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This study investigated learners’ conceptions of learning English and their online self-
regulation in a web-based learning environment among. Two questionnaires, Conceptions of 
Learning English (COLE) and Online Self-regulation of English Learning (OSEL) were 
administered to 843 university students in China. Based on their different conceptions of 
learning English, participants were clustered into four groups. Two groups of students 
considered the process of learning English as understanding and seeing in a new way or being 
test-oriented. Another two groups consisted of students with high commitment to or low 
engagement in learning English. The results of ANOVA analysis and Scheffé’s test revealed 
significant differences among the profiled participants in four groups. Students who 
considered learning English as understanding and seeing in a new way tended to have the 
strongest online self-regulatory competence. However, students who were test-oriented 
reported poorly in all aspects of online self-regulation. Our findings echoed previous studies 
on the relationship between conceptions of learning English and online self-regulation, 
particularly the negative association between learners’ test-oriented conceptions of learning 
English and their online self-regulation. This research enables us to better understand English 
language learners in China, particularly in the era of information technology. 
 
Implications for practice or policy: 
  The research provided illuminating insights into four groups of learners about their 

conceptions of learning English and online self-regulation. 
  More challenging learning tasks should be assigned to students with high commitment 

and more interest-arousing learning tasks to students with low engagement. 
  Teachers should guide learners who view learning English as seeing in a new way and 

being test-oriented, to balance their internal interests in learning English with concern 
about achieving success in examinations. 

 
Keywords: conception of learning; conceptions of English language learning; self-regulation; 
online self-regulation; cluster analysis 

 
Introduction 
 
Conceptions of learning refer to an individual’s understanding of, or beliefs about learning and are 
considered as a critical variable for predicting students’ learning approaches (Chiou, Liang, & Tsai, 2012; 
Huang, Liang, & Tsai, 2018), learning process (Lee, Johanson, & Tsai, 2008; Sadi & Lee, 2015; Vermunt 
& Vermettan, 2004), and even learning outcomes (Peterson, Brown, & Irving, 2010; Pinto, Bigozzi, Vettori, 
& Vezzani, 2018). In order to understand the relationship between students’ conceptions of learning and 
other variables, a number of qualitative and quantitative studies have been conducted among various student 
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groups in different academic domains (Chiou et al., 2012; Sadi & Dagyar, 2015; Vezzani, Vettori, & Pinto, 
2018). 
 
Substantial investigations have been carried out for categorising learners’ conceptions of learning (Chiou 
et al., 2012; Huang et al., 2018; Li, Liang, & Tsai 2013). In the context of second language acquisition, 
conceptions of language learning are regarded as learners’ beliefs about what a foreign language is and 
what the learning process consists of (Benson & Lor, 1999). A series of studies have explored learners’ 
conceptions of language learning and their relations to other variables, such as their language proficiency 
(Bagherzadeh & Azizi, 2012; Peacock, 1999; Tanaka & Ellis, 2003) and learning strategy use (Alhaisoni, 
2012; Tang & Tian, 2015). Researchers have also contended that students’ conceptions of learning are one 
of the essential factors explaining their differences in online self-regulation (Li, Zheng, Liang, Zhang, & 
Tsai, 2018; Zheng, Liang, Yang, &Tsai, 2016). 
 
Learners’ self-regulation refers to their ability to control themselves while trying to achieve specific goals 
during the learning process (Zimmerman, 2000). The significance of self-regulation in traditional and 
blended learning environments has been shown by a considerable number of previous studies (Artino, 2007; 
Barnard, Lan, To, Paton, & Lai, 2009; Broadbent, 2017; Moos & Ringdal, 2012; Paris & Paris, 2001). In 
the digital age, the Internet-based learning environment gives learners more freedom to participate in the 
learning process and also requires them to employ a plethora of online learning strategies (e.g., Cho & Shen, 
2013; Wandler & Imbriale, 2017). Although previous studies have reported learners’ conceptions of 
learning in general (Asikainen, Virtanen, Parpala, & Lindblom-Ylänne, 2013; Purdie & Hattie, 2002) or 
their conceptions of language learning specifically (Abedini, Rahimi, & Zare-ee, 2011; Benson & Lor, 
1999), learners’ various conceptions of learning in the domain of English language learning are still under-
explored. Researchers are calling for more empirical studies, especially concerning different online self-
regulated strategies employed by learners with different conceptions of language learning (Barnard, et al., 
2009; Broadbent, 2017; Cho & Shen, 2013). Therefore, this study aims to reveal the specific profiles of 
Chinese students’ conceptions of English language learning by means of cluster analysis, and to understand 
how these distinct profiles relate to their strategies of online self-regulation. 
 
Literature review 
 
Conceptions of learning and conceptions of language learning 
 
Conceptions of learning refer to learners’ beliefs and views about “their learning experiences and ways of 
learning” (Liang & Tsai, 2010, p. 2275). There are various studies that have explored conceptions of 
learning in general (Entwistle & Peterson, 2004; Vermunt & Vermetten, 2004) and in specific domains, 
such as science (Liang & Tsai, 2010; Lin, Tsai, & Liang, 2012), engineering (Ellis, Goodyear, Calvo, & 
Prosser, 2008; Lin & Tsai, 2009), biology (Chiou et al., 2012; Sadi & Dagyar, 2015), chemistry (Li et al., 
2013), accounting (Abhayawansa & Fonseca, 2010; Byrne & Flood, 2004; Moilanen, 2017), and mass 
communication (Huang et al., 2018). As English becomes a global language, increasing attention has been 
paid to the studies of conceptions of English language learning and their possible influence on other factors, 
such as learner autonomy (Abdel Razeq, 2014; Jafari, Ketabi, & Tavakoli, 2017), learners’ language 
proficiency (Abedini et al., 2011; Peacock, 1999; Tanaka & Ellis, 2003), and use of learning strategies 
(Ayatollahi, Rasekh, & Tavakoli, 2012; Dahl, Bals, & Turi 2005). 
 
Conceptions of learning were initially investigated and categorised by Säljö (1979). Based on interviews 
with 90 college students, Säljö (1979) identified five different types of conceptions of learning which 
perceived learning as: (1) an increase in knowledge, (2) memorising, (3) the acquisition of knowledge for 
retention or use in practice, (4) understanding, and (5) an interpretative process aimed at the understanding 
of reality. Following Säljö’s study, Tsai (2004) proposed a framework for the conceptions of learning 
science, and revealed seven categories: (1) memorising, (2) preparing for tests, (3) calculating and 
practicing tutorial problems, (4) the increase of knowledge, (5) applying, (6) understanding, and (7) seeing 
in a new way. A number of follow-up studies have identified learners’ conceptions of learning in domain-
dependent contexts. For instance, Li et al. (2013) divided conceptions of learning science into lower level 
conceptions (memorising testing, and calculating and practicing) and higher level conceptions (increasing 
one’s knowledge, applying, understanding, and seeing in a new way). Zheng et al. (2016) adapted the 
conceptions of learning science and categorised conceptions of learning English in the field of second 
language acquisition. According to our categorization (Zheng et al., 2016), conceptions of learning English 
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has seven factors: (1) memorising, (2) testing, (3) drill and practice, (4) grammar, vocabulary and 
pronunciation, (5) increasing one’s knowledge, (6) application and communication, and (7) understanding 
and seeing in a new way. This typology has further been applied and validated among college students in 
mainland China (Luan & Zheng, 2017) and in Korea (Cho, 2018). Although these studies revealed intricate 
relationships among the seven factors, studies on the interplay between learners’ conceptions of language 
learning and their learning behaviors are still limited. More related explorations of learners’ conceptions of 
language learning and their self-regulation in blended learning environments are expected in the future. 
 
Self-regulated learning and online self-regulated learning 
 
Self-regulated learning refers to students’ ability to control themselves while trying to achieve specific 
goals during the learning process, and consists of many strategies including goal setting, self-efficacy, goal 
orientation, metacognitive monitoring, and self-evaluation (Panadero, 2017; Zimmerman, 2008). Self-
regulated learning plays a vital role in classroom practices (Moos & Ringdal, 2012; Paris & Paris, 2001; 
Zimmerman, 2011). In the field of language learning, studies have investigated the potential interactions 
between self-regulated learning and language gains, such as vocabulary acquisition (Tseng, Dörnyei, & 
Schmitt, 2006), writing (Teng & Zhang, 2018), reading comprehension (Al Asmari & Ismail, 2012), and 
listening proficiency (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012; Yabukoshi, 2018). Compared with conventional 
classroom-based learning contexts, online learning requires learners to be more active in participating in 
online activities, and more responsible for self-managing and monitoring their learning process (Kuo, 
Walker, Schroder, & Belland, 2014; Tsai, Ho, Liang, & Lin, 2011). Therefore, learners need to have a 
stronger ability to self-regulate. 
 
In recent years, a growing number of studies have investigated self-regulated learning in online 
environments (Tsai, Shen, & Fan, 2013; Zheng, Liang, Li, & Tsai, 2018; Zheng et al., 2016). In order to 
measure learners’ abilities to self-regulate and monitor their learning in online and blended learning 
environments, Barnard et al. (2009) developed the Online Self-regulated Learning Questionnaire (OSLQ). 
Their instrument revealed six indicators of learners’ online self-regulation including goal setting, time 
management, environment structuring, help seeking, task strategies, and self-evaluation. Grounded in the 
previous studies, Zheng et al. (2016) evaluated learners’ online self-regulated learning in the context of 
English language learning by modifying the statements in OSLQ, and further developed the questionnaire 
of Online Self-regulated English Learning (OSEL). The follow-up studies investigated the intricate 
relationship between online self-regulation and the related variables among English as foreign language 
(EFL) learners. For example, Zheng et al. (2018) examined English language learners’ motivational self-
system in an online learning environment, and the results showed that different dimensions of online 
language learning motivation might have an impact on learners’ online self-regulatory efforts. Cho (2018) 
also investigated EFL learners’ conceptions of language learning and their self-regulatory strategies in 
Korea. 
 
The relationship between conceptions of language learning and online self-regulated 
learning 
 
Previous studies have shown an increasing interest in the relations between learners’ conceptions of 
learning and their self-regulated learning strategies or academic achievement (Savoji, Niusha, & Boreiri, 
2013). For example, Li et al. (2018) explored students’ conceptions, self-regulation, and strategies of 
learning science in mainland China, and their findings revealed that learners’ conceptions of learning were 
powerful predictors of their metacognitive self-regulation. Researchers have also investigated the interplay 
between conceptions of learning and self-regulatory skills in the field of language learning in both 
conventional (Tang & Tian, 2015; Zare-ee, 2010) and online environments (Ayatollahi et al., 2012; Tang 
& Tian, 2015; Zheng et al., 2016). Zheng et al. (2016) confirmed that learners’ conceptions of language 
learning play an essential role throughout the online learning process. Moreover, the factor, understanding 
and seeing in a new way, was found to be the most influential factor promoting learners’ online self-
regulation, while testing (test-oriented) had a negative correlation with online self-regulation. However, 
few studies have explicitly investigated the connection between profiled language learners with different 
conceptions of language learning and their self-regulation strategies. The current study aims to categorise 
English language learners based on their conceptions of English language learning, and then reveal the 
significant differences of strategy use in terms of their online self-regulated learning. The corresponding 
research questions are: 
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1. How many groups of profiled EFL learners can be identified based on learners’ conceptions of 

English language learning? 
2. What are the significant differences among the profiled EFL learners in terms of their online self-

regulation? 
 
Method 
Participants 
The participants comprised 843 second year students (550 males and 293 females, mean age =19.28, see 
Table 3 for details) at a university in northern China. All the participants had more than 6 years of English 
language learning experience before entering the university. In order to cultivate students’ English 
proficiency, the compulsory course, College English, was designed with a blended teaching mode. The 16-
week course is comprised of face-to-face instruction in class (a weekly 2-hour lecture) and online self-
regulated learning via a learning management system (after class). Students are required to pre-study before 
class and complete assignments designed by the instructors after class. They can access resources (e.g., 
reading materials, lecture slides, tutorial recordings, and discussion boards) through the online learning 
management system. Most of the participants in this study were majoring in telecommunications, computer 
science, and electronic engineering, and they were familiar with online learning environments based on 
their blended learning experience in previous semesters at the university. The following two instruments 
were administered together to the participants. 
 
Instruments 
Instrument 1: The Conceptions of Learning English Questionnaire (COLE) 
The first questionnaire was developed by Zheng et al. (2016) for assessing Chinese college students’ 
conceptions of learning English and was mainly based on the Conceptions of Learning Science (COLS) 
proposed by Tsai (2004) and Tsai and Kuo (2008). In the COLE questionnaire, a total of 30 items were 
divided into seven factors. We adopted a 5-point Likert scale with values ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree). After the exploratory factor analysis, seven factors were retained: memorising; testing 
(test-oriented); drill and practice; grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation; increasing one’s knowledge; 
application and communication; and understanding and seeing in a new way. In educational research, a 
reliability coefficient which is over .60 is considered to be acceptable and reliable. The alpha coefficient of 
the questionnaire was.61-.92 for each factor (overall alpha = .83), indicating that the internal consistency 
was sufficient for statistical analysis. 
 
The two factors of COLE adopted in the current study with a sample item are as follows: 

1. Testing (test-oriented) (five items): measuring the participants’ conception of getting higher scores 
to pass English examinations. Sample item: “If there were no tests, I would not learn English.” 

2. Understanding and seeing in a new way (eight items): measuring the participants’ conception of 
achieving true understanding and getting a new perspective through learning English. Sample item: 
“Learning English helps me understand more about other cultures and societies.” 

 
Instrument 2: The Online Self-regulation of English Learning Questionnaire (OSEL) 
The second questionnaire, the OSEL, was adapted from the measurement developed by Barnard et al. 
(2009). The original questionnaire, Online Self-regulated Learning Questionnaire (OSLQ), was designed 
to measure students’ self-regulation in online and blended learning environments. By changing the 
statements to target online English language learners more specifically, Zheng et al. (2016) developed the 
OSEL to investigate Chinese college students’ online self-regulated English language learning. The 21 
items in the OSEL were measured with a 5-point Likert scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). It was divided into five factors: goal setting; environment structuring; task strategies and time 
management; help seeking; and self-evaluation. The alpha coefficient of the OSEL questionnaire was .76 
- .86 for each factor (overall alpha = .91), indicating a high internal consistency and reliability. 
 
A brief description of the five factors in the questionnaire is as follows: 

1. Goal setting (five items): assessing the participants’ ability of planning and prearranging the 
outcomes of learning English online. Sample item: “I set goals to help myself manage study time 
for my online English learning.” 
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2. Environment structuring (four items): assessing the participants’ ability of finding proper places 
for learning English online. Sample item: “I find a comfortable place where I can conduct online 
self-regulated English language learning.” 

3. Task strategies and time management (five items): assessing the participants’ ability of adopting 
appropriate strategies and arranging a flexible schedule for fulfilling online tasks of English 
language learning. Sample item: “I prepare my questions before learning instructional materials 
online.”  

4. Help seeking (five items): assessing the participants’ ability of asking for help from peers, teachers 
or other resources for online English learning. Sample item: “I share my problems with my 
classmates online so we know what we are struggling with and how to solve our problems.” 

5. Self-evaluation (four items): assessing the participants’ ability of self-appraisal of their own online 
English learning. Sample item: “I summarise my online English learning to examine my 
understanding of what I have learned.” 

 
Data analysis 
 
The data analysis of this study was performed in three steps. First, an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) 
with varimax rotation was performed to clarify the structural validity of the COLE and OSEL 
questionnaires. Second, a k-mean clustering analysis was conducted to identify the groups of participants 
with distinct patterns of conceptions of language learning and one-way ANOVA was conducted to 
determine the difference between the groups in the factor of testing (test-oriented) and the factor of 
understanding and seeing in a new way. Finally, the clusters of students’ online self-regulated English 
language learning between the factors were compared by one-way ANOVA with a Scheffé test, which 
further unveiled the connections between the students’ conceptions of English language learning and their 
online self-regulation. 
 
Results 
 
Exploratory factor analysis of the questionnaires 
 
The EFA analysis of the Conceptions of Learning English (COLE) 
Table 1 presents the results of the EFA analysis of the Conceptions of Learning English (COLE) survey. 
The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) value (.88) and the result of the Bartlett’s test (χ² = 5182.59, p ＜ 0.001) 
suggested the suitability of conducting factor analysis on the surveyed responses.  
 
Table 1 
The EFA analysis of the Conceptions of Learning English (COLE) survey (N=843) 
 Item Factor loadings of COLE Cronbach’s  

 Testing (test-oriented) Understanding and 
seeing in a new way 

α 

Testing 
(test-oriented) 

T 1 0.89   
T 2 0.88   
T 3 0.84  0.85 
T 4 0.83   
T 5 0.78   
T 6 0.72   

Understanding and 
seeing in a new way 

S 1  0.88  
S 2  0.78  
S 3  0.78 0.91 
S 4  0.75  
S 5  0.7  

Note: Overall alpha = 0.67 
 
As revealed in previous studies, understanding and seeing in a new way showed strong positive prediction 
and was viewed as one of the higher-level conceptions, while testing (test-oriented) showed strong negative 
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influence and perceived as one of the lower-level conceptions (Li et al., 2013; Tsai, 2004). In our study, 
these two factors were chosen as representative variables to investigate learner’s conceptions of English 
language learning in mainland China. Thus, 11 items of the 2 factors of testing (test-oriented) and 
understanding and seeing in a new way were retained. The factor loading of testing (test-oriented) was 
between .72 and .89, while understanding and seeing in a new way was between .70 and .88. For the overall 
reliability, the Cronbach’s alpha value was .67. The alpha values of the two sub-scales were .85 and .91. 
The results indicated the satisfactory level of construct validity and internal consistency of this modified 
questionnaire. Therefore, it is suitable to measure the university students’ conceptions of learning English. 
 
The EFA analysis of the Online Self-Regulated English Learning (OSEL) 
The results of the exploratory factor analysis of the OSEL questionnaire are shown in Table 2. The KMO 
value (.91) and the result of the Bartlett’s test (χ2 = 8054.08, p ＜ 0.001) suggested the suitability of 
conducting factor analysis on the surveyed responses. Principal component analysis with varimax rotation 
was performed, and 22 items were grouped into five factors in the OSEL survey, that is, goal setting (GS), 
time management and task strategies (TSTM), environment structuring (ES), self-evaluation (SE), and help 
seeking (HS). The reliability (alpha) coefficient scores for each factor were .86, .82, .81, .82 and .75 and 
the overall alpha was .91, which indicated a satisfactory level of internal consistency. 
 
Table 2 
The EFA analysis of the Online Self-regulated English Learning (OSEL) survey (N = 843) 

 Factor loading 1  Factor loading 2 Factor loading 3 Factor loading 4 Factor loading 5 
Factor 1: Goal setting (GS), α = 0.86  
GS 1 0.77     
GS 2 0.76     
GS 3 0.74     
GS 4 0.71     
GS 5 0.71     
Factor 2: Time management &task strategies (TSTM), α = 0.82  
TSTM 1  0.72    
TSTM 2  0.68    
TSTM 3  0.68    
TSTM 4  0.63    
TSTM 5  0.62    
TSTM 6  0.58    
Factor 3: Environment structuring (ES), α = 0.81  
ES 1   0.8   
ES 2   0.79   
ES 3   0.76   
ES 4   0.74   
Factor 4: Self-evaluation (SE), α = 0.82  
SE 1    0.77  
SE 2    0.75  
SE 3    0.62  
SE 4    0.56  
Factor 5: Help seeking (HS), α = 0.75  
HS 1     0.78 
HS 2     0.73 
HS 3     0.69 
Note: Overall alpha = 0.91 
 
The clustered participants’ Conceptions of Learning English (COLE) 
Figure 1 showed the diagram of the four groups of clustered learners in the COLE survey. According to the 
diagram, the y-axis stands for the variable understanding and seeing in a new way, a typical factor of high 
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conception of learning, while the x-axis for testing (test-oriented), a typical factor of low conception of 
learning. The results of k-mean cluster analysis revealed that our participants were clustered into four 
groups: Cluster 1 (seeing in a new way), Cluster 2 (being test-oriented), Cluster 3 (low engagement) and 
Cluster 4 (high commitment). As can be seen from the diagram, Cluster 1 (seeing in a new way) were 
inclined to the y-axis, and Cluster 2 (being test-oriented) were inclined to the x-axis separately. The other 
two clusters, Cluster 3 (low engagement) and Cluster 4 (high commitment) were between the coordinate 
axes. Compared with Cluster 3 (low engagement), Cluster 4 (high commitment) had relatively higher rate 
in the coordinate axes. 
 

 
Figure 1. Diagram of the four groups of clustered learners (Please refer to Table 3 for details of variables) 
 
As presented in Table 3, the clusters of learners differed significantly in their conceptions of understanding 
and seeing in a new way (F = 328.59, p < .001) and testing (test-oriented) (F = 682.83, p < .001). Scheffé 
test was used to further analyse the differences among the groups. Learners in Cluster 1 (seeing in a new 
way) showed highest score in their conception of understanding and seeing in a new way, while the lowest 
score in testing (test-oriented). These results suggested that students who perceived learning English as 
getting a new perspective instead of aiming for achievements in tests would express more agreement with 
learning English to broaden their horizons, and to achieve better understanding and more effective 
communication with others. On the contrary, students in Cluster 2 (being test-oriented) showed the opposite 
directions. They had the highest score in their conception of testing (test-oriented) and the lowest score in 
understanding and seeing in a new way. It indicated that learners in this group were mainly motivated by 
their performance in tests and examinations. Learners in Cluster 3 (low engagement) had relatively lower 
scores in the conception of testing (test-oriented) while their conception of understanding and seeing in a 
new way was statistically the same as learners in Cluster 2 (being test-oriented). A possible explanation 
was that these students made little effort on their study, and were reluctant to be involved in English 
language learning. By contrast, learners in Cluster 4 (high commitment) regarded obtaining higher scores 
(test-oriented) as being as important as broadening their outlook (understanding and seeing in a new way), 
thus they had relatively higher scores in both conceptions of learning English as understanding and seeing 
in a new way and testing (test-oriented). 
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Table 3 
ANOVA analysis of the clustered participants’ conceptions of learning English (COLE) 

Conceptions of 

language learning 

groups 

N Male Female Age range 

Mean (SD) 

Understanding 

and seeing in a 

new way 

Mean (SD) 

Testing (test-

oriented) 

Mean (SD) 

(1) Seeing in a new way 361 205 156 14-22, 

19.23(.80) 

4.29, 

( .41) 

1.86, 

( .41) 

(2) Being test-oriented 70 59 11 18-21, 

19.21(.81) 

3.13, 

( .66) 

3.90, 

( .46) 

(3) Low engagement 200 150 50 17-22, 

19.33(.72) 

3.27, 

( .41) 

2.24, 

( .41) 

(4) High commitment 212 136 76 18-22, 

19.34(.80) 

4.12, 

( .40) 

3.02, 

( .40) 

F (ANOVA)     328.59*** 682.83*** 

Scheffé test     (1) > (4) > (3) = (2) (2) > (4) > (3) > (1) 
*** p < .001 
Note: “=” in this table indicates no significant differences between group (3) and group (2) in 
“Understanding and seeing in a new way” (mean difference = 1.40, p = 0.15 > 0.05). 
 
The clustered participants’ Online Self-Regulated English Learning (OSEL) 
Table 4 depicts the mean values and standard deviations of the OSEL factors in each cluster and the 
comparisons of the post hoc tests. The results of the ANOVA analyses indicated that there were significant 
differences among clusters for goal setting (F = 22.61, p < 0.001), environment structuring (F = 7.12, p < 
0.001), time management and task strategies (F = 12.80, p < 0.001), help seeking (F = 10.46, p < 0.001), 
and self-evaluation (F = 17.21, p < 0.001). Followed by a series of post hoc tests (Scheffé tests), it is evident 
that the four clusters could be employed to interpret the differences among the five online self-regulated 
learning factors. 
 
As shown in Table 4, learners in Cluster 1 (seeing in a new way) reflected relatively the best performance 
in the process of online self-regulated English language learning. They rated their goal setting significantly 
higher than those in the groups of low engagement and being test-oriented (M = 3.55 > 3.22 > 2.96), and 
higher than those in the group of high commitment (M = 3.55 > 3.37). They also performed better on the 
scales of environment structuring (M = 3.98), time management and task strategies (M = 3.13), help seeking 
(M = 3.33) and self-evaluation (M = 3.56) than those in Cluster 2 (being test-oriented) and Cluster 3 (low 
engagement). Learners with the conception of English language learning as being test-oriented (Cluster 2) 
could be viewed as the most maladaptive cluster since learners in this group have the lowest scores in all 
the dimensions of OSEL. Learners within low engagement profile rated higher than those within being test-
oriented profile only in term of goal setting (M = 3.22 > 2.96). They showed significantly lower scores than 
the learners in the clusters of seeing in a new way and high commitment in all the other aspects. It is 
noticeable that learners with high commitment had higher scores than learners in the groups of being test-
oriented or low engagement in almost all dimensions of OSEL except environment structuring. Generally, 
it appeared that learners in the groups of seeing in a new way and high commitment had relatively adaptive 
self-regulated learning strategies, while those in the remaining two groups (being test-oriented and low 
engagement) had maladaptive characteristics. 
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Table 4 
ANOVA analysis of the clustered students’ online self-regulation (OSEL) 

Cluster group Goal setting Environment 
structuring 

Time 
management 

and task 
strategies 

Help 
seeking 

Self- 
evaluation 

 (Mean, SD) (Mean, SD) (Mean, SD) (Mean, SD) (Mean, SD) 
(1) Seeing in a new 
way 

(3.55, 0.63) (3.98, 0.55) (3.13, 0.73) (3.33, 0.73) (3.56, 0.62) 

(2) Being test-
oriented 

(2.96, 0.78) (3.77, 0.73) (2.69, 0.74) (3.01, 0.70) (3.09, 0.74) 

(3) Low 
engagement 

(3.22, 0.60) (3.77, 0.58) (2.88, 0.65) (3.15, 0.66) (3.23, 0.63) 

(4) High 
commitment 

(3.37, 0.66) (3.86, 0.60) (3.13, 0.67) (3.44, 0.66) (3.45, 0.66) 

F (ANOVA) 22.61*** 7.12*** 12.80*** 10.46*** 17.21*** 
Scheffé test (1)>(3)>(2) (1) > (2) (1) > (3) (1) > (2) (1) > (2) 
 (1)>(4)>(2) (1) > (3) (4) > (2) (1) > (3) (1) > (3) 
 (4) > (2)   (4) > (2) (4) > (2) 

    (4) > (3) (4) > (3) 
*** p < 0.001 
Notes. (1) seeing in a new way (N = 361, male = 205, female = 156); (2) being test-oriented (N = 70, male 
= 59, female = 11); (3) low engagement (N = 200, male = 150, female = 50); (4) high commitment (N = 
212, male = 136, female = 76) 
 
Discussion 
 
The purpose of this study was to identify groups of EFL learners with different conceptions of language 
learning, and their online self-regulated learning. Here we highlighted two major findings from our data. 
First, the current study revealed four conceptions of language learning profiles, namely seeing in a new 
way, low engagement, being test-oriented, and high commitment. Second, we found that learners with 
different conceptions of English language learning showed significant differences in their strategy use in 
five factors of online self-regulation (i.e., goal setting, environment structuring, time management and task 
strategies, help seeking, and self-evaluation). 
 
Four profiles of learners’ conceptions of English language learning 
 
In the current study, four clustered learner groups displayed distinctive differences in terms of their 
conceptions of English language learning. Learners in Cluster 1 (seeing in a new way) and Cluster 4 (high 
commitment) showed higher-level conceptions of English language learning, while learners in Cluster 2 
(being test-oriented) and Cluster 3 (low engagement) tended to have lower-level conceptions of language 
learning. Previous work had empirically confirmed seeing in a new way as the most effective predictor for 
language acquisition (Cho, 2018; Zheng et al., 2016) while testing (test-oriented) was the most significant 
factor exerting negative effects on students’ meaningful learning and intrinsic motivation (Liang & Tsai, 
2010). Therefore, our finding echoed the classification of higher-level and lower-level of conceptions of 
learning (Chiou et al., 2012; Tsai, 2004; Tsai et al., 2011). Another finding is that learners within the clusters 
of seeing in a new way and being test-oriented showed opposite attitudes towards the factors seeing in a 
new way and testing (test-oriented). Similarly, Gao et al. (2004) reported that learners with lower levels of 
intrinsic interest in the target language tended to focus on test scores, while those with higher levels of 
intrinsic interest were always less motivated to achieving high test scores. In the current study, learners 
with high commitment made great efforts to balance their interests and academic achievements, so they 
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showed a strong sense of responsibility towards English language learning. On the contrary, learners with 
low engagement showed passive attitudes towards English language learning. Their reported scores on 
testing (test-oriented) and seeing in a new way were lower than the overall group, which indicated that they 
neither attached importance to broadening their horizons nor to succeeding in learning English. These two 
groups resembled the descriptions of the ambitious “eagle-like” students and sluggish “koala” students (Yu, 
Dai, Shao, & Niu, 2016, p. 39), showing the two extreme types of English language learners. 
 
The significant differences among the profiled EFL learners in terms of their online self-
regulation 
 
The current study re-emphasised Zheng et al.’s findings (2016) about the relationship between Chinese 
university students’ conceptions of English language learning and their online self-regulation, and further 
revealed significant differences among the four profile-types in term of online self-regulated strategy use. 
Our results showed that learners in higher-level conception groups held significantly positive attitude 
toward the factors of OSRL. Learners in Cluster 1, seeing in a new way, showed great curiosity to the world 
through English language learning with clear learning goals, and learners with high commitment conducted 
online English language learning with definite purposes. The two groups of learners could optimise online 
English language learning effect through scientific arrangement of environment, time and adjust strategies 
to fulfill tasks. Learners with higher-level conceptions were adept in constructing their learning 
environment and seeking help. When they had obstacles in the learning process, they could ask for help 
from tutors, peers or even strangers via Internet. They also valued self-evaluation which could deepen their 
knowledge about the learning goals and effective learning strategies, monitor their progress, and decrease 
negative self-regulatory actions (Panadero & Alonso-Tapia, 2013; Panadero, Jonsson, & Botella, 2017). 
This finding echoed the importance of high-level conceptions of language learning on their online self-
regulatory strategies (Chamot, 2018) and provided supports for the argument that learners in the groups of 
seeing in a new way and high commitment had greater positive perceptions of their online self-regulation 
(Tsai, 2004; Zheng et al., 2016). Characteristics were in accordance with the description of high engagement 
students by Lin, Deng, Hu and Tsai (2019). In contrast, the lower-level conceptions groups took a laissez-
faire approach (Xiao, 2012) to construct online learning environment with ineffective time management 
and task strategies. In the cluster of being test-oriented, learners tended to view scores of the tests as the 
only criteria for academic achievement. Once they passed the test or achieved the goals, they would be less 
self-disciplined or self-motivated to carry on further study. Learners in the low engagement cluster seemed 
to be more reluctant to make efforts in the whole process of learning. Their online self-regulated behaviours 
were similar to the descriptions of passive students (Zimmerman, 2011) and unsuccessful students (Gerami 
& Baighlou, 2011). For example, help-seeking was regarded as a critical self-control element of the 
performance phase of self-regulation in the online environment (Wandler & Imbriale, 2017). In practical 
situation, low engagement learners took less time than learners in the group seeing in a new way. It verified 
that low-engagement learners had statistically lower scores in help-seeking (M = 3.15 < 3.33) than learners 
in the group of seeing in a new way. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The current study confirmed the interplay between conceptions of learning English and online self-
regulation by clustering students in terms of their conceptions of learning English, and further investigating 
the differences among the profiled EFL learners in terms of their online self-regulation. Drawing upon our 
findings, we recommend that language instructors design adaptive and personalised instructions for 
different clustered groups of learners, in order to enhance their cross-cultural awareness and communicative 
competence. For learners with low engagement in learning English, teachers need to arouse their internal 
interest and promote their learner autonomy in learning a new language online, rather than over-
emphasising the significance of passing tests. For learners with high commitment to learning English, more 
challenging tasks should be designed to make their English language learning as a more adventurous, 
exploratory and enjoyable journey. For the groups where learning English was regarded as understanding 
and seeing in a new way or being test-oriented, teachers should guide learners to balance their intrinsic 
motivation to learn English with strong concern about achieving success in examinations. Additionally, 
peer influence could also help learners to take more initiative and be more engaged in the process of online 
English language learning. 
 



Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, 2020, 36(2).   

 

 115 

It is known that most Asian countries have been strongly influenced by a test-oriented culture (e.g., Berry, 
2011; Lin, Liang, & Tsai, 2015; Mee, 1998). For instance, in mainland China, College English Test (CET) 
certificates used to be the main criteria for measuring learners’ academic achievement and English 
proficiency on and beyond the campus. However, in the last decade, there is an increasing trend for policy-
makers, researchers and teachers to reshape learners’ conceptions of language learning from being test-
oriented to being more quality-oriented in language education (Wang, 2011; Wen, 2012; Xu & Fan, 2016). 
Therefore, we believe our findings will have realistic implications in the foreseeable future. 
 
This study has several limitations. First, we only investigated second year students at one university in the 
northern part of mainland China. Therefore, more participants from different age groups should be included 
to examine how age differences may affect learners’ conceptions of learning English and their online self-
regulation. Second, our study was largely based on self-reported data through two questionnaires. Due to 
the inherit limitations of this quantitative way of data collection, the statistically significant differences 
among clustered groups cannot fully predict or explain their differences in behaviours in reality. In order 
to overcome this weakness, we suggest that future research should employ more qualitative methods, such 
as in-depth interviews or analysis of the log files of learners’ online learning, in order to explore their actual 
behavioural differences in online self-regulated learning. Finally, due to the dynamic nature of conceptions 
of learning, it is also advised to adopt a more dynamic and comprehensive perspective to explore EFL 
learners’ beliefs in a blended learning environment. 
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