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Introduction 

For first-year students, the transition to university involves moving from a highly structured teacher-centred schooling context 
to a university context that requires relatively independent learning. This often requires students to adopt learning practices for 
which they may be underprepared. We know that first-year students encounter numerous challenges that are multi-causal in 
nature as they transition to higher education. These challenges can be associated to personal circumstances and problems, 
funding concerns, inappropriate course selection, inadequate pre-university education, time management and workload 
(Brooker et al., 2017; Letseka et al., 2010; Ramrathan, 2013). In addition, higher education institutions are increasingly 
requiring students to function independently and be able to take responsibility for planning, monitoring and evaluating their 
own learning (Broadbent & de Barba, 2023). University students are expected to manage learning tasks beyond formal contact 
time, independently navigate ever-changing digital learning environments and engage meaningfully with complex academic 
content. These expectations are particularly salient in the first year of study. Higher education institutions expect that first-year 
students can take ownership of their own learning, based on their school results, yet many students are still developing the 
confidence, skills and dispositions associated with self-directing their own learning (Morris-Eyton & Pretorius, 2023). 
 
The greater reliance on learning management systems, reduced face-to-face contact and increased use of asynchronous learning 
materials place greater demand on students to self-direct their learning (Eluemuno et al., 2025). For first-year students, these 
demands intersect with the broader challenges of social integration (Townsend & Wilson, 2009), academic adjustment 

First-year students are often unprepared to shift from structured teacher-centred learning within the school 
environment to independent university learning. Self-directed learning (SDL) is a significant factor that can 
contribute to a positive transition to higher education. This study explores the factors influencing first-year students' 
academic achievements and setbacks as they navigate self-directed learning during their first six weeks at 
university. Tinto’s (1988) Model of Transitioning is the theoretical lens and analytical tool used. One hundred and 
fifty-eight first-year students were purposively selected. Data were collected using open ended questionnaires. 
Responses were categorised by means of an emergent and a priori thematic analysis. The overall findings indicate 
that participants identified social, psychological and academic factors that positively influenced their ability to self-
direct their learning. Participants highlighted determination as the primary positive factor and fear as the primary 
barrier that impacted their ability to self-direct their learning during their transition to university. The study 
recommends that university management and academic staff should prioritise psychological support and social 
connections in the development of first-year teaching and learning activities to enhance students’ ability to self-
direct their learning.  
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(Hepworth et al., 2018) and emotional well-being (Yıldız, et al., 2021). As such, SDL cannot be understood solely as an 
individual cognitive skill but instead as a skill that is situated within the broader learning context.  
 
According to Olivier (2021), SDL is a key component through which higher education can contribute to social transformation 
due to its emphasis on encouraging transformative education. However, framing SDL primarily as an individual responsibility, 
an assumption embedded in dominant self-regulated learning discourse, risks reproducing a deficit narrative. This perspective 
overlooks the psychological, social and academic factors that shape the ability to learn independently, despite growing efforts 
within some higher education contexts to scaffold these abilities (Zimmerman, 2000; Boud & Molloy, 2013).While research 
on self-directed learning has established the importance of cognitive, motivational and metacognitive processes, there remains 
limited insight into how contextually situated psychological factors influence students’ capacity to self-direct their learning 
during the transition to university. There is therefore a need for contextually grounded research that investigates the 
psychological factors that enable or impede students’ ability to self-direct their learning.  
 
This paper addresses that need by exploring and discussing the factors that shape first-year students’ self-directed learning in 
higher education institutions. Drawing on first-year student accounts, in a South African university, the study examines factors 
that influence students’ capacity for independent learning. This paper contributes to higher institutional understandings of self-
directed learning in the first year, as the transition to university is often accompanied by psychological, social and academic 
challenges. The study emphasises the need for curriculum designs and teaching practices that attend concurrently to academic 
rigour, psychological support and social connections, not only to contribute towards first-year students’ success, but also to 
prepare students for lifelong learning beyond university, both in South Africa and internationally. 

Literature Review 

Defining SDL 

SDL is simply defined as “an approach to education where learners take responsibility for their own learning” (Mentz et al., 
2019, p. 2). This entails a student-centred approach in which students are active participants in the learning process, taking 
charge of their own learning rather than relying heavily on instruction from lecturers. At its core, SDL supports the development 
of students into independent thinkers who can exercise agency and display innovative strategies that can benefit their learning 
even beyond the educational setting.  Elhabashy and Moawad (2024) argue that SDL gives students practical skills to enable 
them to become problem solvers in different areas of expertise. One can therefore argue that SDL should not be viewed as 
merely an alternative in response to crises, such as the Covid-19 pandemic, but as a practice that should be regularly embedded 
in higher education under normal conditions. du Toit-Brits and van Zyl (2017b) corroborate this understanding, arguing that 
“boosting the skill of SDL is a vital objective of higher education” (p. 123). By empowering students through SDL, they can 
be better prepared for life beyond the university, which will require more competencies that involve individual independence 
and initiative (Charokar & Dulloo, 2022).  

SDL Strategies Employed by First-Year Students 

Global studies recognise several general strategies for facilitating SDL among first-year students, such as structured goal 
setting, time management and continuous ongoing metacognitive reflection (Elderson-Van Duin et al., 2023).  Hence, the need 
for SDL empowerment transcends international boundaries; students in every context can benefit from self-directed learning. 
Due to the availability of modern technological resources in the Global North, it can be expected that SDL is common in 
developed countries. While this is a reasonable assumption, Douglass and Morris (2014), in their study at a university in the 
United States, found that students who implemented SDL did so through strategies such as “taking good notes, forming study 
groups and good time management” (p. 16). These relatively low-cost strategies challenge the assumption that limited resources 
are a primary barrier to the implementation of SDL. Nonetheless, there is little evidence of SDL in developing countries; for 
example, Nottidge and Louw (2017) assert that SDL is not well established in West Africa, which they argue is attributable to 
high costs of implementation, a finding that contrasts with Douglass and Morris’s (2014) study. Both perspectives are worth 
considering because while SDL can be practised without sophisticated technology, there is also an argument that it is better 
executed in the current, global higher education environment with the use of the latest technology (Curran et al., 2019). In this 
regard, Mulube and Jooste (2014) argue that SDL assists students to continually adapt to technological development.  
 
Cultural contexts also critically influence SDL adoption; for example, collective learning environments in Asia, often favour 
collaboration among peers as a route to learning independently rather than as a substitute (Dontham et al., 2025). Comparative 
examples illustrate that strategies such as goal setting and reflection are universally relevant, but their application and success 
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depend on design contexts and cultural fit. Thus, SDL strategies at the global level are best understood not as static techniques 
but as flexible practices shaped by the contexts in which they are implemented. 
 
Meanwhile, in South Africa, first-year SDL support strategies tend to be associated with the larger national imperatives of 
equity, digital access and higher education transformation. The Council on Higher Education (2022) and the Department of 
Communications and Digital Technologies (2020) both endorse the view that SDL should be embedded in curricula to promote 
independent learning, digital literacy and student resilience. South African teacher education programs, for instance, have been 
experimenting with open educational resources to encourage student learning independently and open access to various learning 
resources (van den Berg & du Toit-Brits, 2023). Further national research stresses the importance of structured first-year support 
schemes that provide foundation or extended curriculum programs through which students are given targeted opportunities to 
develop their SDL skills alongside academic content (Mahlaba, 2020). Most importantly, such programs and initiatives are 
developed to address systemic inequities that constrain some students' ability to engage in SDL while encouraging students to 
operate autonomously. Therefore, on the national level, SDL initiatives are associated with both empowerment and redress, 
thus mirroring the peculiarities of South African higher education. A deficit in these discussions is an engagement with the 
various factors that impact on first-year students' academic achievements and setbacks to self direct their learning, particularly 
during the first six weeks at university (Kift & Nelson, 2005). 
 

SDL Challenges Faced by First-Year Students 

SDL can be a significant challenge for many students entering higher education given that, ideologically, school environments 
tend to favour teacher-centred methods of teaching and learning (Sosibo, 2019). These methods position students as largely 
depending on the educator’s expertise and direction in determining what to learn and how to learn it. While increased 
independence in the long run benefits the student, the adjustment period can be a difficult one.   
 
In relation to the student’s learning background, Botha and Potgieter (2024) note that many township schools in South Africa 
face systemic challenges that lower the quality of education their learners receive. This can have a lasting impact on learners, 
leading to difficulties excelling and learning independently when they enter the university context. The lack of resources, 
particularly digital ones, is a major hindrance to SDL advancement in South Africa; thus, Maphalala et al. (2021) argued that 
for SDL in South African higher education “to be successful it requires internet connectivity and digital facilities to achieve 
expected goals” (p. 235). 
 
Given that this study is positioned historically within the digital age, and as previously mentioned, that digital technology plays 
a key role in SDL in this age, it is also crucial to discuss how digital technology can create challenges to students’ development 
of self-directed learning skills. For example, while AI may offer some benefits as an emerging technology, such as assisting 
students in locating academic sources and paraphrasing their work, excessive reliance on AI tools may limit students’ 
engagement in deeper learning and critical thinking processes (Tian & Zhang, 2026). In this regard, Parsakia (2023) argues that 
the impact of AI on critical thinking is not entirely negative, as it depends on context and indeed, on how individual students 
utilise it. 

Implication of SDL on First-Year Students 

According to Stywayi et al. (2021, p. 196), “people who love to learn do not depend on the classroom, they seek answers for 
every question they have”. This suggests that students who are more motivated are more likely to be self-directed in their 
learning; therefore, maintaining the interest of students in what they learn is important in encouraging SDL. Likewise, Douglass 
and Morris (2014) state that SDL involves motivated students being proactive by taking charge of their learning and not overly 
depending on guidance from instructors. However, this does not negate the fact that many students will encounter challenges 
in developing their independent learning skills and will therefore need additional support, even while being responsible for 
their own learning (Wittmann & Olivier, 2021). This may be from their lecturers and peers, and not only about academic 
difficulties but also other personal issues that may require psychological support. In terms of self-efficacy, students may be 
hindered by feelings of self-doubt due to a lack of experience with SDL, particularly in their first year of study. Thus, Stywayi 
et al. (2021) argue that support and collaboration among students should be encouraged to facilitate the sharing of ideas and 
for students to motivate one another.  
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Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework that underpins this study is drawn from Tinto’s (1988) model of transitioning. Tinto’s framework 
has been extensively used to explore first-year students' expectations and experiences at university. The early stages of higher 
education can be challenging for students due to a variety of factors. In discussing the complexities of integration into higher 
education, Tinto (1975) states that students are faced with the challenge of adapting to social and academic spheres. Tinto 
(1988) notes that students go through various stages as they adapt to the university environment, which include separation, 
transition, and incorporation.  

Separation Phase 

Tinto (1988) notes that in going to university, the first stage of the transition is separation from previous social support groups, 
such as former school peers and, if leaving home, also families. For instance, in the South African context, many students go 
to universities that are far from their homes and this may cause anxiety as they separate from their families for the first time 
(Mgqwashu et al., 2020). For some students, this phase will require them to make new friends, develop new peer and social 
support systems, as well as adapt to their new physical surroundings. It is during this stage that students may encounter various 
psychosocial factors that can impact their academic achievements and result in setbacks in adjusting to more self-directed 
learning.  

Transition Phase 

During the transition phase, school-leaver students may feel torn between the past (high school) and the present (university). 
This phase requires students to acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to interact with members of a new group (Tinto, 
1988). In addition, during this phase, students need to learn ways to follow the university's norms, values, and beliefs (Kuh & 
Love, 2000). The transition stage is not the same for all students, including in the South African context, because of the diversity 
of lived experiences (Tinto, 1988) and the varying degrees of social capital of first-year students. First-year students therefore 
face various affordances and challenges that can impact their transition to university. The shift to the transition phase is not 
clearly sequenced, and every student navigates this stage at their own pace based on their different goals and objectives (Tinto, 
1988).  

Incorporation Phase 

The final stage leads to students' adjustment to and involvement in the university's social and academic communities. New 
relations with peers, lecturers, and administrative staff are established during this stage, resulting in students feeling more 
involved at university.  

In the context of the current study, it is important to point out that while SDL relates more to their academic life, social aspects 
still play a part in the students’ abilities to self-direct their learning. Each of Tinto’s (1988) phases provides an understanding 
of the factors that impact on first-year students' academic achievements and challenges in developing skills in self-directed 
learning. The model provides a useful lens for understanding how students’ experiences of SDL evolve during the stages of 
university entry. In this study, Tinto’s framework is used not only as an interpretive tool but also as an organising structure for 
examining how psychological and contextual factors influence SDL across distinct phases of transition.   

Research Methods 

This study employed a phenomenological qualitative research design to describe first-year students’ lived experiences of SDL 
during the transition into university in the first six weeks of study. Phenomenological research is commonly associated with 
small, purposively selected samples and in-depth interviews. However, methodological scholarship also recognises that 
phenomenological principles can be applied more flexibly, particularly when the analytic focus remains on lived experience 
and meaning-making rather than statistical generalisation (Sundler et al., 2019). In this study, although the broader project 
included a larger cohort and questionnaire-based components, the phenomenological framing specifically guided the qualitative 
strand of analysis, which focused on students’ narrative accounts of their experiences of SDL. 

The central phenomenon under investigation was school-leaver students’ experiences of engaging in SDL during the early 
transition to higher education, with particular focus on the psychological and contextual factors that enable or constrain this 
process. A qualitative research design was the appropriate methodology to gather a rich description of participants’ beliefs as 
it does not tend to privilege one method or discipline over another (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). This method also permits a deeper 
understanding of the underlying factors that influenced participants’ academic success as well as setbacks. In addition, a 
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phenomenological approach allowed the researcher to “[capture] the essence of the experience as perceived by the participants” 
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 316). Each participant’s experience is relative in nature and a phenomenological approach 
assisted in capturing the complexities of their experiences. Such complexities were evident in the identification of both shared 
patterns and individual variations as well as the tensions, contradictions and emotional inconsistencies embedded in 
participants’ narratives.  

A weakness of the phenomenological approach is that data processing can be challenging because the design does not assume 
the existence of any theoretical or conceptual framework (Rahman 2017). However, in the current study, this was deemed a 
strength rather than a weakness since it allowed the researcher to gain insight by listening to the voices of the very students 
who are transitioning to university from high school, into what has aided and hindered their ability to self-direct their learning. 
To ensure reliability, all participants were given the same questions to answer at the same time. As such, the data collection 
tool was consistent, which is essential for reliability.  

The key research question which guided this study was: which factors impact first-year school-leaver students’ academic 
achievements and, also, which factors may result in academic setbacks during self-directed learning?  

The population was first-year Bachelor of Education students at an urban South African university. This population was selected 
out of convenience because the researcher is associated with the university’s initial teacher education programme. With 
permission from the university’s ethics committee, 158 students gave consent to participate in the study. Seventy per cent of 
the participants were female and thirty per cent males. The participants were from various high school contexts. This included 
forty eight per cent from rural schools, ten per cent from urban schools, six per cent from private schools, two per cent from 
religious schools, thirty-eight per cent from township schools, and two per cent were home schooled. The researcher ensured 
that participants were aware that their involvement in this study was entirely voluntary. Furthermore, they could withdraw at 
any time without any consequences whatsoever, and any identifying information would always be kept confidential.  

This study forms part of a broader longitudinal investigation into first-year university students’ experiences of SDL and 
academic adjustment within a teacher education programme. Data were collected through two open-ended questionnaires 
administered at the beginning of the academic year and again six weeks later. First-year students were asked to email their 
responses to a specially created Gmail address, to which only the researcher had access. Participants’ emailed responses were 
copied into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. Data were analysed using a two-set process. Responses were categorised by means 
of an emergent and a priori coding methods by using both inductive and deductive reasoning approaches (Fereday & Muir-
Cochrane, 2006).  

Initially, responses were read iteratively to identify recurring psychological, academic and contextual factors influencing 
students’ SDL during their transition to university. Codes were developed inductively from the data to capture these factors.  
Thereafter, a deductive coding frame was applied using Tinto’s (1988) model of transition and established categories of 
psychological and academic influences, which allowed for structured comparison across transition-related dimensions.  Data 
were then organised into themes representing factors enabling and constraining SDL during transition.  

To minimise the influence of personal prejudices and a priori assumptions, the researcher engaged in reflexive bracketing 
throughout the study. This involved maintaining reflexive notes and analytic memos during data collection and analysis to 
critically examine prior assumptions and ensure that interpretations remained grounded in participants’ descriptions of their 
experiences. Themes were derived inductively through repeated engagement with the data to preserve participants’ voices and 
meanings. 

This article focusses on data from the second questionnaire which included multiple open-ended questions designed to capture 
students’ reflections after initial exposure to university learning demands. This article examines in depth the data from two of 
these questions in order to specifically explore students’ challenges and strategies related to SDL. The remaining data generated 
through the other questions (across both questionnaires) are being explored through other studies and articles, allowing for a 
more focussed and in-depth exploration of each analytic strand. 

The two questions within the second questionnaire that are the focus of this study are: 

1. Which factors have influenced your ability to self-direct your learning at university during Block 1? 

2. Which factors do you believe caused academic setbacks when self-directing your learning during Block 1 at university?  

  



Advance online publication   Moosa 

 6  
 

Findings and Discussion 

Various factors were named by participants as positive and negative influences on their self-directed learning during the first 
six weeks of the academic year. Each of the positive and negative factors, as depicted in Table 1, will be discussed in relation 
to the three stages indicated in Tinto’s (1988) Model of Transitioning. Factors that included fewer than five responses were 
regarded as insignificant.  

These include positive factors such as academic flexibility (n = 2), which was relevant to the transition phase, and university 
support (n = 4), which could be linked to the incorporation phase. Negative factors that were named in fewer than five responses 
included psychological factors such as emotional issues (n = 4), depression (n = 3) and lack of determination (n = 2), are also 
situated within the transition phase because they reflect immediate psychological and affective responses to entering an 
unfamiliar academic environment, rather than longer-term integration or persistence-related issues associated with the 
incorporation phase. 

Table 1 

Positive and negative factors indicated by first-year students in relation to Tinto’s model of transitioning 

Stages of 
Tinto’s (1988) 
Model of 
Transitioning 

Psychological, 
social and 
academic 
factors  

Factors that 
positively 
influenced first-
year students’ 
ability to self-
direct their 
learning 

Number 
of 
responses 
 

Psychological, 
social and 
academic 
factors 

Factors that 
negatively 
influenced 
first-year 
students’ 
ability to self-
direct their 
learning 

Number 
of 
responses 
 

Separation 
Phase 

Social Family support 34  
Social  

 
Social isolation 

7 

Psychological  Fear 7 
 
 
 
 
Transition 
Phase 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Psychological 

 
 
Determination 

59 Social Academic 
setbacks 

22 

 
Psychological 

Fear 30 
Anxiety 18 
Avoidance 12 

Self-esteem 10 Social Time 
management 

12 

 
Psychological 

Low self-esteem 7 

Mental health 6 

Social Lack of 
productive 
social 
environment 

5 

 
 
Incorporation 
Phase 

Social Peer support 19  
Social 

Struggling to 
adjust to 
university 

19 

Academic  Academic support 14 Lack of 
resources 

6 

 

Separation Phase 

In Tinto’s (1988) Model of Transitioning, the separation phase is a period in which students detach from their previous 
environments as they begin to adapt to their new educational context.  When asked about factors that impacted their ability to 
self-direct their learning, this cohort of first-year students noted that family support (n = 34) was a positive factor and that 
feeling socially isolated (n = 7) and fear (n = 7) were both negative factors that hindered their ability to self-direct their learning. 
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Family support included “motivation from [their] family” and contact with family, such as through receiving “text” messages, 
and “parents calling daily”.  These were regarded as positive factors that enabled them cope with the separation from high 
school. Regarding social isolation and fear, examples from participants of how these factors impacted negatively included: “not 
having friends to study with”, “lack of social interaction”, struggling to make “social connections with other students”, fear of 
“failing” at university, and “the constant fear of not wanting to be excluded” from the university programme.  

Transition Phase 

Participants noted that determination (n = 59) and self-esteem (n = 10) were positive factors that aided their ability to self-direct 
their learning during the first six weeks of university. There were also numerous factors cited as ones which negatively impacted 
their ability to self-direct their learning during this early period at university. These factors included academic setbacks (n = 22 
responses), fear (n = 30 responses), anxiety (n = 18), avoidance (n = 12), time management issues (n = 12), low self-esteem (n 
= 7), mental health (n = 6) and a lack of productive social environment (n = 5). 

Participants noted that their strong sense of “determination and focus” which included “persistence”, their “desire to do well”, 
and their “will to study” were some of the factors that positively impacted their ability to self-direct their learning as they 
transitioned to the university context. Participants cited that “setting goals”, “seeking help where needed” and “the fact that this 
is [their] dreams and [they] cannot give up” assisted them in remaining “self-motivated”. Determination was associated with 
“reading constantly”, “preparing before attending a lecture” and showing “dedication” to succeed at self-directing their learning 
during the first six weeks of university. Having “self-confidence”, “ambition”, “good mental health” and having a “positive 
self-esteem and confidence” were factors that impacted positively on their self-esteem.  

Academic setbacks (n = 22) were cited as a negative factor in which students noted that they received “lots of readings most of 
which [they] still don't fully understand”. Some noted that they had “academic pressures” because there was “too much work” 
to complete, which forced them to “have to work under pressure” and led them to “struggle to keep up with [their] courses”. 
Of interest is that some participants note that they “lacked study skills”, which steered them to “not studying effectively”. Fear 
(n = 30) was a negative factor cited, which included the “fear of failure” as well as “the constant fear of not wanting to be 
excluded” from the university.  Anxiety (n = 18) was another common negative factor indicated, and students noted that “the 
pressure it was too much” for them to cope with which led to them “feeling overwhelmed having many things to do”.  Avoidance 
(n = 12), which included “procrastination” and “laziness”, was also cited as a negative factor. Time management issues (n = 
12) were also viewed as a challenge because students felt that “assignments were given within a short period of time and [they] 
struggled to finish” the tasks on time. Some students noted that their low self-esteem (n = 7) was a challenge because they did 
not “trust [themselves] that much” because they “felt like [they are] not ready for varsity”. Mental health (6 responses) affected 
their ability to self-direct their learning mainly because of a “loss of focus”. The lack of a productive social environment (n = 
5) provided a challenge because students noted that they had found themselves in either “bad or unusual environment” which 
included “spending time with my friends going to parks to play now and then” or that they felt a “lack of social support” which 
made them feel “isolated”.  

Incorporation Phase 

During this phase student indicated that peer support (n = 19) was a positive factor for their success. They valued “making new 
friends” as this “helped [them] to navigate … around campus and [their] studies”. The “social support from friends on campus”, 
the “motivation from friends”, as well as “having class representatives and peers that are always willing to help”, were cited as 
positive factors. This cohort of students valued the academic support (n = 14) “from lecturers”, “tutors” and the “writing centre” 
at the university. They note that “attending tutorials and group sessions” provided them with the positive academic support they 
required.   

Negative factors included struggling to adjust to university (n = 19) because of the “high demands” set. Students also noted 
that “everything being so fast paced and lecturers that speak as if they are speaking in cursive”. One student noted that “being 
an average performing person having to face higher levels of learning” led to “struggling to understand the module and facing 
difficulties to keep updated”. The “lack of advanced knowledge about technological hardware” also presented a challenge for 
students to self-direct their learning. 

Discussion 

The overall findings indicate that this cohort of students identified social, psychological and academic factors that positively 
influenced their ability to self-direct their learning during the first six weeks of the academic year.  
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Psychological factors such as determination, self-esteem and even fear of failure functioned as enabling factors in students’ 
self-directed learning, although their influence varied across participants. These findings indicate that students drew on internal 
psychological resources as they navigated the transition to university.  Overall determination was viewed as the most significant 
positive factor that impacted on first-year students ability to self-regulate their learning as they transition to university. This 
finding is aligned with Douglass and Morris' (2014) view that students’ ability to self-direct their learning is largely dependent 
on their inherent abilities, own mindset, sense of confidence and their self-efficacy (Stywayi et al., 2021). Determination is an 
important factor for students’ success because it would enable students to complete their qualifications (Ajoodha et al., 2020). 
The positive social factors that influence their ability to self-direct their learning included family support during the separation 
phase and peer support during the incorporation phase. Family support, which was viewed as a positive factor, is consistent 
with Tinto's (1988) emphasis on the importance of external support in facilitating students transition to university during the 
separation phase. In addition, this finding supports previous research (see Wittmann & Olivier, 2021; Stywayi et al., 2021) who 
note that external support and collaboration benefit first-year students positively as they transition to university. As such, social 
connections and interactions play a crucial role in first-year students’ ability to self-direct their learning during their transition 
to university.  Positive academic factors were cited only in the incorporation phase and this included academic support received. 
This finding aligns with Tinto’s (1988) claim that at this stage, first-year students may have already started developing new 
social relationships and therefore can feel more positive about the academic community. 

Overall, social factors posed the greatest hindrance to participants’ ability to self-regulate their own learning. Negative social 
factors that hindered first-year students’ ability to self-direct their learning included social isolation in the separation phase; 
academic setbacks, time management and the lack of a productive social environment in the transition phase and their lack of 
resources in the incorporation phase. This finding highlights that this cohort of students needed to acquire the necessary 
knowledge and skills to be able to interact with members in their new context (Tinto, 1988).  

However, negative factors like academic setbacks, fear, anxiety, and mental health issues underscore the difficulties of 
adjustment. This is consistent with Tinto’s (1988) view that the transition phase is laden with challenges that can hinder their 
ability to self-regulate their learning. However, highlighting negative factors like the lack of resources implies that integration 
into university will continue to be an incomplete process for these students.  In the absence of students understanding SDL, 
which requires students to take responsibility for their own learning (Mentz et al., 2019) and not be reliant on external resources, 
they are likely to continue  facing hurdles in this regard throughout their time at university. Participants note that negative 
psychological factors like fear, anxiety, avoidance, low self-esteem and mental health challenges, only indicated in the transition 
phase, hinder their ability to self-regulate their learning. These findings highlight that, within the first week of university, 
students are at an early stage in developing their capacity to monitor their learning and sustain motivation. SDL appears to be 
part of an ongoing transition process rather than a fully established competence, with students beginning to reflect on their 
learning in thoughtful but uneven ways.   (du Toit-Brits & van Zyl, 2017a). Accordingly, targeted external support remains 
important to scaffold this process.  

Limitations of the Study 

A limitation of the study is that the data was obtained from one public university in South Africa, which is not indicative of all 
South African institutions. Further investigations could be carried out in other public universities and could also focus on a 
comparative study between private and public universities. 

Recommendations and Conclusion 

This study examined the positive and negative factors that impacted on first-year students' ability to self-direct their learning 
during the first six weeks at university. The qualitative findings indicate that participants identified social, psychological as 
well as academic factors that positively influenced their ability to self-direct their learning during Tinto’s (1988) phases of 
transitioning. Participants regarded determination as the most significant positive factor and fear as the most significant negative 
factor influencing their ability to self-regulate their learning as they transitioned to university.  

This highlights the importance of interventions that both harness students’ determination, through goal setting and independent 
learning supportive practices, and mitigate debilitating forms of fear by fostering psychologically safe learning environments. 
Overall, psychological factors were found to influence participants’ self-regulation both positively and negatively. However, 
this influence was not uniform across the transition phases. Social support, especially from family in the initial phase and from 
peers and academic structures in later phases, emerged as particularly salient, whereas psychological factors were more 
dominant during the middle phase of adjustment.  
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This pattern suggests a dynamic interplay between internal and external influences, highlighting a valuable avenue for future 
research to examine how psychological and social factors jointly shape the development of self-regulated learning over time. 
These findings are significant for the academic and administrative staff members, both locally and internationally, to consider 
when designing first-year orientation programmes, as well as the teaching and learning programmes for first-year students.  

It is therefore recommended from this study that university management and academic staff endeavour to create opportunities 
for first-year students to be able to engage in more social and academic activities. Given the prominence of psychological 
factors like determination and fear, targeted support is also necessary. Interventions should aim to strengthen students’ 
determination through structured goal setting, regular formative feedback and opportunities for incremental achievement. Such 
approaches may enable students to engage more confidently in the process of self-regulated learning during the transition to 
university.  

References 

Ajoodha, R., Jadhav, A., & Dukhan, S. (2020). Forecasting learner attrition for student success at a South African university. 
Conference of the South African Institute of Computer Scientists and Information Technologists 2020, 19–28. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/3410886.3410973   

Botha, J.-A., & Potgieter, I. (2024). Socio-demographical variables as predictors of academic self-directedness. The 
International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 25(4), 38–51. 
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v25i4.7516  

Boud, D., & Molloy, E. (2013). Feedback in higher and professional education: Understanding it and doing it well. 
Routledge.       

Broadbent, J., & de Barba, P. (2023). Self-regulated learning and the student experience in online higher education. In C. 
Baik & E. R. Kahu (Eds.), Research handbook on the student experience in higher education (pp. 179–190). Edward 
Elgar Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781802204193.00021 

Brooker, A., Brooker, S., & Lawrence, J. (2017). First year students' perceptions of their difficulties. Student Success, 8(1), 
49–62. https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.v8i1.352 

Charokar, K., & Dulloo, P. (2022). Self-directed learning theory to practice: A footstep towards the path of being a life-long 
learner. Journal of Advances in Medical Education & Professionalism, 10(3), 135–144. 
https://doi.org/10.30476/jamp.2022.94833.1609  

Council on Higher Education. (2022). Council on Higher Education annual report for the 2021/2022 financial year. 
https://www.che.ac.za/publications/reports/che-annual-report-20212022   

Curran, V. R., Gustafson, D. L., Simmons, K., Lannon, H., Wang, C., Garmsiri, M., Fleet, L., & Wetsch, L. (2019). Adult 
learners’ perceptions of self-directed learning and digital technology usage in continuing professional education: An 
update for the digital age. Journal of Adult and Continuing Education, 25(1), 74–93. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477971419827318  

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (Eds.). (2011). The SAGE handbook of qualitative research (4th ed.). SAGE Publications. 
Department of Communications and Digital Technologies. (2020). National digital and future skills strategy: South Africa. 

https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202009/43730gen513.pdf  
Dontham, A., Sarapalli, L., Tatapudi Madhuri, S., Indupalli, M., & Kota Sandhya Sarojini Devi, S. (2025). Exploring the 

impact of self-directed learning (SDL) and student learning attitudes on the cognitive outcomes of first-year medical 
undergraduates. Physiology, 40(S1), 0979. https://doi.org/10.1152/physiol.2025.40.S1.0979   

Douglass, C., & Morris, S. R. (2014). Student perspectives on self-directed learning. Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching 
and Learning, 14(1), 13–25. https://doi.org/10.14434/josotl.v14i1.3202  

du Toit-Brits, C., & van Zyl, C.-M. (2017a). Embedding motivation in the self-directedness of first-year teacher students. 
South African Journal of Higher Education, 31(1), 50–65. https://doi.org/10.20853/31-1-824  

du Toit-Brits, C., & van Zyl, C.-M. (2017b). Self-directed learning characteristics: Making learning personal, empowering 
and successful. Africa Education Review, 14(3–4), 122–141. https://doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2016.1267576  

Elderson-Van Duin, C., Renkema, P. J., & Tabbers, H. K. (2023). Promoting self-directed learning skills in a first-year 
problem-based university program with a self-development intervention. Reflective Practice, 24(6), 749–765. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2023.2264195  

Elhabashy, S., & Moawad, A. (2024). Effect of self-directed versus traditional learning model on nurses’ airway management 
competencies and patients’ airway-related incidents. BMC Nursing, 23(1), 2–11. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-
024-02232-0  

https://doi.org/10.1145/3410886.3410973
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v25i4.7516
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781802204193.00021
https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.v8i1.352
https://doi.org/10.30476/jamp.2022.94833.1609
https://www.che.ac.za/publications/reports/che-annual-report-20212022
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477971419827318
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202009/43730gen513.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1152/physiol.2025.40.S1.0979
https://doi.org/10.14434/josotl.v14i1.3202
https://doi.org/10.20853/31-1-824
https://doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2016.1267576
https://doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2023.2264195
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-024-02232-0
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-024-02232-0


Advance online publication   Moosa 

 10  
 

Eluemuno, A. I., Nwikpo, M. N., & Ipem, J. N. (2025). Digital instructions and self-directed learning as determinants of 
academic performance amongst higher education institutions’ students (HEIs). Journal of Counseling and 
Educational Research, 1(3), 123–135. https://doi.org/10.63203/jcerch.v1i3.172  

Fereday, J., & Muir-Cochrane, E. (2006). Demonstrating rigor using thematic analysis: A hybrid approach of inductive and 
deductive coding and theme development. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 5(1), 80–92. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/160940690600500107  

Hepworth, D., Littlepage, B., & Hancock, K. (2018). Factors influencing university student academic success. Educational 
Research Quarterly, 42(1), 45–61. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1205174.pdf  

Kift, S., & Nelson, K. (2005). Beyond curriculum reform: Embedding the transition experience. Queensland University of 
Technology. https://eprints.qut.edu.au/3944/1/3944.pdf  

Kuh, G. D., & Love, P. G. (2000). A cultural perspective on student departure. In J. M. Braxton (Ed.), Reworking the student 
departure puzzle: New theory and research on college student retention (pp. 196–212). Vanderbilt University Press. 

Letseka, M., Cosser, M., Breier, M., & Visser, M. (Eds.). (2010). Student retention and graduate destination: Higher 
education and labour market access and success. HSRC Press. 

Mahlaba, S. C. (2020). Reasons why self-directed learning is important in South Africa during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
South African Journal of Higher Education, 34(6), 120–136. https://doi.org/10.20853/34-6-4192  

Maphalala, M. C., Mkhasibe, R. G., & Mncube, D. W. (2021). Online learning as a catalyst for self-directed learning in 
universities during the COVID-19 pandemic. Research in Social Sciences and Technology, 6(2), 233–248. 
https://doi.org/10.46303/ressat.2021.25  

McMillan, J. H., & Schumacher, S. (2010). Research in education: Evidence-based inquiry (7th ed.). Pearson. 
Mentz, E., De Beer, J., & Bailey, R. (Eds.). (2019). Self-directed learning for the 21st century: Implications for higher 

education. AOSIS. https://doi.org/10.4102/aosis.2019.BK134  
Mgqwashu, E. M., Timmis, S., De Wet, T., & Madondo, N. E. (2020). Transitions from rural contexts to and through higher 

education in South Africa: Negotiating misrecognition. Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International 
Education, 50(7), 943–960. https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2020.1763165  

Morris-Eyton, H., & Pretorius, E. (2023). Cultivating a digital promise: Promoting reflective and reflexive activities to 
enhance self-directed learning for the 21st century. Student Success, 14(1), 89–100. https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.2659  

Mulube, S. M., & Jooste, K. (2014). First-year learner nurses’ perceptions of learning motivation in self-directed learning in a 
simulated skills laboratory at a higher education institution: Part 1: contemporary issues in nursing. South African 
Journal of Higher Education, 28(6), 1776–1794. https://journals.co.za/doi/pdf/10.10520/EJC166144 

Nottidge, T. E., & Louw, A. J. N. (2017). Self-directed learning: Status of final-year students and perceptions of selected 
faculty leadership in a Nigerian medical school - A mixed analysis study. African Journal of Health Professions 
Education, 9(1), 29–33. https://doi.org/10.7196/AJHPE.2017.v9i1.708  

Olivier, J. (2021). Online access and resources for open self-directed learning in Africa. In D. Burgos & J. Olivier (Eds.), 
Radical Solutions for Education in Africa (pp. 1–16). Springer Singapore. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-16-4099-
5_1  

Parsakia, K. (2023). The effect of chatbots and AI on the self-efficacy, self-esteem, problem-solving and critical thinking of 
students. Health Nexus, 1(1), 71–76. https://doi.org/10.61838/kman.hn.1.1.11  

Ramrathan, L. (2013). Towards a conceptual framework for understanding student dropout from HEIs. South African Journal 
of Higher Education, 27(1), 209–220. https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC142787  

Rahman, M. H. (2017). Using discovery learning to encourage creative thinking. International Journal of Social Sciences and 
Educational Studies, 4(2), 98–103. https://doi.org/10.23918/ijsses.v4i2sip98  

Sosibo, Z. C. (2019). Self-assessment: A learner-centred approach towards transforming traditional practices and building 
self-directed learners. South African Journal of Higher Education, 33(5), 76–97. https://doi.org/10.20853/33-5-3586  

Stywayi, Z., Chinyamurindi, W., & Shava, H. (2021). Determinants of career development self-efficacy: The role of self-
directed learning among students at a rural campus in South Africa. Journal of Education (University of KwaZulu-
Natal), 85, 188–201. https://doi.org/10.17159/2520-9868/i85a10  

Sundler, A. J., Lindberg, E., Nilsson, C., & Palmér, L. (2019). Qualitative thematic analysis based on descriptive 
phenomenology. Nursing Open, 6(3), 733–739. https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.275  

Tian, J., & Zhang, R. (2026). Outsourcing thinking to AI? Focused immersion, AI dependency, and the double-edged impact 
on critical thinking. Humanities and Social Sciences Communications, 23, 7153. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-
026-07153-8  

Tinto, V. (1975). Dropout from higher education: A theoretical synthesis of recent research. Review of Educational Research, 
45(1), 89–125. https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089  

https://doi.org/10.63203/jcerch.v1i3.172
https://doi.org/10.1177/160940690600500107
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1205174.pdf
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/3944/1/3944.pdf
https://doi.org/10.20853/34-6-4192
https://doi.org/10.46303/ressat.2021.25
https://doi.org/10.4102/aosis.2019.BK134
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2020.1763165
https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.2659
https://journals.co.za/doi/pdf/10.10520/EJC166144
https://doi.org/10.7196/AJHPE.2017.v9i1.708
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-16-4099-5_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-16-4099-5_1
https://doi.org/10.61838/kman.hn.1.1.11
https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC142787
https://doi.org/10.23918/ijsses.v4i2sip98
https://doi.org/10.20853/33-5-3586
https://doi.org/10.17159/2520-9868/i85a10
https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.275
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-07153-8
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-07153-8
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089


Advance online publication   Moosa 

 11  
 

Tinto, V. (1988). Stages of student departure: Reflections on the longitudinal character of student leaving. The Journal of 
Higher Education, 59(4), 438–455. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.1988.11780199  

Townsend, B. K., & Wilson, K. B. (2009). The academic and social integration of persisting community college transfer 
students. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 10(4), 405–423. 
https://doi.org/10.2190/CS.10.4.a  

van den Berg, G., & du Toit-Brits, C. (2023). Adoption and development of OERs and practices for self-directed learning: A 
South African perspective. Teacher Education through Flexible Learning in Africa (TETFLE), 4(1), 1–29. 
https://doi.org/10.35293/tetfle.v4i1.4247      

Wittmann, G.-E., & Olivier, J. (2021). Blended learning as an approach to foster self-directed learning in teacher professional 
development programmes. The Independent Journal of Teaching and Learning, 16(2), 71–84. 
https://hdl.handle.net/10520/ejc-jitl1-v16-n2-a7   

Yıldız, D., Gardi, B., & Seran, G. (2021). Understanding emotion regulation as the key to mental wellbeing and student 
academic success. Journal of Social Science Studies, 1(1), 209–214. 
https://jos3journals.id/index.php/jos3/article/view/101  

Zimmerman, B. J. (2000). Attaining self-regulation: A social cognitive perspective. In M. Boekaerts, P. R. Pintrich, & M. 
Zeidner (Eds.), Handbook of self-regulation (pp. 13–39). Academic Press. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-012109890-
2/50031-7 

 

 

Please cite this article as: 

Moosa, M. (2026). Learning to lead themselves: Factors that shape first-year students’ self-directed learning. Student Success. Advance online 
publication. https://doi.org/10.63608/ssj.3985 

This article has been accepted for publication in Student Success.  Please see the Editorial Policies under the ‘About’ section of the Journal 
website for further information.  

Student Success:  A journal exploring the experiences of students in tertiary education. 

Except where otherwise noted, content in this journal is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
Licence. As an open access journal, articles are free to use with proper attribution.  ISSN: 2205-0795 

 
  

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.1988.11780199
https://doi.org/10.2190/CS.10.4.a
https://doi.org/10.35293/tetfle.v4i1.4247
https://hdl.handle.net/10520/ejc-jitl1-v16-n2-a7
https://jos3journals.id/index.php/jos3/article/view/101
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-012109890-2/50031-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-012109890-2/50031-7

