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This study presents a new understanding of how adult students engage in the self-regulatory process. 

Based on the social cognitive model of self-regulated learning (SRL), a qualitative study was conducted to 

inductively explore the adult students’ self-regulatory process in online distance education (DE) courses. 

In addition to being registered as online DE students, all participants were purposively recruited to meet 

the age requirements of being 25-years and older and having a self-supporting job and/or key family 

involvements and responsibilities as adults.
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learning structure that allows the adult students to 

adult students in their academic studies have been 

as their study strategies were not only concentrated 
on their academic studies but tied to their adult 



online learning and distance education enrollment 

outcomes among online distance students (Artino, 

in the online distance learning setting. They also 

were mostly undergraduates in higher education 

courses in higher education, this current study was 

adult students who were learning in online distance 
education setting.

engagement and behaviors in the online distance 
environment. Previous research has demonstrated 

the learner, the learner’s behaviors, and the social 

in online situations” (¶ 11).

the strategies used by adult learners during their 



sections had identical content and course constructs. 

undergraduate students. However, the research 

studies in distance learning environments in the 

learning is done when learners evaluate their 



learning in online distance education courses. The 

Participants and Sampling

years or older, a registered undergraduate student 

in addition to their role as a college student.

and the humanities and majored in engineering, 

women studies, general education studies, and 

same university.

in their current lives.

Data Collection and Analysis



rubrics, and additional documents as voluntarily 

that the study met the quality, trustworthiness, 

themes across the dataset. The analysis was guided 

various data collected in this research. All three 
data sources were broadly reviewed in their entirety 
in order to organize, integrate, and streamline 

allowing other categories to emerge inductively 

As more data were brought in, the third stage 

and subcategories until data saturation was met. 

collected did not contribute to any new insights 

themes that tied all the categories and subcategories 

Researcher’s Positionality

Although the researcher was a graduate student 

varied designs and requirements in online distance 

themes.

Table 1. Adult Students’ Self-Regulatory Process When 
Learning In Online Distance Courses



regulatory actions when learning in these online 

Key Findings

when learning in an online distance course. The 

the various designs, resources, and requirements 
in the online distance education courses that they 

the learning management system, the designated 
assignments, and the course resources that were 

and managed their learning across the courses. 

The course that I was engaged in—there 
is no way to get through that class without 
doing the work [that was assigned] because 
every week we had to submit a map of our 
work and a report associated with it. It was 
very hands-on . . . And the other course, it’s 
just memorization. Just read and read and if 
you need to, read again. That’s what it came 
down to. That’s all you could do is read. We 
didn’t know of any resource [where] we 
could go and test our own knowledge . . . 
It got to the point where I would do [read] 
the PowerPoint, then rewrite it [the lecture 
notes], then reread it sometimes twice 
[before taking the exam].

shared how they triangulated and combined the 



give you all readings, which is hard.” Other students 

course instructors as gauged by these students. 

by communicating them directly to the class 
through the course syllabus and assignments or 
in more indirect ways, such as through the tone 
they set in their course syllabus and ongoing class 

on their emerging ability to recognize instructor 

Usually, as I got further along, I kind of 
knew what to expect from the instructor 
and what they wanted, so I’d pick out by 
4 or 5 weeks in what they really wanted us 
to know and focus on that and take notes 
on that or cover the PowerPoint on that . 
. . Some of it [knowing the expectation] is 
instinctual I think; some of it is you pick 
it up after a long time. You learn what 
teachers want; they all want certain things. 
It’s hard to explain because kind of the way 
they say things or the way certain things 
are emphasized.

that recognizing and meeting the instructor’s 

in determining how they navigated their online 
distance studies. They also adjusted their study 

when learning online.

integrating their adult roles while they concurrently 

As adult students, they characterized their 
concurrent and ongoing commitments as juggling 

suited their busy schedules. The asynchronous 

students to schedule their own classes or study 

to how they viewed themselves as students who 



struggles to remain engaged in juggling two or more 

daughter while also maintaining his ongoing online 

down to …”

studies was an advantage, but sometimes, it 

Every day I’d get up, do work out, come 
home, take a shower. My kids get up and 
my mom would come over [to babysit my 
children]. Then I’d go to work . . . During 
my lunch hour [at work], I’d do school 
work; watch lectures and take quizzes or 
read . . . Then I come home and somebody 
has to cook dinner . . . Then I help my older 
son with his homework or play with the 

younger one. Then put them to bed, and 
then I might have more school work to do.

on her study commitments but also on how she 

as an adult.

While creating a balanced routine involving 

Sometimes you don’t need to get an ‘A’ on 
every assignment . . . At certain times, I may 

for this test. Let me go ahead and have 
dinner with my wife or take my daughter to 
the playground. Just make sure you know 
what your priorities are. It can be both, but 
at different times and situations.

dilemmas in their studies, the students renegotiated 



adult students in their online distance studies, the 

to mitigate the stress and allow these students to 

on students’ activities and behaviors within a 

involvement in higher education and engagement 

concentrated on a single study activity or course. 

managing the varied course designs and meeting 

ways to manage and balance their varied academic 

Three other qualitative studies have also 

and continuous rather than clearly delineated into 



teachers (instructors). They distinguished three 

their learning goal or how they were going to teach 

by inquisitive behaviors to learn something in order 

these three studies shared a similar notion with 

studies discussed above, thus broadly suggests 

navigating their learning through the varied online 
course settings and requirements interwoven with 

they engaged in online learning also suggested a 

their online learning environment but their broader 

adults in their online distance courses. At the same 
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