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Abstract

• 12/03/2020 lockdown of academic institutions in response to COVID-19
• Overnight, self-directed learning via online platforms became indispensable for
medical professionals

• Self-directed learning (SDL) is recommended
• By curricula of medical professionals
• Research regarding adult learning

• Yet medical professionals (especially medical students) reluctant to adopt
SLD unless they have
• A passion for learning
• Higher GPA

• One way to encourage SDL is the multi-disciplinary University of Toronto
Health Narratives Research Group
• As limitations to medical learning from COVID-19 continue
• Curricula of medical programs should support efforts to engage in such multidisciplinary narrative research groups to promote SDL in medical professionals
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Self-Directed Learning
• Most appropriate method of learning for adults [1]
• Demonstrated when learners take responsibility for

• Organizing and managing their own learning, identifying gaps in their knowledge,
critically appraising information they seek out[2]
• Diagnosing their requirements, identifying their goals, selecting strategies, designing
their evaluations for performances and outcomes [3]
• Maintaining intrinsic motivation, integrity, agency, diligence, perseverance and grit
related to their learning [3]
• Continuously acquiring, applying and creating knowledge and skills in the context of
their unique needs [4]

• Adults have a deep need to self-direct their learning [5]
• Necessary as a result of COVID-19 lockdown [6]
• Yet medical professionals are reluctant to embrace it [7]

• Why medical professionals should embrace self-directed learning will be
addressed
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Medical Professionals
• Help identify, prevent or treat illness or disability [8]
• Include physicians, nurses, hospice workers, emergency medical
technicians, other trained caregivers [9]
• Historically, medical professional (medical students in particular) have been
unwilling or unable to participate in self-directed learning [10]
• Dissatisfaction with learning incompatible with self-directed learning [11]
• Those who do participated in self-directed learning demonstrate
• a passion for

• learning and self-direction [12]

• effective self-management skills [12]
• higher GPA [13]
01/2021

Public Health Issues in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

3

Readiness for SDL
• Best associated with developing skills for SDL habits [14]
• Habits unlikely to develop in medical professionals unless learners given
specific instructions on what to study [15]
• Four factors of reliability in identifying those able to develop these habits
• Critical self-evaluation, learning self-efficacy, self-determination, effective
organization for learning [16]

• Depending on these factors educational interventions can be planned [17]
• Readiness necessary to develop the habits [18,19]
• Self-direction most effective in medical professionals once they have an
understanding of their discipline [20,21] and developed skill in their area of
expertise [22,23]
• With COVID-19, medical professionals can no longer rely on being
instructor-led and need to take up SDL
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Analysis: Medical Professionals Avoid SDL
• In having to learn large amounts of disparate information quickly

• Medical students’ passion may not be in obtaining this information per se
• There may be no conflict in SDL being both appropriate for medical
professionals and not appropriate for medical students as a result

• With SDL, medical students

• Appreciate being able to select their resources, time, space, methods and
how they organize their schedule [24]
• Feel they waste time in finding sources and mentors, overcoming language
barriers, and following poor leads [24]
• Consider that the disadvantages outweigh the advantages [24]

• Medical professionals need to reduce their personally-imposed
barriers to SDL as a result of COVID-19
01/2021

Public Health Issues in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

5

Importance of Multi-Disciplinary Approaches
• Demand for multi-disciplinary, community-based collaboration and
partnerships has developed concurrent with SDL [25]
• Funding for medical programs and research often based on this type of
inclusive teamwork because of an ability to produce immediate-use
outcomes [25]
• Multi-disciplinary approaches most likely to encourage self-direction in
medical professionals [26]
• Little research has been done on the effectiveness of multi-disciplinary
approaches in SDL for medical professionals
• The University of Toronto Health Narratives Research Group (HeNReG)—
both inter-professional and multi-disciplinary—offers results in this area
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HeNReG History and Features
• Co-founded 2012 by the author and Edward Shorter, Jason A. Hannah
Professor in the History of Medicine, University of Toronto
• Since 2015, offered in association with the University of Toronto
Department of Psychiatry through the Health, Arts and Humanities
Program directed by Allan Peterkin M.D.
• Available to researchers across the University from various
backgrounds and academic levels
• Requires membership to a private Facebook group overseen by the
group’s facilitator (the author)
• Post COVID-19, HeNReG meets for two hours weekly online through
the hybrid private Facebook group platform [27]
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HeNReG Focus, Method and Goal
• Participants often join identifying as “burned out” with respect to their research
• Aided and mentored in becoming self-reflective and reinvigorated about their
professional pursuits in relation to a method developed by the facilitator [28]
• Five minute writing prompts created and provided by the facilitator over
Messenger a day before the online meeting
• Participants respond to the prompts and return them to the facilitator who
shares them with they group online during the weekly two-hour meeting
• Sharing includes incorporating the comments of the others in developing their
insights
• Goal—in line with Wittgenstein’s later philosophy [29]—is to promote an
interpretation of reality dependent on adding together many different
perspectives
• Differs from other narrative researchers who purport there are many truths
rather than a single one constructed from various points of view [30,31,32,33]
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Successful HeNReG Participation
• Participation in a diverse, multidisciplinary group enhances the ability of
members to clarify what they personal value of their learning [20]
• However, participation requires effective self-management skills [8]

• Maturity has been found to develop these skills [13]
• Nevertheless, limited self-management skills were also seen with seasoned medical
professions keeping them from participation even if indicating this was their desire
• Senior medial professionals with time conflicts were unable to think of ways to participate
although they were aware the group met through a private Facebook group

• HeNReG is a co-regulation program [34] with a solutions-focused approach
and mentorship in promoting the addition of different points of view in a
broader post-secondary environment
• Successful participation depends on listening carefully to the views of all
members to co-construct truth
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Results for Medical Professionals
• Table 1. Medical professionals who indicated interest to join the HeNReG in the 2020/21 year
• 1st contact
• 20/09/20
• 26/09/20
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

29/09/20
29/09/20
29/09/20
30/09/20
22/10/20

Position, Medical specialty
General practitioner
Retired Department head

Result in relation to the HeNReG
Joined, participated regularly
Joined, never participated

Psychiatric Resident, PGY2
Palliative medicine physician
Medical student (second year)
Pediatric Resident (first year)
Medical student (second year)

Couldn’t commit to fully engage
Considered group an inappropriate fit personally
Clinical schedule up in the air
Joined, participated irregularly
Joined, participated most weeks

During COVID-19, 2020/21 academic year, nineteen members of HeNReG in total
Four of nineteen were medical professionals out of seven who initially wanted to join
Half of those medical professionals who joined were anxious and overwhelmed
Those medical professionals who engaged
•
•
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Discussion
• For medical students

• Providing additional opportunities for self-directed learning may continue to present a
challenge—even with the need for adopting self-directed learning imposed by COVID-19—
because they lack experience and time
• Drive to meet standards of their professional often supersedes being a self-directed learner
• When they do engage in self-directed learning they become anxious and overwhelmed
• Unless they have a strong knowledge based they prefer to avoid self-directed programs

• For medical professionals in general
• Only those who are already familiar with narrative research are able to sustain their
commitment to determining their values and not become anxious and overwhelmed
• Yet few opportunities exist for narrative research—the method developed for the HeNReG
remains unique

• Lack of narrative research opportunities may play a significant role regarding why
medical professionals (especially medical students) are reluctant to engage in
self-directed learning
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Conclusion
• Continuing social-distancing limitations resulting from COVID-19 [35] mean
medical professionals must become increasingly self-directed to complete their
required professional learning
• In-person instructors are no longer available [36]
• Participating in co-regulated, solution-focused and mentored online groups
similar to the HeNReG holds promise for encouraging self-direction
• Medical professionals must resolve they are willing to commit and engage with
them
• Familiarity with narrative research supports self-directed learning so the curricula
of medical programs would do well to promote the effectiveness of
multidisciplinary narrative research
• Improving the ability and likelihood of medical professionals (especially medical
students) to participate in such groups during lockdown increases their ability to
self-direct their learning, an aim for learning during COVID-19
01/2021

Public Health Issues in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

12

Funding, Acknowledgements, Declaration
Funding:
• This research received no external funding
Acknowledgments:
• Supporters of the Health Narratives Research Group
• Edward Shorter, Jason A. Hannah Professor in the History of Medicine,
University of Toronto
• Allan Peterkin, Professor of Psychiatry and Family Medicine at the University
of Toronto and director of the Health, Arts and Humanities Program

Conflict of Interest:
• Author declares no conflict of interest
01/2021

Public Health Issues in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

13

References 1
1.

Knowles, M.S. Innovations in teaching styles and approaches based upon adult learning. Journal of Education for
Social Work. 1971, 8, 32-39. https://www.jstpr.org/stable/23038299.

2.

Farlex Inc. Self-directed learning. Medical Dictionary. The Free Dictionary. 2020. https://medicaldictionary.thefreedictionary.com/self-directed+learning.

3.

What is self-directed learning. IGI Global. 2020. https://www.igi-global,com/dictionary/gender characteristics/26210.

4.

Fischer, G., Scharff, E. Learning technologies in support of self-directed learning. Journal of Interactive Media in
Education. 1998, 2, Art. 4. DOI: http://doi.org/10.5334/1998-4.

5.

Knowles, M.S. Andragogy: adult learning theory in perspective. Community College Review. 1978, 5, 9-10.
doi:10.1177/009155217800500302.

6.

Sahu, P. Closure of universities due to coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19): Impact on education and mental
health of students and academic staff. Cureus. 2020, 12, e7541, doi:10.7759/cureus.7541.

7.

White, C.; Bradley, E.; Martindale, J.; Roy, P.; Patel, K.; Yoon, M.; Worden, M.K. Why are medical students ‘checking
out’ of active learning in new curriculum? Medical Education. 2014, 48, 315– 324 doi:10.1111/medu.12356.

8.

Farlex Inc. Health care provider. Medical Dictionary. The Free Dictionary. 2020. https://medicaldictionary.thefreedictionary.com/Medical+professional.

9.

Medical professionals. RAND Corporation. 2020. https://www.rand.org/topics/medicalprofessionals.html#:~:text=Medical%20Professionals.%20Medical%20professionals%20include%20doctors%2C%20nurs
es%2C%20hospice,care%20education%20and%20training%2C%20and%20explored%20the%20impact.

01/2021

Public Health Issues in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

14

References 2
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

Fox, R.; West, R. Medical students’ strategies for self-directed learning. Möbius. 1984, 4, 20-5. https://doiorg.myaccess.library.utoronto.ca/10.1002/chp.4760040205
O’Shea E. Self-directed learning in nurse education: A review of the literature. Issues and Innovations in Nursing
Education, 2003, 43(1), 62–70. 10.1046/j.1365-2648.2003.02673.x12801397
Soliman, M.; Al-Shaikh, G. Readiness for self-directed learning among first year Saudi Medical students: A descriptive
study. Pak J Med Sci. 2015, 31, 799-802. DOI: 10.12669/pjms.314.7057
McCombs, B.L. Historical review of learning strategies research: strategies for the whole learner—a tribute to Claire Ellen
Weinstein and early researchers of this topic. Frontiers in Education. 2017. https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2017.00006
Deyo, Z.M.; Huynh, D.; Rochester, C.; Sturpe, D. A.; Kiser, K. Readiness for self-directed learning and academic
performance in an abilities laboratory course. Am J Pharm Educ. 2011, 2, 25. doi: 10.5688/ajpe75225.
Raidal, S.L; Volet, S.E. “Preclinical students’ predispositions towards social forms of instruction and self-directed learning:
a challenge for the development of autonomous and collaborative learners.” Higher Education. 2009, 57, 577–96.
doi:10.1007/s10734-008-9163-z.
Hendry, G.D.; Ginns, P. Readiness for self-directed learning: Validation of a new scale with medical students. Medical
Teacher. 2009, 31, 918–920. https://doi.org/10.3109/01421590802520899.
Shokar, G.S.; Shokar, N.K.; Romero, C.M.; Bulik, R.J. (2002) Self-directed learning: looking at outcomes with medical
students. Fam Med. 2002, 34, 197-200.
https://fammedarchives.blob.core.windows.net/imagesandpdfs/pdfs/FamilyMedicineVol34Issue3Shokar197.pdf
Eslaninejad,, T.; Nakhaee, N. Self- directed learning readiness factors in physicians for implementing e- learning in the
continuing medical education programs. E-Learning- Engineering, On-Job Training and Interactive Teaching, 2012; pp. 39-47. Dr.
Sergio Kofuji (Ed.), ISBN: 978-953- 51-0283-0 http://www.intechopen.com/books/e- learning-engineering-on-job- training-andinteractive- teaching/selfdirected-learning-as-a- requirement-for-e-learning

01/2021

Public Health Issues in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

15

References 3
19.
20.
21.
22.

Premkumar, K.; Vinod, E.; Sathishkumar, S.; Pulimood, A.B.; Umaefulam, V.; Samuel, P.P.; John, T.A. Self-directed learning
readiness of Indian medical students: a mixed method study. BMC Med Educ. 2018, 18, 134. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909018-1244-9
Slater, C.E.; Cusick A. Factors related to self-directed learning readiness of students in health professional programs: A
scoping review. Nurse Education Today. 2017, 52, 28–33. DOI: 10.1016/j.nedt.2017.02.011
Murad, M.H.; Coto-Yglesias, F.; Varkey, P.; Prokop, L.J.; Murad, A.L. The effectiveness of self-directed learning in health
professions education: a systematic review. Medical Education 2010, 44, 1057-1068. doi:10.1111/j.1365-2923.2010.03750.x
Misch, D.A. Andragogy and Medical Education: Are Medical Students Internally Motivated to Learn?.Adv Health Sci Educ
Theory Pract. 2002, 7, 153–160. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1015790318032

23.

Premkumar, K.; Pahwa, P.; Banerjee, A.; Baptiste, K.; Bhatt, H.; Lim, H.J. Does medical training promote or deter selfdirected learning? A longitudinal mixed-methods study. Academic Medicine. 2013, 88, 1754-1764. doi:
10.1097/ACM.0b013e3182a9262d

24.

Al Kindy, S.; Al Kindy, F.; Al Kindy, A. The Advantages and Disadvantages of Self Directed Learning: A Survey Study of Saudi
Medical Students. Med Ed Publish. 2018. doi: https://www.
mededpublish.org/manuscripts/1085.
Boucher, C.; Smyth, A.; Johnstone, M.J. Creating Collaborative Spaces: The Pleasures and Perils of Doing Multi-disciplinary,
Multi-partner Qualitative Research. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management. 2004, 26, 419–28.
doi:10.1080/1360080042000290258.

25.
26.
27.

Boyer, N, Kelly, M. Breaking the institutional mold: blended instruction, self-direction, and multi-level adult education.
International Journal of Self-Directed Learning. 2005, 2, 1-17. https://oltraining.com/SDLwebsite/IJSDL/IJSDL2.12005.pdf#page=5.
Nash, C. Report on digital literacy in academic meetings during the 2020 COVID-19 lockdown. Challenges. 2020, 11, 20.
https://doi.org/10.3390/challe11020020.

01/2021

Public Health Issues in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

16

References 4
28.

Nash C. Challenges Identifying and Stimulating Self-Directed Learning in Publicly Funded Programs, The
Digital Era of Education: Novel Teaching Strategies and Learning Approaches Designed for Modern Students.
Hauppauge, NY: Nova Science Publishers, Inc. 2020; pp. 259-300.
29.
Wittgenstein, L. Philosophical Investigations. Translated by G. E. M. Anscombe. Second Edition. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1958.
30.
Charon, R. Narrative Medicine: A Model for Empathy, Reflection, Profession, and Trust. JAMA. 2001, 286,
1897–1902. doi:10.1001/jama.286.15.1897
31.
Charon, R.; Montello, M. Memory and anticipation: the practice of narrative ethics. Stories Matter: The
Role of Narrative in Medicine Ethics. New York: Routledge, 2002; pp. ix-xii.
32.
Elbaz-Luwisch, F. Narrative Research: Political Issues and Implications. Teacher and Teacher Education.
1997, 13, 75-83. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0742-051X(96)00042-X
33.
Erlingsson, C.; Brysiewicz, P. Orientation among multiple truths: An introduction to qualitative research.
African Journal of Emergency Medicine. 2013, 3, 92-99. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.afjem.2012.04.005
34.
Bransen, D.; Govaerts, M.J.B.; Sluijsmans, D.M.A.; Driessen, E.W. (2020) Beyond the self: The role of
co-regulation in medical students ’self-regulated learning. Medical Education. 2020, 54, 234-241.
https://doi.org/10.1111/medu.14018.
35.
Toronto Public Health. COVID-19 Guidance for post-secondary institutions. COVID-19 Guidance. 2020, 1-14.
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/8d95-COVID-19-Guidance-for-Post-SecondaryInstitutions.pdf.
36.
Ferrel, M.N.; Ryan, J.J. The impact of COVID-19 on medical education. Cureus. 2020, 12, e7492.
doi:10.7759/cureus.7492
01/2021

Public Health Issues in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

17

