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Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the use of online learning and self-directed learning to 
motivate and engage students. Therefore, this study sought to determine how online learning 
fostered self-directed learning at a South African university during this period. Higher education 
institutions worldwide had to shut down indefinitely following guidance from health experts to 
contain the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. Since education is regarded as a pillar of 
development for all countries, some means had to be found to keep teaching and learning 
going irrespective of the ongoing health crisis. Hence, online learning made it possible for 
university students to continue learning during the emergency university closure. This was a 
period of reckoning, however, as many students began experiencing challenges related to poor 
internet connectivity and accessing digital learning devices. Despite these challenges, the 
solution was to reach out to all students to ensure that they were not excluded from the 
learning process. The sudden transition to online learning meant that students could no longer 
follow a well-coordinated, structured learning schedule that was guided and supervised on 
campus; rather, online learning meant they had to become more independent in their learning. 
Independent learning encourages students to be proactive and independent, a philosophy 
aligned to self-directed learning (SDL). This study explored the experiences of third-year 
student teachers in navigating SDL through online learning platforms. The study was 
underpinned by self-directed learning theory and adopted a qualitative case study research 
design, generating data from ten student teachers using a Zoom App focus group discussion. 
Data were analyzed using an inductive thematic analysis framework. The study found that 
although SDL is appropriate because it promotes learning independently, the majority of 
student teachers encountered several challenges when adopting online learning, catching 
them off guard because they were not formally introduced to it.  
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Introduction 

South African institutions of higher learning have been in denial with regard to implementing 
reforms in relation to the mode of teaching and learning. It took the outbreak of the 
coronavirus pandemic (Covid-19) to transit indefinitely from a face-to-face (lecture-centered) 
approach to online learning (e-learning). Over the years, almost all South African universities 
have calibrated their program offerings around face-to-face learning models for the sake of 
convenience (Baez, 2019; Mgqwashu, 2017). In times of emergency such as Covid-19, the 
physical classrooms that are available for traditional methods (lecturer-centered) suddenly 
become inaccessible. This state of play raises serious questions about the future of the face-to-
face learning approach, hailed for its real-time contact and prompt feedback to the student 
(Baticulon et al. 2021; Waghid, 2018). The emergence of e-learning platforms took advantage 
of the established internet connectivity, better known as online learning, a term widely used to 
describe an emerging approach to learning through advanced communication technologies 
(such as Blackboard, Moodle, YouTube, virtual reality) either asynchronously or synchronously 
(Mpungose, 2020; Ohlin, 2019). The evolution in online learning platforms (learning 
management systems) (LMS), as Khoza (2019) alleges, has led to renewed interest in adapting 
traditional face-to-face pedagogy to a student-centered approach characterized by self-
directed learning (SDL).  

Waghid (2018) predicts an era dominated by online learning, which will revolutionize and 
transform the higher education landscape in ways never seen before. In his work, collaborative 
technologies enable greater opportunities for learners' SDL with open access textbooks, e-
books, learning repositories, social networking technologies, Web conferencing, and open 
education resources (OER). The next section gives a detailed account of a few trends and 
historical markers, culminating in online learning as a catalyst for the SDL movement, an 
important shift towards the use of more free and open content. Again, this study presents a 
critical review of a broad range of factors that have an impact on student performance and 
satisfaction within the online learning environment.  

Research Questions 

This study sought to answer the following main research question: “How has online learning 
fostered self-directed learning in universities during the Covid-19 pandemic?” 

The following four sub-questions were formulated in line with the main research question: 

 What strategies were used to integration of self-directed learning in online learning 
environment? 

 How has online learning promoted independent learning and empowerment amongst 
the student teachers 

 Which self-directed learning approaches did the academics adopt to easily navigate 
online learning? 

 In what ways did individual students use self-assessment and peer assessment to 
enhance their own learning. 
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Review of Related Literature 

Understanding self-directed learning  

The Covid-19 pandemic spared no one as it severely affected many pillars of our society, 
including institutions of higher education worldwide. March 2020 marked an abrupt end to 
face-to-face learning within the four walls of lecture halls, and a move towards a transformed 
SDL mode, a new normal for most institutions in developing countries (Crawford et al., 2020; 
Roberson et al., 2021). The pace of the community spread of the Covid-19 pandemic resulted 
in a nationwide lockdown being imposed in South Africa, which accelerated the 
implementation of distance learning underpinned by SDL and digital learning. Baez (2019) and 
Morris and Rohs (2021) argue that SDL is a process that makes students responsible for 
planning, undertaking and reviewing aspects of their learning process. This sentiment has also 
been advanced by Voskampa et al. (2020), who call this transition the biggest undertaking of 
the 21st century. The conclusions drawn from this analysis underscore the much-needed shifts 
to SDL competency at both the Department of Higher Education and higher education 
institutions to master digital pedagogy and related technologies (Adinda & Mohib, 2020). The 
transition has shown success in Western countries, and been proven to enhance academic 
performance and foster student engagement (Rashid & Asghar, 2016). 

Morris and Rohs (2021, p. 1-2) report that “individuals should be able to identify and set goals, 
motivate themselves, and develop resilience and confidence to pursue learning throughout 
their lives” because it allows them to adapt to change easily. Huang et al. (2020) stress that this 
new pedagogical approach inspires students to engage in SDL through the use of online 
learning. The findings of the study by Rashid and Asghar (2016) also reveal that the use of digital 
technology has a direct positive influence on students' engagement and SDL; however, there is 
no direct correlation between technology use and academic performance. This implies that SDL 
contributes positively when used with digital technology; individual engagement with 
technology is therefore paramount in achieving good results.  

Although SDL has played a peripheral role in the formal education systems in South African 
higher education, to be successful it requires internet connectivity and digital facilities to 
achieve expected goals (Bonk & Lee, 2017; Tadesse & Muluye, 2020). It is common knowledge 
that the majority of academic institutions were ill-prepared owing to a lack of proper planning, 
unreliable internet connectivity, lack of educational resources (laptops, desktops, PDA etc.). 
Despite this drawback, studies reveal that learning tasks were personally meaningful, 
interesting and enjoyable, with a sense of control and personal autonomy (Tadesse & Muluye, 
2020). Given the alternatives to the face-to-face model, the SDL-imposed principles of self-
discipline, self-confidence, independence, goal-oriented, persistence and enjoyable learning 
meant that students were never ready to embrace SDL (Bonk & Lee, 2017). These students 
were accustomed to being extrinsically motivated, less likely to look for opportunities, and 
dependent on others for their learning (Li et al., 2020; Roberson et al., 2021). They value 
teacher-driven instructions and are less likely to explore learning experiences which give rise 
to creativity and participative ways in the world at large.  
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The transition to online learning 

The emerging trend in education has seen a high demand for modern physical resources 
(technological tools) in universities. Studies conducted by Mpungose (2019, 2020) and Khoza 
(2019) underscore the role of modern physical resources (computers, mobile phones, i.e. 
smartphones, and others) for effective online teaching and learning. The challenge facing both 
lecturers and students is to what extent these resources can be useful in providing 
opportunities to support students’ learning and how to integrate them into the curriculum 
(Baez, 2019). Considering the socioeconomic background of students in historically black 
universities on the one hand, and the weak financial support available from these universities 
on the other, a large population of students struggle to access the recommended modern 
physical resources such as iPads, desktop computers, webcams, laptops mobile phones, to 
name few (Khoza, 2019; Mpungose, 2020). These cutting-edge resources have opened up more 
possibilities for students, allowing easy access to study material and assignments, easy storage 
of information and easy retrieval of assessments, as well as allowing students to upload 
examination scripts anytime and anywhere (Baticulon et al., 2021; Mpungose, 2020; Waghid, 
2018). In essence, for learning to take place, physical and geographical location has no material 
impact on access to available educational material for both lecturers and students. Khoza (2019) 
demonstrates that online platforms require sophisticated software resources which build 
education capability to empower physical resources to communicate learning. Bates (2019) 
categorizes software resources to include, but not to be limited to, learning management 
systems (LMSs) (Moodle, Canvas), software packages (Microsoft Office 365), internet browsers 
(Firefox, Chrome) and social media sites (Twitter, Facebook). It is fair to conclude that the 
evolution of various powerful open course ware (Moodle, Blackboard etc.) and social 
networking sites (WhatsApp, Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Instagram, Snapchat, Pinterest, 
Reddit, TikTok) has revolutionized both online learning and SDL.  

International perspectives on online learning and self-directed learning 

Developed countries like the United States of America and the United Kingdom experienced 
disruptions to academic tuition during Covid-19, but their transition to SDL through online 
teaching was smoother and less demanding (Crawford et al., 2020; Ohlin, 2019). Similar 
experiences in China, as observed by Xue Li and Xu (2020), resulted in the Ministry of Education 
setting up and encouraging the implementation of online education at all levels during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. In essence, educational information, infrastructure, educational resources 
and human resources, as the essential conditions for online education, were also the main 
content of the policy formulation and implementation of educational information (Baez, 2019; 
Xue et al., 2020). Pham and Ho (2020) assert that during and after the Covid-19 outbreak, the 
higher education sector in Vietnam became a big “laboratory of e-learning hubs” which led the 
global fight against the spread of Covid-19. In the case of Vietnam, university lecturers and 
students personally experienced SDL while using e-learning platforms. Pham and Ho (2020) 
reveal that more room for e-learning was provided and current regulations were reviewed 
regarding university curricula and syllabuses. Similarly, private universities in Egypt never 
encountered any challenges when shifting to SDL because the tools used for online classes were 
well known to both lecturers and students before the Covid-19 crisis (Mpungose, 2020). These 
tools included Blackboard, Moodle, email and Zoom (Crawford et al., 2020). Pham and Ho (2020) 
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confirm what is highlighted by Crawford et al. (2020), when they state that prior to the global 
outbreak of Covid-19, some institutions in well-developed countries were already laying the 
groundwork for a new approach, namely SDL, to higher education. 

The short synopsis of the situation in higher education institutions in both developed and 
developing countries given above has not touched on the situation experienced by student 
teachers and the use of online teaching amid Covid-19. Several researchers have indicated that 
Covid-19 accelerated the use of online learning and SDL to motivate and engage students 
(Adinda & Mohib, 2020; Baticulon et al., 2021). However, most student teachers find it difficult 
to integrate SDL in their practice (Voskampa et al., 2020) because, firstly, most of the learning 
material (slides) on Moodle or any other digital facilities is inaccessible to some students, and 
those who can access them find them difficult to use. Moreover, there is a direct positive 
relationship between SDL and digital technology (Roberson et al., 2021; Voskampa et al., 2020).  

Secondly, student teachers are expected to go to schools and do their teaching practice to meet 
the requirements of their programs. Most schools have changed the pattern of attendance of 
learners to observe social distancing. The question is, how are student teachers going to go to 
schools if the schools have changed their ways of teaching? Some of the schools are practicing 
SDL, where learners are taught online, whereas the majority of higher education institutions 
have not yet introduced student teachers to the new pedagogical knowledge required to 
accommodate online learning. To affirm the above assertion, the findings of Ibrahim et al. 
(2019), in their paper titled “Trainee teachers’ readiness towards 21st century teaching 
practices”, reveal that some student teachers reported that their preparation for practical 
teaching at university is insufficient because it does not provide them with adequate skills to 
teach in the 21st century, and they therefore find themselves ill-prepared. This is very difficult 
for student teachers because teachers are regarded as agents of change. Therefore, they are 
expected to finish their teaching practice program well equipped with all the qualities and 
values needed to face this challenging era (Ibrahim et al., 2019; Ohlin, 2019). 

Theoretical orientation 

This study was underpinned by the self-directed learning theory (SDLT) propounded by Knowles 
in the 1980s. Self-guided study aims to promote a spirit of self-reliance and a sense of 
responsibility for own learning. Knowles (1980) had many ideas that would later define SDL:  

It has been defined as “a process in which individuals take the initiative, with or 
without the help of others,” to diagnose their learning needs, formulate learning 
goals, identify resources for learning, select and implement learning strategies, 
and evaluate learning outcomes. 

Moreover, SDLT identifies specific personal factors that influence learning as the main focus of 
this study. These personal factors include, among others own intentions and attitudes. In this 
study, students’ SDL refers to students’ perceptions of their independent learning, their sense 
of responsibility for their learning, and their initiative in learning. This theory argues that 
students take an active role in learning tasks such as reading online learning material and 
completing classroom tasks (Baez, 2019; Geng, Law, & Niu, 2019). Most studies draw a 
comparison between features underpinning SDL and those of self-regulated learning. 
According to Broadbent (2017), SDL has been found to have different predictive value among 



                  
Research in Social Sciences and Technology 

                Volume 6 Issue 2, 2021                                                                                                 Maphalala, M. C. et al. Online Learning as a Catalyst for Self-directed           
                                                                                                                                 Learning in Universities during the COVID-19 Pandemic    
 

Research in Social Sciences and Technology                                                                                                                                                                  2021     
E-ISSN: 2468-6891    ressat.org  

238 

online users in times of emergency. In theory, technological readiness concerns individual 
attitudes towards the introduction of new technology. In essence, students' perceptions at 
times reflect the learning effectiveness and learning experience of students in a course. 
Broadbent (2017) argues that SDL complements technological readiness and drives students' 
learning behavior, as well as their learning experience and perceptions, towards online learning. 
It is worth noting that SDL tends to use online learning platforms as the main resource to search 
for information (Geng et al., 2019). Studies on SDL with technology (SDLT) reveal that students’ 
perceptions of collaborative learning can enhance their SDL. Student SDL processes contribute 
to the use of internet communication technology for collaborative learning (Lee et al., 2014).  

Research methodology 

Context 

The South African university that was used as the research site has been using a learning 
management system (LMS) since 2009 to optimize and support student learning. Snowball and 
Mostert (2010) state that LMS is an umbrella term for describing the software tools used to 
manage students’ learning, assessments and interventions. Moodle is a popular open-source 
learning management system that delivers a set of learner-centric tools and collaborative 
learning environments that empower both teaching and learning at a South African university. 
Moodle builds the tools into an interface that makes the learning task central. It is built on 
social constructionist pedagogy, including the tools that are required in an online learning 
environment. The e-learning community is growing at this South African university and hence 
an e-learning strategy has been formulated aimed at integrating e-learning into teaching and 
learning through the use of Moodle as an e-learning platform. The e-learning strategy has the 
potential to actualize the South African university’s teaching and learning vision in three areas 
in order to:  

  Help students to become self-actuated learners who are able to use technology to find 
information and to solve problems;  

 Assist the teaching staff through the use of technology to handle routine administrative 
tasks, which are particularly time-consuming, given large student numbers; and  

 Expand access for non-traditional students, through the use of asynchronous course 
material and blended learning, so that these students can complete degree 
requirements in their own time. To achieve these ideals, departmental e-learning 
communities of practice were established through a series of workshops for the 
purpose of developing academic staff to embed e-learning technologies for effective 
learning. 

The outbreak of COVID-19 in the year 2020 which led to the closure of universities, immediately 
forced this South African university into emergency transition to fully online teaching and 
learning to ensure the continuity of academic activities. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated 
the use of online learning and self-directed learning to motivate and engage students. 

Research approach 

For this study, a qualitative research approach was chosen to explore the experiences of third-
year student teachers in navigating SDL through online learning platforms, as a result of a 
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sudden transition to online learning forced upon by Covid-19 lockdown at a South African 
university.  According to Creswell and Plano-Clark (2011), a research approach is a decision-
making process in research that assists the researcher in making informed selection of design, 
methods, data collection instruments, data analysis and interpretation procedures, and how 
results will be presented.  

Sample 

Polit and Hungler (1999) refer to the population as an aggregate or totality of all the objects, 
subjects or members that conform to a set of specifications. In this study, the population was 
made up of third-year student teachers at a South African university. The study made use of 
the non-probability purposive sampling to select ten of third year student teachers at a South 
African university, made up of 6 female and four male students ranging between the ages of 
22 and 26 years of age. Purposive sampling is used when the researcher has to research 
participants that need to meet very specific criteria; otherwise, their participation might not be 
useful to the study. Purposive sampling was used to identify and select student teachers who 
held information-rich and practical experiences of generating ideas about SDL activities due to 
the transition from contact to online learning. Students needed to have accessibility to an 
electronic device and internet and should have attended face-to-face lectures and later 
transitioned to e-learning due to Covid-19 pandemic. These were the main reasons this study 
took a posture to explore the experiences, meanings, beliefs and perspectives that participants 
assign to a social phenomenon (Nieuwenhuis, 2020). After recruiting participants, they signed 
consent forms that detailed ethical considerations such as confidentiality, anonymity and 
beneficence.  

Data collection methods and instruments 

The ten third-year student teachers participated in a Zoom App focus group discussion. Student 
teachers were coded as participants 1-10; wherein student-teacher 1 was represented as 
participant 1 and student-teacher 2 represented as participant 2, up to student-teacher 10 
coded as participant 10. A Zoom App focus group discussion (FGD) lasted for a period of 1hour 
30 minutes, and the recording feature on the App was activated after consent was granted by 
the participants.  

De Vos et al. (2011) view FGD as a suitable instrument to collect perceptions on a specific topic 
of interest in a permissive, non-threatening atmosphere. According to Udosen (2014), focus 
group discussions have the benefit of allowing the researcher to swiftly discover the 
fundamental concerns about the use of SDL during the Covid-19 pandemic. Another benefit is 
that group interviews are inexpensive, provide a lot of information, have a high level of face 
validity, and are flexible. They create a natural setting in which people can openly express their 
opinions. One participant's ideas inspire others to participate fully in conversations (Babbie, 
2010; Flick, 2009). The discussion in this study guided by the FGD guide, which probed on the 
experiences of third-year student teachers about SDL activities as a result of the transition from 
contact to online learning. The focus group discussion guide used to gather data consisted of 
twelve questions, each of the four research questions of the study were linked to three 
questions out of the total.  
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Validity 

Efron and Ravid (2013) define validity in research as “the degree to which the study, the data 
collection tools, and the interpretation of data accurately represent the issue being 
investigated” (p. 70). The researchers ensured that the data recorded reflected the participants’ 
views. To ensure the credibility of our results, the raw data in the form of field notes, audio 
recordings and transcripts were audited for accuracy. Furthermore, we also employed member 
checking as a way of ensuring trustworthiness where participants checked the transcripts for 
accuracy in their descriptions of their lived experiences. 

Data analysis 

All relevant data generated were thematically analyzed using Braun and Clarke (2006) phases 
of data analysis. This process followed six phases propose by Braun and Clarke (2006) for 
categorizing research data according to themes. These phases are: 

I. Familiarization with the data, where the researchers actively engaged with data by 
firstly transcribing the interactions and then reading (and re-reading) the transcripts 
and listening to the recordings. 

II. Generating initial codes, identifying preliminary codes, which were the features of the 
data that appeared interesting and meaningful. 

III. Searching for themes, where relevant data extracts were sorted according to 
overarching themes. 

IV. Reviewing themes, where the themes were checked in relation to the coded extracts. 
V. Defining and naming themes, where the researchers provided theme names and clear 

working definitions that capture the essence of each theme in a concise manner. 

After using this detailed and structured process before analysis to form categories, a more 
streamlined data analysis process gave rise to focused and four themes that answered the main 
research question and gave rise to the findings section. In the final analysis, the main research 
question and sub-questions guided the analysis and generated four themes as discussed under 
the findings section. 

Findings 

Four main themes were therefore generated from data to respond to the research questions 
namely:  

Theme 1: Integration of self-directed learning in online learning 

Successful integration of the SDL process into the existing curricula requires adequate 
preparation by both academics and students, particularly at the undergraduate level. The 
findings reveal that students were not ready to play a central role in their learning when the 
emergency transition to online learning from face-to-face learning was imposed on them. 
Students were thrown into the deep end as they were not prepared for either online learning 
or SDL. As exemplified by the extract that follows, the participants had difficulty in navigating 
the SDL activities in online learning environments:  
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Most of us struggled to study on our own without the lecturer teaching us; 
lecturers posted the slides and some notes, and we had to study on our own 
without somebody explaining to us. We realised we're going to fail and started on 
our own, trying to find answers from all sources and each other as students. 
(Participant 4) 

SDL requires that students are assisted and guided to learn independently. However, students 
were not adequately prepared for the SDL process before they moved to online learning. To 
explain this, one participant said:  

To tell the truth, our lecturers have never prepared us to take so much 
responsibility for our studies. They would prepare slides when they come to class, 
explain everything to us, and we would ask questions where we did not 
understand. We did receive assignments to do on our own, but when we were on 
campus lecturers took us through what was expected, so we had clear guidance. 
(Participant 9) 

SDL is closely associated with the concept of a student-centered approach, which emphasizes 
a mechanism in which students take charge of their own education. Face-to-face or contact 
learning did not foster SDL among the students as they had regular access to their lecturers. 
Online learning platforms were used for the announcement and uploading of information for 
the students, and not for meaningful learning. One participant had this to say:  

This serious online learning thing is new to us. Yes, we're using Moodle, but it was 
for accessing learning materials and notices from lecturers. Some lecturers did 
not even use Moodle for teaching; they only relied on teaching in class and 
handouts. I think online learning forced us not to rely more on lecturers, but on 
ourselves and each other as students. (Participant 6) 

Theme 2: Independent learning and empowerment 

Online learning has forced students to develop effective independent learning strategies. 
Students are required to formulate their own goals, study independently and reflect upon their 
learning in an environment where there is less oversight from academics. University is a space 
in which students should formulate their own goals, study independently and reflect on their 
learning throughout their studies. This provides the students with the flexibility to schedule and 
learn whenever and however it is convenient for them to do so. In another example, one 
student teacher indicated that: 

[…] are required to take control of our studies. In the absence of lecturers in front 
of us, we have to decide on our own what we need to know and how we are going 
to study. Lately, we are being bombarded with assignments and quizzes without 
being taught, and when you need help you can’t even find lecturers at their office 
lines. So, I can say we are on our own. (Participant 2) 

With online learning, students are of the view that there is less guidance from academics than 
when they are on campus. Students have the flexibility to schedule their learning activities at a 
convenient time and determine what to learn as well. To explain this, one participant said:  
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Since we moved to online learning, we find ourselves in a situation in which our 
lecturers cannot hold us by the hand to tell us what we should be doing and when. 
You are just given activities and submission deadlines; it becomes your 
responsibility to teach yourself and work hard to meet the deadlines. (Participant 
5) 

SDL skills include the ability to manage learning activities without being guided by others, as 
well as learning at one’s own pace according to one’s needs and preferences. This makes SDL 
more relevant for the students’ needs. To support this, one participant said: 

Many students find it difficult at first to organize and motivate themselves to work 
on their own, but as time goes on, they soon realize that there is no other way 
but to find means to continue learning on your own from home, according to 
suitable times. I work better at night because I use the night surfer data option 
and it's always quiet. (Participant 7) 

While students embrace taking responsibility for their learning, they feel that academics must 
come to the party and provide more guidance than they do. One participant explained:  

I recognize the importance of studying independently as a university student, but 
I need my lecturers to guide us and make themselves available when we need 
them. Now that we are learning online some of them are nowhere to be found. 
(Participant 2) 

Another participant added:  

We have found ways to manage our work daily without someone checking on us 
and reminding us about the due dates; you just have to develop and maintain the 
discipline needed for self-learning. (Participant 8) 

SDL empowers students to take charge of their learning, with students making their own 
decisions regarding their learning paths. 

Theme 3: Learning approaches 

During the emergency transition from face-to-face to online learning, students showed 
enhanced self-direction, accountability, and motivation. They had to adopt various learning 
approaches to assist them to navigate online learning. Students are aware that they need to 
collaborate with other students to enhance their learning. One student teacher agreed to this, 
saying:  

You cannot completely work independently; from time to time you have to share 
ideas with others in your class. (Participant 10) 

Collaborative learning is an integral part of students’ learning; the students felt they learnt by 
sharing ideas and knowledge. One participant confirmed:  

I find it easy to learn when we work in a group. We formed a WhatsApp group 
where we exchange ideas and answer certain assignments either as a chat or a 
group call. It is enjoyable and we make jokes about the challenges that we have 
whilst we are learning. (Participant 1) 
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The material introduced by lecturers is often discussed further in these group discussions. 
Group discussions are used by students to reinforce learning and solve problems as part of SDL. 
One of the participants had this to say:  

Some lecturers just upload materials online with very little guidance and 
explanation so we have to work in groups to figure out the new information on 
our own so that if we get stuck, we can ask the class rep to communicate with the 
lecturer concerned. (Participant 3) 

Students also organized themselves into groups to engage in peer-led learning, where a student 
who was good in a particular aspect would facilitate learning. Another participant said:  

Some students know certain aspects or modules better than us, so we ask those 
students to assist us with those, so if they are confident to facilitate those areas 
but lack some information, we have to consult the lecturers. (Participant 6) 

Theme 4: Self and peer assessment 

Students used self-assessment and peer assessment as strategies to take more control of their 
learning. These forms of assessment are useful for students to continually assess their learning 
progress to determine gaps and work towards the improvement of their learning. 

Peer assessment was found to be beneficial for the students’ learning, as students critiqued 
and provided feedback on each other’s work to find areas that might need improvement and 
enhance learning. One participant confirmed:  

I think getting feedback from your fellow students is very useful. Before I can 
submit any activity for assessment, I ask my group members to check my work 
and give me an honest opinion of what they think about it, and more often than 
not, they have valuable input to make which assists to improve my work. 
(Participant 1) 

Participant 8 explained:  

Peer assessment can therefore be a valuable way of providing more frequent and 
relevant formative feedback that students can act upon. (Participant 8) 

Self-directed students are self-reliant, and they recognize that reflection is essential for 
meaningful learning. The students diagnosed their learning through reflection to continually 
improve in their studies. To support this, one participant said:  

I don't have to wait for somebody else to tell me that my work is not up to 
standard, so before I hand in any assignment to my lecturer I go through it to 
make sure that the answers are correct, and I consult Google or my books to verify. 
(Participant 4) 

Self-assessment allows students to take an active role in their learning. Students should 
assess their strengths and weaknesses honestly to enhance learning. This was confirmed 
by one participant who had the following to say:  



                  
Research in Social Sciences and Technology 

                Volume 6 Issue 2, 2021                                                                                                 Maphalala, M. C. et al. Online Learning as a Catalyst for Self-directed           
                                                                                                                                 Learning in Universities during the COVID-19 Pandemic    
 

Research in Social Sciences and Technology                                                                                                                                                                  2021     
E-ISSN: 2468-6891    ressat.org  

244 

Now that we don't constantly interact with lecturers, I have learned to assess my 
own work. It makes you see where you are weak so that you can focus on those 
areas that need to improve. Where I am not sure, my classmates can assist, or ask 
in the WhatsApp group chat if my thinking is correct. (Participant 8) 

Discussion 

The findings reveal that both students and academics were not adequately prepared for the 
transition to online learning from face-to-face learning. Students particularly encountered 
difficulties navigating the SDL activities on the learning management system on their own. 
However, the introduction of online learning empowered students, fostering independent and 
collaborative learning amongst themselves with minimal assistance from the academics. The 
discussion of findings placed more emphasis on four themes to answer two main research 
questions. It is evident that students demonstrated enhanced self-direction, accountability and 
motivation through adopting various learning approaches to assist them to navigate online 
learning; these included collaborative learning (group discussions, peer-led learning). To 
continuously assess and monitor their own learning progress, students used self-assessment 
and peer assessment as strategies, these forms of assessment were useful for students in 
determining the gaps and working towards the improvement of their learning. This allowed 
them to play a central role in their learning. SDL requires students to have the confidence to 
pursue and engage in learning activities which are all influenced by intrinsic motivation. Online 
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic has actually motivated the students to engage in 
learning that is self-directed (Baez, 2019; Baticulon et al., 2021). The discussion of findings in 
the next paragraph focuses on the integration of self-directed learning in the online learning 
theme. 

From the findings, it would seem that students were not prepared to play a central role in their 
learning when the transition from face-to-face to online learning was forced on them, 
according to the results. The integration of SDL into online learning enhanced students’ 
independence as they learnt on their own, using the resources on the online learning platform. 
Self-directed learners are more engaged in learning activities such as reading online learning 
materials, completing classroom assignments, and preparing and reviewing learning 
achievements (Geng et al., 2019). In SDL, high-level self-management is crucial, and students 
must use a variety of methods to deal with a variety of issues (Lee & Teo, 2010; Ohlin, 2019). It 
is therefore of critical importance that students are prepared for both online learning and SDL, 
as this allows students to take care of their own learning, and build successful independent 
learning strategies. Online readiness allows students to leverage the LMSs and new 
technologies for learning. To prepare and foster SDL, students need guides, support and cues 
to help them navigate self-directed activities in both on- and offline environments. SDL 
empowers students to schedule their learning activities at a convenient time, and determine 
what to learn as well (Ohlin, 2019; Roberson et al., 2021). While SDL requires students to take 
responsibility for their learning, academics should not abdicate their responsibility to provide 
constant guidance and constructive feedback to students on their learning.  
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The urgent need to move from face-to-face to online learning saw increased responsibility for 
self-direction and motivation on the part of the students. They had to adopt various learning 
approaches to assist them to navigate online learning. Collaborative learning was listed as a 
crucial component of their online learning (Kalimullina et al., 2021). Peer and self-assessment 
have been found to be beneficial in encouraging student-centered learning (Baticulon et al., 
2021; Ohlin, 2019) because they enable students to reflect on their own learning and levels of 
comprehension, as well as recognize areas where they need to develop. This is a transition in 
learning from teacher-centered to student-centered, in which students identify their own goals 
and the steps needed to achieve them. Peer assessment helps to improve learning outcomes 
(Sanchez, Atkinson et al., 2017; Li et al., 2020). Self-assessment helps students diagnose their 
learning through reflection to continually improve in their studies (Baez, 2019). 

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the academic programs of higher education institutions 
worldwide/ However, with every crisis comes an opportunity to transform. The transition to 
online learning accelerated self-directed learning to motivate and engage students in their 
learning more critically and independently. The findings affirm that a student-centered 
approach is a necessity to empower self-directed learners to be active participants rather than 
passive recipients of knowledge (Roberson Jr, 2021; Sze-yenga & Hussain; 2010). Self-directed 
learning therefore becomes necessary to enhance competency in the new generation of 
students. 

Online learning has transformed how teaching and learning are facilitated in higher education. 
In the traditional face to face learning environment, the instructor was regarded as a source of 
knowledge. The online learning environment has provided a fair share of autonomy and 
independence amongst students. This is in line with self-directed learning which requires 
students to operate in an independent and self-regulated manner to achieve meaningful 
learning. Online learning has facilitated a paradigm shift from teacher-centered to more 
student-centered teaching and learning approaches in which students are assisted and guided 
to learn independently. Therefore, the findings reveal that the overreliance on traditional face-
to-face learning has been a limitation to students’ self-initiative, self-reliance, self-reflection, 
leaner centeredness, autonomy, and independent learning that are all hallmarks of self-
directed learning. This study identities collaborative learning, independent learning, self and 
peer assessment as critical enforcers of enhanced self-direction amongst the students in an 
online learning environment. Putri et al. (2021) argue that in a world where alternative 
education environments are possible, online learning is an option that has allowed the teaching 
and learning process to continue amid the Covid-19 Pandemic). Akhmetshin et al. (2021) concur 
that transition to online learning was the only option out of the pandemic quagmire. 

Conclusion 

The unprecedented disruption of face-to-face learning in educational institutions provided 
many possibilities to foster SDL through online learning. Most universities had benefited from 
the emergency transition to an online learning system during the Covid-19 lockdown. Confirm 
that during the lockdown, both students and teachers believed that online learning modalities 
had aided student-centeredness. The students had evolved into self-directed learners who 
could learn at any time of day. Universities have accordingly adopted LMSs to bridge the SDL 
experiences and the online environment and connect students and lecturers in real-time. This 
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finding is consistent with the current studies which that conclude that improvement in the use 
of LMS highlights endless possibilities for students to access much-needed academic 
information. This, therefore, calls for universities to revise programs to include pedagogies to 
foster SDL, empower students and enhance their learning capabilities. The findings again 
acknowledge that much still needs to be done to enhance the quality of internet connectivity 
and provide free Wi-Fi in local libraries and hotspots in small towns and cities to foster SDL. 
Most SDL proponents believe that universities that have successfully used online learning 
prioritized access to data for all their students. Issues that remain as “work in progress” for 
further investigation include exploring more deeply the SDL and students’ performance, and 
how the support provided automated help speed up communication to students in resolving 
their daily technical challenges with their devices and academic activities. Understanding how 
and in what contexts such complex epistemological and ontological shifts occur is key for 
creating the type of SDL that may be needed to navigate online learning during lockdown and 
any emergency. 
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