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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

The purpose of this policy report is to provide some practical implications for the Sri

Lankan Higher Education sector by outlining the driving and  restraining forces for

students’ self-directed learning adoption in higher education. 

The study aims to explore this phenomenon in the emerging context of India and Sri

Lanka to first identify the present context of SDL and identify the key drivers and

challenges associated with the learning transformation. The study aims to capture

both the learners' and educators' perspectives in this regard to build a stronger

foundation and deepen the knowledge on more context-specific factors that are yet

to be explored in the emerging nations' perspective.
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PROJECT OVERVIEW
Lifelong learning is widely recognized as

essential due to the rapid and constant

evolution of knowledge (Lehtinen et al., 2014).

This necessitates that learners take ownership

of their learning and develop independent

learning skills (Garrison, 1997). Self-directed

learning (SDL) refers to a process where

learners take the lead in managing their

learning objectives and tasks to achieve

personal goals (Morris, 2019).

Traditionally, educational systems, particularly

in developing nations, have been largely teacher

centric. In South Asia, especially in countries like

Sri Lanka and India, there is a notable gap in

how educational systems address real-world

issues (Acharya et al., 2023). Although there is

growing interest in transitioning to student-

centric learning, countries like Sri Lanka and

India are still rooted in traditional, instructor-led

models (Kurian et al., 2021). Various challenges,

including limited infrastructure, inadequate

digital access, and economic constraints

(Ndubuisi et al., 2021), prevent widespread

adoption of SDL.

These challenges can be both systemic and

infrastructural. For instance, curricula in many

countries remain rigid and ill-suited for SDL

(Ndubuisi et al., 2021), and e-learning systems

are crucial for SDL but are hindered by poor

internet access (Al-Adwan et al., 2022).

Addressing these gaps requires a deep
understanding of the forces that drive and hinder
SDL adoption in developing countries. By
examining these dynamics, this research aims to
contribute both theoretically and practically to the
global discourse on SDL, offering valuable insights
that can shape the future of education in emerging
contexts like India and Sri Lanka. The key research
objectives are as follows:

1.Examine the current adoption patterns of SDL
in emerging context.

2. Identify the key drivers of SDL growth in these
regions.

3.Explore the main challenges hindering SDL
adoption.

4. Integrate findings to strengthen understanding
and support for SDL in these contexts.

 Moreover, the digital divide, which

encompasses not only access to technology but

also the ability to use it effectively (Woo et al.,

2022), further exacerbates these issues. Despite

these barriers, the need for SDL has become

more evident, especially in light of the COVID-19

pandemic, which underscored the importance

of student agency in learning (Punjani &

Mahadevan, 2022). Globally, SDL equips

learners with the autonomy and motivation

needed to navigate the fast-changing

educational landscape, but developing

countries face unique challenges in

implementing it. Cultural factors, such as

collectivism and high power distance in

countries like Sri Lanka and India, further

complicate the adoption of SDL, as they

emphasize communal learning and teacher

authority (Grande et al., 2022).
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study employs force field analysis as

its theoretical foundation. Originally

developed by Lewin (1943), force field

analysis is a strategic tool used to examine

the driving and restraining forces in a

particular situation or change initiative. The

core of Lewin’s model focuses on

identifying factors that either encourage or

inhibit specific behaviors, a concept that

has been supported in subsequent studies

(e.g., Swanson and Creed, 2014). In the

education sector, force field analysis has

been applied in research examining major

structural reforms within universities and

other advanced educational frameworks

(Mahmud et al., 2019; Shamsher et al.,

2021). Recent SDL literature identifies key

driving forces that facilitate SDL, such as

well-trained educators small learning

cohorts, competency-based assessments

and personalized feedback. 

Conversely, challenges to SDL adoption,

like insufficient support for self-learning

(Maphalala et al., 2021), educator

shortages (Yasmin et al., 2019), limited time

for subjects (Bandara, 2022), and

distractions (Kohan et al., 2017), have also

been noted.

Given the nascent research into SDL in

emerging contexts and the need for a

thorough understanding of its evolution in

a post-pandemic landscape, this study

adopts an exploratory approach.

Philosophically, this follows an

interpretivist paradigm, focusing on

subjective factors like cultural and

contextual differences. This aligns with an

inductive research method, aiming to build

theory from the findings. Inductive

research is often exploratory, and as

Swedberg (2020) notes, it is particularly

useful when literature on a given topic is

limited. While SDL has been well-explored

in medical and nursing fields, research

from an emerging nation’s educational

perspective remains underdeveloped.



ADOPTED
METHODOLOGY

To ensure validity, an interview protocol grounded in a comprehensive literature review will be

developed. Each country will conduct three student focus groups with 6–8 participants, following

Rabiee’s (2004) guidelines, and 40 semi-structured interviews in total across both institutions,

consistent with sample size. Before implementation, a pilot study will be conducted involving higher

education stakeholders to ensure the appropriateness of the questions and themes for SDL in India

and Sri Lanka.

This study seeks to explore the implementation of self-directed learning (SDL) in India and Sri Lanka,

aiming to identify the key factors that support or hinder its adoption in these local contexts.

Qualitative data is used for deeper and richer exploration. The research employs focus groups and

semi-structured interviews for data collection. Purposeful sampling is utilized to select participants

from two universities, one in each country. This approach is useful when researchers have access to

key informants capable of providing rich, informative cases. The sample includes educators with at

least a master's degree and final-year students, with students participating in focus groups and

educators in semi-structured interviews.

Data from the focus groups will be compiled based on key

themes from literature and refined through the pilot study.

The interviews will be analysed using template analysis, a

structured yet flexible form of thematic analysis (King, 2012).

This process involves creating a coding template based on

predefined codes and refining it throughout the analysis

(Brooks et al., 2015). NVivo software will assist in managing

the rich qualitative data. The iterative nature of template

analysis will allow codes to evolve as more insights are

gathered (King, 2012).

Two research associates, one from each country, will

coordinate the primary data collection and assist with focus

groups and interviews. They will maintain regular

communication with the core research team to address any

concerns and receive supervision. Methodological training

and skill development will be provided as needed. The study

timeline aligns with key milestones, including a conference

paper at the BAM conference and a manuscript submission

to the Journal of Management Reviews. This research seeks

to contribute to the growing need for exploratory studies on

SDL adoption in emerging contexts, especially in light of the

transformative impact of the pandemic on higher education.

07 Driving and Restraining Forces for Students’ Adoption of Self-Directed Learning in Higher EducationPolicy Brief



Highlights
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Newspaper Article published on Ceylon Today
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Handing over the policy document to

Mrs. Maheshwari, the Executive

Director at South Asia Policy and

Research Institute (SAPRI) 

A focus group discussion was conducted with undergraduate students as part

of the pilot study

Continuous progress review and

discussion meetings are being

conducted to support and advance

the research study.



PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR HIGHER
EDUCATION SECTOR IN SRI LANKA

In conclusion, implementing SDL in Sri Lanka's higher education system requires overcoming

significant cultural, infrastructural, and systemic barriers. Nevertheless, the potential benefits—

developing independent learners and enhancing the quality of education—are considerable,

positioning Sri Lanka to compete more effectively in the global knowledge economy.
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The practical implications of advancing self-directed learning (SDL) in Sri Lanka's higher education

sector could be transformative, particularly given the prevailing teacher-centred educational

approaches. Key implications include:

To promote SDL, Sri Lankan universities would need to introduce more flexible curricula. Current
structures are relatively rigid and fail to foster the learner autonomy crucial for SDL. Changes could
include implementing project-based learning, competency-driven assessments, and personalized
learning pathways, enabling students to take more responsibility for their educational progress.

1

A shift to SDL requires educators to move from being knowledge transmitters to facilitators of
learning. This would necessitate professional development programs that train educators in coaching
and guiding students toward SDL practices, providing personalized support and feedback to foster
independent learning.

2

E-learning systems are vital for SDL, giving students access to necessary resources for self-study. In
Sri Lanka, however, digital infrastructure remains a challenge, necessitating increased investment in
technology and internet access to ensure that students can benefit from SDL opportunities.

3

`To effectively implement SDL, students need to develop skills such as time management, critical
thinking, and self-regulation. Universities could offer workshops and training programs to help
students acquire these competencies, empowering them to direct their learning more effectively.

4

The digital divide poses a significant barrier to SDL in Sri Lanka, where unequal access to technology
could limit its reach. Government and institutional efforts to provide students with devices and
improve internet connectivity, particularly in rural areas, are essential for the widespread adoption of
SDL.

5

Encouraging SDL in higher education would help prepare students for lifelong learning, a critical skill
in today’s rapidly changing world. By fostering this mindset, Sri Lankan graduates can become more
adaptable and competitive in both local and global job markets, contributing to national economic
development.

6

While SDL emphasizes individual autonomy, Sri Lanka’s collectivist culture values collaborative
learning. Universities can create a hybrid model where SDL is complemented by group work and
peer collaboration, thus aligning with cultural preferences while promoting learner independence.

7

With globalization increasing demand for adaptable, self-reliant learners, incorporating SDL into
higher education can enhance the global competitiveness of Sri Lankan graduates. By cultivating
independent problem-solving skills, these graduates would be better equipped to meet the needs of
international industries and work environments.
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