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The effect of self-monitoring on an achievement test in an EFL classroom set-
ting was investigated. The results of an experimental study that measured the
difference in class achievement test scores between a self-monitoring and an
external-monitoring group are reported. Participants were 114 first-year students
in a Japanese university and college. Target language performance and behaviors
were monitored and responses recorded on a protocol by the students in the self-
monitoring group and monitored by the instructor in the external-monitoring
group. The time required for implementing the protocol or treatment was also
measured and was considered to be an important pedagogical factor. At an alpha
level of .05, the difference in achievement scores between the groups was not
statistically significant.
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role of self-observation and self-evaluation in learning. Arguments
for the effectiveness of self-regulation are based on the assumption
that conscious reflection on one’s performance increases the frequency

S elf-regulated learning and learning strategy theory emphasize the
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and accuracy of target behaviors or performance. Self-regulation can
be broken down into many subprocesses such as self-monitoring, self-
instruction, self-evaluation, self-correction, self-reinforcement (Mace,
Belfiore, & Hutchison, 2001), self-observation, self-judgment, and self-
reaction (Zimmerman, 1989). The line separating these processes is often
unclear (Benson, 2001) because as Schunk (2001) observes they are inter-
related and dependent. This paper will use the term self-monitoring (SM)
because it is the most widely used and, in my opinion, best describes the
process discussed in this study.

O’Malley and Chamot (1990) define SM as “checking one’s compre-
hension during listening or reading, or checking the accuracy and/or ap-
propriateness of one’s oral or written production while it is taking place”
and contrast this with self-evaluation, which is “checking the outcomes
of one’s own language learning against a standard after the learning has
been completed” (p. 232). Wenden (1991) offers similar definitions that
differentiate SM and self-evaluation based on the time lapsed between
production and assessment. This time period, however, does not change
the nature of the evaluation process. Evaluation occurs both during and
after learning. Therefore, for the purposes of the current study, SM and
self-evaluation are considered a unitary construct referred to as SM and
defined as conscious observation and evaluation, which is usually re-
corded, of one’s own performance or behavior on a learning task.

The proposition that SM enhances learning has been widely discussed in
general education as well as language education. SM has been investigated
in relation to many aspects of learning, with behavior modification receiv-
ing the most attention. Researchers into behavior disorders in children
have extensively reported improved classroom behavior or performance
due to SM (Lam, Cole, Shapiro, & Bambara, 1994; Reid & Harris, 1993).
However, not all studies of SM and behavior modification have yielded
positive results. SM was ineffective in increasing productivity in a study of
adults with mental retardation (Shapiro & Ackerman, 1983).

Mixed results are also reported from studies examining the impact of
SM on academic outcomes. Mace and Kratochwill (1985) showed that SM
significantly reduced L1 verbal nonfluencies in college students’ speech,
and Lan’s (1993) experiment on the effects of SM on college students’
statistics course grades resulted in the SM group outperforming the
instructor-monitoring and control groups. However, in a similar experi-
ment involving children studying math (Schunk, 1983), the posttreatment
achievement scores of the SM group of children were comparable with
those of the externally monitored group. SM also failed to improve per-
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formance in a study of undergraduates’ monitoring of success and failure
in solving anagrams (Susser, 1981).

Whereas SM studies in education have been both behavioral and
cognitive in nature, SLA researchers have focused solely on cognitive
aspects. A cross-sectional speech monitoring study by van Hest (2000)
shows that the ability to monitor one’s L2 speech errors is a valid predic-
tor of acquisition. In a review of monitoring and self-repair in L2 speech,
Kormos (1999) concludes that the SM of L2 speech aids acquisition and
is a positive correlate of proficiency. In two descriptive studies, Charles
(1990) and Cresswell (2000) emphasize the importance of SM through
the technique of writing notes or annotations. Checking one’s reading
comprehension is also considered useful and is recommended for devel-
oping reading skills (Block, 1992; Casanave, 1988). It has been extensively
argued that SM and similar strategies are characteristics of good learn-
ers and enhance learning (Blanche & Merino, 1989; O'Malley & Chamot,
1990; Wenden, 1991). Despite these arguments for the effectiveness of SM,
there has been little experimental evidence supporting claims that SM
improves second language performance.

My search for studies that have manipulated SM and strategies similar
to SM in the classroom yielded only two. Other studies offered anecdotal,
theoretical, or correlational evidence. One of the empirical studies was by
O’Malley, Chamot, Stewner-Manzanares, Russo, and Kupper (1985), who
found statistically significant differences on speaking but not on listening
posttests between treatment and control groups. The treatment group but
not the control group was taught and directed to self- and peer-monitor
their notes on the main points and cohesive markers of short speeches.
However, only the treatment group was taught how to identify main
points and cohesion markers. In other words, only the treatment group
was explicitly taught structures and linguistic cues that would end up on
the posttreatment test. This confounded strategy and structure instruc-
tion, strongly biasing the results in favor of a treatment effect. The time
spent on strategy instruction and practice was 7 hours of class time dur-
ing the fall semester. The total number of class hours in the semester was
not mentioned in the study.

The treatment group in another experimental study (Viswat & Jack-
son, 1994) was also given more instruction than the control group, but
in the form of “additional prelistening questions, which were designed
to lead students to make use of the title, pictures, and information in
the introductory statement to predict” (p. 241). Furthermore, significant
teacher effects owing to different teachers teaching the strategies were
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observed. Viswat and Jackson thought that this may have contributed to
the large effect size of .57 in one of the treatment groups and felt that the
study’s “results [were] not conclusive” but “promising” (p. 247).

Oxford (1992) and O’'Malley and Chamot (1990) have documented
much of the theory and research into L2 learning strategies such as SM,
but most of these rest solely on theoretical arguments. The lack of experi-
mental investigations into SM, and the bias due to the treatment groups’
added exposure to the target concepts, as in the two studies discussed
above, points to the need for more research before claims can be made for
the effectiveness of SM.

Lan (1993) and Schunk (1983) avoided the method bias present in the
Viswat and Jackson (1994) and O’Malley et al. (1985) studies by providing
external- or teacher-monitoring to the control group and comparing the
results with those of the self-monitoring group. The control group was
externally monitored by the instructor while each student in the treat-
ment group monitored himself or herself, thus eliminating confounding
effects due to one group receiving additional instruction. The present
study, unlike previous monitoring or strategy instruction research in
SLA, similarly controlled for bias arising from additional instruction.

Based on current SM theory, I assumed that the SM group would
should show greater improvement in class performance and thus score
significantly higher on an end-of-term achievement test. To test this as-
sumption, both groups were taught the same materials at the same rate
and given the same test. The test scores were then compared to determine
the impact of SM.

The time needed for the SM or strategy intervention was another vari-
able considered. Time is an important factor in determining the efficacy
of SM, yet in the SLA literature examined, the proportion of time required
for SM or strategy training and administration was never reported. In a
critical review of learner training, Rees-Millar (1993) addressed this issue,
suggesting that if an excessive amount of time is required for strategy
training, it may be better to use instructional resources for traditional
tasks. The intervention in the O’Malley et al. (1985) study mentioned
above required 7 hours in a semester. Although the total number of class
hours in a semester was not mentioned, 7 hours is still a considerable
amount of class time.

Time is an important factor in teaching decisions and needs to be
included in discussions on the practical implications of SM interven-
tion. Therefore, I measured the time required for the SM training and
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implementation. This would not only provide an estimate of the time
needed for SM, but also information on its relationship to the effect size
of the intervention. To summarize, the following research questions were
investigated in a tertiary education setting in Japan: (a) What is the effect
of the SM of language-related behavior and performance on class test
scores? (b) What is the amount of class time required to implement and
employ SM?

Method
Participants

Each participant was a student at one of two schools: a Japanese co-
ed university and a liberal arts college for women. The treatment group
was comprised of two first-year English classes from the co-ed university
and one first-year English class from the women’s college. The control
group was also drawn from two first-year English classes at the co-ed
university and one first-year class from the college. All the courses were
required, but the students had some choice of which section to enroll in.
The women'’s college assigned students to classes based on their scores
on a large standardized test, the General Tests of English Language Pro-
ficiency (G-TELP) (G-TELP Testing Services Center, 2002). Scores on this
test for the treatment group were one standard deviation higher than the
control group. As we shall see later, this difference had no bearing on the
achievement test. All the students were in the humanities and relatively
similar in academic achievement and educational background. None had
had experience self-monitoring. For these reasons, the groups were con-
sidered equal for the purposes of the study.

There were 25, 21, and 17 students in the classes that made up the
treatment group (n = 63) and 26, 19, and 6 students in the control group
(n = 51) for a total of 114, excluding 6 students who did not write the test.
From the women'’s college, there were 21 students in the treatment group
and 19 in the control group.

Design and Procedure

The SM protocol was designed for students in the treatment group to
monitor their task behaviors and academic accuracy during class. Each
student in the treatment group was given the protocol in the first class
of the term. Course content and tasks were taken from Fifty-Fifty Book
One (Wilson & Barnard, 1998), a beginning level grammar, speaking, and
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listening text. The protocol items required the students to reflect, monitor,
and record their task-related behaviors and outcomes. Behavior-related
items that were monitored included (a) note taking of new vocabulary
and structures, (b) the percentage of English spoken during speaking
exercises, (c) the amount of eye contact during speaking exercises, (d)
the students’ effort, (e) the homework starting and finishing times, and
(f) attendance.

Academic-related factors that were monitored included (a) the per-
ceived difficulty of homework, (b) the homework score, (c) the students’
perceived mastery of the homework, and (d) their perceived mastery of
the text’s grammar, listening, and speaking exercises (these three aspects
were evaluated separately). The students also wrote the chapter number
and the chapter’s target structures (e.g. prepositions) on the protocol.
Each student quantified his or her language-related behavior and aca-
demic performance as a percentage or as a point on a scale.

At the start of the course, the students were informed that the SM
protocol would be evaluated solely on its completion and accuracy and
would be worth 10% of the final grade. Points were not deducted from the
protocol score if the homework was unfinished, or if the students failed
to understand or achieve the target behaviors or tasks. However, they
would lose points for falsely recording completion of their homework. I
randomly checked approximately 70% of the protocols after every class
and found that they were satisfactorily completed.

The same behavior- and academic-related factors that were self-moni-
tored in the experimental group were also monitored by the control group.
However, the control group’s behaviors and outcomes were monitored by
the teacher (i.e. externally). To externally monitor, the teacher randomly
selected students and asked them questions regarding the same behav-
ioral and academic items that were on the SM group’s protocol. This was
done at the beginning or end of class, depending on the specific item.
For example, homework completion was monitored at the beginning of
the class while perceived mastery of language structures covered in class
was monitored at the end of the class. Due to time constraints, it was not
possible to externally monitor the entire control group during every class,
but all students were familiar with the monitoring items listed above and
every student’s work was monitored periodically. If they were not being
monitored, they were observing the other students being monitored.

Both groups met once a week for 90 minutes and covered the same
material during the same week over a 14-week term. Throughout the
course the monitoring was consistent and proximal to the tasks, both
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important considerations in SM theory (Schunk, 2001). Test achievement,
the dependent variable, was measured one week after the term finished.
Written test items were constructed to measure the students’ knowledge
of the speaking task target behaviors, vocabulary, and grammar structures
covered during the course. There were 85 mostly closed items (three were
open items related to direction and prepositions; there were no true/ false
or multiple choice items). The students took the same test at the same
time at each institution. The control and experimental groups’ test scores
were compared to see how the students” self-monitoring and reflecting
on the concepts studied and practiced in class affected their test scores.

Results

After collecting and examining the protocols at the end of the course,
I found that 95% of them had been properly completed. Average attend-
ance for all the classes ranged from 84% to 92%. An achievement test
was administered to both groups and its reliability was checked. The
Kuder-Richardson 21 reliability estimate for the achievement test was
.88, indicating consistent item performance. The control group’s scores
on the test were lower (M = 44.8, SD = 12.49, n = 51) than the SM or treat-
ment group’s (M = 49.0, SD = 12.13, n = 63). An independent samples ¢
test assuming equal sample variances shows that at an alpha level of .05
the SM intervention did not result in a statistically significant difference
between the two groups, t (112) = 1.80, p = .07 (two-tailed), d = .34. The
95% confidence interval of the difference of the means ranges from -8.76
to .41. The dependent variables were normally distributed and Levene’s
test statistic (p = .89) indicates homogeneity of variances.

As reported earlier, the G-TELP placement scores for the two classes
in the women'’s college differed by an average of one standard devia-
tion. The correlation between the G-TELP and the achievement test for
the higher scoring class was r = .16 and r = .20 for the lower scoring class.
These low correlations indicate that the two tests were unrelated and thus
the one standard deviation difference in the G-TELP scores of the two
women college classes at the beginning of the course should not have af-
fected the class test scores. Any differences were likely due to differences
between the test types, the G-TELP being a norm-referenced test measur-
ing proficiency and the classroom test being a criterion-referenced test
measuring topics covered over the length of the course. The SM group
required 30 minutes training during the first class and approximately 12
to 15 minutes for completing and checking the protocol in each of the
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subsequent classes. Over a 14-class, 21-hour term, this required approxi-
mately 4 hours or 20% of class time.

Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to determine the impact of SM
on class achievement scores. The data in this and other empirical studies
in both general education (e.g. Schunk, 1983; Shapiro & Ackerman, 1983;
Susser, 1981) and SLA (e.g. Viswat & Jackson, 1994; O’Malley et al., 1985)
support the hypothesis that SM has no significant effect on achievement.
However, the confidence intervals and effect size (d = .34) show that there
is a .95 probability that a small positive effect in addition to no effect may
also be observed in the population.

The present study also set out to measure the amount of time required
for the SM intervention. Perhaps more important than the failure to reject
the null hypothesis—that SM intervention is of no use—was the approxi-
mately 4 hours or 20% of class time required for implementing and using
the protocol. This result is consistent with the 7 hours needed for training
in the O’'Malley et al. (1985) study. In practical terms, educators consider-
ing SM or other metacognitive strategy instruction should anticipate the
possibility of large time costs against minor or no increases in student
achievement.

The sample size was admittedly small. However, the study was based
on current theoretical arguments that SM causes significant changes in
achievement. If this had been true, the sample size should have been
sufficient. Assuming SM intervention results in effect sizes the same or
greater than the current study, replication studies would need a sample
larger than 270 students (n], n,>135).

My concern that the higher standardized test scores (G-TELP, 2002)
of part of the treatment group would influence their class test scores was
alleviated by the extremely low correlations between the tests. In other
words, the scores of the class achievement test were not influenced by
differences in the institutional placement test scores of the students. The
combination of behavioral and cognitive outcomes in the protocol was
not a limitation, but measuring the separate effects of these two factors
might tell us if one has a greater impact on achievement.

The sheer number of arguments for SM and strategy instruction give
the appearance that they have been extensively researched, yet two im-
portant strategy researchers, O’'Malley and Chamot (1990) acknowledge
that “there has been little confirmation of the effectiveness of strategy
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training with second language tasks” (p. 224) and to date there still has
not been much empirical research. The results of the current experimental
study also cannot confirm the effectiveness of SM strategy training.

The findings presented here indicate that further empirical investi-
gations into the impact and time requirements of SM are needed before
accepting the hypothesis that SM training is effective and practical in the
classroom. Teachers must realize the possibility that there may be little or
no effect from SM and that a considerable amount of time may be needed
to implement it in the classroom.
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