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Abstract  This study set out to explore non-English major postgraduates’ use of 
motivational regulation strategies in English learning. Subjects for this study 
were 156 Chinese postgraduates studying in a national teacher education 
university in central China. A self-reported questionnaire and individual 
semi-structured interviews were complementarily employed to gather data. The 
non-English major postgraduates were found to have adopted ten types of 
strategy to regulate their motivation for learning English, but that these strategies 
were used infrequently. It was also found that despite the general absence of 
significant difference, the few that could be ascertained were associated with 
gender, specialty, and grade. The results suggest a need to provide motivation 
regulation strategies training, and nurture students’ intrinsic English learning 
motivation through curricular, instructional and assessment reforms. 
 
Keywords  Chinese non-English major postgraduates, English as a foreign 
language (EFL), motivational regulation strategies, learner differences 

Introduction 

Students in higher education are expected to engage in self-regulated learning as 
active and reflective learners. It is an active and constructive process through 
which they set learning goals, monitor the goals, and regulate and control their 
own cognition, motivation, and behavior in their learning environments (Pintrich, 
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2004; Winne & Hadwin, 2008). Motivational regulation strategies are precursors, 
mediators, and outcomes of self-regulated learning (Schunk & Zimmerman, 
2008), which can enhance persistence, academic achievement, and well-being 
(Grunschel, Schwinger, Steinmayr, & Fries, 2016; Wolters, 2003). 

Research on English as a foreign language (EFL) motivation has witnessed an 
unprecedented boom during the last decade globally (Boo, Dörnyei, & Ryan, 
2015). Proliferation of motivation research in China in recent years has been 
focused on different aspects of motivation at school or undergraduate levels, 
leaving a gap in research on motivational regulation. Postgraduates’ motivation 
regulation has remained unexplored, yet these are students who are expected to 
be more autonomous and engaged learners than undergraduates in the prevalent 
climate of student-centered pedagogies and formative assessments promoted by 
the Chinese Ministry of Education. Therefore, it is necessary to focus on 
motivational regulation strategies employed by postgraduate EFL learners, as 
they have experienced the whole English learning process and mirror the major 
issues relating to EFL learning motivations. 

Literature Review 

Motivational Regulation Strategies 
 

Motivational regulation is an integral component of self-directed learning. It is 
typically defined as appropriate knowledge and skills with which students 
deliberately try to influence their own motivation or motivational processing to 
achieve optimal academic outcomes (Schunk & Zimmerman, 2008; Zimmerman, 
2013). It is a process that cyclically repeats itself (Schwinger & 
Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2012) to monitor and intervene in learners’ own motivation, 
involving planning, implementing, monitoring and, if necessary, correcting 
strategic use (Pintrich, 2005). Motivational regulation reflects how students are 
able to rise above obstacles and sustain or increase their own motivation for 
learning (Schunk & Zimmerman, 2008; Wolters & Mueller, 2010). 

Much research in psychology, mathematics, science, and L1 English shows 
that the use of motivational regulation strategies helps students actively initiate, 
sustain, and increase their willingness and efforts to complete a task (e.g., Cooper 
& Corpus, 2009; Wolters & Benzon, 2013). Students’ use of motivational 
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regulation strategies is closely connected with their use of other self-regulated 
learning strategies. For example, McCann and Garcia (1999) found that 
volitional control (e.g., emotion control) was a significant predictor of cognitive, 
metacognitive, and social strategies, including rehearsal, elaboration, 
organization, critical thinking, metacognition, time management, peer learning, 
and help-seeking. Wolters and Benzon (2013) revealed that motivational 
regulation strategies had medium to large correlations with cognitive strategies 
and metacognitive strategies.  

Schwinger, Steinmayr, and Spinath (2009) identified eight motivational 
regulation strategies, including enhancement of situational interest, enhancement 
of personal significance, mastery self-talk, performance approach self-talk, 
performance-avoidance self-talk, self-consequating, proximal goal setting, and 
environmental control. The deployment of these strategies exhibits a conscious 
level of awareness and manipulation of motivational beliefs (e.g., Greene et al., 
2015). Self-regulated motivation is contextual and task-specific (Zimmerman, 
2008). In other words, students’ use of motivational regulation strategies varies 
across different situations to varying effect. Some research (e.g., Grunschel et al., 
2016; Ljubin-Golub, Petričević, & Rovan, 2019; Wolters & Benzon, 2013) 
shows a negative relationship between motivational regulation and academic 
procrastination. The strategies of mastery self-talk and goal setting had the 
strongest negative relationship with academic procrastination and the strongest 
positive relationship with academic success (Grunschel et al., 2016; 
Ljubin-Golub et al., 2019; Schwinger & Otterpohl, 2017; Schwinger, Steinmayr, 
& Spinath, 2012; Wolters & Benzon, 2013), whilst extrinsic self-regulation 
strategies, such as performance self-talk and self-consequating had a direct but 
weak effect on students’ grades (Wolters, 1998, 1999). Some other research (e.g., 
Bipp, Steinmayr, & Spinath, 2008; Komarraju, Karau, & Schmeck, 2009; Stoeber, 
Otto, & Dalbert, 2009; Zweig & Webster, 2004) has shown that motivational 
regulation strategies are related to personalities (agreeableness, conscientiousness, 
extraversion, neuroticism, and intellect/openness and student traits, e.g., 
Bidjerano & Dai, 2007; Day, Radosevich, & Chasteen, 2003; Engeser & Langens, 
2010; Vermetten, Lodewijks, & Vermunt, 2001).  

Motivational regulation is a demanding task owing to various 
situation-specific motivational difficulties and complex demands on learners (e.g., 
Boekaerts & Corno, 2005; Schmitz & Perels, 2011; Schmitz & Wiese, 2006; 
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Stoeger & Ziegler, 2008). It entails using all activities to initiate, maintain, and 
increase motivation to complete academic tasks (Zimmerman, 2013), and a series 
of metacognitive processes (e.g., Pintrich, 2005; Winne & Hadwin, 2008). 
Therefore, the use of process-oriented and situation-specific measurements is 
recommended, including surveys, interviews, think-alouds, direct observations, 
and diaries to capture motivational difficulties over time and to permit 
observations of changes and obstacles of individual students that might occur 
along the way (Eckerlein et al., 2019; Roth, Ogrin, & Schmitz, 2016; Winne & 
Hadwin, 2008). 

The quantity and quality of motivational regulation strategy use can enhance 
effort, persistence, and academic performance (Engelschalk, Steuer, & Dresel, 
2017; Schwinger & Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2012; Wolters, 2011; Zimmerman, 2011) 
characterized by target-aimed, accurate, coordinated and controlled 
self-regulation of motivational regulation (Pintrich, 2005). Miele and Scholer 
(2018) highlighted meta-motivational monitoring of the quantity and quality of 
motivation to prevent motivational deficits. Eckerlein et al. (2019) documented 
an incremental effect of quality motivational regulation strategies on the learning 
efforts and achievements of German undergraduates of psychology and 
educational studies. The instructor’s role is deemed as imperative (Bernaus & 
Gardner, 2008; Cheng, Wu, & Liu, 2015; Moskovsky, Alrabai, Paolini, & 
Ratcheva, 2013) to create “supportive interpersonal processes which foster the 
development of autonomy and the growth and regulation of motivation from 
inside” (Ushioda, 2003, p. 100). 

 
EFL Motivational Regulation Strategies 

 
Motivational and commitment flux occurs for all EFL learners because of the 
interplay between contextual factors and individual traits and experiences (Cheng 
& Lee, 2018; Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011; Du & Jackson, 2018; Tseng, Liu, & Nix, 
2017; Williams, Burden, & Lanvers, 2002; Zheng, Liang, Li, & Tsai, 2018). 
Dörnyei (2005) argued that motivational regulation strategies aim to generate and 
enhance student motivation, as well as maintain ongoing motivated behavior and 
protect it from distracting and/or competing action tendencies (p. 117). These 
strategies determine why people select a particular activity, how long they are 
willing to engage with it, and how much effort they give to it. 

EFL motivational regulation affects the use of other learning strategies (e.g., 
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cognitive and metacognitive strategies), which are closely connected with 
students’ academic functioning (Manchón, Roca de Larios, & Murphy, 2007). 
Research on EFL motivational regulation in China is rather limited, and there are 
only a few studies, conducted by Teng and Zhang (2016a, 2016b, 2018) in light 
of Chinese university EFL learners’ motivational regulations for writing and their 
effect on learners’ writing course scores. Teng and Zhang’s (2018) most recent 
study confirmed a partial mediation model in which motivational regulation 
strategies not only had direct and indirect effects on students’ writing 
performance, but were also significantly correlated with their reported use of 
self-regulated strategies relating to cognition, metacognition, and social behavior. 

The literature review shows that a plethora of research focuses on school 
learners’ motivational regulation, and that research in higher education is still in 
its infancy in China, with a focus limited to undergraduates. EFL postgraduates 
remain unexplored, despite these students having over 10 years’ English learning 
experience and supposedly having developed stronger ideal language selves than 
undergraduate and school counterparts. As You, Dörnyei, and Csizér (2016) 
contended, the more advanced or specialized a student’s education, the stronger 
his or her ideal language selves. It remains unknown how they sustain their 
motivation and engagement in English learning, specifically their deployment of 
motivation regulation strategies, and the attributing factors and specific support 
they need. 

Therefore, this study aims to address three research questions: (1) What 
motivational regulation strategies do non-English major postgraduates use in 
English learning? (2) Are there any learner differences in their use of 
motivational regulation strategies in terms of gender, specialty and grade? (3) 
What attributing factors to learner difference exist? The answers to these 
questions will enrich the literature on Chinese EFL postgraduates’ use of 
motivation regulation strategies, and will be insightful to EFL learners and 
instructors on how to regulate learners’ motivations in their English learning 
process. 

Research Design 

Research Context and Participants 
 

This study was carried out at a national top three teacher education university in 



Examining Chinese EFL Postgraduates’ Motivational Regulation Strategies 255 

central China. Founded in 1903, the university has been dedicated to preparing 
school teachers in more than 60 subjects at junior and senior secondary levels 
across China. The university consists of 24 schools and departments, and over 60 
research centers. The general English course is compulsory for undergraduates in 
the first two years of their four-year programme, and for postgraduates in their 
first year of study. 

The postgraduates mostly come from economically less developed regions in 
China. Different from the undergraduates, they undertook bachelor’s level 
studies in lower-ranked universities. They had all learned English as a second 
language for over 10 years. Participants in this study initially comprised 180 
postgraduates in arts and science from three grades. The sample size was 
assumed to be adequate to represent participants in four arts subjects (Chinese, 
history, education, and economics), and participants from science came from 
other four disciplines (mathematics, physics, chemistry, and biology). They were 
recruited through snowball sampling to capture a comprehensive snapshot of the 
participants’ motivational regulation strategies as well as group comparisons in 
terms of gender, subject and grade.  

  
Research Methods 

 
A self-reported questionnaire and interviews were complementarily employed. 
The questionnaire examined five sub-categories of motivational regulation 
strategies in Schwinger et al.’s (2009) eight measures for its good psychometric 
properties and its high level of relevance to the participants, including intrinsic 
mastery self-talk, extrinsic performance self-talk, interest enhancement, 
emotional control, and environment structuring. The questionnaire was translated 
into Chinese using a standard back-translation procedure, covering 40 items. 
One-on-one semi-structured interviews sought to complement the questionnaire 
survey to obtain deep understanding of participants’ motivational regulation 
strategies.  

  
Data Collection and Analysis 

  
The study started with a pilot of the questionnaire. The exploratory factor 
analysis produced ten meaningful factors with reasonably high loadings, thus 
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establishing sound construct validity of the questionnaire. The reliability analysis 
computed a series of Cronbach’s alphas: Cronbach’s alphas for the 10 new scales 
ranged from 0.62 to 0.84, and the Cronbach’s alpha for all items was 0.93, 
indicating an acceptable internal consistency of the questionnaire.  

After piloting, 180 questionnaires were distributed to three grades of students. 
One hundred and fifty-six copies were returned from 97 females (62.2%) and 59 
males (37.8%), rendering a response rate of 86.7%. One hundred (64.1%) were 
arts students, and 56 (35.9%) were science students.  

The questionnaire administration was followed by interviews with 15 students 
(five from each grade; nine females and six males; 10 arts students and five 
science students), who were selected through purposive sampling for learner 
comparisons in gender, specialty, and grade. All the interviews were conducted in 
Chinese to ease the impact of any language barrier and recorded with each 
interviewee’s consent.  

The questionnaires were subjected to SPSS statistical analysis. Statistical 
methods included: (1) exploratory factor analysis and descriptive statistics to 
identify the types of motivational regulation strategies to obtain the participants’ 
motivational regulation strategies; (2) independent samples t-Test and one-way 
ANOVA to manifest differences in the use of motivational regulation strategies 
of different student groups.  

The interviews were transcribed verbatim and translated into English. The 
transcripts were segmented by identifying units of meaning. Subsequently, the 
data were organized stage by stage by clustering the units and generating 
conceptual categories representing dimensions of students’ perceptions. In 
addition, connections between units were noted. As a result of this data-reduction 
process, meaningful units were crystallized into themes and sub-themes (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). For the purpose of confidentiality, codes have been used for 
the extracts in the interview findings. 

Results  

Non-English Major Postgraduates’ Motivational Regulation Strategy Use  
 

The interviews show that the postgraduates were generally not very interested in 
English. However, they were deeply concerned about their course exam results 
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and Band 6, a national English proficiency test for non-English majors, which 
was required by many employers. Therefore, they commonly regarded 
motivational regulation as necessary to cope with motivational obstacles in their 
English learning.  

Exploratory factor analysis extracted a 10-factor structure of motivational 
regulation strategies: metacognitive control, interest enhancement, self-reward, 
emotion regulation, help-seeking, negative-based incentive, performance-oriented 
self-talk, mastery-oriented self-talk, value enhancement, and environmental 
structuring, as shown in Tables 1 and 2.  
 

Table 1  Total Variance Explained 

Initial eigenvalues Extraction sums of squared 
loadings 

Rotation sums of squared 
loadings Component 

Total % of 
variance 

Cumulative
% Total % of 

variance
Cumulative

% Total % of 
variance 

Cumulative 
% 

1 10.542 28.491 28.491 10.542 28.491 28.491 4.724 12.169 12.169 

2 2.381 6.436 34.927 2.381 6.436 34.927 2.926 8.508 20.677 

3 2.154 5.822 40.748 2.154 5.822 40.748 2.535 6.852 27.529 

4 1.775 4.796 45.545 1.775 4.796 45.545 2.532 6.844 34.373 

5 1.618 4.373 49.918 1.618 4.373 49.918 2.320 6.269 40.642 

6 1.404 3.793 53.711 1.404 3.793 53.711 2.179 5.889 46.531 

7 1.289 3.483 57.195 1.289 3.483 57.195 2.083 5.631 52.162 

8 1.144 3.091 60.286 1.144 3.091 60.286 1.972 5.330 57.492 

9 1.092 2.950 63.236 1.092 2.950 63.236 1.769 4.781 62.273 

10 1.046 2.826 66.062 1.046 2.826 66.062 1.402 3.790 66.062 

Note. Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis. 

 

Table 2  Pattern Matrix 

Component 
Variable  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

7 .721 .163 .184 .326 .164 .037 .059 .050 .209 .081 

28 .706 .090 .137 .176 .236 .082 .126 −.072 .064 −.148 

2 .685 .089 .252 .001 .178 .114 −.023 .238 .275 .219 

20 .646 .396 .242 −.053 .005 .272 .173 .127 .354 .020 

(To be continued) 
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(Continued) 

Component 
Variable  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

37 .621 −.042 −.006 .198 .156 .057 .125 −.040 .183 .375 
30 .581 .037 .199 .523 .125 .169 .057 −.057 −.069 −.055 
13 .555 .005 .190 .307 .109 .057 .029 .135 .021 .177 
26 .235 .811 .045 .170 .044 .139 .066 .025 .072 −.046 
1 .165 .763 .181 .151 .186 .062 .049 .121 .139 .037 
34 .218 .717 .090 .136 .198 .158 −.034 .067 −.056 −.005 
6 .132 .440 .249 −.142 .088 −.334 −.013 .241 −.296 .276 
19 .343 .365 .172 −.121 .218 −.082 −.039 .064 −.153 .084 
32 .158 .171 .753 .099 .101 .118 .056 −.023 .120 −.029 
12 .405 .078 .696 .138 .018 .104 .107 −.066 −.001 .119 
24 .099 .085 .696 .074 .081 .101 .167 .181 .031 .033 
8 .155 .092 .008 .738 .076 .087 −.025 .019 −.050 .024 
15 .317 −.047 .103 .694 .251 −.039 .162 .147 .340 −.194 
21 .115 .094 .188 .531 .184 −.117 .184 .340 .285 −.064 
5 −.068 .038 .036 .470 .122 .084 .040 .043 .008 .291 
17 .136 .212 .020 .176 .856 .105 .101 .039 .118 .034 
10 .100 .057 .128 .033 .826 .077 .150 .042 .037 .132 
25 .233 .274 .108 .115 .501 .064 −.064 .139 .144 .098 
23 .112 .175 .145 .052 .097 .854 .019 .120 −.030 .054 
29 .053 .089 .094 .071 .097 .827 −.074 .083 .102 .032 
35 .340 .063 .212 .215 .052 .357 .165 .063 .317 .216 
11 .065 .072 .107 −.018 .146 .075 .835 .046 −.008 .036 
4 .285 −.100 .016 .193 −.146 −.168 .591 −.045 .103 .055 
27 .214 .098 .398 .058 .231 .019 .570 .036 .106 .149 
33 .323 .040 .302 .131 .185 −.151 .456 .042 .393 −.070 
14 .221 .196 .212 −.033 −.033 −.014 .070 .732 .012 .069 
9 .506 .201 .203 .043 .134 .048 .103 .618 .001 .176 
31 .392 .308 −.054 −.003 .092 −.010 .203 .458 .032 −.005 
22 .456 .235 .030 .096 .155 .203 .351 .436 −.139 .077 
16 .167 .006 .143 .034 .036 .378 −.130 .258 .727 −.020 
36 .161 .299 −.176 .250 .000 .045 .125 .172 .436 .120 
18 −.072 .176 .230 .068 .127 .070 .166 .368 −.015 .755 
3 .076 .194 .096 .282 .041 .071 .109 .071 .254 .429 

Note. Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis; Rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser 

Normalization. Rotation converged in 11 iterations. 

 
Further statistical results in Table 3 show a medium level of motivational 
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regulation strategy use (M = 3.06; SD = .464). The three most frequently used 
strategies were performance-oriented self-talk (M = 3.67, SD = .652), 
environmental structuring (M = 3.48, SD = .810) and value enhancement (M = 
3.46, SD = .807). The negative-based strategy incentive was least frequently used 
(M = 2.53, SD = .808).  

 
Table 3  Descriptive Statistics for Ten Types of Motivational Regulation Strategies (N = 156) 

Motivational regulation strategies Mean Std deviation 

Performance-oriented self-talk 3.67 .652 

Environmental structuring 3.48 .810 

Value enhancement 3.46 .807 

Mastery-oriented self-talk 3.31 .823 

Emotion regulation 3.30 .635 

Metacongnitive control 3.22 .626 

Help-seeking 3.12 .765 

Self-reward 2.99 .874 

Interest enhancement 2.87 .717 

Negative-based incentive 2.53 .808 

Total strategy use 3.06 .464 

 

First, they relied on the strategy of performance-oriented self-talk most 
frequently for good exam results. This prevalent exam-driven mentality is 
revealed in two students’ remarks: 

 
CET-6 grade is crucial in my job-hunting. To get a high grade in the exam is my final 

goal, and I remind myself of this goal to immediately refuel my desire to learn English 

when boredom or distractions occur. I have to persuade myself to learn English from 

time to time even if sometimes I don’t want to. (Student 2, personal communication, 

May 3, 2018) 

 
Frankly, I don’t like English at all, but I have to force myself to learn it for various 

exams, the final exam in this semester, for example. Perhaps due to parents’ or teachers’ 

emphasis on the importance of good grades since I went to school, I’m used to pursuing 

a high exam grade. For me, the higher, the better. Thus, I keep on learning English even 

though I’ve lost interest in it. (Student 5, personal communication, May 15, 2018) 
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Second, they employed the strategy of environmental structuring to eliminate 
all possible interruptions to good concentration. As Student 7 explained, 

 
Concentration is especially important in English study, which requires persistent efforts, 

so I hate anything that interrupts me when I am engaged in English study. If the 

surroundings are not quiet, I will move to an environment more suitable for English 

learning. (Student 7, personal communication, June 10, 2018) 

 
Third, they also frequently used the strategy of value enhancement. In their 

view, English learning could help them communicate with international students, 
engage in future subject teaching, or travel. As a student of history said, 

 
Children nowadays have a wider knowledge than before. I have to equip myself with 

knowledge of various subjects such as English although I will be a history teacher in the 

future. It’s a great idea to use English to improve the learning atmosphere in my history 

class. So I never abandon my English study. (Student 11, personal communication, July 

3, 2018) 

 
Finally, negative-based incentives were the least frequently used strategy. Most 

interviewees suggested that they would stick to their ways of learning because 
there was no pressure from classmates, nor parental concerns about their English 
learning probably, which was not a major degree course for them. Two quotes are 
revealing of these reasons. 
 

I seldom care about others’ opinions about my English. Besides, since we are all 

non-English majors and our English is at the same level, classmates rarely ridicule. 

(Student 7, personal communication, June10, 2018) 

 

My parents know little about English and they never give me pressure, so I’m seldom 

exposed to any negative emotion from them about my English study, such as 

disappointment. (Student 10, personal communication, June 20, 2018) 
 

Learner Differences in Gender, Specialty, and Grade 
 

It was found that both male and female groups exhibited low-to-medium use of 
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motivational strategies, with means ranging from 2.56 to 3.67. A significant 
difference applies to three strategies, i.e., interest enhancement (p = .028), 
emotion regulation (p = .019) and value enhancement (p = .031). Female students 
used emotion regulation and value enhancement more frequently, but interest 
enhancement less frequently than their male counterparts, as indicated in Tables 
4 and 5.  
 
Table 4  Statistics for Male and Female Students’ Motivational Regulation Strategies 

Strategy Gender n Mean Std. deviation Std. error mean 

Female 97 3.6856 .68111 .06916 
Performance-oriented self-talk 

Male 59 3.6525 .60710 .07904 
Female 97 3.2268 .79801 .08103 

Mastery-oriented self-talk 
Male 59 3.4407 .85266 .11101 

Female 97 2.9863 .84836 .08614 
Self-reward 

Male 59 2.9831 .92107 .11991 
Female 97 2.5463 .85009 .08631 

Negative-based incentive 
Male 59 2.4972 .73857 .09615 

Female 97 3.2356 .61688 .06263 
Metacognitive control 

Male 59 3.2033 .64556 .08405 
Female 97 2.6310 .75300 .07650 

Interest enhancement 
Male 59 2.9420 .65290 .08500 

Female 97 3.6938 .67989 .06903 
Emotion regulation 

Male 59 3.3136 .56016 .07293 
Female 97 3.5050 .87350 .08870 

Environmental structuring 
Male 59 3.4490 .69910 .09100 

Female 97 3.5340 .82950 .08420 
Value enhancement 

Male 59 3.2470 .74200 .09660 
Female 97 3.0893 .76606 .07778 

Help-seeking 
Male 59 3.1751 .76653 .09979 

Female 97 3.0309 .47307 .04803 
Total strategy use 

Male 59 3.1055 .44851 .05839 

 
Tables 6 and 7 indicate a medium level of motivational regulation strategies 

used by arts and science students (M = 3.0548/3.0670) with no significant 
difference between them. Both arts and science students used 
performance-oriented self-talk (M = 3.6900/3.6429) and environmental 
structuring (M = 3.5250/3.4110) most frequently, but rarely used negative-based 
incentive (M = 2.5100/2.5595), interest enhancement (M = 2.9120/2.8040), and 
self-reward (M = 2.9667/3.0176). 
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Table 5  Independent Samples t-Test for Gender Difference 

Levene’s test for equality of 
variances t-Test for equality of means 

Strategy 
F Sig. t df Sig. (2-tailed) 

Performance-oriented self-talk .145 .704 .306 154 .760 
Mastery-oriented self-talk .105 .747 −1.582 154 .116 
Self-reward .421 .518 .022 154 .982 
Negative-based incentive .770 .382 .368 154 .713 
Metacognitive control .142 .707 .311 154 .756 
Interest enhancement .824 .365 −.942 154 .028 
Emotion regulation 2.066 .153 .188 154 .019 
Environmental structuring 2.154 .144 .418 154 .677 
Value enhancement 2.597 .109 2.175 154 .031 
Help-seeking .367 .546 −.678 154 .499 
Total strategy use .572 .451 −.974 154 .332 

 
Table 6  Statistics for Arts and Science Students’ Motivational Regulation Strategies 

Strategy Specialty n Mean Std deviation Std. error mean 

Arts 100 3.6900 .65916 .06592 
Performance-oriented self-talk 

Science 56 3.6429 .64466 .08615 
Arts 100 3.3300 .81486 .08149 

Mastery-oriented self-talk 
Science 56 3.2679 .84323 .11268 

Arts 100 2.9667 .81581 .08158 
Self-reward 

Science 56 3.0176 .97529 .13033 
Arts 100 2.5100 .83074 .08307 

Negative-based incentive 
Science 56 2.5595 .77096 .10302 

Arts 100 3.2486 .63584 .06358 
Metacognitive control 

Science 56 3.1786 .61112 .08166 
Arts 100 2.9120 .73320 .07330 

Interest enhancement 
Science 56 2.8040 .68700 .09180 

Arts 100 3.2850 .62565 .06257 
Emotion regulation 

Science 56 3.3304 .65731 .08784 
Arts 100 3.5250 .79260 .07930 

Environmental structuring 
Science 56 3.4110 .84270 .11260 

Arts 100 3.3100 .85510 .08550 
Value enhancement 

Science 56 3.4380 .71390 .09540 
Arts 100 3.1333 .73855 .07385 

Help-seeking 
Science 56 3.1012 .81630 .10908 

Arts 100 3.0548 .45783 .04578 
Total strategy use 

Science 56 3.0670 .47864 .06396 



Examining Chinese EFL Postgraduates’ Motivational Regulation Strategies 263 

Table 7  Independent Samples t-Test for Students of Arts and Science 

 
Tables 8 and 9 demonstrate a medium to high level of use of the ten 

motivational regulation strategies (Grade 1 M = 2.67 to 3.85; Grade 2 M = 2.57 
to 3.50; Grade 3 M = 2.63 to 3.81). As Table 9 indicates, grade differences only 
apply to three strategies, i.e., performance-oriented self-talk, self-reward and 
value enhancement (p < .05). 
 
Table 8  Means of Motivational Regulation Strategies among Three Grades 

Strategy Grade n Mean 

Grade 1 52 3.85 

Grade 2 54 3.50 Performance-oriented 
self-talk 

Grade 3 50 3.81 

Grade 1 52 3.36 

Grade 2 54 3.29 Mastery-oriented self-talk 

Grade 3 50 3.37 

Grade 1 52 2.95 

Grade 2 54 2.78 Self-reward 

Grade 3 50 3.24 

Grade 1 52 2.67 

Grade 2 54 2.57 Negative-based incentive 

Grade 3 50 2.63 

(To be continued) 

Levene’s test for equality
of variances t-Test for Equality of Means 

Strategy 
F Sig. t df Sig. (2-tailed) 

Performance-oriented self-talk .039 .844 .432 154 .666 

Mastery-oriented self-talk .030 .862 .451 154 .652 

Self-reward 2.738 .100 −.350 154 .727 

Negative-based incentive .223 .638 −.366 154 .715 

Metacognitive control .281 .597 .669 154 .505 

Interest enhancement .213 .645 .906 154 .366 

Emotion regulation 1.129 .290 −.427 154 .670 

Environmental structuring 1.315 .253 .845 154 .400 

Value enhancement 5.498 .020 −.995 131.664 .321 

Help-seeking .623 .431 .251 154 .802 

Total strategy use .079 .779 −.157 154 .875 
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(Continued) 

Strategy Grade n Mean 

Grade 1 52 3.40 

Grade 2 54 3.21 Emotion regulation 

Grade 3 50 3.30 

Grade 1 52 3.56 

Grade 2 54 3.39 Environmental structuring 

Grade 3 50 3.51 

Grade 1 52 3.62 

Grade 2 54 3.31 Value enhancement 

Grade 3 50 3.66 

Grade 1 52 3.29 

Grade 2 54 3.00 Help-seeking 

Grade 3 50 3.19 

 
Table 9  Comparisons of Motivational Regulation Strategies between Three Grades 

95% CI Dependent 
variable (I) Grade (J) 

Grade
Mean 

difference (I-J)
Std. 

Error Sig. Lower 
bound 

Upper 
bound 

2 .34519* .12511 .035 −.0641 .55440 
1 

3 .03981 .12754 .952 −.3551 .27550 
1 −.34519* .12511 .035 −.5544 .06410 

2 
3 −.30500* .12638 .038 −.5974 .02740 
1 −.03981 .12754 .952 −.2755 .35510 

Performance- 
oriented 
self-talk 

3 
2 .30500* .12638 .038 −.0274 .59740 
2 −.02724 .16071 .986 −.4245 .37000 

1 
3 −.10558 .16383 .813 −.5105 .29940 
1 .02724 .16071 .986 −.3700 .42450 

2 
3 −.07833 .16233 .890 −.4796 .32290 
1 .10558 .16383 .813 −.2994 .51050 

Mastery- 
oriented 
self-talk 

3 
2 .07833 .16233 .890 −.3229 .47960 

2 .16477 .16682 .615 −.24760 .57714 
1 

3 −.29128 .17006 .234 −.71167 .12910 

1 −.16477 .16683 .615 −.57714 .24760 
2 

3 −.45605* .16851 .028 −.87260 −.03950 

1 .29128 .17006 .234 −.12910 .71167 

Self-reward 

3 
2 .45605* .16851 .028 .03950 .87260 

(To be continued) 
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(Continued) 
95% CI Dependent 

variable (I) Grade (J) 
Grade

Mean 
difference (I-J)

Std. 
Error Sig. Lower 

bound 
Upper 
bound 

2 −.09972 .15773 .819 −.48961 .29018 
1 

3 −.05897 .16080 .935 −.45645 .33850 

1 .09972 .15773 .819 −.29018 .48961 
2 

3 .04074 .15933 .968 −.35311 .43459 

1 .05897 .16080 .935 −.33850 .45645 

Negative-based 
incentive 

3 
2 −.04074 .15933 .968 −.43459 .35311 

2 .11121 .12075 .655 −.18728 .40970 
1 

3 −.14011 .12310 .525 −.44440 .16418 

1 −.11121 .12075 .655 −.40970 .18728 
2 

3 −.25132 .12198 .123 −.55284 .05019 

1 .14011 .12310 .525 −.16418 .44440 

Metacognitive 
control 

3 
2 .25132 .12198 .123 −.05019 .55284 

2 .09000 .13990 .813 −.25600 .43600 
1 

3 .08280 .14260 .845 −.27000 .43500 

1 −.09000 .13990 .813 −.43600 .25600 
2 

3 −.00730 .14130 .999 −.35700 .34200 

1 −.08280 .14260 .845 −.43500 .27000 

Interest 
enhancement 

3 
2 .00730 .14130 .999 −.34200 .35700 

2 .19071 .12331 .305 −.11410 .49550 
1 

3 .09904 .12570 .734 −.21170 .40980 

1 −.19071 .12331 .305 −.49550 .11410 
2 

3 −.09167 .12456 .763 −.39960 .21620 

1 −.09904 .12570 .734 −.40980 .21170 

Emotion 
regulation 

3 
2 .09167 .12456 .763 −.21620 .39960 

2 .16880 .15780 .565 −.22100 .55900 
1 

3 .04770 .16090 .957 −.35000 .44500 

1 −.16880 .15780 .565 −.55900 .22100 
2 

3 −.12110 .15940 .750 −.51500 .27300 

1 −.04770 .16090 .957 −.44500 .35000 

Environmental 
structuring 

3 
2 .12110 .15940 .750 −.27300 .51500 

(To be continued) 
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(Continued) 

95% CI Dependent 
variable (I) Grade (J) 

Grade
Mean 

difference (I-J)
Std. 
error Sig. Lower 

bound 
Upper 
bound 

2 .31440* .15650 .037 −.19300 .58100 
1 

3 −.04000 .15960 .975 −.15400 .63400 

1 −.31440* .15650 .037 −.58100 .19300 
2 

3 −.35460* .15810 .033 −.34500 .43600 

1 .04000 .15960 .975 −.63400 .15400 

Value 
enhancement 

3 
2 .35460* .15810 .033 −.43600 .34500 

2 .18590 .14857 .459 −.18135 .55314 
1 

3 −.00077 .15146 1.000 −.37515 .37361 

1 −.18590 .14857 .459 −.55314 .18135 
2 

3 −.18667 .15007 .463 −.55764 .18430 

1 .00077 .15146 1.000 −.37361 .37515 

Help-seeking 

3 
2 .18667 .15007 .463 −.18430 .55764 

2 .07999 .08975 .673 −.14188 .30185 
1 

3 −.08489 .09150 .651 −.31106 .14129 

1 −.07999 .08975 .673 −.30185 .14188 
2 

3 −.16487 .09066 .195 −.38898 .05924 

1 .08489 .09150 .651 −.14129 .31106 

Total strategy 
use 

3 
2 .16487 .09066 .195 −.05924 .38898 

Note. * p < .05. The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.  

 
Attributing Factors to Learner Differences in Gender, Specialty and Grade 
 
Interview data confirms that female students tend to vent their negative emotions 
to their friends. The male-female contrast is evident in the following quotes. 

 
Whenever I feel down in my English study, I always go to my friends and share my 

feelings with them until I feel good. Only after I regain a good mood can I continue. 

(Student 5, female, personal communication, July 15, 2018) 

 

I rarely consciously regulate my emotion in English learning. Even when I encounter 

some emotional problems, I seldom go to my friends for help. There is nothing serious, 
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and I can handle it myself. (Student 13, male, personal communication, July 3, 2018) 
 
Moreover, female students were more conscious of the value of English 

learning and felt more incentivized and engaged than male peers, as revealed 
below. 

 
Whether I should learn English does not depend on whether it is interesting. As long as I 

need to learn it, I will learn it continually and carefully. Now I am learning English every 

day in case of its future use. (Student 8, female, personal communication, July 3, 2018) 

 

I learn English only when I need it. I admit that English may be widely used in the future, 

but it is only “maybe” and “in the future.” I think it is related to my own personality to 

keep myself learning English, for I am a pragmatist who likes fun. (Student 12, male, 

personal communication, July 3, 2018) 
 
Notably, Grade 1 students were the most motivated and engaged, and also 

score-oriented, and tended to utilize performance-oriented self-talk. As Student 6 
in Grade 1 explained, “We have English classes once a week. I preview and 
review the lessons in time. It is miserable to cram before the final exam.” 
(personal communication, July 10, 2018). They frequently used the strategy of 
performance-oriented self-talk to achieve good exam grades for scholarship 
competitions. Grade 2 used the three strategies significantly less frequently 
compared with the other two grades, specifically their use of 
performance-oriented self-talk and value enhancement strategies (p < .05), and 
self-reward strategy significantly less than Grade 3 (p = .028 < .05). They 
stopped formal English learning as the English course was completed, which 
means EFL motivational regulation did not apply to them. 

It was also found that the self-reward strategy was the least used by 
postgraduates, as they considered themselves mature enough to rely on such an 
incentive. Grade 2 concentrated on their major courses, and felt the self-reward 
strategy was money-wasting. As Student 14 in Grade 2 said, 

 
I rarely force myself to continue learning English for any rewards. It’s ridiculous to 

reward myself one slap-up meal just for one more hour’s English learning. That’s also 

extravagant. (personal communication, July 3, 2018)  
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Grade 3 used the self-reward strategy more than the other two grades because 
their job-hunting made them realize the instrumental value of English more than 
the other two grades. As Student 15, Grade 3 acknowledged, “I will never touch 
English again except for in job-hunting. Many companies require English, thus 
good English, especially oral English means more employment opportunities.” 
(personal communication, July 3, 2018). They occasionally watched TV series or 
ate out to reward themselves for their hard work. 

Interview data reveals reasons for both arts and science students’ frequent use 
of performance-oriented self-talk and environmental structuring. As established 
strategies, performance-oriented self-talk was used to remind themselves of the 
importance of good English to stand bright development prospects. A Grade 3 
physics student was eager to study abroad. The application requirement for a 
good command of English sustained his English learning motivation until he 
obtained satisfactory English proficiency test results for his overseas study 
application.  

 
Since I entered my department, the staff always encouraged us to learn English well. 

They told us that English can help us spread our wings. So I worked very hard in English 

to get good TOEFL and GRE results to study abroad. I can relax a bit now. (Student 15, 

personal communication, July 3, 2018) 

 
Both groups of students had been used to learning English individually in a 

quiet place since their schooling, in particular English reading and listening. As a 
female education student said, 

 
For me, English learning always happens in a quiet environment on my own. I have kept 

this habit since my schooling. I can concentrate better free from disturbances. (Student 6, 

personal communication, July 10, 2018)  

Discussion 

The study reveals that non-English major postgraduates moderately used 
motivational regulation strategies with different frequencies. In general, there are 
no significant differences in terms of gender, specialty, and grade. However, a 
few differences are noteworthy.  
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Postgraduates’ General Moderate Motivational Regulation Strategy Use 
 

The study has revealed a broader array of motivational regulation strategies than 
previous studies. The postgraduates were generally inclined to use motivational 
regulation because they had gained considerable experience in their English 
study from kindergarten to higher education. However, their frequencies were 
medium, indicating that the participants were generally exam-focused English 
learners. Echoing previous research (e.g., Wolters & Benzon, 2013; Zhang & 
Zhang, 2013), the study highlights three more frequently used motivational 
regulation strategies, namely, performance-oriented self-talk, environmental 
structuring, and value enhancement; and the least frequently used strategy, i.e., 
negative-based incentive. Unlike undergraduates in some studies, who employed 
interest enhancement strategies to connect what they were learning to their 
personal interest (Teng & Zhang, 2016b; Zhang, 2008), the postgraduates 
frequently employed value enhancement. These more frequently used strategies 
are superficial learning strategies and unable to generate deep cognitive and 
metacognitive strategy usage. 

A fundamental reason may be their generally low intrinsic motivation for 
learning as non-English majors. Many students in teacher education universities 
come from economically less developed regions or rural areas in China, where 
the urban/rural disparity still pervades. As Dörnyei and Ushioda (2009) 
explained, Chinese EFL learners’ high motivation in the early years tends to 
decline in later years as academic demands increase and their progress is 
perceived to be limited. It can be assumed that the English proficiency and EFL 
motivations of postgraduates from such academic and social backgrounds were 
generally lower than their counterparts in more developed regions caused by the 
economic stratification, uneven resource allocations and social class factors (You 
& Dörnyei, 2016). For them, English tests serve as a stake in their employment 
prospects. Their promotional instrumentality has sprung from a Chinese society 
that values achievement and competition (e.g., Chen, Warden, & Chang, 2005; 
Yang & Gao, 2013), and points to a concern about the developmental costs 
behind Chinese students’ high test scores (Yu, Chen, Levesque-Bristol, & 
Vansteenkiste, 2016). The pragmatic students see language as a subject to be 
mastered for the purposes of exam success rather than a tool for communicating 
(Wong & Nunan, 2011; Zheng et al., 2018). As Dörrenbächer and Perels (2016) 
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suggested, social environments shape students’ cognitive and motivational 
orientations.  

 
Learner Differences in Postgraduates’ Motivational Regulation Strategy Use 

  
The general insignificant learner difference in the use of motivational regulation 
strategies is remarkable. The absence of general gender difference challenges a 
consensus in previous research (Li, 2014) that females generally exhibit more 
choice and higher frequency of learning strategies use. This feature confirms the 
view of Jo and Bouffard (2014) that the gender gap in self-consciousness and 
self-control ability may continually decrease and become non-significant over 
time. However, consistent with Vecchione, Alessandri, Barbaranelli, and 
Caprara’s (2012) depiction, significant gender differences in the three strategies 
(emotion regulation, value enhancement and interest enhancement) reveal female 
students’ higher sensitivity to emotions and interdependence than males (Henry, 
2010).  

A significant grade difference applied to the use of three strategies, i.e., 
performance-oriented self-talk, self-reward, and value enhancement. Echoing 
previous documentations (e.g., Huang, 2011), Grade 1, who had just passed the 
competitive postgraduate entry exams and faced the challenge of one year’s 
English learning, were the most exam- and score-oriented and thus most likely to 
utilize the strategy of performance-oriented self-talk for scholarship competitions. 
Grade 2 used all strategies least frequently probably because of having less 
pressure from exams or job quests. Grade 3 tended to use the strategy of value 
enhancement most frequently for imminent career prospects. These group 
differences highlight postgraduates’ high anxiety level induced by high-stakes 
exams and employment as a critical attribute. As Guo, Xu, and Liu (2018) 
revealed, high- and mild-anxiety groups of non-English-majoring undergraduates 
respectively used avoidance strategy and affective strategy most frequently. 

The postgraduates’ inherent lack of intrinsic motivation prompts deliberation 
by EFL teachers and language policy-makers on how to nurture learners’ intrinsic 
English learning motivations through curricular, instructional and assessment 
reforms. As Wolters and Benzon (2013) posit, students’ engagement in 
motivational regulation is a function of their existing motivational beliefs and 
attitudes. General English may not be able to develop students’ specialized 
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academic and professional orientations. On the other hand, inadequate 
knowledge of motivational regulation strategies stood out due to limited 
instruction and training. As Chi (2006) argued, more prior knowledge can save 
capacity for self-regulated learning. Such an issue points to a need for teacher 
support to enhance self-understanding of their motivational dispositions and 
learning behavior (Csizér & Magid, 2014) as future self-guides, which requires 
teachers’ morale and efforts to enhance the quality and quantity of students’ 
motivational regulatory strategies. A virtuous circle of interacting factors within 
the educational system needs to be developed gradually. 

Conclusions and Implications 

The study explored a group of Chinese non-English major postgraduates’ use of 
motivational regulation strategies. It was found that the students used a range of 
motivational regulation strategies in their English learning, but the overall 
strategy was at a moderate level. This reveals the students’ inherent lack of 
intrinsic EFL motivation persistently influenced by the backwash of the 
exam-oriented education system since their schooling. Therefore, the study 
suggests the need to train people in motivational regulation strategies to 
empower students to appropriately apply strategies to cope with motivational 
difficulties in their English learning process. Training needs to take account of 
individual differences associated with gender, specialty and grade.  

The study has implications for EFL policy making at institutional as well as 
national levels. Intrinsic motivations development rather than external incentives, 
for example, national language proficiency tests should be top agendas to 
cultivate students’ key competences through English learning experiences. At the 
policy level, English for specific (including academic) purposes may be worth 
trying to replace or supplement general English. Support infrastructure is 
desirable to promote teacher inquiries about the process of cultivating learner 
motivation and regulation strategies. Meanwhile, students need to be given 
opportunities to air their views about their English learning experiences. Their 
perspectives are likely to help enhance the English learning ecosystems, which 
may in turn enhance their learning motivations and regulation of motivational 
strategies, the ultimate goals of language learning. 

Several limitations of the study need to be acknowledged. First, students’ 
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English learning motivation level was ignored in the questionnaire, the absence 
of which has created difficulty in interpreting the results on the motivational 
regulation strategies. Additionally, the focus on a group of postgraduates in one 
university has limited generalization of the findings to other contexts. Lastly, 
given that motivation is a dynamic and complex construct, the study has only 
provided a snapshot of the respondents’ use of motivational regulation strategies 
at the time of the investigation. Longitudinal research is desirable that employs 
other more process-oriented measures and instruments (Pintrich, 2004), such as 
think-aloud protocols, stimulated recall procedures, or behavioral measures to 
capture the on-going dynamic processes of motivational self-regulation. Despite 
these pitfalls, the study has yielded context-specific results and insights to 
researchers, EFL teachers and students in other EFL contexts. 
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