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Abstract	

As	globalization	becomes	the	dominant	21st	century	trend,	English	as	a	second	language	
education	in	non‐native	countries	is	of	paramount	importance	to	the	English	teachers	
and	policy	makers	today.	This	paper	examines	how	the	use	of	meta‐cognitive	strategies	
within	secondary	school	English	lessons	impacts	pupils'	confidence	and	proficiency	in	
academic	English	writing.	The	small‐scale	action	research	study	was	conducted	with	a	
class	of	seven	(age	16‐17)	Advanced	Level	(A	Level)	pupils	in	an	international	school	in	
China.	 While	 all	 of	 the	 pupils	 have	 completed	 IGCSE	 ESL	 examinations	 and	 IELTS	
(International	English	Language	Testing	System)	tests	once	or	twice	already.	They	are,	
however,	struggling	with	their	academic	writing	in	the	Task	2	of	IELTS	test,	of	which	they	
have	 an	 average	 score	 of	 5.2.	 The	 core	 aim	 of	 this	 study	was	 thus	 to	 introduce	 the	
students	to	a	range	of	meta‐cognitive	learning	strategies	with	a	view	to	improving	their	
confidence	and	proficiency	 in	writing	 tasks.	Data	was	 collected	 from	questionnaires,	
interviews,	and	assessment	marks	collected	both	before	and	after	a	eight‐week	period	
of	 strategy	 instruction.	The	 results	 imply	 that	meta‐cognitive	 learning	 strategies	 are	
effective	tools	to	increase	second	language	writing	proficiency	and	confidence	as	every	
student	managed	to	 increase	their	effectiveness	and	confidence	between	the	 first	and	
second	presentation	tasks.	
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1. Introduction	

A useful definition of learning strategies is ‘specifications, behaviors, steps, or techniques, such 
as seeking out conversation partners, or giving oneself encouragement to tackle a difficult 
language task used by students to enhance their own learning’ (Scarcella and Oxford 1992, p.2). 
When students self-consciously utilise strategies that are appropriate for his or her learning 
style and the second language ask at hand, they can become useful educational toolkits. As a 
result, pupils can better achieve active, self-aware, and purposeful regulation of their own 
learning style. A related issue is that of classification. Oxford (2003) writes that learning 
strategies can be divided into six categories: cognitive; meta-cognitive; memory-related; 
compensatory; affective; and social. Of the types mentioned above, meta-cognitive strategies 
are commonly described as the most relevant for  independent learning (Anderson, 1991; Zhao, 
2009; Tabeei, Tabrizi, and Ahmadi, 2013). For this reason this study will focus exclusively on 
meta-cognition.  
Comprehensive writing involves the simultaneous and sequential integrative application of 
attention, language mechanics, thinking, and meta-cognition. Writing is, itself, a recursive, 
strategic, and multidimensional process that is central to planning, preparing, drafting, revising 
and evaluating (Bereiter, C., and M. Scardamalia.1987, Hayes, J. R., and L. Flower. 1980, Graham, 
S. 2006 ). When writing in a second language, pupils encounter problems with regard to their 
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lack of knowledge in organizing ideas, selecting appropriate words or phrases, and presenting 
their thoughts in a focused way.  
While several research studies have been conducted extensively on the role of meta-cognition 
in reading and listening performance of language students (Yang X.H. and W.P.Zang. 2002), 
corresponding research in writing skills is comparatively rare ( Griffeth, P. L., and J. Ruan. 2005, 
Negretti, R. 2012). As such, the present study will examine the role of meta-cognitive strategies 
in developing second language writing skills of post-graduate students. In this study,  (Pritchard, 
Ruie J., and Ronald L. Honeycutt), strategy instruction is placed under process approach. 
Therefore, this study is arguably extremely relevant due to the current neglect of writing skills 
in research regarding meta-cognition.  

2. Literature	Review	

2.1. Meta‐cognition	
The theory of meta-cognition was established by Flavell, which conceptualizes meta-cognition 
as “thinking about thinking” (Flavell, 1976). In turn, Flavell’s work is rooted in the theoretical 
foundation of Jean Piaget and the concepts of cognition and matters of mind. Flavell defined 
meta-cognition as one’s awareness of their own thought process and their ability to manage 
their cognitive processes. He proposes that meta-cognition is comprised of two factors. The first 
is knowledge, or what individuals know about their own cognition and cognition in general. The 
second is monitoring or regulation, which are the set of activities that help students  manage 
their learning. 
Meta-cognition has long been recognized as one of the most significant components in language 
learning (Pintrich, 2002). The term was coined in 1976 by the developmental psychologist John 
(Flavell,1976). Its scholarly definitions come from theories of cognitive psychology, that link 
meta-cognition to a person’s knowledge of their own cognitive processes, as well as the 
products of these processes. Active monitoring, consequent regulation, and synchronism of 
such processes to achieve desired goals are also necessary components of meta-cognition 
(Flavell, 1976; Goh, 2008).  

2.2. Meta‐cognitive	Strategies	in	Writing:	Planning,	Monitoring	and	Evaluating	
According to O'Malley and Chamot (2001), “planning” involves directing the course of language 
production and reception.  
“Planning” encompasses five strategies: 
(1) Advance organizers; (2) Directed attention; (3) Selective attention; (4) Self-management; 
(5) Functional planning.  
“Monitoring” is a response to ambiguity in language comprehension whereby an individual 
selects an  estimate of the message's meaning based on their understanding of the context. 
“Monitoring” can also be described as being aware of the substantive meaning of what one is 
attempting to communicate. (O'Malley and Chamot, 2001) 
There is only one strategy in this subcategory: 
“Self-monitoring” of which types include: 
(1) Comprehension monitoring 
(2) Production monitoring 
(3) Visual monitoring 
(4) Styling monitoring 
(5) Strategy monitoring 
(6) Plan monitoring  
(7)Double-checking monitoring.  
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“Evaluation” are mental processes of conscious inspection of learning outcomes. It is, therefore, 
one's own progress in the new language.  
Again, this subcategory consists of only one strategy:  
“Self- evaluation” of which types include: 
(1) Performance evaluation 
(2) Ability evaluation 
(3) Strategy evaluation 
(4) Language evaluation 
(5) Production evaluation 
There has been research conducted on the impact of strategies on writing proficiency. While 
historically, writing was viewed as a linear and simplistic activity,contemporary models explain 
it as a process rather than a product. As a process,writing involves the integrative application 
of cognitive, linguistic, affective, behavioral and physical skills. The application of meta-
cognitive learning strategies in writing should, therefore, become a focal point of ‘process 
writing’ research (Manchon, De Larois, & Murphy, 2007), because meta-cognitive learning 
strategies are an important feature of in the writing process. Furthermore, MLSs are only 
relevant in terms of writing, rather than in other types of communication, such as reading or 
speaking. In terms of its grouping, meta-cognitive writing strategies  can be classified as follows:  
(1) Planning involves working out the focus of writing. This concerns the purpose, audience, 
ideas, and strategies to be used, among others. It often takes place before writing starts, but it 
may also be an ongoing process while composition has commenced.  
(2) Monitoring involves managing the writing process while writing the text. It refers to 
checking and verifying progress in terms of universal features, such as content and organization, 
and local aspects such as grammar and mechanics.  
(3) Evaluation takes place after the writing process has taken place, and consists of 
reconsidering the written text in terms of both global and local writing contexts, alongside an 
assessment of the strategies used to complete the writing tasks. In terms of the latter point, 
evaluation may also deliberately focus on the successes and failures of planning and monitoring.  

2.3. Intervention	Studies	
A study by Chien (2006), albeit limited in sample size, did, however, find a strong correlation 
between meta-cognitive reflection and achievement among Chinese English as a second 
language students. In the study, students with high results were more proficient in review, 
editing and evaluation (i.e. in meta-cognitive processes) than students with low achievements. 
Wong & Storey (2006) found that the use of reflective journals before and after the writing 
process, is “useful for arousing and increasing students' awareness of effective writing skills 
and is significantly related to writing performance” (p. 297). Further studies have indicated the 
high value of reflective tasks for  rendering students more sensitive to the demands of writing 
for specific discourse communities (Hirvela, 1997). A wealth of studies, reviewed by Winograd 
and Hare (1998, as cited in Carrell et. al), reported significant gains following the specific use of 
cognitive strategy that was taught (Adams, Carnine&Gersten, 1982; Alexander & White, 1984; 
Baumann, 1984; Garner, Hare, Alexander, Haynes &Winograd, 1984; Hare &Borchardt, 1984; 
Patching, Kameenui, Carnine, Gersten& Colvin, 1983). Overall, these studies support Mayer's 
sweeping statement that “students who receive writing strategy training show improvements 
in the quality of what they write” (1998, p. 55). 
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3. Research	Methodology	

3.1. Research	Questions	
(1) How and to what extent does MLSs affect students' confidence in academic writing in a 
second language?  
(2)How and to what extent does meta-cognitive learning strategies affect students' proficiency 
in academic writing in a second language? 

3.2. Participants	
Participants are a class of seven (age 16-17) Advanced Level (A Level) pupils in an international 
school in China. There are five boys and two girls. They have all completed IGCSE ESL 
examinations and IELTS (International English Language Testing System) tests once or twice 
already. They are, however, struggling with their academic writing in the Task 2 of IELTS test, 
of which they have an average score of 5.2. 

3.3. Research	Design	
The main aim of the research is to assess whether MLSs can improve the proficiency and 
confidence in students’ ability in academic writing over eight-week period of strategy 
instruction. The research consists of eight stages: 
Before the eight-week period strategy-based instructions: 
Stage 1: Questionnaire  
A Likert-scale questionnaire was given to the students at the beginning of the research to assess 
(a) their confidence in academic writing and (b) self-belief inability. Students were then asked 
to rate their own confidence according to the following criteria: (1) task achievement, (2) 
coherence and cohesion, (3) lexical resource, and (4) grammatical range and accuracy. These 
areas were identified because they are the four criteria that their IELTS writing marked 
according to, and so are appropriate to the students’ academic context. Each student was asked 
to rate each criterion with a value ranging from 1 to 3, with 1 meaning not confident, 2 quite 
confident, and 3very confident. The final value was then calculated as the average value of the 
four criteria. 
Stage 2: Semi-structured Interview 
The semi-structured interview was conducted individually with each student using their 
responses to  the questionnaire. They were then asked to provide an explanation of their own 
confidence and self-belief in their ability. This allowed more in-depth and qualitative 
information to be collected. 
Stage 3: Academic writing task 
Students were assigned an IELTS Task 2 (writing). They were encouraged to think about the 
topic in a focused way and to write on their own. A significant component of this task was that 
the teacher would not require them to finish the task within a specified time frame, which might 
hinder their meta-cognition. Instead, they were permitted to take enough time to reflect on 
their thinking as they needed. There was an empty section at the end of the task sheet for 
students to think about and note any MLSs that they utilised during the task. The academic 
writing task aimed to examine the strategies used by the students and to make them 
consciously aware of their own strategic knowledge in writing. After completion, their writings 
were then scored by teachers based on the four aforementioned criteria.  
Stage 5: Strategy-based instruction (SBI): 
The speaking strategies were grouped into planning, monitoring and evaluation strategies and 
were based on those identified in the literature, particularly by Cohen (1998).These include:   
1. Planning: 
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I.Goal-setting planning for things like content, language features, and structure. 
II.Possible use of glossary and reference to notes/text book. 
III.Thinking about existing knowledge.  
2.Monitoring: 
i.Use of dictionary and glossary, 
ii.Reference to text books. 
iii.Attention to grammar and vocabulary use.  
iv.Asking for help.  
v.Avoiding vocabulary that are not clear.  
vi.Using another word when getting stuck. 
3.Evaluation: 
i.Checking for spelling, opinions, reasons, details and content.  
ii. Assessing whether the writing makes sense. 
iii.Assessing whether the writing achieves its goals. 
Explicit strategy instruction was integrated into normal classroom teaching, as research has 
indicated that it is the most effective method for learning (Cohen 2011; O'Malley & Chamot 
1990; Oxford 2011; Wenden 1987). The stages of instruction were based on the recursive steps 
described in Table 1, in line with models of SBI proposed by Chamot (2005), Oxford (2011) and 
Macaro (2001): 
1.Raising awareness of the strategies learners are already using. 
2.Teacher presents and models strategies.  
3.Students practise utilising strategies.  
4.Evaluating the effectiveness of strategies used and transferring strategies to new tasks. 
After the eight-week period strategy-based instructions: 
Stage 6: Academic writing task 
Students were assigned another IELTS Task 2 writing. They were permitted to take enough 
time to complete their writings and reflect on it. Students were also asked to note down any 
meta-cognitive strategies used in their writing at the end of their task sheet. After completion, 
their work was scored by the teacher based on the same four criteria, namely: (1) task 
achievement, (2) coherence and cohesion, (3) lexical resource, and (4) grammatical range and 
accuracy. The marks ranged from 0 to 9, which was in line with IELTS writing bands.  
Stage 7: Questionnaire 
The same questionnaire used in Stage 1 was given to the students at the end to check whether 
and how their confidence and self-belief in academic writing changed following their 
introduction to MLSs.  The final value of rating was calculated in the same way, using the 
average value of the four criteria.  
Stage 8: Semi-structured interviews 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted based on the second questionnaire students 
answered. Again, it aimed to collect more in-depth and qualitative information based on the 
responses to the questionnaire.  

3.4. Data	Collection	Methods	
Method triangulation was used which consisted of quantitative data from questionnaires and 
the scores for writings, and qualitative data from the semi-structured interviews and students’ 
reflections on the meta-cognitive strategies used. The operationalization of the measures 
provided quantitative data which was standardized; while the qualitative data obtained 
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provided information useful for explaining the results, as well as more in-depth information 
generally. 
 

Table	1.	Confidence in speaking 

 Initial questionnaire & Interview 
 

Final Questionnaire and Interview 
 

 Score Quote Score Quote 

S1 1.5/1.75 

I’m not quite confident because the 
quality of my writings depends a lot on 

the topic. If the top is familiar for me, I’ll 
be a bit more confident. Otherwise, I’m 

not confident at all. 

2.5/2.5 
Now, I believe if I plan it well, I will be able 

to handle different topi= before. 

S2 1.75/2.0 

I think I’m just OK. I mean...I’m not afraid 
of writing things, but I also do like to do 

it because it is quite difficult. Also, I think 
it takes a lot of time to think, write and, 

mostly, correcting. 

2.0/2.5 

I’m more confident in my ability now, 
because by evaluating my own work, I 

could correct the mistakes before 
submission. It improves my scores and also 

my efficiency. I will not have to spend a 
long time correcting my work. 

S3 1.25/2.0 

I’m not confident at all. It is way too 
difficult for me. Since I study English in 
my primary school, I’d been struggling 

with writing all the time. 

2.0/2.25 

I did learn many useful strategies,and my 
scores have also improved surprising. I 

finally have some directions to follow while 
practicing. I believe the strategies will help 

we more in the future. 

S4 1.5/1.5 

I think it is difficult to write in English, 
but I don’t think it’s impossible for me to 
do it.  It always requires a long time and 

much effort to complete one, and I 
usually get lower mark than I expect. 

2.5/2.0 

I got to know to reasons why I get lower 
mark than I expected, that’s because I 

didn’t check for errors by myself before 
submission. But now, I always check 

everything before I hand in my work.  I 
finally got an ideal mark. 

S5 2.0/2.0 

I’m somehow confident in the structure 
of my writing, because I can always think 
logically. My teacher usually says that my 
writing is cohesive. But when it comes to 

other parts, I think I’m not a little bot 
good at them. 

2.75/3.0 

I’m even more confident than before. I 
think my ability in Cohesion is further 

improved and as for other ares, I feel way 
more better after I adapt to use the 

strategies. 

S6 1.25/1.5 

I do not have a large vocabulary range, I 
always get stuck because I do not know 

the word i want to write. If that’s the 
case, i can only try to say the meaning of 
the word, but it does not seem so correct 

at most of the time. 

2.25/2.75 

By monitoring strategies, my vocabulary 
has been improved a lot. By looking up in 
dictionary and asking for helping, I could 
always get the exact word I wanna use.  
Also, by planning beforehand, I can also 
prepare a glossary for the topic, so that I 

won’t get stuck. 

S7 1.75/1.5 
I’m not so confident. But I know if I work 

hard, my writing will improve. 
2.0/2.0 

With those strategies, I think I’ve been 
constantly improving during the period. 
And I do believe they will improve my 

scores continuously. 

3.5. Data	Analysis	Methods	
The values, or the average of the four criteria, were assigned to the Likert-scales of the 
questionnaire, along with the scores for the students’ writing given by their teachers. The 
values were then used to compare the pre- and post-intervention repossesses. Comparisons 
between the results of the same students before and after intervention were made, along with 
comparisons between different students. The qualitative data from the interviews and students’ 
self reports about the MLSs used for writing were analyzed using NVivo software. 
In order to form methodological triangulation, the responses were transcribed verbatim and 
then coded using NVivo software. This enabled the them be likened to each question asked in 
the interviews and research questions, and in turn, linked to the corresponding quantitative 
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data. There were, in total, 14 self-reports about the meta-cognitive strategies which were then 
typed verbatim into word processing software and coded. The coding scheme was categorized 
into 3 primary groups: (1) planning, (2) monitoring, (3) evaluation, each with several sub-codes. 
A table of frequency counts was then created for each code to compare the frequency that each 
student was using a certain strategy. 

4. Results	Analysis	

4.1. Self‐reports	of	Meta‐cognitive	Strategies	Used	in	Writings	
The three main categories were in line with strategies articulated in the literature, such as by 
O’ Malley and Chamot (1990). Each category had several items which were aligned with those 
identified by the literature. The main coding scheme and the frequencies with which students 
used them before and after the SBI are presented below in Figure (1). 
 

 
Figure	1.	Use of strategies 

 
(1) How and to what extent do meta-cognitive learning strategies affect students' confidence in 
their academic writing?  
 
The results of the questionnaires are analysed and presented in Figures (2).  
 

 
Figure	2.	Confidence in Writing 

 
The values from the questionnaires range from 1 to 3, with 1 meaning not confident, 2 quite 
confident, and 3very confident. The final value was then calculated as the average value of the 
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four criteria. Based on the two charts, it can be clearly seen that students’ confidence and self-
belief have all improved to some degree with no exceptions.   
The results have been combined with interview data to further interrogate how the students 
felt about their confidence, and similarly to explain any changes which may have occurred in 
the final questionnaire. 
In the initial interview, some the students generally shown negative attitude toward the writing 
tasks because of lack of vocabulary (S2, S3, S5) and lack of cohesion (S1, S4). However, in the 
final interviews, their attitude toward the writing tasks became more positive.  
Although the data collected from the questionnaires and students’ comments shown 
improvement in confidence, it is hard to ensure that the improvement was caused by the SBI 
and MLSs instead of the course of eight weeks, even without any SBI. However, in the final 
interview, several students clearly attribute their improvement in confidence to the used of 
MLSs. For example, S3 and S2 clearly identified their wider range of vocabulary as the main 
reason, and S4 better planning.  
Therefore, it seems that the SBI and increasing use of MSLs had a positive effect on their 
confidence despite the impossibility to ensure that the improvements were direct results of the 
SBI, because the qualitative data from the interviews provides evidence to support this 
statement. 
(2) How and to what extent does meta-cognitive learning strategies affect students' proficiency 
in academic writing? 
 

 
Figure	3.	Writing Task Scores 

 
The writing tasks were marked out of a total of 9 according to the IELTS criteria by their teacher 
The pre- and post-intervention results are shown in Figure (3).  
The writing scores of the students improved from 5.2 to 6.1 on average. The score of each 
individual improved by either 1 or 0.5 points within the eight weeks. This indicates the 
effectiveness of the meta-cognitive strategies in improving students’ proficiency.  
It could be argued that the scores might improve naturally due to the eight-week learning even 
without the SBI. However, some of the comments from the students in the final interview refers 
specifically to the use of MLSs, such as 'planning the ideas and analysis' (S3, S5) 'deliberate 
vocabulary use' while writing (S1, S2, S5) and ‘self-assessment after writing. (S4) 
The results imply that MLSs are effective tools to increase students’ proficiency in EAL writings 
as every student managed to increase their effectiveness between the first and second writing 
tasks. However, the assessment data may not be able to sufficiently to make any valid 
conclusions about the effectiveness of MLSs. When the method triangulation is used to 
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combined the quantitative data with the qualitative data collected from interviews, there is 
more convincing evidence to draw the conclusion that the students used the MLSs introduced 
in SBI to actively improve their proficiency in writing.  

5. Conclusion	and	Discussion	

This study began with the research questions of how and to what extent the use of meta-
cognitive strategies could improve students’ confidence and proficiency in academic writing. 
The instruction lasted for eight weeks. The application of meta-cognitive strategies was tested 
using the strategy checklist. Assessment data and questionnaires were used to determine the 
changes in students’ confidence and proficiency in EAL writing. The results indicate that 
learners’ meta-cognitive strategies can improve students’ confidence and proficiency in 
academic writing, as shown in the results from the questionnaire, interviews and scores. 
However, the quantitative data may be insufficient to make any conclusions about the 
effectiveness of MLSs as it could be argued that students’ writing skills might improve naturally 
due to the eight-week learning, even without the SBI. When the method triangulation is used to 
combined the quantitative data with the qualitative data, there is more conclusive evidence to 
draw the conclusion that the use of MLS improves students’ confidence and proficiency in 
writing. Overall, the positive results are in line with Mayer's sweeping statement that “students 
who receive writing strategy training show improvements in the quality of what they write” 
(1998, p. 55). 
Since implementing meta-cognitive tasks means transferring some responsibilities to learners, 
which in turn may increase pressure, particularly on students of more limited proficiency, it is 
suggested that explicit and direct instruction and modeling, and guided practice should 
provided. During the SBI instructors should be supportive and encouraging to learners, and 
receive feedback from multiple avenues, in order to effectively monitor, evaluate and regulate 
the SBI that have been employed. In addition, the task of taking meta-cognition into practice 
might be affected by cultural factors and students’ preferences and abilities (Forbes, K., 2019). 
Therefore, further research is required into how SBI be effectively implemented into typical 
class schemes, that are, nonetheless, highly relevant socio-cultural context specificities. For 
example, the study might be strengthened by including gender as a variable; How might the 
specific features of the school (e.g. international, in China) have affected the study? 
As the research aims to solve the specific difficulties faced by a particular group, as well as due 
to the small number of participants in the study, the research cannot be significantly 
generalized, particularly in other contexts. However, this study does demonstrate the 
possibilities of meta-cognitive strategies, in both the proficiency and confidence of second 
language learners. In a nutshell, this study demonstrates that learners can become more 
independent in their second language writing acquisition. 
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