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Abstract  
The evolving landscape of higher education demands the 
implementation of transformative teaching and learning strategies 
that empower students to become autonomous students, capable of 
navigating complex and ever-changing knowledge domains 
independently. Using a qualitative systematic review, the study 
examines transformative teaching and learning strategies that foster 
student autonomy, critical thinking, and adaptive learning skills 
among distance education students. The review reveals several key 
teaching and learning strategies that significantly enhance self-
directed learning capabilities, including problem-based learning, 
project-based learning, case-based learning, played-based and 
cooperative learning. These strategies were found to promote active 
student engagement, critical reflection, and independent learning 
behaviours among distance education students. The findings further 
reveal that the successful implementation of these transformative 
teaching and learning strategies requires thoughtful consideration of 
several enabling factors. These include the availability and reliability 
of technological infrastructure, comprehensive instructor training, 
and robust student support systems. Without these foundational 
elements, the effectiveness of transformative strategies may be 
compromised. This study contributes to the growing body of 
knowledge on transformative education by offering strategies 
tailored for distance learning environments. The findings will inform 
pedagogical practices, curriculum development, and institutional 
policies aimed at creating more effective, inclusive, and empowering 
educational experiences for lifelong learners engaged in distance 
education. 

Introduction  

Contemporary higher education faces unprecedented challenges in preparing students to 

navigate complex and dynamic knowledge domains independently. The exponential growth of 

information, rapid technological advancement, and evolving workplace demands necessitate 

students who can direct their own learning journeys beyond the confines of formal education 

(Otukile-Mongwaketse, 2018). However, traditional teacher-centred pedagogical models, 

characterized by passive knowledge transmission and instructor-controlled learning 

environments, prove inadequate for developing the autonomous learning capabilities essential 

for 21st-century success (Du Plessis, 2020; Markina & Garcia Mollá, 2022). 
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The transition from teacher-centred to distance education represents more than a 

methodological shift as it reflects a fundamental reconceptualization of the educational 

enterprise. Distance education demands that students assume greater responsibility for 

diagnosing their learning needs, formulating goals, identifying resources, implementing 

strategies, and evaluating outcomes, competencies collectively encompassed within self-

directed learning (SDL) (Knowles, 1975; ISSDL, 2020). 

SDL assumes heightened significance in distance education where increased autonomy, flexible 

scheduling, resource management, and technology integration create both opportunities and 

challenges (Song & Hill, 2007; Songsang et al., 2025). Students must develop metacognitive 

awareness to monitor their learning progress, adaptability to adjust strategies based on 

feedback, and intrinsic motivation to persist through challenges without constant external 

guidance. 

While existing literature highlights the value of transformative teaching and learning strategies 

in fostering self-directed learning among distance education students, there exists a notable gap 

in academic research systematically examining the contextual and institutional conditions that 

facilitate or impede strategies such as problem-based, project-based, case-based, play-based, 

and cooperative learning. This systematic review addresses this gap by identifying 

transformative pedagogical strategies that effectively promote SDL competencies among 

students in distance education environments, examining the implementation conditions 

necessary for these strategies to succeed, and synthesizing empirical evidence regarding 

outcomes associated with each strategy. By consolidating findings from diverse educational 

contexts, this review extends theoretical and empirical foundations of transformative education 

while providing actionable guidance for practitioners and policymakers. 

The main research question of this systematic review is how do transformative teaching and 

learning strategies foster self-directed learning among distance education students, and what 

contextual factors influence their implementation and effectiveness? 

Literature Review  

Self-directed learning is defined as “a process in which individuals take the initiative, with or 

without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, 

identifying learning resources, choosing and implementing strategies, and evaluating the 

outcomes” (Knowles, 1975, p. 18). This conceptualization emphasizes student agency, 

autonomy, and responsibility as central to the learning process. 

The systematic review revealed five transformative teaching and learning strategies 

demonstrating substantial efficacy in promoting self-directed learning within distance 

education namely problem-based learning, project-based learning, case-based learning, play-

based learning, and cooperative learning. 
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Table 1:  

Summary of reviewed studies 

Author/s Study Aim Journal  Sample Research 

design 

Findings  

Chen, C. H., 

Lai, C. Y., 

Lai, M. H., & 

Su, Y. N. 

(2022) 

Examine 

the effect of 

integrating 

problem‑ba

sed learning 

(PBL) into 

a traditional 

nursing 

curriculum 

on students’ 

critical 

thinking 

and 

self‑directe

d learning 

abilities. 

Nurse 

Education 

Today 

Undergradu

ate nursing 

students 

enrolled in 

a traditional 

curriculum. 

Quasi‑experime

ntal design 

Improvement 

in critical 

thinking 

skills among 

students 

exposed to 

PBL. 

Enhanced 

self‑directed 

learning 

abilities 

compared to 

traditional 

teaching 

methods. 

Chen, H., 

Zhao, Y., 

Huang, J., 

Liu, M., Li, 

X., Alolga, 

R. N., & Ma, 

X. (2024) 

Examine 

how 

play‑based 

learning, 

specifically 

the use of 

game 

elements 

affects 

learning 

outcomes in 

higher 

education. 

Educational 

Technology 

Research and 

Developmen

t 

Higher 

education 

students 

Quasi‑experime

ntal design 

student 

engagement; 

motivation; 

self‑regulated 

learning; 

learning 

performance 

Gallagher, S. 

E. (2023 

Examine 

how the 

authenticity 

of problems 

used in 

problem‑ba

sed learning 

(PBL) 

influences 

students’ 

self‑directe

d learning 

outcomes. 

Interdisciplin

ary Journal 

of 

Problem‑Bas

ed Learning  

Students 

engaged in 

problem‑ba

sed 

learning, 

 

Mixed‑methods 

designs 

Authentic, 

real‑world 

problems 

tend to 

enhance 

self‑directed 

learning; 

Improve 

problem‑solvi

ng; Increase 

motivation 

and 

engagement; 

Support 
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independent 

inquiry. 

Manuaba, I. 

B. S., & Wu, 

T. T. (2022) 

Synthesize 

empirical 

evidence on 

the effects 

of 

problem‑ba

sed learning 

(PBL) on 

self‑directe

d learning 

and critical 

thinking. 

Educational 

Psychology 

Review 

Higher 

education 

students 

Meta‑analysis 

design 

Critical 

thinking; 

Problem‑solv

ing, and 

 

Self‑directed 

learning 

Mendo‑Láza

ro, S., 

León‑del‑Ba

rco, B., 

Polo‑del‑Río

, M. I., & 

López‑Ramo

s, V. M. 

(2022) 

Examine 

how 

cooperative 

learning 

influences 

the 

academic 

goals that 

shape 

university 

students’ 

learning 

behaviour 

and 

achievemen

t. 

Frontiers in 

Psychology 

509 

university 

students, 

from 

Preschool 

Education, 

Primary 

Education, 

and Social 

Education 

undergradu

ate. 

Quasi‑experime

ntal design 

Impact of 

Cooperative 

Learning on 

University 

Students’ 

Academic 

Goals. 

Wijnia, L., 

Noordzij, G., 

Arends, L. 

R., Rikers, R. 

M., & 

Loyens, S. 

M. (2024) 

Synthesize 

empirical 

evidence on 

how 

cooperative 

learning 

influences 

self-

directed 

learning 

(SDL). 

Educational 

Research 

Review 

Higher 

education 

students 

Meta‑analysis 

design 

Better goal-

setting; 

Improved 

self-

monitoring; 

Stronger 

metacognitiv

e regulation; 

Greater 

responsibility 

for learning.  

Young, L. E. 

(2023) 

Investigate 

empirically 

how 

project-bas

ed learning 

(PBL) 

influences 

self-directe

d learning 

Active 

Learning in 

Higher 

Education 

Undergradu

ate students 

An empirical 

investigation 

Greater 

autonomy; 

Improved 

planning and 

goal-setting; 

Stronger 

self-monitori

ng and 

reflection; 
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(SDL) 

among 

higher 

education 

students. 

Increased 

responsibility 

for learning  

Zhang, J., & 

Ma, Y. 

(2023). 

Investigate 

the effects 

of 

case-based 

learning 

(CBL) on 

analytical 

thinking 

and 

autonomou

s learning 

among 

students in 

professiona

l education 

programme

s. 

Journal of 

Professional 

Education 

Students 

enrolled in 

a 

professiona

l education 

programme

. 

An empirical 

investigation 

Case-based 

learning 

enhances 

analytical 

reasoning, 

promotes 

independent 

learning 

behaviours, 

and supports 

the 

application of 

theory to 

practice. 

Source: Researcher Computation (2025) 

 

These strategies are described as follows. 

Problem-Based Learning (PBL) 

Problem-based learning emerged as a cornerstone strategy, characterized by presenting students 

with authentic, ill-structured problems requiring investigation, analysis, and solution 

development. PBL cultivates SDL by positioning students as active problem-solvers who must 

identify knowledge gaps, locate relevant resources, and evaluate solution effectiveness (Chen 

et al., 2022; Manuaba et al., 2022). The review found that PBL enhanced their ability to frame 

learning questions, seek information independently, and apply knowledge to novel situations. 

The strategy proved particularly effective when problems connected to real-world contexts 

students found personally or professionally meaningful. 

Project-Based Learning (PjBL) 

Project-based learning involves sustained inquiry culminating in authentic products or 

presentations. Unlike problem-based approaches focused on specific dilemmas, projects 

encompass broader investigations allowing students to pursue personally relevant questions 

over extended timeframes (Mendo-Lázaro et al., 2022; Young, 2023). This strategy fosters SDL 

competencies through student-driven topic selection, independent resource identification, and 

self-monitored progress toward project completion. Students develop metacognitive skills by 

planning project phases, monitoring progress, and adjusting strategies when encountering 

obstacles. 

Case-Based Learning (CBL) 

Case-based learning utilizes detailed scenarios describing real or realistic situations requiring 

analysis and decision-making. CBL fosters SDL by requiring students to independently 
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examine cases, identify relevant issues, research applicable theories or frameworks, and 

formulate reasoned conclusions (Zhang & Ma, 2023). It was found that CBL is valued for 

bridging theory and practice while developing analytical thinking skills. The strategy proved 

especially effective when cases incorporated ambiguity, requiring students to navigate 

uncertainty, which is a crucial SDL competency. 

Play-Based Learning 

Play-based learning incorporates game elements, simulations, or exploratory activities fostering 

engagement through intrinsic motivation. While traditionally associated with early childhood 

education, play-based approaches demonstrate effectiveness in higher education by creating 

low-stakes environments where students experiment, take risks, and learn from failures (Chen 

et al., 2024). Gamification elements such as challenges, levels, and rewards sustained 

motivation while simulations allowed consequence-free exploration of complex systems. The 

strategy was found to have increased willingness to tackle difficult concepts when learning 

occurred through playful engagement. 

Cooperative Learning 

Cooperative learning promotes positive interdependence, individual accountability, and 

collaborative skills. While seemingly paradoxical for fostering individual self-direction, 

cooperative learning develops SDL by requiring students to coordinate their independent 

efforts, teach peers, and learn from others' perspectives (Wijnia et al., 2024). The review found 

that students articulate their thinking clearly, and seek deeper understanding to contribute 

meaningfully. Effective cooperative learning maintained individual accountability while 

leveraging social learning mechanisms. 

Research Methodology  

This study employed a systematic review methodology, which provides a rigorous, transparent, 

and replicable approach to synthesizing existing knowledge on a specific topic (Tranfield, 

Denyer & Smart, 2003). This approach is particularly appropriate for examining pedagogical 

strategies that effectively cultivate SDL competencies within distance education contexts. The 

systematic review followed established guidelines adapted from the Preferred Reporting Items 

for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) framework, modified to accommodate 

the inclusion of grey literature and professional documentation alongside academic sources. 

The review was conducted between January 2025 and September 2025, encompassing a 

comprehensive search and analysis period. 

A comprehensive search strategy was developed to identify relevant sources addressing 

transformative strategies for fostering self-directed learning in distance education. The search 

was conducted across multiple databases and sources to ensure comprehensive coverage. The 

academic databases included Web of Science, Scopus, EBSCOhost, Emerald Insight and 

Google Scholar, among others.  Other professional and grey literature sources included official 

website and digital library, blogs and and reports, among others. The search employed Boolean 

operators to combine relevant terms such as ("Transformative strategies" OR "TS); ("Self-

directed learning "OR "SDL") AND ("Distance education" OR "DE"); ("Problem-based 

learning " OR "PBL") AND ("Case-based learning" OR "CBL"); ("Play-based learning") AND 

("Project-based learning" OR "PjBL") AND ("Cooperative learning"). 
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The inclusion criteria included publications addressing transformative strategies in distance 

education, studies examining pedagogical approaches that fosters SDL, project-based learning, 

case-based learning, cooperative learning, distance education, publications from 2010 onwards 

(to capture contemporary pedagogical approaches in distance education contexts), both 

academic and professional/grey literature sources. The exclusion criteria included publications 

focused solely transformative strategies without addressing fostering self-directed learning in 

distance education, studies examining transformative strategies from contexts without reference 

to distance education and publications in languages other than English. 

The systematic review followed a multi-stage selection process described as follow; stage 1 

was on initial search and retrieval. This is comprehensive search across all databases and 

included academic journal articles, conference papers and reports. Stage 2 on title and abstract 

screening. Stage 3 on full-text review in detail. Lastly, reference list checking and citation 

tracking were examined to identify additional relevant sources, and citation tracking to find 

more recent publications citing key sources. This process identified a total of eight (8) articles 

included in the systematic review. 

A standardized data extraction form was developed to systematically capture relevant 

information from each included publication. The extraction form included elements such as 

publication details (author, year, title, journal/source), study design or publication type, 

research aims or publication purpose, population or focus and key findings. 

For academic publications, quality was assessed using criteria adapted from the Critical 

Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) qualitative research checklist, as appropriate to each study 

design. Quality criteria included clarity of research aims and questions, appropriateness of 

research design and methodology, adequacy of data collection procedures, rigor of data 

analysis, clarity and credibility of findings, consideration of researcher reflexivity and potential 

biases, relevance and transferability of findings (Drisko, 2025). For professional publications 

and grey literature, quality was assessed based on author credentials and expertise, clarity and 

accuracy of information provided, currency and relevance of content, comprehensiveness of 

coverage and practical utility of guidance provided. Publications were not excluded based 

solely on quality assessment scores, as the systematic review aimed to capture the full landscape 

of available information. However, quality assessments informed the weight given to different 

sources in the synthesis and the confidence assigned to specific findings. 

Data synthesis employed a thematic analysis approach, which is particularly appropriate for 

synthesizing diverse types of evidence including both research studies and professional 

documentation. The analysis followed steps namely familiarization whereby researchers read 

through all extracted data multiple times to develop comprehensive familiarity with the content. 

Initial coding that involved relevant segments of extracted data that were assigned descriptive 

codes capturing their essential content related to the phenomenon. Theme development of 

related codes that were grouped into broader themes representing key aspects of the 

transformative strategies. Themes were refined iteratively by the researcher. Theme review of 

developed themes were reviewed against the extracted data to ensure they accurately 

represented the content and that all relevant data were captured. Theme definition of final 

themes were clearly defined. Lastly, synthesis of findings within each theme, integrating 

information from multiple sources to provide comprehensive descriptions of strategies, identify 

patterns and variations, note contradictions or uncertainties, and develop evidence-based 

conclusions and recommendations. 
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This systematic review relied entirely on published and publicly available sources and did not 

involve human subjects research. All sources were appropriately cited and credited. The review 

aimed to provide accurate, balanced, and comprehensive information on transformative 

strategies proven effective in fostering SDL within distance education 

Several limitations of this systematic review should be noted such as that the review included 

only English-language publications, potentially missing relevant insights from non-English 

sources, due to the rapidly evolving nature of distance education, some included information 

may be subject to change, the predominance of descriptive rather than empirical research in this 

area limited opportunities for quantitative synthesis, grey literature and professional 

publications, while valuable for comprehensive coverage, may have undergone less rigorous 

peer review than academic sources and that the review focused specifically on transformative 

strategies proven effective in fostering SDL within distance education. Despite these 

limitations, the systematic approach, comprehensive search strategy, and rigorous data 

extraction and synthesis processes support confidence in the review’s findings and conclusions. 

Discussion  

The transformative strategies identified in this review align with and extend existing theoretical 

frameworks regarding SDL development. Knowles's (1975) foundational conceptualization of 

SDL emphasized student initiative across all phases of the learning process from needs 

diagnosis through outcome evaluation. The strategies examined operationalize this 

conceptualization by systematically transferring control from instructors to students while 

providing appropriate scaffolding during the transition. 

Contemporary research by Chen and Yang (2019) and Firdausih and Aslan (2024) demonstrates 

that SDL development occurs most effectively when pedagogical approaches balance 

autonomy with structure. The transformative strategies identified achieve this balance by 

establishing clear frameworks (problem parameters, project requirements, case contexts) within 

which students exercise substantial decision-making authority. This structured autonomy 

prevents the disorientation that can occur when students lacking SDL experience encounter 

completely unguided learning environments. 

The prominence of metacognitive outcomes aligns with research by Zheng and Mavis (2023), 

who identified metacognitive awareness as a crucial mediating variable between pedagogical 

approaches and SDL competency development. Transformative strategies appear to enhance 

SDL partly by making thinking processes visible and subject to deliberate refinement. When 

students must articulate their reasoning in problem-based discussions, plan multi-phase 

projects, or analyse complex cases, they naturally develop awareness of their cognitive 

processes. 

The review further reveals three primary mechanisms through which transformative strategies 

foster SDL. First, authentic complexity requires students to engage in the full cycle of self-

directed inquiry. Unlike simplified textbook problems with predetermined solutions, authentic 

problems and projects demand that students diagnose what they need to learn, locate appropriate 

resources, and evaluate solution adequacy, precisely the competencies comprising SDL 

(Gallagher, 2023). 

Second, gradual release of responsibility structures the transition from instructor-guided to 

student-directed learning. Effective implementation begins with substantial scaffolding that 

diminishes as students develop competence and confidence. This principle, evident across all 
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five strategies, prevents premature autonomy while avoiding perpetual dependence (Shvets et 

al., 2024). 

Third, social learning contexts provide modelling and feedback crucial for SDL development. 

Cooperative learning and collaborative project work expose students to diverse approaches, 

allowing observation of effective self-directed behaviors demonstrated by peers. Social 

accountability motivates preparation and engagement while peer feedback offers formative 

information guiding strategy refinement (Havenga et al., 2023). 

The distance education context of this study merits particular attention. Distance students face 

distinctive SDL challenges including physical separation from instructors and peers, 

asynchronous communication constraints, and necessity for strong time management skills 

(Song & Hill, 2007).  

Findings suggest that instructional methodologies must prioritize facilitation over direct 

instruction. The educator's role transforms from knowledge transmitter to learning environment 

designer, creating conditions enabling students to direct their own learning journeys. This 

transformation requires fundamental reconceptualization of teaching identity and purpose, 

often challenging for educators trained in and experienced with traditional models. 

Systematic integration of transformative strategies requires curriculum-level planning ensuring 

coherent progression from guided to independent learning experiences. Assessment practices 

must align with SDL competency domains, evaluating not only content mastery but also 

students' ability to direct their learning processes. Traditional examinations measuring 

knowledge recall provide limited information about SDL competencies. Alternative assessment 

approaches including reflective portfolios, learning journals, and self-assessment enable 

evaluation of metacognitive awareness and self-regulatory skills central to SDL. 

Conclusion 

This systematic review demonstrates that transformative pedagogical strategies specifically 

problem-based learning, project-based learning, case-based learning, play-based learning, and 

cooperative learning effectively foster self-directed learning competencies when implemented 

within supportive institutional ecosystems. These strategies share common features including 

authentic complexity, gradual release of responsibility, and social learning contexts that 

together promote learner autonomy, metacognitive awareness, collaborative competencies, and 

intrinsic motivation. 

Successful implementation requires alignment across multiple institutional levels. 

Technological infrastructure must enable resource access and collaboration. Faculty 

development programs must prepare educators for facilitative roles. Student support systems 

must help students navigate increased autonomy. Institutional policies and reward structures 

must value and support innovative pedagogy.  

The transition from teacher-centred to student-centred education represents more than 

methodological change as it reflects fundamental reconceptualization of educational purposes 

and processes. In an era of rapid change and information abundance, the capacity to direct one's 

own learning emerges as perhaps the most essential competency education can cultivate. 

Students who develop SDL capabilities become lifelong learners capable of adapting to 

evolving demands throughout their personal and professional lives. 

The evidence synthesized in this review demonstrates that such transformation is both 

necessary and achievable. While implementation challenges should not be minimized, the 

potential benefits for individual students and society justify the substantial efforts required. 
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Additionally, the review provides evidence-based answers to that question while 

acknowledging that continued research, innovation, and adaptation will be necessary as 

educational contexts continue to evolve. The journey toward student-centred approach demands 

the very self-directed learning competencies from educators that we seek to develop in students, 

a fitting symmetry for transformative educational change. 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings, several recommendations emerge for educational stakeholders. 

Institutions should invest in comprehensive faculty development programs preparing educators 

for facilitative roles in distance education. These programmes should address not only practical 

strategy implementation but also underlying pedagogical philosophies and instructor identity 

transformation. 

Technological infrastructure accessibility requires sustained investment and attention to equity. 

All students must have reliable access to technologies enabling self-directed inquiry, regardless 

of socioeconomic circumstances. Infrastructure development should prioritize user experience 

and accessibility alongside technical capabilities. 

Student support mechanisms must expand to address SDL-specific challenges. Academics 

should help students develop time management, resource identification, and self-monitoring 

skills. Peer mentoring programmes can connect less experienced students with those who have 

successfully navigated distance education. 

Curricula should integrate SDL opportunities systematically, ensuring coherent progression 

from guided to independent learning experiences. Early courses should explicitly teach SDL 

strategies while providing substantial scaffolding. Advanced courses should expect and assess 

SDL competencies as core learning outcomes alongside disciplinary content mastery. 
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