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EXPLORING UNIVERSITY STUDENTS’ SELF-REGULATION  
IN ONLINE FOREIGN LANGUAGE EDUCATION 

 
 

Abstract: With the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic, online education has been 
embraced as an instructional delivery mode to ensure continuity in all levels of 
education including higher education. Given the fact that the success of online learning 
heavily relies on the learner’s ability to autonomously regulate their learning, this study 
focuses on self-regulatory behaviors of tertiary level EFL learners enrolled in an online 
intensive language preparatory program. Quantitative and qualitative data were 
gathered to explore learners’ perceived levels of online self-regulation; the predictive 
role of online learning self-efficacy beliefs in their self-regulation; and the strategies 
they used to regulate their learning in online education. Findings revealed learners’ 
moderate level of online self-regulation predicted by their self-efficacy beliefs. 
Moreover, EFL learners used a variety of strategies to regulate their learning before, 
during and after synchronous online classes. 
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Introduction 
 
Self-regulation and the use of self-regulatory strategies in educational environments have been 
suggested as significant predictors of learners’ academic achievement (Bradley, Browne, & Kelley, 
2017). Self-regulated learning (SRL) pertains to the degree to which a learner participates 
metacognitively, motivationally and behaviorally in the learning process and involves the use of 
strategies such as planning, monitoring and regulation of learning, setting goals for learning and 
making efforts to reach them, and adjusting one’s conduct during learning, including management 
of time and study environment or help-seeking (Schunk & Zimmerman, 2011; Zimmerman, 2011). 
 
Over the past three decades, several models with different constructs have been proposed to study 
SRL. For example, the model introduced by Winne and Hadwin (1998) views self-regulated students 
as managing their own learning by using (meta)cognitive strategies. Goals and motivation-based 
models proposed by Boekaerts (1992) and Pintrich (2000) involve emotions, learning, motivation, 
metacognition and self-concept and highlight the relationship between SRL and motivation. 
Hadwin, Jarvela and Miller, (2011)’s model supports the view that socially shared regulation of 
learning occurs when groups co-construct plans or align monitoring perceptions to establish a 
shared evaluation of progress. Socio-cognitive models focus on how students learn by observing 
others and as a result of their social interaction (Usher & Schunk, 2018). Under the socio-cognitive 
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perspective, Zimmerman’s three models, i.e., Triadic, Cyclical and Multi-level, emphasize the 
interaction between person, behavior and environment; embrace the forethought, performance 
and self-reflection phases to describe the key processes that come into play during SRL; and trace 
four stages (e.g., observation, emulation, self-control and self-regulation) during which learners 
develop self-regulatory competency (Zimmerman, 2000). Despite their different conceptualizations 
of SRL, the theoretical perspectives on academic self-regulation (SR) commonly accept that (1) SR 
involves behavior, cognitive, metacognitive and motivational participation in learning and 
performance; (2) goal setting helps learners focus on tasks and related activities; (3) SR is dynamic 
and involves a similar cyclic process of self-regulatory phases as preparatory, performance and 
appraisal; (4) motivation is critical for learning and might affect goals; and (5) emotions are 
important for SR and pursuing goals (Panadero, 2017; Puustinen & Pulkkinen, 2001; Schunk & 
Greene, 2018). 
 
The significance of SR in both face-to-face and online learning environments has been revealed in a 
considerable number of studies (e.g., Ally, 2004; Artino, 2008; Tomak & Seferoglu, 2021; Tsai, 2013; 
Zheng, Liang, Li, & Tsai, 2018). Given the need for a high degree of student autonomy resulting from 
the instructor’s physical absence and the decreased interaction with the instructor and peers, the 
effective use of SRL strategies is more essential in online educational settings (Ally, 2004). As 
Dabbagh and Kitsantas (2004) state, “in a web-based learning environment, students must exercise 
a high degree of self-regulatory competence to accomplish their learning goals, whereas in 
traditional face-to-face classroom settings, the instructor exercises significant control over the 
learning process and is able to monitor student attention and progress closely” (p. 40). Social 
cognitive models of SRL have been found to be particularly useful in online education due to (1) the 
emphasis given to motivational factors such as self-efficacy beliefs and goal orientation along with 
the learning strategies that benefit students in highly independent learning situations; and (2) the 
recognized importance of social and environmental factors on student success in online education 
(Artino, 2008). 
 
With its focus on SRL in online education, the present study adopts Zimmerman’s cyclical model 
grounded in the socio-cognitivist theory as the theoretical framework. Following the model, it is 
assumed that, in the forethought phase, learners analyze the task at hand in order to set goals and 
identify task-related strategies while simultaneously reviewing the expected outcomes and 
analyzing their own beliefs in their ability to control the outcomes. In Zimmerman’s model, 
motivation is also included as part of forethought. Students’ motivational beliefs including their self-
efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations, preference or enjoyment for a task and goal orientation 
support their SRL. As they perform the task, they implement strategies related to the task, monitor 
their performance and/or the effectiveness of their strategies, and act upon environmental 
conditions such as distractions. During the final phase of self-reflection, learners evaluate their 
performance and reflect upon their previous and future actions and strategies related to the task. 
They think through how to adapt strategies for the next learning task emphasizing the cyclical 
nature of self-regulation (Zimmerman, 2000). 
 

Self-regulated Learning in Online Higher Education 
 
There has been a recognized shift toward technology-supported learning with many higher 
education institutions adopting fully online or blended courses (Hadullo, Oboko, & Omwenga, 2018). 
Given the fact that the success of online learning heavily relies on a learner’s ability to autonomously 
and actively engage in the learning process, online learners are required to be equipped with the 
self-generated ability to control, manage and plan their learning actions in online learning 
environments that afford high levels of learner autonomy and low levels of teacher presence 
(Nikolaki, Koutsouba, Lykesas, Venetsanou, & Savidou, 2017). 
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A considerable amount of research has recently investigated self-regulation in online higher 
education learning environments and focused on its relationship to learners’ academic 
achievement. For example, Cho and Shen (2013) explored the relationship between SRL and 
achievement in an undergraduate online course and found that learners’ intrinsic goal orientation 
and academic self-efficacy beliefs were positively associated with their achievement. Broadbent and 
Poon (2015) reviewed 12 studies that examined the relationship between SRL strategies and online 
academic success and concluded that metacognition, time management, effort regulation and 
critical thinking were directly related to online academic success. Bradley, Browne and Kelley (2017) 
examined the influence of self-regulatory skills on achievement and found that self-regulatory 
behaviors were significant predictors of academic success in online courses. 
 
Learners’ self-regulatory behaviors were also studied in relation to learner characteristics. Wang and 
Zhan (2020) suggested that stronger learner beliefs of self-efficacy promoted learning motivation 
and self-regulation in an online learning context. The findings of Lee, Watson, & Watson (2020) 
revealed self-efficacy as a significant predictor of the use of SRL strategies in online education. Cho 
and Shen (2013) also found a positive correlation between learners’ self-efficacy beliefs and SRL 
strategies in an online course. In a similar vein, the studies of Artino and Jones (2012) and Shea and 
Bidjerano (2010) revealed that self-efficacious learners were more likely to use SRL strategies in 
online learning. Artino and Stephens (2006) also discovered a positive correlation between online 
learners’ task value beliefs and use of cognitive strategies. When learners found the tasks in online 
courses interesting, important or useful, they used SRL strategies more frequently. 
 

Statement of the Problem 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically affected educational systems from kindergarten to tertiary 
level worldwide, leading to closures for an indefinite time. As a response to the breakdown in 
education, UNESCO (2020) endorsed the use of distance learning programs, open educational 
applications and platforms to reach learners remotely. On account of this recommendation, several 
countries have embraced distance or online education as an instructional delivery mode to ensure 
continuity in education. Higher education institutions had to move their educational activities on 
online platforms in the middle of the semester though they were not prepared for such an abrupt 
transition due to their lack of infrastructure and strategies (Zhang, Wang, Yang, & Wang, 2020). 
 
Having already experienced online education for over three semesters and overcome initial 
problems, today universities are more concerned about increasing the quality of online education 
and designing learning and teaching environments conducive to better learning opportunities. 
Given the fact that a lack in SRL skills poses a challenge to successful online learning outcomes 
(Acquaro, 2020), it would be significant to focus on online SRL behaviors of learners experiencing 
online education for the first time in their lives. 
 
The present study focused on the self-regulatory behaviors of tertiary level EFL learners enrolled in 
an intensive language preparatory program which was traditionally conducted face-to-face but 
switched to online modality due to the pandemic. Self-regulation has long been discussed as one of 
the critical factors for learners’ successful language learning experiences (Dornyei & Ryan, 2015; 
Tseng, Dornyei, & Schmitt, 2006) and thus several studies have probed into learners’ self-regulation 
in various EFL contexts. However, most of these studies were carried out in traditional classroom-
based learning environments (e.g., Kim, Wang, Ahn, & Bong, 2015; Li & Wang, 2010, Tomak & 
Seferoglu, 2021). Thus, there is a need to focus on EFL learners’ self-regulation in online higher 
education delivered under pressing circumstances due to the pandemic. The present study aims to 
answer the following research questions: 
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(1) What are EFL learners’ perceived levels of self-regulation in online education? 
(2) What predictive role does EFL learners’ online learning self-efficacy play on their online learning 
self-regulation? 
(3) What specific strategies do EFL learners use to regulate their learning in online education? 
 

Methodology 
 
Context and Participants 
 
Following a case-study methodology, the present study employed a mixed-method, descriptive 
approach to understand EFL learners’ online self-regulatory behaviors in a mandatory online 
synchronous program. For the purposes of the study, an English preparatory program of a mixed 
Turkish-English medium state university in Istanbul, Turkey was selected as the unit of analysis. 
English is traditionally taught at Turkish universities in a one-year preparatory program offering 
intensive English instruction and then through language support classes during undergraduate 
programs. The preparatory year is compulsory for all English medium instruction (EMI) and Turkish-
English medium instruction (T-EMI) programs while it is voluntary for Turkish medium instruction 
(TMI) ones. All EMI and T-EMI students are eligible for a preparatory English program unless they 
are exempted because they perform well in the language proficiency test that they take upon their 
admission to university or they have a certain score in an accepted international English language 
exam such as IELTS or TOEFL. TMI students, on the other hand, can either start their undergraduate 
courses straight or choose to study in the preparatory school. 
 
The present study was conducted in the second semester of the 2020/2021 academic year. At the 
time of the study, the preparatory program was operating remotely via an online platform as part 
of the measures taken by the Council of Higher Education in Turkey to reduce the spread of COVID-
19. Participants were recruited via an informative email that explained the purpose of the study and 
provided a link to the online survey. Out of 1050 registered EMI and T-EMI students, 757 of them 
agreed to participate voluntarily and completed the survey. An informed consent form was obtained 
from the participant students electronically. Of all the participants, 414 (54.7 %) were female and 343 
(45.3%) were male. Their average age was 18.3. All students owned a computer, a tablet or a 
smartphone and had access to the Internet. None of them had experienced learning English online 
before or received training on online learning. These students started the program either at A1 or 
A2 level of English and they were expected to reach to B2 at the end of the academic year. While the 
A1 level students received 25 hours of weekly online English instruction, it was 20 hours for the 
students in the A2 level. The fully synchronous online program included four-skills instruction as well 
as a separate focus on the development listening and speaking and reading and writing skills.  
 
For the qualitative phase of the study, six students were purposefully selected to be interviewed 
based on their perceived levels of self-regulation, willingness to participate, engagement in the 
online classes and gender. Students in the classes of one of the authors of this study were informed 
about the interviews and invited for participation. Among the volunteering ones, three female and 
three male students who scored high on the self-regulation survey and demonstrated a high degree 
of engagement in online classes were selected. The degree of students’ self-regulation depends on 
the degree to which students are active in the learning process (Kadioglu-Akbulut & Uzuntiryaki-
Kondakci, 2021). Thus, they were considered as information-rich cases that would best provide in-
depth information about their self-regulation strategies in online education.  
 
Data Collection and Analysis 
 
Quantitative data came from the Turkish versions of the Online Self-regulated Learning 
Questionnaire (OSLQ; Barnard, Lan, To, Paton, & Lai., 2009) and Online Learning Self-Efficacy Scale 
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(OLSES; Zimmerman & Kulikowich, 2016). The 24-item OSLQ scale was answered on a 5-point Likert 
scale and higher scores indicated better SR in online learning by students. It consisted of six 
subscales structured around the six phases outlined in Zimmerman’s SRL cycle as environment 
structuring, goal setting, time management, help seeking, task strategies, and self-evaluation. 
Environment structuring and goal setting are usually associated with the forethought phase, time 
management and task strategies and help seeking with the performance phase and self-evaluation 
with the self-reflection phase (Barnard-Brak, Paton, Lan, 2010). The translated version of the scale 
was adopted from Kilis and Yildirim (2018). In their study, internal consistency value measured via 
Cronbach alpha was .95 for the whole instrument and ranged between .67 and .87 for its six 
subscales. In the current study, Cronbach alpha value of the overall scale was found to be .91. The 
values for the subscales ranged from .62 to .83. 
 
The OLSES with 22 items was developed to determine university students’ self-efficacy perceptions 
in online learning environments. The Turkish version of the scale (Yavuzalp & Bahcivan, 2020) had a 
high reliability coefficient of .99 for the overall scale. The original scale was answered on a 6-point 
Likert scale while a 5-point one was used in the translated version. In the present study, Cronbach's 
alpha was found to be .91 for the overall scale. 
 
Qualitative data were collected via one-on-one semi-structured interviews with six purposefully 
selected students. Each interview lasted 40 to 50 minutes and began with an introductory talk about 
the aim and focus of the study, expected duration of the interview and how the data would be used. 
During the interviews, students were queried about the strategies they used to self-regulate their 
online learning based on Zimmerman’s SRL model (Zimmerman, 2000). For sample interview 
questions, please see the Appendix. All interviews were conducted online via Zoom and recorded 
with the permission of the participants for transcription purposes. The interviews were conducted 
in Turkish and then translated into English for analysis.   
 
For the quantitative data, SPSS version 27.0 was used to conduct descriptive statistics and multiple 
regression analysis. Qualitative data were analyzed through both deductive and inductive thematic 
analysis. Braun and Clarke’s (2012) six-phase approach to thematic analysis was implemented as 
follows: First, the recordings of individual interviews were transcribed by one of the authors who 
had conducted the interviews and the transcribed data were read for familiarization purposes. Then, 
initial codes were generated and grouped into themes deductively based on the categories of SRL 
included in the online-self regulation survey used in this study, following Zimmerman’s cyclical 
model. Further analysis focused on the generation of subthemes inductively. In order to enhance 
the analysis process, data were coded by the two authors independently, following the 
recommendation of Joffe (2012). Finally, the themes and subthemes were reviewed to ensure that 
they worked well in relation to the data and the research question and finalized them for reporting 
purposes. In the case of inconsistency of coding, consensus was utilized to decide on a final code. 
To provide confidentiality, each student was assigned an identification number in the process of 
data analysis. 
 

Results 
 
EFL Students’ SR levels 
 
Self-regulation levels of the students were descriptively investigated to answer the first research 
question. Higher scores on the scale indicated better self-regulation in online learning. The Shapiro-
Wilk’s test (p>.05) and a visual inspection of the histograms and box plots revealed that the scores 
for the SR scale were normally distributed. Values of mean and standard deviation were considered 
to interpret students’ levels of self-regulation for the overall scale and the subscales. The mean score 
for the total scale (M= 3.17, SD= .68) was moderate. The subscale of environment structuring had 
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the highest mean score (M= 3.89, SD= .88), followed by goal setting (M= 3.53, SD= .85). In other 
words, students’ self-regulation in these two subscales were at a high level. The lowest mean score 
was obtained for the self-evaluation subscale (M= 2.76, SD= .95) indicating a moderate level of self-
evaluation in the online learning environment. The findings for task strategies (M= 2.96, SD= .92), 
time management (M= 2.89, SD= 1.03) and help-seeking (M=2.80, SD= .90) demonstrated that the 
mean scores were similarly moderate. 
 
Online Learning Self-efficacy as a Predictor of Self-regulation 
 
The second research question aimed to investigate, through multiple regression, how much of the 
variability in the dependent variable, i.e., EFL students’ SR in online learning, could be accounted for 
by the independent variable, online self-efficacy. Prior to conducting the analysis, all assumptions 
for multiple regression were checked and met. Examination of a normal predicted probability plot 
and the scatter plot revealed normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity as well as independence of 
residuals. The correlation between the two variables was .50 and the value of tolerance was 1.000, 
indicating that the multicollinearity assumption was also met. The regression analysis of the model 
predicting students’ online SR revealed a significant regression equation R² (.247), F(1, 755)= 247.40, 
p < .001). This indicates that online learning self-efficacy beliefs explain 25% of the variance in 
students’ online SR scores (see Table 1).  
 
Table 1. Regression analysis regarding the prediction of students’ online self-regulation 

Variables B β t  p R R² Adjusted R² 

Online self-efficacy .544 .497 15.729 .001 .497 .247 .246 

 
EFL Students’ SR Strategies 
 
In relation to the third research question focusing on EFL students’ self-regulation in online 
education, six students were individually queried about their strategies. 
 
Preparation phase 
 
Environmental structuring: All students were engaged in environmental structuring before 
attending their synchronous online classes. In this study, environment referred both to physical and 
online learning environments. Students’ responses in relation to the organization of the 
environment were grouped under three subthemes as organization of course materials, creating a 
quiet setting and avoiding distractors. As S1 mentioned, “Before the lesson starts, I get my books 
and notebook ready and put them in front of my computer.” S2 said he opened an online thesaurus 
on the screen to check the meaning of the new words he would encounter during the lesson. S6 
preferred a quiet learning environment and arranged her place accordingly as reflected in her 
comment: “I need a quiet environment to better concentrate on my lesson, so I close the door and 
warn everyone in the house to be quiet while I am attending the online class.” S4 and S6 focused on 
the distractors in their comments and said they put away disturbing objects prior to the lesson. As 
S4 explained, “Before the online lesson, I remove photos or colorful objects from my study desk as 
they can easily distract my attention.” S6 put away her mobile phone as the messages appearing on 
the screen distracted her attention even if the phone was muted. 
 
Goal setting: Students’ responses to the question focusing on the reasons for attending the online 
classes revealed their intrinsic and extrinsic goals. Students with intrinsic goals expressed their 
reasons as follows: 
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I attend the classes to be exposed to and improve my English. Outside the classroom, I do 
not listen to songs or watch movies in English, but we do them often in the online 
classroom. (S6) 
As my vocabulary is insufficient to express myself clearly in English, I want to learn new 
words during the lessons. (S4) 

 
On the other hand, some students’ goals resulted from obligation and necessity. For example, S3 
said he attended the lessons due to the mandatory attendance policy while S5 stated his need to 
learn English for his EM department and future job. 
 
Task strategies: As a preparation for their synchronous online English classes, students used some 
facilitation strategies such as the exploration of the subject of the forthcoming class and activation 
of prior knowledge. Students explored the unit to be studied in the coming class in terms of its topic 
and vocabulary. S3 said, “I check the subject of the next unit in the coursebook to familiarize myself 
with it.” S5 commented that she looked up for the meaning of new words before online lessons. 
Some students activated their prior knowledge through revision and homework completion. S4 said 
she revised grammar points they had already covered before online classes while S1 flipped the 
pages of the previous unit on the coursebook to remember what had already been covered. S4 
mentioned that “I do my homework regularly to be better prepared for the online classes I attend.” 
S6 also said he found and completed extra exercises on the web as a preparation. 
 
Performance phase 
 
Task-strategies: Students’ strategies to deal with online learning were grouped under three 
subthemes as recording, information seeking and memorizing. Almost all students mentioned note-
taking to keep the record of important points mentioned by the teacher as well as the newly 
encountered words. As S4 stated “I take very detailed notes of the grammar rules that my teacher 
explains and list the new words I hear. I also use highlighters to underline the important points in 
my notes.” S2 took screenshots when she found the information on the screen significant. S3 used 
a Word document to note down the new words he encountered during the live classes to be able 
to revise them later. Students also used some online tools for information seeking purposes. For 
example, they used online dictionaries or “Google Translate” to translate any unknown word, 
phrase or a sentence in reading or listening texts or teacher instruction. Some students also used 
the strategy of memorization to regulate their learning in online classes. S2 repeated sentences 
several times to make them stay in his mind while S3 repeated words after the teacher to practice 
their correct pronunciation.. 
 
Help-seeking: When students were asked about their strategies to deal with learning problems that 
occurred during the online classes, they mentioned immediate help-seeking from their peers and 
teachers. As S2 said, “when I do not understand something during the lesson or feel confused, I text 
my friends on WhatsApp instantly.” S5 said, once, she asked the teacher on Zoom chat to repeat 
unclear points and the teacher repeated her explanation. Students commonly stated that their first 
choice was consulting their friends rather than the teacher due to the reasons illustrated in their 
comments: 
 

I do not ask my questions to the teacher as it is hard to communicate online. (S2) 
I rarely ask my questions to the teacher as I don’t feel comfortable communicating with 
her. (S4) 
I prefer to talk to my friends about the questions in my mind. I cannot develop a close 
relationship with the teacher online. (S6) 
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Self-monitoring: During the online lessons, students were engaged in self-monitoring for the 
evaluation of their learning and performance. S6 said, “I am not satisfied with my performance in 
live classes. I often find myself lost.” S5 expressed her opinions as follows: “I am not happy with my 
performance in online classes. During the lessons I realize that I do not participate often and I do 
not ask the questions in my mind.” Similarly, S3 mentioned that when he could not answer a 
question or do the given task during the lesson, he questioned himself and tried to find the reason 
for his failure. In a similar vein, S4 added that “When I do not understand the talk going on or do not 
participate in classroom discussions, I criticize myself and try to find a justification for my poor 
performance.” (S4) 
 
Post phase 
 
Task strategies: Following their online classes, students used several SR strategies grouped under 
the subthemes of reviewing records, doing the assigned homework and doing extra practice on the 
Web. Students used the notes or the screenshots they took during the live lessons to review the 
points learned. As S1 said, “I go over my notes and the screenshots after the lesson. I read the 
sentences I recorded again and again to internalize their structure.” Similarly, S3 used the notes of 
the new vocabulary items encountered during the lesson and tried to use them in sentences to 
better remember their meaning and use. He also read out the words loud to practice their 
pronunciation. As another strategy, students completed the given homework assignments to 
reinforce their learning. They completed the exercises in their workbooks or wrote the assigned 
essays. Students were also engaged in extra practice to consolidate their in-class learning. S2’s 
comment below illustrates this point: 
 

I revisit my notes after class and write them in my notebook in a more organized way. If 
that day my notes are, for example, on a grammar topic, I search the Web to find some 
supplementary sources about it. I read about the rules and complete exercises online. 

 
Help-seeking: Students used different help-seeking strategies following their online classes. S6, for 
example, watched instructional videos on YouTube to address the questions in her mind. S3 read 
forums on ELT websites and added that “I feel so much better when I learn on my own and I think I 
can retain that knowledge much longer in my memory.” S2 also searched Google when he needed 
more information on the topic covered in the class. Students also asked their peers and the teacher 
for help though they mostly preferred to talk to their friends first. S3 said: “If I cannot find 
satisfactory answers to the questions in my mind, I first talk to my friends. Only when I really need 
it, I contact my teacher for help.” 
 
Self-evaluation: All students were engaged in self-evaluation following their online lessons. Some 
students reflected on their in-class performance as a self-evaluation strategy while others focused 
on their mastery of content as an evaluation criterion. S5 made the following comment: 
 

I ask myself about my performance in the lesson. If I do not find it satisfactory, I seek ways 
of improving it. For example, if I hesitate too much in the classroom, I realize my weakness 
in speaking and try to improve it. 
 

S3 evaluated himself based on his achievement in homework assignments. In his own words, “If I 
can answer the questions easily or write an essay using a variety of vocabulary, I feel that I have 
learned well.” S2’s self-evaluation depended on his exam scores and the feedback he received on 
his writing assignments. He said he valued an evaluation of the teacher as an expert. 
 
Time-management: When students talked about task strategies, they mentioned setting a specific 
goal and allocating a specific amount of time for its achievement. S3, for example, said: 
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I aim to improve my academic writing skills as I am planning to do Ph.D. in the future. So, I 
have to study regularly to become a better writer. I spend almost one hour on writing 
practice after I complete homework assignments. 

 
Similarly, S4, as an English language teacher candidate, specifically aimed to become a fluent English 
speaker and worked towards its attainment: “I allocate two hours for self-study on each weekday. 
I start with revision and homework. I use the remaining time for speaking practice.” To manage her 
learning out of the classroom, S5 kept an agenda. She wrote down all homework and assignments 
and planned her tasks. This way, she said, she could manage her time more effectively.  
 

Discussion 
 
The present study aimed to explore self-regulatory behaviors of tertiary level EFL learners enrolled 
in a fully online intensive language preparatory program. Students’ responses to the online SR 
questionnaire revealed their moderate level of self-regulation in the overall scale. The strategies of 
environment structuring and goal setting were the most frequently used ones by the participant 
students. Students’ use of SR strategies was significantly predicted by their online self-efficacy 
beliefs. In other words, students’ perceived efficacy beliefs in online learning environments 
contributed to their self-regulatory behaviors in the online education they received. 
 
The relationship between students’ self-regulatory behaviors in online education and self-efficacy 
beliefs has been established in a considerable amount of research (Artino & Jones, 2012; Cho & Shen, 
2013; Shea & Bidjerano, 2010; Wang & Zhan, 2020). Among different self-efficacy types, online 
learning self-efficacy beliefs refer to perceptions of one’s abilities to successfully complete required 
online tasks (Zimmerman & Kulikowich, 2016). In the present study, online learning self-efficacy 
beliefs of the students were found to be a significant predictor of their self-regulatory behaviors in 
online English classes. Students had no prior experience in online learning and they did not receive 
any training on the technologies used for synchronous language education. Hodges (2018) indicates 
the necessity to study self-efficacy in online learning environments as one’s confidence in using the 
technologies required relates to student behaviors and the effectiveness of online education. This 
significant finding, thus, provides support for previous research that links self-efficacy to online self-
regulation. 
 
The qualitative data focused on the specific strategies EFL students with perceived high levels of SR 
used to regulate their learning prior to, during and following their online lessons. Before attending 
the synchronous online classroom, students organized their environments, had either an extrinsic 
or intrinsic goal for participation, and were engaged in task strategies to facilitate their learning in 
the upcoming class. Goal-setting and environment structuring typically occur in the forethought 
phase of the development of SRL skills and strategies (Zimmerman & Schunk, 2001). Therefore, the 
participant students might be considered as forethought-endorsing self-regulators, borrowing the 
term from Barnard-Brak et al. (2010), as they arranged their workplace according to their own needs 
and learning preferences and showed goal orientation. Research has shown that skillful learners set 
specific goals that focus on learning (Ertmer & Newby, 1996; Zimmerman, 2013). Student motivation 
is considered to be both the source and outcome of self-regulation processes (Jossberger, Brand-
Gruwel, van de Wiel, & Boshuizen, 2020). The participant students were driven by their motivation 
in goal-setting. They were willing to participate in online classes and make efforts to fulfil their goals. 
Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation were the reasons for their active engagement in online education 
and urged them to regulate their learning by using some preparation strategies such as activating 
their prior knowledge on the new topic of study, doing homework regularly or checking the meaning 
of new words to facilitate their learning. As Zimmerman (2013) indicates, the forethought phase 
requires personal initiative and persistence and thus requires high levels of key self-motivation 
beliefs. 
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In the performance phase, EFL learners employed task strategies such as recording, information 
seeking and memorization to self-regulate their learning. Students were also engaged in self-
monitoring, like the learners in the study of Jossberger et al. (2020). Students’ monitoring helped 
them realize the problems they had and seek help to find solutions. Highly self-regulated learners 
value external support and solicit help as they face difficulties (Zimmerman, 2013). Students’ 
common help-seeking strategy was seeking peer help. They preferred to talk to their peers before 
the teacher and they justified their preference by referring to the sense of distance they felt toward 
the teacher. This can be discussed in relation to the theory of transactional distance which refers to 
the “distance of understandings and perceptions, caused in part by the geographic distance” 
(Moore, 1991, p 3). The degree of distance perceived by the learners depends on the amount of 
dialogue exchange between students and teachers, students and students, and students and the 
content, structure of the course design and learner autonomy. In the present study, the students 
felt distant to the teacher as they never met their teacher in person and never had an opportunity 
to have one-to-one communication. Despite the synchronous classes they had and the obligation to 
keep the cameras on during the lessons, the distance felt by the students toward the teacher was 
not reduced. 
 
In the post-phase, students self-regulated their learning by reviewing the covered topics, 
completing homework and doing extra practice on the Web. They reflected on their learning for 
self-evaluation purposes and their most preferred help-seeking strategy was self-help. They, for 
example, watched YouTube videos to address their learning needs. Toven-Lindsey, Rhoads, & 
Lozano (2015) claim that, in online education, students become more individualistic in their learning. 
To conclude, it is generally agreed by researchers that students should conduct different SRL 
activities before, during and after the learning process. However, this sequence should not be 
followed linearly. Rather, an adaptive cyclical approach to learning should be adopted (Zimmerman, 
2002). These phases are interdependent so that changes in the preparatory phase have an impact 
on the performance control, which, in turn, affect self-reflection phase processes (Clearly et al., 
2012). In other words, students take into account and are influenced by their previous performance 
for the next one (Zimmerman, 2011). In this study, students seemed to repeat their SRL activities. 
Their perceived performance in a task had an influence on the strategy they used in future tasks. 
They were engaged in self-assesment during and after the online lessons so that they could adjust 
their plans, goals and strategies accordingly, which is considered to be an effective self-regulating 
behavior (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1998). 
 

Limitations and Future Research 
 
There are some limitations of this study that should be noted. For example, the current study relied 
on self-report of students with which there are inherent limitations. Future research can collect 
additional data, preferably an observational one. In the qualitative phase of the study, the 
interviewed students were the ones who self-reported to be highly self-regulated learners. Future 
research might also focus on understanding the strategies of learners with low SR levels for 
comparison purposes. Finally, the participants in the current study were all enrolled in the same 
language preparatory program of a state university. More research might be conducted to explore 
online self-regulatory behaviors of EFL learners in other educational settings adopting different 
approaches to online education during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Appendix 
 
Sample Interview Questions 

1. Do you make any preparations for your online English classes? How? 
2. Why do you prefer or not to join the online classes? 
3. Do you use any strategies to facilitate your online language learning experience? What are 

these strategies? 
4. How do you deal with the problems related to your online learning experience? 
5. How do you manage your time in your online learning process? 
6. Do you evaluate your performance in the online learning process? If yes, how? 
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