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What Students Said: Being Self-Directed
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I had to be self directed in the design 
of this project, as there are many 
ways to make the UI in Java Android. 
A lot of the process was trying out 
different formats for the game and 
how to streamline it.

Being self-directed is, imo, the most 
valuable tenant of being a software 
developer. In my prolog homework, I 
would often come upon areas that I 
was weak in. It was diving deeper 
into the course materials to find 
solutions through material I had not 
yet grasped mentally.

I set clear goals or when to do each 
problem to get them done in a 
reasonable time, and time at the end 
to go over the assignment to make 
sure nothing needs to be changed 
before submitting it

I looked through documentation to 
find methods that I thought were 
most applicable to my project 
instead of only using methods we 
learned in class.



What Students Said: Factors for Not
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I felt like I couldn't be self-directed 
during this project. This isn't really 
due to the professor saying that we 
couldn't, it's just because I didn't 
know what to do and I had no idea 
how to solve the problems 
presented.

I was no too much self-directed on 
this assignment because we did 
many of this type of assignments 
before so, it was pretty consistent 
and easy.

I do not believe I was very self-
directed when completing this 
assignment because all the 
techniques I used where taught to 
me during class. I did not have to go 
out of my way to learn anything new 
to complete this.

Again, low motivation so I'm not 
super self-directed and I often don't 
know what I'm doing



Agenda

• Why Dispositions?
• Self-Directed
• Research Questions
• Context, Methods, and Analysis
• Results
• Discussion
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Desirable for the workplace

Human aspect of learning, 
individual behavior in 
professional development



Knowledge

Know - what

Skills

Know - how 

Disposition
Know - why and know -
yourself; “intent and 
willingness to apply 
knowledge and skills 
in a given context”

= Competency



Study Focus: Self-Directed Disposition

Even though dispositions are included in the curriculum report, few studies exist about developing 
dispositions in computing students.

7

From CC2020: Table 4.4 on page 51 



The Research Team:
Invited community to collect data, analyzed 

data, discussed results



RQ1: What do students 
describe as their self-directed 
practices in computing?

RQ2: What do students report 
are factors that prevent them 
from being self-directed?

9



Not applied: Qualitative data analysis 
with inductive categories for factors that 
prohibited students from being self-
directed

[N=27]

Three researchers analyzed all responses 
as new categories emerged

Not pertinent: These responses were 
not studied further

[N=89]
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Population, Methods, Analysis



Results: 
Behavioral 
Categories
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Results: 
Factors 
Preventing

12



Discussion: 
Interpretation
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Discussion: Implications for Educators

14

Scaffolding 
Assignments

Student 
Motivation

Internships 
& 
Workforce

Projects



Conclusions
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● Multi-institutional
● Applicable to many 

contexts
● Employers value 

employees who 
are self-directed

● Educators value 
disposition + 
knowledge + skills

● Assignment 
information 
missing

● Intro vs advanced 
students not 
studied

● Dispostions can be 
difficult: need 
means, motive, 
and opportunity



Thank you

Do you have thoughts, 
ideas, questions?

https://dispositions-project.org

Partial support was 
provided by National 
Science Foundation Grants 
DUE-2216121, 2216031, 
2215970, and 2215166.



Extra Slides
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Methods

Population: Collected data from students at 
several institutions from five courses

Reflective exercises embedded into 
courses

Presented definition: Learn new 
tools/techniques on your own to 
complete a task, even when the 
tool/technique is only minimally used or 
discussed in class, and you may not 
receive additional credit just for learning 
it.

Prompt: Give an example of how you 
were self-directed while completing the 
assigned work, or describe 
circumstances that prevented you from 
being self-directed.
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Data and Analysis (part 1)

Data unit: single response to prompt

Total units analyzed: 496 responses

How? Each response was identified as 
“exhibited self-directed behavior”, “did not 
apply self-directed disposition”, and “not 
pertinent”

Behaviors: Qualitative data analysis with 
five deductive categories for behaviors of 
self-directed based on prior study [Kiesler 
et al.]

[N=380]

New categories emerged

Three researchers analyzed all responses 
as new categories emerged
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Data and Analysis (part 2)

Not applied: Qualitative data analysis 
with inductive categories for factors that 
prohibited students from being self-
directed

[N=27]

Three researchers analyzed all responses 
as new categories emerged

Not pertinent: These responses were 
not studied further

[N=89]
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