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Summary

This presentation introduces a model for distance learning course design—the Model of Self-Regulated Distance Learning. The creators of the model explain its theoretical foundations and demonstrate the model’s application to distance language learning although it is appropriate for all distance learning course design. The theoretical basis of the model is the result of a synthesis of research on distance education theory, autonomy, self-regulated learning, and related concepts.

Drawing on the theory of transactional distance (Moore, 1972, 2007), and the concepts of autonomy and self-regulated learning, the model demonstrates how learners interact with the variables of structure and dialogue to become self-regulated. At the foundation of the model are six dimensions of self-regulated learning—motive, method, time, physical environment, social environment, and performance (Zimmerman, 1994, 1998). 

The model guides designers in focusing on how learners can take control of the learning process to be successful. It provides a framework for future research as elements of the model can be tested to determine which aspects of self-regulated learning are enhanced by particular elements of design, and how these elements can be used to create structure and dialogue appropriate to learners’ needs, and overcome the gaps created by distance. 

Introduction

Distance education course developers must consider a variety of factors in order to decrease the gap between the learner and instructor. These include delivery, means of transmission, interaction, feedback, materials, assessment procedures, and uses of technology. Although some of these areas must be considered in a face-to-face course, the provision of adequate learner support is central to successful distance courses. 

A key factor in distance education is guiding students toward independence. This requires helping them structure their study time and develop the discipline necessary to complete learning tasks on their own and access available support. Distance education programs must address these critical areas of student support to build the autonomy and self-reliance that are integral to success. In the case of distance language courses, Hurd (2000) claims that success resides at least partially in the support systems of a course and “the degree to which these support systems encourage language learners to develop strategies that work for them personally, and which lead to more effective learning methods and enhanced learning outcomes” (p. 37). The goal of learner independence, or the ability to successfully take responsibility for the learning process, then, should be an underlying principle for development.

Indeed, the topic of taking responsibility for one’s own learning has been a central theme in distance education research and has been variously conceptualized in educational research as independence (Wedemeyer, 1971; White, 2003), autonomy (Moore, 1972, 2007), self-directed learning (Garrison, 2003), self-regulated learning (Zimmerman, 1994, 1998), metacognition (Peters, 1998), and learning strategies (Oxford, 2008). We discuss a model for distance learning based on a synthesis of research on autonomy, self-regulated learning, and related concepts from multiple disciplines (Andrade & Bunker, in press). We apply the model to distance language learning although it is appropriate for all distance learning course design.  

Previous work has shown a relationship between autonomy and successful distance language learning. Language learners who used supplementary materials designed to develop metacognition, critical reflection, and autonomy exhibited self-awareness and active learning strategies (Murphy, 2005). These attributes led them to create meaningful language practice opportunities, which resulted in increased motivation and satisfaction. Distance learners of French indicated improvement in areas such as self-awareness, motivation, self-confidence, organization skills, self-monitoring, a willingness to take risks, and greater understanding of language learning (Hurd, 2006). The learners were older and intrinsically motivated.

Clearly, course design that supports the development of learner independence is of critical importance. We present a model that guides the course design process to this end. We first review terminology that describes various facets of independent learning and explain why the concept of self-regulated learning was selected as the basis for the model. Following this, we examine research that has focused on course components designed to develop self-regulated learning. Then we discuss the model and its applications.

Terminology

Although much overlap exists among the various terms mentioned (i.e., independence, autonomy, self-directed learning, self-regulated learning, metacognition, learning strategies), they have different nuances. Our purpose is not to compare these terms (for a discussion on this topic, see Andrade & Bunker, in press), but to provide a brief overview of the key concepts of autonomy, self-regulated learning, and learning strategies as they relate to our model.

The term most commonly used in distance education literature to refer to the idea of taking responsibility for one’s own learning is autonomy. Autonomy has two components—choice in the sense of decision-making power and the capacity for self-awareness and active learning (Garrison, 2003; Holec, 1981; Hurd, 1998; Moore, 1972, 2007; White, 2003). The concept of self-regulated learning, based in the discipline of educational psychology, focuses on how to learn (Andrade & Bunker, in press), and as such, is appropriate to our model, which directs course designers in determining how to help learners develop independence. 

Self-regulated learning consists of four components—cognition, metacognition, motivation, and behavior ((Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 1997). These areas have been further developed into six dimensions—motive (reasons for learning), methods (how to learn), time (when to study), physical environment (where to study), social environment (with whom to study), and performance (what is learned) (Dembo, Junge, & Lynch, 2006; Zimmerman, 1994, 1998). Within each dimension a number of learning strategies can be applied. Examples include setting goals, positive self-talk, and managing emotions for motive (motivation); study skills such as note taking, summarizing, asking questions, and rehearsal for methods (cognition); avoiding procrastination, determining the most productive time for study and how long to study related to time (behavior); finding a distraction-free location to control the physical environment (behavior); knowing where and how to seek help in order to manage one’s social environment (behavior); and reflecting, making judgments, evaluating, and revising goals to improve performance (metacognition) (Dembo et al, 2006).  

Oxford (2008) categorizes strategies for learning languages into four areas: metacognitive (planning, evaluating), affective (motivation, managing emotions), cognitive (processing the language, analyzing, synthesizing), and social-affective (considering the sociocultural setting, collaboration). She argues that effective application of learning strategies can promote autonomous learning, which is needed more in independent learning situations than in classroom contexts. Although her four categories are similar to the four areas of self-regulated learning (cognition, metacognition, motivation, behavior), we find that the specificity of the six dimensions lend themselves more readily to a model for course designers (Andrade & Bunker, in press). Areas such as time management and controlling the physical environment are particularly helpful in a distance environment. 
Applications of the Elements of Self-Regulated Learning 

Aspects of self-regulated learning have been measured in distance education environments, and those related to success identified such as organization, planning, intrinsic goal setting and orientation, self-efficacy, hours of study, regulation strategies, and expectancy for success (Bothma & Monteith, 2004). The latter has been related to self-regulation and achievement (Bell, 2007). Metacognitive strategies and motivation variables for web-based learning have been identified as important (Tobias, 2006). Although students perceive themselves as possessing the potential to apply self-regulated learning strategies, they may not use them if they are not embedded in the course; however, effort, willingness to learn, and self-discipline contribute to success (Porras-Hernandez, 2000). 

Specific elements of course design can assist students in improving their learning. A blended learning course requiring students to record their study time, write reflective summaries, keep learning journals, and complete collaborative projects resulted in improved intrinsic motivation, valuation of course materials, and recognition that learning outcomes depended on students themselves (Chang, 2005). Similarly, positive gains in self-regulated learning and final exam scores resulted for students who reflected on their learning and received feedback on their reflections from a tutor (van den Boom, Pass, & van Merrienboer, 2007). Other studies have examined how various types of technology can be used to support the development of self-regulated learning (Baggetun & Wasson, 2006; Banyard, Underwood, & Twiner, 2006; Beishuizen, Van Boxel, Banyard, Twinder, Helle, & Underwood, 2006; Carneiro, 2006; Dabbagh & Kitsantas, 2005; Wang & Lin, 2006). 

The Model

The Model of Self-Regulated Distance Learning (Figure 1) is based on Moore’s (1972, 2007) theory of transactional distance and the six dimensions of self-regulated learning (Andrade & Bunker, in press). The theory of transactional distance considers the interface of three variables: dialogue, structure, and autonomy. Dialogue is represented by the interaction between the learner and teacher through the communication systems of the course while structure is established through course materials, goals, and requirements. Autonomy refers to learner choice regarding what and how to learn. Transactional distance is related to the degree of dialogue and structure. The learner experiences greater autonomy when levels of dialogue and structure are low. Greater amounts of dialogue and structure decrease autonomy in the sense of learner choice.

The model demonstrates how learners interact with the variables of structure and dialogue to become self-regulated distance learners. Learners have varying levels of self-regulated learning, commitment, and content knowledge upon enrollment. They interact with the content, materials, technology, teachers, peers, and the host institution. The amount of structure (i.e., lessons and requirements) in the course provides them with the means to develop self-regulated learning. Although increased degrees of structure result in decreased autonomy (i.e., choice) in the beginning, structure helps students develop self-regulation and the capacity for autonomy, and lessens transactional distance. Similarly, the amount of dialogue provided through tutorials, conferences, and assessment creates the scaffolding needed to increase self-regulation. This results in decreased autonomy (i.e., independence) initially, but also lessens transactional distance and increases self-regulation, capacity for autonomy, persistence, and content knowledge. As learners interact with the course in terms of structure and dialogue and develop higher levels of self-regulation, they reflect on and examine their performance, establish new goals, and expand on and practice their strategies. The final stage is becoming a self-regulated distance learner. As learners become more independent and self-regulated, they can be successful with less structure and dialogue. 
Figure 1.





 

                                 


Model of self-regulated distance language learning: Optimizing transactional distance through self-regulated learning strategies. 

Note. S= structure, D=dialogue. The symbols + and – represent higher and lower degrees of structure and dialogue.
Application

As with many institutions, the university in the United States where the authors work, suddenly faced an administrative decision to offer distance language courses to target students in the Pacific Islands and Asia. Knowing the literature on autonomy from the fields of distance education and language learning, the authors knew they faced a hurdle in developing cost effective support for their prospective learners, most of whom come from education systems and cultures that do not promote autonomy in learning. Therefore, the authors, with members of the development team, sought ways to promote autonomy and independence in the ESL (English as Second Language) courses under development. 

The first attempt to use concepts from self-regulated learning was a pilot in a campus-based course. Using the ideas and categories from self-regulated learning, campus ESL students were asked to write learner journals about their study habits, perceptions of their language learning, reactions to course activities, and self-assessments of their progress. As this course was being taught on campus, the first distance education ESL course was under development. As the team watched the campus students’ responses to the self-regulated learning prompts and saw the reflective nature of the students’ writing, similar prompts were incorporated into the learner journal assignments for the first distance course, an ESL intermediate reading course. 

During the pilot of the distance reading course, however, student responses in their leaner journals were only moderately reflective about themselves as distance language learners. Neither did they identify areas of needed support for their studies in the distance course. This suggested a need for a more organized and systematic way to support student reflection and introspection. Through the process of reviewing the literature discussed earlier and evaluating the distance education courses under development, the authors conceptualized the core ideas of the model. 

With the beginning of a second distance ESL course, an intermediate level writing course, the six dimensions of the self-regulated model were used as the “backbone” of a learner journal assignment. During the first week of the course, the students do a self-assessment (survey) related to their perceptions of themselves as distance learners and language learners. In following weeks, they choose among a set of activities designed to give instruction and support in the self-regulated learning dimensions. Students may choose activities they perceive match their learning needs based on their responses to the initial survey and their perceived progress in the course. After completing each activity (one per week), the students write a reflective journal and it submit to the teacher (Andrade and Bunker, in press). 

As shown in Table 1, several activities were prepared in each dimension, allowing the students to choose those of interest. For example, if students are concerned about time management, they could choose to either record their activities for one full day or do an activity to help them prioritize activities. If students had not reflected on themselves as language learners, they could analyze their strengths and weaknesses under the dimension of motivation. If they felt isolated in the distance course and had difficulty getting answers to questions, they could choose the seeking help activity in the social environment dimension. Students revisit their survey responses at midterm and then choose activities from a second set of activities for the second half of the course.

Table 1. 

Manage Your Learning Activities

	Motivation
	Methods of learning
	Time management
	Social environment
	Physical environment 

	Week One: 

Beginning Survey 

	Strengths/

Weaknesses as a Language Learner
	Use your study guide/course materials
	Record activities for 24 hours
	Seek help
	Evaluate study environment

	Goal setting I

Goal setting II
	Use your textbook
	Prioritize activities
	Make best use of tutoring session
	Classify distractions

	Midterm: 

Revisit Beginning Survey: Performance evaluation, Self-observation and Evaluation

	Develop positive self-talk


	Language learning strategies 

Part I
	Evaluate time use


	Make best use of teacher conference
	Restructure physical environment

	Evaluate progress on goals
	Language learning strategies 

Part II
	Organize information/time
	Interact with classmates at a distance
	Create a learning environment

	Finals Week: Re-do Final Survey. Write final performance evaluation and response


The first pilot of the course is still underway at press time. Student responses from the first half of the course show that 81% of the students completed the self-regulated learning assignments, choosing in order of preference “strengths and weaknesses as a language learner” (23%), “using your study guide/course materials” (23%), “evaluating your study environment” (21%), “seeking help” (18%), and “recording activities for 24 hours” (15%). Although causative claims are not possible, the pilot does have an high persistence rate at present, with two non-participating students forced to withdraw because job requirements prohibited access to computers and/or Internet during the remainder of the course. Continuing research is being conducted on the interest and effectiveness of the dimensions of the model in helping students reflect on their learning and persist in the course.

Research and evaluation of the first implementation of the model is underway and a full analysis pending, but course development team members are pleased with the ease with which learner journal assignments integrated into both the self-regulated learning dimensions and the course content. The model also allows flexibility and freedom to students, providing them wide choice in interest and need, thus supporting their autonomy. At the mid-point in the first pilot of the course, student responses show increased complexity and fluency over the prompts used for similar assignments in the reading course. Persistence remains high with students continuing to submit course assignments and participate in course activities.

Conclusion

The model presented allows educators and designers to account for features that improve success through support of learner autonomy and self-regulation. It provides a framework for future research in which elements of the model can be tested to determine which aspects of self-regulated learning are enhanced by particular elements of design and technological applications, and how these elements can be used to create structure and dialogue appropriate to learners’ needs and course content requirements, both of which help to overcome the gaps created by distance. 
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