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ABSTRACT

Background: The growth of online higher education programs and the increasing numbers of
students seeking remote learning experiences require educators to find new ways of meeting the changing
learning needs of their students. One possible approach for facilitating success for online college
students is fostering engagement in self-regulated learning (SRL). Objective: This paper discusses student
perceptions of an online metacognitive journal assignment designed to promote SRL. Method: Following
a brief review of the related literature, we present a study of the perceptions of 206 online students of a
series of metacognitive prompts collected through a weekly online journaling assignment. We examined,
coded, and reported on the data using descriptive statistics. We also conducted a thematic qualitative
analysis of narrative responses to experiential questions. Results: The analysis revealed that the majority
of students believed that engaging in the metacognitive exercise was valuable and contributed to success
in their online courses. The students also reported that the assignment helped them feel more connected
to their professors and contributed to their ability to apply course content to real-life situations. Findings:
The students did perceive value in the assignment and provided positive narrative comments. Although
the students perceived the assignment to be helpful, no causal relationships between engagement with
the assignment and student achievement were demonstrated. Conclusion: Based on the results of this
study, online instructors may find that using a metacognitive reflection journal is one way to support their

students in online courses.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, many institutes of higher education have
shifted to using online or hybrid models for edu-
cating students. Before that, the growth of online
programs in higher education was on the rise.
While overall student enrollment in higher educa-
tion had declined somewhat, enrollment in online
courses had increased (Seaman et al., 2018). The
response to the COVID-19 pandemic has greatly
increased the need for higher education faculty

to develop effective online teaching strategies.
According to Fox et al. (2020) the need to transi-
tion to online course delivery triggered a “massive”
change in the nature of traditional courses, with
92% of faculty members making at least one
course modification during the Fall semester of
2020 (p. 16). The delivery of online instruction
has permitted institutions of higher education to
continue to provide educational opportunities for
students during the era of COVID, and more gen-
erally, provide other benefits, such as access to
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educational opportunities for select populations,
including working students, older adults, and those
living in remote areas. However, ensuring effective
learning and student engagement in this relatively
new context has presented challenges for teachers
and learners.

Some believe that the response to the pandemic
and the need to support students’ online learning
has caused “what are likely to be permanent shifts in
faculty attitudes, pedagogy, and tool adoption” (Fox
et al., 2020, p. 13). Online courses can require a new
approach to education for the student, faculty, and
higher education institutions. Online students may
be required to demonstrate a more active approach
to learning than in the traditional classroom. Hung
et al. (2010) describe some of the tasks online learn-
ers must undertake in the online classroom to ensure
success, including time management, guiding
and planning for their own learning, contributing
actively to the course, and making decisions about
pacing and depth of content.

Because the online environment demands that
students take a more active approach to managing
their learning, the construct of self-regulated learn-
ing (SRL) has been studied extensively in relation
to online higher education (Bursali & Oz, 2018;
Fan et al., 2021; Hong et al., 2020). Self-regulation
can be defined as “self-generated thoughts, feel-
ings, and behaviors that are oriented to attaining
goals” (Zimmerman, 2002, p. 65). A solid body of
research shows that the skills associated with SRL
are related to educational achievement (Moshman,
2018), and research on the technology-based class-
room has clearly signaled that SRL is important for
learner satisfaction (Choi, 2016; Hodges, 2009) and
positive learner outcomes (Azevedo & Cromley,
2004; Niickles et al., 2020; Nurajizah et al., 2018;
Rosnaeni et al, 2020; Sachar, 2020; Sheikh, et al.,
2019; Sitzman & Ely, 2010; Steiner, 2016; Yuruk et
al., 2019).

Closely related to SRL is the construct of meta-
cognition. The term metacognition, which refers
to one’s own knowledge of their cognition, was
developed by John Flavell of Stanford University
and has been studied extensively for the last 40
years. Metacognition includes “planning, monitor-
ing, and evaluating one’s own learning processes.”
which comprise the critical skills for academic
success (Tanner, 2012, p.144). Multiple studies pub-
lished since the beginning of the pandemic have

supported the notion that the use of metacognitive
strategies, such as online diaries and exam wrap-
pers, can be effective in supporting student success
in online higher education courses (Anthonysamy,
2021; Bort-Mir, 2020; Rosnaeni et al., 2020;
Sethares & Asselin, 2022). The purpose of this
paper is to analyze and discuss the self-reported
perceptions of a sample of online students assigned
a metacognitive journaling assignment constructed
to promote SRL.

RELATED LITERATURE

This section will address relevant theory and
research underpinning the metacognitive journal
exercise examined in this paper. Self-regulated
learning (SRL) will be defined and the relationship
between SRL and metacognition will be demon-
strated. Andragogy will be briefly addressed as
it relates to the needs of the adult learner in the
context of the online learning environment. A dis-
cussion focusing on current research supporting
the importance of SRL within online education
is provided. Specific attention will be paid to the
work of Tanner (2012), which was foundational
to the development of the metacognitive journal
assignment described here.

Self-Regulated Learning

The work of Zimmerman (1989, 1998, 2002) is
crucial to the conceptual understanding of SRL.
Synthesizing early research by Bandura and others
on self-reinforcement, standard-setting, delay of
gratification, goal setting, and self-efficacy, along
with self-instruction and evaluation, Zimmerman
(1989) defined self-regulated learners as those who
“personally initiate and direct their own efforts to
acquire knowledge and skill rather than relying on
teachers, parents, or other agents of instruction” (p.
329). Zimmerman (1989) specifies that, to become
self-regulated, the learner must use specific strate-
gies to accomplish an academic goal. He identifies
a range of self-regulated learning strategies: self-
evaluating, organizing and transforming, goal
setting and planning, seeking information, keeping
records and monitoring, environmental structuring,
self-consequating, rehearsing and memorization,
seeking social assistance, and reviewing records.
His early research also established a connection
between the use of these strategies and students’
academic achievement (Zimmerman & Martinez-
Pons, 1988). Zimmerman (1998) also emphasized
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that self-regulation is not a fixed characteristic
within the learner but rather that the learner selects
from a range of strategies depending on the learn-
ing context. His later research showed that the use
of self-regulation strategies is teachable, and that
instruction and prompting can lead to increases
in achievement (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1998;
Sitzmann & Ely, 2010). Additionally, he found that
few teachers promote the use of these strategies
(Zimmerman et al., 1996).

Conceptualizing the Relationship Between Self-
Regulation and Metacognition

The notion of metacognition emerged from
the work of John Flavell. Flavell (1979) defined
metacognition as “knowledge and cognition about
cognitive phenomena,” explaining that “cognitive
strategies are invoked to make cognitive prog-
ress, metacognitive strategies to monitor it” (p.
909). Metacognition and self-regulation are clearly
linked in the literature, but a definition of the rela-
tionship lacks precision and consensus (Ibabe &
Jauragizar, 2010). In some cases, the terms are
used synonymously; in other cases, self-regulation
is considered part of metacognition, while others
view self-regulation and metacognition as aspects
of SRL (Ibabe & Jauragizar, 2010). Exploring these
complexities is not within the scope of this paper.
For the purposes of the project discussed, however,
we adopted a working conceptual framework in
which students engaged in metacognition through
completing the online journal assignment, which
ostensibly functioned to promote SRL.

Adult Learning Theory and Self-Direction
Malcolm Knowles (1972) is known as the pio-
neer of adult learning theory, also called andragogy,
which Knowles described as “the art and science
of helping adults learn” (p. 32). The resulting
principles of a self-directed, experiential, problem-
centered approach to learning have been hugely
influential and are still the basis of effective learn-
ing practices in higher education. Understanding
these principles is considered by some to be the
cornerstone of enabling adult learners to achieve.
In his explanation of adult learning needs, Knowles
(1977) emphasized self-directedness as one of the
critical components of andragogy, asserting that
the effective teacher of adults makes it a primary
goal to “help a learner become increasingly self-
directive in his or her learning” (p. 207). He also

cites the “deep obligation” the teacher of adults
carries for providing “orientational” experiences
that require students to manage their own learning
(1977, p. 207).

Research by Justice and Dornan (2001) sup-
ported this need through a study of both traditional
college students and older adult students in college.
Using surveys from both groups to gather infor-
mation about metacognitive variables, the authors
found that adult students use different metacog-
nitive strategies than traditional-age students to
navigate their college courses. They concluded that
the use of metacognitive strategies has a devel-
opmental component, and that more attention
should be paid to understanding the unique needs
of each group in the college classroom. Although
this research does not address these issues within
the online learning context, it supports the idea
that the relative value of various strategies for the
promotion of SRL must be viewed contextually.
Artino and Stephens (2009) reinforced these con-
clusions for online learning in a study examining
differences between undergraduate and graduate
students’ use of self-regulatory strategies, conclud-
ing that the two groups differ significantly from
each other in their ability to employ these strate-
gies for success in online courses. More recently,
Yarbrough (2018) has proposed a model for adapt-
ing adult learning theory for the online learning
environment that integrates behaviorism, social
development theory, Mezirow’s (2000) critical
reflection ideas, and Dirkx’s “Nurturing Soul in
Adult Learning” (2002). Yarbrough posits that
this approach, which emphasizes active learning
and reflection, should serve as a foundation for an
enriched online learning environment.

Self-Regulated Learning in the Online Classroom
Although the value of self-regulatory and
metacognitive strategies in learning has been
acknowledged for decades, recent research has
provided specific evidence that the use of these
strategies can benefit college students (Bursali &
Oz, 2018; Fan et al., 2021; Kitsantas et al., 2008;
O’Loughlin & Griffith, 2020; Steiner, 2016;
Tuckman & Kennedy, 2011). However, due to the
rapid rise of technology, the role of these constructs
in the online teaching and learning environment has
only recently begun to be explored. Initial research
indicates that engaging in activities related to SRL
is associated with a variety of positive outcomes
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for the online learner. In an early review of litera-
ture on self-regulation in web-based environments,
Hodges (2009) concluded that there appears to
be a positive relationship between self-regulation
and success in web-based learning, stressing that
“research should be conducted to determine those
features of Web-based courses that promote self-
regulation” (p. 381). In a meta-analysis and review
of online learning studies by the United States
Department of Education in 2009, the researchers
concluded that the practice of promoting reflection
on learning by online students is clearly supported
by the available evidence: “the available research
suggests that promoting self-reflection, self-regu-
lation, and self-monitoring leads to more positive
online learning outcomes” (Means et al., 2009, p.
45). Since 2009, additional research has supported
the positive relationships between self-regulation
and academic performance (Guo, 2022; Lawanto et
al., 2014; Lehmann et al., 2014) and self-regulation
and learner satisfaction (Cho & Shen, 2013; Choi,
2016) for online learners.

Tanner and Student Metacognition

Kimberly Tanner (2012) applied some of these
concepts in a structured way to the teaching of
undergraduate biology students. Inspired by ear-
lier research on metacognition and self-regulation,
Tanner created a series of questions to promote
metacognition that revolved around planning,
monitoring, and evaluating learning in the college
classroom. She describes her experience assigning
her students these questions as a weekly assign-
ment in undergraduate biology courses. Questions
used for this metacognitive journaling assignment
were selected and adapted from the list contained
in Tanner’s article. However, while Tanner’s origi-
nal questions were instrumental to the development
of the metacognitive assignment we gave to stu-
dents, our research project expanded on Tanner’s
initial use of the questions by using the prompts
with both graduate and undergraduate students and
with students in content areas unrelated to biology.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

We were piqued by the aforementioned lit-
erature, and teaching in the online environment
with adults caused us to examine ways to recon-
nect the students with the learning environment.
Andragogical theory developed by Malcolm
Knowles (1972, 1977) supports the need for adults

to be self-directed. It emphasizes the value of self-
directed learning, where adults actively participate
in their personal learning journey. Knowles defines
“self-directed learning” as taking the initiative to
assess one’s own needs, create goals, and seek out
appropriate strategies on their own. (Kurt, 2020)
Within this context, we selected metacognition
to engage the online learner in active participation
in the scheduling of their work. Supported by the
work of Tanner (2012), we selected weekly journ-
aling as an engagement strategy. Using her work
with biology students as a model, we incorpo-
rated selected components into a plan for weekly
self-reflection to promote focusing students’ atten-
tion on their time allocation for completing the
online coursework. One assumption in the devel-
opment and implementation of the metacognitive
journaling project described here was that the
metacognitive nature of the exercise, in which the
mostly adult online students were asked to plan,
monitor, and evaluate their individual process
of learning, would serve to support and promote
andragogical principles of self-direction.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Using the work of biology professor Tanner
(2012) as a foundation for developing a metacogni-
tive reflective exercise, a sample of undergraduate
and graduate students enrolled in multiple sections
of three different eight-week online courses was
assigned a series of weekly metacognitive journal
assignments. We developed and implemented the
journal assignment to address the online students’
unique needs. We created the assignment with the
theory that online metacognitive journaling would
be consistent with Knowles’s andragogical prin-
ciples for adult learning and would also promote
SRL. The implementation of the project evolved
over time, with additional prompts added follow-
ing the initial implementation of the metacognitive
prompts as a means of assessing the effectiveness
of the assignment.

METHODOLOGY

The journaling assignment involved provid-
ing online students with a structured opportunity
to respond to a series of metacognitive prompts to
promote self-regulated learning (SRL). This assign-
ment was called Big Ideas. Students were required
to submit answers to the Big Ideas questions
weekly throughout their eight-week online courses.
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Questions included in the original Big Ideas assign-
ment are listed in Table 1, grouped by the week
within the course they were presented to students.
Big Ideas was a graded weekly student assign-
ment in each course. The assignment was given
the token amount of course credit of 10 points per
week, resulting in a total value of 80 out of the
1,000 points allocated for each course. Students
were asked to respond in one or two paragraphs
to each prompt. Assignments were submitted
electronically through the Blackboard Learning
Management System (LMS) to the professor. All
assignments were assessed within 72 hours of the
due date, and each student received written feed-
back from their professor on weekly submissions.

Table1.
Initial Big Ideas Assignment Questions

Week One: Planning Prompts
What do I already know about (course title) that can help me in
this course?
Isthe study of (course topic) important to me? Why/why not?
How much time will L allocate to this course every week, and how
will Ispend that time?
What do I most want to learn in this course?
What kind of feedback from the instructor do I want and/or
expect?

Weeks Two Through Seven: Monitoring Prompts

What was most confusing to me in this week's lecture, video, or
reading?

What insights have I gained as a result of this week's activities?

How have I utilized the instructor's feedback to improve my
understanding and performance in the course?

Week Eight: Evaluating Prompts

What will I still remember five years from now that I learned in
this course?

What advice would I give a friend about how to learn the most in
this course?

Initially, a series of brief metacognitive ques-
tions were assigned to students weekly throughout
an eight-week course session, which students sub-
mitted weekly for a small number of points. The
purpose of the questions was to prompt students
to take an active approach to their own learning by
planning, monitoring, and evaluating their weekly
online learning experiences. As the response to
the assignment from students seemed to be favor-
able, after several months, we added a set of

phenomenological questions in the final install-
ment of the assignment to gather more specific
information about the student’s perceptions of the
metacognitive journaling exercise.

After a pilot use of the initial prompts, we deter-
mined that additional questions would be helpful in
gathering data regarding student perceptions of the
assignment. As a result, three more questions were
added to the initial prompts during the final week
of the assignment to gather detailed self-reported
information about students’ perceptions of the
journaling assignment (see Table 2). The additional
experiential questions added the topics of time
allocation, outcome attainment, and future recom-
mendations for the inclusion of Big Ideas in other
courses. These content additions were guided by
our review of Tanner’s work (2012) and our reflec-
tion on the nature of student responses from the
pilot implementation of the assignment.

Table 2.
Additional Experiential Questions

Question One (Time Allocation):
Did your time allocation plan from week one help
you meet your goalsin this course?

Question Two (Future Recommendation):
Would you recommend the Big Ideas assignment be
included in the other courses you will take?

Question Three (Outcome Attainment):
How did the Big Ideas assignment affect your outcomes in this course?

Sample

This investigation took place in the online
division of a private, faith-based university.
Approximately 2,200 students were enrolled in the
division, which utilized an accelerated, year-round
format of sequential eight-week terms to deliver
instruction in both undergraduate and graduate
programs. Most students reside within Southern
California, although enrollment does include stu-
dents residing throughout the United States and a
few international students. Students were mostly
adult learners, with the average student age in the
undergraduate programs of 31.2 years, with 59%
female and 41% male enrollment, and the aver-
age student age in the graduate programs was 34.5
years, with 71% female and 29% male enrollment.

The sample was comprised of 254 students
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enrolled in undergraduate and graduate courses in
two educational programs: a Bachelor of Arts in
Early Childhood Studies (BAECH) and a Master
of Arts in Organizational Leadership (MAOL).
Participants were drawn from one section of two
different courses in the BAECH program and eleven
sections of one course in the MAOL program. A
small group of full-time and adjunct professors
taught the courses from which the data was gath-
ered. One of the BAECH courses was a leadership
course, and the other course focused on the topic of
diversity. The MAOL course was an introductory
course for organizational leadership. The sample
was a convenience sample, relying on students
enrolled in courses that we were able to standard-
ize. We embedded the Big Ideas assignment into
selected courses within their respective academic
degree programs by building the course templates
of the Learning Management System and gathering
data each time a new section was taught.

Data Collection and Analysis

For this report, data from the three experiential
questions in the Big Ideas assignment were col-
lected from the LMS after the end of the courses.
To analyze Question One (Did your time alloca-
tion plan from week one help you meet your goals
in this course?), each student’s response was
reviewed to determine whether the student com-
ment indicated a positive (allocation plan helped)
or negative (allocation plan did not help) response
to the prompt. A similar process was followed for
Question Two (Would you recommend the Big
Ideas assignment be included in the other courses
you will take?), with the positive responses indicat-
ing the student would recommend the assignment
versus a negative response indicating the student
would not recommend the assignment for future
students. The nominal data (positive versus nega-
tive) for questions one and two were collected
and totaled and are presented using descriptive
statistics in Tables 4 and 5. For these questions,
additional student comments were also collected
to shed more light on student perspectives. For the
narrative data provided by students in response to
Question Three (How did the Big Ideas assignment
affect your outcomes in the course?), we conducted
a thematic analysis using a multistep process. This
process began with entering all the comments
provided by students into Microsoft Excel and
creating a master list of statements in Microsoft

Word. Thematic analysis was then performed by
reading the students’ comments and highlighting
keywords to identify the meaning of the comment.
Additionally, a Microsoft Word macro was used to
count word frequencies and validate the repetition
of keywords and phrases. Each of us completed the
thematic analysis process independently and then
we met to discuss the results and resolve any dis-
crepancies together until a consensus was reached.

RESULTS/DATA PRESENTATION

Table 3 shows the total number of students
participating in the study in the different courses.
While there were 254 potential participants,
because of attrition or failure to complete course
assignments, only 206 students provided data
from questions in the final week of the Big Ideas
assignment (BAECH = 33, MAOL = 182). The
resulting data are presented only for those stu-
dents who completed the courses and all or part of
the questions from the final week of the Big Ideas
assignment in each section.

Table 3.
Total Number of Students in Courses Surveyed
Course Level TotalN
BAECH (Leadership) UG i
BAECH (Diversity) UG 26
MAOL (Intro to ORG) GRAD 21
TOTAL 254

The data gathered from responses to each Big
Ideas question are presented below. Descriptive data
from Questions One and Two are shown in Tables
4 and 5, with additional narrative comments pro-
vided for clarification and additional understanding.
Emergent themes from Question Three are pre-
sented and supported with select student comments.

Question One (Time Allocation)

Data presented in Table 4 illustrate that, of the
206 students who answered this prompt, 162 stu-
dents (81%) indicated that the completion of the
time allocation planning prompt from the Big Ideas
assignment helped them meet their goals. The
remaining students (19%) indicated the Big Ideas
time allocation planning prompt did not help them
meet their goals in the course.
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Table 4.
Students’ Answers to Question One

Did your time allocation plan from week one help you meet your goals in this course?

Students Level Respondents

Helped Did Not Help Percent Yes

TOTAL UG &Grad 206

162 14 81%

The corresponding written evaluation com-
ments for this question ranged from positively
describing how the time allocation plan they devel-
oped was helpful to stating the plan they developed
was helpful but that they were unable to follow
their plan. Several students commented that they
would have underestimated the amount of time
necessary to devote to the courses without the
planning prompts and feedback from the instruc-
tor. Many stated that being required to think about
planning helped them review the syllabus, as they
could identify weeks when large assignments were
due. Based on the students’ comments, it seemed
the planning exercise enabled them to be more
prepared for the time needed to complete the more
significant assignments due throughout the course.

Additionally, many students mentioned their
tendency to procrastinate and how facing a weekly
self-reflection helped to prevent this behavior.
Sample student comments included:

My time allocation plan was a great tool
in my success in this course. Knowing
early on that this course was going to be
one that I wanted to do a lot of thinking
and research on, being able to allocate the
time to look up information was a big help.
Being able to set aside time to read the text
and tie information in with questions and
responses was another great tool. Keeping
up on assignments and not waiting until
the last minute helped to keep my overall
critical assignment together, and I was
able to easily put it together. Overall stay-
ing on top of my time allocation plan was
very helpful in this course.

Another shared:

As this is my first time being an online
student, I believe I'm getting the hang of it.
With my busy schedule during the week, 1
am learning how to manage my time bet-
ter. It is tough, but you get out of life from

what you put into it. As the insight of what
I have gained this week from the activities,
1 am beginning to view and do work in a
professional manner.

This student pointed out the benefit of getting
ahead of the work due:

1 allocated my time for this class well, and
I was able to get ahead with my assign-
ments and stay ahead the entire semester.
1t is hard once you fall behind in a class to
catch up and to turn in excellent work.

Another appreciated the importance of estab-
lishing a goal:

Yes, I do believe that my time allocation
plan helped me to meet my goals in this
course. I had planned to make a lot of time
to complete assignments and read the text
because I knew how important time man-
agement was going to be to my success
and having that goal in mind was a con-
stant reminder.

Finally, one student commented about how the
time planning helped deepen their understanding
of the material:

Yes, it did! I was able to stick to my sched-
ule (most of the time) and plan out how

I would tackle this course, as well as the
other one that I was enrolled in. I planned
ahead on how I would tackle and complete
everything, which allowed me the time to
think about and understand the material.

Most students who indicated that making a
time allocation plan did not help them stated the
reason it did not help was due to their own failure
to follow their own plan. For example, one stated:

Unfortunately, the time allocation plan
from week one did not assist me through-
out this course or to meet my goals
because 1 failed to allocate and prioritize
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my time. The idea was definitely there

at week 1, but I failed to execute mainly
because I wasn’t expecting to have a mini-
mum of four assignments due weekly.

Another student stated:

1 believe my plan was helpful for the

first six weeks and worked as planned.
However, in the last two remaining weeks,
my plan fell apart because I began to pro-
crastinate due to work commitments and
Stresses.

Question Two (Future Recommendation)

Table 5 shows that of the 206 respondents, 167
students (81%) recommended that the Big Ideas
assignment be included in future courses, while 39
students (19%) did not recommend it be added.

The majority of students stated that they would
recommend this assignment be included in their
future courses. Numerous reasons were offered,
with many reinforcing their support for the time
allocation exercise and the various other positive
effects on their course outcomes. However, stu-
dents identified additional benefits of the Big Ideas
assignment, some of which included providing a
way for the instructor to monitor the effectiveness
of instructional activities, allowing an accessible
forum for students to touch base and communicate
with instructors, and providing a more relational
environment than they expected in an online
course. Some of these comments included:

Absolutely! Having the freedom to express
what we thought about the assignments
and being able to get feedback in order to
improve in the coming weeks was huge. 1
have coworkers taking a master’s program
at a different school, and they struggle
because they don’t get feedback from one
assignment until after they have to turn in
another assignment, so they don’t know

Table 5.
Students’ Answers to Question Two

if they did anything wrong and can'’t fix it
before more assignments are due. I valued
this assignment because, without open
communication, it makes learning harder.

Another student confirmed the value of weekly
summarizing their learning:

Yes, I believe the “Big ldeas” assignments
were extremely helpful in this course. They
served a dual purpose for me—allowed
me to reflect on my learning and allowed a
personalized interaction with the instruc-
tor. Each week I was able to reflect on a
takeaway as well as what was the most
confusing concept.

One student commented on the value of the
assignment for the missed concepts from the week,
and how this opportunity gave them easy access
for content clarification:

I would recommend the Big ldeas assign-
ment. [ liked it, especially because this

is strictly an online class, with no face-
to-face time unless you come in for office
hours. It allowed us to voice if we had any
concerns with the material for the week
and what the biggest takeaways were;
reflection on what we have learned for
the week is always good, even just for
ourselves.

For the small percentage of students who
answered that they would not recommend the Big
Ideas assignment in the future, most indicated they
felt the assignment was unnecessary. For example,
a few stated they did not feel the need for the level
of support provided by Big Ideas, as they would
have personally contacted the professor if they
needed assistance. One student stated:

No, I would not recommend the “Big
Ideas” assignment be included in other
courses mainly because the assignment

Would you recommend the Big Ideas assignment be included in the other courses you will take?

Course Level Respondents

Recommend Did Not Recommend Percentage Yes

TOTAL UG & Grad 206

167 39 81%
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is time-consuming. Most online students
work full time, have children, and main-
tain their households. I think it would have
been a great idea in my undergraduate
program to allow an opportunity for stu-
dents who may lack confidence or struggle
with communicating with their instruc-
tor. Speaking for myself as a Graduate
Student, the “Big Ideas” is unnecessary
busy work, and the Discussion Boards are
enough.

Question Three (Outcome Attainment)

Three consistent themes emerged using the-
matic analysis of the narrative comments provided
by students in response to the prompt about how
the metacognitive journaling assignments influ-
enced their outcomes in the course. Most students
commented on the value of the reflection on the
work completed during the week as adding to
their overall learning and achievement of course
outcomes. Another theme that emerged was the
connection to the faculty, and the support for aca-
demic efforts students felt from the professors. A
third theme identified was the way learning from
the course was extended, encouraging the applica-
tion of course content.

First, many students commented on how the
value of the weekly reflection on their coursework
added to their overall learning and achievement of
course outcomes. The majority of students stated
that the Big Ideas assignment positively influenced
their course outcomes. Some indicated that their
perception of the value of the assignment evolved
as they went further into the course. One student
stated:

My opinion on the Big Ideas assignment
changed around week three of the course.
At first, I thought this was just an extra
assignment that took time out of my week.
Honestly, I was not being fair to myself
or this course. The Big Ideas is a great
format to communicate any problems with
the assignments and to reflect on the week
as a whole.

Another shared:

The “Big Ideas” project helped me to
reflect every week on the assignments and
materials. I think that they helped me to

remember what I learned in the discussion
boards, activities and readings. Most of
all, it helped me to think about the future
and how I could use the content when [
began teaching. It only took a few minutes
to complete and was worth the time for
reflection.

Second, students expressed appreciation for the
connection to the faculty and support for academic
efforts students felt from the professors. Initially,
many students expressed anxiety about the online
course environment and the absence of face-to-
face communication with the professor. Students
appreciated the structured opportunity to regularly
connect with the professors, which helped to lower
their anxiety about the online learning experience.
Summarizing these experiences, one student stated:

The Big Ideas assignments were of great
value to me. Especially with this being
my first online college course, I was a bit
apprehensive about completing my mas-
ter’s degree online. I knew the ins and
outs of obtaining my bachelor’s degree in
the traditional in-person way, but I was
unfamiliar with how completing a degree
program online would be. I really appre-
ciated all of your honest feedback and
weekly videos. I don’t think that I would
have such a positive view of the online
program had it not been for your course
being the first course that I had to take. All
of the feedback that you gave to me I will
move forward and use in my courses and
have set me on a path to be successful in
this program.

Commenting on the value of regular connec-
tion with faculty, another student shared:

The Big Ideas assignments allowed the
opportunity to reflect on everything that
was learned that week. It didn’t par-
ticularly matter if there wasn’t anything
confusing; it was a way to write down
some ideas and have the instructor give
feedback. I enjoyed how the feedback
turned into a conversation that motivated
me to put more of myself into the Big Ideas
post and to really reflect on what was
taught that week because I knew that the
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instructor read and would give insights.
Yet another student shared:

Big Ideas assignments helped me stay con-
nected with our professor. It was a space
where I could express areas of concern
and some of my personal challenges.
Through this assignment, I received the
support I needed to keep moving forward.
Thank you for not giving up on me!

Finally, several students discussed how the
learning from the course was extended and made
into applications as a result of the Big Ideas assign-
ment. In discussing how this experience affected
them personally, one student stated:

The “Big Ideas’ assignments reinforced

a required weekly dialogue between the
professor and student. They allowed me

to share any areas of confusion requiring
additional professor input so that I could
fully grasp all concepts. They prompted me
to dig a bit deeper to identify what insights
I had gained in the reading or assign-
ments of the week. In doing so, it took the
tasks of the reading and assignments to a
place of personal impact. Lastly, I found it
meaningful to be able to report back to the
professor how his feedback was helpful or
what I had gained as a result.

Yet another student said:

I was able to express some real thoughts
about how I was retaining the material
and applying the methods in my own
career. [ was also able to express frustra-
tions with some concepts I did not clearly
understand or relate to.

A third student stated:

As you are well aware, you forced me

to think and see things differently and
exposed me to things I would have never
been exposed to otherwise. It was a place
to learn, be candid and critically think
about things.

To summarize, in general, these students had
positive responses to the Big Ideas assignment, and
the vast majority of students felt that the prompts
contained in the assignment benefited their learn-
ing outcomes in multiple areas. Overall, they

expressed a value from being assigned the meta-
cognitive exercises to their own performance in the
online learning environment, sometimes in pro-
found and meaningful ways.

FINDINGS AND LIMITATIONS

The student’s responses to Big Ideas were
mainly positive and supported the design and
use of the metacognitive exercise in these online
courses. The narrative comments emphasized
the value of reflection, connection to faculty, and
applying course content. The major findings are
summarized below.

Findings

In general, students had positive responses
to the Big Ideas assignment, and the majority of
students felt that the prompts contained in the
assignment were beneficial to their learning out-
comes. They felt they received value from the
assignment despite the extra work and believed
it contributed positively to their performance in
their online class. Based on the data we gathered in
response to Question One, providing a time alloca-
tion planning prompt for students in online courses
may be beneficial as a means of helping them
structure their time for academic success. Several
students commented that the time allocation exer-
cise would have been helpful had they stuck to the
plan they had created. A midcourse recheck of the
plan might support students’ adherence and yield
better results.

The majority of students recommended Big
Ideas for future courses in response to Question
Two and made a variety of comments suggesting
why they answered this way. Based on these com-
ments, they especially appreciated the opportunity
to provide feedback and the chance to communi-
cate with their professors in this way. The idea that
the majority of students recommended the assign-
ment for further courses, even with the awareness
that the assignment translates into extra work on a
regular basis, seems to indicate that they perceived
it to have a high degree of value.

It is also noteworthy that the data collected from
Question Three suggest that students’ outcomes
were affected in a myriad of positive ways, even
beyond the expected benefits of the metacognitive
activities of planning, monitoring, and evaluating
their progress in the courses. For example, student
comments indicated that they were connecting the
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information they learned to their prior knowledge
in more significant and meaningful ways. Also,
some commented that they were challenged by
the Big Ideas assignment to apply the information
they learned to their current work environments. In
addition, students said that being asked to reflect
on their learning on a weekly basis deepened their
understanding of the material they learned and
helped them see how they had grown from their
experiences in the course. Finally, many students
felt the Big Ideas assignment functioned as a vehi-
cle for greater connection to their professors, which
enhanced their online learning experience.

Limitations

While 81% of students participating in this
study recommended this assignment for future
courses, suggesting both further use and study
of the benefits of metacognitive exercises like
Big Ideas for online students, when consider-
ing for future application or research, it may also
be important to explore why the few who did not
recommend it responded as they did. Perhaps in
future studies, fewer metacognitive prompts could
be provided while still including the elements the
students found helpful.

Indeed, multiple limitations narrow the appli-
cability of this study. The older adult students
who participated in the Big Ideas project were all
enrolled in one university and were selected as a
convenience sample. Participants were limited to
two academic programs in one department from
one division and were enrolled in a limited num-
ber of courses. Other important limitations include
the nature of self-assessment and reliance on self-
reported data, which may or may not reflect the
true nature of students’ experiences or positive
learning outcomes. In addition, although students
perceived the assignment to be helpful, no causal
relationships between engagement with the assign-
ment and student achievement were established
due to this qualitative study. The study was not
designed to investigate the academic performance
of the students beyond their self-perception of its
impact; ideally, future research could establish
whether any actual positive impact on achievement
is present for students who complete Big Ideas.

Moreover, Big Ideas was a graded assignment,
which might have encouraged students to respond
to the prompts more positively than they might
have otherwise if they were concerned that their

grade would be affected by negative feedback.
Further, the nature of thematic coding limits the
interpretation of the results, as “there is no clear
agreement about what thematic analysis is and how
you go about doing it (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.
79). Finally, the teaching behaviors and perspec-
tives of the small number of faculty who taught
these courses was not considered, which could cer-
tainly have influenced students’ response to Big
Ideas within the context of these courses. Despite
all of these identified limitations, based on the high
level of positive feedback and recommendations
from students for further use of this assignment,
and the unanticipated benefits of engagement with
the questions reported by students, the results lay
the groundwork for further investigation into meta-
cognitive tasks in the online classroom.

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Research supports the importance of self-reg-
ulated learning (SRL) and using metacognitive
strategies for student achievement. This study,
which examined students’ perceptions of using a
metacognitive assignment designed to promote
planning, monitoring, and evaluating learning
for students in online courses, yielded results
that provide additional support for the body of
research on the value of SRL and the promotion of
metacognition.

Implications for Future Research

This investigation, which builds upon the prior
work of Tanner (2012) and others, leaves many
questions unanswered; hopefully, future endeavors
will provide additional clarity on how engage-
ment in metacognitive exercises like the Big Ideas
assignment can promote success for online col-
lege students. Prior work, like that of Justice and
Dornan (2001) and Artino and Stephens (2009),
suggest that the utility of metacognitive prompting
may vary for different populations, such as under-
graduates and graduate students or adult students
and traditional-age college students. In this inves-
tigation, the differences between the responses of
the undergraduate students and the graduate stu-
dents were not assessed, nor were the differences
between traditional age and adult students sepa-
rated, and the numerical results from students were
grouped into averages.

Further research could, for example, explore
how metacognitive assignments function differently
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within and between various groups of online stu-
dents, including adults, undergraduate students,
and graduate populations, along with students
studying multiple content areas. Future studies
should include more diverse populations and be
conducted in various online courses to understand
more about the benefits of metacognitive exer-
cises. Finally, future research could also consider
the other pedagogical approaches and/or percep-
tions of the faculty using Big Ideas as a method
of triangulation and analysis, which could provide
some additional contextual and anecdotal insights
into the use of metacognitive activities. Hopefully,
future research can identify more details about how
metacognitive assignments can benefit the growing
and diverse population of online students.

Implications for Practice

In the rapidly changing landscape of higher
education, managing the evolving challenges of
COVID-19 and its impact on instructional program
delivery modality, combined with the continuing
shift towards using online or hybrid models for
educating students, faculty must incorporate ways
to provide more effective instructional delivery
strategies to support student achievement of course
learning outcomes (Fox et al., 2020; Keengwe &
Kidd, 2010; Sethares & Asselin, 2022). Based on
the results of this study, faculty teaching online may
consider using a metacognitive reflection journal as
one way to support their students’ success. Based on
the results of this study, we recommend that online
instructors consider including a metacognitive
reflection activity similar to Big Ideas as one way to
increase adult learners’ engagement with the online
content. This study of online students validated
several other studies that demonstrated positive cor-
relations when metacognitive activities are included
in online courses. The exact nature of metacognitive
exercises could take many forms.

Research by Justice and Dornan (2001) indi-
cated that metacognition has a developmental
component, which was reinforced by the work of
Artino and Stephens (2009) who documented dif-
ferences between undergraduate and graduate
students in how they approached metacognition.
The Big Ideas assignment is one means to pro-
mote metacognition and self-regulated learning,
but, of course, other approaches could be used, and
context could be a key element. These processes
could look different depending on program level

(undergraduate or graduate), student profiles, or
academic disciple.

Students who participated in this study empha-
sized that the opportunity for planning was a key
element, as was allowing students to provide feed-
back on assignments. Establishing a relational
environment between professor and student was a
benefit, as was the opportunity for reflection and
application of course concepts. Whatever form
these exercises take, we hope that faculty and
instructional designers will consider the implemen-
tation of these and similar strategies to improve
instructional outcomes for all online students.

Ethical approval: All procedures performed
in studies involving human participants were in
accordance with the ethical standards of California
Baptist University and with the 1964 Helsinki dec-
laration and its later amendments. This research
was determined to be exempt by the Institutional
Review Board. For this type of study, formal con-
sent is not required.
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