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Why should we be concerned with self-directed learning? official OERI position or policy.

Since the global society is extremely diverse and ever changing, we must
constantly acquire new knowledge and skills to maintain our edge in society. Such life-
long learning is effective only when learners are self-directed.

What is "aptitude for self-directed learning?"
Aptitude for self-directed learning means: 1) the ability to appropriately decide

the course of one's learning; in other words, the ability to constantly adjust one's learning
according to specific needs so that it stays effective; 2) the capacity to lift up one's
knowledge and skills from the current level to the desired level based on one's own needs
assessment, commitment, and efforts; 3) the ability to self-motivate: to decide one's pace,
to encourage and put pressure on oneself when necessary, to periodically monitor one's
own progress, to evaluate performance, and improve the performance based on the
evaluation; and 4) the capacity to orchestrate the whole learning experience. At a certain
stage, a self-directed learner may strategically adopt, based on his or her situation, a
learning mode in which he or she learns with dependency on others or in a collaborative
mode.

Rationale for a study on self-directed learning
Although there is an amply accumulated corpus of related studies on self-directed

learning, there are few evidences that show the improvement of our educational system in
this regard. The majority of our secondary Ed students in the U.S. are almost prohibited
to be self-directed in the current school environment; there seem to be many missing
links between research and practice on this topic, wherefore more studies are needed to
fill the gap. The following are the reasons to justifiably promote self-directed learning in
the current situations of our society as well as more specifically in language classes.

1.The educational environment of the developed part of the world has grown to
match the increasing variety of its learners' needs. Literally, innumerable
learning opportunities are 'a click away,' only if we are capable of being self-
directed.

2.At a given learning situation, we can optimally adjust learning to our constantly
changing physical, emotional, and intellectual needs only when we are self-
directed.

3.Technology enables us to access enormous individualized learning resources
once we can create our own agenda for learning and wisely control such

14) learning activities.
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4.Since learners cannot completely master any foreign language, especially
Japanese, within the limited years at school, sooner or later they must take the
initiative in developing plans to continue learning while going abroad, taking
advantage of the bounteous learning experiences that exist beyond the
classroom.

5.There are many small language programs in the U.S. as well as elsewhere that
carmot afford to provide a wide enough range of levels to meet differing needs
of students at different proficiency levels. In such cases, teachers will have
multiple levels of students in the same class, and students' self-direction
should significantly reduce the burden of the teacher.

6.Relying on the self-direction of students, language teachers can go far beyond
what a regular classroom instruction can provide. For example, those teachers
could sharply individualize learning to fit each student's unique wants and
needs.

7.To become more self-directed means to make more of one's own educational
choices, which is a basis of human growth.

Questions that facilitate research
The following has been developed based on the author's 28 years' experience in

teaching and his review of the related literature. These questions are apparently not
comprehensive, but they are intended to provoke thought and lead to more specific
questions to study. Some are partially overlapping, which comes from a natural
ramification process of questioning, and they are allowable as long as they are worthy of
repeated inquiry, since meaningful investigation will occur not linearly, rather, iteratively
or dialectically.

The questions are sub-categorized into 5 groups:

1. General questions and general research methodology issues (Item #1-11).
2. Learners' readiness for self-directed learning and learners' typology in terms of

self-direction (Item #12-19).
3. Structural or phenomenological investigation of self-direction (Item #20-32).
4. Roles of facilitating self-directed learning (Item #33-41).
5. Ways to develop systems through which we can foster self-directed learning (Item

#42-50).

Category 1: General Questions and General Research Methodology Issues (Item #1-
11)

Related articles:
In addition to the introductory section of any reference at the end in this paper,

which usually provides an informative overview on each topic, there are some which
directly deal with general topics: Brockett & Hiemstra, 1985; Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991;
Brookfield, 1985; Caffarella, 1992; Candy, 1988; Fromm, 1984; Gerstner, 1992; Jarvis,
1992; Knowles, 1975; Percy, 1995; Rountree, Lambert, Rice & Korhonen, 1991; Smith,
1982.
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To know the general issues, it is advisable to read the articles of influential
authors such as Lord, Hiemstra, and Knowles as well as those mentioned above, and
additional references can be found in the bibliography section below. Although less
closely related, Fromm, Dewey, and Rogers are among those experts whose works have
significantly shed light on the understanding of self-directed learning.

1.Why it is important to nurture self-directed learning? How does it contribute to
personal wellness and satisfaction and to the well-being of society? (Barta,
1989; Brockett, 1985a)

2.Is it really possible for learners to learn and acquire self-directed learning
aptitude? If it is possible, what should the acquisition process be?

3.If self-directed learning occurs depending on a situation, how does it happen so?
What kind of situation is less inductive to self-directed learning?

4.Is there any way to simply explain the structure of self-directed learning
aptitude? For example, a diagram or some sort of visual representation.
(Grow, 1991a)

5.How can we develop measurement instruments to find the level of self-direction
in learning? (Beitler, 2000; Brockett, 1985b; Confessore, 1991; Field, 1989;
Finestone, 1984; Guglielmino, 1977; Hall-Johnsen, 1985; Long & Agyekum,
1983; Owen, 1999; West & Bentley, 1991). Further more, what kind of
preparation is needed to develop a simple, short, and effective measurement
system that matches foreign language classes, especially Japanese classes?
What kind of validity study should we conduct for such a development?

6.Very often theories do not help predict or solve day-to-day problems; therefore,
collaboration between practitioners and researchers is necessary. What are the
most practical or productive relationships between them? (Usher, 1988)

7.Which characteristics of self-directed learning are stable and independent of the
circumstances, and which are unstable and dependent characteristics?

8.How important it is to know oneself in order to be self-directed? If it is
important, how can we increase self-awareness?

9.Is the aptitude of self-directed learning field-dependent? For example, is it
possible for someone to be very self-directed in learning one subject and not
so much so in learning another?

10.How much can we teach or train people to be self-directed?
11.How diverse are the problematic situations in our educational system that

hinder self-directed learning? (Dave, 1975)

Category 2: Knowing Learners' Readiness for Self-directed Learning and learners'
Typology in terms of Self-direction (Item #12-19)

The following are just a few examples of the previous studies in this field:
Adenuga 1991; Bonham, 1989; Danis & Tremblay, 1985; Hassan, 1981; Herbeson, 1990;
Kreber, 1998; Long, 1991c; Ricard, 1982; Salijo, 1979; Taylor & Burgess, 1995. The
learning process is extremely complex and diverse, and attempts to research the
relationship between learner characteristics and self-directed learning aptitude have been
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too sporadic and preliminary. Many more studies are needed in this field to get any
convincing results. Even duplicating studies similar to the previous works are meaningful
at this stage.

12.Even some portions of excellent students completely fail in self-directed
learning. How can we investigate such a phenomenon as a case study?

13.It is supposed that those learners who have high aptitude for self-directed
learning can manage difficult circumstances, have a larger repertoire of
learning strategies, and have a higher meta-cognitive awareness. How, then,
can we prove this point?

14.What are some of the characteristics that experts of self-directed learning
might have in common? Why are they self-directed?

15.It is known that some people resist self-directed learning. Why and how do
they do so? How can we learn about the psychological factors that are
working behind this tendency?

16.Getting a high grade and having a high self-directed aptitude may not
necessarily have a strong correlation. How are these two tendencies related to
each other?

17.We may be able to categorize learners into a few main types based on their
inclination toward self-directed learning. Then, we can develop different
approaches to train them. What kind of data do we need to properly categorize
learners? How many learners should we survey, and how should we survey
them, in order to verify this categorization?

18.What percentage of learners is naturally self-directed in learning? Generally,
how can we categorize them?

19.Many learners, to different degrees, are externally-directed. They cannot learn
well without external pressure. Why, then, can they not put pressure on
themselves? Is there any way to train them to put pressure on themselves?
How can we develop, in learners, the skills to monitor their learning
environment and adjust their learning accordingly? How much attention does
the current educational system pay to this kind of skill development?

Category 3: Structural or qualitative (e.g., phenomenological) investigation of self-
direction (Item #20-32)

This field being still young, it is especially beneficial to accurately and
structurally understand the phenomena associated with self-directed learning based on
qualitative research such as that using the phenomenological approach, which reveals the
essences of a phenomenon. Although written in Japanese, an appendix of Ariizumi
(2000) gave a one-page guide for application of this approach. For more extensive
discussion on this kind of research methodology, van Manen (1990) is highly
recommendable. The rest of the references listed below do not necessarily apply
qualitative research methodologies, but they help deepen and widen the overview of this
issue through their reflection, observation, interpretation, and analysis.

5
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Related articles:
Ariizumi, 2000; Clark, 1980; Courtney & Rahe, 1992; Danis, 1985; Danis & Tremblay,
1985; Gibbons & Phillips, 1982; Steele, 1991; Taylor, 1986; Taylor, 1993; Usher, 1988;
van, Manon, 1990; Watson & Tharp, 1977.

20.What is the structure of the current educational system that hinders self-
directed learning?

21.How can we approach the problems related to self-directed learning? What
should be in the list of the problem-solving strategies for them?

22.How can we utilize the phenomenological approach to find the essential nature
of these problems?

23.What is the ontological meaning of self-directed learning? How can we study
that meaning?

24.We can ask various phenomenological questions concerning learning
situations. What are, then, the principles to guide such investigations?

25.We can ask the same questions that we asked previously from a
phenomenological perspective. For example, what are the essential
characteristics of the structure that prevents the development of self-directed
learning? What are the essential characteristics of the instruction that
facilitates self-directed learning? What are the essential learner characteristics
that enable these learners to be self-directed? And so forth.

26.How can we precisely and vividly describe the anti-self-directed attitude that
the current school education seems to implant in learners? How can we collect
data to do this kind of phenomenological inquiry? Where, when, and how can
we find 'rich information?' What are the appropriate time frame, phase, and
timing to find the most revealing information for this inquiry?

27.The goal of data collection is to find the statements, quotes, and so forth that
best reveal the phenomena related to self-directed learning, in order to
appropriately describe the most essential characteristics of these phenomena.
How can we effectively approach this objective?

28.0ur concern may be framed into research questions such as "A study on the
structure of the problem that our school education systematically interrupts
students' self-directed learning." What other research titles might be
promising to study?

29.Are there any factors in the existing learning environment that help learners to
be self-directed? If so, how can we identify them? What is the methodology to
make such an identification process productive and efficient?

30.0ne hypothesis is that the current educational system restricts students in many
ways to certain modes of learning which are not conducive to self-direction.
Learners also feel that they need to be told what to do all the time. How can
we verify this hypothesis?

31.If an educational system is prohibiting self-directed learning, how can we
overcome this problem?

32.If we suppose that self-direction is variable, what kind of phenomenon is this
variability? What factors affect this variability?

6
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Category 4: Roles of facilitating self-directed learning (Item #33-41)

In contrast with Category 3, which deals with investigation for better
understanding of the related phenomena, this category guides the search for practical
ideas to facilitate self-directed learning in a formal educational setting. The following
references give many concrete ideas from experienced practitioners.

Related articles: Beane, 1997; Candy, 1987b; Henney, 1978; Herman, 1982; Hiemstra,
1985; Hill, 1991; Johnson, Wurr & Edwards, 1995; Knox, 1986; Piskurich, 1992;
Silverman, 1995; Thomson, 1998; Vosko, 1991.

33.What is the role of a teacher who facilitates self-directed learning? It is
obviously wrong to let students do whatever thing they like in learning. When
they learn new things, they need some guidance. Then, where can we draw
lines between the things in which we should intervene and the things in which
we should not?

34.As a teacher, how can we measure the appropriateness of our assistance to
learners' self-direction? If we have problems, how can we overcome them?
(See the references for #6.)

35.Although an excessive intervention is wrong, leaving learners alone does not
facilitate self-directedness at all. Then, what kind of intervention is
appropriate?

36.To expect learners to be self-directed means to provide them with room in their
learning, so they can choose the ways to learn. In what way can we fail to give
them such room while we advocate self-directed learning? On the other hand,
there is a danger that learners may do nothing when they are given freedom to
choose. How can we find the best balance between supervision and freedom?
What kind of things do learners want to choose? Among those what things are
essential for them in order to be self-directed? At which stage of learning
should learners be ready to be self-reliant and what kind of choice should they
make so that they can more effectively and conveniently develop their self-
direction? (Price, 1976)

37.How can we create ample opportunities for learners to choose their own ways
to learn? What are the principles for creating options for learners?

38.How can we efficiently and economically create these options?
39.While we, as teachers, respect the freedom of learners' choice, we also have to

make various interventions to assist them in being appropriately self-directed.
Such interventions may include asking questions, walking learners through the
first few steps of a common self-directed learning procedure; coaching, giving
feedback, and so forth. What are the details of these intervention techniques?

40.How can we create situations in the classroom through which learners can
develop their self-direction?

41.Even through activities that engage the entire class, we may somehow
facilitate learners' self-directed learning. What kinds of principals used to

7
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organize the class are significantly related with the development of self-
direction?

Category 5: Ways to develop systems through which we can foster self-directed
learning (Item #42-50)

After learning a wide range of roles for a facilitator of self-directed learning
through the questions of Category 4, we still have to know how to integrate these ideas
into the existing curriculum and educational system. The references for this and the
previous category are somewhat overlapping; therefore we can meaningfully refer to both
of them to explore ideas relevant to this category. We should know that successful
integration of self-directed learning with the existing educational environment in longer
term is only possible through effective, efficient, harmonious, and systematic
implementation, for which purpose the following articles should provide much practical
advice.

Related articles: Baskett, 1991; Boud, 1988; Brockett & Hiemstra, 1985; Brockett &
Hiemstra, 1991; Brookfield, 1986; Caffarella, 1983; Cheren, 1978; Cross, 1984; DeJoy &
Mills, 1992; Grow, 1991a; Knowles, 1980; Moulden, 1980; Palmunen, 1995; Wilcox,
1996.

42.It may be useful to check the level of self-direction at the beginning of a course
so that we can give the learners more meaningful and individualized
assignments. What is the rationale to administer such a measurement?

43.Is it possible, under the current school environment, to acquire the aptitude for
self-directed learning? If it is possible, how can we nurture it at school?
Where, when, and who should start it? (Kasworm, 1992; Skager, 1984;
Taylor, 1986)

44.In the beginning stage, it is helpful for learners to have some structure as a
scaffold. Then, for the next step, how can learners overgrow such dependency
on the structure?

45.What are the conditions necessary for an environment to provide learners with
the security to be self-directed?

46.How can we most effectively find ways to enhance self-directed learning?
How can we find the most effective way to develop a system/curriculum that
facilitates self-directed learning?

47.Should we develop the self-directed learning skills in learners according to
their readiness in each field of study, which might differ from one person to
another? Or should we develop them as generic skills that are the same for all
the fields of learning?

48.At each learning stage, how should we help learners develop their self-
direction?

49.What is the learning environment that best induces such development?

8
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50.What orientation is necessary for learners so that they will understand the basic
principles of self-directed learning and become ready for such a mode of
learning? How can we follow up to facilitate their learning?

9
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