Self-Regulation: The Key to Engagement
By Hilarie B. DavisEd.D. and Bradford T. Davey

Do you wish students would take more responsibility for their learning? That they would be more
engaged in learning in and out of class? How do you make your expectations clear and inviting,
have students care about the criteria for high quality work, want feedback from you and other
students, and evaluate their work accurately? How do you use simple (rubrics, discussion
protocols) and sophisticated tools (multimedia, portfolios) to develop students' self-regulation and
increase their achievement in ways they can see and be proud of?

What is self-regulation?

"Self-regulation refers to the process whereby students activate and sustain cognitions, behaviors
and affects which are systematically oriented toward attainment of goals." (Schunk, 1995) In
other words, self-regulation is all the choices a student makes in relationship to a learning
situation. Effective self-regulation requires that students have clear goals, observe themselves,
judge their progress as they go and hold positive beliefs about their capabilities, the value of
learning, the factors influencing learning, and the anticipated outcomes (called self-efficacy)
throughout the learning process.

Self-regulation has three processes: self-observation, self-judgment and self-reaction (Bandura,
1997). When students keep track of what, when and how they are learning, they are self-
observing. Self-observation is necessary but by itself insufficient for sustaining self-regulation. A
second process is self-judgment, which refers to comparing present performance with the goal.
How are you doing in relationship to the criteria for success? Such comparisons let the learner see
progress and so support self-efficacy about future performance. The third process is self-reaction
to the progress being made. When a student believes she is making progress, self-efficacy
increases and motivation for learning is sustained. Even thinking that progress will be made in the
future can boost motivation. Self-efficacy is at the center of all three processes. Students are
willing to observe themselves if they believe they will be successful in the learning process. They
want feedback to be able to compare their performance against goals so they can improve. They
react positively to their progress, or even lack of it, if they can attribute that progress to their use
of strategy or effort. They will continue to practice, study or ask questions to improve their use of
a strategy.

Compared with students who doubt their learning capabilities, those with high self-efficacy for
accomplishing a task participate more readily, work harder, persist longer when they encounter
difficulties, and actually achieve at a higher level.

How do we develop self-regulation in students?

Students acquire efficacy information by comparing their performances with those of others.
Similar others offer the best basis for comparison (Schunk, 1998). Students who observe similar
peers perform a task are apt to believe that they, too, are capable of accomplishing it. Teachers
can affect efficacy by letting learners know they can be successful with statements such as, "You
can do this!" Students also feel greater efficacy when physical symptoms signal less stress.
Learners weigh and combine such factors as perceptions of their ability, the difficulty of the task,
the amount of effort expended, the amount and type of assistance received from others, how
similar they think they are to the models, and how much credibility they think the person has who
is giving them feedback. (Schunk,1998).

Teachers can support self-regulation. They can:
1. Let students know they can learn new strategies and be successful by introducing the idea
of self-regulation
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State goals as learning a strategy rather than completing a task
Model the strategy and the self-talk about how and why it is working
Plan for feedback on progress to be part of the learning process
Ask students to monitor their learning strategies and note the effects

arwn

Based on the research of Boekaerts & Pintrich (1999), Schunk (1995), Zimmerman (1988, 1996)
and others, how teachers structure the learning environment affects students' self-regulation, self-
efficacy and achievement. Regardless of the subject, providing a process goal with progress
feedback and time for self-evaluation leads to the highest levels of self-efficacy, strategy use, and
learning. Self-regulation is a way of thinking about learning that effective learners do easily. All
learners can learn with support from the instructional environment.

Introduce the idea of self-regulation

Teachers can set the tone for students to feel that learning is worth their while. When students feel
they can learn something worthwhile, they are ready to learn and have some measure of self-
efficacy just from committing to that learning. When they see a strategy modeled by someone
similar to themselves, they feel they can do it too. This growing sense of self-efficacy will
influence the choice, direction, and intensity of their achievement behavior. When students
believe that positive outcomes will result, and value what they are learning, they learn more and
feel better about their learning. They seek feedback, and use it to check their progress. They
adjust what they are doing in the learning process to be more successful. This involves self-
observation and judging progress. If progress, or lack of it, is judged to be based on how well the
strategy is being used, the student's self-reaction is positive and self-efficacy increases. When
self-efficacy increases, the student is motivated to continue trying to get improve.

If we want students to take more responsibility for their learning, we need to start the process by
setting goals and criteria for success, providing models, giving students time and credit to monitor
their learning, and providing feedback on their progress. This creates a collaboration between
teachers and students that increases the students' feelings of control over their own learning.

To introduce the idea of self-regulation to students, ask them to think about something they are
good at, that took awhile to learn, and that they are still getting good at. Have them share with
someone how they learned this and how they continue to learn. Share ideas in the whole group,
making a list of their learning strategies.

To constantly reinforce the process of self-regulation, post these questions:

Stop and think, how is your learning going:
What is your learning goal?
How do you think you have you improved your use of the strategy?
What do you think you could do to improve more?
When, where and how have you been learning?

Set learning goals that focus on strategies rather than outcomes

What makes students feel a learning goal is worthwhile? It is a combination of relevance,
specificity, challenge and proximity. Students are more likely to feel learning goals are
worthwhile if they are understandable, specific, short-term, and viewed as challenging but
attainable. Learning goals offer clear standards against which to gauge progress. As students
work on tasks, they compare their progress against these goals. The perception of progress
strengthens self-efficacy and motivates students to continue to improve (Schunk, 1998).
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The form of the goal is important to students taking responsibility for their learning, and

becoming self-regulating in the process. For example, when a learning goal refers to what
knowledge and skills students are to acquire as opposed to a goal denoting what task students are
to complete, students persist and achieve more. As students work and perceive improvement in
their knowledge and skills, their self-efficacy is substantiated and their motivation for learning is
sustained. A performance goal focused on completing a task leads students to compare their work
with peers rather than their progress over time. Use this goal-setting routine to focus students on
their learning:

While you are working, it helps to keep in mind what you are trying to do.
You'll be trying to learn how to solve problems. (learning goal)
You'll be trying to solve problems. (performance goal)

As subtle as this seems, in research studies on learning how to add and subtract fractions to how
to write a paragraph, to how to throw darts, setting learning goals instead of performance goals
improves learning, and the feeling of being successful as a learner. A soccer player does better
when he focuses on making a pass rather than on winning, because if he passes well, he will
contribute to winning. He focuses on what he can control in the pass. It's relevant, specific, short-
term and challenging but attainable.

You can use the goal-setting routine above before every lesson, post it, and print it on top of
assignments. You should find that students are more motivated and have higher achievement.
You can also provide rubrics feedback opportunities as well as criteria for success to make the
goal clearer. Create indicators that are positive statements to enhance self-efficacy throughout the
learning process, and put authors in charge of seeking feedback rather than having someone
"apply" a rubric to their work (see attached writing rubric for a model).

Model the strategy and the self-talk behind it

To model is to say to the learner, "You too can do this." When learners are focused on the
strategy rather than the outcome, they watch and listen for the details that matter. Learners need
to be able to identify with the model, so in the beginning, people who are closer to their level of
expertise are more effective than expert models. Rubrics can provide the scaffolding for seeing
the next best level, rather than struggling to go from novice to expert with no sense of the steps in
between. Vygotsky's (1986) zone of proximal development suggests that students need models
with slightly higher skill levels to improve their own skills.

In addition to modeling the skill, knowledge or strategy, it is important to model the thinking
behind the goal. Statements like the following emphasize that success is based on applying the
strategy properly, rather than luck or ability or getting the teacher to like you:

| am able to write this paragraph because | applied the strategy's steps
I'm not doing well because I'm not really trying to apply the strategy's steps properly

Learners feel the goal is attainable with practice, feedback and attention to the strategy. This
feeling enhances their self-efficacy that, in turn, increases their motivation to learn, and their
ability to self-correct (Capra, 1997)

Modeling the thinking behind the goal has become an important part of literacy instruction.
Teachers do "think-alouds" when they read stories, sharing their strategies for understanding the
story. They talk about what they think will happen, what it reminds them of in their own lives,
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and how they think the author is structuring the story. Another technique is to can select students
to write paragraphs and verbalize aloud their thoughts while others observed.

To provide models for any learning goal, consider the following:

* Model the strategy yourself each day with greater sophistication each day.

* Think out loud, connecting progress with the use of strategies.

* Ask students to tell you what they noticed about your use of strategies. Begin a list of
strategies.

* Ask students to share additional strategies that are working for them, post these, and keep
building the list.

Plan for feedback to be part of the learning process, connecting progress to use of the strategy
When you begin with the goal-setting routine, you set the stage for students to think about their
progress, and use this reflection as self-feedback. Consider this example:

While you're working it helps to keep in mind what you're trying to do.
You'll be trying to learn how to use these steps to write a (type of) paragraph.

When you provide feedback, you refer to the learning goal:

You're learning to use the steps.
You're doing well because you followed the steps in order.

If this sounds like the self-talk in modeling, it is. However, the student is hearing this about him
which enhances his self-efficacy and gives him yet another model for self-talk.

Feedback on his efforts is appropriate later, as his ability improves:
You're getting better because you're trying to do well.

This type of comment is not helpful when students are already working hard but lack the skills to
perform better with greater effort. As skills and insights develop, give feedback that links
improvement to effort, the use of effective strategies, and eventually expertise:

That's good! You're really becoming a good writer.

Students can be guided to provide helpful feedback to each other, noting strong points and areas
requiring revision, and being sure to link improvement to effort, strategy use and ability.

Structure learning to support the processes of self-regulation

Self-observation, judgment and reaction are key to self-regulation. Students need to keep track of
how they are learning, such as attending to instruction, organizing their work space, re-organizing
information to be personally meaningful, coding and rehearsing information that is to be
remembered, using resources effectively, and holding a positive belief about the learning process,
progress and value of the outcomes, and feeling proud and satisfied with one's efforts (Schunk,
1998). Knowing what learning moves they are making enables learners to modify them if they
need to.

The first step is for students to notice what they are doing and then, to judge it:

What is the connection between how | was learning and how much | learned?
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They then react to that self-judgment with one of the attribution statements they heard modeled:

My paragraph has all the right parts because | have been using the strategy.
| can improve by paying more attention to word choice.

The initial self-observation allows the student to focus on what matters and make better decisions
about how to learn. The self-judgment gives them a chance to see the progress they have made.
The self-reaction enables them to attribute that progress to effort, strategy or ability and decide
what they should do next to improve. This self-correcting process helps students feel in control of
their progress because they understand how learning happens.

In writing, this self-monitoring can involve counting the number of sentences, noting if a sentence
is written about each idea, identifying the beginning, middle and end, judging whether ideas are
presented in a sensible order, setting goals for vocabulary usage or the number of story elements
and then evaluating and/or graphing the results. When students track their own success in areas
like these, they pay more attention to improving than if the teacher is "correcting" every paper.

Self-monitoring can be done with checklists, learning logs, or in a discussion at the end of each
class. It is important to give credit for these self-regulation activities by making time to discuss
what strategy is working for students, posting strategies that have been found to be effective, and
even giving a grade for tracking their learning. Portfolios are powerful tools that provide this
"back story" for what was learned (Abrami & Barrett, 2005). They tell the story of the learning
journey, providing compelling evidence of what was learned through how it was learned. Each
milestone in the learning process can be saved with students' comments about the progress it
represents. The portfolio provides a very tangible way to promote self-regulation since it is as
much about reflection on learning as it is about the products of that learning
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Putting it altogether in instruction

In the end, achievement is based in large part on attention. Focusing and sustaining attention is
fed by self-efficacy P the belief that you can learn. While self-regulation during learning clearly
improves the outcome, equally important, it feeds the learner's self-efficacy by having her track
her progress and attribute it to things she has control over, like strategy and effort. Students
become self-correcting in the learning process, rather than responding only to external feedback
from the teacher.

With the goal in mind of keeping self-efficacy high, instruction can be tailored to support the
processes of self-regulation in learning; providing clear goals to gauge progress, modeling with
self-talk, and expecting the learner to observe how she is learning, to judge her progress against
goals, and to react to that progress with an understanding that it is based on the learning choices
she made. Each of these instructional design elements feeds self-efficacy, which keeps motivation
high, which in turn, promotes achievement. Learners not only end up doing better, they feel better
about their learning because they know how they learned and that they were responsible for
making choices that resulted in improvement.
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Tools for developing self-regulation
* Lesson Guide for Self-Regulation
* Self-observation
* Rubrics
* Discussion protocol
* Multimedia
* Portfolios

Self-Observation

To help students track their progress, teachers make a check in the margins for each of the goal
areas. Students record the number of corrections needed on the sheet below. Instead of constantly
correcting the same things, teachers report students are motivated to reduce the number of
corrections because they are keeping track.

Rubrics
Keys to boosting self-efficacy with rubrics are making them positive and personal:

1. Make the indicators for each level positive. Have them represent an evolving
understanding, such as Level 1 Focus, "l write some ideas on the topic as they come into
my mind" instead of, "Some ideas on topic, other off topic, not one clear main idea."

2. Write the indicators for the writer to check herself in first person. Write the peer editor's
responses in the first person also, such as, "You write about a lot of different ideas. | need
help understanding your main idea."

Discussion Protocol
Create a protocol for students to give each other feedback. Using the writing rubric.
1. Put the author in control of the feedback by having her ask questions to invite the
feedback (see the third version below), such as, "What do you think is the point of my

story?"
2. Use stems to get them starteldthink your big idea is but IOm not sure."
Multimedia

Videotape students reading their work, reading aloud, discussing their work, or performing a task.
Have them view it and discuss it. This is particularly effective with students who have not had a
lot of feedback. They can see themselves for the first time, so it kickstarts their self-observation.
Teach students to do the videotaping and reviewing as a positive experience:

1. Asthe person if she has rehearsed off camera. If yes, thank her. If no, ask her to come
back after rehearsing.

2. Set up the taping area in a quiet place you are opposite the person to be filmed. Use
elbows as a tripod to steady the camera.

3. Do an audio check by getting the person to be close enough to the camera to pick up her
voice.

4. Encourage the person to be taped to use their "big voice" by speaking that phrase loudly,
and her repeat it until the audio level is recordable. This also makes the person feel at
ease and to feel the louder voice in her throat.

5. Say, "You're looking good!" and other positive things to get the person to smile and
relax. Reassure them that they are going to do well because they are ready.

6. Say, "l will count to 3, then you can begin right after | say 3."

Review the recording with the person, and ask her what she notices that she likes. If she
sees something she doesn't like, ask, "What they would do to improve if you taped it
again?"
8. Retape if desired based on practice or a change.
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Lesson Planning Guide for Self-Regulation

Self-Regulation Your Lesson Ideas:
Guidelines

Set GOALS as learning a
strategy rather than
completing a task. Make
them specific, short-term,
and attainable.

MODEL the strategy and
the self-talk about how
and why it is working

Plan for FEEDBACKoN
progress to be part of the
learning process. Keep
self-efficacy high by
connecting progress to use
of strategies.

Show students how to
track their progress, give
them credit for SELF-
REGULATION , and
discuss the process with
them as a positive.
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Self-observation

To help students track their progress, teachers make a check in the margins for each of the goal
areas. Students record the number of corrections needed on the sheet below. Instead of contacting
correcting the same things, teachers report students are motivated to reduce the number of
corrections because they are keeping track. Adapt this for any subject area by putting elements of
the strategy on the left.

Writing Assignments

.
S| S
ST
o 8 38
8 o =
HE
s 8| §
U ~
NI
i NS
< Q| S - - - | | | ] | | |
E — >
Date % 8 g N ] ] ] ] ] ] ]
! Y IS s RS T | ! ! rool ! ! !
Word choice 8 |l6 |13 | ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
Spelling 1170 5 |0 | ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
Verb usage 3 13 |3 | ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
I Need more vivid ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
Punctuation 2 |'0 [0 | ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
Sentence structure 14 14 13 | ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
I Connect clauses ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ]

hilarie@techforlearning.org10 brad@techforlearning.org



