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Abstract

The present study attempts to construct a theoretical framework of
metacognition in EFL writing and explore the effects of metacognition
on EFL writing by both qualitative and quantitative studies. The research
subjects involve nearly 2000 non-English majors at over 150 Chinese
universities across the country.

Five research questions are addressed in the study:

1) What are the most important components in metacognition and
what components constitute the metacognitive ability in EFL writing?

2) To what extent and how do these components effect the writing
performance of the language learner?

3) To what extent do successful English learners (SEL) differ from
unsuccessful English learners (USEL) in terms of metacognitive be-
havior?

4) To what extent can formal classroom instruction help learners
to raise metacognitive awareness in EFL writing?

5) What can we do to refine our measurements in collecting
metacognitive data?

This dissertation consists of three parts: previous research, four
empirical studies, and discussion on the theoretical and pedagogical
significance of the main findings.

1. Previous research

Two types of previous research are reviewed: research on metacog-
nition by psychologists and research on metacognitive strategies by
applied linguists.

Psychologists have begun to share similar views with regard to
definition and function of metacognition. Their definitions, though
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often expressed differently, invariably cover two essential aspects: the
static nature of metacognition and the dynamic tendency of metacog-
nition in affecting the course and outcome of cognitive enterprises
(Flavell 1979; Kluwe 1982, see Son & Schwartz 2002:16; Brown
1987, Sternberg 1998; Weinert 1987). Statically, metacognition refers
to the accumulated autobiographical information about one’s cogni-
tion, whilst dynamically, metacognition stresses the ongoing monitoring
and controlling of one’s own cognition (see Nelson 1992:1). However,
there is still much controversy over such issues as what are the main
components of metacognition and how they are hierarchically struc-
tured. For example, the two influential theoretical frameworks put
forward by Flavell (1979:4) and Nelson & Narens (1990, 1994) have
been generally recognized as epoch-making. However, the main com-
ponents such as metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive experi-
ences in Flavell’s framework and object-level and meta-level in Nel-
son & Narens’ framework (1990;1994) are vastly different. Meanwhile,
in real-life research, neither of the two frameworks is easy to apply.
They prove to be too abstract to be measurable.

In a similar vein, applied linguists (Brown et al 1983; O’Malley
& Chamot 1990; Wenden 1991,1999; Ellis 1994) have also agreed
upon both definitions and functions of metacognitive strategies. They
all emphasize that the essential nature and general function of
metacognitive strategies is planning, organizing, and evaluating one’s own
learning. But meanwhile, the categories of metacognitive strategies
they have identified are still tentative, different and even contradictory.
For example, the strategies of “translating into L1” and “guessing from
context” are listed as cognitive strategies by O’Malley (1985) and
Oxford (1990), but are grouped under metacognitive strategies by Li &
Munby (1996) and Zhang (2001). For another example, two strategies
of the same nature, i.e. “predicting or guessing text meaning” and “guess-
ing meaning of unknown words” are separately classified as a metacogni-
tive strategy and a cognitive strategy by the same researchers (Sheo-
rey & Mokhtari 2001).



2. Four empirical studies

Altogether, four relatively independent but also interrelated
empirical studies are conducted: 1) the exploratory longitudinal study;
2) the in-depth horizontal study of SEL subjects and USEL subjects;
3) the factor analysis study for a theoretical metacognitive framework;
4) the structural equation modeling study into the causal relationship
between the metacognitive ability and writing performance. Both quali-
tative and quantitative methods are employed in processing the data.

The subjects of the longitudinal study were 118 students from
Renmin University of China: two natural classes as the experimental
group, and two as the comparison group. The study lasted approxi-
mately 10 months, i.e. two semesters, and could be accordingly con-
sidered as two stages. The first-stage research was more exploratory
by trying out four open-ended questionnaires, group interviews, timed
and untimed writings, etc., whereas the second-stage was more fo-
cused by employing the “weekly journal” as the chief research tool. The
results showed that the formal classroom instruction on writing
metacognition could enhance learners’ awareness of metacognition in
writing and produced obvious improvement in their writing perfor-
mance. With regard to untimed writing assignments, the writing
scores of the experimental group were significantly higher than those
of the comparison group. Besides, the research instruments in investi-
gating learners’ writing metacognition were refined in the process of
the study. The questionnaire of 110 items on metacognition in EFL
writing was designed.

The subjects of the in-depth horizontal study were 5 SEL sub-
jects and 6 USEL subjects. The metacognitive ability of the two
groups was compared by drawing on the data from a series of sources,
such as an open-ended questionnaire, a semi-structured interview,
timed and untimed writing, a think-aloud experiment, etc.. The results
clearly demonstrated that the metacognitive abilities of SEL subjects
and USEL subjects differed significantly in terms of metacognitive
strategies, metacognitive assessment and metacognitive experiences.
The metacognitive ability is, therefore, a key variable in predicting the
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learners’ writing proficiency.

The third empirical study was based on responses to a question-
naire by 1422 college students at 61 universities in 6 cities across Chi-
na. The factor analysis of the data showed up 8 factors hierarchically
laid out. Metacognition for EFL writing consists of 2 major compo-
nents: strategy and assessment. Strategy mainly governs the writer’s
writing and revising efforts while assessment commands the assessing
of writing tasks and problems. ;

The last empirical study used structural equation modeling (SEM)
to examine the relationship between metacognitive ability and writing
performance. 308 college students were given a writing test and were
requested. to fill up a questionnaire. The resulting data confirmed and
rectified the metacognitive framework we established earlier by a fac-
tor analysis, with some fine modifications. The results indicated: 1)
metacognition for EFL writing consisted of 3 major components, i.e.
metacognitive strategy, metacognitive assessment of writing problems,
and metacognitive assessment of tasks; 2) “metacognitive strategy” and
“metacognitive assessment of writing problems” produced direct and
significant effects on writing scores while “metacognitive assessment of
tasks” produced indirect effects on writing scores through the “metacog-
nitive assessment of writing problems”; 3) metacognition is a signifi-
cant variant in predicting the achievement of EFL writing, a better
predictor than language proficiency; 4) among 8 metacognitive fac-
tors, “assessment of writing problems” produced the greatest effects on
writing performance.

3. Discussion on the significance of the main findings

The theoretical contributions of the chief findings are summa-
rized as follows:

First, a more comprehensive picture of metacognitive compo-
nents is presented. In the theoretical framework of metacognition in
EFL writing, altogether, 3 major components (strategy, assessment of
writing problems and assessment of tasks), 8 factors and 82 observ-
able variables are hierarchically laid out. Metacognition in EFL writ-
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ing is, therefore, more finely categorized.

Secondly, the monitoring and controlling function of metacogni-
tion on the course and outcome of cognition is more clearly revealed.
The three major metacognitive components tend to be “dynamic” in
nature.

Thirdly, the causal relationship between metacognitive ability
and writing performance is more accurately revealed.

Finally, since our theoretical framework of metacognition in EFL
writing was derived from empirical data, it can be either falsified or
verified by further studies.

Pedagogically, findings of the longitudinal study suggest that the
teaching of reading and the teaching of writing may be complemen-
tary to each other. Besides, the designing of untimed writing assign-
ments is recommended. Also, the effects of teacher’s comments on
students’ writing should not be underestimated. Above all, the stu-
dents’ metacognitive ability in EFL writing, if properly trained, can
be significantly enhanced.

So far as the methodology is concerned, we worked hard to re-
fine and sharpen such common research tools as questionnaires,
weekly journals, interviews, in order that they could provide more rel-
evant and more valid data. Meanwhile, we employed some advanced
and powerful statistics softwares to process our data to a degree of sat-
isfaction otherwise impossible.

Finally, the study has its inherent weaknesses. Consciousness is
still an unoperationable definition. Yet consciousness plays a signifi-
cant role in the process of metacognition. So far as our understanding
of consciousness is incomplete, the validity of research on metacogni-
tion is challenged. Besides, due to practical difficulties, the subjects
for the study were not randomly selected, which may make our find-
ings less generalizable. It is also suggested that future research in this
area make better use of the relevant previous research on foreign lan-
guage study and EFL writing.
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