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Today, We Will: 

Introduce the Self-
Directed Learning 
(SDL) Instructional 

Model 

Review research and 
evidence behind the 

SDL Instructional 
Model 

Hear faculty and 
student perspectives 

on using the SDL 
Instructional Model
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What is the Collaborative?

An Institute of Education Sciences 
(IES)-funded research and 

capacity-building center that aims 
to study and improve how faculty 

teach and use technology to help 
students apply and strengthen 

self-directed learning in online 
STEM courses.
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The What and Why of 
Self-Directed Learning 
(SDL)
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Online Learning Challenges

Student outcomes are generally worse in online courses and 
degree programs than in comparable face-to-face ones

Less engagement and interaction in online environments

Key factors: Greater demands on students’ self-directed 
learning capacities; need for belonging and community

(e.g., Altindag et al., 2021; Brown et al., 2024; Xu & Jaggars, 2014; Yarnall et al., 2023)
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Challenges and Consequences in 
Online STEM Courses

(e.g., Murdock-Perriera, 2019; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2023; Steele, 2010; Walton et al., 2023; 
Yarnall et al., 2023)

Students must manage deadlines and 
expectations more independently

Easier to lose track and fall 
behind

Students may feel isolated or unsure 
they belong

Lower engagement

Students may feel like it's harder to ask 
for help

Small issues turn into big 
problems

Students may feel the course is content 
heavy with no personal relevance

Lack of motivation and not 
seeing value in course
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Framework for Self-Directed 
Learning (SDL)

Source: Yarnall et al. (2023)

Check out the 
Collaborative report, 

Teaching and Designing 
Online STEM Courses to 

Support Self-Directed 
Learning Skills, 
to learn more!
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Self-Directed Learning 
(SDL) Instructional Model
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Created in Partnership
Faculty, staff, researchers, and experts across our partner institutions, 
advisor groups, and partner organizations: 

Offered feedback throughout 
design and evaluation process

Informed development and 
evaluation plans

Co-designed strategies and 
supplemental materials

Participated in formative 
pilot evaluations
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SDL Instructional Model
Three evidence-based strategies to help college students manage their 
online learning better: 

Questions to promote 
reflection, task planning, 
progress monitoring, and 

help seeking

Introductory questionnaire 
and collaborative activities 

to foster belonging and 
promote help-seeking

Three short videos to boost 
sense of belonging, time 
management skills, and 

confidence through growth 
mindset
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Aligned with the SDL Framework
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Informed by Research and Practice
• Strategies are evidence-backed and responsive to online learning 

challenges.
• The Instructional Model was co-developed with faculty and institutional 

leaders and reviewed by students and experts.

Co-design process with faculty and institutional leaders

50% of students reported low SDL skills usage in a survey when 
entering their online/hybrid course. 
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Feasible and Ready to Use
• Materials and resources are freely 

available and adaptable to various 
contexts.

• Strategies are designed to be a light lift for 
faculty and for students.

• Ready-to-use text can be copied and 
pasted into any LMS.

Source: Pilot Instructor Survey

Most instructors found the strategies easy to 
integrate into their existing course structure and 
technologies, but the SPIN collaborative activities 
were more challenging in asynchronous courses.
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Valuable to Instructors and 
Students

• Instructors found 
the strategies useful for 
real-time adjustments to 
course content.

• Students saw value 
personally, or for others 
with less college/online 
course experience.

Most instructors found all three strategies to be valuable 
and/or useful to their students—even SPIN, which was 
more challenging to implement. Source: Pilot Instructor and Student Surveys
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Explore Our Research Brief to 
Learn More!
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Even More Research!

SDL framework and review of effective SDL interventions 

Feasibility of implementing the SDL Instructional Model 

Faculty and student experiences

Detailed findings from the Rapid-Cycle Evaluations 

Students' profiles of SDL learning

And more on the way!
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Resources to Implement 
the SDL Instructional 
Model
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Course Implementation Guide
View the Course Implementation Guide for detailed 
instructions for faculty to integrate the strategies into 
online courses, including ready-to-use text, 
implementation supports, and optional adaptations for 
different course lengths and types.

Three main parts:
• Self-Directed Learning Instructional Model: An 

Overview
• How to Implement the SDL Instructional Model
• Deep Dive into the Three Strategies

https://postseccollab.org/self-directed-learning-instructional-model/
https://postseccollab.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Course-Implementation-Guide_Postsec-Collab_02272026_alt_Acc.pdf
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SDL Strategies Throughout the 
Term
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SDL Video Series

“I was inspired by one of the videos to start [a 
WhatsApp group]….we were all a little bit confused..., 
so we collaborated together, and somebody was able 
to find a website that helped with that discussion.”
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Three Types of SDL Prompts
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Student-Peer Interaction and 
Networking Activities

“I later understood it gave my 
class more of a human aspect 
and gave us a chance to see who 
we are.”
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Campus Resource Guide 

To encourage institution-wide use of the Instructional 
Model, the Campus Resource Guide has practical tips 
for college leaders, staff, and others who set the vision 
for instructional excellence at the college or university.

Three main parts:
• The Science Behind Self-Directed Learning
• Tips for College Leaders 
• Resources for Educational Developers 

https://postseccollab.org/self-directed-learning-instructional-model/
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Making the Case

Getting Started

There’s More!
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Voices from the Field: 
Student and Instructor 
Panel
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Meet the Panelists
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Questions?
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Closing



29

Learning More!

Instructional 
Model Design

Instructional 
Model 
Implementation

Impact of the 
Instructional 
Model

Measuring SDL 
Skills & Mindsets
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What’s Next?

Check out our research 
publications                      

(with more to come!)

Explore the Instructional 
Model and the 

implementation resources
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Contact Us!

Name Email

Amy E. Brown aeb2265@tc.columbia.edu

Hannah Cheever Hannah.Cheever@sri.com

Nikki Handley nhandley@odessa.edu
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Visit us at https://postseccollab.org/

Follow us on Twitter: @PostsecCollab

The research reported here was supported by the Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education, through Grant R305C210003 to 
SRI International. The opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not represent views of the Institute or the U.S. Department of Education. 

Thank You
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