International Forum of Teaching and Studies

Vol. 15 No. 1 2019

The Significance and Instruction of Metacognition in Continuing
Education
Zou Yanqun
Beijing International Studies University, Beijing, China
Email: belindazou@126.com
[Abstract] The importance of metacognition in the process of learning has been recognized in
various fields, yet studies on the essential significance of metacognition to adult learners in
continuing education are few. Based on a survey on metacognition and learning, this study
explores the essential significance of metacognition to adult learners in China, analyzes the
correlation between metacognition and motivations, self-efficacy and learning strategies, and puts
forward approaches to integrate metacognition through adult learners’ education.
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Introduction
The importance of metacognition in the process of learning is an old idea that can be traced
from Socrates' questioning methods to Dewey's (1933) perspective that we learn more from
reflecting on our experiences than from the actual experiences themselves. What is more recent is
the coining of the term “metacognition” and the emergence of a metacognition research field in
the last four decades (Tanner, 2012).
It is John Flavell who puts forward the term in 1970s, recognizes that metacognition consists
of both monitoring and regulation aspects, and defines it as follows: Metacognition refers to one’s
knowledge concerning one’s own cognitive processes and products or anything related to them…
Metacognition refers, among other things, to the active monitoring and consequent regulation and
orchestration of these processes in relation to the cognitive objects or data on which they bear,
usually in the service of some concrete goal or objective (Flavell, 1976, p. 232). Reviewing
scholars’ interpretations of metacognition, we define metacognition as knowledge and regulation
of cognition: metacognitive knowledge includes the cognition of the subject (knowledge, ability,
resources, cognitive, affective, and physiological state), others, cognitive universals, the task, as
well as metacognitive awareness; metacognitive regulation involves planning to maximize the
resources in a certain context prior to performing a task, monitoring, regulating to optimize the
performance during the task, and evaluating and reflecting the cognitive process after the
performance (Zou, 2015).
The importance of metacognition in learning has been recognized that meta-cognition can be
observed as one of the most important factors leading to success in learning (Schraw 1998;
Veenman, Prins & Elshout, 2002). First, the impact of metacognition in learning has been proved.
Students will not really learn new information if they do not go through a metacognitive realization
that requires them to examine how they thought about the topic before and how they are thinking
differently about that topic now (Posner et al., 1982), which is in accordance with Dewey's (1933)
assertion that reflection on an experience is the key step in learning. Furthermore, there is evidence
that improved metacognition is associated with promoting young students' overall academic
success (Adey & Shayer, 1993; Kuhn & Pearsall, 1998), the most effective learners are self29
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regulating (Butler &Winne,1995, p. 245), and students with greater metacognitive abilities tend to
be more successful in their cognitive endeavors (Livingston, 1996), while individuals with poor
metacognitive skills perform less well academically than peers (Kruger, 1999; Dunning et al.,
2003). Besides, an adequate level of metacognition may compensate for cognitive limitations
(Veenman, Wilhelm, & Beishuizen, 2004; Veenman &Spaans, 2005). Metacognition helps to
maximize what one has learned and makes one “do 20% better – you get an extra Friday every
week” (Heppell , 2014 ).
However, most papers on metacognition focus on regular undergraduates and postgraduates.
Twenty-two papers on metacognition of adult learners are found in CNKI, most of which are
speculative ones with a few empirical studies; furthermore, most of the researches are quite brief,
having little intensive analysis of the significance of metacognition for adult learners in schools
of continuing education. This study aims to explore the following questions based on a survey on
metacognition: 1. Why is metacognition significant for adult learners? 2. Could metacognition
stimulate adult learners’ motivation and self-efficacy? 3. How can metacognition be integrated
into adult education to promote the efficiency and effect of learning?
The Necessity and Urgency of Metacognition for Adult Learners
Adult learners in schools of continuing education are different from learners in regular higher
educational institutions in respect of age, career, motivation, experience, and responsibility, which
makes metacognition essentially significant in continuing education for the time being and for the
long term.
The Decline of Rote Memory
According to a survey conducted in the School of Continuing Education of Beijing
International Studies University in 2017, 173 respondents ranged from 18 to 40+ years old, and
52% of the respondents were over 25. According to the survey, adult learners always express their
anxiety and predicament in the decline of rote memory, which brings more impediments to
learning, especially in language learning. Studies have shown that the rote memory declines with
aging (Thorndike, 1928), yet learning is the interaction of intellectual state, motivation, selfefficacy, educational experience, physical and emotional state, and other relevant factors.
Metacognition is the key to maximizing and optimizing the resources acquired, especially the
adults’ rich and sophisticated experiences, to make full use of prior knowledge, to develop
understanding memory and long-term memory, and to compensate for the decline in rote memory,
which might grow to be an advantage. Besides, metacognition could help learners make reasonable
and feasible arrangement to adjust to the current circumstances by the study of oneself, task,
learning universals, and regulation.
The Complexity of Roles and Responsibilities
The complexity of roles and responsibilities brings the mixture of various motivations, the
fluctuation of emotion, and the contradiction between study and other responsibilities.
The complexity of motivation. First, adults play various social roles and shoulder
responsibilities in different fields, which leads to the complexity of motivations. Second, adult
learners have stronger motivation in learning compared to regular undergraduates because of the
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needs for personal and professional development. However, strong motivation, on the one hand,
conduces to clarify the learning purpose and boost learner’s enthusiasm; on the other hand, strong
motivation makes learners anxious for success, which negatively effects learning, especially when
learners face sharp contrasts between expectation and reality. Thus, how to make various
motivations stimulate and complement each other and how to maintain the vitality of motivation
and enthusiasm in adult learners become urgent issues.
The emotional fluctuation of adult learners. Various social roles and responsibilities bring
pressure to adult learners in continuing education in different respects, which leads to anxiety and
emotional fluctuations. In addition, the obstacles adult learners encounter in work and personal
lives may aggravate the stress, which may affect their physical and emotional states, accelerate the
aging process, and bring impediments to learning. Moreover, adult learners are inclined to be upset
by emotional and other disturbing factors beyond expectations due to various roles and
responsibilities, which require more flexibility, adjustment, and regulation in the arrangement of
task, time, and energy.
Limited class hours. Adult learners in schools of continuing education have limited class
hours, usually on weekends, which is different from the common learning schedule of regular
undergraduates, whose classes are scattered over various weekdays. Besides, adult learners have
less time and energy in learning owing to various social roles and heavy responsibilities. As a
result, adult learners are required to make the most of their time and energy, monitor and regulate
their learning, work and family life, and make overall plans that take all factors into consideration.
This indicates the necessity and urgency of metacognition for adult learners.
Prior knowledge and experience. The rich and sophisticated knowledge and experiences
adult learners have accumulated are a treasure for learning, which helps them bridge the prior
knowledge and fresh information to establish the connection and develop long-term memory.
However, the prior knowledge and experiences may confine them to the original model and result
in reluctance to embrace the fresh technology or approaches (Wang, 2013). Yet, metacognition
boosts the understanding of oneself, task, and cognitive universals, and it emphasizes monitoring
and regulation in learning; it highlights the optimization and overall considerations, which offer
dynamic and powerful support for adult learners in compensating for the decline in rote memory,
balancing learning, work and family life, and developing an open mind to embrace fresh
information.
Survey on Metacognition of Adult Learners in School of Continuing Education
The research team conducted a survey on metacognition and learning in the School of
Continuing Education of Beijing International Studies University in 2017; it collected 173 valid
questionnaires (MSLQ) concerning the basic information of respondents, motivation, selfefficacy, cognitive strategies, and metacognition. The mean value of the metacognition of the
respondents is 3.3 (1.1-4.9), which suggests that the general state of the respondents is medium.
The mean value of cognitive strategies is 3.5 (1-4.9), the mean value of self-efficacy is 3.2 (1.15), the mean value of intrinsic motivation is 3.6, and the extrinsic motivation is 3.4.
The correlation between metacognition and cognitive strategies, metacognition and selfefficacy, metacognition and intrinsic motivation, and metacognition and extrinsic motivation are
significant at a 0.01 level (2-tailed). There is remarkable positive correlation between
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metacognition and cognitive strategies (84.2%) very significant positive correlation between
metacognition and intrinsic motivation (58.6%), significant positive correlation between
metacognition and self-efficacy (49.2%), and positive correlation between metacognition and
extrinsic motivation (31.8%).
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** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Metacognition and Self-Efficacy
Previous studies show that self-efficacy stimulates the development of metacognition (Yao,
1999; Yang, 2008; Mills, Pajares & Herron, 2007; Pajares, & Schunk, 2001). Yet, this study shows
that self-efficacy and metacognition are interactive, which implies that metacognition could also
promote learners’ self-efficacy. First, metacognition helps learners develop better learning
experience to improve self-efficacy; second, the progress and achievement brought by promoted
metacognition may result in positive remarks from teachers, peer learners, and others; third,
reflection drives learners to reconsider problems in learning and adjust their strategies, schedules,
and approaches, which improves the ability to control their study and life, thus promoting their
self-efficacy effectively. Studies have shown that training on self-efficacy and metacognition is
more effective than training on either one of them (Wang Youkun, 2015), which indicates that
self-efficacy and metacognition are interactive and complementary.
Metacognition and Motivation
The correlation between metacognition and intrinsic motivation is greater than metacognition
and extrinsic motivation, which reveals that the enhancement in metacognition leads to a pleasant
learning experience and positive results; therefore, learners experience the pleasure of learning and
improve their mastery and sense of achievement in learning, which stimulates learners’ intrinsic
motivation and improves the learning efficiency and effect.
Adult learners face more complicated circumstances in learning compared to regular
undergraduates, while metacognition is what could help them to take all factors into consideration,
maximize all the resources acquired, establish reasonable and feasible goals, and harmonize
different roles and motivations; this would improve the motivations, which would be given full
play to drive learners to develop effective learning activities. Metacognition helps adult learners
develop better learning experiences, which awakens learners’ consciousness of the pleasure and
fascination of learning itself; consequently, the intrinsic motivation to transcend is provoked,
which inspires and sustains their inner-driven enthusiasm. Furthermore, the combination of both
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation sustains long-term effective learning.
Metacognition and Strategies
The importance of learning strategies has been proved by a number of analytical and empirical
studies (Wen Qiufang & Wang Lifei, 2004; Oxford, R.,1990). Professor Wen Qiufang (1995)
proved that learning strategy is the determining factor in learning achievement when other factors
are certain. The correlation between metacognition and learning strategies is remarkably positive,
which suggests the promotion of metacognition could improve the use of learning strategies
effectively, as well as the score and achievement.
The promotion of metacognition excites both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, enhances
self-efficacy, and boosts the effective use of appropriate strategies and resources. Based on the
understanding of oneself, the task, and cognitive universals, metacognition facilitates learners to
make feasible plans, monitor the feasibility of plans, effectiveness of strategies, completion of
tasks, reflect on problems, and make corresponding adjustment and regulation; this would improve
the efficiency and effectiveness of learning, which would stimulate learners’ motivations and selfefficacy to sustain the steady, long-term development. Metacognition highlights the significance
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of reflection, which pushes learners to reflect on the problems, draw lessons, and make
corresponding adjustments to plans and strategies to optimize the mastered resources and solve
problems effectively, to open one’s mind and embrace fresh approaches and technologies, to
sustain the power to make long-term progress.
Metacognition takes all the relevant factors concerning learning, work, and life into
consideration, makes full use of one’s time and energy, optimizes the use of resources and
strategies, and makes overall plans to set reasonable goals; this drives learners to reflect on the
problems and make corresponding adjustment to balance learning, work, and leisure, to enhance
learners’ general state physically, emotionally, and spiritually, and leads a happy, healthy, and
harmonious life with the sustaining power of development. Metacognition is what adult learners
need to optimize what they have obtained and improve their learning effectiveness and general
well-being.
Conclusion
With the rapid development of science and technology, we are required to keep up with the
times; therefore, what we need most are the approaches and strategies to learn to update
information, knowledge, and abilities. As the Chinese saying goes: “Give a man a fish and you
feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.”
Adult learners not only need to deal with learning problems, but also balance learning, work,
and personal life, which demands they consider all relevant factors concerning the feasibility and
continuity of learning and to allow flexibility of schedules based on the promotion of
metacognition. To promote adult learners’ metacognition, teachers and learners are supposed to
reflect on the meaning of education and the learning model and try to integrate metacognition into
each and every step in the learning process.
Transition from Knowledge to Competence
The development of science and technology provides the convenience of obtaining
knowledge, so the impartment of knowledge is no longer the major task of education for adult
learners. The problems learners face are how to make full use of their knowledge and
resources to face challenges and solve problems effectively. Thus, both teachers and learners
are encouraged to reflect on the meaning of education, which is not only to impart declarative
knowledge, but also to develop procedural and conditional knowledge. This intends to
enhance the ability to learn and solve problems effectively, to lead a happy, healthy and
harmonious life with sustaining power to development. Metacognition is the answer to
improve learners’ ability to learn and solve problems efficiently.
Student-Centered and Problem-Oriented Model
Teachers are no longer the center of education: students are. Teachers are no longer
shapers of students, but educational resources to offer assistance. Teachers are encouraged to
lead students to analyze problems, employ the appropriate strategies and resources to solve
problems, and reflect on the research process and make corresponding adjustments that
improve the efficiency and effectiveness of teaching and learning. Furthermore, teachers are
supposed to encourage learners develop informal learning, which is especially important for
adult learners, after class in addition to the development of formal learning, and to make
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overall arrangements of learning, work, and personal life.
The focus of education becomes the promotion of dynamic, procedural knowledge and
the competence to develop, instead of just using static declarative knowledge. What learners
gain through the journey of exploration would be the ability to raise questions, integrate
knowledge and resources, and solve problems; the ability to express, communicate, and
cooperate with others in metacognitive development, which is conducive to development of
an open mind that embraces challenges with a broad vision.
Adoption of ALERT Model
At the beginning of each semester, learners are required to assess the problems in learning
concerning motivations, self-efficacy, cognitive strategies, metacognition, and other relevant
respects; learners must make reasonable plans based on the analysis of oneself, tasks, and cognitive
universals. Learners are supposed to monitor the learning and research process through each and
every activity.
The adoption of the ALERT model (Zou, 2015) would enhance the development of
metacognition. We are to highlight the significance of metacognition before concrete learning
activities to improve learners’ metacognitive consciousness; we should integrate the model
ALERT in class activities, analyzing, defining problems, exploring strategies, running the
strategies, and tracking and monitoring the process of research; we should reinforce and reflect on
the performance with a learning journal after class. The ALERT mode helps students realize that
the completion of each task is not the ultimate purpose, but to develop the competence to solve
problems by monitoring, regulating, and reflecting on performance. What students are supposed
to learn is not only static declarative knowledge, but also procedural and conditional knowledge
about maximizing and optimizing the available resources. The learning enhances their general
competence to solve problems. Metacognition equips students to satisfy the needs of the age;
metacognition is the necessary power for students to become competent learners with the
sustaining power of further development. The adoption of task-based and project-based teaching
methods would offer students opportunities to encounter the possible difficulties and challenges.
Peer-review methods offer another opportunity for students to reflect on their working process.
The employment of websites and relevant APPs offer convenience for learners to record and track
the research process.
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Metacognition exerts a significant impact on the promotion of adult learners’ learning
effectiveness and efficiency; it improves adult learners’ overall well-being. Metacognition
cultivates autonomic learners, produces competent citizens to lead a happy, healthy, and
harmonious life with the sustaining power for further development.
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