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Nijolė Burkšaitienė 1 , Robert Lesčinskij 2, Jelena Suchanova 2 and Jolita Šliogerienė 2,*
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Abstract: The paper analyzes Lithuanian students’ preparedness for sustainable learning from the
perspective of self-directedness. The data for the study were collected using a questionnaire that
explored students’ perceptions in line with ten indicators of self-directed learning. The research
sample (n = 309) was composed of the third and fourth year undergraduates accomplishing their
degrees in various areas of studies. The data analysis revealed how students perceive their readiness
for sustainable learning. Goal setting, technical readiness, time management, procrastination man-
agement, exam preparation and stress management indicators were analysed in detail in order to
determine which variables had the most significant impact on these indicators. The study revealed
that the students are only partially prepared for sustainable learning at the university. Even though
they have the necessary digital competencies that allow for effective involvement in the learning
process, the data revealed that they are prone to procrastination. The results also showed that the
students perceived themselves to be the least competent in stress management and procrastination
management.

Keywords: self-directedness; sustainable learning; higher education; university studies; online learning

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused many challenges that have stretched far beyond
the medical and economic sectors. Educational organizations have been forced to review the
established educational practices, including the curricula, which has resulted in numerous
changes at all levels of education, including higher education (hereinafter—HE). Recent
international research has revealed alarming trends indicating that the number of students
postponing graduation has increased [1], graduate readiness to enter the labour market
has declined [2], entry into some study programmes has slowed down [3] and learning
outcomes have deteriorated [4]. The pandemic has also negatively impacted learners’
physical and psychological well-being [2,5].

Online learning has become a lifeline for HE. However, not all university communities
are well prepared for this challenge because the transition to such learning requires both the
digitization of the curricula and learners’ preparedness. Learners have to become engaged
in online learning, which requires a high level of self-directedness. The response to this
challenge can be to develop students’ capability for sustainable learning. The concept
of sustainable learning is still relatively new in the field of HE research. The early calls
for sustainable education [6–8] focused on the need for systematic changes within the
education systems worldwide in order to help drive the development of the economies
towards a more sustainable future. The most recent studies in the field of HE research [9]
define sustainable learning as learning that persists and can be transferred to other areas of
life and that stretches beyond the context of university education as the learner can detect
meaningful learning experiences outside of academia [9]. Such learning, similar to lifelong
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and lifewide learning, goes beyond the acquired knowledge and developed skills. Instead,
it is learning characterized by the continuous and purposeful development of the learner’s
ability to anticipate the need for the knowledge necessary for the future. On the other hand,
it draws on the idea of “unlearning” of the knowledge no longer required, which allows
the learner to improve and change the available “knowledge capital” actively.

Education research suggests that the concept of sustainable learning has not yet
been thoroughly explored as a phenomenon because there exist substantial knowledge
gaps when it comes to the interpretation of this phenomenon and its importance for a
contemporary university. One of those gaps is related to the lack of research into student
self-directedness for sustainable learning in HE. To the best of our knowledge, to date,
research into student preparedness for sustainable learning from the perspective of self-
directness as perceived by the students themselves has not yet been conducted. The present
study was carried out to fill in this research gap. It contributes to this field of research by
exploring Lithuanian students’ preparedness for sustainable learning from the perspective
of their self-directedness, which renders the current research unique in Lithuania even
though its scope does not allow for wide generalization as it was conducted with the
participation of only four Lithuanian universities. The aim of the present research is to
establish the university students’ preparedness for sustainable learning. To reach this aim,
two following research objectives were set: The first research object is to analyse the extent
of the students’ self-directedness by investigating their perspectives on the indicators of
self-directed learning as defined by Khiat [10]. The indicators included the following:
goal setting, technical readiness, time management, procrastination management, note-
making capability, assignment preparation, research capability, online class readiness,
exam readiness and stress management. The second research objective was to reveal the
student-perceived challenges for self-directedness.

The present paper reports on the results of the research starting from a literature
review, followed by the description of the research method. Then, the results are presented
and discussed, and the implications for further research are outlined. Finally, conclusions
are drawn.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Transformative Learning for Sustainability in Higher Education

Nowadays, the new roles of education and, in particular, the new role of HE have
been widely analysed. It has been recognised that HE should contribute to the creation
of a sustainable world and that in order to foster sustainability in HE, pedagogies should
result in the shift from the learning process aimed at equipping students with the required
knowledge and skills towards the learning process that educates students in becoming
capable of determining their learning needs and to continuously develop them after leaving
academia. In this context, transformative learning is pivotal. It can be viewed as an
element of sustainable learning as it is based on active student participation in the process
of learning, directed towards understanding the meaning of what is being learnt. It
requires constant reflecting on what has been achieved and how one can improve; thus,
it can be seen as learning “required to deconstruct the existing ways of knowing and
understanding” [11] (2769), which can help the learners move beyond the established
practices, adapt to the constantly changing expectations and critically assess problems
encountered in their professional careers.

The relevant literature illustrates that sustainability in HE can be achieved by making
changes to study programmes and curricula [9–14], by fostering learners’ competencies
for sustainable development such as problem solving, critical and creative thinking, ac-
tion competence and systems thinking [15–18] and by introducing pedagogies that foster
transformative learning [19].

According to the leading theorist of transformative learning Mezirow [18], transfor-
mative learning “is learning that transforms problematic frames of reference—sets of fixed
assumptions and expectations (habits of mind, meaning perspectives, mindsets)—to make
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them more inclusive, discriminating, open, reflective, and emotionally able to change” [18]
(58). Central in transformative learning is the distinction between instrumental and com-
municative learning [18]. The former is described as learning that is “about controlling and
manipulating the environment, with emphasis on improving prediction and performance”,
whereas the latter refers “to understanding what someone means when they communicate
with you. This understanding includes becoming aware of the assumptions, intentions and
qualifications of the person communicating” (p. 59). Similarly, Sterling [19] notes that learn-
ing that is content-focused and that is supported by the pedagogies of information transfer
is learning about things, which does not involve deep levels of understanding as it does
not question the learner’s assumptions or beliefs. It is only when learners are encouraged
to critically view their own assumptions and beliefs that they engage in transformative
learning.

In their analysis of the nature of transformative learning, Blake, Sterling and Good-
son [17] draw on Bateson’s model of three levels of learning and point out that the notion
of transformative learning can be understood in two ways. On the one hand, it can be seen
as learning in which a shift is made from the first level of learning (i.e., from “doing things
better”) to the second level of learning (i.e., to “doing better things”). On the other hand, it
can be understood as learning characterized by a profound shift to the third level of learn-
ing (i.e., to “seeing things differently”), which is also called epistemic learning (5351–5352).
This is what makes transformative learning particularly relevant for developing students’
sustainable learning in HE.

The overview of the relevant literature shows that in order to achieve a shift toward
transformative learning in HE, the role of educators and the educator-created conditions
that are favourable for change are pivotal. It has been recognized that the main professional
goal of the educator is to foster “the learner’s skills, habit of mind, disposition, and will
to become a more active and rational learner” [18]. This means that teaching should be
aimed at supporting and encouraging the learner to adopt the approach to learning which
requires active participatory engagement and reflecting on one’s learning and achievement.
Consequently, the outcomes of such learning reflect deep understanding of what has been
learnt and are appropriate for sustainable development [20–24].

The literature also illustrates that due to the complexity of the changes that are a
prerequisite for transformative learning to occur in HE, planning, facilitating and im-
plementing them are challenges for all the parties involved, including HE institutions,
academics and learners. On the one hand, the process of planning involves significant
institutional preparations such as making holistic changes to study programmes and cur-
ricula so that HEIs are ready to implement transformative learning [13–15]. On the other
hand, to be able to support learners and to facilitate a shift toward transformative learn-
ing, teachers themselves should gain the necessary competencies and be ready to adopt
changes in pedagogies. For example, they should be prepared to introduce the so-called
multi-method approach to learning based on diverse teaching methods (both didactic and
constructivist) aimed at fostering learners’ competencies for sustainable development [17].
Finally, the implementation of changes is also challenging for learners as it can cause their
resistance to or rejection of the changes [17]. Thus, in order to move toward transformative
learning successfully, learners should be encouraged to actively engage in the process of
learning and be trained to direct their learning. This could result in sustainable learning
which involves ongoing, purposeful, responsive and proactive learning where the learner
effectively builds and rebuilds his/her knowledge and skills base as circumstances change.

2.2. Self-Directed Learning in Higher Education

The emphasis on learners’ self-directedness in HE has increasingly grown during the
last decades as it is believed to ensure successful participation in the process of studying.
Thus, students are presumed to be self-directed learners in academia. However, the
literature overview suggests that there is a need to support them in becoming such learners.
It is reported that self-directedness is efficient only if learners have developed a self-
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regulated learning approach. It requires them to possess a strategic view on learning and
high self-regulated learning skills (to establish their own needs, define distinct learning
goals and use relevant methods and materials to achieve these goals) [10,25–28]. Self-
directed learners are those who manage not only to direct their studies but also to accept
responsibility, to construct meaning and to cognitively monitor one’s learning process [29].
To support students to become fully self-directed learners, the role of a teacher-facilitator is
crucial and involves the development of “the self-directed learner as an autonomous and
self-regulated learner” [29].

According to Hiemstra [30], self-direction is a term that takes into consideration ex-
ternal factors that motivate learners to take paramount responsibility as well as internal
factors that incline learners to accept responsibility for their learning process. Internal and
external factors of self-direction are balanced when the learning conditions correspond to
self-directed learning opportunities that demonstrates a connection between self-directed
learning and learner self-direction. Self-directed learning can be viewed as any accumula-
tion of knowledge, development of skills, completion of tasks or self-development that a
learner chooses on his own by using any approach or technique under any conditions at
the appropriate time [31].

According to Brookfield [32], the driving force behind self-direction is the importance
of the learner’s ability to exercise control over all educational decisions. Thus, the learner
sets the goals for learning and determines the required resources, methods and the criteria
for evaluating the degree of success of any learning experience. In this sense, self-directed
learning may be considered as an element of sustainable learning, as defined by Hays
and Reinders [6]. According to Hays and Reinders [6], sustainable learning builds on the
philosophical foundation of the ideas of Walter Leal Filho et al. [33]. The authors (ibid.)
define sustainable learning as learning that is retained (and may be transferable) after initial
exposure to it and may involve a process of learning to learn. This implies that learners
need to develop their self-directed learning capability, which allows them to identify what
knowledge is required and how it may be obtained.

3. Research Method

The research sample (n = 309) was composed of the third and fourth year under-
graduates accomplishing their degrees in various areas of studies, including technological
sciences, social sciences and humanities at four universities in Lithuania. Out of the total
respondents, 50.8 % were in their third year, while 49.2 % were in their fourth year of
studies. A little under 80 % of respondents had some work experience (1–≥5 years).

The data for the study were collected during the period of January–April 2021 by using
the statements from the questionnaire developed by Khiat [10]. The author’s permission
was sought before launching the survey on Google Forms.

The original questionnaire consisted of 66 questions covering eleven indicators of self-
directedness that measured students’ perceived competence level in self-directed learning.
The current study did not consider the questions related to students’ preparedness for
face-to-face classes/seminars which were under the eleventh indicator [10] (p. 46) as
the respondents were studying online. Thus, ten indicators comprising 60 statements
were selected for the current research study. In addition, a few open-ended questions
complementing the data were included in the questionnaire. The answers to the open-
ended questions will be analysed and presented in forthcoming papers.

The Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) was used.
While computing the results, some values were inverted since some questions were pre-
sented in the negative form.

The collected data were analysed using SPSS (Version 25). Descriptive statistics were
employed in order to provide summaries about the sample and measure, correlation
analysis (Spearman’s rho) was performed to determine relationships between the variables
and indicators and non-parametric tests (Chi-square, Mann–Whitney U test, Kruskal–Wallis
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H test) and ANOVA analysis were used to determine statistically significant differences.
The significance threshold applied in this study is p < 0.05.

The research was conducted ethically. The questionnaire did not collect any personal
data that could potentially identify the respondents. The preamble to the questionnaire ex-
plained the purpose of the questionnaire and informed respondents on the amount of time
required to complete the survey. Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved
in the study. The study was conducted according to the guidelines of the Declaration of
Helsinki. Ethical review and approval were not necessary.

4. Results

In order to establish the consistency of the indicators investigated in the paper, the
Cronbach alpha coefficient was calculated, and a high level of internal consistency was
established (Cronbach alpha = 0.88). The participants’ demographic data regarding their
study year, gender or the study programme were excluded from the calculation as they
were not significant for the research results.

4.1. Students’ Perspectives on Readiness for Self-Directed Learning

Data analysis revealed how the students perceived their readiness for self-directed
learning according to ten indicators, which are shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The average scores of self-directed learning indicators.

Most indicators investigated in this study had scores above four (where four—neither
agree nor disagree). The only notable exception in this respect was stress management
(3.26). The results suggest that the students had confidence (score is >5) in their note-
taking capability (5.05), assignment preparation capability (5.29) and that the extent of
their technical readiness was high (5.94). The latter finding was unexpected, since the
transition to online learning is commonly associated with challenges of a technical manner
by researchers, practitioners and policy makers alike.
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Procrastination management (4.32), class readiness (4.47), exam preparation (4.49),
time management (4.64), goal setting (4.68) and research capability (4.92) all had scores
between four and five, which may suggest a certain degree of student preparedness regard-
ing these factors of self-directedness; however, it may also hint at the lack of confidence
and/or certain difficulties related to these indicators.

The data also suggest certain dependencies. In the age of online learning, assignment
preparation and note-taking capabilities may be seen as linked with the students’ technical
readiness. Statistical analysis also revealed a correlation between technical readiness and
note-taking capability (rho = 0.236; p = 0.000) and assignment preparation (rho = 0.249;
p = 0.000).

However, the results showed that technical readiness did not mitigate anxiety and
stress caused by online learning. Despite being prepared to deal with the technological
challenges of online learning, students nonetheless failed to cope with personal stress.

The students’ perceptions regarding their capability of goal setting, technical readiness,
time management, procrastination management, exam preparation and stress management
were analysed in order to determine the variables attributed to these indicators having the
most significant impact on them.

The results of the study showed statistically significant correlations, including the
established statistically significant correlation between the main indicators for self-directed
learning such as “goal setting”, “time management” (rho = 0.595 **; p = 0.000) and “pro-
crastination management” (rho = 0.522 **; p = 0.000). The variable “goal setting” correlated
with all variables (see Table 1), demonstrating that all indicators for self-directed learning
had a strong relationship and made an impact on student ability to take control over the
learning process.

The statistical analysis (Spearman’s rho) of the variables of the indicator “goal set-
ting” disclosed the following ranking of variables: “knowing what to achieve from the pro-
gramme” (rho = 0.726 **; p = 0.000), “not knowing why the degree programme has been chosen”
(rho = 0.715 **; p = 0.000), “being at a loss what should be learnt” (rho = 0.676 **; p = 0.000),
“setting targets for assignments and examinations” (rho = 0.648 **; p = 0.000), “seeing the benefits
from completing the study programme” (rho = 0.581 **) and “not monitoring how much has been
achieved” (rho = 0.514 **; p = 0.000).

What is noteworthy is the fact that student technical readiness was not linked with the
indicators such as time management, procrastination management or stress management. A
statistically significant correlation was found between the variables representing “technical
readiness” and “exam preparation” (rho = 0.264 **; p = 0.000), indicating that technical
readiness was an important indicator for student self-directedness, particularly during
examination sessions.

Further analysis of the variables of the indicator “technical readiness” demonstrated that
the variables ranked in the following order: “having problems using computer” (rho = 0.705 **;
p = 0.000), “feeling intimidated using the Internet” (rho = 0.693 **; p = 0.000), “trying to avoid
computer-based study work” (rho = 0.657 **; p = 0.000), “feeling comfortable using a computer”
(rho = 0.638 **; p = 0.000), “seeing life more interesting using the internet” (rho = 0.554 **;
p = 0.000), “using social media regularly” (rho = 0.397 **; p = 0.000), etc. The data demonstrate
that respondents felt comfortable using the hardware and software required for online
learning but are not necessarily comfortable when using social networks.

An investigation into the indicator “time management” revealed that the variables
were ranked as follows: “finding time to study materials” (rho = 0.737 **; p = 0.000), “setting
enough time for examinations and assignments” (rho = 0.706 **; p = 0.000), “not knowing what to
study” (rho= 0.640 **; p = 0.000), “not submitting assignments on time” (rho = 0.634 **; p = 0.000),
“planning what to learn” (rho = 0.598 **; p = 0.000) and “feeling to have too much to accomplish”
(rho = 0.552 **; p = 0.000). While student responses indicate they are able to make time for
studying course materials, it seems that the respondents are also prone to postponing some
of the assignments until the end of the term.
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Table 1. Correlations between indicators of self-directed learning.

D1_Goal_Setting D2_Technical_Readiness D3_Time_Management D4_Procrastination_Management D9_Exam_Preparation D10_Stress_Management

Spearman’s
rho D1_Goal_Setting Correlation

Coefficient 1.000 0.165 ** 0.595 ** 0.522 ** 0.434 ** 0.347 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.004 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 309 309 309 309 309 309

D2_Technical_
Readiness

Correlation
Coefficient 0.165 ** 1.000 0.142 * −0.029 0.264 ** 0.041

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.004 0.012 0.610 0,000 0.472

N 309 309 309 309 309 309

D3_Time_
Management

Correlation
Coefficient 0.595 ** 0.142 * 1.000 0.611 ** 0.429 ** 0.310 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.012 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 309 309 309 309 309 309

D4_Procrastination_
Management

Correlation
Coefficient 0.522 ** −0.029 0.611 ** 1.000 0.209 ** 0.332 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.610 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 309 309 309 309 309 309

D9_Exam_
Preparation

Correlation
Coefficient 0.434 ** 0.264 ** 0.429 ** 0.209 ** 1.000 0.404 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 309 309 309 309 309 309

D10_Stress_
Management

Correlation
Coefficient 0.347 ** 0.041 0.310 ** 0.332 ** 0.404 ** 1.000

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.472 0.000 0.000 0.000

N 309 309 309 309 309 309

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). *. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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The variables attributed to the indicator “procrastination management” were ranked
as follows: “finding excuses for not studying” (rho = 0.789 **; p = 0.000), “keeping postponing
tasks” (rho = 0.768 **; p = 0.000), “preferring doing other things instead of studying” (rho = 0.748
**; p = 0.000), “following study schedule” (rho = 0.704 **; p = 0.000), “persisting in finishing
uncompleted tasks”(rho = 0.545 **; p = 0.000) and “finding studying for a course a priority”(rho =
0.526 **; p = 0.000). These results are in line with the findings discussed for the previous
indicator, i.e., the students admit postponing assignments until the end of the term. Such
procrastination creates time management problems.

The variables attributed to the indicator “exam preparation” were ranked as follows:
“feeling confident taking tests and examinations” (rho = 0.742 **; p = 0.000), “doing badly in
tests and examinations” (rho = 0.716 **; p = 0.000), “not understanding questions in tests and
examinations” (rho = 0.708 **; p = 0.000), “being able to complete tests and examinations” (rho =
0.686 **), “being able to remember facts and knowledge” (rho = 0.620 **; p = 0.000) and “being
nervous during examinations” (rho = 0.544 **, p = 0.000). The sample consisted of the third
and fourth year students who, at this stage of studies, are expected to know how to prepare
for examinations. However, the data analysis reveals that some students still performed
badly in tests and exams and that taking tests still caused some stress.

It has already been reported that the only indicator that was remarkably distinctive
was that of “stress management”; thus, every single variable attributed to this indicator
was analysed separately (see Table 2).

The obtained results showed that the students who felt motivated whenever they
studied loved attending classes (rho = 0.610 **; p = 0.000). However, despite being motivated,
they were also physically exhausted (rho = 0.410 **; p = 0.000), or they feared that they
were not performing well for their assignments (rho = 0.249 **; p = 0.000). A statistically
significant correlation was established between the variables measuring students’ fear
of not performing well for tasks and not meeting the expectations in their studies (rho =
0.597 **; p = 0.000), suggesting that the students felt stressed while studying online and
lost confidence if the set goals were not reached. The analysis of the variables attributed
to the indicator “stress management” revealed that the variables were ranked as follows:
“Fear of not doing well” (rho = 0.634 **; p = 0.000), “feel motivated” (rho = 0.632 **; p = 0.000),
“demoralized when not meeting the expectations” (rho = 0.572 **; p = 0.000), “physically drained”
(rho = 0.553 **; p = 0.000), “love attending classes” (rho = 0.491 **; p = 0.000) and “not worry
about not submitting” (rho = 0.388 **; p = 0.000) (see Table 2).

The authors agree that the dependencies investigated above may have been influenced
by certain demographic factors, one of which is student work experience. Since the
current paper finds sustainable learning encompassing both lifelong and life-wide learning,
exploring the impact of student activities work experience may shed some light on how
student self-directedness is influenced by their involvement in work organizations.

The results of the present study demonstrate that a vast majority of the surveyed
respondents had some work experience (see Table 3).

Furthermore, the Kruskal–Wallis H test performed on the data showed that depending
on the students’ work experience, there was a statistically significant difference regarding
certain aspects of goal setting. For instance, respondents knew what they wanted from
the study programme χ2 (2) = 10.372, p = 0.016, with a mean rank score of 110.69 for
respondents with under a year of work experience, 124.73 for respondents with 1–3 years
of work experience, 125.06 for students with 3–5 years of work experience and 163.02 for
respondents with more than 5 years of work experience. Similarly, work experience had
an impact on specific variables attributed to the indicator of technical readiness, exam
preparation and stress management.
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Table 2. Correlations between variables of stress management indicator.

I Love Attending
Classes.

I Am Physically
Drained When I
Am Studying.

I Feel Motivated
Whenever I Am

Studying.

I Fear Not Doing
Well for My
Assignments
/Assessments.

I Am Demoralised
When I Do Not Meet the

Expectations I Set for
Myself in My Studies.

I Do Not Worry about
Not Submitting My

Assignment on Time.

Spearman’s
rho I love attending classes. Correlation

Coefficient 1.000 0.302 ** 0.610 ** −0.014 −0.083 −0.143 *

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.810 0.145 0.012

N 309 309 309 309 309 309

I am physically drained
when I am studying.

Correlation
Coefficient 0.302 ** 1.000 0.410 ** 0.249 ** 0.144 * −0.043

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.011 0.456

N 309 309 309 309 309 309

I feel motivated
whenever I am studying.

Correlation
Coefficient 0.610 ** 0.410 ** 1.000 0.107 0.083 −0.014

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.060 0.144 0.811

N 309 309 309 309 309 309

I fear not doing well for
my assignments
/assessments.

Correlation
Coefficient −0.014 0.249 ** 0.107 1.000 0.597 ** 0.278 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.810 0.000 0.060 0.000 0.000

I am demoralised when I
do not meet the

expectations I set for
myself in my studies.

N 309 309 309 309 309 309

Correlation
Coefficient −0.083 0.144 * 0.083 0.597 ** 1.000 0.324 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.145 0.011 0.144 0.000 0.000

I do not worry about not
submitting my

assignment on time.
N 309 309 309 309 309 309

Correlation
Coefficient −0.143 * −0.043 −0.014 0.278 ** 0.324 ** 1.000

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.012 0.456 0.811 0.000 0.000

N 309 309 309 309 309 309

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). *. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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Table 3. The number of respondents with work experience.

Have You Ever Worked during Your Studies? n Mean Rank Sum of Ranks

No 63 129.30 8146.00

Yes 246 161.58 39,749.00

Total 309

4.2. Challenges for Students’ Self-Directedness

The analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed the statistical significance of differences
(F = 4.208; p = 0.000) between the variables describing how students monitor the level
of their achievements and how they feel about what should be learnt during the course.
The above-mentioned variables are attributed to the indicator “goal setting”. ANOVA
calculation also revealed a statistically significant relationship between the variables demon-
strating whether the students knew what they are supposed to do when studying and
whether they realized what was required from them during tests and examinations (F =
12.117; p = 0.000). These findings indicate that the respondents found it difficult to moni-
tor their learning process and that they experience challenges during the exams or tests.
Analysis of the indicator “preparation for classes” did not reveal similar findings; hence,
an assumption can be made that additional pressure from the exams hinders students’
self-directedness.

What is worthy of discussion is the students’ perception of what information pre-
sented in class is relevant and how they coped with its abundance. Statistically significant
differences (F = 5.071; p = 0.000) were revealed between the variables describing how
students deal with looking for information for online presentations and how they feel
when they fail to meet the expectations in their studies. The challenge to pick up the most
crucial information results in students’ inability to manage stress. The findings show that
after the transition to online learning, procrastination management was also challenging
for students. Students were expected to have a certain degree of self-directedness, as the
sample consisted of third and fourth year students. The discovered relationships between
variables measuring students’ attitudes towards postponing the designated tasks and
finding excuses for not studying (F = 40.090; p = 0.000) indicate that procrastination was a
problematic issue, which resulted in the inability to self-direct their studies.

5. Discussion

The study shows that the majority of the surveyed students perceived they were
best prepared for the elements of self-directed learning that required a certain degree of
technological preparation (technical readiness, assignment preparation and note-taking
capability), which means that the students had the much needed technological skills
for self-directed learning while studying online. This is in line with the results of other
researchers [34–37] who found that students have the necessary skills, infrastructure and
solutions required for online learning.

However, Martin, Stamper and Flowers [34] noted that, even before the COVID-
19 pandemic, technical readiness alone did not guarantee a successful online learning
experience. Such findings are consistent with the results of the present research study.

The study conducted by Khiat [10] revealed that the students had more confidence
regarding the indicators of “time management” and “procrastination management” (4.99
and 4.97, respectively). The current study draws its data on the survey completed during
the pandemic. Thus, as it could be expected, the mean scores for the “time management”
and “procrastination management” indicators are lower (4.64 and 4.32, respectively). The
students seem to lack a sufficiently developed degree of self-directedness that would allow
them to stay on track with the learning, not get distracted and complete their assignments.
Zureick, Burk-Rafel, Purkiss and Hortsch [38] warned against the dangerous impact that
distractions had on students during video classes. The warning is as relevant as ever, with
all the classes relying on the students staying focused on their screens. Different distractions



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9467 11 of 14

can result in procrastination, and procrastination can result in a build-up of unfinished
assignments, resulting in psychological discomfort before and during the examination
session.

Procrastination is not the only aspect that explains the students’ difficulty to manage
stress. Sahu [2] voiced concerns regarding the impact of COVID-19 on their mental and
physical health. The lack of face-to-face communication and being in isolation are known
to cause anxiety among learners [39,40]. Interestingly enough, this anxiety is not the result
of a technical ineptitude, i.e., no correlation between stress management and technical
readiness was established in the current study. Instead, stress is caused by procrastination
and a lack of time management capability. This finding is consistent with the findings of
Limone et al. [41]: Anxiety rising from a failure to keep up with the learning process and
the piling up workload may cause students to lose confidence in their ability to manage
their learning and eventually resulting in failure to direct their learning. The findings of
the current study suggest that helping students reduce their stress levels may develop
students’ self-directedness.

Larson et al. [42] reported a favourable effect of simulated working environments on
student self-directed learning. The findings presented in the current paper also suggest
that involvement in real work organizations can positively affect specific aspects of self-
directedness, such as time management and preparation for classes. As the majority of the
present research participants had some work experience (ranging from 1 to ≥5 years), the
authors consider that further investigation is required to determine the full extent of the
influence of student employment on their self-directedness.

The present study identified stress management as one of the most problematic factors
of self-directedness for sustainable learning. Thus, further research is recommended to
determine its exact causes. This would deepen our understanding of the possible actions
aimed at improving sustainable learning in HE by enhancing the university students’
self-directed learning.

6. Conclusions

The present study aimed at establishing Lithuanian university students’ prepared-
ness for sustainable learning. For this purpose, the extent of their self-directedness was
explored by analysing their perspectives on ten indicators of self-directed learning and by
investigating the challenges for self-directedness as perceived by the students.

The general conclusion of the research study is that the study participants were only
partially prepared for sustainable learning, which requires a high level of self-directedness
and that is a transformative learning experience involving a great deal of effort, flexibility
and engagement on the students’ behalf. The findings show that the study participants
were best prepared in terms of their digital competencies (technical readiness, note-taking
capability and assignment preparation capability). Such preparedness allows for effective
involvement in the learning process and is relevant for self-directed learning. However,
it should be borne in mind that even though digital competencies are essential for self-
directedness in online learning, they alone cannot support sustainable learning.

It can also be concluded that, on the one hand, the students had a certain degree
of preparedness regarding their research capability, the capability of goal setting, time
management, exam preparation, online class readiness and procrastination management.
On the other hand, these findings also suggest that the students faced some difficulties.
More specifically, self-directedness in learning is a complex construct, which requires
students to set goals for their learning and to pursue them constructively and consistently.
The findings show that some students lacked confidence and/or faced some challenges
regarding goal setting, e.g., some students did not understand what they had to do or
what was required of them during the course and some did not monitor their progress at
different stages of the course, while some did not understand what was required of them
while taking tests or exams.
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The current research results also revealed that some students struggled to prepare
for their online classes as they could not distinguish the most important information and
could not cope with its abundance, which correlated with their inability to manage stress.
It should also be pointed out that some students faced the challenge of failing to manage
their time effectively, and that some of them gave in to procrastination. The abundance of
distractions available online might have played a pivotal role in the so-called digital natives’
perceived inability to manage their time and to take control of their learning.

The most alarming findings of the present research are related to the student-perceived
challenge caused by their inability to manage stress. The findings suggest that the lack of
time management and procrastination management capabilities could have contributed
to high stress levels caused by the adverse effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and the
unplanned transition to online learning. Significant stress levels could have hindered the
students’ self-directedness, which could have negatively impacted sustainable learning.
Thus, it is evident that these findings call for action. University teachers should support the
students who face such challenges, as the inability to manage stress poses serious threats
to their move towards sustainable learning.

The present study is innovative as it is the first study in this field conducted in Lithua-
nia. Even though the research was conducted relative to four universities in Lithuania,
its results are valuable as they deepen our understanding of student preparedness for
sustainable learning from the perspective of their self-directedness and provide insights re-
garding student-perceived challenges, which are essential for fostering sustainable learning
in higher education.
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