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Abstract

Self-regulation 1s increasingly considered to play an important part in several
aspects of learming. It has also been claimed to be a strong candidate in
explaining many of the difficulties faced by children with learning difficulties.
Difficulties in monitoring one’s own comprehension and controlling one’s own
cognitive processes, for example, 1s likely to affect progress on many school
tasks. At the same time, the language and communication difficulties
frequently faced by children with learning difficulties can also be explained by

reference to poor self-regulatory skills.

This thesis explores the link between self-regulation, communication and
learning for a group of children with moderate learning difficulties (MLDs). It
reports the design and evaluation of an intervention study which sought to
promote MLD children’s use of self-regulatory strategies within a
communicative context. The study was motivated by the Vygotskian proposal
that collaborative interactions provide the opportunity for metacognitive skills
to be modelled, shared and practised on the social plane before being

internalised to become part of the child’s own repertoire of self-regulatory

behaviours.

Preliminary analysis of the children’s communication strategies indicated
general improvements. However, on a separate measure of communicative
performance, only half the children were observed to make gains. In attempting

to explain this apparent dissociation between communicative process and

10



communicative performance, the thesis raises some important questions about
the kind of methodology which is used to measure individual contributions
dunng collaborative interactions. By providing an alternative approach, micro-
genetic 1n nature, which concentrates on looking at the appropriateness of
children’s performance within the context in which it is taking place, an
explanation for the seemingly discrepant results is proposed. Generalised gains
In communicative performance can be explained by changes in particular types

of strategic behaviours, specifically strategies associated with effective

information provision and strategies which serve to regulate the interaction.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Over recent years there has been increasing interest in the social foundations
of cognition. Perhaps the most influential theoretical framework used to
explore this concept is that proposed by Vygotsky (Vygotsky, 1978). Here.
soctal interaction and communication are claimed to play a central role in the
transmission of culture and the formation of higher mental processes such as
reasoning, memorising, problem solving, planning and evaluating. Vygotsky’s
thinking has stimulated research in a variety of fields. These include
investigations of parent-child interaction (for example Wertsch, 1985), peer
interaction (for example Forman, 1987; Garton & Pratt, 2001: Tudge &
Rogoft, 1989), methods of instruction (for example Brown, Palincsar, &
Armmnbruster, 1984; Moll & Greenberg, 1990), help-seeking behaviour
(Puustinen, 1998) and moral reasoning (Kruger, 1992). This first chapter of
the thesis provides an overview of the research which has explored the
relationships between children’s leamning and higher mental processes within
the Vygotskian tradition, and goes on to discuss how this literature relates
particularly to children with learning dithiculties. The review 1s not intended
to be exhaustive; rather it presents a selective picture of the 1ssues which are

considered to have particular relevance to the empirical work presented in

later chapters.
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1.1 The role of self-regulation in learning

The principal focus of this thesis is the Vygotskian claim that cognitive
processes are constructed through social interaction. Not only do children
learn about the particular activity which is the focus of this joint participation,
but they also learn how to learn — cognitive and metacognitive skills are
demonstrated, shared and practised. A central mechanism for learning within
this theoretical framework is the transfer of responsibility during social
Interactions from the more capable (or more experienced) to the less capable
(or less experienced) partner. At the beginning, the more capable partner
assumes control over the interaction, monitoring achievements, guiding
activities and evaluating outcomes until these strategies become part of their
partner’'s own system of control. Not only does the experience therefore
provide the less capable member with the opportunity to achieve success, but
1t also enables regulatory behaviours such as planning, monitoring,
memorising and evaluating to be employed by both members of the
interaction on the inter-individual plane such that, for the less competent
member, internalisation of these strategies to the intra-individual plane is
achieved. Processes which were once used to regulate aspects of the

interaction and a partner’s behaviour, become self-regulatory processes which

can act on internal cognitions (Vygotsky, 1978).

Self-regulatory processes are increasingly considered to be implicated in many
aspects of leamming. These include, for example, reading (Meyers & Pars,

1978; Paris, Wasik, & Turner, 1991), wnting (Scardamahia & Bereiter, 1984),
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mathematics (Van Haneghan & Baker, 1989), communication (Robinson.
1983) and problem-solving (Swanson, 1990). The consistent finding anising
from these kinds of studies is that children who perform at higher levels

demonstrate more sophisticated regulatory processes than those children

performing at lower levels.

1.1.1 Cognition, metacognition and self-regulation: Issues of definition

Despite the long-standing interest amongst both academics and practitioners
in the role, nature and onigins of self-regulation, there remains some debate
about what behaviours should be described as self-regulatory (see for example
Boekarts, 1999; Brown, 1987; Wong, 1991; Zimmerman, 1995). This in part
stems from the controversy surrounding definitional issues of metacognition.
Specifically the discussion concerns what processes can be descrnibed as

metacognitive and whether these processes are necessarily conscious.

In Flavell’s early discussions of metacognition (for example Flavell, 1976), he
described the concept as involving two components; the “knowledge’
component which refers to knowledge about one’s own cognitive processes.
and the ‘regulatory’ component which includes those processes with serve to
monitor. or to control, one’s cognitive processes. This two—component model
of metacognition has attracted wide debate, with some researchers placing
emphasis on the knowledge component (for example Annevirta & Vauras.
2001: Cavanaugh & Perlmutter, 1982) and others promoting the oniginal two-

component model (for example Baker, 1994; Brown, 1937).
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The second aspect of metacognition which has been widely discussed is

whether metacognitive processes are conscious or unconscious processes (see
for example Brown, 1987, Diaz, Neal, & Amaya-Williams, 1990; Pressley.
Borkowski, & Schneider, 1987; Reeve & Brown, 1985). In their
interpretation of Vygotsky’s thesis about the role of socialisation and
education in the transformation of biologically determined processes to higher
psychological functions, Diaz et al (1990) claim that higher ‘metacognitive’
processes can differentiated from basic ‘cognitive’ processes because they are
“(1) selt-regulated rather than bound to the immediate stimulus field; (2)
social or cultural rather than biological in origin; (3) the object of conscious
awareness rather than automatic and unconscious; and (4) mediated through
the use of cultural tools and symbols” (p. 128). Brown (1987) argues that
although some aspects of monitoring, correcting and controlling cognitive
processes may occur below the level of consciousness in young children,
deliberate and strategic behaviours which serve to regulate one’s own
cognitions, and which one 1s consciously aware of, represent those behaviours
which ought to be considered metacognitive. It i1s this “increasing ability to
gain conscious control of and regulate their metacognitive processes that

determines the growth of problem-solving skills” (Reeve & Brown, 1985

p.347).

In line with researchers such as Baker (1994), this thesis takes the view that
metacognition refers to both knowledge and regulation ot cognitive processes

and is conscious or accessible to consciousness. It 1s this regulatory

28



component of metacognition which is the central focus of the research

described in the following chapters.

Also worthy of comment here is the use of the term ‘strategy’ when referring
to cognitive and metacognitive processes. There is some confusion in the
literature about whether any strategic behaviour is necessarily metacognitive
(see for example Brown, 1987). This thesis considers only those strategic
actions which serve to act on one’s own cognitions as being regulatory, or
metacognitive n nature. Conversely, strategies which serve to promote
cognitive progress without incorporating an element of reflection on those

cognitions are considered to be cognitive strategies (Flavell, 1981, 1987).

1.1.2 The development of self-regulation

A description of the antecedents of self-regulation is provided by Kopp (Kopp.
1982). In this model, Kopp proposes that the development of self-regulatory
behaviours proceeds through five phases during the period from early infancy
to the beginning of the pre-school years. Ewvidence of a rudimentary control
over one’s own behaviour 1s demonstrated towards the end of a child’s first
year, when he or she begins to comply with adult requests. The end point in
Kopp's model 1s the achievement by children between the ages of three and
four, of a set of self-regulatory behaviours such as compliance, delay, and self-
monitoring in the absence of adults which, Kopp argues, demonstrate an
awareness of socially approved behaviours. Kopp’s phases describe how a
baby moves from attempting to modulate arousal states through organised

patterns of behaviour, for example self-soothing behaviours such as thumb-
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sucking; gradually co-ordinating these actions in response to stimuli in the
environment (but with no conscious awareness); successfully maintaining.
intiating or ending behaviours in response to verbal directives from the
caregiver, complying with the caregiver’s demands in their absence: and
finally adopting contingency rules which guide behaviour irrespective of any
situational pressures. This final ‘self-regulatory’ phase is distinct from the
previous ‘self-control’ phase as the child has limited flexibility in adapting
behaviours to different situations. This contrasts with the self-regulation
phase which consists of “a distinctly more mature form of control and
presumably 1mplicates the use of reflection and strategies involving

Introspection, consciousness, or metacognition’” (Kopp, 1982 p. 207).

The primary evidence that Kopp draws upon to support her argument 1s the
nature of young children’s cognitive capacities at each phase. For example,
she draws on findings from Piagetian and neo-Piagetian research which
demonstrate limitations in processing capacity, problem-solving strategies,
perspective-taking skills and metacognitive strategies, in order to highlight
characteristics of children in the self-control phase who find 1t ditficult to

monitor the different requirements of different situations and adapt their

behaviour to meet these requirements.

In their review of Kopp’s model, Diaz and colleagues (Diaz et al., 1990) make
two important points. The first relates to the difference between self-control
and self-regulation. In Kopp’s model, the latter develops out of the former as

children internalise adult commands and begin to use them for themselves
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However, true self-regulation, Diaz et al (1990) argue, 1s demonstrated when
the child moves away from a reliance on adult-internalised regulations to an
ability to formulate and apply their own rules and plans of action in different
circumstances. The second point made by these researchers i1s that Kopp's
model, although refermng to the facilitating influence ot caregivers and other
adults 1n the child’s social environment, leaves the precise mechanisms of the

development of self-regulation unspecified.

In order to address this second question, it 1s useful to draw on Vygotsky and
Luria’s work on the role of private speech and the internalisation of external
relations among stimuli, signs and behaviours in the development of
regulatory behaviours (see for example Fuson, 1979; Luna, 1982; Vygotsky,
1978). Vygotsky and Luria propose that a child’s speech which 1s imtially
used to label aspects of the environment, begins to play a different function
when. rather than accompanying the child’s actions, it precedes them. This
indicates the commencement of speech being used to plan, guide and monitor
behaviour. And although having its origins in social exchange, 1t 1s not a
simple imitation of adult regulatory speech, but the result of the child’s own
new levels of behavioural organisation. As Vygotsky claims, “the specifically
human capacity for language enables children to provide for auxiliary tools in
the solution of difficult tasks, to overcome impulsive action, to plan a solution

to a problem prior to its execution, and to master their own behaviour.” (1978;

p.28).
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