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Abstract—Research findings show the usefulness of employing metacognitive strategies in writing classes.
However, the approach toward teaching the strategies is not mainly addressed. The present study investigated
the impact of two methods on metacognitive strategies in an online writing course. In doing so, 20 intermediate
EFL learners (n1=n2=10) in two classes were randomly assigned to two treatment conditions. A sample of the
IELTS test administered at the onset of the study verified the participants’ homogeneity regarding English
proficiency. In one group, Teacher-regulated Metacognitive Instruction (TRMI), the teacher taught
metacognitive strategies during the different stages of writing tasks. In the second group, Individualized
Metacognitive Practices (IMP), the teacher did not teach the metacognitive strategies and only had a
facilitating role. The learners used a questionnaire (Zhang & Qin, 2018) to practice the strategies. After the
treatment, the groups sat for a writing posttest and answered a metacognitive strategies questionnaire. The
independent samples t-test revealed that the IMP outperformed the TRMI in argumentative essay writing. The
frequency count obtained from the respondents’ answers to the questionnaire showed that IMP used more
strategies in the three levels of planning, monitoring, and evaluating. The study has implications for EFL/ESL
teachers and scholars interested in reflective practices.

Index Terms—essay writing, explicit teaching, individualized practices, metacognitive strategies, online writing

. INTRODUCTION

Metacognitive strategies, also called self-directed learning skills or regulatory skills, refer to executive processes that
govern and direct thought processes during planning, monitoring, and evaluation (Briggs et al., 2012). Oxford (2016)
defines metacognitive strategies as the tactics which lead learners to self-directed and responsible learning. Several
studies have emphasized the use of metacognitive strategies in second/foreign language learning. Such studies indicate
that employing the strategies leads to self-regulation, empowers individuals to plan, sequence, and monitor their
learning and perform more successfully in language tasks (Al-jarrah et al., 2018; Cer, 2019; Fiani, 2020; Flavell, 2016;
Polio, 2017; Yulianti, 2018).

Language learners have always found L2 writing demanding (Cer, 2019; Oxford, 2016). Metacognitive strategies
play a vital role in writing since the skill requires learners to consciously employ various strategies (Rashtchi et al.,
2019) and in different stages. Using strategies in the pre-writing phase would enable learners to think and find genuine
ideas (Rashtchi & Beiki, 2015; Rashtchi & Porkar, 2020). In the while writing stage, learners need to use cognitive and
metacognitive strategies to accomplish the task (Rashtchi, 2019; Rashtchi & Mohammadi, 2017). After writing task
completion, learners need to evaluate and revise their work (Rashtchi & Ghandi, 2011). Thus, teaching metacognitive
strategies can enable learners to overcome their challenges while writing a composition. As Schraw (1998) argues,
metacognition is necessary for successful learning because it allows students to focus on their cognitive skills and helps
teachers understand the obstacles learners encounter during the learning process. Metacognitive strategies help learners
become aware of the processes they should follow for productive writing (Xiao, 2007). As Flavell (1979) argues,
metacognition is the act of relying on thinking and monitoring while doing a task. Studying metacognitive strategies
contributes to understanding how individuals think, pay attention, solve a problem, and communicate, facilitating self-
instruction and self-regulation. Metacognition is learning to learn and refers to discovering how applying beneficial
strategies will result in learning (Schraw et al., 2006). In line with Xiao (2007), the present study’s authors assume that
employing metacognitive strategies in writing classes can contribute to improving EFL learners’ argumentative essay
writing. Therefore, integrating metacognitive activities with writing can help EFL learners overcome the challenges of
L2 writing.

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW
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Although metacognitive strategies are likely to be an indicator of success in different language skills (Aryanjam et al.,
2020; Rashtchi & Khani, 2010), the literature has documented mixed success in learners’ desire to monitor their studies
(Entwistle & McCune, 2013), which could be due to different factors, such as finding strategies that help learners with
diverse backgrounds. Another impediment might be the instructors’ lack of knowledge of their learners’ previous
training and existing strategies (Teng, 2020), hindering fruitful learning. While teaching metacognitive strategies,
learners’ background knowledge needs to be prioritized and used for better results (Young & Fry, 2008).

The literature on applying metacognitive strategies in writing shows that the issue has been explored from different
aspects. For example, Wang and Han (2017) found that the participants were labeled excellent or poor due to the types
of metacognitive strategies they used in writing tasks. The study suggested that teaching metacognitive strategies would
improve the writing skills of poor learners. Fiani (2020) and Qin and Zhang (2018), in their studies, concluded that
proficient learners made use of metacognitive strategies more often compared to those who lacked sufficient proficiency.

Regarding online courses, the implementation of metacognitive strategies has been growing in significance since
more online-based classes are held worldwide due to the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, the importance of equipping
learners with metacognitive strategies has risen rapidly. The strategies can help learners control their learning.
Moreover, most studies have investigated metacognitive strategies in traditional learning contexts, and there are
insufficient investigations regarding the use of such strategies in online-based writing courses.

Although teaching metacognitive strategies, including planning, monitoring, and evaluating, has been emphasized by
different scholars (e.g., Alamri, 2019; Al-jarrah et al., 2018; Al Mogbali et al., 2020; Cer, 2019; Paris & Winograd,
1990), it is not clear whether teachers’ assistance in drawing learners’ attention to metacognitive strategies is necessary
for improving learners’ writing ability. Thus, the researchers intended to examine whether teachers’ explicit instruction
of metacognitive strategies or learners’ individualized focus on such strategies could result in more significant results in
writing argumentative essays. Consequently, the present quasi-experimental study with a non-equivalent control group
pretest-posttest design (Rashtchi & Birjandi, 2018) addressed the following research questions:

RQ1: Do teacher-regulated metacognitive strategy use and individualized metacognitive strategy use have different
impacts on EFL learners’ argumentative essay writing?

RQ2: What is the frequency of metacognitive strategies used in the Teacher-regulated Metacognitive Instruction and
the Individualized Metacognitive Practices groups?

I1l. METHODOLOGY

A. Participants

Twenty EFL learners (8 males and 12 females) with the age range of 19 to 22 participated in the study. They were
university students in TEFL or Translation Studies who had taken a private writing course and had formed two online
classes (each class with ten learners). The researchers randomly assigned the groups to two treatment conditions: the
Teacher-regulated Metacognitive Instruction group (TRMI) practiced metacognitive strategies under the teacher’s
instruction and supervision. The Individualized Metacognitive Practices group (IMP) employed strategies based on self-
reflection without the teacher’s explicit instruction. At the onset of the study, the participants took a free online IELTS
practice test (available at https://takeielts.britishcouncil.org/take-ielts/prepare/free-ielts-practice-tests). The results
indicated that they were at B2 (5-5.5) English language proficiency level.

B. Instruments

The first instrument used for data collection was a writing pretest on a topic selected from the IELTS test task two:
“Some people say that individuals should change jobs during their working life often while others believe that doing the
same job has advantages to individuals, companies, and society. Discuss both views and give your opinion.” The same
topic was employed in the posttest. Besides, a writing rubric (Appendix) was used to score the participants’ writings
before and after the treatment. The rubric was based on the IELTS writing band descriptors (public version) and tapped
task achievement, grammatical range and accuracy, lexical resources, and cohesion and coherence.

Two raters scored the participants’ papers before and after the treatment. The inter-rater reliability using Pearson
product-moment correlation coefficient showed that the two raters were consistent in their scorings. The inter-rater
reliability indices for the writing pretest and posttest were .85 and .89, respectively.

Another instrument was the Questionnaire on Language Learners’ Metacognitive Writing Strategies in Multimedia
Environments (Zhang & Qin, 2018). The questionnaire has two sections. The first section addresses the respondents’
demographic information, which the researchers modified to fit the respondents’ nationality (Iranian). The second
section comprises 23 items on a six-point Likert scale from “Strongly Disagree=1" to “Strongly Agree=6" and focuses
on a “three-factor metacognitive structure,” including advanced planning before writing, elaborate monitoring during
writing, and prompt evaluating after writing” (Zhang & Qin, 2018, p. 169). The questionnaire, designed for EFL
learners, is a valid and reliable instrument (available online, see References for the URL). However, the questionnaire
was piloted for reliability through administration to 30 learners with similar characteristics to the participants.
Cronbach’s alpha confirmed that it was reliable regarding its components: planning (.79), monitoring (.80), and
evaluating (.85).
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C. Materials

The coursebook was Practical writer with readings (Bailey & Powell, 2008). The book helped the teacher instruct
learners on writing different types of essays, mechanics of writing, and grammar.

D. Procedure

The study took 12 sessions, each session 90 minutes, in six weeks. Each week, one session was allocated to students’
argumentative writing and metacognitive practices (Sundays) and one session to teach grammar, mechanics, and
coherence in writing (Tuesdays). The first and last sessions were devoted to writing pretest and posttest to enable the
researchers to ensure that the learners were homogenous regarding their writing skills.

The study platform was Adobe Connect because of its freedom to share videos, group learners, and use the board.
However, WhatsApp was also used to communicate before and after class. The participants used e-mails to send their
assignments.

During the treatment, the participants wrote five argumentative essays. The essays were corrected and returned to the
participants in the successive session. Table 1 shows the topics:

TABLE 1
THE TOPICS WRITTEN BY THE PARTICIPANTS DURING THE TREATMENT
Sessions Activities

1 Pretest Some people say that individuals should change jobs during their working life often, while others
believe that doing the same job has advantages for individuals, companies, and society. Discuss both
views and give your opinion.

3 Classroom writing In the future, more people will choose to go on holiday in their own country and not travel
abroad. Do you agree or disagree?

5 Classroom writing In many countries, paying for things using mobile phone apps is becoming common. Does this
development have more advantages or more disadvantages?

7 Classroom writing Many manufactured foods and drink products contain high levels of sugar, which causes many
health problems. Sugary products should be made more expensive to encourage people to consume
less sugar. Do you agree or disagree?

9 Classroom writing Nowadays, many people complain that they have difficulties getting enough sleep. What
problems can lack of sleep cause? What can be done about lack of sleep?

11 Classroom writing Nowadays, more and more younger people need to compete with older people for the same jobs.
What problems does this cause? What would you suggest as a solution?

12 Posttest Some people say that individuals should change jobs during their working life often, while others
believe that doing the same job has advantages for individuals, companies, and society. Discuss both
views and give your opinion.

E. Teacher-regulated Metacognitive Instruction (TRMI) Group

The participants in the TRMI group wrote under the teacher’s supervision and instruction. As the first step in the
online writing session, the teacher helped the learners plan before writing by encouraging them to think about the topic
and write down their ideas. She asked the participants to arrange their ideas in the order they wanted them to appear in
their compositions. During writing, the teacher asked the learners first to jot ideas down without trying to write
correctly regarding grammar and mechanics. It was important to put ideas together coherently and develop an
argumentative essay. The teacher explained the benefits of outlining and asked them to prepare outlines before writing
their essays. After the first draft, they were suggested to correct their papers grammatically, change the choice of words,
revise, and edit. The participants were free to use online or other sources while writing. After the while writing stage,
they were expected to read their essays and evaluate their writings based on the rubric (Appendix).

F. Individualized Metacognitive Instruction (IMP) Group

First, the participants received the Questionnaire on Language Learners’ Metacognitive Writing Strategies in
Multimedia Environments (Zhang & Qin, 2018) before writing. The teacher asked them to go through the
questionnaire’s items. The first session of writing session was confusing. However, the teacher invited the learners to
reflect on the questionnaire items, think about them, and write based on what they perceived from the items. The
teacher answered their questions and was ready to help, but she did not give instructions on planning, monitoring, and
evaluating stages, as she did in the TRMI group. The emphasis in this class was on individualized thinking and writing
with the help of the questionnaire. They were free to use online sources and could interact with their classmates.

G. Posttest

The participants wrote on the same topic of the pretest, as shown in Table 1. Both groups answered the Questionnaire
on Language Learners’ Metacognitive Writing Strategies in Multimedia Environments. The questionnaire was
administered online through google to give the opportunity to the TRMI to have enough time to think about the items
and take their time while answering. The participants had two days to answer the questionnaire and send it to the
teacher. This decision could help the researchers control the effect of constant exposure of the IMP group to the tool.

The essays were scored based on the rubric. Two raters scored the papers, and after computing the inter-rater
reliability (r=.89), the mean of the two scorings was considered the final score of each learner.
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IV. RESULTS

Independent samples t-test was used to compare the participants’ essays before and after the treatment. Table 2
shows the descriptive statistics of the writing pretest. The skewness ratios for TRMI (M= 12.2, SD=.63) and IMP
(M=11.7, SD=.67) were .19 and .63, respectively (obtained from dividing the statistic by standard error). The ratios fell
within the range of #1.96, indicating the normality of the distribution of the scores in the groups. Thus, the researchers
could run parametric tests.

TABLE 2
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS, WRITING PRETEST
N Min. Max. Mean SD Skewness
Statistic Std. Error
TRMI 10 11.00 13.00 12.2000 .63246 -132 .687
IMP 10 11.00 13.00 11.7000 .67495 434 .687

An independent samples t-test was run to compare the means of the groups. As shown in Table 3, the results of
Levene’s test (F=.255, p>.05) indicate that the homogeneity of the variances is assumed. The results of the t-test for
comparing means: t (18) =1.7, p>.05 (two-tailed) show no statistically significant difference between the groups before
the treatment.

TABLE 3
INDEPENDENT SAMPLES T-TEST, WRITING PRETEST

Levene’s Test for

Equality of Variances t-test for Equality of Means
95% Confidence Interval of
Std. Error the Difference
F Sig. t df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean Differenct  Difference Lower Upper
Equal variances .255 .620 1.709 18 105 .5000 .29250 -11452. 1.11452

assumed

Table 4 shows the descriptive statistics of the groups after the treatment. The skewness ratios for TRMI (M=15.4,
SD=.7) and IMP (M=17.7, SD=.67) fall within #1.96 (1.13 and .63, respectively). Therefore, the distribution of the
scores is normal, and it is legitimate to run parametric tests.

TABLE 4
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS, WRITING POSTTEST
N Min. Max. Mean SD Skewness
Statistic Std. Error
TRMI 10 14.00 16.00 15.4000 .69921 -780 687
IMP 10 17.00 19.00 17.7000 .67495 434 .687

Table 5 shows the results of the independent samples t-test after the treatment. Levene’s test (F=.955, p>.05)
indicates that the homogeneity of the variances is assumed. The results of the t-test for comparing means: t (18) =7.48,
p< .001 (two-tailed) show a statistically significant difference between the groups after the treatment. The magnitude of
the differences in the means (mean difference 2.30, 95% CI: -2.9 to -1.6) was large. Therefore, a statistically significant
difference between the groups was confirmed.

TABLE 5
INDEPENDENT SAMPLES T-TEST, WRITING POSTTEST

Levene’s Test for

Equality of
Variances t-test for Equality of Means
95% Confidence Interval of the
Mean Std. Error Difference
F Sig. t df  Sig. (2-tailed)  Difference Difference Lower Upper
Equal variances .082 778 -7.484 18 . 000 -2.30000 ..30732 -2.94565 1.65435

assumed

The effect size (eta ?) equals 0.29, which indicates a large effect size (Cohen, 1988, pp. 284-187, 0.01=small effect,
0.06= moderate effect, 0.14= large effect.). In other words, 29% of the variance in vocabulary knowledge (dependent
variable) is explained by the independent variable (metacognitive strategies).

Frequency of Metacognitive Strategies in Online Writing Course

Table 6 indicates the frequency of planning strategies in TRMI and IMP groups. The first item is the most agreed
item between the two groups. However, item 4, another most agreed-upon item by IMP, shows that this group was more
concerned about grammatical correctness than the TRMI. Item 3 was the least agreed-upon item for TRMI, probably
because of the teacher’s control of the classroom procedures. The participants’ answers to item 7 show that both groups
used online materials and were aware of the value of brainstorming for generating ideas.
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TABLE 6
THE FREQUENCY OF USE FOR PLANNING STRATEGIES
Strategies: Advanced planning before writing Strongly Agree | Strongly Agreeto | Strongly Disagree Strongly
to Slightly Slightly Agree to Slightly Disagree to
Agree Disagree Slightly
Disagree
Before | started writing in the multimedia environment, TRMI IMP TRMI IMP
frequency frequency frequency frequency
1. 1 had a plan in my mind for how | was going to structure each 7 10 3 -
paragraph in my essay.
2. | made an outline, including a list of the key points of view that | 8 9 2 1
want to include in my essay.
3. I planned what language features | was going to use in my essay 7 9 3 1
with reference to the writing topic.
4. 1 thought about the goal | wanted to achieve in my writing (e.g., 6 10 4 -
using a new word or a new sentence structure | have learned, avoiding
a mistake | had made before, getting a high score, etc.).
5. I thought about how much time | should spend on each part of the 3 5 7 5
essay.
6. | collected relevant materials based on the writing topic, doing 5 7 5 3
some reading preparation.
7. 1 planned the use of online materials, aiming at the efficient use of 9 10 1 0
network resources.

Table 7 indicates the frequency of monitoring strategies in TRMI and IMP groups. The IMP group was more
involved in reflection than TRMI, as shown in the frequency of the items that required thinking (items 11, 14, 18, 19). It
can be assumed that reflection can be cultivated among learners and can lead to using metacognitive strategies
associated with the monitoring dimension in online writing classes.

TABLE 7

THE FREQUENCY OF USE FOR MONITORING STRATEGIES

Strategies: Elaborate monitoring during writing, Strongly Agree | Strongly Agree to Strongly Strongly
to Slightly Slightly Agree Disagree to Disagree to
Agree Slightly Slightly
Disagree Disagree
When | was writing in the multimedia environment, TRMI IMP TRMI IMP
frequency frequency frequency frequency
8. | tried to focus my attention on choosing appropriate words and 7 8 3 2
phrases.
9. tried to think about whether the arguments 6 9 4 1
followed the instruction of the essay.
10. | tried to mark the places in the composition with different colors 7 7 3 3
that I thought required revision. I wouldn’t revise them until I had
completed my writing because
I wouldn’t like to break into my thoughts.
11. | tried to think about how much time I had 8 10 2 -
remaining, adjusting my time arrangements to
ensure completion of the writing task.
12. | tried to think about how to connect different parts of my essay. 7 10 3 -
13. | tried to think about whether | was using the correct grammar 8 6 2 4
(e.g., tenses, prepositions, etc.).
14. | tried to think about whether | was using 9 10 1 0
appropriate punctuation as well as the letter case.
15. | tried to modify the mistakes, following the prompts on the 9 3 1 7
computer screen.
16. | tried to think about how many arguments | should have in the 6 9 4 1
essay.
17. | tried to seek help from an online dictionary if | did not know 10 10 - -
how to express my own opinions.
18. | tried to think about what parts my essay should have. 7 10 - 3
19. | tried to monitor my writing actively, focusing my attention on 7 10 3 -
the current writing task to avoid being distracted by other irrelevant
information.

Table 8 illustrates the frequency of evaluating strategies in the study groups. The frequency of the respondents’
answers shows that the IMP group had a better performance in using evaluating strategies, which signifies the
superiority of individualized reflection on metacognitive strategies without the teacher’s scaffolding.
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TABLE 8
THE FREQUENCY OF USE FOR EVALUATING STRATEGIES
Strategies: Prompt evaluation after writing Strongly Agree | Strongly Agreeto | Strongly Disagree Strongly
to Slightly Slightly Agree to Slightly Disagree to
Agree Disagree Slightly
Disagree
After | finished writing in the multimedia environment, TRMI IMP TRMI IMP
frequency frequency frequency frequency
20. | reread my essay and made sure that the language of my 7 10 3 -
essay was clear.
21. I reread my essay and made sure that the organization was 7 10 3 -
easy to follow.
22. | reread my essay and made sure that | had covered the 7 10 3 -
content fully before | submitted it to my teacher.
23. | thought back to how I write and what | might do differently - 10 10 -
next time to improve my English writing.

V. DISCUSSION

The answer to the first research question obtained from comparing the means of TRMI and IMP showed that IMP
outperformed TRMI in writing. Therefore, the individual focus was more effective for employing metacognitive
strategies than receiving teachers’ explicit instruction. This finding implies that teachers should encourage learners to
focus and reflect on planning, monitoring, and evaluating during writing. The study highlights the role of teachers as
facilitators who are ready to help learners when required. Explicit teaching of metacognitive strategies does not
necessarily lead to their use by the learners. Individualized metacognitive strategies enhance learners’ attention and
allow them to engage in reflective practices (Sabah & Rashtchi, 2016). Learners’ reflection and focus on metacognitive
strategies without teachers’ help causes mental involvement and contributes to conscious awareness to follow different
stages in writing. Such practices help them overcome some of the challenges learners usually encounter while writing,
such as generating ideas and finding appropriate words and structures. Besides, such focus helps them learn about their
level of language proficiency, recognize their deficiencies, and thus use different online sources for text construction
(Rashtchi & Khosroabadi, 2009). The present study aligns with Alamri (2019) that prior instruction is not necessary for
using metacognitive strategies.

Another reason for the outperformance of the IMP group can be online courses. Learners in such classes might rely
on themselves due to the lack of face-to-face interactions and feel more responsible for their learning. Accordingly, they
may try to use strategies that help them in writing. The present study also finds support from Fitrianti and Susanti
(2021), who concluded that learners use metacognitive strategies in online writing classes.

For answering the second research question, the researchers counted the frequency of the strategies used by the
participants in each group. As the results showed, the IMP group used more planning strategies before getting started.
The researchers assume that since the learners did not receive the teacher’s explicit instruction, they tried to plan and
follow a line of thought to write.

The frequency of the monitoring strategies also showed that the IMP group used them more than the TRMI.
Individualized learning caused more cognitive involvement and boosted consciousness to focus on grammar and
vocabulary needed for accurate writing (Rashtchi & Aghajanzadeh, 2008). Likewise, the IMP group used more
strategies regarding evaluation strategies. Reflection on the questionnaire could increase their self-observation and self-
evaluation due to not receiving the teacher’s explicit instruction. JozeTajareh and Rashtchi (2019) argue that self-
evaluation arises from self-correction and leads to more reflection. Researchers of the present study believe that
encouraging students to reflect and write cultivates their learning responsibility and leads to autonomous learning.

V1. CONCLUSION

The present study revealed that learners who used metacognitive strategies in an online writing course without
teachers’ instruction of such strategies were more successful. Individualized learning cultivated conscious attention to
planning, monitoring, and evaluating compositions. Consequently, learner autonomy was encouraged, and learners
could use beneficial strategies more frequently.

However, this study was limited since it did not include the participants’ journal writings or think-aloud protocols to
clarify their challenges in writing tasks and employing metacognitive strategies. Further studies can focus on such
aspects. The participants’ personality characteristics could also have affected the results, which this study did not take
into consideration. The researchers suggest investigating the impact of different error-correction strategies on using
metacognitive strategies. The study has implications for EFL and ESL teachers who teach writing classes, particularly
during the pandemic. Moreover, researchers interested in reflective practices can gain insights from this study.
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