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This research aimed to investigate the effects of giving learners self-

directed learning (SDL) instruction based on the Staged Self-Directed 

Learning Model (SSDLM) during distance English learning on their SDL 

readiness, achievement, attitudes toward English course and distance 

education. The study sample consisted of one hundred forty-six freshmen 

enrolled in two different departments at the Faculty of Education in Bolu 

Abant İzzet Baysal University in Türkiye in 2017/2018 Academic Year. 

All the participants took part in a twelve-week quasi-experimental study 

with pre-test and post-test. The English course program was common to 

both groups, but the SDL instruction program prepared according to the 

principles of SSDLM was unique to the experimental group only. The 

research data were collected using the Self-Directed Learning Readiness 

Scale, Attitude toward English Courses Scale, Attitude toward Distance 

Education Scale, and Achievement Test developed specifically for this 

English course. The obtained data were analyzed through the 

independent samples t-tests with bootstrap technique. The findings 

revealed no observable difference in SDL readiness scores between the 

groups. It may be because changing the way people learn requires longer 

time. However, remarkable differences in some other variables were 

observed in favor of the experimental group. These variables were 

attitude toward learning, importance of English and attitude toward 

distance education. These findings can be evaluated as the indication of 

some developments on the brink. All the findings were discussed in detail 

with this in mind and, suggestions were made accordingly. 
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Introduction 

Great changes in the field of education pursue great changes in the conditions and 

requirements of real life. Currently, the most required human type can be claimed to be a self-

directed learner, who feels responsible for her/his learning and moves in that direction. This 
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claim can be verified from various aspects. As well-known from the history of educational 

psychology, a human is viewed as passive object by behaviorist approaches, mentally active 

subject by cognitive approaches, and a whole person by humanist approaches to learning 

(Schultz and Schultz, 2015). Educational literature, on the other hand, has emphasized humans 

with all individual characteristics for many decades in line with this final view. This emphasis 

can be accepted as the emphasis on self-directed learning (SDL) because SDL is an umbrella 

term that is formed from the combination of many individual characteristics such as curiosity, 

interest, enjoyment (Tough, 1971), motivation (Garrison, 1997), learning strategies (Knowles, 

1975), previous education (Hiemstra and Brockett, 2012) and many others. Similarly, globally 

essential institutions such as OECD (Organization for Economic Co-Operation and 

Development), UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization), 

and European Commission have formed different frameworks for 21st-century competencies, 

all of which emphasize learning to learn, lifelong learning and SDL in addition to various 

important individual characteristics (cf. Malone and Waite, 2016; Voogt and Roblin, 2012). 

The final shot has been taken by COVID-19 for even ordinary people to comprehend the 

importance of self-learning while making distance education the dominant delivery mode of 

instruction everywhere in the world. 

In fact, distance education had already been on the rise before the pandemic. The rising trend 

resulted from the developments in the field of communication and information technologies 

was so rapid at the beginning of this age (Hiemstra, 2003) that it seemed distance education 

was about to take dominance. It may have several underlying reasons, but Moore (1987) 

attributes the rising trend of distance education entirely to the discovery of SDL. Dabbagh and 

Kitsantas (2012) hold a similar view that SDL is an ideal learning model for distance education 

in which learners are expected to direct their own learning processes. Research indicates that 

learners have control and responsibility for their academic development in distance education 

(You and Kang, 2014), and distance learners should find their way on their own (Lee, Choi, 

and Cho, 2019). Research also indicates that distance education helps the learners to be 

autonomous and search for knowledge in a self-directed way (Siemens, 2008), provides a 

suitable environment for constructivist learning principles (Tam, 2000), has the capacity to 

combine formal education and informal learning (Carr, Balasubramanian, Atieno and Onyango, 

2018) and is related to lifelong learning (Boekaerts, 1999).  

Web-Based Distance Education 

Distance education, which is done through the internet, is quite important because 

internet is not only a medium for distant classes, but it also serves numerous resources for 

accessing to information on any field. It is known that internet is the most widely used tool in 

accessing to information in today’s world. Internet, as the medium of web-based distance 

education, is also claimed to support SDL by providing learners with opportunities such as 

increasing learner control and access to knowledge  (Bulik and Honor, 2000), making learning 

activities possible even at peak times of the day, enabling the learner to learn on her/his own 

pace, monitoring personal developments, evaluating the learning outcomes (Draves, 2002) and 

enabling even the rural people to compensate their disadvantages (Hiemstra, 2006). Individuals 

can learn anything by means of tools on the internet such as Google and YouTube (Boles, 2014) 

and use the internet for lifelong learning (Kind and Evans, 2015).  

It is seen that web-based distance education serves opportunities for learning success. However, 

it can be stated that the individual should feel responsible for his/her own learning and do the 

necessary activities to learn for the success of learning activities on the internet. An individual 
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who has these qualities can be defined as self-directed learner. In fact, self-directed learners are 

known to exploit the opportunities on the internet. A recent study (Bonk and Lee, 2017) shows 

that self-directed learners can make learning activities on every field such as personal 

development, curiosity, professional development, personal interest, science, environment, 

history, health, universe, culture, foreign language and so on. A self-directed learner will 

probably do his/her best on web-based distance education. As a result, it can be concluded that 

SDL and web-based distance education match each other reciprocally. 

Self-Directed Learning 

According to a widely accepted definition, SDL is a process “in which individuals take 

the initiative, with or without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating 

learning goals, identifying human and material resources for learning, choosing and 

implementing appropriate learning strategies and evaluating learning outcomes (Knowles, 

1975, p. 18)”. SDL has been explained with its various dimensions by many theorists. Any 

literature review shows that the models developed by Garrison (1997), Candy (1991), Brockett 

and Hiemstra (1991), and Song and Hill (2007) are dominant in this field. Theoretical SDL 

models have some common features such as self-concept, autonomy, and motivation. In 

theoretical frameworks of SDL, learners’ individual choices are valued (Merriam and Bierema, 

2014), learning strategies are emphasized (Garrison, 1997), and self-directed learners are 

expected to create an influential “community of inquiry” which is defined in social 

constructivist view as a community using co-operation among participants to create meaningful 

learning environment (Garrison, Cleveland-Innes and Fung, 2010). 

Candy (2004) claims that individuals are both obliged to and capable of the requirements of 

SDL. Learners should become aware of the benefits of SDL, especially in today’s world 

because change is rapid, new knowledge is continuously created, and an ever-widening access 

to information makes new strategies of acquisition necessary (Meshkat and Hassanzade, 2014). 

In such a world, individuals need to take the initiative for their learning with or without the help 

of others. In order to achieve this, learners need to diagnose their own learning needs, set 

personal goals, make decisions on resources, implement appropriate learning strategies and 

evaluate the learning outcomes (Knowles, 1975). Such learners are defined as self-directed 

learners and are described as being self-managing, self-monitoring, and self-modifying (Costa 

and Kallick, 2003). 

The Staged Self-Directed Learning Model 

SDL skills are accepted as transferrable to learners through instruction (Dabbagh and 

Kitsantas, 2012), especially by integrating some support elements into the program of a specific 

lesson (Kuo, Walker, Schroder and, Belland, 2014) or by just exposing the learners to SDL 

experiences (Vonderwell and Turner, 2005). In fact, many SDL researchers have developed 

instructional models (Rana, Ardichvili and Polesello, 2016; Wilcox, 1996), structured some 

strategies (Azevedo, Cromley and Seibert, 2004), listed some principles (Francom, 2010) and 

suggested pieces of advice (Bharathi, 2014; Boles, 2014). However, Grow’s (1991; 1994) 

Staged Self-Directed Learning Model (SSDLM) is a quite inclusive instructional model. 

Moreover, it is claimed to be best-known (Merriam, 2001) and most used (Knowles, Elwood 

and, Swanson, 2014). According to SSDLM, any course teacher can help the learners to be self-

directed through four stages basically by means of changes in teacher’s roles.  

Grow (1991) defines SDL readiness (SDLR) as a combination of motivation and ability 

emphasizing its situational and task-specific properties. However, it seems that motivation is 
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viewed as more privileged because Long (1989) emphasizes the psychological dimension of 

SDL and claims that pedagogic approaches will create self-teaching rather than self-directed 

learning. Moreover, SDL arises only when the individual has the internal motivation or at least 

can make autonomous choices (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Therefore, SDL instructions seem pretty 

delicate. SSDLM is sensitive to this delicacy and gives a crucial task to practitioners in SDL 

instructions: While the teacher slowly changes her own approach from pedagogy to andragogy, 

she should be ready to go back and forth spirally when needed.  

Table 1 shows the four stages of SSDLM and sample activities for learner-teacher pairings. The 

teacher maintains the instruction with the matched role for a pre-determined period, and then 

s/he switches to one stage higher teacher’s role. It is hypothetically accepted that learners will 

presumably be ready for the following stages at the end of these pre-determined periods. 

Table 1. The Staged Self-Directed Learning Model (Grow, 1991) 
Stage Learner Teacher Examples 

Stage 1 Dependent Authority 
Coaching with immediate feedback. Drill. Informational 

lecture. Overcoming deficiencies and resistance. 

Stage 2 Interested Motivator 
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 Delegator 
Internship, dissertation, individual work or self-directed 

study-group 

Table 2 shows sixteen learner-teacher pairings probable during SDL instructions. Four pairings 

are labeled as “match”, and the other six pairings are labeled as “near match”, all of which are 

accepted as ideal in SSDLM. On the other hand, four pairings labeled as “mismatch” and two 

pairings labeled as “severe mismatch” are claimed to be problems to solve. Therefore, the 

teacher will switch to the appropriate roles in these cases; otherwise, learners may resent either 

excessive guidance or freedom. 

Table 2. Learner-teacher pairings (Grow, 1991) 
 T1: Authority T2:  Motivator T3: Facilitator T4: Delegator 

L4: Self-directed Severe mismatch Mismatch Near match Match 

L3: Involved  Mismatch Near match Match Near match 

L2: Interested Near match Match Near match Mismatch 

L1: Dependent Match Near match Mismatch Severe mismatch 

Purpose of the Study 

Developments in many fields such as the internet, communication, and information 

technologies have primarily changed the viewpoints against the required human type and 

learning. This study assumes that SDL offers a good framework for these new viewpoints. 

According to this assumption, SDL instruction may have good outputs in terms of learning and 

learners’ attitudes toward variables that are closely related to learning. 

Therefore, this study aimed to explore the effects of using Grow’s (1991) SSDLM at a distance 

English learning on SDLR, course achievement, attitude toward English course, and attitude 

toward distance education through examining the following research question: 

RQ: Are there significant differences in the participants’ pre-test and post-test score differences 

of SDLR, course achievement, attitude toward English course, and attitude toward distance 

education according to control and experimental groups? 
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Method 

Participants 

After receiving the university’s ethics committee approval and permission for the scales, 

the researchers invited a convenience sample of 146 first-year students enrolled in the 

departments of Teaching of Turkish Language and Teaching of Social Sciences at the Faculty 

of Education at Bolu Abant İzzet Baysal University in Türkiye, and they all consented to do so. 

71 (f= 52, m=19) undergraduates in control group and 75 (f= 54, m= 21) undergraduates in 

experimental group took place in this quasi-experimental study with pre-test and post-test. The 

students enrolled in the department of Teaching of Turkish Language had been assigned to two 

different groups by the faculty as they usually did every year. This was a usual activity in order 

to form more teachable groups in terms of size. They had assigned the students with odd student 

numbers into one group and those with even student numbers into another. The same process 

had also been done for the department of Teaching of Social Sciences. The groups formed in 

this way were directly assigned to control and experimental groups as the official formation of 

the groups by the faculty seemed equal. Moreover, the equality of the groups was tested by 

means of independent samples t-tests. For this, the data obtained from the pre-tests of 

Achievement Test and all the other scales were analyzed. In the analyses, it was observed no 

differences in any pre-test scores between the groups (p> 0.05, η𝑝
2< 0.01 for all the scores) at 

the beginning of the study. 

Instruments 

English course achievement was measured by the Achievement Test (AT), including 52 

multiple-choice questions developed by the researchers following a pilot study. It was designed 

to measure grammar and vocabulary knowledge, and comprehension skills within the scope of 

12-week instruction of Basic English. SDLR was measured by SDLR Scale (SDLRS) 

developed by Fisher, King and, Tague (2001) and adapted to Turkish by Şahin and Erden 

(2009). It has 40 items covering the sub-dimensions of self-management (SM), desire for 

learning (DFL), and self-control skills (SCS). Attitude toward English courses was measured 

by the adapted form of the Attitude towards English Course Scale (ATECS) developed by 

Tuncer, Berkant, and Doğan (2015). The researchers adapted the scale for this study after an 

analysis of internal consistency, and the adapted form has 17 items for covering the sub-

dimensions of attitude toward learning (ATL), desire and anxiety (DA), and importance of 

English (IE). Attitude toward distance education was measured by the Attitude towards 

Distance Education Scale (ATDES) developed by Kışla (2015). It is a one-dimensional scale 

and has 35 items. 

Procedure 

At the beginning of the fall term of the 2017-2018 academic year, researchers visited 

all the participants in their face-to-face classrooms. During these visits, the participants 

completed the SDLRS, ATECS, ATDES, and AT as pre-tests. Then, 12-week instruction 

started with two different instructors appointed to each group randomly. English course 

program was common to both groups, but the SDL program was unique for the experimental 

group.  

The control group instructor implemented the English program in a teacher-directed way with 

her techniques such as direct instruction, drills, question and answer, rule explanations, 

dictating, and so on. Teacher-directed way is adopted as the standard medium of English 
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courses by many instructors at the university. In this process, students don’t experience self-

learning much and they mainly rely on teacher directions during the course. However, there is 

always a possibility that the participants in the control group may experience self-learning 

practices by using instructional websites on the internet with their own decisions. This must be 

accepted as the natural course of events in life. The researchers had no concern with the 

participants’ autonomous decisions. What the control group instructor did was not to promote 

the participants to exercise self-learning practices. 

In the experimental group, English and SDL programs were implemented concurrently by the 

instructor, who was well-informed on the SDL instruction program by the researchers. SDL 

literature claims that a self-directed learner can set personal goals, make decisions on resources, 

implement learning strategies and self-assess the value of the outcomes. Therefore, according 

to the SDL program, needed activities were set for the participants to accomplish these goals. 

The activities aimed to gradually transfer the locus of control from the teacher to the learners 

in the three stages. Transferring the locus of control was the hard core of the intention in the 

instruction of the experimental group participants. The participants were also trained on using 

learning strategies with the approach of training through resources during the class (Vural, 

2016) by the instructor herself. They were set free and even promoted on using the internet sites 

such as Google, YouTube, and any other English teaching site through this process. Finally, 

they were asked and promoted to do all the activities self-directedly at the fourth stage and 

prepare an activity report on a specific English grammar topic freely chosen from a selection 

by themselves. With the activity report, the participants informed the instructor about the phases 

of the self-learning process such as the title of the topic they selected, their goals, the keywords 

they used in the searching procedure, topic summaries, the learning strategies they used and 

self-evaluation about the process. 

The main aim of the procedure explained above was to create a difference between the groups 

by changing the learning way of the participants in the experimental group with the help of 

SDL instruction program. Grow (1991) claims that ordinary students at schools are assumed to 

be teacher directed. It implies that the students will stay teacher directed to a large extent as 

long as all the procedures in the classrooms stay traditional. Thus, the traditional practices in 

the control group will not change the learning way of the participants, or at least, they will have 

no contribution in this sense. 

Both instructors opened forum pages on the distance education system during the 12-week 

duration on topics such as English interactions and technical and systemic problems, serving 

for the learners to reach teacher and peer help. Forum pages were supposed to be functional 

tools for any learners who aimed to create a community of inquiry. It was supposed that 

especially learners in the experimental group would prefer creating an influential community 

of inquiry, which is valued in SDL literature (Rubin, Fernandes, and Avgerinou, 2013). 

Moreover, the researchers set meetings to discuss the process with both instructors every week. 

All the instruments that were implemented as pre-tests were re-implemented as post-tests at the 

end of the term. 

Preliminaries 

The researchers collected pre-test and post-test scores of the participants both in control 

and experimental groups. Thus, they had two different sets of data for two different groups. The 

researchers agreed to make these two sets of data into one set for each scale score and analyze 

them through independent samples t-tests instead of paired-sample t-tests. They did it by 
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subtracting the post-test scores from the pre-test scores for each scale scores. Moreover, these 

calculated scores were transformed into the values of reliable change indexes (RCI) as 

recommended in the literature (Field, 2018) to remove the effects of unknown variables. The 

RCI values were calculated by dividing the subtractions of the post-test scores from the pre-test 

scores by the standard error value. All the t values found in this study were based on the analyses 

done with these RCI values.  

Kolmogorov-Smirnov values calculated to test the normality of RCI values showed that the 

data were not normally distributed (p< 0,05). Frequently, non-parametric tests are preferred by 

many researchers in such cases. However, independent samples t-test with the bootstrap 

technique is also recommended to solve the distribution problem. Field (2018, 367) contends 

that “bootstrapping gets around the problem of distribution by estimating the properties of the 

sampling distribution from the sample data.” Since they are accepted as valid analyses in such 

cases, independent samples t-tests with bootstrap were preferred in this study, and the results 

were reported as suggested in the literature (Field (2018, 627). Effect sizes were also considered 

in addition to the significance degree (p< 0.5). For this, partial eta squared (𝛈𝒑
𝟐) values 

(Ferguson, 2009) were calculated, and the values equal to or close to 0.01, 0.06, and 0.14 were 

commented on respectively as small, medium and, big (Cohen, 1988). 

Results 

Table 3 reveals that the only statistically significant t values were found for the analyses 

of score means of ATL, IE and, ATDES. The score means of ATL sub-scale were higher in 

experimental group (𝑋̅= 3.14, SD= 11.95) than control group (𝑋̅= -3.65, SD= 11.28). This 

difference, -6.78, BCa 95% CI (-10.17, -3.24), was significant, t(144)= -3.529, p= 0.00, and 

represented a medium effect of η𝑝
2= 0.08. The score means of IE sub-scale were higher in 

experimental group (𝑋̅= -0.08, SD= 11.44) than control group (𝑋̅= -3.99, SD= 12.43). This 

difference, -3.90, BCa 95% CI (-7.83, -0.04), was significant, t(144)= -1.973, p=0.05, and 

represented a small effect of η𝑝
2= 0.03. The score means of ATDES were higher in experimental 

group (𝑋̅= -5.35, SD= 11.47) than control group (𝑋̅= -10.38, SD= 12.21). This difference, -5.03, 

BCa 95% CI (-8.96, -1.05), was significant, t(144)= -2.563, p= 0.04, and represented a small 

effect of η𝑝
2= 0.03. However, no significant differences were found in the score means of 

SDLRS, AT and DA, sub-scales between the groups. 

Table 3. Results of independent samples t-tests with bootstrap 

Measurements Group n 𝑿̅ SD MD 

Bootstrap 

BCa CI t p 𝛈𝒑
𝟐 

Lower Upper 

                          AT 
Contr. 71 16.71 11.84 

0.23 -3.76 4.01 0.117 0.90 0.00 
Exp. 75 16.48 12.37 

S
D

L
R

S
 

SM 
Contr. 71 -5.76 10.00 

-1.57 -5.54 2.17 -0.791 0.43 0.00 
Exp. 75 -4.19 13.79 

DFL 
Contr. 71 -3.55 10.87 

-2.17 -6.19 1.85 1.092 0.28 0.00 
Exp. 75 -1.38 13.11 

SC 
Contr. 71 -4.04 9.07 

-1.14 -5.12 2.83 -0.57 0.57 0.00 
Exp. 75 -2.90 14.39 

A
T

E
C

S
 

ATL 
Contr. 71 -3.65 11.28 

-6.79 -10.17 -3.24 -3.529 0.00* 0.08 
Exp. 75 3.14 11.95 

DA 
Contr. 71 1.25 12.93 

1.92 -2.10 5.74 0.955 0.34 0.00 
Exp. 75 -0.67 11.21 

IE 
Contr. 71 -3.99 12.43 

-3.91 -7.83 -0.04 -1.973 0.05* 0.03 
Exp. 75 -0.08 11.44 

                       ATDES 
Contr. 71 -10.38 12.21 

-5.03 -8.96 -1.05 -2.563 0.04* 0.03 
Exp. 75 -5.35 11.47 
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Note: AT: Achievement Test, SDLRS: Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale, SM: Self-Management, DFL: 

Desire for Learning, SC: Self-Control, ATECS: Attitude toward English Scale, ATL: Attitude toward 

Learning, DA: Desire and Anxiety, IE: Importance of English, ATDES: Attitude toward Distance Education 

Scale 

Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The analyses in this study revealed no differences in the scores of SDLR and course 

achievement. However, it was promisingly found differences in attitude toward English courses 

and attitude toward distance education in favor of the experimental group. This case can be 

metaphorically evaluated that some fruit grows before the development of SDLR within the 

process of SDL instruction. Therefore, seemingly failed or presumably delayed results in the 

development of SDLR were discussed first in detail, and then the discussions of findings about 

the other variables followed. The second part of the discussion was evaluated by keeping in 

mind that though SDL instruction seems ineffective, the participants might be at the early stages 

of some potential developments. 

Self-directed learning readiness 

Implementation of SDL instruction was expected to enhance SDLR scores (Grow, 1991; 

1994) and correspondingly create a difference in achievement scores (Chou, 2012; Khiat, 2017; 

Wang, 2012) and attitude scores between the groups. Therefore, the basic expectation of this 

study was that SDL instruction would develop learners’ SDL skills. The other expectations 

related to achievement and attitudes were based on the realization of this basic expectation 

which did not come true in reality. This situation has been explained below depending on 

several potential variables such as learners, teachers, implementation, and distance education 

in relation to SDL. 

Learners 

It is essential to examine the learners’ characteristics in the first plan because learners 

are at the center of SDL. According to related literature, some learners may develop resistance 

to the autonomy given in SDL instructions because of several reasons, such as biological, 

psychological, or cognitive growth and maturity levels. The fact that SDL is associated with 

adult learning under the title of andragogy (Knowles, 1975) and psychological maturity (Grow, 

1991) can be understood as its relationship with age in a sense. Turkish environment reflects a 

similar appearance. Direct relationships were found between Turkish students’ SDLR levels 

and ages (Bakaç and Özen, 2018; Özbek, Eroğlu and Donmuş, 2017; Topala, 2014). Positive 

relationships were also found in the Turkish environment between SDL and meta-cognitive 

awareness (Dağal and Bayındır, 2016) and technological pedagogical content knowledge 

(Bakaç and Özen, 2018), both of which can be claimed to develop with increasing grade and 

age. These findings indicate that Turkish undergraduates, like the ones in other cultures, tend 

to have higher levels of SDLR over time. The sample of this study consisting of Turkish first-

year students can be evaluated within this framework and is claimed to be still in the 

developmental process. 

Teacher 

Teachers have been given crucial tasks, such as regulating matches and gradually giving 

autonomy to students in SDL literature. For example, Du (2012) remarks that teachers who 

claim they adopt SDL practices might sometimes perform teacher-directed practices in reality. 

A similar illusion might have happened in this study as well. An indication was observed by 
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the researchers in an informal way during the implementation process. The researchers noticed 

that many learners labeled the activity report as an “assignment” in forum chats among each 

other. Activity report had been planned as a kind of autonomous activity, rather than an 

assignment. The teacher would accomplish the SDL process by supporting the learners’ 

autonomy (Purdy, 1986); however, it seems that she presumably directed the learners. 

Therefore, this case can be evaluated as a severe mismatch between the learners’ SDLR levels 

and the teacher’s role. It is known that the experimental group instructor did not report any 

mismatches during the process. Grow (1991) suggests that the teacher should realize matching 

problems and make necessary regulations in such severe mismatch cases. Otherwise, the model 

may lose functionality because of the student’s perception of either excessive or insufficient 

direction.  

Some plans had been made to give the autonomy to the learners in preparing the activity report. 

For example, the learners were offered three different selectable grammar topics, similar to the 

“Cafeteria Style Method”, defined as the freedom of self-direction (Arendt, Trego, and Allred, 

2016). An extended four-week deadline was set, and it was announced that authenticity would 

be adequate. In this way, it had been aimed to create an autonomous atmosphere for the learners, 

because Deci and Ryan (2000) claim that SDL can be developed only when the individual has 

the internal motivation or can make autonomous choices. According to this claim, external 

interventions which damage the internal motivation, such as reward, punishment, threat, 

deadlines, any directions, evaluations, or imposed targets (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Deci, Nezlek, 

and Sheinman, 1981), may also damage the SDL instructional processes. Despite all these, the 

instructor might not have adequately supported learners’ autonomy for unknown but 

predictable reasons. Nottidge and Louw (2017) conclude that many instructors prefer an SDL 

format with the teacher’s occasional direction instead of pure student direction. Indeed, the 

experimental group instructor in this study expressed that she developed a similar 

understanding increasingly during the process. She might have reflected on the understanding 

she developed during the process. 

Implementation 

Different factors related to implementation, such as duration or task quality, are 

essential. Sze-Yeng and Hussain (2010) define the process of developing SDL characteristics 

as a steep learning curve. According to this, it is a highly extended and complicated process for 

the learners to emerge from their comfort zone and finally reach to SDL level which is relatively 

less comfortable for the learners. Moreover, resistant learners want the SDL instruction process 

to extend over a long time and cover the other courses (Özcan, 2015). The participants might 

have developed a resistance and breaking that resistance might have needed more time and 

effort.  The twelve-week period may be inadequate for breaking that resistance. 

Task-based reasons also deserve to be taken into account. It is known that learner autonomy is 

the hard core of SDL, and learners cannot behave autonomously when the task goes beyond 

their capacities (Francom, 2010). Learners facing complicated tasks may prefer to depend on 

the teacher as they do not fully understand what and how they will do. The learners in this study 

may also have experienced similar difficulties with the activity report. 

Distance Education 

SDL instruction is subject to difficulties of distance education. Furthermore, it seems to 

need more face-to-face instruction, primarily due to its dominant affective feature. It is known 

that learners have difficulties when they have excessive responsibilities and the teacher does 
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not physically exist in the medium (Dabbagh and Kitsantas, 2005). In distance education 

literature, the success of any program is explained by factors such as the number of learners’ 

entrance to the education management system (Kupczynski, Gibson, Ice, Richardson, and 

Calloo, 2011), creating an influential community of inquiry (Rubin et al., 2013) and comment 

qualities of teachers in the forums (Kwon, Shin, and Chang, 2019). Fail of any program, on the 

other hand, is explained by factors such as technical problems (Valentine, 2002), the reluctance 

of learners against distance learning (O’Malley and McCraw, 1999), lack of face-to-face 

interaction (Howland and Moore, 2002) and teachers’ highly teacher-directed practices (Boling, 

Hough, Krinsky, Saleem and Stevens, 2012). In addition, Turkish students are claimed to 

believe that distance education decreases course attendance (Yıldız, 2015) and the students do 

not have adequate internet access opportunities (Metin, Karaman, and Şaştım, 2017).  

It is impossible to specify any unique factor for the failure of SDL instruction since any of the 

numerous factors listed above were not observed in this study. However, it can be claimed that 

various factors related to distance education may undermine SDL instructions. Therefore, it 

seems that SDL instructions cannot be done in a pure distance education medium because SDL 

needs more face-to-face interactions. Instead, blended learning can be claimed to be more 

convenient. Some comparative studies conclude that blended learning makes student 

participation and cooperation easier (Geng, Law, and Niu, 2019), contributes to the 

development of positive attitudes toward the course (Akgündüz and Akınoğlu, 2016), and helps 

the learners acquire self-regulatory and self-directed learning skills (Uz and Uzun, 2018) much 

better than distance education. 

Achievement 

No difference was found in the scores of AT between the groups. A study (Pachnowski 

and Jurczyk, 2000) exists in the literature reports revealing no relationship between SDL and 

achievement. However, that study seems to have a limited capacity to generalize because it 

contains a small sample size of seventeen undergraduates. In a massive study, Carpenter (2011) 

reports a positive relationship between SDL and achievement of online courses. He also reports 

that the relationship between SDL and course grade is positive in distance learners but negative 

in face-to-face learners.  

Similarly, Chou (2012) reports a positive relationship between SDL and achievement in an 

online course. However, that study is limited to the only a one-hour period of a lesson and to 

only one specific topic, which makes the task straightforward and accessible. Khiat (2017) 

found a relationship between SDL and grade point average of undergraduates but based on a 

subjective survey. Wang (2012) found a relationship between SDL and learning English 

through TV dramas based on the opinions of five Chinese teachers who can be claimed to have 

reached biologically to a particular age, psychologically to a particular maturity, and 

sociologically to a particular position, unlike the participants in this study. As a result, the 

findings of the studies listed above should be evaluated in comparison to this study cautiously 

since each of them has many different specific conditions. Moreover, it should be remembered 

that the SDL instruction did not have any effects on self-directed readiness. 

Attitude toward English Course 

Significant differences were found in the scores of ATL and IE sub-scales in favor of 

the experimental group but no difference in the scores of the DA sub-scale. These findings are 

substantially in line with the findings of many studies in the literature. For example, Özcan 

(2015) reports that English instruction based on SDL positively contributes to the learners’ 



Participatory Educational Research (PER), 10 (1);1-16, 1 January 2022 

Participatory Educational Research (PER) 

 
-11- 

motivation, attitudes toward the course, and beliefs about learning a language. Sohrabi and Iraj 

(2016) report that learners express positive opinions about flip classrooms, which are claimed 

to be similar to SDL classrooms in the literature (Hao, 2016). In some other studies (Dağal and 

Bayındır, 2016; Sırakaya and Özdemir, 2018), positive relationships have been reported 

between SDL and learning motivation. Ahmed (2015) concludes that excessive teacher-

directed instruction causes anxiety in learners. Some studies also report that attitude toward 

English is positively related to many variables such as lifelong learning tendencies (Aşkın, 

2015; Kahraman, 2019), academic self-concept (Saracaloğlu, Varol and Gencel, 2014), 

academic self-efficacy (Saeid and Eslaminejad, 2017), meta-cognitive awareness (Dağal and 

Bayındır, 2016), co-operative learning (Baş, 2009) and risk-taking (Dehbozorgi, 2012) all of 

which are known to be related to SDL. It is seen that the results of the studies mentioned here 

are somehow related to self-directed readiness, for which the present study did not observe any 

differences between the groups. 

Attitude toward Distance Learning 

A significant difference was found in the scores of ATDES in favor of the experimental 

group, which is in line with the literature. As known, the participants in the experimental group 

were promoted to freely surf the internet sites such as Google, YouTube, and any other English 

teaching site. These practices might have attracted distant learners as they supported 

autonomous choices and self-regulation. The learners might have enjoyed this approach and so 

might have developed positive attitudes toward distance education.  

Some researchers suggest that distance learners prefer free internet resources instead of course 

books (Sohrabi and Iraj, 2016) and see Google as the primary information searching method 

and a redemptory tool (Zander, Boustedt, Eskerdal, McCartney, Mostrom, Sanders and 

Thomas, 2012). Moreover, self-directed learners are claimed to get motivated internally, 

appreciate autonomy and take pleasure in the fact that they are not dependent on others (Bonk 

and Lee, 2017). Some researchers in the literature also report that self-regulated learning 

contributes to learners’ attitudes and level of self-efficacy (Cho, Kim, and Choi, 2017). On the 

other hand, there is a relationship between attitude toward English and attitude toward distance 

education (Yavuz, 2016).  

The benefits of SDL in daily life can be observed, and this study shows that those benefits can 

be carried into the medium of formal education utilizing SDL instruction. Although the SDL 

instruction failed to enhance learners’ SDLR in this study, it brought out some other positive 

consequences in terms of learners’ score levels of attitude toward learning, the importance of 

English, and attitude toward distance education. The failure can be explained depending on 

several factors such as learner, teacher, implementation, and distance education, all of which 

are primarily discussed in this study. SDL is a natural individual characteristic that can emerge 

within the course of real life. Therefore, teachers who want to foster SDL characteristics of 

learners in formal education should focus on creating situations in line with learners’ natural 

tendencies just like in daily life and wait for any developments on the side of learners. SDL 

instructions may do a good job, but self-directedness should not be anticipated to come out 

automatically after any formal SDL instruction because it seems that it depends much more on 

the individual’s decision after his/her personal experiences. 

According to this study, SDL instruction proved to have some benefits. It is recommended that 

future researchers may investigate some other benefits of SDL instruction. This study also made 

the following points clearer, which future researchers should take into consideration in SDL 
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studies. First, the classroom practitioners should be determined cautiously. Duration is a crucial 

factor, so an adequate period should be set for implementation. The delivery mode of instruction 

is another crucial factor since achieving the objectives in relation to affective characteristics 

may need more face-to-face instruction. Blended learning may be the more appropriate delivery 

mode of instruction in this sense. Finally, setting tasks at an optimum level is crucial since too 

tricky and too easy tasks damage motivation and influence the locus of control. 

Note 

This study is based on the doctoral thesis titled “Effects of using the staged self-directed 

learning model at distance English learning on readiness, achievement, attitudes and retention” 

written by the first author under the supervision of the second author at the Department of 

Educational Sciences, Bolu Abant İzzet Baysal University. 
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