities to live and work 

alongside Maori people and they are aware of the bicultural issues that are surfacing in 

New Zealand society.  They didn’t know this group would include a high proportion of 

Maori. 

 

I am the novice co-teacher.  I am fairly new to a staff development position in this 

institution and am working alongside the teacher to learn more about the course content 

and process.  I am particularly interested in the process because I am being introduced to 
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the notion and practice of self-directed learning.  For much of this course I will be 

observing. 

 

As the evening progresses the teacher explains how the course will be run.  Learners will 

be able to negotiate individual learning outcomes and content and the classes will be 

shaped around that.  There seems to be a strong sense of confusion, dismay even, among 

the learners.  They had not anticipated that the course would be run this way.  They had 

expected the teacher to teach them in a conventional way.  Over the next few sessions they 

struggle to come to terms with this unexpected approach.  Class time is spent on writing 

individual learning outcomes but what I hear is “How do I write learning outcomes for my 

learning?”   I spend a number of hours outside of class time talking to individual learners 

about what the focus of their learning might be, how to write learning outcomes, how to 

identify appropriate content and resources, and how to design an acceptable assessment 

process.  I am acutely aware of their confusion and frustration and the effect this has on 

their motivation and learning.  I worry about this adult learning approach and question its 

theory and practice. 

 

These learners expected to be taught.  Nothing prepared them for this.  They don’t know 

what they want to learn.  Some of them don’t know what there is to learn.  They thought the 

teacher would tell them that and introduce them to some of the key ideas.  They don’t know 

how to write learning outcomes for their own learning because they don’t yet know what 

learning outcomes are, let alone how to write them to the prescribed formula.  They can’t 

choose content and resources because they don’t know that their options are.  They can’t 

design assessment processes because they have little knowledge of assessment.  That’s what 

they came to learn.  It’s like putting the cart before the horse.  I experience a whole range 

of emotional and intellectual responses to the situation.  I am concerned for the learners.  I 

fear the effects this experience will have on them.  Will they leave the course?  Will the 

Maori people be so put off by the experience that they will never again venture into formal 

learning in a Pakeha environment?   Rather than bringing this group together in a shared, 

lively learning experience, this seems to be separating and isolating them.  How can self-

directed learning be deemed to be the “best” way of working with adult learners?  When 
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the staff development officer resigns and I become responsible for the course I revert to 

more conventional ways of teaching it. 

 

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is that people need to have some 

say in, some control over, how they go about their learning.  Others should not just impose 

their ideas, no matter how “good” their intentions are.  Before people join a course they 

need to know how it is going to be run so they can decide whether or not that approach is 

likely to suit them.  Teachers can still challenge learners, stretch and extend them.  They 

can still work according to their own principles.  But those need to be declared so learners 

can “opt in” to the approach being used.  Self-directed learning in education is like 

informed consent in the health sector. 

 

What I see in self-directed learning is a danger of imposition - teachers taking control and 

deciding what is best for learners without their knowledge or consent. 

 

What unfolds for me in self-directed learning is issues of power.  Surely self-directed 

learning requires that learners be informed about and consulted over content and process in 

a course?  How can it be self-directed learning if the learners have no say?  In this case the 

teacher took the power and gave the learners no options, other than, perhaps, to leave the 

course and go somewhere else to learn. 

 

The metaphors that best convey self-directed learning are:  quicksand threatening to suck 

people in, draw them under and suffocate them; a think fog blanketing people, blocking out 

the light and making breathing difficult; a great weight pressing down upon shoulders; a 

heavy burden to be carried, reluctantly, under someone else’s orders. 
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Group Assessment 

 

There are seven of us in the room and I am the teacher.  It is a small classroom and we 

have arranged the desks in a semicircle so we can see one another as we discuss the day’s 

topic.  The session has been lively and is drawing to a close.  One person jokingly suggests 

they should work together as a group on their first assignment.  Everyone says yes and 

laughs.  Other conversations spring up as we leave and the suggestion seems to be lost.  

But during the week I think about it and talk to the course moderator.  It seems to me that if 

this is something they would like to do our system is flexible enough to allow that.  The 

moderator agrees. 

 

At the beginning of the following class I revisit the subject with them, saying it would be 

possible if that’s what they would like to do.  I lay out the issues that would have to be 

addressed, for example how would work be graded, how would individual’s contributions 

be recognised.  They talk about it during and after class.  Eventually five people decide to 

collaborate on a group project.  They meet regularly outside of class putting in many hours 

of additional effort. They read widely, accessing a range of relevant resources.  They talk 

together about what they will do and how they will do it.  They set up processes so that 

each person has responsibility for specific tasks.   They support one another’s learning by 

providing one another with notes on what they’ve read and by discussing issues.  They 

audio tape their meetings.  They do a dummy run of their presentation and video it.  Finally 

they make their presentation to me and the course moderator and submit a large folder of 

additional evidence of their learning.  They select criteria and submit a group self-

assessment.  We assess their evidence and award them a pass, recognising that perhaps 

some of their most important learning wasn’t assessed at all. 

 

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is collaboration, encouragement, 

high motivation and enthusiasm, shared learning, fun, laughter, developing relationships, 

supporting others and being supported by others.  There are also moments of tension and 
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undercurrents in the group.  Different people want to do things in different ways.  There are 

times when relationships are strained and feelings are hurt. 

 

What is uncovered when I focus on self-directed learning is interdependence.  In this 

situation these five people worked closely together.  While they did some things 

individually, it was what they did together that really sparked their learning.  

 

I recognise self-directed learning as being negotiation with the teacher; making decisions; 

having some control/power; taking responsibility for learning. 

 

The metaphor that best conveys self-directed learning is that it’s like being a member of the 

Board and having some say in how the company is run. 

 

 

Research Project 

 

My thesis topic is self-directed learning in adult education.  It is a concern in many 

universities that a high percentage of people who start thesis work do not complete it.  I am 

working full-time so my studies have to be part-time.  I am fortunate though that my job 

allows me a day most weeks to work on my research.  What a risk though.  What if I, an 

adult learner working on self-directed learning as a topic, failed to complete my thesis 

because I wasn’t sufficiently self-directed?  What irony!! 

 

On more than one occasion I get stuck with the theoretical framework.  I struggle to make 

sense of different views of phenomenology, how they relate to one another and how they 

might apply to my research.  I have a sense of what I want to do but cannot articulate it 

clearly.  I certainly cannot explain it in phenomenological terms.  

 

It is Sunday morning.  I am reading a resource emailed to me by one of my supervisors and 

rereading some I have on hand.  The light is coming on!  Peter Willis’s article is the key I 

have been searching for.  I pace round the room in excitement as the ideas rush to my head 
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and begin to take on a form that I can articulate.  I am elated.  There’s a long way to go yet 

but, on this summer’s morning, the sunshine has finally penetrated the gloom surrounding 

my theoretical framework.  I can see a possible integration of classical and “new” 

phenomenology, a way to use them both.  But I also want to keep a place for me to 

comment, critically, as the researcher.  I don’t yet have all the answers.  But wait, the 

morning’s enlightenment is not yet complete.  In my excitement I talk through my ideas with 

my partner who listens attentively then suggests that my analysis might be shaped around 

three concentric circles.  An inner circle would use intuiting, classical phenomenology; a 

middle circle would feature “new” phenomenology; and a third, outer circle would be the 

space for my voice as the researcher.  The image sits very comfortably with my thinking 

and I quickly record it.   After so much time, so much reading, rereading and pondering the 

mists are clearing.  I bounce with excitement; I feel the internal glow warming me.   

Motivation soars and energy rises to meet the task ahead. 

 

 

What is uncovered when I focus on self-directed learning is a place for others – to listen, 

question, challenge, offer alternative views for consideration and spark new ideas; to 

support and encourage and be there when the going gets tough. 

 

What I discover in self-directed learning is that I am not an island.  Without other people, 

present both physically and through their writing, I would not be able to think the thoughts 

I do, develop the ideas I have, get to the places I journey to.  I need to interact with others 

who offer alternative ways of seeing things and help me to shape my own thinking.  

Thoughts of Vygotsky and his zone of proximal development surface.  Others scaffold my 

developing ideas, introducing me to places out of my sight and making it possible for me to 

see them and to reach them. 

 

The metaphor that best conveys self-directed learning is that of a catalyst in a chemical 

experiment  – triggering a reaction which would not otherwise be possible. 
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The Reluctant Learner 

 

My anxiety level is high as I walk up the stairs.  I am tense, sweating.  My heart is pounding 

and I breathe heavily.  How did I get myself into this situation?  Why did I volunteer for 

this?   It’s not something I’ve ever wanted to do.  Indeed, when I had to learn something I 

was reluctant to learn for an assignment I was doing, this was the activity I chose.   After 

that experience I swore I would never do it again.  I push open the door to the gym and go 

in, eyes seeking the exercise science student who will be my personal trainer.  Today he will 

conduct my fitness test.  This will be embarrassing.  I am middle aged, female and far from 

fit.  My trainer is young, male, built like a ten tonne truck and obviously into weight 

training himself.  I pause, fighting the instinct to turn and flee back down the stairs. 

 

But I waste a good worry.  My personal trainer conducts my fitness test with sensitivity and 

humour.  I am surprised by his responses to my strength and flexibility.  He prepares a 

programme for me and, twice a week, leads me through it encouraging and supporting all 

that I do.   I notice my attitude changing.  My initial reluctance drains away.  I look 

forward to my gym sessions and glow with feelings of achievement and success.  I notice 

the benefits from the regular exercise.  In three weeks I am transformed into weight 

training enthusiast.   

 

I observe the things my personal trainer does, as a good teacher, to make this 

transformation in me possible.  I notice the shift that takes place as I begin to enjoy the 

training and think about continuing on my own after the sessions with him have finished.  

When he has work experience commitments I go to the gym on my own.  It is difficult.  It is 

embarrassing to be lifting such light weights alongside the strong young men.  I struggle 

with my feelings but return for my next scheduled session.  I arrange my work hours so I 

can fit in the gym sessions.  I start leaving the office early to ensure that I am there on time.  

I commit myself and pay a six month membership fee. 
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When my personal trainer completes his course, and our sessions end, he prepares three 

programmes for me.  I continue weight training on my own, committed to keeping myself fit 

and healthy.  Four years later (with a few short lapses) I am still going to the gym three 

days a week. 

 

 

What unfolds for me as I dwell on self-directed learning is the important role the teacher 

may have in enabling learners to step off on their own; how the relationship between the 

people can be a crucial factor; how important the teacher may be in the whole process.  The 

personal trainer tuned in to my needs, understood that I was feeling tense, vulnerable and 

embarrassed and went out of his way to create an environment that was comfortable for me.  

He supported and encouraged me (always sincerely) and never patronised me.  He enabled 

me to carry on, on my own. 

 

What comes to light when I focus on self-directed learning is the need to find/develop the 

courage/confidence to do it on my own.  When the support of my personal trainer had to 

end when his course finished I had to be able to take responsibility for my own actions and 

responses and to develop the confidence to “go it alone”. 

 

The metaphors that best convey self-directed learning are stepping out into the big, wide 

world all on your own; young birds on their first flight; children taking their first, unaided 

steps. 

 

 

The Facilitator 

 

It is a fine, sunny afternoon and we have just had our afternoon tea break.  We have 

enjoyed the opportunity to relax for a while in the sun, chatting to one another.  The course 

facilitator indicates that it is time to continue our session and we wander back into the 

shade of the classroom, settling ourselves for the remainder of the afternoon.  We are 

seated in a semi-circle in easy chairs and look to the facilitator to continue the session.  
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She has worked collaboratively with us through the sessions she has led with us.  She is a 

good facilitator, a warm, responsive person who has our respect.  She asks us what we 

would like to do but there are few suggestions.  She offers some possibilities but there is 

little enthusiasm evident in the group.  Perhaps we are too warm and comfortable to rouse 

ourselves after our sojourn in the sun.  She continues trying to find out what we would like 

to do so she can take her cue from us and provide us with what we want.  She suggests 

group activities but they are rejected.  We have done a lot of group work and people are 

not inclined to participate in more.  In the end someone says, “Just teach us something.  

Whatever you think might be useful to us”. 

 

Where am I in this?  I am a passive participant.  Like many in the group I recognise what is 

happening but have no will to change it.  I have no suggestions to offer.  I don’t know what 

more I want to learn.  I don’t want to be involved in more group activities either.  I am 

about “grouped out” for the moment.  I like the people in the course.  I’ve just enjoyed 

talking to them at the afternoon tea break.  But I do not want to engage with them in more 

group activities.  I would like to sit and listen to an “expert” for a while, to be presented 

with some new ideas and to make my own record of them.  This woman knows a great deal.  

I am sure there are words of wisdom she will be able to offer me, new ideas she has that 

will stimulate me.  I join the others in asking her to decide what she will present and look 

forward to listening to her.  I sense her disappointment and frustration with us but do 

nothing to change it.  

 

 

What I see in self-directed learning is that learners sometimes want the teacher to “teach”, 

to present information and tell them what s/he knows and thinks about a subject.  Learners 

sometimes want the teacher to decide what the class will do.   

 

What shows up when I think of self-directed learning is that sometimes we can be self-

directed while asking someone else to teach us.  We are still self-directed if we decide that 

is how we want to learn. 
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The metaphor that best conveys self-directed learning is the wagon driver who lets the 

horse have its head for a time.  S/he still has the reins in hand and can use them to control 

the horse’s direction and speed should s/he want to. 

 

 

 

Meanings of Self-Directed Learning 

 

From these descriptions of lived experience and the meanings of self-directed learning 

which arise from each of them it is apparent that, even for one person, there are a range of 

meanings of self-directed learning.  These vary according to the particular features of each 

learning context.  When I consider even this limited number of descriptions several 

meanings of self-directed learning emerge.  Self-directed learning is learning by myself; it 

is following someone else’s directions on my own; and it is learning collaboratively with 

others.  Self-directed learning is deciding what to do in learning situations.  I can decide to 

have someone else teach me something and I am still being a self-directed learner.  It is 

having power and taking control of my learning; it is taking responsibility for my learning; 

it is negotiating learning content and processes with a teacher; and it is making my own 

judgements about what I have learned and how well I think I have understood it.  Self-

directed learning is asking questions and questioning myself.  Self-directed learning means 

not having other people impose their ideas and processes on me.  Self-directed learning 

takes courage, confidence, self-esteem, effort and persistence. 

 

Some of these meanings appear contradictory.  For example, self-directed learning as 

learning by myself and as learning collaboratively with others as well as learning by 

following someone else’s directions by myself.   This is one of the issues that will be taken 

up in the following chapter, Chapter 9.  In it I will discuss the meanings and experiences of 

self-directed learning which have been presented in the previous three chapters.  I will 

relate participants’ views to those found in the literature and to my own developing 

understanding of self-directed learning. 
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CHAPTER 9:  DISCUSSION  

 

In the previous three chapters (Chapters 6 to 8) I have presented the meanings of self-

directed learning that I interpreted from participants’ and my own stories of our lived 

experiences, and the themes that emerged for me from the conversations I had with them 

about their experiences of self-directed learning. In those chapters I have presented the data 

as I understood and analysed them.  I have tried to do that in ways that made it possible for 

participants to ‘speak’ for themselves as much I could in a work of this type.  I have 

included a number of their stories, some of them quite long, and tried to use more than just 

snippets from their comments.  I decided not to make extensive comments through those 

chapters.  It would have been particularly inappropriate in the intuiting chapters based 

around classical phenomenology but also was inappropriate in Chapter 7 when it was my 

intention to make it possible for participants’ voices to be heard.  I wanted to give you, the 

reader, the best sense I could of what they had said.  Now it is my turn to ‘speak’. 

 

At the heart of this chapter are a number of propositions that emerge from my interpretation 

of the data.  I begin by discussing self-directed learning as a phenomenon, then consider 

how the data generated relates to the literature and the adult education discourse and finally 

I comment on phenomenology as a research methodology in this project. 

 

Self-Directed Learning is a Phenomenon 

 

All of the participants in this project had a sense of a phenomenon that could be labelled 

self-directed learning.  But what is also clear is that the meaning of the phenomenon varied 

from person to person and even for one individual within a single learning situation.  The 

different views can be seen as a continuum.  At one end is the sense that all learning is, by 

definition, self-directed.  Learning is a process that is internal to each person and therefore 

self-directed.  Sally referred to this sense of self-directed learning when she said:  I’ve had 

to do this learning.  No one can do it for me [S4: 719-721]. It is also apparent in the 

literature:  “Learning is always done by the person involved.  No one actually learns for 

anyone else” (Collins, 1991, p.31).  If this were the only meaning of self-directed learning 
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there would probably be little literature on the matter.  But it is not.  At the other end of the 

continuum is a view that sees self-directed learning as necessarily involving other people.  

It is not an isolated activity.  It has a sense of making meaning, even taking meaning 

(Usher, Bryant & Johnson, 1997), that includes other people.  We take meanings from 

others, review ours in response to theirs and test ours against theirs in a process of making 

meaning for ourselves.  A number of the participants referred to this process and saw self-

directed learning as learning ‘with others’.  Some writers claim that others are essential to 

self-directed learning.  Learning is a social, interdependent process (Candy, 1991; Collins, 

1991) and requires external sources of assistance in some form (Brookfield, 1985; Garrison, 

1992).  The individual does not construct meaning in isolation from the shared world 

(Garrison, 1997) and we must validate our ideas and meanings with others (Garrison, 

1992). 

 

In formal educational contexts self-directed learning must involve others.  People who want 

formal credit have to conform to the requirements of the institution and any external quality 

assurance bodies.  It is not possible to learn in these contexts without involving other 

people in some way - as facilitators, resources and/or validators of what has been learned.  

Between these two extreme positions on the continuum are many others. Indeed I support 

Candy’s (1991) argument that there are many continua in self-directed learning.  So while 

participants saw self-directed learning as a phenomenon there is no single understanding of 

that phenomenon (Candy, 1991; Brookfield, 1983; Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991).  Instead 

there is a range of meanings, some of which are apparent in the data gathered during this 

project. 

 

Self-Directed Learning has Many Meanings 

 

When I considered the meanings that had emerged from the intuiting process I identified 

five clusters of meaning for self-directed learning in the participants’ stories.  Four of these 

clusters relate to the external dimension of learner control (Candy, 1991), the instructional 

process (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991) or procedural autonomy (Ecclestone, in press) - self-

directed learning as having choices, taking control and making decisions; learning ‘on my 
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own’; learning ‘with others’; and having freedom in learning situations.  The fifth cluster 

relates to the internal dimension of self-directed learning - making meaning.  Using my 

own lived experience descriptions I identified four clusters in the interpreted meanings. 

Learning by myself is a meaning closely associated with the second meaning identified in 

the participants’ interviews (see Table 9.1).  Learning collaboratively with others was also 

interpreted from the participants’ stories.  My third meaning concerned having the power 

and control to decide what to do in learning situations.  Put in negative terms, self-directed 

learning is not having someone else impose their ideas and processes in a learning situation.  

This meaning is most closely connected to the participants’ first meaning although there are 

also elements of the meaning of self-direction as freedom.  Finally, self-directed learning is 

asking questions and questioning myself.  This meaning has some links with the 

participants’ fifth meaning but it lacks the sense of constructing meaning, that is evident in 

their comments.  

 

MEANINGS OF SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING 
 

From Participants’ Stories From My Own Stories 
 

Having choices, taking control making 
decisions  

Having power & control to make decisions 

Learning on my own Learning by myself 
Learning with others Learning collaboratively with others 
Freedom in learning situations  
Making meaning 
 

Asking questions and questioning myself 

 
Table 9.1:  Meanings of Self-Directed Learning 
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Self-Directed Learning as Having Choices, Taking Control and Making Decisions; and 

Self-Directed Learning as Freedom 

 

Although there are four clusters of meanings related to the external dimension of self-

directed learning, I see them as two pairs.  Self-directed learning as having choices, taking 

control and making decisions, and self-directed learning as freedom form the first pair.  

Before learners can make decisions they need freedom – both free will (freedom to make 

different decisions) and freedom to act (control and ownership over the space in which they 

act)  (Jarvis, 1992a).  This freedom was more apparent when participants were talking 

about their non-formal learning experiences.  Freedom seemed to be assumed in these 

contexts.  This may have been because they believed they had free will and because they 

had greater control over their private space, greater freedom to act, in their non-formal 

learning.  For many it was part of everyday life rather than a conscious learning activity.  

For Selena it was a ‘finding out’ process that spiralled continuously from one learning 

activity to another. 

 

However, there were constraints on freedom even in their non-formal learning.  Not all of it 

was conducted in the way they would have preferred.  Their freedom was often limited by 

circumstances (Spear & Mocker, 1984).  Peter would have liked to attend a course but, 

when none was available, he decided to learn by “interrogating” people he met socially.  

Niki taught herself maths when her teacher was “hopeless” and Dawn taught herself to 

cross stitch when she could see no other way of getting her wedding invitations made.  In 

my own stories I found there were times when others, for example the teacher who didn’t 

meet my learning needs, ‘forced’ me into actions I would have preferred not to take – like 

leaving the Tai Chi class. 

 

Participants believed they had free will and many considered they exercised it when they 

decided to enrol in a formal course.  Several specifically stated that they could engage in 

formal learning, choose to be taught, and still be self-directed learners.  Because they made 

that decision they were in control of their learning.  Joy thinks she can decide whether or 

not to attend a course, even when she has been directed to do it, and that, within the 
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‘directed’ situation, she will still have some freedom to make decisions.  Decision-making 

emerged as the key aspect of this meaning of self-directed learning.  Making the decision 

was the crucial step.  Sarah was adamant about this.  According to her, learners can seek 

advice from people and use a range of resources but must make the decisions themselves to 

be considered self-directed.  Decision-making was also the key element of self-directed 

learning that emerged in Sgroi’s research:  “If there is one thing about the learning patterns 

of the adults in the study, it is that they make the decisions and they are in control” (Sgroi, 

1990, p.260). 

 

Once enrolled in formal courses, however, participants were faced with institutional 

boundaries to their freedom.  Many gave up their freedom.  They expected the teacher to be 

in control of the space and looked for guidance and direction rather than opportunities for 

freedom and decision-making. They were usually surprised if this was offered. Others 

welcomed the opportunity and a few demanded freedom, both free will and freedom to act.  

Cathy, for example, felt very constrained by predetermined assessment criteria and wanted 

to be rid of them.  Geoff voted with his feet if he didn’t have freedom to make decisions. 

 

One issue that surfaced in relation to the meaning of self-directed learning as making 

decisions was whether decisions had to be conscious and deliberate in order to be self-

directed.  There were two views on this.    Some maintained that decisions had to relate to 

something of consequence and be conscious and thought-through rather than “everyday-life 

sort of things”.  Use of the word “deliberate” signals conscious decision-making.  On the 

other hand people like Mary realised after they had learned something that they had made 

decisions without being aware of them at the time.  For them, this learning was still self-

directed even if the decisions were not consciously made.  This “unconscious” decision-

making usually occurred in non-formal learning.   

 

Jarvis (1992a, p.122) recognises this distinction between conscious and unconscious 

decision making and argues that, in some circumstances, people “can decide to act almost 

unconsciously and monitor their actions at a very low level of consciousness”.  He also 

makes a useful distinction between self-directed learning and incidental learning.  While, he 
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maintains, the two can occur simultaneously, self-directed learning is planned, intended and 

proactive and incidental learning is tacit, unintended and reactive (ibid, p.132).  This 

distinction also suggests that, for him, self-directed learning is conscious rather than 

unconscious.  In formal learning contexts participants seemed to be much more aware of 

the choices they had, the control they took and the decisions they made.  This may be 

because, in formal contexts, control is much more explicit and learning is a more conscious, 

deliberate activity. 

 

Decision-making permeates Knowles’ (1980) principles for andragogy.  He advocates adult 

learners’ involvement in decisions about planning, carrying out and assessing their 

learning.  Decision-making is also apparent in his assumption that adult learners have a 

self-concept of being responsible for making decisions about their own lives.  Strong (1977, 

in Brookfield, 1986) also refers to this idea of self-directed learning as conscious decision 

making: 

 

 To Strong, autonomous learning is not so much a matter of methodology as 

of decision making.  The highest level of autonomy is realized when adults 

make a conscious and informed choice among learning formats and possible 

activities on how best to achieve their personal learning goals.  Autonomy, 

then, is predicated upon "decision making arrived at after consideration of all 

possibilities, based on sufficient knowledge, understanding, and skills of 

communication” (Strong, 1977, p.10 cited in Brookfield, 1986, p.56). 

 

For the participants in this research it is not quite as clear cut as Strong suggests.  For some 

of them decision-making in self-directed does not need to be conscious.  My own view is 

more akin to Strong’s.  When intuiting from my own lived experiences I also identified 

making decisions as a meaning of self-directed learning.  In the particular experiences I 

described, my decision-making was conscious and deliberate.  It was arrived at after 

considering options and seeking alternatives.  In my view, genuine decision-making 

requires us to consider options and to make conscious, informed decisions about which one 

is best in the circumstances.  
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An issue that emerges in relation to the meaning of self-directed learning as freedom 

concerns to what degree we have freedom to make decisions.  There was little in the data to 

suggest that participants recognised the limitations on free will that Jarvis describes.  Few 

referred to the constraints that past experiences and socialisation place on our decision-

making: “… those previous experiences embedded in individual’s biographies determine 

future decisions to act and as a result inhibit free will” (Jarvis, 1992a, p.121). Joy 

maintained that she could decide whether or not to attend a course when directed to go to it.  

But if her job depends on her complying with her manager how much freedom does she 

really have to decide not to go, particularly if she has been socialised to respect authority?  

While many participants were aware of the ways they had been socialised into expecting 

formal learning to be teacher-directed, they didn’t seem to construe this as inhibiting their 

free will.  Rather they saw it as a limitation on their freedom to act because in formal 

learning the teacher controlled the learning space.  As Jarvis (1992a) pointed out it is 

difficult to know whether decisions are actually made by free will or whether they are 

influenced by other factors.  More often than we realise we use free will to conform rather 

than to serve our own interests. 

 

Self-Directed Learning as Learning ‘On My Own’; and 

Self-Directed Learning as Learning ‘With Others’. 

 

The second pair of meanings, relating to the external dimension of self-directed learning, 

concern learning ‘on my own’ and learning ‘with others’.  There is a sense in which self-

directed learning, with its emphasis on ‘self’, almost implies learning ‘on my own’.  

Certainly there is a strand within the literature that suggests independence and isolation are 

part of it (see Chapter 2).  There is also a sense in which all learning is self-directed. This 

sense is evident in Sally’s comment:  I’ve had to do this learning.  No one can do it for me.  

[S4: 719-721].  Participants used a range of expressions to convey this sense of learning ‘on 

my own’.  These included learning on my own; teaching myself; working it out; figuring it 

out; finding out; and going beyond.  This last expression was used to convey a sense of 

learning more than the course requires.  For some there was an obvious sense of 
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independence and isolation.   Self-directed learning meant learning ‘on my own’, without 

others.  In my stories I identified a sense of loneliness (I called it solitary confinement) in 

learning ‘on my own’ although, like Mary, I also wrote of the satisfaction and achievement 

associated with this. 

 

Learning ‘with others’ seems to be a contradictory meaning.  If self-directed learning is 

learning ‘on my own’ it cannot be learning ‘with others’.  But the meaning learning ‘with 

others’ was apparent in many of the participants’ comments.  For them, other people have a 

significant role in their self-directed learning.  They spoke of the benefits of talking to other 

people, bouncing ideas off them and testing ideas with them.  Listening to others’ views, 

learning about their experiences, interpretations and ideas were important aspects of self-

directed learning.  In formal learning, classroom interaction with others was essential for 

some.  For these participants, other people are wonderful resources and a fundamental part 

of self-directed learning.  From my own stories I also interpreted a meaning of self-directed 

learning as collaborative and interdependent, learning with and from others and as a result 

of my interactions with them. 

 

So how do these two meanings fit alongside one another?  Aren’t the two mutually 

exclusive?  Can self-directed learning mean both learning ‘on my own’ and ‘with others’?  

Certainly it could for different people, for different people may have different meanings for 

the same phenomenon.  But a number of participants held the two meanings 

simultaneously.  They were woven throughout my conversation with Cathy.  She often 

referred to learning ‘on my own’, ‘working out’ her own view, ‘finding out’ and ‘doing it’ 

herself.  But she also thinks self-directed learning may include other people.  They bring 

different experiences and perspectives to her attention and, as a result, affect her learning. 

 

Perhaps it depends on how we think about other people and their role in our learning.  Let 

us consider reading a book, because several participants used this as an example during our 

conversations.  Often reading a book was seen as an individual, ‘on my own’ activity.  Sam 

and Selena both seem to see reading books they got from the library in this light.  But for 
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some, like David, reading a book is an interaction with the writer, another person.  In the 

second focus group interview he said:  

 

I decide, well, I’m going to read a book.  So this is self-directed learning.  

Hello!  Somebody wrote the book.  Somebody else is having a direct 

influence on how you’re learning by another means [D2: FG2: 026]. 

 

Joy made a similar comment in her written response to my summary of the analysis: 

 

Even reading a book and absorbing others’ ideas means that for a time you 

are less self-directed because you are relying on what someone else knows I 

think?! [J4: WR2.2].   

 

For David and Joy, even reading a book ‘on my own’ is not self-directed learning because 

another person is involved.  If we used this meaning there would be few situations that 

could be called self-directed learning, for very little learning involves no one but the learner 

him/herself.  Learning that occurs through the use of resources made by others, discussions 

with others, or experiences shared with others could not be self-directed learning.  For me, 

this is a very restrictive meaning. Self-directed learning includes learning ‘on my own’.  It 

must.  But it may also include learning with others.  To restrict it to learning ‘on my own’ 

would deny the role others have in promoting our learning.  My intuiting of my own stories 

(Chapter 8) suggests that other people do have a place in self-directed learning and that 

their roles may differ in different circumstances.  For example, they may provide written 

guidelines, discuss issues with me or teach me directly. 

 

What then is the key?  When is learning ‘with others’ self-directed learning and when it is 

not?  I think the key lies in the meanings discussed in the previous section – having 

choices, taking control and making decisions.  If we decide, if we make a choice to involve 

others in our learning we are self-directed learners.  But if someone else imposes learning 

‘with others’ on us we are not self-directed learners.  The decision has not been our own. 
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One final point about learning ‘on my own’ or ‘with others’.  Participants’ comments 

suggest that they may decide to learn ‘on my own’ or ‘with others’ at different stages of 

their learning.  Two examples will illustrate this idea.  Selena suggested that she would 

usually learn on her own first, then try out her ideas with others.  In her written response to 

my analysis she commented: 

 

Also depends on where one is at on the learning ladder.  I find I learn best 

alone when I need to come to grips with the formal or informal learning 

‘foundation’ but then need to ‘test’ my assumptions by sharing with others.  I 

am hesitant about interacting with others when I am hazy about the subject 

matter! [S3: WR1.2]. 

 

Mary expressed two views at different points of our conversation.  First she described her 

in-class ideal as having the chance to think things out for herself before discussing her ideas 

with others.  But she also talked about how, to get her started on a learning journey, it was 

better if she had something formal, with a teacher.  She would then be more able to search 

out more for herself.  Perhaps decisions about whether we want to learn ‘on our own’ or 

‘with others’ are also affected by the particular learning context – the topic, the resources 

available, the particular circumstances in our lives at that time.  Perhaps each one of us will 

make different decisions in different circumstances. 

   

Self-Directed Learning as Making Meaning 

 

The internal dimension of self-directed learning emerged in the meaning of self-directed 

learning as ‘making meaning’.  While this meaning was evident in fewer of the 

participants’ comments it was strongly held by those who did use it.  These people clearly 

saw self-directed learning as making sense of their learning for themselves.  A variety of 

expressions were used to convey this meaning, for example, ‘thinking about it for myself’, 

‘solving my own problems’, ideas ‘sinking in’, ‘making sense’, ‘thinking’, ‘developing my 

own ideas’, and ‘understanding’. 
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An important aspect of making meaning is questioning.  Some people ask questions to get 

additional information or to seek clarification as a means of ensuring they understand what 

they are learning.  Others question concepts, raise issues and challenge assumptions in 

order to make personal sense of the topic and to develop fuller, more inclusive views on it.  

Some also appreciated teachers who questioned or challenged them, encouraging them to 

think things out for themselves.  

 

This meaning of self-directed learning was also evident, albeit to a lesser degree, in my 

own stories.  I wanted to make sense for myself and generate my own perspective on what I 

was learning.  But my stories do not carry the same sense of dedication to making meaning 

that is evident in the participants’ stories.  They are more committed to constructing 

meaning for themselves, using critical thinking, than I seem to be! 

 

The connection between this meaning of self-directed learning and a constructivist view of 

learning is apparent.  Within this meaning learners make sense of learning for themselves.  

They do not merely receive information transmitted by others.  They read, listen, discuss, 

consider, question and think critically in order to establish their own view and 

understanding.  This raises an issue about this meaning of self-directed learning.  Learners 

may need to be encouraged or taught to make meaning for themselves.  As a meaning, this 

one surfaced in fewer participants’ comments indicating that it may not be widely held.  In 

addition participants like Joy were angry with an education system that had not encouraged 

them to think about things for themselves.  They understood that learning was about 

learning what they told you not about making meaning for themselves until they became an 

adult learners.  There are important messages for teachers here, particularly for those who 

accept constructivist views of learning. 

 

I identified five meanings for self-directed learning from the data.  Participants and readers 

may intuit additional meanings as well.  I may intuit others on other occasions.  Interpreting 

five meanings from the comments of 25 people, however, suggests that self-directed 

learning is understood in a range of ways – both by different people and by the same 

person.  There is no one, shared meaning for self-directed learning.  
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People Experience Self-Directed Learning Differently 

 

Different people experience the world differently so it should be no surprise to find that 

participants experienced self-directed learning differently.  Although the number of people 

interviewed (25) is very small, they had experienced self-directed learning in a number of 

different ways.  It would be possible to construct continua showing a spectrum of views 

ranging from those who are vehemently opposed to the teacher abdicating their 

conventional classroom responsibilities to those who demand high levels of autonomy in 

their formal and non-formal learning, with a variety of intermediate positions. 

 

The differences between non-formal and formal contexts were particularly marked and 

were similar across the participants.  Most people were self-directed learners when they 

learned non-formally.  Many were unaware of this.  In their view, they simply got on and 

learned whatever it was they were interested in learning.  They must also have made sense 

of their learning for themselves, again without being conscious that they were doing so.  

Perhaps the most important factors here are freedom and socialisation.  In non-formal 

learning people believed they had freewill and freedom to act so behaved accordingly.  

They felt willing and able to make the necessary decisions, so made them.  They wanted to 

learn so they made sense of information, made meaning, for themselves.  Their previous 

experiences confirmed that this was an appropriate way for non-formal learning to take 

place so there were few challenges to their self-directedness.  One important issue that 

emerged is that many people, including some of the most self-directed learners, did not 

recognise their non-formal learning as ‘learning’.    

 

There was an obvious contrast in formal contexts.  Many left their self-direction at the 

classroom door.  In Chapter 7 I suggested there were a number of factors which influenced 

this, factors which emerged as themes from the data.  The learning context; domain 

knowledge and the level of learning; the socialisation / conditioning effects of previous 

experiences; personal self confidence; motivation; time available to engage in learning; 

access to resources; and age all emerged as factors.  These factors are inter-related and act 
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together in a range of ways to influence individual’s willingness and ability to be self-

directed in formal contexts.  While all are important, socialisation is particularly influential.  

Adults have spent a number of years in school themselves and may have had experiences of 

schooling with their children.  They come to formal adult education with a set of 

assumptions about learning which have been developed from their previous experiences of 

education systems.  Usually these experiences have been of traditional schooling in which 

the teacher directs the learning process from planning through to assessment.  Adults enrol 

in formal courses expecting learning to take place that way and they are frequently 

disoriented, angry even, when they encounter different approaches.   This socialisation 

seems to me to over-ride some of the other factors.  For example, even if learners have 

some domain knowledge or are quite confident, if they expect learning to be teacher-

directed they are less likely to be self-directed learners.   

 

Some participants were willing and able self-directed learners.  They experienced self-

directed learning positively and sought opportunities to negotiate their learning.  Others 

experienced it differently, even negatively.  It is significant that so many of these 

participants were unwilling to be self-directed learners.  They were able to be self-directed, 

having shown this in the way they went about their non-formal learning.  They had the 

personal attributes and skills necessary for self-directed learning but were unwilling to use 

them in their formal learning, probably because they had been socialised to be teacher-

directed in formal contexts.  These people are teachers.  They have the qualifications and 

experience necessary to gain entry to a degree programme.  They are educationally 

advantaged.  Yet many of them were disorientated by self-directed learning.  They were 

reluctant to be, even resisted being, self-directed learners in a formal programme.  If so 

many of these people were reluctant self-directed learners what might it tell us about 

learners in other programmes?  To me it suggests that even greater numbers in other 

programmes may be unwilling or unable to be self-directed learners.  For example, 

Certificate and Diploma programmes; courses that are targetted for second-chance learners; 

those for second language learners; those which attract diverse groups of learners, may 

include high proportions of people for whom self-directed learning is more liability than 

liberation.  

 250



 

Time was a factor that emerged as a constraint on participants’ willingness to be self-

directed learners.  There was a perception that self-directed learning took more time.  When 

people were busy they often didn’t want to take any more time than was necessary to 

complete the task.  Mary spoke about efficiency, getting something for every moment she 

spent learning.  Geoff voiced an alternative view:  Time and motivation – how do we 

separate them?  If people are interested they will find the time [G: WR2.4]. In today’s 

economic climate there is increasing pressure on people to work more hours to retain their 

jobs.  This pressure will transfer into education and training, giving learners less time for 

their learning.  This may result in more people being less willing to give extra time to 

‘finding out on their own’ or sharing control of their learning.  We need to acknowledge the 

effect lack of time has on learners and cater for this in the way we work. 

 

Some interesting comments were made about age as a factor in self-directed learning.  

Again, people experienced the effects of age differently.  Some thought being older meant 

they were more able to be self-directed.  They became more active, independent learners, 

who were willing to question the teacher in ways they wouldn’t have when younger.  Some 

suggested that being a similar age to the teacher made a difference to the teacher’s attitude 

to them and consequently to the relationship between them.  Others considered that age 

made no difference to them at all.  I will return to the factors affecting self-directed learning 

under my proposition that this research confirms some of the literature on self-directed 

learning. 

 

Participants also experienced self-assessment differently. Self-assessment is widely 

advocated as an essential part of self-directed learning in formal contexts.  If teachers do 

not share control of assessment they exclude learners from the ultimate power in formal 

education – making judgements about learners’ work.  Participants experienced self-

assessment differently.  Some saw it as a sham, lacking in sincerity because the final 

decision had to be the teacher’s, regardless of any efforts made to share assessment power.  

Many found the formal self-assessment process a burden rather than boon.  While they 

made informal judgements about their work, few willingly filled in written self-assessments 
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to be submitted with their work.  Written self-assessments seemed to expose them to the 

teacher even more than handing in work for assessment.  It required them to run the risk of 

under- or over-valuing what they had done.  To many it was a time-consuming task with 

little benefit to their learning.  Others experienced self-assessment more positively.  

Although they may have found it disorienting initially, they had adjusted and, improving 

with practice, they now welcomed the opportunity to self-assess.  Some found it really 

useful and willingly filled in self-assessment forms.  A few now regarded their self-

assessment as more important than any judgement made by teachers. 

 

Self-Directed Learning is Re-conditioning 

 

Under my proposition that learners experience self-directed learning differently, I have 

already discussed two points about what I called socialisation.  First, that participants were 

able and willing to be self-directed learners in non-formal contexts, and second, that they 

had been socialised into expecting learning in formal contexts to be teacher-directed. 

Participants used both ‘socialisation’ and ‘conditioning’ to express this idea.  I want to 

change my language use slightly here, having read a quotation from Coutinho who 

maintains that:   

 

… there is no neutral education.  Education is either for domestication or for 

freedom.  Although it is customarily conceived as a conditioning process, 

education can equally be an instrument for de-conditioning  (Coutinho, in 

Freire, 1970b, in Hammond and Collins, 1991, p.216).  

 

This concept of de-conditioning triggered an idea that forms the basis of a different 

perspective on self-directed learning.  In non-formal learning learners are usually self-

directed because they expect to have freedom in those contexts.  Past experiences have 

socialised, or conditioned, them to expect to take control of their learning.  Much of the 

research done on self-directed learning and autodidaxy supports this view (Tough, 1979; 

Brookfield, 1983; Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Candy, 1991).  There is also a view that the 

majority of adults’ learning is done outside of formal educational institutions (Foley, 1999; 
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Usher, Bryant & Johnson, 1997; Edwards, 1997).  It is also clear from the participants’ 

comments and the research cited, that adults have been conditioned to expect formal 

learning to be teacher-directed.  Coutinho writes of de-conditioning as a process that will 

see education used for freedom rather than domestication.  De-conditioning carries a sense 

of undoing a conditioning process.  Rather than just undoing, I see the potential, in self-

directed learning, for a re-conditioning process, re-conditioning in the sense of returning 

something to its previous state.  Most learners are self-directed in their non-formal learning 

and are conditioned to be teacher-directed in their formal learning.  If we believe that self-

directed learning is appropriate for learners, in at least some formal learning situations, we 

could, with their consent, guide them through a re-conditioning process.  Our aim would be 

to return them to their previous state of being willing and able to be self-directed learners, 

but in formal as well as non-formal contexts.  This re-conditioning process would retain 

learners’ freedom and autonomy.  They would decide whether or not they wanted to be re-

conditioned, although teachers committed to self-directed learning would encourage them 

to participate.   

 

This notion of re-conditioning raises issues around current ideas about learning, for 

example learning-to-learn.  If we accept that adults can and do learn successfully outside of 

formal educational contexts they cannot be merely learning-to-learn in formal education.  

What they are doing is learning how to learn in a particular way to meet the requirements 

and conventions of formal education.  They are participating in a socialising or conditioning 

process.  Participants in this research were aware that they had been conditioned into 

teacher-direction.  Some of the lecturers in the BEd programme were concerned that our 

self-assessment procedures became a socialisation process.  We must recognise that that is 

also what we are doing when we encourage self-directed learning in formal contexts.   Self-

directed learning does require particular skills and abilities, and learning-to-learn 

programmes aim to develop those.  But what we are engaged in is not just the development 

of learning skills and abilities.  We are re-conditioning people, helping them to rediscover 

their willingness and ability to be self-directed learners.   

 

 253



Participants’ Perspectives of Self-Directed Learning Confirm Views in the Literature 

 

There is a large volume of literature on self-directed learning.  Given the range of views 

expressed, it is not surprising to find that many of the perspectives evident in the data 

confirm what someone else has written.  After I interpreted themes from the data I became 

aware of their presence in literature as I re-read.  Things I hadn’t been aware of previously 

suddenly appeared before me, probably because I was sensitised to seeing them.  This was 

both frustrating and exciting.  Frustrating because I hoped I had found something different 

only to find I hadn’t.  Exciting because other people confirmed what I thought I saw.  In 

this section I have selected some of the themes that emerged and have shown how they 

confirm other literature. 

 

I interpreted five clusters of meanings for self-directed learning from the participants’ 

comments.  This confirms views found throughout the literature that self-directed learning 

is not clearly defined and is understood in different ways.  It is “… one of those amorphous 

terms that occurs in adult education literature but lacks precise definition.” (Jarvis, 1992a, 

p.130).  It also supports Candy’s (1991, p.411) view that, being a versatile concept, it has 

been co-opted to many purposes.  This is of particular concern in the current economic and 

political context in which self-directed learning risks being co-opted to serve the purposes 

of economic rationalism.   

 

The five clusters of meanings support a view that self-directed learning has two dimensions, 

an internal goal and an external process dimension (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Candy, 

1991; Garrison, 1992, 1997; Jarvis, 1992a, 1992b; Oddi, 1987).   The external dimension 

refers to learner control - learners taking control of planning, implementing and evaluating 

their learning.  Participants’ had four clusters of meanings for this external dimension – 

self-directed learning as having choices, taking control, and making decisions; as freedom; 

as learning ‘on my own’; and as learning ‘with others’.   

 

The internal dimension of self-directed learning is described in two ways.  To some writers 

personal attributes make up this internal aspect (Candy, 1991; Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; 
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Oddi, 1987).  This view is unlikely to appear as a meaning for self-directed learning but 

was apparent in participants’ comments about their experiences.  Two personal attributes 

were mentioned – confidence and motivation – confirming Candy’s (1991) listing of them 

as major ‘families’ of attributes in his profile of the autonomous learner.  It also upholds 

Pratt’s (1988) claim that confidence, competence and commitment (which he also calls 

motivation) are three key attributes in andragogy and supports Garrison’s (1997) inclusion 

of motivation as one of three dimensions in his model of self-directed learning. 

 

Usher (1997) argues that it is artificial to separate these dimensions of self-directed 

learning.  I agree, as do other writers (Candy, 1991; Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991).  Garrison 

(1992) argues for their integration.  Learners’ characteristics and the ways they manage 

their learning are closely connected.  Personal attributes and abilities will influence 

learners’ willingness to be self-directed.  Positive experiences of taking control of their 

learning may develop personal attributes such as confidence and motivation.  Participants 

confirmed this view when they referred to the effect confidence and motivation had on their 

self-direction and on how their confidence developed after positive experiences of self-

directed learning.   

 

A second view of the internal dimension of self-directed learning concerns learners’ 

construction of meaning through the use of critical thinking (Brookfield, 1988; Garrison, 

1992; Mezirow, 1981).  Participants’ meaning of self-directed learning as ‘making 

meaning’ for themselves confirms this view of the internal dimension.  However, fewer 

people referred to the ‘making meaning’ and critical thinking aspects of self-directed 

learning.  Most comments referred to the external learner control aspects.  In future, a 

greater focus could be placed on this internal dimension of self-directed learning.   If 

learners and teachers understand self-directed learning as critical thinking and making 

meaning, as well as taking responsibility for learning, they will have a more holistic view of 

the phenomenon.  This may also be one way of resisting the purposes of economic 

rationalism.  If self-directed learners see themselves as critical thinkers and meaning 

makers as well as people taking control of their own learning, they may resist the technicist 
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self-directed learning criticised by Collins (1991) and fulfil the subversive, political 

promise seen by Candy (1991) and Brookfield (1993). 

 

In the participants’ comments and in the literature there are different views of self-directed 

learning as learning ‘on my own’ and ‘with others’.  Some participants supported the view 

of those who see learning as an independent, isolated activity (Adekanmbi, 1990; Joblin, 

1988).  Other participants stressed the important role people had in their learning and the 

collaborative nature of self-directed learning (Brookfield, 1981; Hammond & Collins, 

1991; Adeola, 1995). We can use the internal and external dimensions of self-directed 

learning to explore this issue.   

 

There can be no doubt that learning done ‘on my own’ qualifies as self-directed learning.  If 

learners have the attributes of self-directed learners, are thinking critically and making 

meaning for themselves and managing their own learning they must be self-directed.  The 

question is whether self-directed learning has to be done ‘on my own’.  If learners have the 

attributes of self-directed learners, are thinking critically and making meaning for 

themselves in association with other people and have decided to share the management of 

their learning with others are they self-directed?  In my view they are.  Some of the 

participants commented that even reading a book is an interaction with another person, 

supporting Brookfield’s (1985) point that little learning takes place without external sources 

of assistance.   

 

If we insist that learners be totally isolated there would be little learning that could be called 

self-directed.  Meaning making is enhanced through interaction with others according to 

many participants and I support their view in my own stories.  If learners have decided to 

share the control of their learning with others, even chosen to be taught in particular 

situations, they have arguably managed their learning and remain self-directed.  The 

fundamental difficulty is knowing whether they have used free will (Jarvis, 1992a).  Given 

his points about how, even when we think we have used free will, our decisions are affected 

by our socialisation, there can be no way of being certain that decisions are ‘freely’ made.  

We can only trust that learners who believe they have made decisions ‘freely’ have made 
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them ‘freely’.  Self-directed learning may involve others both as resources and in the 

management of learning.  The key is that the learner has ‘freely’ decided to involve them 

and in so doing has been self-directed.  Their decisions may vary from situation to situation 

depending on factors in each situation. 

 

This brings us to the issue of context in self-directed learning.  Participants pointed out that 

their willingness and ability to be self-directed learners was affected by a number of factors 

in the learning context.  This also supports arguments made in the literature.  Many people 

write about the contextual factors in self-directed learning (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; 

Candy, 1991; Hall, 1996; Pratt, 1988; Spear & Mocker, 1984).  One of the key differences I 

noted in the way people talked about self-directed learning was that between how they 

learned in non-formal and formal contexts. Candy (1991) makes a clear distinction between 

learner control in non-formal and formal situations.  He labels the former autodidaxy and 

argues that it cannot occur in formal institutions.  Tough’s (1979) research focused on 

adults’ non-formal learning projects and showed that adults manage their own learning 

outside of formal institutions.  Likewise, participants in this project showed that they 

successfully managed their non-formal learning in a range of ways. I referred above to my 

view that this is a result of conditioning processes. 

 

Some of the factors identified by participants as influencing their self-directedness in 

formal learning are discussed in the literature.  I have already referred to socialisation 

processes and how they affect self-directed learning.  Several participants told stories about 

how their socialisation, through families, school and church for example, had affected their 

views of themselves, their beliefs and expectations of how learning would take place, 

particularly in formal contexts.  Their stories support writers like Jarvis (1987a) and Candy: 

 

… adults are powerfully affected by aspects of their backgrounds – including 

family and prior education – in ways that limit and constrain their ability to 

be self-directing in certain learning situations (Candy, 1991, p.311). 
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In my view this socialisation is not sufficiently taken into account when we encourage self-

directed learning.  As outlined above, I believe we need to recognise the effects 

socialisation has on learners and to acknowledge that we too are engaged in a socialisation 

(re-conditioning) process. 

Although Knowles (1980, p.43) claimed that “adults have a deep psychological need to be 

generally self-directing” this has been disputed in many later writings (Brookfield, 1988; 

Candy, 1987; Flannery, 1994; Hartree, 1984; Tennant, 1986).  Participants’ comments 

suggest that many do not see themselves as self-directed learners, in either non-formal or 

formal contexts, and many are unwilling to be self-directed.  Their views may be affected 

by both the meaning they have for self-direction (eg learning ‘on my own’) and by their 

conditioning.  Whatever the reason there is support here for Brookfield’s view (Feuer & 

Geber, 1988) that many adults are disconcerted, even angry, when confronted by self-

directed learning in their formal learning.   

 

Self-assessment is promoted in the literature as an essential part of self-directed learning 

(Boud, 1995; Brown & Knight, 1994; Heron, 1988b).  The same writers acknowledge that, 

for example, “many learners will, in the first instance, resist attempts to involve them in 

assessment of themselves” (Brown & Knight, 1994, p.52) and give a variety of reasons for 

their resistance.  In an earlier section in this chapter I described participants’ responses to 

self-assessment.  Many of their comments support the view that learners may resist self-

assessment.  However, some have warmed to the process with experience and now favour 

it.  Taylor (1987) identified a four-stage transformation in learners adjusting to self-directed 

learning.  These stages have been identified in participants’ comments about self-

assessment (Leach, Neutze, Zepke, 1998). 

 

According to participants their domain knowledge and the level of the learning being 

undertaken affect their willingness to be self-directed.  Their views support those of Candy 

(1991, p.344) who argues that “autonomous learning has, in addition to its situational 

component, an epistemological or knowledge-based component as well”.   Where 

participants had little current knowledge of the topic they were more likely to look to the 
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teacher for guidance and support; where they had some existing knowledge they felt more 

able to be self-directing. 

 

There was some support for Spear and Mocker’s (1984) concept of the organising 

circumstance.  Participants’ stories showed how their non-formal learning decisions, in 

particular, had been influenced by the learning opportunities they knew about in their 

environment.  Two learning resources were frequently mentioned.  Their first line of 

enquiry was often people they knew and/or libraries.  Brookfield (1993) and Candy (1991) 

argue that access to appropriate resources is essential to self-directed learning in both non-

formal and formal contexts.  In the latter it is the teacher’s responsibility to provide them. 

 

I referred above to participants’ view that time was a very important factor in their 

willingness to be self-directed.  Brockett (1994) refers to time as a factor, but from the 

teachers’ perspective rather than the learners.  Although Clifford (1999) refers to time as a 

cause for student resistance to learner-controlled learning it is a factor which is often 

overlooked in the literature and one that we need to take into account when we are 

encouraging self-directed learning. 

 

Jarvis’s  (1992a) view of freedom in self-directed learning also appears in some 

participant’s comments.  He identifies both free will and freedom to act as necessary 

components of freedom.  Participants’ comments can be interpreted to relate to both these 

dimensions.  While no one referred specifically to free will many spoke about having 

choices and making decisions which is central to free will.  Many also referred to the 

control they had in terms that suggest their freedom to act, their control over the space in 

which they live and work. 

 

This project does not provide data that strongly supports any one of the self-directed 

learning models outlined in Chapter 2.  Participants’ stories and comments do, however, 

confirm elements of each model.  For example, many of their non-formal learning 

experiences could be classified as ‘single event/unanticipated learning’ (Spear & Mocker, 

1984).  Dave’s story of his learning about trees, and Cathy’s about developing grievance 
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procedures, are examples of ‘series of events, related learning’.  Several models, eg Taylor 

(1987), Pratt (1988), Grow (1991) and Delahaye et al (1994) incorporate the variation in 

willingness and ability to be self-directed learners evident in the participants’ comments.   

Taylor (1987), specifically addresses the issue of transition into self-directed learning in her 

model.  She acknowledges the disorientation experienced by many participants.  While 

several models suggest stages in the transition into self-directed learning (Taylor, 1987; 

Grow, 1991; Delahaye et al, 1994) there is no one pathway suggested in these participants’ 

comments.  The internal/external dimensions of self-directed learning identified by Candy 

(1991), Brockett & Hiemstra (1991) and Garrison (1997) have become central to the 

discussion of self-directed learning in this thesis, supported as they are in participants’ 

comments.  Finally, Garrison’s (1997) model includes motivation, one of the factors 

affecting willingness and ability to be self-directed learners that these people identified.   

 

Participants’ experiences of self-directed learning also corresponded with two models of 

teaching and learning as relational.  Pratt (1988) considers learner, teacher and situational 

variables.  Hall & Kidman’s (1996) model is more complex and includes student, content, 

teacher and the relationships between the three; the teaching/learning process; the 

institutional context; and the wider community context.  When I analysed participants’ 

comments I could see that the themes could be interpreted as confirmation of the 

relationship models.  Socialisation, confidence, motivation, self-assessment and age were 

each related to the learner.  The metaphor of guide related to the teacher.  Domain 

knowledge and level of learning related to the content.  The differences between formal and 

non-formal learning relate to the context as do time pressures and resources.  In addition, 

my comments about the effects of the wider context of the BEd programme (Chapter 3) 

related to the wider community context in Hall & Kidman’s model.  Self-directed learning 

is affected by a complex interaction, a relationship, between all these components. 

 

One of the sets of learner variables in the relationship models is personal characteristics 

such as gender and culture.  While I didn’t conduct a specific analysis on gender and 

culture I was struck by some examples in the data which both confirm and challenge the 

literature.  For instance, women are considered to be interactive, social learners for whom 
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self-directed learning may not be appropriate (Flannery, 1994; Nightingale & Sohler, 1994) 

and people from collectivist cultures are said to prefer learning with others (Joblin, 1988).  

Among these participants there were people who confirmed these views in the literature.  

Although women like Cathy, Judy and Joy were able to learn independently, they talked 

about how important it was to them to interact with other people.  Mary, on the other hand, 

while seeing benefits in learning with others, stressed, throughout our conversation, that 

learning on her own was a really important facet of her learning, in both formal and non-

formal contexts.  As for the men, Geoff stepped outside of the stereotypical view of male 

learners by insisting that the interpersonal dimension of the teacher’s response to him was 

the prime factor in his decisions about where, and with whom, he would learn.  James 

stressed the need for peer contact in his learning. 

 

Sam’s view is interesting.  Throughout his interview he talked consistently of learning ‘on 

my own’ when referring to self-directed learning.  And, judging from what he said about 

his learning, he does learn on his own a great deal of the time.  On the surface this might 

suggest (stereo)typical male behaviour.  But Sam is a Pacific Islander and it might be 

expected that his collectivist culture would foster learning with others.  Nothing I 

interpreted from what he said suggested this.  As he has completed educational 

qualifications in western institutions perhaps he has been socialised into learning in a 

‘Western male’ way to succeed in the system. 

 

Joanne’s approach also challenges assumptions about culture.  She too is from the Pacific 

Islands so might be expected to prefer learning with others.  But she talked about wishing 

her secondary school learning could have been self-directed.  Her reasoning went like this.  

Within her culture there are great pressures to contribute to family and community 

activities.  These take priority over learning, even formal education, so it meant she missed 

quite a lot of school and, as a result struggled, with the content.  She thought that if she had 

been engaged in self-directed learning she could have carried on with her learning 

whenever it suited her, rather than have to attend classes at set times.  Therefore, as a self-

directed learner, she would have missed less and learned more in the end.  However, she 

also adds that in classrooms there needs to be more interactive learning, focused around 
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group learning, rather than just individual learning.  Selena also talked about the impact her 

culture had on her approach to learning and how she had adjusted to Western ways since 

coming to New Zealand.  For her, being expected to be a critical thinker was the biggest 

issue. 

 

Only one person made comments that I interpreted as reflecting socio-economic status or 

class issues.  When Geoff was at secondary school he realised that something was amiss 

and that I was different or something … I always liked reading and participating in 

learning but didn’t seem to have the wherewithal to fit in.  At the time he couldn’t put his 

feelings into words.  Now he says:  maybe you’re talking of issues of class, maybe, of a 

king of provincial hegemony.  I don’t know.  I don’t know.  Maybe.  Maybe there are issues 

like that lurking.  He has been reading socialist feminist theory.  And it was basically 

saying that patriarchy develops the system and also determines who takes part in the 

system.  Now, I really could identify with that [G: 969-1088].  This class aspect of self-

directed learning needs further investigation. 

 

What are we to make of these different views?  It seems to me that we have to be careful 

not to generalise, even for an apparent ‘group’ who share similar characteristics.  Individual 

participants learned differently in different contexts.  While we need to be aware of 

characteristics which may be shared by a group such as women or Maori, we cannot expect 

individual members of that group to behave in a particular way in every context.  Each 

learning situation must be considered and managed according to its unique features. 

 

Participants made one further point that confirms views in the literature.  Many thought 

there was a place for the teacher in self-directed learning.  While some saw it as learning 

‘on my own’ the majority saw the teacher as a necessary guide and support.  This point 

reflects views held by, many writers (eg Boud, 1981; Brockett, 1994; Brookfield, 1988; 

Candy, 1991; Hall, 1996; Potts, 1981).  I will develop this idea further under my next 

proposition. 
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The Teacher Has A Role in Self-Directed Learning 

 

Threaded through the data is a strong metaphor of the teacher as guide.  Even the most 

committed self-directed learners value the guidance of a teacher from time to time.  The 

subtle difference between guide and director was emphasised by Geoff and Selena in their 

written responses to my analysis:  Yes, but just as guide [G: WR2.1]; It takes a lot of 

balance for a ‘teacher’ of adult to be a guide/compass rather than the captain! [S2: 

WR3.1].  For these learners the key is that the control, the decision-making, remains with 

the learner.  The teacher guides and offers support, but the learner decides what they are 

going to do. 

 

For some people their relationship with the teacher is central to their learning.  Geoff’s 

prime consideration is the teacher’s attitude to him as a learner.  If it is not positive and 

accepting he leaves.  Likewise in one of my stories I identified my relationship with my 

gym instructor/teacher as crucial to my confidence, self-esteem and ability, enabling me to 

continue learning ‘on my own’. 

 

Some people, including me in some of my stories, said there are times when they actually 

want to be taught.  Other learners need structure and guidance in their learning and look to 

the teacher to provide it.  The see themselves as directed learners.  They need a way in to 

the content, a signpost to resources and knowledge, someone to offer them options and 

make sure they are on the right track.  Others appreciated a teacher who challenged them 

and made them think, who constantly asked them ‘Why do you think that?’  There are 

variations in how much guidance individuals need.  These variations are influenced by, for 

example, the inter-relationships of the other factors I interpreted from the data.  So a learner 

may need more guidance with a new topic, when they have limited time and their 

confidence is low; and less guidance when they can learn with others, are more mature, 

have the necessary skills and are interested in the topic.   

 

These views confirm those expressed in the literature.  While many writers argue that 

teachers of adults should ‘facilitate’ rather than ‘teach’, (eg Boud, 1981; Hammond & 
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Collins, 1991; Knowles, 1980; 1981) few advocate the removal of teachers (Illich, 1970).  

Hall (1996, citing Harris) refers to ‘clear off and find out’ learning in which the teacher 

takes little part and argues that it is suitable for only a small percentage of students.  

Brookfield (1988) makes a strong plea for learning as a transaction between learner and 

teacher and argues that the teacher has a particular role which is: 

 

… to challenge learners with alternative ways of interpreting their 

experience and to present to them ideas and behaviors that cause them to 

examine critically their values, ways of acting, and the assumptions by which 

they live (Brookfield, 1988, p.105). 

 

There is a role for the teacher in self-directed learning.  The challenge is to find a balance 

between ‘hands off’ laissez-faire and ‘hands on’ controlling approaches.  That role will 

vary from individual to individual and group to group, and with the same individuals and 

groups from situation to situation and across time.  There is no recipe.  We create the role 

and the relationships as we go. 

 

My Thesis Does Not Break Out of Adult Education Discourse/s 

 

Since the 1970s there have been efforts to develop, justify and maintain a separate field of 

adult education (Collins, 1991; Edwards, 1997).  Part of that process has been the 

development of adult education discourse/s that label and put boundaries on the field, 

marking what is acceptable and what is not.  These discourse/s use particular language and 

those ‘in’ the field are socialised into recognising and using it.  I am an adult educator.  I 

am within the adult education discourse/s, which influence the ways I think and practice.  

Webb summarises the effects: 

 

The discourse to which we belong also has considerable bearing upon how 

we conceive the task. … We enter an already existing set of relationships 

which indicate who should speak and listen; what is said and not said; what 
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is rewarded and punished; and what social and political arrangements work 

to privilege statements  (Webb, 1996, p.102). 

 

Looking back I can see the process of conditioning into the discourse/s that I have 

undergone over the years.  When I look at this thesis I see the discourse/s, both in what I 

have written and in what participants have said.  I had hoped to get outside of the 

discourse/s but find I am trapped within them.  While I have not used all of the language of 

the discourse/s much of it is embedded here. 

 

Self-directed learning is part of adult education discourse/s.  When I read Knowles’ 

assumptions and principles with my ‘discourse glasses’ on I see language such as ‘decision’ 

and ‘experience’ used extensively.  When I read the participants’ stories and comments I 

am astonished by the number of times the words ‘decision’ and ‘choice’ are used.  Their 

use of ‘conscious’ hints at the rationality that permeates ideas about adult education.  There 

is also great emphasis on ‘control’ of learning and some references to ‘freedom’ – all 

language of the discourse/s.  They often refer to their need for ‘participation’ and 

‘interaction’ in formal learning, an aspect of practice that is encouraged within the 

discourse/s.   They place a high value on ‘experience’ and threaded through their 

conversations are references to ‘wanting’ and ‘needing’ to learn.  When I read the meanings 

I interpreted from their stories and mine I find they are saturated with the language of the 

discourse/s – ‘deciding’, ‘power’, ‘control’, ‘negotiation’, ‘responsibility’, ‘relationship’, 

‘choice’, ‘making meaning’, ‘motivation’, ‘independence’, ‘freedom’ and ‘collaboration’.   

 

It is interesting to note some of the language that is either missing or seldom used in this 

study.  Emancipation, transformation, liberation, reflection, critical reflection, lifelong 

learning and vocational learning are examples.  The emphasis has been on what Collins 

(1991) calls the mechanistic view of self-directed learning; the social and emancipatory 

potential of self-directed learning (Brookfield, 1993) has been in the background.  
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Two of the words the participants and I have most frequently used are ‘decision’ and 

‘choice’.  I tried to find other ways of expressing these ideas but the meaning remains the 

same.  It would be artificial and dishonest to avoid using the language of the discourse/s if 

the meaning remained the same.  It would also mean I had changed the participants’ 

language and that is not acceptable in a phenomenological study.  So I use the adult 

education discourse/s but regret that I have not been able to breach, or at least stretch, the 

boundaries. 

 

The Discourse of the ‘New Right’ Also Permeates This Thesis 

 

It is also important to draw attention to another discourse embedded in the language of this 

research.  There are significant overlaps between the current discourses of adult education 

and New Right economic rationalism.  Language such as ‘choice’, ‘decision’, ‘freedom’, 

‘independence’, ‘efficiency’, ‘economy of effort’, ‘responsibility’, ‘self interest’ and ‘want’ 

shows the degree to which New Right concepts are nestled alongside adult education 

‘speak’, concealing a hazard to the ideals of self-directed learning, the risk that it could be 

co-opted to serve the purposes of economic rationalism.  There is no suggestion in 

participants’ comments that they are aware of this close relationship or its dangers. It is 

interesting, however, to note the absence of language such as ‘market’, ‘competition’ and 

‘economics’ in what they had to say.  

 

Underpinning this language are some of the theories discussed in Chapter 3.  The self-

interest of self-directed learners reflects public agency theory.  Self-directed learners pursue 

their own interests more energetically, improving not only their own prospects but also the 

wider economic interests of society.  Agency theory is clearly reflected in the use of 

learning contracts in self-directed learning.  Contracts are negotiated to make explicit the 

roles and responsibilities of both learner and teacher.  Key to this process is negotiation, 

which assumes learner agency.  The assumption that learners want to and are able to 

manage their own learning successfully in self-directed learning suggests the presence of 

some of the principles of managerialism – management skills are generic and can be used 

in any situation, without regard to the specific features of the context.  Self-directed 
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learning will ‘naturally’ result in an increased value for the learner, a connection with 

human capital theory. 

 

This suggests that the language of the ‘New Right’ has been absorbed into the everyday 

language of adult education and adult educators.  We must be alert to this, ensuring we 

understand the implications of this for our own thinking and practice.  If we are to realise 

the critical potential of self-directed learning, the “politically charged Trojan horses” of 

adult education (Brookfield, 1993, p.240), we have to see the dangers ourselves and alert 

others to them.  We must ensure that self-directed learning is not reduced to the external 

control of learning.  Instead we must foster the critical thinking and meaning making 

potential of self-directed learning alongside learner control and work to realise its political 

promise. 

 

Classical Phenomenology has been Worthwhile … Although There Are Some Issues 

 

I outlined in Chapter 4 the two forms of phenomenology I used in this study, referring to 

them as classical and new phenomenologies.  While they both aim to be expressive rather 

than explanatory (Reasons & Hawkins, 1988), they offer insights into different aspects of 

experience.  Classical phenomenology’s focus is the ‘what’ of the experience - self-directed 

learning; new phenomenology’s is the person, in this research the participants who have 

experienced self-directed learning.   Much has been written about self-directed learning but 

little of it concerns learners’ perspectives.  Writers have recommended such research and 

the use of qualitative rather than quantitative approaches (Candy, 1991).  Phenomenology 

has enabled me to centre on the participants’ perspectives of both the phenomenon and their 

experiences of it. 

 

I used classical phenomenology in an effort to intuit meanings the participants and I had for 

self-directed learning.  I hoped to get outside the meanings found in the literature to 

discover different meanings and/or different ways of expressing those meanings already 

described.  While I used classical phenomenology as a first person exercise as described by 

Crotty (1996a) in intuiting from my own stories, I used it as a second person exercise with 
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the participants.  I interpreted from their stories and didn’t ask them to intuit from their 

own.  Encouraging them to intuit their own experiences in a first person exercise, may have 

resulted in different meanings being identified.  But perhaps it wouldn’t.  In a previous 

proposition I argued that this research hadn’t stretched or breached the boundaries of the 

adult education discourse.  I think there are reasons for this.  Phenomenological reduction 

or bracketing is intended to help us to get outside our existing understandings.   Certainly as 

I interpreted I was aware that I, in some way moved into a different space.  I also knew 

when I hadn’t made the shift.  But although I moved into that different space, I could not 

find other ways of expressing the ideas that came to me.  I could not get outside the 

concepts and language that I already had.  Webb (1996, p.87) also makes this point about 

phenomenographers, asking “What categories do they build to house people’s conceptions 

other than the categories of their own historically and socially informed understanding?”  It 

follows, therefore, that asking the participants to intuit as a first person exercise is likely to 

have resulted in similar meanings, for they would not have been able to move outside their 

existing understandings or to use different language. 

 

Another factor needs to be mentioned.  The participants are enrolled in a BEd programme 

that focuses on adult education, so they have been socialised, to a greater or lesser degree, 

into the adult education discourse.  The language of the discourse will be part of their 

culture and is likely to be used in the way they express their meanings.  One way of 

overcoming this in future research would be to interview people who are not educators, to 

see what different meanings they may hold.  However, in a country like New Zealand, at a 

time when rational economics is pervasive, it is likely that many of the meanings would 

reflect the individualistic, choice-based culture of a Western culture at this time in history.  

It would be valuable to research the meanings of people from, for example, collectivist 

cultures who have not been exposed to rational economics or the Western adult education 

discourse.  Their meanings would reflect their own culture and society but would provide 

an interesting comparison with those identified in this research and in the literature. 

 

While acknowledging these shortcomings, I want to argue that there have been some 

benefits from my attempt to use classical phenomenology.   It has enabled me to identify 
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five clusters of meaning for self-directed learning.  (I note with chagrin, that there are five, 

given Webb’s (ibid) critique of phenomenography for “surprisingly often” identifying five 

categories of conceptions.  I was tempted to deliberately seek a number other than five but I 

interpreted five so have reported five).  The insight that has been most useful to me has 

been to recognise that few people held a meaning of self-directed learning as critical 

thinking and making meaning.  Most were intent on the ‘control’ aspect.  I think this is 

useful and signals a need for teachers to emphasise personal meaning making and the 

integration of the internal and external dimensions of self-directed learning. 

 

New Phenomenology has Provided Some Worthwhile Insights 

 

I used new phenomenology in this research project well aware of Crotty’s (1996a, 1996b) 

criticisms of it.  I acknowledge that the project of new phenomenology is different from 

that of the classical phenomenologists but, like Willis (1998, 1999), think it has the 

potential to provide useful information and insights.  Learners’ perspectives on self-directed 

learning have been called for (Candy, 1991).  New phenomenology is one approach that 

enables their perspectives to be heard.   

 

While some writers recognise that not all learners want to be self-directed all of the time 

(Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Candy, 1991; Brookfield, 1992) this view seems to be ignored 

by administrators and many teachers in today’s economic climate.  Many learners are being 

forced into various forms of ‘clear off and find out’ learning.  It is essential that we hear 

learners’ perspectives on self-directed learning.  As educators themselves, these participants 

are educationally advantaged, but many of them say they are not self-directed in their 

formal learning, and do not want to be.  And they certainly don’t want to be self-directing 

all of the time.  They do want options, choices.  They don’t want it forced on them.  Many 

looked to the teacher as a guide.  This is an important message for adult educators.  It is not 

learners’ wish that we abrogate our responsibilities as teacher.  If this is the case for these 

advantaged learners how much more might it be the case for other groups of learners, 

particularly those who have had negative experiences of education systems?  I suggest that 

even more of those learners might find self-directed learning a trial rather than a triumph. 
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Similar statements can be made about self-assessment.  Certainly the participants’ 

comments concerned the self-assessment process in a particular BEd programme, so they 

may not apply to other self-assessment processes.  However, our process is similar to many 

others, so their comments sound a note of warning.  Many do not want to self-assess.  Some 

clearly do.  We have to take their views into account when introducing elements of self-

assessment into our programmes. 

 

New phenomenology has also enabled me to identify a range of factors affecting self-

directed learning in formal contexts.  These factors resonate with some of the literature, 

confirming others’ findings.   These participants’ views emphasised the importance of 

socialisation, time and the relationships between learner, teacher, content and context in 

self-directed learning.  We need to be aware of these factors and to take them into account 

when we use self-directed learning approaches in our classes. 

 

The participants’ voices have been heard in this project through empathetic or new 

phenomenology (Willis, 1999; Crotty, 1996a).  We must heed what they have said.  The 

propositions I have discussed in this chapter raise a number of issues for our practice with 

adult learners.  I explore the implications for our teaching in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 10:  SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING IN PRACTICE 

 

What we think are democratic, respectful ways of treating people can be 

experienced by them as oppressive and constraining.  One of the hardest 

things teachers have to learn is that the sincerity of their intentions does not 

guarantee the purity of their practice (Brookfield, 1995, p.1) 
 

 

I have presented the data I gathered during this project and discussed the issues/themes that 

emerged from them for me.   However, I find it necessary to go beyond mere reporting and 

discussion of the data to contemplate the messages they contain for our practice.  In the 

end, it is what we teachers do, as we work with learners, that really matters.  We need to go 

beyond thinking and talking to action, action that is informed by what we have learned as a 

result of our research.  There is a shift in focus in this chapter.   While the implications for 

teaching arise from learners’ comments, we now consider self-directed learning through the 

eyes of the teacher rather than those of the learner.  What does the information provided by 

the participants in this project suggest about how we might work with adult learners in the 

Bachelor of Education programme in future?  What issues have surfaced that we need to 

consider?  What changes might we need to make in response to participants’ comments?  

What support is there for our current practice?  In this chapter I consider the implications I 

see for this BEd programme and for adult education generally.  I begin by exploring the 

implications of what participants said about their non-formal learning.  I then consider a 

range of implications that emerged from their experiences of formal learning.  Finally I 

move to broader, contextual issues and outline the implications these have for our practice 

and self-directed learning. 

 

Self-Directed Learning in Non-Formal Contexts 

 

Patently, all of these people were self-directed learners in non-formal contexts.  While 

many didn’t see non-formal learning as ‘learning’ and some didn’t consider themselves to 

be self-directed learners even in non-formal contexts, they were learning constantly.  They 
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were learning to cross stitch, to be parents, to grow trees or herbs, to be committee 

members, to play musical instruments or to develop organisational grievance procedures, to 

buy houses and to swim, as well as a whole host of other learning activities.  They showed 

they had both the internal personal attributes and the external management skills to conduct 

their own learning. They used their freedom to make decisions about their learning options; 

they learned both on their own and with others as appropriate to them and the particular 

learning situation; they used critical thinking to make meaning for themselves from their 

learning experiences.  This is no surprise.  Indeed, before formal educational systems were 

designed, all adult learning took place in this way.  Tough’s (1979) research in the 1960s 

and 1970s showed that a high percentage of adult learning continues to be conducted 

outside of formal institutions.  As Collins (1996, p.118) put it, “learning is by definition 

self-directed … Learning is always done by the person involved.  No one actually learns for 

anyone else”.  Sally echoed this idea when she said, “I’ve had to do this learning.  No one 

can do it for me” [S4: 719-721]. 

 

But we work within a formal institution so what does this mean for our practice?  Tough’s 

(1990) argument was that formal education should be much more closely related to the 

way/s adults go about learning in non-formal contexts.  These ideas have underpinned 

much adult education theorising and practice in the last four decades.  Notions of freedom, 

autonomy, self-directed learning and learner-centredness, the teacher as facilitator rather 

than instructor and learning contracts are all associated with this view.  Such notions 

underpin this BEd programme.  We want to enable adult learners to share the control of 

their formal learning and we encourage self-directed learning as a means of achieving that.  

The finding that all the participants did engage in (self-directed) learning outside of formal 

contexts confirms the truism that “adults have always managed to learn on their own” 

(Collins, 1991, p.30).  One implication for us is that we need to find ways of enabling 

learners to appreciate that they are learning outside of formal contexts and that they do 

learn in self-directed ways.  Once they are able to value their non-formal (self-directed) 

learning we could work with them to enable them to transfer those learning approaches to 

their formal learning. 
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There is an important implication for me here.  I teach adult learning courses in the BEd.  I 

need to do more to raise learners’ awareness of the non-formal learning they do and the 

way/s they go about this learning.  I’d like to use experiential learning activities to surface 

this learning.  This would encourage learners to get in touch with their personal experiences 

and may enable them to value them more.  We could then use these experiences as a basis 

for discussion about their formal learning, what we are trying to do in the BEd and what 

they may do with their own students.  These activities and discussion could be supported by 

readings (eg Foley, 1999) if people wanted to ‘go beyond’ and consider them further. 

 

There is, however, an alternative view that must be considered.  Collins, for example, 

argues: 

 

Formalized learning strategies and research protocols that emanate from 

professionalized notions such as the adult’s learning projects and self-

directed learning contracts represent further systematic intrusions on to 

personal and communal (inter-personal) events.  Our capacity to learn on our 

own initiative, according to our own cognitive styles, is a vital part of the 

‘commons’ of our everyday social life-world.  Adult educators are remiss 

when they subvert their knowledge of this capacity to serve their own 

professionalized interests as teachers and researchers through the 

deployment of intrusive strategies (Collins, 1996, p.113). 

 

He makes the point that when self-directed learning is required of learners the result is 

“directed self-directed learning” (ibid, p.111).  This is similar to the delegated control Jarvis 

(1992a) considers a teaching method rather than self-directed learning.  According to 

Collins’ perspective, in the BEd programme we may be using intrusive techniques to serve 

our own interests and we run the risk of being directive in the name of self-directed 

learning.  Certainly the risks exist.  Fortunately we are not required to use self-directed 

learning techniques as a cost-cutting measure.  Neither do we use them as a ‘one-and-only’ 

or ‘one best’ approach to learning.   The key questions are whose interests are being served 

and do learners have an option?    
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Our belief is that learners benefit from having the opportunity to share the control of their 

formal learning and this is supported by data from this project.  People who have been in 

the programme for some time (usually a year or more) commented positively about the 

effects of having more control.  Even those who were initially reluctant or found it strange 

and/or difficult were pleased to be having more say in their learning.  But are we also 

serving our own interests?  Collins’ critique is targetted at those who were trying to create a 

separate profession of adult education through the use of self-directed learning.  We are not 

trying to do that.  While we advocate self-direction in adult learning we do not claim it for 

adults only.  We acknowledge that children too can be self-directed in their non-formal and 

formal learning.  Neither are we using self-directed learning as a means of generating 

higher enrolments.  We are not resorting to ‘clear off and find out’ (Hall, 1996) forms of 

learning as a way of increasing staff/student ratios.  Indeed, sharing the control of learning 

arguably takes more time and energy.  Negotiation of content, method, assessment and 

learning contracts takes time.  It would be more efficient to be directive and simply decide 

how courses are to be run.  Our interests are served, however, by applying in practice what 

we espouse in theory.  In so doing we hope to continue building the credibility of our 

programme and to secure our own futures! 

 

Now to answer my second question, do learners in this BEd programme have options?  

Yes, they do.  We encourage self-directed learning but we do not impose it on them.  And 

at his point I hasten to add ‘now’.  We did in the past.  Originally we designed courses that 

included learning contracts as a way of requiring learners to apply what they had learned in 

their practice.  Then we realised that in requiring learning contracts we had imposed self-

directed learning on people and had, therefore, taken away their choice/s, making them 

directed self-directed learners.  (It is interesting to note that our external accreditation panel 

suggested these contracts be included).  The compulsory learning contracts have now been 

removed, much to the relief of most students.  Instead of imposing self-directed learning we 

encourage learners to negotiate their learning with us.  They decide what they want to 

negotiate and when they want to negotiate with us. 
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Self-Directed Learning in Formal Contexts 

 

An important finding of this research is that, in formal contexts, very few learners want to 

be self-directing all of the time - in the external sense of being in control of their learning.  

Even those who describe themselves as committed self-directed learners stated that there 

are times when they want to hand over the control to someone else, or to be taught.  There 

were many who looked for guidance and direction from a teacher, many who thought it was 

the teacher’s job to organise and structure the course, many who did not see themselves as, 

and who did not want to be, self-directed learners.  It is, therefore, totally unrealistic to 

expect, let alone require, learners to be in control of their learning all of the time.  All 

formal education programmes, therefore, need to include a variety of approaches to 

learning, including opportunities for both self and teacher-direction. 

 

As participants in this project said that they don’t always want to be self-directed learners it 

has implications for the ideas which underpin this BEd.  We state in our curriculum 

document that: 

 

Adult learners are viewed as having a strong capacity for self-directed 

learning, which should be developed and enhanced through the programme 

(Wellington Polytechnic, 1998, p.13).   

 

At this point I want to revisit the goal/process distinction that Candy (1991) and Brockett & 

Hiemstra (1991) make in self-directed learning and the internal/external distinction that 

Jarvis (1992a; 1992b) and Garrison (1992, 1997) make.  While I acknowledge the 

artificiality of the divides, I think they also offer a useful framework for our consideration 

of self-directed learning.  If we use the goal/process and internal/external distinctions we 

can ask some important questions about the BEd programme and the ways we teach.  Do 

we assume that adults are self-directed learners?  Do we assume they have the internal, 

personal attributes self-directed learning requires?  Do we have as a goal the development 

of those attributes?  Do we impose, externally, self-directed learning as a process on 
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learners?  Do we enable them to take the amount of control they wish to have over their 

learning?  Do we concern ourselves only with learners controlling the external features of 

their learning?  Do we enable learners to develop their internal, critical capacity to make 

meaning for themselves?   

 

It seems to me that, in the BEd, we encourage learners to be self-directed, so we work from 

a view of self-directed learning as a goal of education.  We believe that each person has a 

capacity to be self-directed – a capacity for both the internal, personal attributes and the 

critical thinking necessary to make meaning for themselves, and the external management 

skills to control their learning.  In order to organise this discussion I’ll deal first with the 

external dimension, then return to the internal dimension of self-directed learning. 

 

While we assume the potential for self-directedness we do not assume that all learners are 

self-directed in formal contexts when they join the programme.  Indeed, we notice the 

difference when people join at Stage Three.  Those who have been in the programme for 

some time are more willing and able to negotiate their learning with us at that Stage.  Those 

who enter at Stage Three (having completed entry requirements at other institutions) 

usually exhibit the disorientation typical of those who enter at Stage One.  It was interesting 

to note that this was commented on in one of the focus groups, particularly in relation to 

assessment: 

 

It’s been interesting this year to have new students come in … And so that 

assumption that they are familiar with it.  And then you realise how familiar 

YOU are with it, that I am with it, because, well explaining to them and 

actually enjoying it and saying “Look, this is actually easy to do. And this is 

really good.  I find this is, I’m quite au fait with it”.   [J5: FG1: 65-73]. 
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We acknowledge the disorientation many people feel.  We do not require self-directed 

learning but instead offer learners many opportunities to negotiate learning with us.  

Jarvis’s (1992a) model of self-directed learning provides a useful framework for 

considering the points at which this negotiation is possible (Figure 10.1).  

 

 
(Disjuncture) Need                           Want 

 
 

  Other-directed 
 
 

Decision to Learn Self-Directed Internal mechanisms External mechanisms 
 
 

Type of Participation Independent Combination Enrol in course 
 
 

Aims and Objectives Learner-directed Negotiated Other-directed 
 
 

Content Learner-chosen Negotiated Other-chosen 
 
 

Method 
 
 

Independent Negotiated Other-directed 

Thought/Language Individual Combination          Social 
 
 

Assessment Self Collaborative       Other-peer 
 
 

Action/Outcome 
 
 

Change No change 

  
Figure 10.1:  A Model of Self-Directed Learning (Jarvis, 1992a) 
 

The elements of disjuncture, decision to learn and type of participation are decided by the 

learner before we meet them in class, although some seek academic advice prior to 

enrolment.  The final element, action/outcome, is decided by them after the learning is 

completed.  The elements that allow for some learner control are aims and objectives, 

content, method, thought/language and assessment.  Learners make a choice between self-

direction and other/teacher-direction for each element. 
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There is little scope in BEd courses for learners to negotiate learning outcomes (aims and 

objectives).  The quality assurance processes require us write them before our programme 

can be formally approved.  We try to keep them relatively open so some flexibility is 

possible but they are a ‘given’.  There are, however, opportunities at each stage for learners 

to negotiate independent learning contracts for whole courses.  In these they do negotiate 

their learning outcomes.   

 

Within each course there are opportunities to negotiate content.  Learners are alerted to this 

in each Course Handbook.  In the first session of each course lecturers ask learners what 

they want/expect to learn and match this with the suggested course content.  Where there is 

interest in alternative content there is negotiation about how and when that will be 

incorporated.  This offer is repeated through the courses.  The opportunity to negotiate 

content also applies to distance learners.  Recently a new dimension to this negotiation has 

developed.  We are now working off-site with a number of groups of Maori learners.  For 

each course, specific content is negotiated with the group.  In addition, we will, from 2000, 

be offering modified versions of courses to other groups such as community educators.  We 

believe that prescribed learning outcomes can be met through different content.  We aim to 

make the content relevant to each group of learners by negotiating it with them, rather than 

imposing pre-specified content on them.  It will be teacher’s responsibility to ensure that 

the proposed content will enable learners to meet the learning outcomes. 

 

In the BEd programme the learning/teaching methods are also negotiable.  Learners are 

asked how they like to learn and lecturers try to plan to include the range of options 

suggested.  Recently local learners have commented critically on our too-heavy reliance on 

set readings and small group discussion (Gonczi, 1998).  This is an aspect of our current 

practice we need to change, both within and across courses.  There are limitations on 

learning methods for distance students as well.  They have less opportunity, on a week-to-

week basis, to change the method they use for their learning.  Perhaps in deciding to learn 

at a distance they have made their key decision about method.  We do try to offer them a 

range of options such as email, voicemail, telephone conversations, and Internet bulletin 
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boards.  Audioconferencing has proven to be a life-saver for those distance learners who 

need opportunities to ‘meet’ others, hear their voices and discuss learning issues with them. 

 

Thought/language, according to Jarvis, always involves other people.  Learners’ lines of 

thought reflect those used in the groups with which they have associated.  Discussions with 

teachers and other learners open the way for a possible change in consciousness and the 

construction of different meanings.  We encourage critical thinking and open discussions, 

so learners are exposed to different perspectives on topics and consequently reconsider their 

own views in the light of others’. 

 

In our assessment processes we create three opportunities for learners to be involved.  First, 

they can decide how they want to be assessed.  We offer structured, prescribed assessment 

tasks for those who think it is the teacher’s responsibility; portfolio assessment for those 

who want to use a variety of evidence of their learning; and there is scope for individuals to 

negotiate alternatives.  Second, they can negotiate the criteria for assessment.  There are 

three options – use our set list of six criteria; negotiate six from our extended list; or 

negotiate three from the list and up to three personal ones.  Third, they can decide to submit 

a self-assessment or peer assessment of their work and propose a grade.  Should their grade 

be different from the lecturer’s a negotiation between learner and lecturer takes place.  On 

the surface, this seems to meet the requirements for self-assessment (Boud, 1995).  I will, 

however, return to implications for our assessment process later in this chapter. 

 

My response to the questions I posed about the external dimension of self-directed learning, 

therefore, is that we do not impose learner control on BEd learners but that we do offer 

them many opportunities to negotiate learner control with us.  There is no denying that 

there are limitations on what can be negotiated but there is considerable freedom available 

to them as well.  We encourage learner control rather than require it.  They have free will to 

make choices; we also offer them some freedom to act. 
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In my literature review I identified two aspects to the internal dimension of self-directed 

learning.  Jarvis (1992a; 1992b) refers to it as free will – making decisions to act in 

particular ways from available options.  I have just outlined the kinds of opportunities 

learners in the BEd programme have to make decisions about their learning in the formal, 

class environment.  Of course they have the freedom to make other decisions outside of that 

as well but I’ll concern myself here with those over which we have some direct influence.  

Again, it is undeniable that there are limits on their freedom.  They cannot, for example, 

simply decide what they are going to do.  Their free will is limited by the requirement that 

they negotiate outcomes, content, methods and assessment with course lecturers.  Arguably, 

when they enrol in a formal programme such as this, they accept that there will be limits 

placed on their free will.  They ‘trade’ this acceptance for the chance to gain a recognised 

qualification.  This restriction on their free will was recognised by participants, particularly 

in relation to the assessment process.  Judy commented: 

 

… and it was like why do I have to prove to you, or to another tutor, that I 

know, when in a personal development course knowing that I know is 

enough? … the differences in the course, in that formal structure, is that 

you’re actually asking that organisation to recognise your learning with a 

bit of paper.  Hence the assessment [J5/1: 450-458]. 

 

The second aspect of the internal dimension of self-directed learning was critical thinking 

and making meaning (Garrison, 1992, 1997).  This is fundamental to our programme.  Our 

approach to learning and teaching is built around the concept of the critically reflective 

practitioner who: 

 

… relates his/her practice to a sound theoretical base, who checks for 

consistency between his/her espoused theory and theory-in-practice, who is 

critically aware of his/her own actions, thoughts, values, assumptions and 

feelings, and who keeps learning and developing in response to reflective 

self-evaluation.  The reflective practitioner analyses critically the wider 

context of tertiary vocational teaching, and constantly examines the options 

 280



for ethical and effective action … Participants will be encouraged to reflect 

critically, individually and through group processes … (Wellington 

Polytechnic, 1998, p.13). 

 

We also adhere to a constructivist view of learning (Candy, 1991).  We do not consider that 

knowledge is something external to be learned and regurgitated.  Rather we believe that 

each person interprets events and ideas in their own way, creating their own meanings and 

understandings of them in the process.  So, in the BEd, we expect learners to construct their 

own meaning of course topics.  Central to this process is critical thinking (Garrison, 1992, 

1997; Brookfield, 1987; Mezirow, 1981).  Learners are invited to challenge lecturers’ views 

and to consider other learners’ perspectives as part of this meaning-making process.  

Participants’ comments suggest that this did happen:  

 

And then, when you are in a small group discussion and somebody makes a 

point and you think, “Oh, I never thought of it that way” … I think people 

are a wonderful resource … Having people clarify ideas and giving me their 

perspective so I can test it against my ideas as well [K2: 403-438; 469-471]. 

 

But it does not always happen.  One course I teach has lacked debate, questioning and 

critical thinking this year.  Discussions have been very cosy and disagreement has seldom 

surfaced.  My own views have seldom been challenged.  I decided to raise this as an issue 

and to explore it as part of the learning we were doing, only to be disappointed with the 

response.  The group considered factors that might be causing our similarity of views but 

no one seemed willing to address the lack of difference, critique and debate in any real 

sense.  I am questioning my own practice and my ability to foster the critical thinking that 

is an essential part of the internal dimension of self-directed learning. 

 

BEd lecturers also challenge learners’ assumptions and views.  We want to stimulate them 

into questioning their current understandings and to consider others, to get out of their 

comfortable ‘rut’.  In the end they may decide to retain their existing understandings but 

they will have done so after critical consideration and will have overt reasons retaining 
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them.  This too is an element of critical thinking and potentially leads to perspective 

transformations (Mezirow, 1981).  Power and indoctrination are issues here.  We realise 

that it is difficult for many learners to hold and defend views different from our own, and to 

challenge ours (although some do it very successfully!)  The power difference between 

learner and teacher is real.  We have the final say about their work so there is a fine balance 

between putting our point of view and indoctrinating them into our way of thinking.  We 

don’t want to indoctrinate but we do want to express and argue for our own views.  Our 

power-full position as teacher means that there is a real risk of indoctrination.  I see this in 

the BEd programme.  We teachers, as individuals, hold many differing views, but there is a 

broad similarity in our values which is perceived by learners.  This sends clear messages to 

the learners about what is and is not ‘acceptable’, and risks indoctrinating them, effectively 

neutralising the critical facility that we want to foster.  Potts (1988, p.149) also refers to this 

difficulty, writing “There is no simple position to take on all this, either philosophically or 

practically.  I keep being trapped into wanting students to have autonomy but to adopt the 

values I believe in”.  One anecdotal example, from my BEd experience is that learners have 

talked about how they no longer feel comfortable calling themselves ‘teacher’.  The 

message they have received is that ‘teacher’ is bad and ‘facilitator’ is good.   I think we 

need to find a better balance between expressing our views of learning and teaching and 

enabling learners to be critical thinkers, questioning those views, constructing and/or 

defending their own. 

 

Many participants in this research saw the teacher as a guide.  They wanted the teacher to 

structure and organise learning experiences, to introduce them to the topic, to deliver 

content, to suggest resources and to comment on and grade the work they presented for 

assessment.  Teachers were the external judges who ensured they had met the standards.  

Some saw self-directed learning as teachers abrogating their responsibilities.  Even in 

independent learning contract courses, most look to the teacher for guidance and support, 

particularly when they are new to the process.  If we don’t provide some guidance for these 

people we risk losing them as learners.  According to Joblin: 
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If adult education is practised only in a self-directed manner, those who, for 

personal or content-related reasons, are not able to give direction for 

themselves, will find the encounter very difficult, be learning little and 

probably drop out of such educational ventures.  They are not able to learn 

well in such an environment because they need to be given appropriate 

direction  (Joblin 1988, p.123). 

 

Pratt (1988) argues that we need to provide guidance and support.  The question is how 

much guidance is appropriate?  The teacher as guide can become the teacher as crutch.  

Rather than developing autonomous learners this could develop dependency.  My 

experience has been that the role of guide varies from learner to learner.  Some people need 

a lot of support initially, until they feel confident to take more control themselves.  Others 

stretch the boundaries, striving for the greatest amount of control they can have.  Our task is 

to respond to the needs of each learner and monitor our actions with them.  Where we risk 

engendering dependency, we need to take action to foster more decision-making by the 

learner, enabling them to take more responsibility for their own learning.  Foley (1992, 

p.143) warns of the dangers of being the “endlessly supportive facilitator”.  This is a 

message for my own practice.  While I do not want to foster dependency I know that I do 

slip into the endlessly supportive facilitator role.  I need to develop my abilities to challenge 

and confront learners. 

 

It has become a fashion, in adult education, to be that ‘facilitator’ rather than the ‘teacher’.  

This needs to be questioned.  As this research has shown, some learners want to be taught, 

at least some of the time.  There is a place for teaching, for telling learners what they 

want/need to know, particularly when the topic is new to them. ‘Clear off and find out’ 

learning is indefensible.  I would even argue that it is unethical.  It is not teaching, or 

facilitating for that matter, to leave learners to ‘sink or swim’, unless they elect to learn that 

way.  This is especially true when they have paid fees to an institution in order to learn 

what they want to learn.  They have decided to learn by being taught in a formal 

institutional setting and we must recognise and respect that decision.  My own style is 
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facilitation.  I’ve known that learners in some of my classes are not comfortable with this 

approach.  In the past I’ve privileged my view and expected them to accommodate my 

(superior) approach.  I need to use a greater variety of approaches, including more ‘telling’, 

in order to meet the needs of different learners and to create greater diversity in my own 

practice. 

 

Another issue for practice arises here.  Is it the teacher’s responsibility to simply meet 

learners’ needs?  Must we comply with learners’ requests regardless of what our own views 

are?  There are differing views in the literature (Boud, 1987; Tennant, 1985).  One is that 

the prime role of the teacher is to facilitate the learners’ felt needs.  Humanistic theorists 

such are Rogers are frequently associated with this view.  Another is that learning is a 

transactional encounter between learner and teacher and takes place within a social-policy 

framework of priorities (Hammond & Collins, 1991; Tennant, 1985).  If we, as teachers, 

simply meet the felt needs of learners we abdicate our responsibility for contributing to the 

debate: 

 

The particular function of the facilitator is to challenge learners with 

alternative ways of interpreting their experience and to present to them ideas 

and behaviors that cause them to examine critically their values, ways of 

acting, and the assumptions by which they live (Brookfield, 1988, p.105). 

 

In my opinion we have both a right to hold and express our own views and a responsibility 

to offer learners alternative perspectives from within the framework of social priorities.  

The key is negotiation.  We need to find out what learners’ needs and expectations are.  We 

also express our own views.  In my experience this often results in very similar expectations 

being identified.  If there are differences we can negotiate with learners.  Usually agreement 

is possible.  Where that doesn’t occur, we can decide to meet learners’ needs or to stay with 

our own preferences.  Different decisions may be made in different circumstances.  There 

are times when we need to be directive.  Candy (1991, p.190) makes the point that “non-

directive teaching is not always appropriate in the learning situation”. Some participants’ 

comments show that they like to be challenged, to be made to think; that they appreciated a 
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teacher who asked them ‘why do you think that’ all the time.  We need to weigh up each 

situation, each group of learners and decide when to meet expressed needs and when to 

challenge thinking with alternative views or ways of working.  That is one of our roles as 

teacher. 

 

There were many reasons for participants’ need for some direction.  Some had been 

socialised into expecting learning to be teacher-directed.  For some their existing 

knowledge base and the level of their learning were factors, as were their confidence, 

motivation, age and time pressures.  These factors are not usually overcome in a short time.  

We need to be sensitive to the different needs of individual learners and different groups of 

learners.  If we are committed to self-directed learning we need to ‘sell’ it to them.  They 

have to be convinced that it provides them with a better alternative for some of their 

learning. For me, the key to this ‘selling’ of self-directed learning is encouragement.  The 

old saying ‘you can take a horse to water but you can’t make him/her drink’ comes to mind.  

I like to encourage learners to take more control.  I can be enthusiastic about the options 

self-direction offers them but I do not want to force people to do things against their will.  

Potts (1988, p.149) calls this a paradox:  “… an attempt to generate autonomy in people 

who do not want it illustrates one of many paradoxes in the education game”.  We must 

offer learners opportunities to try out self-directed learning approaches and to elect self-

directed learning for specific learning tasks. Their decisions to be self- or teacher-directed 

will, of course, vary from element to element of the learning process and from context to 

context.  For example, a group of learners may decide to negotiate the content of a course 

but want the teacher to select the learning/teaching method.  They may decide to be self-

directing for one course topic, but not for another.  Finding a balance between encouraging, 

forcing and giving up is an on-going challenge we face.  I will return to these issues later in 

the chapter. 

 

On the other hand, many participants did value the opportunity to ‘have a say’ in their 

learning – negotiating content, process and assessment on occasion. Some would even 

demand it now, going elsewhere to learn if the opportunities aren’t offered.   We need to 

cater for these learners too, creating space/s for them to use their free will to make 
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decisions and to construct meaning for themselves, and their freedom to act to take control 

of their learning.  These people fit the popular image of self-directed learners.  If we don’t 

cater for them in our courses our fine-sounding words about autonomy and self-direction 

count for nothing.  We must create space/s for them even in tertiary environments that are 

becoming more and more constrained under accountability and quality processes. 

 

Participants’ comments on self-assessment provide much food for thought for this BEd 

programme.  In my view, self-assessment lies at the heart of self-directed learning.  We 

cannot legitimately claim to be sharing the control of learning with learners, or to be 

developing autonomous learners, if we retain control of the assessment process.  In the BEd 

programme we are willing to share this control.  But we also have to acknowledge the 

power issues inherent in the situation.  No matter how much we pretend to be equal 

partners in the process, it is undeniable that, in the end, we, the teachers, have the final say.  

If we are not satisfied that the learning outcomes or assessment criteria have been met, we 

will not award pass grades no matter how much learners negotiate or protest. Participants 

were well aware of this power and they see risks in their less powerful position.  They 

talked about their fears of what might happen if they awarded themselves a grade different 

from the teacher’s.  These fears included lower grades, because the teacher had been 

influenced by their self-assessment, and embarrassment, because they had over-rated their 

work. 

 

Participants expressed a range of concerns about our self-assessment process.  As already 

outlined, the BEd creates three opportunities for learners to share control – in their choice 

of assessment process, the negotiation of criteria and the grading of their work.  There were 

few concerns about their freedom to choose or negotiate an assessment process.  People 

were appreciative of the opportunity to do that and some delighted in negotiating projects 

related to their own teaching.  The opportunity to negotiate assessment criteria was also 

appreciated although the majority of learners actually opt for our set list.  But Cathy made 

some telling comments about the effect predetermined criteria had on her learning. They 

constrained what she wrote because she focused on the meeting the criteria instead of on 

what she had learned.  This is of great interest to me, as three of us write collaboratively 
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about assessment.  We too are concerned about the effect predetermined criteria have on 

learning and assessment and are currently exploring a concept of ‘discovered criteria’ – 

criteria that are ‘discovered’ in each individual piece of work instead of being 

predetermined.  If we adopt this notion in our practice it may address the limitations Cathy 

experienced when preparing her portfolio.  We are some way off using discovered criteria 

in our practice, although the principles underpin the assessment approach we have adopted 

for our MEd thesis.  There is scope for much more work here yet. 

 

The area of most concern to participants was the self-grading aspect of our process – filling 

in written comments on each of the criteria, an overall comment on the quality of their 

work and proposing a grade.  Many found it time-consuming and a chore, doing it only 

reluctantly and feeling it was of little benefit to them.  Some thought it was a good idea but 

didn’t want to do it themselves.  Some found it impossible to stand in ‘objective’ 

judgement on their own work.  Some didn’t have a good sense of the standards implied in 

the criteria, even when grade descriptors were provided.  It was also clear from their 

comments that most thought self-assessment was compulsory and they filled in the forms 

only because they thought they had to.  Many said, given the choice, they wouldn’t 

complete them.  In fact, self-assessment and peer-assessment (getting a peer to read their 

work and comment on it on the forms) are optional.  We have not conveyed that clearly to 

learners.  It is essential that this is addressed.  Self-assessment can only be part of self-

directed learning if people decide, freely, to self-assess.  The moment we make it 

compulsory they are no longer being self-directed.  They become teacher-directed, losing 

their freewill and freedom to act – unless they decide to defy the directive.  We need to 

review our Assessment Handbook to see how the optional nature of self-assessment is 

conveyed and to make changes if necessary.  We also need to ensure that each course 

convenor explains that self-assessment is optional to each new class.  There is a balancing 

act here.  We want to encourage self-assessment but not make it compulsory.  If we stress 

the optional nature of self-assessment fewer learners may self-assess.  If we stress self-

assessment it may seem to learners that it is compulsory.  We will have to develop our 

high-wire balancing skills! 
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Another clear message from participants’ comments on self-assessment is that they need to 

be better prepared to deal with it.  While it is carefully described in our Assessment 

Handbook many learners need it explained in person.  Perhaps as we ourselves become 

more familiar with the process we are overlooking learners’ needs.  Perhaps we gloss over 

the details of the process in class for fear of boring people who are already familiar with it.  

In so doing we deny people new to the programme information they sorely need.  There are 

at least two ways of dealing with this situation.  One option is to run open sessions on the 

assessment process at the beginning of each semester for people who want the opportunity 

to discuss the overall process in person.  An alternative is for each course lecturer to offer a 

special session on assessment early in a course.  Those who are interested would get 

information about the whole process and how it relates specifically to that course.  This is 

an issue for the BEd lecturers to discuss.  For myself, I will try to ensure the process is fully 

described and will offer classes additional time for those who need it.  I’ll also continue to 

revisit the assessment process during the courses, particularly some weeks prior to each 

assessment point. 

 

A few participants commented on the use of learning contracts in the BEd.  There is a great 

deal of emphasis on their use in self-directed learning in the adult education literature 

(Anderson, Boud & Sampson, 1996; Knowles, 1975, 1980; Stephenson, 1981, 1997).  They 

are touted as a “truly magical way to help learners structure their own learning” (Knowles, 

1980, p.243) and an ideal way of working with adult learners (Stephenson, 1997), although 

some writers acknowledge their limitations (Anderson, Boud & Sampson, 1996). One of 

the advantages claimed for learning contracts is that “they provide a means for reconciling 

a learner’s personal needs with the formal assessment requirements of an educational 

institutions or other accrediting body” (ibid, 1996, p.10).  Collins (1991) challenges their 

use as technicist and controlling, pointing out that such techniques are essentially a means 

to get learners to conform to or accommodate the requirements of institutions and society.   

 

I think we need to be aware of the constraints learning contracts do impose.  The formal 

assessment requirements of the institution and the external quality assurance body have to 

be satisfied.  They are paramount.  This constrains learners and dictates what can be 
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negotiated.  Learners are required to develop contracts rather different from those they 

would develop on their own.  When we are negotiating with learners we need to be open 

about the constraints but work to create as much space (freedom to act) as possible for them 

within those boundaries.  In my own practice I want to be more flexible about the 

formatting of learning contracts and to seek ways of reducing the institutional requirements 

without endangering the credibility of the qualification.  I want to claim some space, some 

freedom to act, for myself as well as for learners. 

 

Another issue with learning contracts is the process of negotiating them.  Learners 

unfamiliar with the process found it very difficult initially, although it did become easier 

with experience and practice.  Judy found them incredibly difficult but they are now her 

ideal way of learning.  She does recognise some of their constraints: 

 

I’d probably look for learning contracts.  After hating them all my life, after 

these couple of years I have come to like them …Even though they pin you 

down.  Anything pins you down to times and places [J5/2: 960-1040]. 

 

There are some messages here for the BEd.  If we want to continue using learning contracts 

(or negotiable learning agreements as Race (1997) prefers to call them) we will need to 

consider the way we introduce learners to them and to review the format/s we currently use.  

Being more flexible about what is acceptable, while ensuring institutional requirements are 

met, would make the task of negotiating a contract less onerous for learners.  Providing 

more guidance and support, individually or with groups, would enable learners to adjust to 

the process more quickly, saving on frustration and potentially improving motivation.  

Emphasising that the contract is renegotiable may also reduce the ‘up-front’ pressure on 

learners to get it right ‘first time’. 

 

Another implication for our practice with learning contracts surfaced from this research.  

According to these participants, self-directed learning may mean learning ‘on my own’ or 

‘with others’.  Learning contracts tend to be negotiated and assessed individually.  While 

our processes do allow for group assessment, individual contracts are favoured.  Given the 

 289



advantages of learning ‘with others’ for many of these people, particularly in relation to 

critical thinking and making meaning, we need to reconsider our attitudes to group learning 

contracts.  This is particularly so, now that such a high percentage of learners in the BEd 

are Maori.  We need to consider their traditional, collective learning preferences and devise 

ways for them to learn and be assessed together, while meeting the requirements of the 

institution and society-at-large.  The key issue here will be assessment.  The expectation of 

society-at-large is that individual learners will each demonstrate their achievement of each 

of the course learning outcomes.  We will need to devise ways of ensuring this happens 

within group assessments and mount a challenge to existing expectations that assessment 

be an individual exercise. This is a major challenge to our current thinking and practice. 

 

Anderson, Boud & Sampson (1996) discuss group contracts.  My understanding from their 

comments is that these contracts are developed within the constraints of prescribed learning 

outcomes and that students are then usually individually assessed, although “combinations 

of self, peer and group assessment may be used for group products” (p.122).  I would like 

to try to stretch the boundaries of individual assessment and use our independent learning 

contract courses to enable learners to negotiate whole learning projects as a group.  This 

would include writing their own learning outcomes rather than being constrained by 

prescribed ones. 

 

A further point about learning contracts.  Because they are so strongly advocated as a 

method of learning in adult education some people make them compulsory to ensure that 

learners have experience of their use.   In the BEd in Adult Education at the University of 

Technology, Sydney, students are required to complete one learning contract a semester 

and there is a suggestion that students should be required to do more than two contracts.  

One staff member commented: 

 

Studies we have done suggest that almost all the problems our students meet 

are problems that they have with their first two learning contracts.  Once 

they have go through that they are flying and none of them want to go back 

to any other system (Candy, Crebert & O’Leary, 1994, p.259). 
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This raises yet again the paradox of forcing people to be self-directed learners.  This is 

directed self-directed learning and removes learners’ freedom.  While I understand, and 

empathise with the intention here, I personally would prefer to encourage rather than 

compel, to ‘sell’ rather than to ‘tell’.  My own values surface yet again!  It reminds me of a 

quotation from Guillaume Apollinaire cited in November (1997, p.298): 

 

‘Come to the edge’ I said 

They said ‘We are afraid’ 

‘Come to the edge’ I said 

They came, I pushed them … 

and they flew. 

 

I want to invite learners to the edge of self-directed learning.  I want them to fly.  I may 

want to push them but should I do that?  How can I be sure that pushing them will not end 

in their learning ‘death’?  Is it not preferable if they jump themselves?  How can I 

encourage them to do that?  Are there any circumstances under which I could justify giving 

them a gentle push?  Perhaps there will be times when I decide that is appropriate. 

 

These points about learning contracts lead me to the whole question of negotiation in self-

directed learning.  The purpose of this negotiation is to find a way to reconcile learners’ 

wishes and institutional requirements.  Most participants in this research referred to 

negotiation in a positive way, regarding it as an opportunity for them to share control of 

their formal learning:  I’m very appreciative of the system whereby you can enter into a 

contract with the lecturer … I really like that [F: 119-129].  Some would be reluctant to 

negotiate.  They look to the teacher to structure the course and to guide them.  While 

apparently not a key issue for participants, negotiation does raise issues for me.  It is 

essential to self-directed learning.  It requires personal attributes of confidence and self-

esteem and abilities in interpersonal communication.  It is a difficult task for learners to 

negotiate with the power-full teacher, to argue for what they want to do against what s/he is 

suggesting.  It is an impossible task for some.  Cultural and social differences surface here 
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too.  Negotiation of learning is based in white, male, middle class attitudes and values.  It is 

a concept derived from an individualistic North American society that values contractual 

relationships.  People from collectivist cultures respect the teacher as expert and look to 

him/her to direct their learning.  They find it difficult to negotiate personal learning needs 

with teachers.  This is an issue for the BEd programme with its high percentage of Maori 

learners. 

 

While negotiation underpins our approach to self-directed learning in the BEd we must not 

take it for granted.  We need to recognise the difficulties inherent in learner/teacher 

negotiations and endeavour to minimize them.  Establishing good rapport with learners and 

being open and approachable may enable them to negotiate with us.  We need to offer 

many opportunities to them to develop their negotiation skills.  Class or group negotiations 

may be one way of easing people into an unfamiliar process.  Above all we must monitor 

our own interactions with learners and try to negotiate openly rather than be controlling.  I 

know that there have been times, when I have been negotiating learning contracts with 

people who were finding the process very difficult and confusing, that I have elected to be 

quite directive in order to minimize their difficulties and save us both time.  Again, there’s 

a fine balance between control and negotiation.  As Brookfield points out, in the quotation 

heading this chapter, our intentions might be sincere, but how pure is our practice? 

 

There is another implication here too.  As I noted at the beginning of this chapter, the 

participants were self-directed in their non-formal learning.  Many, however, were teacher-

directed in formal settings.   By using negotiation and learning contracts we are trying to 

encourage them to be self-directed in their formal learning as well.  Why does it become 

necessary to encourage people to be self-directed in formal contexts when they are self-

directed in their non-formal learning? The participants’ comments suggest that socialisation 

processes have a significant impact.  They have learned to be teacher-directed, usually 

through their experiences in the education system, and must now learn to be self-directed 

again.  First, they were socialised into teacher-direction.  Now we try to socialise them into 

being self-directed.  Collins (1991) points up the irony of this, arguing that we are using 

techniques that enable learners to be what they already are.  Or, as I argued in Chapter 9, 
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we are re-conditioning them.  We need to recognise this as we work with adult learners.  

They may not write formal learning contracts but they do plan, implement and evaluate 

their non-formal learning quite satisfactorily - without us.  Let us own what we are doing – 

requiring them to conform to a particular way of going about their learning, a way that is 

required by us and our institutions.  

 

If we believe that learners will benefit from having more control over and responsibility for 

their learning, how do we prepare them for this?  The ‘sink or swim’ approach of Sam’s 

swimming lesson is an option but not one I recommend.  I believe we have to declare, from 

the outset, what our approach is and why we espouse it.  When we advertise our 

programmes we must provide information about the approach we use so people know that 

they are enrolling in a programme which promotes autonomy and self-directed learning.  

They then have the choice of enrolling or not.  Academic counselling would provide 

additional information and advice if necessary. 

 

This BEd programme is designed to enable increasing levels of learner autonomy and self-

direction across the three stages.  This recognises that learners are more likely to require 

direction in early stages of the programme and will take increasing responsibility over time.  

This was evident in the comments from participants.  Those who had been in the 

programme for more than a year were more willing and able to be self-directed.  This 

confirms research done by Candy, Crebert & O’Leary: 

 

The course is deliberately structured to enable students to move 

progressively towards independent learning and the development of an 

inquiring mind.  Students and graduates agreed that at the end of the course 

they had much more autonomy over their learning that they had had when 

they commenced (1994, p.200). 
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But there needs to be flexibility within that progression too.  Participants in this project 

pointed out that when they were introduced to new subjects, even at Stage Three, they 

needed some support initially to find a way into the topics.  It is worth noting that several of 

the participants who said they would like to be taught from time to time were Stage Three 

learners. 

 

Such is the variability of people, that any group of learners is likely to include some 

wanting to be self-directed and others wanting teacher-direction.  Flexibility is the key. We 

need to develop courses that allow for a range of options for learners.  Even at Stage One 

some people will be want to be self-directed learners.  They will want freedom to make 

decisions about their learning and to make meaning for themselves about the topics.  We 

need to ensure there are ways available to them to do that.  We cannot assume that all Stage 

One learners will require high levels of teacher-direction and prescribe courses.  Offering a 

framework, that provides structure for those who need it and freedom for those who desire 

it, is one solution.  Neither can we assume that all Stage Three learners will want to be self-

directing all of the time.  Negotiation again provides a way of juggling the different needs 

of learners. 

 

An important aspect of our teaching is the relationship we establish with learners (Hall, 

1996).  For some of the participants in the research this was particularly important.  For 

Geoff it was the most important element of his decision about where he would learn.  Even 

when he was arranging to learn about computing with a colleague, he was totally focused 

on how his prospective teacher, was responding to him as a person.  He watched body 

language for genuine interest in him as a learner.  There are important messages for us here.  

From our very first contact with learners they are looking to us for signals that we are 

interested in them and care about the learning they will do with us.  Our interpersonal skills 

are an essential part of us as teachers.  We need to use them to establish effective 

relationships with learners.  These relationships form the basis of any negotiation for self-

directed learning. 
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In this section I have explored some of the implications for our practice that emerged from 

the participants’ comments.  I want to take a wider view now, returning to my theme of the 

role of the wider context in self-directed learning, and briefly consider some other 

implications that have emerged from the reading and thinking I have done as part of this 

research.  

 

 

The Wider Context  

 

As teachers we work in contexts affected by social, political, economic, institutional, 

programme, course and personal factors. We need to know about those factors and how 

they affect what we do.  In New Zealand at the end of the 20th Century the political and 

economic context is a major influence in tertiary education.  In Chapter 3 I outlined the way 

in which economic rationalism permeates society, causing a significant shift in policies, 

including educational policy.  In this environment, institutions are scrabbling to find ways 

of reducing costs.  The New Right emphasis on the individual and their self-interest, their 

independence and autonomy, results in a confluence of forces that create an environment 

conducive to self-directed learning.  It is, in the eyes of the dollar-counters, who are less 

concerned about high quality learning than they are about the costs, a cheap option for adult 

learners.  It fits well with the notions of autonomy and individualism – learners take 

responsibility for their own learning and do much of the work on their own.  True to the 

New Zealand egalitarian myth, there is still some concern for equality.  Strategies to 

increase the participation and achievement of under-represented groups, such as women, 

Maori and Pacific Island people, are sought.  The main purpose, however, is to make them 

productive members of the workforce.   

 

A formal educational programme, such as the BEd, is also constrained by national approval 

and accreditation requirements and by institutional policies and procedures.  Within such 

programmes no learning can be totally self-directed.  There are always limitations on what 

learners may do. Even if they have free will and opt for self-directed learning, there are 
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external limits on their freedom to act.  As teachers we have to recognise this.  We cannot 

pretend that learners are fully self-directing in these circumstances.  

 

 

 

This BEd programme is based on ideas about adult learning that are popular in adult 

education today – autonomy and self-directed learning, experiential learning, 

transformative learning and the critically reflective practitioner.   Also embedded within it 

is a concern with equity - in education and society.  The programme was developed at a 

time when the New Right ideology was beginning to take root in New Zealand.  It is an 

example of what McNair (1996, p.232) calls a “fundamentally new configuration” – a 

conjunction of the political left and right.  From the left come ideas about equity, the 

empowerment of individuals and groups, the creation of a more equitable society, and 

critical pedagogy.  From the right come ideas about individual autonomy and responsibility 

for choices and decisions about learning.  The BEd is a product of its times, reflecting many 

of the features of education and society prevalent in the 1990s.  Those of us associated with 

it need to be aware of this.  We try to keep a critical eye on the programme and how we 

work within it.  The data gathered during this research provide some insights that we need 

to consider in our on-going critique. 

 

One of the macro issues that has surfaced for me is the question of whether the BEd ‘buys 

into’ New Right ideology.  Our programme is vocational.  It prepares people to teach in a 

spectrum of tertiary education contexts.  Many of the people enrolled in the programme are 

required to gain suitable qualifications to retain teaching positions they already hold.  By 

offering a programme which enables them to credential themselves we, arguably, become 

part of the new vocationalism (Marshall, 1997) and the credentialism associated with 

human capital theory (Stephens, 1997).  On the other hand we also introduce people to 

ideas and practices which may enable them to challenge educational and social inequities 

and to change the ways they work with their students, many of whom are 

disadvantaged/oppressed. 
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The BEd was originally designed with empowerment of learners in mind. The programme 

offers learners the opportunity to negotiate their learning in a range of ways. This flexibility 

provides for learner autonomy and self-direction, but can be viewed as both empowerment 

of the learner and as development of the individualistic “autonomous chooser” (Peters & 

Marshall, 1996).  How can we ensure that enabling learners is the essence of what we do?  

How do we avoid the trap of the excessive individualism of the New Right?  I think we 

need to keep ourselves informed.  We need to take an active, critical interest in the macro 

context of adult education – the political, social and economic ideas that surround us - and 

be aware of the ways they impact on our thinking and practice.  We need to introduce 

learners to the issues so they can establish their own views of what is happening and 

recognise the ways in which their own practice is affected by the macro context. We need 

to let learners know ‘where we are coming from’, while encouraging them to challenge and 

debate our views.  We need to be open to alternative views.   

 

We also need to recognise that we bring ourselves to our teaching, our autobiographies, the 

sum of all our past experiences and our views of the world.  These influence what we 

believe about learning and teaching and how we work with learners.  We need to make our 

personal views overt, to consider them and decide whether we want to retain, discard or 

modify them.  Out of this review of our ideas and our context we create a developing, 

personal philosophy of teaching (Zinn, 1990) which gives rise to our conception of teaching 

(Entwistle, 1998; Ramsden, 1992), our teaching style (Jarvis, 1992a; Rogers, 1996) and our 

practice.  We need to decide how self-directed learning sits in relation to our philosophy, 

teaching and practice.  Do we accept it wholeheartedly, basing our practice around its 

tenets?  Do we reject it as individualistic and technicist? Do we incorporate it, along with 

other concepts and practices, in our teaching portmanteau, using it in some contexts and not 

in others?    This final option fits for me.  I think self-directed learning has merits for some 

learners, with some content, in some contexts.  I want to introduce and use self-directed 

learning practices when they seem to be appropriate, encouraging learners and negotiating 

with them.  In particular, I want to focus on the internal conception of self-directed learning 

as making meaning along with the external conception of control of the learning process.  It 

is in this internal conception that I think the greatest potential for self-directed learning lies. 
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My research project has reached its conclusion.  In Chapter 11, the final chapter of my 

thesis, I take the opportunity to look in two directions - back into the past to summarise 

what I have done and forward into the future of research into self-directed learning in adult 

education. 
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CHAPTER 11:  CONCLUSION 
 

In this final chapter I do two things.  First I summarise my thesis, highlighting its central 

ideas.  Second I identify some future research possibilities suggested by this project.  

 

My Thesis 

 

There is a phenomenon people recognise and label ‘self-directed learning’.  This 

phenomenon is understood in different ways.  My interpretation of participants’ comments 

is that they had five meanings for self-directed learning.  These meanings refer to two 

different dimensions of self-direction.  The external dimension, which concerns taking 

control of learning, was represented by four meanings.  Self-directed learning is seen as: 

 

• having choices, taking control and making decisions;  

• freedom;  

• learning on my own; and  

• learning with others.   

 

The internal dimension of self-directed learning, the responsibility for constructing personal 

meaning, was represented by one meaning.  Self-directed learning is seen as: 

 

• making meaning. 

 

Different meanings of self-directed learning may be held by the same person at the same 

time.  For example, a person may think of self-directed learning as being both ‘having 

choices, taking control and making decisions’ and ‘making meaning’; or ‘learning with 

others’ and ‘learning on my own’.   

 

In my view the internal dimension of self-directed learning needs to be emphasised.  

Meaning-making is overshadowed (by the participants, by institutions and in the adult 
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education literature) by the external dimension - the technicist view of self-directed 

learning as taking control of learning processes. 

 

Self-directed learning is experienced in different ways.  All of the participants learned in 

self-directed ways in their non-formal learning and both dimensions of self-directed 

learning were evident.  However, many people did not recognise or value this as learning.  

Neither did they recognise the degree of self-direction (both meaning-making and control) 

they used in their non-formal learning.   

 

In formal contexts, some participants are avid and enthusiastic self-directed learners, others 

are reluctant or resistant self-directed learners.  Many are self-directed in some formal 

contexts but not in others.  I identified eight factors that influenced participants’ willingness 

and ability to be self-directed:  the context of the learning; the learner’s existing domain 

knowledge and the level of the learning being done; the learner’s past socialisation 

experiences, both within and outside of educational contexts; the learner’s confidence; their 

motivation; the time they have to give to the learning; the resources they have access to; 

and the learner’s age.  For many people self-directed learning may not be an appropriate or 

effective way to learn.  Self-directed learning is but one way of approaching learning, to be 

selected when it is appropriate for the person, the learning and the context in which the 

learning is to take place.  For many participants the teacher has a role in self-directed 

learning.  That role is to be a guide.   

 

Self-directed learning is heavily influenced by the North American context in which it 

arose and by the current political economy, in this case that of New Zealand in the late 

1990s. To understand self-directed learning we have to consider these contextual 

influences.  When we consider whether and/or how we might teach using self-directed 

learning approaches we need to be aware of the close connections between New Right 

thinking and self-directed learning.  We have to take these into account as we work with 

learners and develop our own practices.   We need to create a learning environment in 

which learners feel able to make meaning for themselves and to negotiate their learning 

with us, as group/s and/or individual/s.  They should be free to ask to be taught when that is 
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appropriate for them.  Finally, we must acknowledge that what we are engaged in is a 

socialisation process, a re-conditioning of learners to enable them to learn as they do, 

successfully, outside of formal educational contexts.  We are also engaged in a socialisation 

process that conditions them to learn in ways prescribed by academic institutions, whether 

or not those ways promote high quality learning experiences for individual learners. 

 

Future research 

 
I have identified eight areas for future research into self-directed learning:  the political 

economy of self-direction; research across ‘cultural’ groups [where ‘cultural’ is used in a 

very broad sense of any group with shared understandings and behaviours]; self-directed 

learning in groups; self-directed learning in a range of contexts; self-directed learning as 

meaning-making; re-conditioning for self-directed learning; learner and teacher 

perspectives on self-directed learning; and methods that could be used to research self-

directed learning. 

 

I start with the political economy of self-directed learning.  In spite of the criticisms 

levelled at it, self-directed learning, understood as learner control of learning, remains a 

popular approach in adult education.  In this thesis I have explored some of the possible 

reasons for that and, in particular, identified connections between self-directed learning and 

New Right thinking.  These connections need to be researched more thoroughly – 

theoretically, philosophically and empirically.  Political and economic contexts influence 

theory and practice adult education.  We need to be informed about those influences 

through a vigorous research programme.  

 

Self-directed learning grew out of white, middle-class, male, North American, humanist 

culture.  It is essential that research into the perspectives of other groups be continued. 

There is evidence that self-directed learning may not be appropriate for, for example, 

women, people from different cultural groups or working-class people.  We need to ask 

how well it works for these different groups of learners. Indeed, we need to ask whether 

self-directed learning is appropriate for all white, middle-class males all of the time.   
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In New Zealand it is essential that the voices of Maori be heard.  Their collectivist culture 

is, traditionally, an oral one in which much learning was done through observation and 

practice, looking, listening and imitating (Pere, 1994; Metge, 1983).  Learning often 

focused on memorisation and rote learning and questioning was discouraged (Metge, 

1983).  How appropriate for Maori is self-directed learning, as both meaning-making and 

taking control of learning?  Ideally this research would require Maori researchers and/or 

approved Pakeha9 researchers who adhere to kaupapa Maori10 research approaches 

(Bishop, 1996; Smith, 1991; University of Auckland Research Unit for Maori Education, 

992).   

that learning is about absorbing and reproducing information 

rovided by someone else? 

                                                

1

 

The voices of our growing Pacific Island and Asian population also need to be heard.  How 

well does self-directed learning work for them?  Many people have been socialised to 

expect the teacher to be the fount of knowledge and information.  They have learned not to 

question, or to be critical of, what the teacher says, and to learn, often by rote, the wise 

words of the teacher.   How does self-directed learning fit for them when their expectations 

are so different?  How does the meaning of self-directed learning as ‘making meaning’ fit 

alongside their expectation 

p

 

Connected to this area of research is a third that would investigate self-directed learning in 

groups.  Too often self-directed learning is understood to be an isolated activity done 

without interaction with others. We need to develop and research ways to reduce this 

emphasis on the individual in self-directed learning.  Participants in this project talked 

about the advantages to their learning of being able to hear others’ views and to discuss 

them as part of their personal meaning-making process.  There is a need to design and 

research ways of implementing forms of self-directed learning that incorporate group 

learning, even group assessments, while meeting institutional assessment requirements.  

 
9 Non-Maori 
10 Research approaches which follow Maori protocols and practices 
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Perhaps there is even scope for researching, and potentially changing, current expectations 

exts: formal, non-formal and informal?  How do they go about their self-

irected learning in different contexts?  What are their perspectives on their learning in 

se abilities?  How do we place greater emphasis 

n these internal dimensions of self-directed learning and reduce the emphasis on the 

external, control-of-learning dimension?  

 

that each person must individually demonstrate their achievement in an assessment process. 

 

The fourth area for research is the contexts of self-directed learning.  There is a growing 

body of research that suggests learning is influenced by the context in which it is done.  In 

this study many participants learned differently in non-formal and formal contexts.  We 

need to investigate the influence of contextual factors such as the type and level of learning 

being done; the social context, including rapport and relationships between people; the 

amount of support and challenge provided and needed; the type of organisation and the 

culture of the organisation; and the amount of time available to do the learning.  We need to 

research self-directed learning across a range of contexts - private training establishments, 

workplaces, polytechnics, community education sites, universities, secondary and primary 

schools - always recognising that most self-directed learning (both as meaning-making and 

taking control of learning) actually takes place in non-formal learning contexts. There is a 

need for research into both individuals and groups of people and how they learn in a range 

of contexts.  What factors influence their willingness and ability to be self-directed learners 

in different cont

d

these contexts? 

 

The aspect of self-directed learning that seemed to be most overlooked by participants in 

this project was that of critical thinking and meaning-making.  My fifth area is that more 

research is needed into this aspect of self-directed learning. There is scope for research into 

the processes that learners use to think critically and make meaning for themselves, in non-

formal and formal contexts, and into programmes which develop these abilities.  What can 

learners and teachers do to encourage their development?  What are the features of 

programmes that successfully develop the

o
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In formal learning contexts we are re-conditioning many learners into self-directed 

learning. People have been conditioned into expecting learning to take place in particular 

ways.  They have learned to look to the teacher for information and meaning and to give up 

control of their learning process.  If we implement self-directed learning in programmes we 

need to study the transitions learners make in order to learn successfully.  What transitions 

do different learners make?  What actions can be taken to smooth their pathway into re-

conditioned self-directed learning?  What guidance and support do they need?  What 

resources do they need?  This is a sixth area worthy of investigation. 

 

It is important that research be conducted into learners’ and teachers’ perspectives on self-

directed learning.  Given the dominant orthodoxy of self-directed learning it is essential that 

this research is critical and gives voice to people whose views have not often been heard in 

the past.  Learners’ perspectives must be researched.  They are directly affected by the 

implementation of self-directed learning.  How well does self-directed learning work for 

different adult learners, for different types of learning in different learning contexts?  What 

are the advantages they see and the difficulties they face?  When is it / isn’t it appropriate to 

use self-directed learning?  What are the factors that need to be taken into account when 

deciding whether or not to use self-directed learning?  When and how do we encourage 

learners to make meaning and /or take control of their learning? 

 

There is also a need to continue investigating teachers’ experiences in programmes 

designed to encourage learner self-direction – usually understood as learners taking 

responsibility for their own learning.  What are teachers’ perceptions of the success of these 

programmes?  What are the advantages they see and the difficulties they experience?   

What do they do to develop learners’ sense of self-directed learning as meaning-making?  

How successful are these strategies?  How do they go about re-conditioning learners into 

self-direction?  What does and doesn’t work?  How do they explain re-conditioning to 

learners?  How do they enable learners to value the non-formal learning they do and to 

transfer, into their formal learning, the processes they use successfully?  How do teachers 

go about changing their own attitudes to enable learners to be self-directed – making 
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meaning for themselves (and potentially challenging the teacher’s) and sharing control of 

learning processes? 

 

Finally, we can add to the body of knowledge about self-directed learning using a variety of 

methods.  All avenues to knowledge about self-directed learning should be explored.  There 

is a great deal of potential for the theorising of self-directed learning.  Postmodernist 

writers, for example, have begun challenging self-directed learning concepts including the 

place of experiential learning and the role of the ‘self’ in self-directed learning.  Concerns 

have been raised about the technology of the self – the ways in which people are 

encouraged to act on themselves and to transform, master and regulate themselves.  Indeed 

it has been argued that: 

 

… the post modern critique stabs at the very heart of the most cherished 

ideals of Western culture [particularly that of] personal autonomy as an 

educational goal (Lovlie, 1992, cited in Usher & Edwards, 1994, p.25).  

 

More research and scholarship is needed to explore the profound implications these views 

have for the theory and practice of self-directed learning. 

  

A range of empirical research methods could be used.  Case studies of programmes using 

self-directed learning could be conducted to explore learners’ and teachers’ perspectives.  

While I personally favour the use of interviews, I also see the potential for questionnaires to 

be used to explore the views of larger numbers of adult learners, particularly those of 

different groups of learners, or learners in different contexts.  The information from larger 

groups of participants may allow some generalisations to be made.  Ethnographic studies 

have the potential to provide valuable data.  In this project I relied on participants’ 

descriptions of their self-directed learning experiences.  Ethnographic studies would make 

it possible for researcher observations in non-formal and formal contexts, including the 

classroom.  These observations could be taken back to participants for challenge and 

confirmation.  Such studies would add an important dimension to research into self-directed 

learning.  
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There is a great deal of potential for continued research into self-directed learning.  It is 

essential that such research continue.  Although, in New Zealand, the 1999 election has 

seen the return of a Centre/Left government promising increased expenditure on education, 

the existing political economy is likely to remain for some time.  More research is needed 

to investigate the rhetoric around, and implementation of, self-directed learning and the 

view/s of learners and teachers engaged in programmes espousing it. 

 

Conclusion 

 

I have enjoyed being engaged in this project and have learned a great deal myself during 

the research process.  When I enrolled, and named self-directed learning as my topic, one of 

my fears was that I would not be sufficiently self-directed to complete the research project 

and thesis.  That, I thought, would be the ultimate irony.  I am pleased (and relieved) to 

have completed what I set out to achieve. 

 

During the process I have had the opportunity to review my own ideas about self-directed 

learning.  These will inform my own teaching – both my practice and the content I teach.  

While I have taken a questioning stance I do believe there is potential in self-directed 

learning.  The challenge for adult educators is to find ways to promote an understanding of 

self-directed learning as meaning-making as well as taking control of learning; to address 

the political economy of self-directed learning; and to achieve the potential Brookfield sees 

for it: 

 

Self-directed learning could become one of the most politically charged 

Trojan horses the field of adult education has even known (Brookfield, 1993, 

p.240). 
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