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Abstract: This case study examines factors that influence the construction and development of English as a foreign language (EFL) 
learners’ metacognitive knowledge (MCK) about English writing in online learning in China. Drawing upon theories and research 
in metacognition, writing in a second or foreign language (L2), and distance language learning, we investigated two Chinese EFL 
learners’ knowledge about themselves as EFL writers and the affordances of second language writing instruction in an online 
language course over a 16-week semester. Findings suggest that the two learners’ adjustments and revisions of their MCK about 
EFL writing were influenced by several pedagogical factors, including the task design, online writing instruction, and teacher 
feedback. Findings from this study have important implications for the design and delivery of writing tasks in online language 
programs for EFL learners. 
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1. Introduction 

Writing in a second language is a highly demanding task for learners. In addition to composing and language learning, 
successful second language writing requires extensive metacognitive control, namely planning, monitoring, evaluating and revising 
(Flower & Hayes, 1981; Schoonen, Snellings, Stevenson, & Gelderen, 2009; Silva, 1993; Sun, Zhang, & Carter, 2021). Research 
has found that the extent to which learners can exercise such metacognitive control significantly influence EFL writers’ writing 
performances (e.g., Qin & Zhang, 2019; Teng, 2020b; Sun, Zhang & Carter, 2021), and can primarily distinguish successful and 
unsuccessful L2 writers (Flower & Hayes, 1981; Raimes, 1985; Vann & Abraham, 1990). At the same time, the knowledge EFL 
writers bring to the composing process significantly influences their writing approach and development of writing skills (e.g., Ruan, 
2005; Victori, 1999; Zhang, 2010), such that problems in the learner's approach ultimately reflect a deficiency or a lack of awareness 
of their weaknesses and needs as EFL writers and learners, the task requirements, and writing strategies and when to use them, and 
that many of their difficulties arise precisely from a lack of specific knowledge that has not been acquired (Yeh, 2015). This type 
of knowledge has been generally referred to as metacognitive knowledge (MCK) by various researchers (Flavell, 1979; Victori & 
Lockhart, 1995; Wenden, 1998). This also appears to be the case with adult Chinese EFL (English as a Foreign Language) student 
writers. Research has documented that the difficulties they experienced in English writing were related to their lack of metacognitive 
awareness about EFL writing task, processes and effective strategies (e.g., Ruan, 2005, 2014; Xu et al., 2021; Zhang, 2010), as well 
as their unfavorable perceptions and attitudes toward EFL writing practice (e.g., Arndt, 1987; You, 2004).  

Considering the crucial role of MCK in the development of EFL writing ability, there has been a growing body of research 
into effective pedagogical interventions to help learners develop and apply their MCK about EFL writing. Accumulating evidence 
yielded in EFL writing studies suggests that pedagogical approaches that provide opportunities for metacognitive development, such 
as process-based and Genre-based writing instructions, can contribute to the development of learners’ MCK pertinent to successful 
composing processes (Ruan, 2005; Lam, 2015; Xiao, 2016), and promote task and strategy knowledge by helping novice writers 
understand how to use linguistic elements properly to achieve communicative goals with consideration of the audience and social 
context (Negretti, 2012; Negretti & Kuteeva, 2011; Negretti & McGrath, 2018).  
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While these studies present promising pedagogical potentials of metacognition-focused instructions, they are mostly conducted 
in face-to-face classroom settings. EFL writers in the rapidly growing non-traditional online learning environments, now normalized 
by the COVID-19 pandemic due to school closure (Bouchrika, 2021), have been largely under-studied, thus interventions or 
instructional designs that could facilitate their writing development are still lacking. Learning a second language through a fully or 
partially online program present unique challenges to learners and instructors, thus what have been proved effective in promoting 
second language writers’ MCK about writing in the face-to-face writing class may not work the same way, or even be applicable in 
an online learning environment, considering the generally limited teacher mediation and monitoring, and different kinds of 
interaction between learners and teacher or their peers in such context (Godwin-Jones, 2018; Harris, 2003; Hauck, 2005; White, 
2003, 2014).  

Helping EFL learners to learn effectively in an online environment has been a pressing issue in China and globally. As of 
2020, there were over 400 million people who were learning English, representing one of the largest EFL learner populations in the 
world (Li, 2020a). Given the high prestige English has gained in China, and parallel to the increasing number of internet users, a 
large part of Chinese EFL learners choose to continue their English study after they have graduated from school either through 
online EFL programs administered by universities or private English classes offered by private providers. For example, the number 
of online learners in China grew from 67.2 million in 2013 to 120 million in 2017 (Jing, 2014). Since the beginning of the COVID-
19 pandemic in 2019, the size of China’s online English education market has grown by 168% and it continues to grow (Li, 2020b). 
With the rapid growth of online EFL education, the importance of effective communication in the online environment has gained 
increased recognition (Godwin-Jones, 2018). While much attention has been devoted to oral communication, little is known about 
written communication in the online learning context, especially whether or how learners exercise metacognitive control over their 
writing development and how EFL writing skills development can be guided and supported in the online learning environment. 

This case study attempted to address this gap by investigating two Chinese adult EFL students’ construction and development 
of English writing MCK over their first semester in an online English program. Findings from this study help us gain insight into 
the knowledge Chinese adults EFL learners’ have about their cognitive and affective aspects of learning to write in English, i.e., 
their MCK related to EFL writing, in an online learning context. Such knowledge is crucial to our understanding of whether and 
how they exercise metacognitive control in writing. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Metacognitive Knowledge and Second Language Writing 

Metacognition was originally referred to as the knowledge about and regulation of one’s cognitive activities in learning 
processes (Brown, 1987; Flavell, 1979). It is distinctive from cognition in that “cognitive skills are necessary to perform a task, 
while metacognition is necessary to understand how the task was performed” (Schraw, 1998, p. 113). According to Flavell (1979), 
the pioneer in metacognition research, metacognition consists of two interdependent components: knowledge of cognition 
(metacognitive knowledge) and regulation of cognition (metacognitive strategies). Metacognitive knowledge (MCK) refers to one’s 
“knowledge or beliefs about what factors or variables act and interact in what ways to affect the course and outcome of cognitive 
enterprises” (Flavell, 1979, p. 907). In Flavell’s original model of MCK, he distinguished three sub-components of MCK, namely 
knowledge of person, task, and strategy. Second language researchers have applied Flavell’s MCK model to investigate what MCK 
about writing second language learners have brought to the process of learning to write and how such knowledge is related to their 
use of writing strategies.  

Person knowledge entails individuals’ understanding of the cognitive, affective, and motivational factors that facilitate or 
inhibit learning (Pintrich, 2002). In the context of second language writing, it may entail learners’ self-concept about themselves as 
writers and degree of confidence in their capacity for writing in the target language, their motivation, and self-perceived problems 
and anxiety in writing in the second or foreign language (Ruan, 2005; Victori, 1999). Research shows that second language writers’ 
person knowledge has significant influences on their writing performance. For example, Zimmerman and Bandura (1994) examined 
the influence of beliefs that learners held (i.e., self-efficacy beliefs) about their ability to mobilize and direct resources for learning 
and to sustain such effort on their writing performance, and found that learners’ self-efficacy beliefs had direct influence on writing 
task completion. Based on her comparison of the MCK of two successful and two unsuccessful EFL writers, Victori (1999) pointed 
out that the more EFL writers knew about their strengths and weaknesses in their writing, the more likely they could have a realistic 
picture of the problems they might have to cope with during learning and of the steps they could take to improve them. 

Task knowledge refers to one’s awareness of “the nature of a cognitive enterprise, and the implications it has for the best 
management of this cognitive activity and how successfully its goal is likely to be achieved” (Flavell, 1979, p. 907). Regarding 
second language writing, task knowledge encompasses learners’ knowledge about the nature and purpose of the writing task, 
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demands and requirements for completing the task, and constraints that hinder successful task completion (Ruan, 2005, 2014; 
Victori, 1999). In particular, student writers’ knowledge of what constitutes good writing (i.e., task demands) affects the monitoring 
and evaluation of the texts being produced. For example, studies indicate that Chinese EFL learners tend to view EFL writing 
primarily as means to learn English, thus consider linguistic accuracy as the most important factor in English writing and are largely 
unaware of the core processes involved in composition (e.g., Ruan, 2014; Zhang, 2010).  

Strategy knowledge refers to one’s understanding of “what strategies are likely to be effective in achieving what subgoals and 
goals in what sorts of cognitive undertakings” (Flavell, 1979, p. 909). Findings from studies of second language writers reveal that 
learners, to varied degrees, could develop knowledge about the effectiveness of writing strategies and strategies they claim to use 
when composing, including planning ideas, organizing ideas, evaluating and revising content, and seeking external sources and 
assistance (Victori, 1999; Ruan, 2005; Zhang, 2010). Writers’ strategy awareness and strategy application have been extensively 
discussed in the literature of cognitive writing research. For example, in Graham’s (2006) meta-analysis of studies on strategy 
instruction and the teaching of writing, he found that increased strategy knowledge led to improvement in students’ writing 
performance, and such positive impact was maintained over time and generalized to new writing tasks and situations. In a study on 
metacognition in L2 students’ academic writing, Negretti (2012) argues that metacognitive awareness of strategies has a strong 
relationship with task perceptions and students’ development of writing approaches. 

Research into metacognition, self-regulation and second language writing development has yielded ample evidence that 
learners’ MCK about writing is critical for successful task completion, transferring of writing skills and knowledge, and developing 
composing capacity in the target language (Farahian & Avarzamani, 2018; Teng, 2020b; Ruan, 2005, 2014; Victori, 1999; Zhang, 
2010). In Victori’s (1999) seminal study of two successful and two unsuccessful Spanish EFL writers’ MCK about EFL writing, 
she found that good and poor EFL writers could be distinguished by their MCK in each of the three dimensions analyzed (person, 
task, and strategy), and that “this knowledge determined the type of strategy or writing approach to be adopted by the writer” 
(Victori, 1999, p. 549). Specifically, the two successful writers’ MCK base served as a sound basis which enabled them to make 
informed decisions throughout the task completion process on various stages, from planning and organizing ideas, monitoring the 
writing process, to revising the texts. In contrast, the relatively limited and sometimes inappropriate knowledge of the writing task 
held by the less effective EFL writers had resulted in them using inefficient strategies at different stages of the writing process.  

Also using Flavell’s model, Zhang (2010) explored the role of MCK in English writing of Chinese EFL learners. She found 
that all three components of MCK (person, task, and strategy) were positively correlated with English writing performance, and 
successful employment of MCK helps facilitate EFL learners’ writing proficiency. However, she also pointed out that the Chinese 
EFL learners in her study generally did not have a strong MCK base. Specifically, students had little knowledge of thinking from 
readers’ perspectives and reflecting upon their writing afterwards. The researcher attributed this to students’ lack of intrinsic 
motivation in writing, as they saw it as merely a demand from teachers rather than genuinely useful skill.  

2.2. Metacognitive Development in Second Language Writing 

Schraw (1998) stresses that both knowledge of cognition and regulation of cognition are domain-general. That is, while specific 
cognitive skills tend to be encapsulated within subject areas, metacognitive skills (i.e., planning, monitoring, and evaluating) span 
multiple domains. Schraw and his colleague (Schraw & Moshman, 1995) also find that as learners’ expertise within a particular 
domain improves, their MCK and regulation skills would also improve, and MCK may compensate for low ability or lack of relevant 
prior knowledge. In light of the critical role of MCK in second writing, researchers have been exploring if and how second writing 
classes can be designed to facilitate student writers’ metacognitive growth. Accumulating research evidence suggests that second 
language writers’ MCK about writing, and consequently their writing performance can be enhanced through explicit strategy 
instruction and awareness-raising activities (e.g., Kasper, 1997; Lam, 2015; Ruan, 2005; Teng, 2020a; Yasuda, 2011). The writing 
courses that have yielded positive effects on learners’ metacognitive growth share some common features. First, a process-based 
approach to writing is adopted as the main pedagogical approach, which engages student writers in a cyclical process involving 
stages of planning, drafting, and receiving feedback on their drafts, be it from peers and/or from the teacher, followed by revision 
of their evolving texts (K. Hyland, 2003). As a pedagogical response to a product-based approach which emphasizes mechanical 
mastery of linguistic structures of texts, the process-based approach to writing instruction prioritizes the development of student 
writers’ metacognitive awareness of their own processes—their ability to reflect on the strategies they use to write (K. Hyland, 
2003, 2011). Second, these courses include an initial training phase where learners received explicit instruction of key composing 
strategies (e.g., brainstorming, formulating, drafting, revising, evaluating, editing, etc.). These knowledge and strategies are then 
revisited and practiced during the writing cycles later. Another common practice in these studies is the use of learning journals in 
which students write about their experiences and reflections while completing the writing tasks. While learning journals used 
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primarily as data collection instruments, they have proven to help bring the writer’s complex, often subconscious MCK to the level 
of consciousness, thereby promoting awareness as the writer engaged in the composing process (Kasper, 1997).  

Furthermore, research into peer and instructor feedback during task completion indicates that formative feedback focusing on 
the learning process rather than the product (i.e. texts produced) may increase students’ tolerance of ambiguity and encourage self-
reflection, both of which are considered key to successful distance learning (Baily & Cassidy, 2019; Court, 2014; Furnborough & 
Truman, 2009; Hyland, 2003). In the meantime, tutor interventions that invite students to develop effective self-correction strategies 
may give them a degree of control over the learning process, promoting self-regulation (Hurd, Beaven, & Ortega, 2001). Research 
into online collaborative writing also suggests that epistemic (to requests for explanations and/or clarifications in a critical way) and 
suggestive feedback (advice on how to proceed or progress and invites exploration, expansion, or improvement of an idea) are 
effective in improving writing performance by engaging and guiding students in self-reflection and self-evaluation during the writing 
process (Guasch et al., 2013). 

Notably, even though second language writing in an online environment has been gaining increasing attention (e.g., Godwin-
Jones, 2018; Hew et al., 2020), how to facilitate writing development in the rapidly evolving online learning environments has not 
yet been systematically investigated. For students who have been learning in traditional in-person settings, switching to fully online 
learning can be challenging, bringing unforeseen uncertainties, confusion, and stress (e.g., White, 2008, 2014). Given that the teacher 
is remote from the learning site and will not be mediating between the learners and the target language materials and activities in a 
timely fashion, such as checking errors, providing feedback, and explaining tasks, it is the learner’s responsibility to internalize and 
gain control of the learning (Hew et al., 2020; Martínez, 2012; Reinders & Hubbard, 2012). Additionally, while the online learning 
environment offers more enriched learning opportunities, enhanced flexibility and communication capacities, it also means that 
learners are faced with a more complex learning environment, in which some learners may find it difficult to identify and focus on 
essential areas that fit their proficiency level, learning goals and needs (e.g., Ulitsky, 2000). Furthermore, to benefit more from the 
communication opportunities provided by the web-based environment, online distance language learners need to adjust to and make 
use of learning opportunities within an interconnected community of learners, not only on the technological level, namely using a 
number of new mediums and tools both synchronous and asynchronous (Benson, 2001), but also on the psychological level, namely 
developing an understanding of their roles and responsibilities in the online learning communities (Eneau & Develotte, 2012). 
Research solely devoted to the development of knowledge and skills in second language writing in a fully online program from the 
metacognitive perspective is scarce. This study aims to extend our knowledge about language learners’ MCK of second language 
writing in the context of online learning by examining two Chinese adult EFL writers’ (Gao and Lan) regulation and reflection of 
their writing development in an online EFL program in China. Specifically, we sought to address the following research questions: 

1. What metacognitive knowledge about EFL writing did Chinese adult EFL learners’ have at the beginning of an online English 
program?  

2. How did adult EFL learners’ metacognitive knowledge about writing in English change in an online English program?  
3. In what ways did the online English program shape the changes in learners’ metacognitive knowledge about writing in English? 

3. The Study 

3.1. Context 

The study was conducted in an online EFL program for adult learners called English House Online (pseudonym) offered by a 
leading national university specialized in foreign language education, headquartered in Beijing, China. As a typical material-
centered program with pre-packaged curriculum, this program consists of two phases of study: a general learning phase with the 
emphasis on English language proficiency for the first two years of the study, followed by a specialized learning phase to cater for 
students’ personal needs. The present study focuses on the first semester of students’ first year of study, during which students are 
expected to complete two mandatory courses—“English in Daily Life” and “English at Leisure”—over 16 weeks. Each course has 
one writing assignment with preset deadlines. Writing is also part of the final exams that assess all four language skills. 

Students are expected to engage in self-directed learning supported by the online learning platform of English House Online. 
Six online tutoring sessions provided by the course instructor are offered throughout the semester for the assignments via VOB, the 
synchronous web-conferencing system, which is embedded in the school’s learning management system. Students living in cities 
where the institution has set up physical learning centers may also choose to attend face-to-face tutoring sessions offered on each 
weekend. Additionally, a graduate student tutor to each group of 10 students to provide personalized support.  

3.2. The Two Writing Assignments 
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According to the two courses’ introductions, the courses’ design follows an integrated-skill approach model, in which learning 
tasks/activities are built around communicative functions, paying little attention to traditionally deemed core of English language, 
namely, grammar. The courses are thematically structured, integrating all language skills within the activities or tasks, with more 
emphasis on listening comprehension, such that most of the tasks require students to complete tasks upon listening to dialogues. 

For the first writing assignment, students are asked to write about one of their routine trips to work or home by closely following 
a sample passage of the same topic in the textbook and using the suggested expressions (Fig. 1). The grading is based on students’ 
performance in three aspects: language (50%), content (40%), and structure and format (10%). On the assignment page, students 
have access to the file “Marking Criteria”, which contains a detailed breakdown of scores regarding different levels of performance 
in these aspects.  

 
Fig. 1. Instructions for the 1st writing assignment. 

For the second writing assignment, students are instructed to write a letter based on an imagined scenario, which is also nearly 
identical to a sample text in the textbook, and again students are provided with a list of words and expressions to use in their writing 
(Fig. 2). 
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Fig. 2. Instructions for the 2nd writing assignment. 

The same rubrics are used for both assignments regardless of the types of text to be produced (Table 1). Moreover, aligned 
with a product-based approach (Hasan & Akhand, 2010), the rubrics heavily focus on linguistic accuracy, less on content and least 
on organization.  

Table 1. Sample of grading rubrics for both writing assignments (Total score:100). 

Grading Category Score Description  
Language 50* Excellent command of language: variety and flexibility in vocabulary use; writing 

skills exceeding the average level; advanced and rigorous use of grammar 
Content 40 Content is rich and matches the subject well, contains creative ideas, and 

demonstrates critical thinking. 
Organization  10 Clear organization and logic with proper use of connecting and transitioning 

devices. Use the correct format for specific genres, such as writing a letter.) 
* Only the description for the highest score in each category is shown here.  
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3.3. Participants 

Gao and Lan were originally recruited among those of the Fall cohort enrolled at the Beijing study center. While students for 
this cohort were all considered as beginning level English learners, to ensure a diverse case profile, the students were selected 
according to the following criteria: (1) they gave their informed consent; (2) there should be students of high and low perceived 
self-efficacy for online learning (based on the Online Learning Readiness Scale (OLRS) survey results (Hung et al., 2010); (3) there 
should be students of diverse professional background (based on registration information); (4) there should be both female and male 
students and in different age groups (based on registration information). We selected Gao and Lan as the focal participants because 
they presented the most contrasting cases in terms of their high readiness for self-regulated learning and lack of formal training in 
EFL writing in their entire prior English learning history.  

Gao was a 38 years old male from Tianjin (about 85 miles southeast of Beijing), working as the chief pharmacist at a regional 
hospital in Tianjin. He started learning English in the early 1980s, from the last two years of elementary school continuously through 
the end of technical school (8 years). Before signing up for this program, he had a 3-year learning experience in an online medical 
school and obtained his BA degree in Applied Pharmacy.  

Lan was a 59 years old female from Beijing, working as a Mandarin Chinese instructor based in Seoul, Korea but her job 
required the use of English as the working language. She started to learn English in the early 1980s, yet most of her experience was, 
in her own words, “nonsystematic and periodic” learning through professional development trainings and short-term language 
programs. She had no previous experience in distance learning.  

The study also involved Ms. Snow3, who was the instructor of the two mandatory courses, teaching both the FTF and online 
sessions. Ms. Snow provided assistance during participant recruitment and contextual information during the data collection process. 

3.4. Data Collection 

Surveys: Two types of surveys were used in the study to establish the basic profile of the participants. First, initial evaluation 
of potential participants’ self-efficacy belief in their readiness for self-directed online learning was measured by using the Online 
Learning Readiness Scale (OLRS) (Hung, et al., 2010). Second, a Language Learning Background and Technology Use Survey was 
used to collect information on participants’ previous experience with language learning, online or distance learning, and use of 
technologies for language learning (Ushida, 2005; Winke & Gertler, 2008).  

Individual interviews: Three semi-structured open-ended individual interviews were conducted in Chinese with each 
participant on week 6, 12, and 17 respectively via videoconferencing and were audio-recorded. The aim of the initial interview was 
to understand the participants’ entering state of learners’ MCK about distance language learning. The purpose of the 2nd and 3rd 
interview was to probe into the three dimensions (i.e., self, task and strategy) of learners’ MCK as they gained more experiences in 
this program over the semester. All three interviews included questions specifically related to EFL writing. In the first interview, 
participants were asked to evaluate their knowledge and skills in EFL writing, to describe their previous experience in writing and 
the nature and demands of English writing, and to explain their approach to develop writing skills. In the following interviews, they 
were asked to recall their experience of completing the writing assignments, including their self-evaluation of the processes, 
strategies, and outcomes of writing practice in this course.  

Observation of online participation: Observation of students’ participation patterns during online tutorials (VOB) for the 
two writing assignments was carried out by saving the chat logs shown on the public screen during the sessions and taking notes of 
both audio and text-based interactions that specifically involved the participants. Additional course participation records were 
obtained in cooperation with the course instructor. Ms. Snow was interviewed about the participants’ assignment submission, VOB 
and FTF tutorial participation, Discussion Forum participation, communication with the instructor, and overall progress made 
(Ushida, 2005a). 

Other Data Sources: Other data sources included participants’ two writing assignments including grades and feedback, and 
the PowerPoint used during VOB and FTF sessions. Finally, a variety of program-related documentation was also collected, which 
included program introduction, orientation materials and student manual (i.e., Guide to Success), assignments instructions and 
grading criteria, final exam instruction and sample tests, and announcements and posts on the online learning platform and the 
school’s social network account.  

3.5. Data Analysis 

The data analysis process involved mainly qualitative data analysis following the inductive approach (Yin, 2008). Analysis of 
the qualitative data from the interviews was an ongoing process involving both individual cases and cross-case analysis. The overall 
process followed three concurrent flows of activity: data documentation and reduction, data display, and conclusion 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1q3QpAy4zOuqzS_ku9UL8e-2QIq4wBHbO5tPqcQeJaQw/edit#heading=h.2uh6nw4
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1q3QpAy4zOuqzS_ku9UL8e-2QIq4wBHbO5tPqcQeJaQw/edit#heading=h.39uu90j
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drawing/verification (Miles et al., 2019) with the assistance of qualitative data analysis software (NVivo® 10). The three MCK 
components (person knowledge, task knowledge, and strategy knowledge) proposed by Flavell (1979) were used as the initial coding 
scheme. Subsequent codes were further developed for each of these three dimensions (e.g., “Self-assessment” and “Personality” 
under “Person Knowledge”). Table 2 presents the coding examples specifically related to participants’ MCK in EFL writing. To 
capture any MCK development, text segments were compared and analyzed under the same categories and subcategories within 
each case to search for changes, including new, modified, refined, and contrasting expressions. Finally, relevant contextual factors 
were identified through systematically and chronologically reexamining the text segments where changes were identified and were 
cross-checked with other data sources including students’ artifacts, interviews with course instructor, and course documents. To 
address the trustworthiness issue of data analysis, twenty percent of the transcriptions were returned to students for member 
checking. Discrepancy in interpretations was resolved through further negotiations and discussions with students to reach consensus 
in follow-up interviews. 

Table 2. Examples of three levels of categorization of MCK about writing. 

Themes and coded quotations Sub-category Main Category 

Inadequate lexical knowledge 
But if you ask me to speak or write about it, I can’t do it. I have zero ability in 
this regard.  

Writing self-
efficacy  

Person 
Knowledge (PK) 

Nature of writing practice  
The condition for good or meaningful writing should always be grounded in 
personal experiences or real-life materials”, and it’s pointless if merely 
copying others’ [writing] without one’s own life experience.  

Task purpose Task Knowledge 
(TK) 

Importance of planning 
...to be able to choose the right words and use them correctly, you need to 
already have an overall plan for the text 

Planning Strategy 
Knowledge (SK) 

4. Findings 

In this section, we present findings of the two focal participants, Gao and Lan. Each case describes the participant’s MCK 
about EFL writing at the beginning of the semester and how it developed over the semester. As their stories unfold, the writing task 
design and teacher feedback that focused on grammar accuracy rather than meaning production had a powerful influence on both 
learners: while Gao’s MCK about product-oriented writing was reinforced throughout the semester, Lan’s MCK about meaning-
oriented writing was obliterated. 

4.1. The Key to Writing is to Memorize Those Templates”: Gao’s Persistent MCK about Writing 

Gao’s motivation for continuing his English study in an online program was driven by his goal of “developing true knowledge 
and skills of English.” He saw the four language skills as separate processes and was well aware of his current strengths and 
weaknesses in different skills areas. In terms of his writing ability in English, his assessment was “zero”: 

So, in short, I can read. When you give me an article, I can read it. But if you ask me to speak or write about it, I can’t 
do it. I have zero ability in this regard. (Interview-1/Week-6) 

Gao's understanding of the nature of English writing was primarily product-based, with the goal of producing correct forms. 
In his view, his major weakness in English writing was his inadequate lexical knowledge, especially concerning spelling and 
grammar: 

In the process of writing, I found that I had many weaknesses. The major one is...spelling. I never noticed this problem 
before. But since I started writing in this course, I found that ...I can’t spell the words correctly, even though I know 



75 
 

EIET 2021, Vol 1, Issue 1, 67–83, https://doi.org/10.35745/eiet2021v01.01.0007 
 

the meaning well. Other times, I didn’t use the right tense for the word. All of these are my weaknesses. (Interview-
1/Week-6) 

After thoroughly studying the course content and requirements, Gao worked out a “four-round learning cycle” to guide his 
self-study, which meant he would go through the content in each course four times, with each round focusing on one of the four 
language skills, listening, speaking, reading, and writing. With Round-One dedicated to the overall organization of the course and 
Round-Two for listening, writing was the focus for Round-Three, which he decided to focus on vocabulary and memorizing 
templates from the textbook: 

Round-Three focuses on vocabulary, especially advanced vocabulary related to specific themes in the course. And 
another focus is writing. … The key to writing is to memorize those templates you have heard in the listening tasks or 
read in the textbook. (Interview-1/Week-6) 

His approach to improving writing was in line with the recommendations for improving EFL writing given by the instructor, 
Mrs. Snow (Fig. 3), which delivers a clear message that EFL writing is all about producing the right words, and sentences and 
reproduce the models, no self-creation nor self-expression should be involved.  

 
Fig. 3. Recommendation for developing EFL writing skills provided by the instructor*. [*Translation: Five things to do to 
improve your English writing: Study (the texts), Memorize (the texts), Dictation, Two-way translation, Mimic the model] 

Accordingly, Gao thought the two writing assignments were quite easy, since all he needed to do was “to follow the template 
and use the recommended words and sentence structures”. By following the template, he was able to complete the first writing 
assignments on time. However, he shared that he had a “tough time” finishing the first writing assignment. Trying to find out 
possible reasons behind this, Gao reached out to those students “whose English seemed much better” and compared their situations 
to his own. In our second interview, Gao shared that he struggled with this writing assignment because of “a lack of practical needs 
for English”, which had rendered his English learning “disconnected to real-life purposes.” As he explained, 

For those classmates I have told you about earlier, their English learning is driven by a clear goal, which is related 
to their job. But for my own situation, English is of no relevance to my job. Under such circumstances… take writing 
for example, I had learned nothing about [how to write] previously and have no practical use of it in my actual work. 
So, it really is very tough now that I am asked to write this [assignment]. (Interview-2/Week-12) 

However, Gao continued to focus most of his attention on vocabulary and grammar during writing practice throughout the semester. 
As reflected in these extracts from the second and third interview respectively: 

My writing now is still very poor…in that I still rely on the dictionary a lot to make sure if I have used the words 
correctively. The whole writing process is very slow and inefficient… as I have had no systematic training and practice 
in English writing prior to this. (Interview-2/Week-12) 
… Well, writing is still quite difficult for me, like it could take me 4 to 5 hours to finish a 100-word essay; BUT at 
least now I can actually write something out, this is a really great improvement! Before, I couldn’t write anything at 
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all. Also, when I first started, I had lots of trouble with grammar; now, after continuous practice and meticulous use 
of a dictionary, my grammar problem has basically been solved. My focus now is to make sure I can convey my ideas 
accurately and use authentic expressions. (Interview-3/Week-17) 

His continued foci linguistic accuracy was further reinforced by the tutorials and the feedback to his assignments which paid 
attention only to word choices and language (Fig. 4).  

 
Fig. 4. Gao’s writing sample from the 1st assignment and the instructor’s feedback. 

4.2. “Copying the Example…I am Not So Sure About It”: Conflicts in Lan’s MCK about Writing 

Lan started out the first semester with a clear self-evaluation of her strengths and weaknesses in English learning, and ideas 
about what she needed to improve her English ability. She noted that her previous learning experience was “full of frustration” and 
her overall proficiency in English, including writing, “was still very low … with a very weak foundation”:  

My writing is really weak. Yesterday, we did the “dictation” exercises with the teacher. My vocabulary is so limited. 
While at best, I may be able to speak a little, yet all I could use were just those few words, and my grammar is so bad. 
Anyway, I feel that my foundation in English is too weak. (Interview-1/Week-6) 

Different from Gao, she saw the four language skills as inter-connected and decided to experiment with some self-created 
methods that could “serve multiple learning purposes at one time”: 

I usually take a short passage and write it down while listening to its recording. During this process, I could see if I 
have mastered the new words or sentences, and at the same time practice listening and writing. I think in this way I 
can improve faster. Like now, for those words I’ve already known, I can write them down as soon as I hear them. 
(Interview-1/Week-6) 



77 
 

EIET 2021, Vol 1, Issue 1, 67–83, https://doi.org/10.35745/eiet2021v01.01.0007 
 

Lan also stressed that “the condition for good and meaningful writing should always be grounded in personal experiences or 
real-life materials”, and “it’s pointless if merely copying others’ [writing] without one’s own life experience” (Interview-1/Week-
6). Therefore, the writing assignments were quite puzzling to her, because other than “copying the whole structure of the sample 
text mechanically and the prescribed words”, she found no “personal connection to the scenario”, nor was there “any room for 
individual production”, as she carefully explained, 

It seems that this assignment...is just about applying the sample mechanically, using the same story and sentence 
structures. I took a look at the requirements; all I need to do is to copy the existing example...is that really it? That 
doesn’t sound right. I am not so sure about it. I want to wait until the online tutorial and see what Ms. Snow would 
say about it. (Interview-2/Week-12) 

During the first online tutorial (see Fig. 5), however, Mrs. Snow focused on linguistic elements and mechanics of writing only. 

 
Fig. 5. Outline presented by the instructor during the online writing assignment tutorial. 

It was not surprising that the writing process for Lan was not very smooth. Lan did several rounds of revision before 
submission. She also attended all the online assignment tutorials (VOB) but did not share any of her draft for feedback. She 
mentioned in the second interview that in addition to using the recommended words and sentence structures, she also wrote many 
sentences in her own words and ways of expression, a lot of which, “unfortunately ended up being deleted due to the word limit set 
by the school.” Such tension intensified when Lan was trying to complete the second assignment. 

Similar to the feedback Gao received, the grading teacher’s feedback given to Lan’s first assignment was only on grammar 
and word accuracy: there were two indications of grammar errors and one was mistakenly corrected (Figure 6).  

 
Fig. 6. Lan’s writing sample for the first assignment and correction made by the instructor. 
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This sole-focus on grammar caused confusion for Lan. She attended the online tutorial for the second writing assignment and 
listened to the instructor’s explanation about the purpose of the assignment, which was to “provide a framework and to guide and 
regulate the students’ writing process.” She began to accept that this was what beginner learners like her needed at this stage: 

The second writing assignment, there was little room for self-creation. But…I think that’s the school’s 
intention…showing you what to write in the first part, the second part, and the third part. In this way, in the future 
we would know how to write a letter or where to start. Since we have just started learning to write in English, we 
might not know the right way [of doing it], so I think this [the assignment] does have some positive effects. (Interview-
3/Week-17) 

Lan believed one of the positive effects was that her writing got “more regulated” in terms of how to approach specific writing 
tasks or genres and organize the text. Lan explained: 

While on surface, those words and expressions provided in the instructions may just be recommendations for making 
the text look nice; but actually, if you analyze them carefully, to be able to choose the right words and use them 
correctly, you need to already have an overall plan for the text. This whole process helps you to learn how to write 
better. (Interview-3/Week-17) 

With an overly emphasis on linguistic accuracy and consequently lack of specific attention to the composing process during 
the course, Lan had quite a struggling experience during the writing section in the final exam. As she recounted in the final interview, 
while the two writing tasks in the final exams did provide some more room for self-creation, she ended up with a “quite disorganized 
essay”. Although she was trying to get every required point covered, she was not good at planning and following the plan, something 
she concluded that still needed more practice.  

At the end of the semester, Lan no longer believed that meaningful writing should be based on personal experiences. Instead, 
she believed that, “we are learning the English language, so ideally, we should be using English to think and to use English the way 
native speakers do”. She explained that while trying to write, she would produce the text in Chinese first, then “translate” it into 
English, which made her English read like “Chinglish”. To overcome this hurdle, Lan thought that she should be carefully reading 
the textbook and collecting and memorizing all the “good sentences”.  

5. Discussion 

5.1. EFL Learners’ MCK of Second Language Writing in the Online Context: Perspectives and Approaches to Second Language 
Writing  

Our study set out to investigate what metacognitive knowledge about EFL writing adult Chinese EFL learners had when they 
first started in an online English program. The data analysis showed that, while both students started the semester with well-
developed MCK about self-regulated language learning, both learners had quite low self-efficacy in English writing. Both deemed 
their current insufficient lexical knowledge as the primary weakness in writing, and there was an absence of awareness regarding 
composing process and writing strategies. Such primary focus on vocabulary and grammar fits the common profile of second 
language student writers (e.g., Silva, 1993; Ruan, 2014; Sun et al., 2021; Teng, 2020b; Zhang, 2010). As Flower and Hayes (1981, 
p. 373) explained, “If the writer must devote conscious attention to demands such as spelling and grammar, the task of translating 
can interfere with the more global process of planning what one wants to say”.  

Nonetheless, their understandings of the nature of writing practice differed, hence their initial approaches to the task 
assignments. Gao initially viewed writing practice in this course as essentially a separate language learning task from other language 
skills that should be geared toward linguistic accuracy. As reflected in his “four-round learning cycle”, his approach to developing 
writing skills was to follow exactly the “templates” of different texts as presented in the listening and reading tasks. Previous 
research suggests this view is quite common among novice foreign language writers, as their writing experiences, if any, tend to 
occur within the confinements of the classroom, in which writing is often just a means for grammar practice or vocabulary exercises 
(Yasuda, 2011).  

For Lan, aligned with her belief that language was a tool for communication, she stressed that writing in any circumstances 
had to be communicating personal experience and expression, and anything one wrote should be “grounded in real-life”. Naturally, 
she tried to write her own sentences and expressions in the two writing assignments. However, there was a disconnection between 
what Lan perceived as the purpose of writing in general (i.e., self-expression and communication), and the purposes of writing 
assignments and instruction in the EFL program (i.e., producing correct forms). Our findings regarding the first research questions 



79 
 

EIET 2021, Vol 1, Issue 1, 67–83, https://doi.org/10.35745/eiet2021v01.01.0007 
 

largely aligned with the previously predominant finding that Chinese EFL writers tend to view EFL writing as means to learn 
English, thus linguistic accuracy is considered the utmost important (Ruan, 2014; Zhang, 2010). However, our findings also revealed 
that EFL writers may have conflicting views even toward the same task, which could be related to their experiences as both novice 
EFL learners and professionals in their own career. 

5.2. Development in EFL Learners’ MCK about Writing and Online Writing Pedagogy 

Our second and third research questions sought to investigate how learner’s MCK about EFL writing changed over time and 
what were the factors related to the online learning environment that shaped such development. Over the semester, growth was 
observed in both learners’ knowledge about themselves as EFL writers (person knowledge), about specific writing tasks (task 
knowledge), and how to adapt writing strategies to task requirements and why (strategy knowledge).  

For both Gao and Lan, their self-confidence in EFL writing increased somewhat through completing the two writing 
assignments, in Gao’s words, from “zero ability” to being able to “write something out…” However, such confidence was largely 
limited to linguistic accuracy, which is referred to as “using the words and expressions prescribed by the school and closely following 
the sample texts”. Overall, their perceived self-efficacy remained low when it came to producing meaningful texts independently, 
as in Lan’s final exam experience, due to the challenges, difficulties, or conflicts they had experienced during writing practice over 
the semester. As a result, Gao experienced difficulty in maintaining motivation for writing practice and Lan was confused about the 
second writing assignment and struggled with the writing tasks in the final exam.  

Most significantly, while Gao’s fixation on writing as producing correct grammar and spelling persisted, Lan gave up her 
beliefs in writing for personal expression and conformed to the course’s focus on “writing correct sentences”. In Lan’s case, the 
uncertainty caused by such mismatch between the writing assignments and her prior knowledge about the nature of writing led her 
to suspending her work and waiting for further clarifications from the instructor. While she managed to interpret the task's purpose 
as providing necessary scaffolding for novice writers and consequently adjusted her strategies to make sure that she could fully 
benefit from such a task, she felt very reluctant to merely follow the assignment instructions and delete texts she wrote on her own. 
Her experience in the final exam further made her realize that her writing skills were still quite insufficient, especially in terms of 
planning and organizing the writing process. These findings corroborate with previous studies that EFL learners’ use of 
metacognitive writing strategies greatly affects their writing performance (e.g., Zhang et al., 2016; Teng, 2020b). 

Based on our findings, we identified several factors related to the pedagogical approach and learning design that were 
particularly significant in shaping learners’ development in MCK about English writing, including the writing task design, online 
writing instruction, and instructor feedback. First, we found that the design of the writing task reinforced learners’ product-based 
approach to EFL writing, namely the purpose of EFL writing was to produce the correct forms, rather than to communicate ideas 
and experience. As shown previously, the two writing assignments followed the typical product-based approach, which involved 
merely mimicking a sample text and mainly emphasized the linguistics elements in students’ output by prescribing words and 
expressions to use (Hasan & Akhand, 2010; Rao, 2007). Nowhere in the instructions or grading rubrics for these two assignments 
provided guidance on writing processes and strategies such as planning or organizing. Moreover, though under different 
circumstances, both participants cited the writing assignments’ lack of connections to real-life purposes. These learners’ voices 
corroborate with the pedagogical principles promoted by various researchers, who argue that the writing curriculum for English 
learners needs to connect to students’ lives and backgrounds (e.g., Freeman & Freeman, 2007; Haneda &Wells, 2012). Although 
both participants managed to work out ways to benefit from the task completion process, the potential impact of such task design 
on learner motivation and self-efficacy cannot be overlooked.  

Second, the online writing instruction further limited the growing potential for learners’ MCK about EFL writing by reinforcing 
the product-based approach. Our interview data and analysis of instructional materials used by the instructor suggest that the online 
writing instruction again followed the product-based approach that prioritized linguistic accuracy, yet with little attention to 
composing process and writing strategies. The online tutorials and writing recommendations for the assignments focused on 
linguistic elements and mechanics of writing only.  

Third, the assessment and feedback to learners’ writing not only restricted learners’ attention to mostly linguistic elements, but 
also caused confusion at times. Our interview data and participants’ writing samples show that the rubrics and feedback provided 
by tutors or grading instructors to participants’ writing was either only focusing on grammar and vocabulary, or too general to bear 
any substantial effect. In Lan’s case, the feedback even caused some confusion and uncertainty when the instructor mistakenly 
changed her otherwise correct grammatical form. Although all feedback was generally welcomed and taken seriously by the 
participants as important learning moments, the feedback provided in this program were potentially restricting or even had negative 
impact, especially considering the crucial role of feedback in an online learning context (Hurd et al., 2001; F. Hyland, 2001; K. 
Hyland & Hyland, 2006).  
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6. Conclusions and Implications 

Findings from our case study reveal that in the context of online language learning, the development of adult EFL learners’ 
MCK about EFL writing (i.e., their understanding of self as a writer, the writing tasks, and the writing strategies deployed) is 
primarily influenced by the task design, online writing instruction, and the quality of feedback to their writing. Findings of this study 
have important implications for online EFL instructors and course designers regarding how to provide guidance and support for 
online EFL learners’ development of MCK about writing. 

First, considering second language student writers’ needs in acquiring knowledge in both the target language and the writing 
processes and strategies, writing task design in online language programs should take advantage of both product- and process-based 
approaches to writing development. Task-specific guidance and assistance are necessary to facilitate learners to develop MCK about 
writing. Opportunities and guidance for enhancing task knowledge, especially to help students better understand task purpose, can 
be particularly helpful for novice writers to benefit from the writing practice (Teng, 2020a). Furthermore, as indicated by ample 
pedagogically oriented studies of writing instructions, established regular classroom routines where teachers “progressively model, 
scaffold, engage students in, and practice multiple drafts of writing” have tremendous values in supporting learners’ writing 
development (Cumming, 2016, p. 366). However, how these routines could be integrated in fully online programs warrant further 
exploration and research. 

Second, online writing instruction needs to steer more towards enhancing learner’s MCK about EFL writing, especially 
regarding task (e.g., the composing process) and strategy knowledge (e.g., writing skills) (Qin & Zhang, 2019; Teng, 2020b; Xiao, 
2016). Although the course in this study focused on writing in different genres, it did not integrate a genre-based instruction to 
enhance learners’ knowledge of different types of texts, the writing process, and the skills involved in the process. Research into 
genre pedagogy indicates that “the essential advantage of the genre-based approach over other writing pedagogies for second 
language writers is that emphasizing the notion of genre promotes second language writers’ understanding of the relationship 
between the communicative purpose and the features of text at every discourse level” (Yasuda, 2011, p. 112). That can be 
particularly beneficial for adult EFL learners, whose English study is usually motivated by imminent professional or personal needs.  

Furthermore, findings from our study reveal that the online learning context can promote a synergy of various learning 
opportunities that enable learners to use and reuse the newly learned knowledge in connected tasks within one unit that focus on 
different skills areas, especially productive skills like writing. However, systematic learner training and continued guidance 
throughout the course are needed to help distance learners to capitalize on these opportunities and construct a personally meaningful 
path to address the challenge of developing writing skills in English.  

Finally, teachers and tutors need to be aware of the effects of feedback on online EFL learners’ writing development and be 
mindful of the forms and types of online feedback to student texts, as well as the choices and uses of delivery technologies (e.g., in 
documents, during online sessions, and via personal messages) (Breuch, 2012). Additionally, a peer feedback component can be 
advantageous for learners’ co-construction of MCK about writing (Bailey & Cassidy, 2019; Guasch et al., 2013; Memari Hanjani, 
2019).  

Informed by findings from this study, future research can continue to investigate the effectiveness of writing task design in 
online language programs, especially focusing on the process of task completion, as well as effective methods and technologies to 
guide the composing process on the metacognitive level. Moreover, more research is needed regarding how feedback can be 
effective in facilitating the development of MCK about writing, in terms of different sources, forms, availability and frequency, and 
channels or technologies through which feedback is delivered. 

7. Limitations 

There are some limitations to the current study. First and foremost, due to the unexpected delay at the beginning of the semester, 
the first individual interviews were not conducted until week 6. This delay might have influenced the data collected to address the 
first research questions, namely the entering stage of participants’ MCK. It was not quite clear to what the extent the first few weeks’ 
experience in the program affected their perceptions toward web-based distance language learning. Second, potential effects caused 
by the presence of the first researcher and her involvement in the participants’ learning process during the semester cannot be ruled 
out. It is possible that the individual interviews and weekly tutoring provided as incentive for participation have affected the 
participants’ MCK development, in that by reflecting upon their learning experiences they may have become more aware of 
themselves as language learners, the learning process, strategies or the learning context. Yet the degree to which the interviews 
promoted the development in their MCK, or influenced the MCK they were able to articulate, cannot be measured. Third, the 
research reported here is based on a small number of students’ retrospective verbal accounts and therefore the findings may not be 
generalizable to other learners in other contexts. Their self-report cannot be regarded as a complete account of their MCK or its 
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development over time. Rather, it reflects the knowledge they were able to articulate or were conscious of at the time. In addition, 
although additional data were collected to record the participants’ course performance and participation, they could only provide an 
incomplete account of their learning experience over the semester, as not all information regarding their actual use of the different 
components of the learning management system were collected. Finally, the study did not involve any systematic measures of 
participants’ language proficiency and learning gains, since for some participants the entrance English exam was waived, and some 
performance data on their final exams were not available. 
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