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THE SELF-DETERMINED LEARNING TEMPLATE  
 

Introduction 

 

This innovative learning tool provides a self-determined method for extracting information of significant 

importance to a topic. The Self-Determined Learning Template, or SDLT, can be used to assist in research 

or as a material reference when studying for a test, writing a paper, presenting a speech, leading a 

discussion, or defending a position, as well as other applications such as preparing for an interview.  Its 

main elements are simple enough to commit to memory when needed.  

 

Anyone with basic skills in Word can create an SDLT. It is designed to be a progressively modifiable 

word-processed document, and can be adapted to analyze essentially any written or even oral information 

in detail or very broadly. It can be applied singularly to an article, a book (or chapter in a book), or a 

speech, for example.  More broadly, it can be applied to a concept, theory, argument, practice or even an 

organization, accessing as many resources as desired. The structured process of the SDLT (or Template), 

enhances memory and critical thinking skills.  

 

The content for a comprehensive working SDLT is usually drawn from a wide variety of sources.  

Whether searching the Internet, reading a publication, journal article, or accessing some other source, the 

gist of pertinent information should be extracted, condensed or paraphrased, classified and placed under 

one of the twelve Template headings, wherever relevant. This is a skill that improves with practice. But 

during the development process, the instructions under each heading should be retained for guidance. The 

twelve Template headings are as follows:   

Principle 

Purpose (or Practice) 

Particulars 

Players 

Period 

Places 

Phrases 

Pictures 

Performance 

Problems 

Prospects 

Publications 
 

When adding statements of information under the twelve headings of the instrument, subheadings may be 

included as appropriate. For uniformity in appearance, always begin a new statement with a capital letter. 

All statements, however, should be concise – that is, to the point – and brief (usually phrases rather than 

complete sentences), but not so brief that understanding or utility is compromised.   

 

Each first-level statement (sub-heading) under a Template heading should be bulleted. Its meaning must 

be clear and/or self-explanatory and relevant to its classification.  A second or third-level statement (sub-

heading) may be added wherever needed. If included, additional sub-headings and any statements below 

them should use a different bullet style, but consistency of style must be maintained throughout the 

Template. 

   

When first conducting a Template analysis, occasionally one or more of the twelve headings may not 

seem to apply, but a thorough examination of the topic will determine if or when this is the case.  
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Frequent review of the SDLT also helps ensure the content corresponds closely to the guidelines under 

each heading.  

  

As information is further evaluated during the development of the SDLT, it may be repositioned and/or 

reclassified under a more appropriate heading, replaced or even deleted. For example, a better resource 

may be found to replace specific information. Moreover, some information may eventually become 

outdated or subsequently found to be incorrect.  As knowledge about the topic increases, these judgments 

will become more precise. The SDLT is not static, and may be updated or modified whenever desired or 

necessary.  

 

Over time, if the analysis is ongoing, the working SDLT is likely to expand significantly.  In this case, the 

writer may choose to create a separate computer file for each of the twelve Template headings. For 

manageability and review, however, a Master SDLT should be prepared, and as content is learned, the 

volume of the Master SDLT can be reduced to any desired level. This may then consist of only the most 

important and timely information selected from the working SDLT or file(s). The expanded file(s) should be 

saved to provide extensive supporting material whenever additional detail if needed.  

 

A Master SDLT uses only the twelve, single-word Template headings and deletes the description and 

guidelines that follow, as this conserves space in the document. However, the selected information 

statements below each heading remain and are identified with bullets and sub-bullets.  

 

For ease of reference and brevity of space, documentation is not alphabetical, but listed in order of first use 

with reference numbers that correspond to citation numbers. Citation numbers (usually included) are placed 

at the end of statements as superscripts (Vancouver reference style). The following number (5) illustrates an 

example of a superscript5 as this serves to save space. 

 

As individual citations are consecutively numbered with superscripts in order of first use, they retain the 

same citation number, regardless of where or how many times a specific reference is cited within the 

SDLT. The corresponding references are numbered and arranged in ascending order under the last of the 

twelve headings: PUBLICATIONS. If a numbered citation and its corresponding reference is no longer 

useful, the reference should be lined through in the working SDLT or related files rather than deleted.  This 

will account for any gaps in the numbering sequence under PUBLICATIONS in a finalized Master SDLT. 

 

Normally in the SDLT, all that is needed under the PUBLICATIONS heading is the name of the source 

and the live link, which is most often available.  If a link is not available, as may be the case with an oral 

or printed resource, a style guide should be consulted for reference formatting. 

 

If a formal reference is required (when writing a paper or article, for example), the writer may employ 

APA, MLA, or Chicago style, etc. to format any selected references used in the Template. 

 

It is important to remember the SDLT is developed as a personalized, self-determined learning 

instrument, and is not designed or intended to be reproduced or distributed for others to read or 

use.   

 

For review and study of an SDLT, research has shown that reading hard copy is three times more 

memorable than digital text. 
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THE SELF-DETERMINED LEARNING TEMPLATE   
 

 
TOPIC: ________________________________ 

 

PRINCIPLE: 

 Create a general statement of the topic, subject or concept.  

 This may include a definition and/or a concise description, essential element, or main 

idea.  It should be expressed in the clearest and simplest way possible. 

 If the statement is a quotation, or comprises a synthesis, include citation reference 

numbers. 

 

PURPOSE (or PRACTICE): 

 Examine the context or scope of this topic, subject or concept and/or its purpose (or 

practice, depending on the topic), how it came about, or reason for being – why it 

matters. 

 If further clarification is needed, (for example, as with a concept or theory) determine if 

this topic or subject would be classified under the generally accepted body of knowledge, 

conventional wisdom or practice.   

 If not, explain what aspects may challenge traditional thinking or popular opinion.   

 Determine if it is considered fact or opinion and whether this makes a difference.   

 If applicable, note whether or not the topic, subject or concept is a standard or 

conventional one, newly accepted or controversial. 

 For information under the above and following Template headings, be concise and brief. 

(For a final Master SDLT, keep the number of principal components or sub-points 

manageable ~ 6 to 10 of the most important, for example).  You may have many more 

items of information for this and the other headings in the working Template before 

preparing a Master SDLT, so keep additional material in a separate, expanded SDLT file 

(or files) for further reference. 

  

PARTICULARS: 

 Identify major facts, aspects or subdivisions of this topic, subject or concept that are 

essential to understand it (and that do not fall under one of the other headings). 

 This is a first-level sub-heading under PARTICULARS (after deleting the instructions). 

o This is a second-level sub-heading. 

 This is a third-level sub-heading. 

 This is another statement under a second-level sub-heading. 

 Use sub-headings anywhere they are useful within the Template. 

o This is another second-level subheading.  

 Judge the importance of information items and prioritize them under the various 

headings throughout the SDLT. At times, appendices may be included, so include a note 

with the statement if used. 
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PLAYERS: 

 Compile a list of notable persons, organizations or companies that are associated 

with this topic, and why. 

 This would include those playing a major role, as well as proponents, competitors or 

critics, and a brief statement of their importance, impact or reasons, where applicable. 

 

PERIOD: 

 Produce a list of significant date(s), periods or time frames that will add 

understanding to this topic, and list them chronologically. 

 List the date(s) first.  

 Follow with a brief explanation for each date. 

 

PLACES: 

 Identify essential or pertinent locations.   

 Provide the place names and identities of any associated entities. 

 Include brief descriptions for clarity. 

 

PHRASES: 

 List specific phrases, pithy sayings or quotations, technical or specific terms, 

acronyms or jargon that may apply.   

 Provide explanations where appropriate in order to understand this information and/or 

to be able to communicate it to others. 

 

PICTURES: 

 Incorporate useful visual diagrams, charts, illustrations, statistics, word pictures 

such as metaphors and similes, short anecdotes, simple examples or analogies. 

 Include these only if they can be used to complement the ability to remember or 

communicate this topic, subject or concept.   

 Avoid photos for filler.  Use a photo only if it communicates an aspect essential to 

understanding the overall topic of the SDLT. 

 Add addenda, explanations or appendices as needed. 

 

PERFORMANCE: 

 Explain the nature of the present status of this topic, subject or concept in its 

operational context. 

 Provide an analysis of any contributions or detractions to society it has made or is 

making. 

 Critique any cause-and-effect relationships that are evident. 

 Explain where or how knowledge of this issue may be applied.  

 Describe who may benefit from knowledge of this topic (including yourself) and why. 

 Evaluate conclusions that may be drawn or recommendations that could be made. 
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PROBLEMS: 

 Critique significant problems or weaknesses associated with this topic, subject or 

concept.  

 Evaluate any evidence of inaccurate or insufficient information, bias or faulty logic.   

 Identify apparent limitations that may apply.  

 Explain any operational, legal, social, scientific, ethical or other challenges that may 

exist or may occur. 

 List any unusual costs, hindrances, drawbacks, etc. 

 

PROSPECTS: 

 Prioritize the benefits that can be derived from this information.   

 Note any probable or potential changes, modifications, alternatives or differing 

viewpoints as applicable and provide explanations. 

 

PUBLICATIONS: 

 Utilize Vancouver Style to arrange the references for publications, related links or 

other resources in an ascending order that corresponds to the numbered citations.  

 Following the above procedure, list any additional references, such as videos, interviews, 

presentations, etc., that may also serve as useful resources. 

 Annotate any entries that are particularly useful or that otherwise warrant a comment. 

For the sake of space, this may be done in an appendix, using the reference number 

provided in the Template. 

 If full citations are needed for another purpose, select the citation style required.   
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