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How Do Pre-clinical Medical Students Define Self-Directed Learning?

• The Liaison Committee on Medical Education 
(LCME) requires allotment of unscheduled time for 
self-directed learning to facilitate the development 
of lifelong learning skills.

• The LCME’s definition of self-directed learning 
includes an educational needs self-assessment, 
individual mastery of information, resource 
credibility assessment, and subsequent feedback.2

Introduction

• To determine the medical student perspective and 
understanding of self-directed learning during the 
pre-clinical curriculum.
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• Assessed second-year (n = 10), first-year (n = 10), 
and newly matriculated (n = 7) medical students’ 
understanding by asking them to identify the 
meaning of self-directed learning. 

• Facilitated two focus groups per pre-clinical year 
using nominal group technique.1

• Qualitative answers with their numerical scores 
were then compared within and between each 
class. 

• Self-regulated learning theory was used as a model 
incorporating overarching themes of planning, 
learning, assessment, and adjustment.3

Methods

Alexandra Csortan, MD Candidate, University of Central 
Florida College of Medicine
acsortan@knights.ucf.edu

Corresponding Author

Results
When defining self-directed learning, a gradient of 

transition from planning goals of education to using 
learning strategies is apparent from initial matriculation 
to the second year of pre-clinical curriculum without 
regard to assessment or adjustment. 

Notably, students interpreted self-directed learning 
in the context of achieving faculty-defined objectives 
rather than defining their own learning outcomes. This 
poses a potential disconnect from the intention to 
facilitate development of lifelong learning skills. 

In conclusion, the pre-clinical curriculum must better 
emphasize the purpose and components of self-
directed learning in addition to allotting sufficient time 
for achievement to encourage unified understanding of 
self-directed learning and development of lifelong 
learning skills.

The limitations of this study include the small 
sample size of the focus groups and confinement to 
one institution. Future studies could broaden the 
sample size, include multiple institutions, and 
incorporate medical students in the clinical years to 
further stratify the development and evolution of the 
meaning of self-directed learning.

Discussion

Nominal Group Technique

Theme of Focus to Define Self-Directed Learning
• Second-year medical students: Learning – Learning strategies, styles, and methods 

to accomplish provided objectives.
• First-year medical students: Planning – Goal setting, self-efficacy, and motivation in 

the context of an expected curriculum.
• Newly matriculated medical students: Planning > Learning to master assigned 

information.
• Assessment and Adjustment themes were neglected across each year.

Figure 1: Self-regulated Learning Theory Themes. Adapted from 
White et al. (2014).3

Figure 2: Predominant Theme Emphasized in Pre-clinical Definition 
of Self-directed learning by Year
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