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Understanding the Motivational Dimensions of Self-
Regulated Learning

Self-regulation is a process that individuals employ to monitor and 
control behavior, including academic learning [1].  Within a Social Cog-
nitive Theory framework, Zimmerman conceptualizes self-regulation 
as the integration of motivational, behavioral and metacognitive pro-
cesses that operate within inter-related triadic phases—forethought, 
performance control, and self-reflection.  This self-regulation model is 
cyclical in nature and dependent on feedback during repeated efforts 
to learn.  

According to Schunk and Usher [2], self-regulation is not a simple 
phenomenon, but rather a complex one with multiple dimensions (i.e., 
motive, method, time, behavior, physical environment, social environ-
ment).  Each dimension consists of key processes.  For example, the be-
havioral dimension consists of key processes that relate to the outcome 
or competence levels sought by learners and includes self-observation, 
self-judgment, and self-reaction.  The motivational dimension consists 
of key processes that relate to why one engages in self-regulated learn-
ing and includes self-beliefs, such as self-efficacy and causal attribu-
tions [3].  

 
Motivational Dimensions of Self-Regulation

Self-efficacy refers to one’s beliefs about how well one is able to 
execute a specific behavior given a learning context [4,5].  Self-effica-
cy is regarded as the most essential process for motivating a person’s 
behavior [6,7], and it is strongly related to academic achievement [8-
11]. When faced with a challenging learning situation, students with 
well-developed self-efficacy tend to utilize cognitive and meta-cogni-
tive strategies, and in cases where their understanding does not in-
crease, they apply alternate strategies [3].  However, students who are 
less self-efficacious are likely to abandon challenging activities that 
they perceive as beyond their ability.  

Causal attributions can be defined as one’s judgments about the 
cause of success or failure in achievement situations [12].  In other 
words, attributions are the explanations individuals have for why they 
performed the way that they did.  High achievers are more likely to at-
tribute causality for success to internal causes such as ability or effort, 
while low achievers are more likely to attribute causality for success 
to internal causes such as luck, task difficulty, or receiving help [13]. 
These differences are exacerbated by developmental changes in attri-
butions that occur as students age and more frequently compare their 
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performance to peers.  This is problematic for struggling students who 
are aware of their academic difficulties and that they are not perform-
ing as well as peers [14].  

Future Directions for Self-Regulation Research
In order to develop a deeper understanding of the relationship 

between causal attributions for effort and self-efficacy within the cy-
clical self-regulation process, researchers must be able to manipulate 
these factors.  Typical learners naturally develop effective learning 
strategies and motivational beliefs that help themselves self-regulate 
academic demands, but atypical learners are unlikely to without in-
tervention [15].  Students with learning disabilities especially struggle 
with self-regulation of learning and are an ideal sample for research 
on motivational dimensions of self-regulation precisely because of the 
maladaptive motivational and performance responses that they char-
acteristically display.  

Baird, Scott, Dearing and Hamill [16] found that adolescents with 
learning disabilities were more likely than their peers to (a) possess 
low academic self-efficacy, (b) believe that intelligence was fixed and 
nonmalleable, (c) prefer performance over learning goals, and (d) in-
terpret the exertion of effort as meaning they possessed limited levels 
of ability.  This finding is consistent with early research indicating that 
adolescents with learning disabilities have cognitive self-regulatory 
patterns that are particularly maladaptive to mastering academic tasks, 
including making inappropriate attributions for success and failure in 
academic contexts [17,18].  Specifically, students with learning disabil-
ities more often attribute successes to external causes (e.g., luck) and 
failures to internal causes (e.g., lack of ability) compared to typically 
developing peers [19,20].  Further, adolescents with learning disabili-
ties typically have a history of academic failure that results in the faulty 
belief that they have little control over their academic achievement 
[21].  

However, research has shown that these attributions are malleable 
with instruction that teaches students to recognize maladaptive attri-
butions and develop more adaptive explanations for their performance.  
Specifically, attribution training combined with strategy instruction 
has been shown to increase achievement gains of students with learn-
ing disabilities and that those gains were maintained over time [22].  In 
addition, feedback that helps students to make connections between 
effort and success enhances motivation, self-efficacy, and skills, and 
feedback that helps students make connections between insufficient 
effort and failure promotes effort attributions and persistence [23].    

Emerging research suggests that student attributions may play a 
role in self-regulation during long-term learning tasks as well.  Find-
ings from Berkeley, Larsen, Colburn, and Yin [24] showed that a rela-
tionship existed between attributions that students with learning dis-
abilities made for their performance and their reported self-efficacy 
for learning, with two exceptions: (a) when a student poorly calibrated 
perception of ability relative to actual performance, and (b) when a 
student perceived the cost (effort to utilize learning strategies) to out-
weigh the benefit (learning outcome).  

In a follow up study, Berkeley, Mischel, and Whitehead [25] taught 
students with learning disabilities how to create challenging but attain-
able goals and provided attribution retraining to help students recog-
nize the role of effort (or lack thereof) in their subsequent successes 
(or failures). Within the context of a long-term project-based learning 
task, students then set goals at the beginning of each work session 
and evaluated their progress at the end of the session.  Students over-
whelmingly attributed the goal setting strategy as an explanation for 
their successful progress during the project.  In addition, students had 
the most complete and highest quality products when they reported 
realistic self-efficacy ratings that were (a) neither overly positive nor 
overly negative, and (b) well calibrated with actual student perfor-
mance across work sessions.  While these collective findings are infor-
mative, additional research is needed to better understand the role of 
these constructs within the cyclical process of self-regulated learning 
[25-28].

Funding Acknowledgement
This material is based upon work supported by the National Sci-

ence Foundation under Grant Number: DRL-1420448.  Any opinions, 
findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this mate-
rial are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views 
of the National Science Foundation.

References
1. Zimmerman BJ, Labuhn AS (2012) Self-regulation of learning: Process 

approaches to personal development. In: KR Harris, S Graham, T 
Urdan (Eds.) APA Educational Psychology Handbook: Vol. 1. Theories, 
Constructs, and Critical Issues. 

2. Schunk DH, Usher EL (2013) Barry J Zimmerman’s theory of self-
regulated learning. In: H. Bembenutty, TJ Cleary, Kitsantas A (Eds.) 
Applications of self-regulated learning across diverse disciplines: A 
tribute to Barry J. Zimmerman. Information Age Publishing, Charlotte, 
North Carolina, US State.

3. Linnenbrink EA, Pintrich PR (2003) The role of self-efficacy beliefs in 
student engagement and learning in the classroom. Reading & Writing 
Quarterly 19: 119-137.

4. Bandura A (1997) Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. Freeman, New 
York, USA.

5. Zimmerman BJ (2000) Self-efficacy: An essential motive to learn. 
Contemporary Educational Psychology 25: 82-91.

6. Pajares F (1996) Self-efficacy beliefs in achievement settings. Review 
of Educational Research 66: 543-578.

7. Schunk DH (1995) Self-efficacy and education and instruction. In J. 
E. Maddux (Ed.), Self-efficacy, adaptation, and adjustment: Theory, 
research, and application. Plenum Press, New York, USA, pp.281-303.

8. Cleary TJ, Platten P, Nelson A (2008) Effectiveness of the self-regulation 
empowerment program (SREP) with urban high school youth: An 
initial investigation. Journal of Advanced Academics 20: 70-107.

9. De Corte E, Mason L, Depaepe F, Verschaffel L (2011) Self-regulation 
of mathematical knowledge and skills. In: Zimmerman BJ, Schunk 
DH (Eds.), Handbook of self-regulation of learning and performance 
Routledge, New York, USA pp. 155-172.

10. DiBenedetto MK, Zimmerman BJ (2010) Differences in self-regulatory 
processes among students studying science: A microanalytic 

http://dx.doi.org/10.19080/PBSIJ.2019.11.555812
http://dx.doi.org/10.19080/PBSIJ.2019.13.555852
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0361476X99910160
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0361476X99910160
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/00346543066004543
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/00346543066004543
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.4219/jaa-2008-866
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.4219/jaa-2008-866
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.4219/jaa-2008-866


Psychology and Behavioral Science International Journal

How to cite: Sheri Berkeley. The Motivational Dimensions of Self-Regulated Learning. Psychol Behav Sci Int J. 2019; 13(1): 555852. 
DOI: 10.19080/PBSIJ.2019.13.555852003

investigation. The International Journal of Educational and 
Psychological Assessment 5: 2-24.

11. Usher EL, Pajares F (2006) Sources of academic and self-regulatory 
efficacy beliefs of entering middle school students. Contemporary 
Educational Psychology 31: 125-141.

12. Weiner B (1985) An attributional theory of achievement motivation 
and emotion. Psychological Review 92: 548-573.

13. Shell DF, Colvin C, Bruning RH (1995) Self-efficacy, attribution, and 
outcome expectancy mechanisms in reading and writing achievement: 
Grade-level and achievement-level differences. Journal of Educational 
Psychology 87: 386-398.

14. Bear GG, Minke KM, Griffin SM, Deemer SA (1998) Achievement-
related perceptions of children with learning disabilities and normal 
achievement: Group and developmental differences. Journal of 
Learning Disabilities 31: 91-104.

15. Borkowski JG, Carr M, Rellinger L, Pressley M (1990) Self-regulated 
cognition: Interdependence of metacognition, attributions and self-
esteem. In: BJ Jones and L Idol (Eds.), Dimensions of thinking and 
cognitive instruction. Routledge, London, United Kingdom pp. 53-92.

16. Baird GL, Scott WD, Dearing E, Hamill SK (2009) Cognitive self-
regulation in youth with and without learning disabilities: Academic 
self-efficacy, theories of intelligence, learning vs. performance goal 
preferences, and effort attributions. Journal of Social and Clinical 
Psychology 28: 881-908.

17. Stipek DJ (1993) Motivation to learn: From theory to practice (2nd 
Edtn.) Allyn & Bacon, Needham Heights, Massachusetts, United States.

18. Stipek DJ, Weiz JR (1981) Perceived personal control and academic 
achievement. Review of Educational Research 51: 101-137.

19. Zimmerman BJ, Martinez Pons M (1990) Student differences in self-
regulated learning: Relating grade, sex, and giftedness to self-efficacy 
and strategy use. Journal of Educational Psychology 82: 51-59.

20. Tabassam W, Grainger J (2002) Self-concept, attributional style and 
self-efficacy beliefs of students with learning disabilities with and 

without attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. Learning Disability 
Quarterly 25: 141-151.

21. Nelson JM, Manset Williamson G (2006) The impact of explicit, 
self-regulatory reading comprehension strategy instruction on the 
reading-specific self-efficacy, attributions, and effect of students with 
reading disabilities. Learning Disability Quarterly 29: 213-230.

22. Berkeley S, Mastropieri MA, Scruggs TE (2011) Reading comprehension 
strategy instruction and attribution retraining for secondary students 
with learning and other mild disabilities. J Learn Disabil 44: 18-32. 

23. Schunk DH, Cox PD (1986) Strategic training and attributional feedback 
with learning disabled students. Journal of Educational Psychology 78: 
201-209.

24. Berkeley S, Larsen A, Colburn A, Yin R (2019) Self-regulation of middle 
school students with learning disabilities during a complex project-
based science activity. Journal of Educational and Developmental 
Psychology 9(2): 1-16.  

25. Berkeley S, Mischel J, Whitehead A (2019) Self-regulation of students 
with learning disabilities during a complex, science-based project. 
Presentation at the Annual Meeting of the American Psychological 
Association, Chicago, USA.

26. Borkowski JG, Weyhing RS, Carr M (1988) Effects of attributional 
retraining on strategy-based reading comprehension in learning 
disabled students. Journal of Educational Psychology 80: 46-53.

27. Hiebert EJ, Winograd PN, Danner FW (1984) Children’s attributions 
for failure and success in different aspects of reading. Journal of 
Educational Psychology 76: 1139-1148.

28. Morrone AS, Pintrich PR (2006) Achievement motivation. In: G Bear 
& K Minke (Eds.), Children’s Needs III: Development, prevention, 
and intervention. National Association of School Psychologists. 
Washington, USA.

Your next submission with Juniper Publishers    
      will reach you the below assets

• Quality Editorial service
• Swift Peer Review
• Reprints availability
• E-prints Service
• Manuscript Podcast for convenient understanding
• Global attainment for your research
• Manuscript accessibility in different formats 

         ( Pdf, E-pub, Full Text, Audio) 
• Unceasing customer service

                      Track the below URL for one-step submission 
  https://juniperpublishers.com/online-submission.php

This work is licensed under Creative
Commons Attribution 4.0 License
DOI: 10.19080/PBSIJ.2019.13.555852

http://dx.doi.org/10.19080/PBSIJ.2019.11.555812
http://dx.doi.org/10.19080/PBSIJ.2019.13.555852
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0361476X05000196
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0361476X05000196
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0361476X05000196
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1986-14532-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1986-14532-001
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.831.1517&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.831.1517&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.831.1517&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.831.1517&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/002221949803100109?journalCode=ldxa
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/002221949803100109?journalCode=ldxa
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/002221949803100109?journalCode=ldxa
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/002221949803100109?journalCode=ldxa
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-16708-004
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-16708-004
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-16708-004
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-16708-004
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-16708-004
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1990-21082-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1990-21082-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1990-21082-001
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.2307/1511280
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.2307/1511280
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.2307/1511280
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.2307/1511280
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ786213.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ786213.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ786213.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ786213.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21335506
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21335506
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21335506
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1986-25871-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1986-25871-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1986-25871-001
http://ccsenet.org/journal/index.php/jedp/article/view/0/39825
http://ccsenet.org/journal/index.php/jedp/article/view/0/39825
http://ccsenet.org/journal/index.php/jedp/article/view/0/39825
http://ccsenet.org/journal/index.php/jedp/article/view/0/39825
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ384778
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ384778
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ384778
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1985-15838-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1985-15838-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1985-15838-001
https://juniperpublishers.com/online-submission.php
http://dx.doi.org/10.19080/PBSIJ.2019.13.555852

	The Motivational Dimensions of  Self-Regulated Learning
	Understanding the Motivational Dimensions of Self-Regulated Learning
	Motivational Dimensions of Self-Regulation
	Future Directions for Self-Regulation Research
	Funding Acknowledgement
	References

