
 

How to Develop Self-Directed Learning 
Developing this strategy isn’t that hard. For most people, it needs to be taught explicitly, but the 
following ways will help in growing and learning this strategy. 

1. Identify Learning Goals 
You can never achieve anything unless you’ve envisioned it. Identify what you wish to learn first. Set 
specific learning goals that you will be able to measure over time. 

2. Question the Significance 
Make a habit of not taking everything at face value. Always have a cat-like curiosity and ask questions 
that make you care about the answer. Dive past obvious answers with “why” and “how” questions and 
devote yourself to finding the answers. 

3. Find Challenges 
Challenges are not unpleasant. They can be exciting and rewarding. Find a challenge related to a 
problem you care about so 

4. Check Your Learning Process 
Learning is better when you’ve set your own learning standards. Regardless of grades, measure your 
progress against personal learning goals. Schools teach us to use grades. You’ll have to come up with a 
more meaningful way to measure your learning[5]. 

5. Understand Your Learning Approach 
There are tons of resources to help identify learning styles, but do you really know what your style is? 

Take a moment to look at the format and medium of your learning approach and change it around 
from time to time as you engage in self-directed learning. Most people are strong in several learning 
styles, and they can often further develop those they’re weakest in. Experiment to see what works in 
the long term. 

6. Uncover the Background of a Topic 
Get to know the topic you are learning by checking the background of the topic. Read articles you find 
interesting, or watch TED Talks related to topics on your learning list. 

7. Cultivate Intrinsic Motivation 
Intrinsic motivation is motivation driven from internal rewards. It seems like a simple concept, but 
many people struggle with it. Fortunately, it can be learned. One form of it is sharing what you 
learned with others. 

 

 



8. Making Something out of What You Learned 
A song, a journal entry, a picture…These are examples of things that you can create from what you 
learned. Not only does this help solidify what you learn, but it gives you something to look forward to. 
This is also great for kinesthetic learners! 

9. Leverage Time 
Sometimes we get busy and don’t have time to learn, but that lack of time is more of a reason 
to leverage the time we do have. 

Take your thirty-minute lunch breaks to eat and squeeze in a learning session. If you go to the gym, 
listen to a podcast or an audiobook during the session. 

10. Create a Topic List 
Think of it as a to-do list of things you want to learn about. These can be broad topics or narrow ones. 
These lists can help you in creating goals and working to achieve them. 

11. Value Your Progress Over Your Performance 
We never truly stop learning. There will always be tiny bits of information or views we are exposed to 
every day. However, when you want to actively learn, focus more on the stimulation of learning over 
your actual performance. 

12. Have Realistic Learning Goals 
Self-directed learning is built on a system that we create. To ensure the system is sound, you want to 
make sure everything is set within your own limits. The last thing you want is to feel discouraged from 
learning. Try to start small and work your way up. 

13. Build a Network of Learning Colleagues 
Have a group of people that you can collaborate and connect with. This group of people will push you 
to learn more and can give you an outlet for when you want to talk about what you’ve learned. Best of 
all, this group can be either offline or online. 

Final Thoughts 
Self-directed learning is the key to having a more enriching learning experience. While everyone’s 
taste for learning seems to have diminished, it is due to an old and ineffective system—a system that 
doesn’t encourage deeper learning or support students to set higher learning goals they care about. 
Such a system focuses on the grades and performance of students, which isn’t the point of learning. 
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