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 Research Director: 
Prof  Elsa Mentz 

 
Research Expertise 

Á Self-Directed Learning 
Á Cooperative Learning 
Á Computer Science Education 
Á Technology supported learning 
Á Cultural Historical Activity Theory 
Á Assessment 

Tel: +27 (0) 18 299 4780 

Email: elsa.mentz@nwu.ac.za 

Office: Building C6, Room 259, Potchefstroom Campus 

 

WHAT IS SELF-DIRECTED LEARNING? 
 

άLƴ ƛǘǎ ōǊƻŀŘŜǎǘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǎŜƭŦ-directed learning describes a process by 
which individuals take the initiative, with or without the assistance of 
others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, 
identifying human and material resources for learning, choosing and 
implementing appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning 
ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΦέ όYƴƻǿƭŜǎΣ мфтр:18) 
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Dear Reader 

Self-Directed Learning (SDL) research has become increasingly important in 

education because of the rapidly changing education demands of the 21st 

century, which require learners to take responsibility for their own learning and 

to be equipped with lifelong learning skills.  

Knowledge is readily available, but our education system does not adhere to the 

demand for 21st century skills needed in the workplace.  Alvin Toffler concluded 

ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ƛƭƭƛǘŜǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 21st century will not be those who cannot read and 

write, but those ǿƘƻ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ƭŜŀǊƴΣ ǳƴƭŜŀǊƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŜŀǊƴΦέ  

We need learners who can adjust to new situations and who can take 

responsibility for their own learning for life. Although most higher education 

institutions acknowledge the fact that new and innovative teaching and learning 

strategies should be utilised to meet changing education demands, the 

traditional teacher-centred teaching and learning practice is still the norm in 

most South African schools and higher education institutions.  

The North-West University is the only institution in South Africa with a Research 

Unit focusing specifically on SDL research in order to advise on ways in which 

learners can be assisted to take more responsibility for their own learning. 

Research done in this research entity since 2014 was focused on SDL in the South 

African and international context. We constantly aim to broaden the body of 

knowledge on SDL in the world, especially on the African continent. 

We welcome postgraduate students, post-doctoral students and any other 

researchers to contact us. 

Yours sincerely  

Prof Elsa Mentz 

 

Letter from the Director 
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AIMS 

In our research we focus on the promotion of 
Self-Directed Learning (SDL) in all education 
sectors. We aim to propose strategies for 
diverse contexts which can contribute to the 
development of SDL skills. The aim is to broaden 
the body of scholarship of SDL internationally 
and on the African continent. 

VISION  

To promote SDL that will lead to lifelong learning 
in all education sectors through excellent 
research 

MISSION 

Á To conduct relevant research on strategies 
and contexts that contribute to SDL skills. 

Á To optimise the quality of our research 
outputs and to disseminate the results 
thereof locally and internationally. 

Á To support academic staff to develop 
relevant knowledge and to gain 
international recognition. 

Á To provide quality postgraduate training in 
order to promote SDL in all education 
sectors. 

Á To share our knowledge for purposes of self-
directed learning practices. 
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SUBAREAS 
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Prof Elsa Mentz received the 2020 Malcolm Knowles Memorial Self-Directed 

Learning Award from the International Society for Self-Directed Learning 

Prof Josef De Beer received the esteemed NRF Excellence in science Engagement 

Award 
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hǇŜƴ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ 
 
Prof Jako Olivier 

Tel: +27 (0) 18 285 2215 

Email: jako.olivier@nwu.ac.za 

Office: Building B5, Room G08, Potchefstroom Campus 

 
Context 
The establishment of a Chair on Multimodal Learning and Open Educational Resources 
(OER) within the Research Unit Self-Directed Learning at the North-West University 
(NWU) was approved by UNESCO in 2018. The research for this Chair focusses on Open 
Educational Resources (OER) (peer-reviewed shared online resources that include 
material, books, videos, lessons and even full courses) and Multimodal Learning (also 
sometimes described as blended learning where face-to-face and e-learning modalities 
can be mixed. The purpose of the Chair is to (1) build networks in Southern Africa around 
OER and multimodal learning, (2) build capacity at the NWU and in Southern Africa, (3) 
train lecturers in multimodal learning and the creation and use of OER, as well as (4) 
doing research on OER and multimodal learning. 
 Identified research themes under the Chair 
- Quality and cultural appropriateness of the application of self-directed multimodal 

learning ς while building on existing expertise at the NWU on indigenous knowledge 
systems. 

- The effective use of mobile devices (such as cell phones and tablets) for self-directed 
multimodal learning. 

- Data mining of learning management systems as well as interactive study guides and 
relevant metadata. 

- Multiliteracies (in terms of language, visual, information and computer literacies) of 
contact and distance students in a self-directed learning context. 

- Individualisation, differentiation and adaptive learning by means of online resources. 
- The use, establishment and contribution to open educational resources by lecturers 

within a self-directed learning context. 
 

Current projects in the Chair: 

Á Multimodal learning and open educational resources (OER) 
(Project leader: Prof Jako Olivier) 

Á Multimodal multiliteracies in support of self-directed learning 
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(NRF project; Project leader: Prof Jako Olivier) 
Á A trilingual electronic glossary for multimodal learning 

(Project leader: Prof Jako Olivier) 
Á Exploring situated and culturally-appropriate self-directed multimodal learning 

(Project leader: Prof Jako Olivier) 
Á Mapping of multimodal self-directed learning and OER at higher educational 

institutions in Southern Africa (Project leader: Prof Jako Olivier) 

 

 
UNESCO Chair Executive Committee 
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Subarea Leader: 
Prof Josef de Beer 

Tel: +27 (0) 18 285 2626 
Email: josef.debeer@nwu.ac.za 
Office: Building B10, Room G51, Potchefstroom Campus 

 

Self-directed learning (SDL) research should focus on the individual learner. The 
question could be asked whether marginalised learners are provided the same 
opportunities to develop as self-directed learners. This subarea focuses on (often 
marginalised) indigenous knowledge (IK) holders as well as on learners who experience 
learning barriers that could inhibit the development of SDL learning skills. The holders 
of IK were and are often self-directed learners, but can be overlooked in the context of 
multicultural education. It could therefore provide researchers with insight into SDL by 
focusing on the nature of IK and its holders. The current science curricula and 
pedagogical strategies applied by science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
(STEM) teachers globally focus on understanding the nature of science from Western 
worldviews, and by doing so, ignore those of indigenous learners in the culturally diverse 
classroom. This might lead to underperformance by learners. In this subarea, the focus 
is also on epistemological border-crossing to explore the nature of complex 
phenomena. Amongst others, the role of arts in the natural sciences is explored, 
specifically by using puppetry to teach complex phenomena such as IK or ethical issues 
related to the sciences. This subarea also embarks on research that focuses on teacher 
agency to overcome systemic barriers in education, such a lack of resources, and how 
science-on-a-shoestring kits could be used to promote science education. Third-
generation Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) is used as a research lens. 

 

Current projects in this subarea: 

Á The affordances of Indigenous Knowledge for Self-Directed Learning 
(NRF project; Project leader: Prof Josef de Beer) 

Á STEM teachers learning from Indigenous Knowledge Systems practitioners 
(NRF project; Project leader: Prof Josef de Beer) 

Á Teachers without borders: Creating indigenous knowledge science labs in rural 
schools [in collaboration with Stanford University] 

mailto:josef.debeer@nwu.ac.za
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(Fuchs Foundation funding; Project leader: Prof Josef de Beer) 
Á Being a Teacher: case-based pedagogies for professional development (Project 

leader: Prof Josef de Beer; in collaboration with Florida State University and 
Pearson) 

Á Engaging pedagogies to address perennial issues in Science Education in South 
Africa 
(NRF project; Project leader: Dr Neal Petersen) 
 

  

 

 
 

  

Prof Josef de Beer (NWU), Prof Elsa Mentz (NWU) and Prof Yrjö Engeström (University of Helsinki) 
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Subarea Leader:                                                       

Dr Anitia Lubbe  

Tel: +27 (0) 18 299 4323 
Email: anitia.lubbe@nwu.ac.za 
Office: Building B10, Room G24, Potchefstroom Campus 

 
Assessment can be used as a means to build sustainable capacity for self-directed 
learning (SDL). Assessment to support SDL is deliberately designed to capitalise on 
the impact of assessment of learning, assessment for learning and assessment as 
learning. Assessment to support SDL should move from assessment of learning to 
assessment for learning and assessment as learning to inform teaching and learning. 
The subarea focuses on the construction of assessment activities that foster SDL 
capacities. We want to prepare students who are capable of self-evaluation and 
continuous learning throughout life. Assessment that is self-directed by the learners 
changes from teacher-initiated to self- and peer-initiated assessment practices. It 
could be utilised in multiple formats and methods including electronic, performance, 
portfolio and project-based assessment. The provision of timely feedback should be 
one of the most important purposes of assessment to support SDL.  
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Subarea Leader: 
Prof Christo van der Westhuizen 

Tel: +27 (0) 18 299 4734 
Email: christo.vanderwesthuizen@nwu.ac.za 
Office: Building C6, Room 111, Potchefstroom Campus 

 
Blended learning is pervading education, compelling educators to confront existing 
presuppositions about teaching and learning in education. Leaders of higher education 
are being challenged to position their institutions to meet the connectivity demands of 
prospective students as well as their growing expectations and requirements for quality 
learning experiences. Given the increasing evidence that internet information and 
communication technologies are transforming societies, there is good reason to believe 
that this will be the defining transformative innovation for higher education in the 21st 
century. A blended learning approach provides innovative options to address the 
varying needs of the next generation within the framework that self-directed learning 
(SDL) provides. 

Current projects in this subarea: 

Á Fostering Aspects of Self-Directed Learning through Personalized and Adaptive 
Instruction Design in Online Learning Environments (SDL-PAID) (Joint research 
project with Swiss Distance University of Applied Sciences; Project leader: Prof 
Christo van der Westhuizen)  

Á Teaching with Self-Directed Learning strategies and technologies in online learning 
environments 
(Project leader: Prof Christo van der Westhuizen) 

Á Personalised, adaptive, and self-directed learning with low-cost eye trackers and 
facial emotion recognition in technology-based learning scenarios  
(Project leader: Prof Christo van der Westhuizen) 

Á Comparative study in application of GIS in Secondary schools and Universities 
between South Africa and Malawi: Problems and solutions 
(Project leader: Prof Christo van der Westhuizen) 

Á Multimodal multiliteracies in support of self-directed learning 
(NRF project; Project leader: Prof Jako Olivier) 

Á A trilingual electronic glossary for multimodal learning 
(Project leader: Prof Jako Olivier) 

mailto:christo.vanderwesthuizen@nwu.ac.za
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Á Exploring an adaptive system using cooperative learning and Socratic questioning 
to enhance Self-Directed Learning in Mathematics (Maths clases) (Joint research 
project with Swiss Distance University of Applied Sciences; SDL funded project; 
Project leaders: Drs Roxanne Bailey and Dorothy Laubscher) 

Á A technology-based adaptive learning system that facilitates metacognitive 
regulation to promote self-directed learning 
(Joint research project with Swiss Distance University of Applied Sciences; SDL 
funded project; Project leader: Dr Divan Jagals) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prof Johan Botha, Prof Elsa Mentz, Prof Lioyd Conley (Dean), Ms Nicole Kalbamatter & Prof Per Bergamin 

(our visitors from the Swiss Distance University of Applied Sciences, Switzerland) & Prof Christo Van der 

Westhuizen. 


