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Abstract

This study aimed to develop and hierarchically structure a comprehensive model of self-directed learning to enhance the professional
development of education staff. A sequential qualitative design was employed; first, inductive qualitative content analysis based on semi-
structured interviews with 22 academic and organizational experts was conducted, and then interpretive structural modeling (ISM) was
applied with 12 senior education administrators to determine hierarchical relationships among the extracted constructs. Instrument
validity was confirmed through expert review, and reliability in the second phase reached 0.88 using the test—retest method. The results
revealed an integrated model consisting of 8 dimensions, 24 components, and 114 indicators. The four-level causal hierarchy showed that
“learning strategies” and “learning while working” formed the most operational layer, whereas “human resource empowerment” and
“organizational learning agency” emerged as the deepest structural and policy-driven determinants. The proposed framework provides a
coherent, policy-oriented roadmap for institutionalizing self-directed learning and offers a strategic foundation for sustainable professional
development within the education system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In contemporary educational systems, the professional development of employees has become a strategic
priority due to accelerating technological change, evolving organizational demands, and increasing
expectations for accountability and quality assurance. Human resources are no longer viewed merely as
operational inputs but as dynamic sources of sustainable competitive advantage whose continuous
development determines organizational resilience and long-term effectiveness (Mousavi Seyed Najm et al.,
2018; Sharifi et al., 2021). Within this context, learning is increasingly conceptualized as a lifelong, self-
regulated, and self-directed process that enables employees to adapt to complexity, uncertainty, and innovation
in the workplace (Gibbons, 2020; Noori et al., 2021).

Professional development in public educational organizations requires coherent models that integrate
individual motivation, organizational structures, leadership practices, and policy frameworks. Prior studies
have shown that effective professional growth depends on alignment between institutional strategies and the
learning capacities of employees (Hashemzehi & Nikpour, 2022; Motasemi et al., 2022). Research further
suggests that conventional top-down training models are insufficient for sustaining professional competence
in dynamic environments, highlighting the need for self-directed learning approaches that empower employees
to take responsibility for their own development (Dille & Rokenes, 2021; Khani et al., 2021).

Self-directed learning has emerged as a foundational construct in modern professional education. It is defined
as a multidimensional process in which learners identify their learning needs, formulate goals, select strategies,
implement actions, and evaluate outcomes independently (Gibbons, 2020). Empirical evidence demonstrates
that self-directed learning enhances professional identity, psychological capital, motivation, and job
performance across educational and organizational settings (Xiu-Juan et al., 2024; Yang, 2024). Furthermore,
recent international studies emphasize that teacher professional growth is strongly associated with reflective
practice, collaborative networks, and organizational learning cultures that support self-direction (Tian, 2025;
Yonson, 2025; Zhao, 2025).

Despite this growing body of knowledge, existing research in Iran indicates that professional development
systems within the education sector remain predominantly centralized and program-driven, with limited
emphasis on learner agency, self-regulation, and organizational scaffolding for continuous learning (Kiavani
et al., 2023; Malarrzaei, 2022). While several models of self-directed learning have been proposed, few
studies have systematically examined the hierarchical and causal relationships among its dimensions within

the specific institutional context of the national education system. Moreover, the interaction between individual



psychological processes, workplace learning practices, organizational networks, and policy-level structures
remains insufficiently conceptualized.

Consequently, the present study addresses this theoretical and practical gap by constructing and hierarchically
structuring a comprehensive model of self-directed learning for the professional development of education
staff, integrating individual, organizational, and structural components within a unified explanatory
framework.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a sequential qualitative research design conducted in two main phases. In the first phase,
an inductive qualitative content analysis was employed to identify the dimensions and components of self-
directed learning. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 22 experts, including university faculty
members in education and management, senior administrators, and human resource development specialists
within the national education system. Participants were selected using purposive and snowball sampling until
theoretical saturation was achieved.

Interview data were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using a three-stage coding process consisting of open
coding, categorization, and abstraction. Through iterative comparison and refinement, initial conceptual codes
were condensed into final indicators, components, and overarching dimensions.

In the second phase, interpretive structural modeling (ISM) was applied to determine the hierarchical and
causal relationships among the identified dimensions. A panel of 12 senior educational administrators
participated in constructing the structural self-interaction matrix, which was transformed into reachability
matrices and subsequently used to derive hierarchical levels of influence. Reliability of the ISM phase was
verified using the test—retest method.

Findings

Qualitative analysis yielded a comprehensive model consisting of 8 major dimensions, 24 components, and
114 operational indicators of self-directed learning for professional development. The dimensions included:
organizational learning agency, self-regulation and metacognition, sustainable professional motivation,
learning strategies, learning while working, professional networking, evaluation and evidence of professional
growth, and human resource empowerment.

The ISM analysis organized these dimensions into a four-level causal hierarchy.

At Level 1 (most operational) were learning strategies and learning while working, representing behaviors

closest to daily professional practice.

At Level 2 were self-regulation and metacognition and sustainable professional motivation, functioning as
core psychological enablers of learning behavior.

At Level 3 were professional networking and evaluation and evidence of professional growth, representing

organizational and social mechanisms that stabilize learning processes.



At Level 4 (deepest structural drivers) were human resource empowerment and organizational learning
agency, constituting foundational policy and leadership forces that shape the entire system of professional
learning.

The final structural model demonstrated strong coherence between individual learning processes and
institutional support systems, illustrating that sustainable self-directed learning emerges only when personal
competencies are embedded within supportive organizational and policy environments.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results confirm that self-directed learning for professional development operates as a multilevel system in
which individual agency, psychological regulation, social interaction, organizational culture, and policy
structures are tightly interconnected. The hierarchical structure of the model reveals that while learning
behaviors are enacted at the individual level, their stability and effectiveness depend on deeper organizational
and structural conditions.

The positioning of human resource empowerment and organizational learning agency as the most influential
drivers highlights the central role of leadership, learning culture, incentive systems, and strategic planning in
sustaining professional development. Without these foundations, individual motivation and learning strategies
cannot be maintained over time. Conversely, the prominence of learning strategies and learning while working
at the operational level underscores that professional growth ultimately materializes through daily practice,
reflection, and experiential engagement.

This integrative framework offers educational policymakers and administrators a comprehensive roadmap for
designing professional development systems that are resilient, adaptive, and learner-centered. By aligning
institutional structures with the psychological and behavioral dynamics of learning, education systems can
move beyond episodic training toward continuous, self-sustaining professional growth.

The study concludes that effective professional development in education requires a systemic transformation
in which self-directed learning becomes the core organizing principle linking individual competence,

organizational governance, and national education policy.
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