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Self-regulation is a necessary component of developing skilled writers. Self-

regulation, on the other hand, is rarely discussed in Malaysian ESL contexts, 

particularly in terms of ESL writing. This quasi-experimental study evaluated 

an ESL writing instructional module based on self-regulation with the goal of 

improving secondary school students' narrative writing. This study, which 

was conducted as part of a larger study, presented the results of the pilot 

study. The findings indicated statistically significant improvements in the 

students' overall writing performance and in each of the four components of 

writing, namely content, communicative appropriateness, organisation, and 

language. The findings indicated that the self-regulation-based writing 

instructional module was effective at improving students' overall writing 

performance and performance in each of the four writing aspects. Future 

studies should include a larger sample size, extend the duration of the 

intervention, and investigate additional variables such as gender and level of 

proficiency. 
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Introduction 

Writing remains the most significant skill used for interaction, communication, and survival, 

thus making it vital for people of all ages to master. In the Malaysian education context, most 

teachers perceived that ESL writing is one of the weakest skills possessed by students in 

Malaysia (Fauziah Hassan & Nita Selamat, 2002; Ghabool, Mariadass, & Kashef, 2012; 

Mimi Estonella Mastan, Nooreiny Maarof, & Mohamed Amin Embi, 2017). Despite having 

learned the language for eleven years, secondary school students frequently fail to produce 

the writing that is expected at their level (Li & Razali, 2019). Existing literatures related to 

ESL writing revealed that writing in English poses difficulties for Malaysian secondary 

school students in terms of proficiency and behaviour.  

 

One of approaches towards developing skilled writers is to foster effective self-regulation 

skills. Skilled writers possess high self-regulation, and there is a link between writing 

improvement and self-regulation (Graham & Harris, 2005). Although self-regulation plays an 

important role in the development of skilled writers, its potentials were not fully explored in 

the Malaysian ESL secondary school classroom context. This raised the question of whether 

Malaysian secondary school students could benefit from an ESL writing intervention based 

on self-regulation. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to determine if the effects of a 

self-regulation-based writing instructional module are statistically significant and could 

improve secondary school students’ writing performance.  

 

As self-regulation is essential for developing skilled writers, the significance of this study 

would be to develop and evaluate an additional or alternative approach in improving students' 

writing performance and preparing them for their post-secondary school endeavours. 

 

Literature Review  

The body of literature on ESL writing, intervention, and the role of self-regulation in the 

development of writing abilities is extensive and expanding. The review of literature in this 

study focuses on three areas: the context of ESL writing in secondary schools in Malaysia; 

the function of self-regulation in writing; and the SRSD model as an instructional strategy. 

 

ESL Writing in the Malaysian Secondary School Context: Situation and Challenges  

Writing is one of the language skills examined in Malaysian schools, and in addition to 

classroom training, support tools such as after-school programmes and writing intervention 

modules were used to assist with writing education. Nonetheless, these modules were 

examination-oriented and utilised a practice-drills strategy, as the interventions designed 

were focused on improving students' writing scores. Writing in Malaysian secondary schools 

is assessed using a curriculum-aligned and standardised rubric that encompasses four 

assessment components, namely content, communicative appropriateness, organisation, and 

language – instructional efforts aimed at improving students' writing performance are 

therefore concentrated on these four components. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/?ref=chooser-v1
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Despite the fact that English language is taught in Malaysian secondary school classrooms, 

students in Malaysia continue to struggle with writing in a second language such as English. 

Writing-related concerns frequently centred around issues of proficiency and language, such 

as the influence of one's native or first language (Maros, Kim Hua, & Salehuddin, 2007); 

grammar issues; and limited, imprecise vocabulary use (Fareed, Ashraf, & Bilal, 2016; 

Fauziah Hassan & Nita Selamat, 2002; Ghabool et al., 2012). Malaysian students have also 

been shown to be fearful of writing (Akhtar, Hassan, & Saidalvi, 2020), to have low self-

efficacy (Parilah Shah, Wan Hamiah Wan Mahmud, Din, Aminuddin Yusof, & Khalid Mat 

Pardi, 2011), and to exhibit behaviours consistent with an inefficient self-regulation capacity 

(Juin, Swanto, & Din, 2021a). Additionally, unlike excellent writers, the majority of students 

lacked the ability to manipulate strategies that would aid them in managing their writing 

process (Zimmerman & Risemberg, 1997). 

 

As one of the components tested in the English language subject for secondary school 

students, many tools and intervention programmes have been developed to supplement 

classroom instruction and to assist students in improving their writing skills. In the Malaysian 

secondary school context, tools and intervention programmes for writing are primarily 

focused on providing feedback (Yeo, 2018), utilising collaborative writing approaches 

(Gimenez & Thondhlana, 2012; Mohammad Khatib & Meihami, 2015; Tanyeli Zeki & 

Kuter, 2018), sentence construction and grammar (Murugiah, 2013; Soo Eun Chae, 2012), as 

well as the use of digital media and social media (Barrot, 2016; Kok Eng Tan, Melissa L.Y. 

Ng, & Kim Guan Saw, 2010). 

 

In Malaysia, writing skills are taught through a process writing approach. Despite the fact that 

the process writing approach contains implicit self-regulation features, the self-regulation 

mechanisms offered in popular writing models such as the process writing approach have 

been underutilised. 

 

Self-Regulation in Writing: Roles and Significance Towards Writing Development 

Self-regulation is one of the elements required in the development of skilled writers. 

According to Zimmerman, Bonner, and Kovach (1996), a student is defined as self-regulated 

when they are metacognitively, motivationally, and behaviourally active participants in their 

own learning process. One way of promoting self-regulation is to provide strategy-focused 

writing instruction, which would help writers with executive control over their own writing 

process (López, Torrance, Rijlaarsdam, & Fidalgo, 2017). 

 

Writing requires a strategic approach, and good writers are known to exploit writing-related 

and self-regulation strategies. The role of self-regulation in writing is vital (Zimmerman & 

Risemberg, 1997), yet it might be moderate (Graham & Harris, 1997), and the importance of 

encouraging young writers to develop their self-regulation skills related to writing could be 

beneficial for teaching and learning of writing. 

 

Despite the role of self-regulation in developing writing skills, its potential was not fully 

exploited in the Malaysian secondary school classroom context. This could be due to the 

examination-oriented system in the Malaysian education context, hence making self-

regulation strategies related to instruction difficult. 
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Self-Regulation-Based Intervention: The SRSD Model As An Instructional Strategy. 

One of the well-documented and empirically proven self-regulation-based intervention 

models for writing is the Self-Regulation Strategies Development model (SRSD). The SRSD 

model is one of the teaching approaches that teachers could employ to teach and help 

students learn a variety of writing strategies (Santangelo, Harris, & Graham, 2008a). Initially, 

the model was developed to help learners with learning difficulties to write (Harris, Graham, 

& Mason, 2007). The use of the SRSD model in instruction is founded on the premise that 

writing is challenging due to the minimised planning and other self-regulatory processes, 

which includes self-monitoring, self-evaluation, self-reinforcement, and self-instruction 

(Graham, 2006). The SRSD model is a criterion-based module where instruction is continued 

until the students can practice the strategies taught independently (Rogers & Graham, 2020). 

There are six recursive, non-linear stages of the SRSD model. Table 1 illustrates the six 

stages of the SRSD model. 

 

Stage Description 

Develop background 

knowledge 

The first or preliminary stage of the model focuses on 

identifying the pre-requisite skills required for the task and 

to assess whether the students possess the required skills. 

This phase aims to ensure that students will understand, 

learn, and apply the strategy taught successfully. 

Discuss it This stage’s purpose is to ensure that students are open and 

willing to learn the strategy, besides introducing the concept 

of progress monitoring by requiring students to identify at 

least one aspect of writing that they wish to improve. After 

this stage, the steps of the intended strategy will be 

introduced. 

Model it At this stage, the teacher models the strategy taught through 

think aloud or other modelling strategy that the teacher 

deemed useful for teaching the strategy. The strategy taught 

may be modelled several times until students were able to 

perform it on their own or with minimal guidance. 

Memorise it Memorising the strategy is one of the key stages of the 

SRSD model where students familiarise with the steps in the 

strategy so that automaticity of using the strategy can be 

achieved. 

Support it At this stage, teacher scaffold the instruction through the use 

of peers, feedback, and positive reinforcement as students 

gradually assume responsibility for the new strategy. 

Independent work This is the practice stage where students apply and practice 

the strategy they were taught.  
Source : Adapted from Santangelo, Harris, & Graham (2008) 

 

The SRSD model has been commonly used in contexts of learners with learning difficulties 

(Graham, Harris, & Larsen, 2001; Santangelo, Harris, & Graham, 2008b) and has also been 

explored in normal-achieving students’ contexts (Danoff, Harris, & Graham, 1993; Limpo & 

Alves, 2013a). 
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Although the SRSD model is widely researched in areas of second language writing, there is 

a scarcity of studies done in the secondary school context in Malaysia. Most studies related to 

the SRSD model were focused on learners with learning difficulties and behavioural 

problems (Harris et al., 2007; Jozwik, Cuenca-Carlino, Mustian, & Douglas, 2019; 

Ozsowska, Wyeth, Carrington, & Ashburner, 2021). The majority of these studies were 

conducted in a native speaker context, and studies in non-native speakers are limited, with 

only a few studies conducted in the local, non-native context (Aminatun & Marmanto, 2018; 

Mimi Estonella Mastan & Noreiny Maarof, 2014). 

 

Studies related to SRSD also focused on essay length and students’ writing quality (Danoff et 

al., 1993), but have not explored other linguistic elements assessed in the actual classroom. 

 

Research Questions 

The five research questions of this study are as follows: - 

a. Is there a significant difference in the students’ overall writing performance after the 

intervention? 

b. Is there a significant difference in the content element of the students’ essay after the 

intervention? 

c. Is there a significant difference in the communicative appropriateness element of the 

students’ essay after the intervention? 

d. Is there a significant difference in the organisation element of the students’ essay after 

the intervention? 

e. Is there a significant difference in the language element of the students’ essay after the 

intervention? 

 

Hypothesis 

The hypothesis being tested in this quasi-experimental study are as follows:- 

Hₒ There is no significant difference between the students’ overall writing performance after 

the intervention. 

Hₒ There is no significant difference in the students’ content elements score after the 

intervention. 

Hₒ There is no significant difference in the students’ communicative appropriateness scores 

after the intervention. 

Hₒ There is no significant difference in the students’ organisation element scores after the 

intervention. 

Hₒ There is no significant difference in the students’ language scores after the intervention. 

 

Methodology 

 

Research design 

This quasi-experimental research involved 35 Form 2 students in a government school in 

Sabah, Malaysia. This was a pilot study as part of a larger study conducted by the author and 

her colleagues. The study was conducted in a government secondary school before a 

pandemic-caused nationwide movement restriction order was implemented in March 2020. 
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Participants 

The participants comprised of one English language teacher and 35 Form 2 students. The 

teacher involved in this study has been teaching the English subject for 8 years. The students’ 

selected for this study comprised of 17 male students and 18 female students. The students’ 

levels of proficiency consisted of low to intermediate English proficiency levels, and this 

categorisation was based on the students’ most recent English language test. The students 

were selected using non-random, purposive sampling based on the following criteria: a) Must 

be from a lower form class; b) must have a low to medium proficiency level. Table 2 shows 

the students’ brief demographic information. 

 

Table 2. Students Demographic 

Gender Number of students 

Male 17 

Female 18 

 

After the selection, students were randomly assigned by the researcher to be in the control 

and intervention group. 

 

Instrument 

The instrument for this study was the self-regulation-based ESL writing module developed by 

the researcher (see Juin, Swanto, & Din, 2021b). The module combined the six recursive 

stages of the SRSD model (Harris, Santangelo, & Graham, 2008) with the process writing 

stages (Harmer, 2004). The module’s six units’ activities comprised of writing-related and 

self-regulation strategies which relates to the process writing stages. The module comprised 

of six units, which the teacher went through according to the units provided. The unit began 

with task analysis, where the students were required to analyse the task provided using an 

activity named "Wreck-A-Task". Students analysed the task provided by identifying relevant 

keywords, understanding the task requirement, and labelling the keywords using different 

coloured pens. The second unit dealt with the goal-setting element, which is another self-

regulation strategy provided in the module. The goal-setting activity required the students to 

set three goals related to their overall performance and two task-related goals. The third unit 

corresponded with the planning unit, and in this unit, the teacher demonstrated a planning 

strategy for the students. The fourth unit is the drafting unit, where the teacher scaffolds the 

students’ writing skills through related writing strategies. The fifth unit is related to revising 

and editing, and here students are taught how to use revising strategies as a form of self-

monitoring. The final unit is where students attempt to do independent work and the teacher 

will assess their work and determine the next plan. Students revisit their goals set earlier and 

discuss what strategies work for them and what doesn’t. 

 

Table 3. Contents of the Self-regulation-based Writing Module 

Unit Content Teaching & Learning Activities 

Unit 1 – Wreck-

A-Task 

Task-analysis Students are taught how to analyse their task 

before beginning to write. 

Unit 2 – Goal-

setting 

Goal-setting Students are taught how to set their own personal 

goals which relates to their overall target of 

achievement and task-related goals. Each student 

is required to set a minimum of three goals: one 
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is their overall target goal and two for task-

related goal. 

Unit 3 – Planning 

and Develop 

background 

knowledge 

Planning and setting 

the students’ 

background 

knowledge of the 

task 

Students are exposed to planning strategies 

through the use of graphic organisers, mind-

mapping tools, and outline templates. 

Unit 4 – Drafting Drafting the essay Students are taught how to draft their essays 

using drafting templates and language-related 

activities e.g. using hooks for their essay. 

Unit 5 – Revising 

and Editing 

Revising and 

editing the essay 

Students are taught revising and editing strategies 

such as ARMS and COPS, as well as using a 

checklist to evaluate their work before 

submission. 

Unit 6 – 

Independent Work 

Publishing stage  This unit allows students to display their 

understanding and to apply their knowledge of 

the strategies unto their written work. The teacher 

assesses the students’ work and observe which 

strategies needed to be focused on. 

 

Prior to the intervention, the students were taught using the process writing approach which 

was the default teaching approach used in the classroom. Before the study began, the teacher 

involved in this study was provided with training on how to use the module before 

implementing it in his classroom. 

 

Implementation and Data Analysis 

The module was implemented over the course of four weeks. Each lesson was allocated 40 

minutes per period, and there were five lesson periods allocated for the English language 

subject. A post-test was carried out at the end of the four weeks. The intervention was carried 

out during lessons within school operating hours. The data collection for this study was 

carried out before the nationwide lockdown was imposed. Table 4 shows the module 

intervention cycles and essay topics covered during the study. 

 

Table 4: Module Intervention Cycles and Essay Topics  

Week Research/Module 

activities 

Essay Topic Lesson period 

Week 

1 

Pre-test administered to 

students 

An Unforgettable 

Event 

Pre-test was conducted for 40 

minutes. 

Week 

2 

Unit 1 – Wreck A Task 

Unit 2 – Goal-setting 

Unit 3 - Planning 

My Dream Holiday 35-40 minutes lesson period 

allocated for each unit.  

Week 

3 

Unit 4 – Drafting 

Unit 5 – Revise and Edit 

Unit 6 – Independent 

Work 

35-40 minutes lesson period 

allocated for each unit. 

Week 

4 

Post-test administered to 

students 

A Moment to 

Remember 

Post-test was conducted for 40 

minutes. 
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A paired t-test was performed after the administration of the pre-and post-test to determine 

the changes before and after the intervention was administered. The students’ essays were 

assessed using a standardised writing assessment rubric used in schools, which contains four 

linguistical elements, namely, content, communicative appropriateness, organisation, and 

language. The teacher or assessor tallied the total scores of each element as a final score at 

the end of the assessment. The full score for each composition is 20 points. The summary of 

the teaching and learning procedures during the intervention is shown in Table 5. 

 

Table 5:  Summary of the Teaching and Learning Procedures. 

Stage Teaching activities Learning activities 

Pre-Intervention Students were taught the 

characteristics of descriptive essay 

using default approach. 

Students learned the 

characteristics of descriptive 

essay using teacher’s default 

approach. 

Pre-testing Single 40 minutes session to plan and 

compose a guided essay: An 

Unforgettable Event. 

Students plan and compose 

guided essay: An Unforgettable 

Event. 

Instructional 

activities 

Students were taught using the 

module activities which include 

writing strategies and self-regulation 

strategies i.e. task analysis and goal-

setting. 

Students learned how to plan, 

draft, revise and edit their essay 

and use self-regulation 

strategies related to writing. 

Instructional 

similarities with 

default approach 

Use all five stages of process writing: planning, drafting, revising, 

editing, and publishing. 

Instructional 

differences with 

default approach 

Self-regulation strategies were added 

into the process writing phases. 

Students were taught to analyse 

the task given and to set goals 

in general and related to the 

current task. 

 

Results 

The data collected from the pre- and post-test was tabulated in order to investigate the 

effectiveness of the self-regulation-based writing module on students’ writing performance. 

The paired sample t-test was conducted to compare the students’ writing performance before 

and after the self-regulation-based writing intervention. The paired t-test analysis results 

revealed that there was a statistically significant increase in the students’ overall writing 

performance after the intervention was implemented in the classroom.  

 

Table 6. Overall Writing Performance 

Time Mean SD t-value p-value (<0.05) 

Pretest 8.74 2.381 -12.871 .000 

Posttest 10.63 2.088   

Note: *Significant level p<0.05 

 

Table 6 displays the overall writing performance mean scores. Based on the results depicted 

above, the students’ writing performance there were significant difference after the module 

was carried out. There was a statistically significant increase in the writing scores of the 
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students after the intervention was performed (M=10.63, SD=2.088) than before the 

intervention (M=8.74, SD=10.63); t(34) = -12.871, p=.000. 

 

In terms of content, there was also statistically significant increase in the students’ 

performance in the content element (M=0.486, SD=0.612). The students’ content scores 

significantly increased after the intervention (M=3.14, SD=2.66) than before the intervention 

(M=2.66, SD=0.684); t(34)=-4.694, p=.000. Table 7 displays the content mean scores. 

 

Table 7. Content 

Time Mean SD t-value p-value (<0.05) 

Pretest 2.66 .684 -4.694 .000 

Posttest 3.14 .648   

Note: *Significant level p<0.05 

 

As for communicative competence, there was statistically significant increase in the students’ 

communicative appropriateness level after the intervention (M=3.14, SD=0.648) compared to 

before the intervention (M=2.66, SD=0.684); t(34)=-4.694, p=.000. Table 8 displays the 

communicative appropriateness pre-test and post-test score. 

 

Table 8. Communicative Appropriateness 

Time Mean SD t-value p-value (<0.05) 

Pretest 2.49 

 

.781 -5.667 .000 

Posttest 2.97 .568   

Note: *Significant level p<0.05 

 

In terms of organisation, the results showed a statistically significant difference after the 

intervention (M=2.97, SD=0.568) compared to before the intervention (M=2.49, SD=0.781); 

t (34) =-5.667, p=.000). Table 9 displays the organisation scores. 

 

Table 9. Organisation 

Time Mean SD t-value p-value (<0.05) 

Pretest 2.03 .664 -5.351 .000 

Posttest 2.49 .612   

Note: *Significant level p<0.05 

 

As for language, there is also a statistically significant difference after the intervention, 

(M=2.06, SD=0.639) compared to before the intervention (M=1.69, SD=0.631); t (34) =-

4.018, p=0.000). Table 10 displays the language scores. 

 

Table 10. Language 

Time Mean SD t-value p-value (<0.05) 

Pretest 1.69 .631 -4.018 .000 

Posttest 2.06 .639   

Note: *Significant level p<0.05 
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The results of the paired t-test recorded a significant finding as the overall writing 

performance and four elements depicted p<0.05 in all the results. The null hypotheses were 

therefore rejected. 

 

Discussion  

The results of the study suggest that the self-regulation-based writing instruction module was 

effective and depicted statistically significant effects in increasing the overall writing 

performance of the participants. In the short period of the intervention, it was found that the 

students’ writing test scores increased across all four subscales assessed. The findings 

resonated with other studies (Cuenca-Carlino & Mustian, 2018; Danoff et al., 1993; Limpo & 

Alves, 2013b) where the SRSD model when carried out in normal instruction, was found to 

be effective in increasing students’ writing quality. However, being a criterion-based model, 

the SRSD model used as an instructional strategy for the module was found to be tedious and 

time-consuming for Malaysian classrooms where examinations are still heavily emphasised. 

Despite the significant results in this study, the criterion-based nature of the SRSD model 

needed to be adapted in order to adapt to the examination-oriented nature of the Malaysian 

education system. 

 

Although the students showed increased performance scores, there were some limitations. 

Firstly, the intervention time period was considered too brief for other observations, for 

example, students’ strategy use, to be conducted. The limited and brief time period was due 

to the impending lockdown initiated by the worsening pandemic. Secondly, there were no 

participants’ perspectives taken into consideration, as participants’ perspectives could add 

depth to the findings. This limitation was also attributed to the sudden closure of schools, 

which prompted the researchers to recalibrate their research plans. 

 

Based on the discussion above, it may be recommended for future studies to do the following: 

firstly, include a larger population for generalization; secondly, prolong the intervention 

duration, and thirdly, to investigate how other variables would affect the results; for example, 

gender and levels of proficiency. Another recommendation is to replicate the study with the 

addition of qualitative approaches so that the study can be extended to include the 

participants’ perspectives. 

 

Conclusion 

To recapitulate this study, in order to help students develop their writing skills, it is critical to 

foster their ability for self-regulation, in addition to improving students’ language mastery. 

The self-regulation-based ESL writing intervention module for secondary school learners was 

evaluated and found to be effective in improving students’ overall writing performance as 

well as content, communicative appropriateness, organisation, and language. 
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