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Developing Self-Regulated Learners 

Steve Graham, Karen R. Harris, and Robert Reid 

An important characteristic of human beings is our ability to understand and regulate 
our own behavior. Theologians, philosophers, and psychologists have long viewed self-con-
trol as a distinguishing characteristic of the human species, and for a variety of religious, po-
litical, philosophical, and practical reasons, the call to personally cultivate self-understanding 
and self-control has been sounded repeatedly throughout the ages (Zimmerman & Schunk, 
1989). The philosopher Aristotle, for instance, praised the virtues of self-awareness. Like-
wise, the notable American statesman and inventor Benjamin Franklin was a staunch propo-
nent of self-regulation. He used an assortment of self-regulation procedures in his own strug-
gles for self-improvement. At one point during his life, he defined 13 virtues (e.g., 
temperance, order) that he wished to develop, established the goal of increasing each virtue 
in tum during the space of a week, monitored instances of success and failure, and recorded 
the daily results. If, at the end of the week, no offenses were recorded against the virtue, he 
extended his goal to include the next virtue listed ( cf. Zimmerman & Schunk, 1989). 

Students with special needs can use the same types of self-regulation procedures to im-
prove their academic performance and interactions in social situations (cf. Gresham, 1985; 
Hallahan & Sapona, 1983; Harris, 1982; Harris & Graham, in press a). They can apply self-
regulation procedures such as goal setting, self-monitoring (which includes self-assessment 
and self-recording of performance), self-instructions, and contingent self-reinforcement to 
academic tasks. 

THE RATIONALE FOR SELF-REGULATION 

People use self-regulatory procedures such as goal setting, self-monitoring, and self-
evaluation to help them accomplish specific tasks. Just as self-regulation procedures such as 
goal setting can be used to organize a person's overall approach to a task, they also can play 
a contributing, but less persuasive, role in how a person accomplishes a task. Self-regulatory 
mechanisms often are combined (as basic building blocks), for instance, with other cognitive 
routines to form a program for accomplishing a specific task (Brown & Campione, 1981 ). 
Scardamalia and Bereiter ( 1985) suggested that in addition to contributing to the immediate 
accomplishment of a task, self-regulatory mechanisms can further contribute to development. 
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of the cognitive system. The use of self-assessment, for exam-
ple, generates information that may change how a person ap-
proaches a task. 

These uses of self-regulation can be illustrated further by 
examining several real-life examples. First, a runner we know 
uses goal setting to organize and direct her running program. 
She sets weekly distance goals, monitors her progress daily, 
and reinforces herself with praise or more concrete rewards 
when she meets her goals. Second, many children we have 
observed use self-regulation procedures in combination with 
task-specific cognitive strategies to help them accomplish 
academic assignments. To get ready for a spelling test, for in-
stance, one of our former students first did a self-test to deter-
mine which words he needed to study. He then studied these 
words using a specific word study strategy. During the course 
of study, he periodically reassessed his progress to determine 
when he knew the words well enough to earn a passing grade. 

Similarly, in our own program of research (see Graham, 
Harris, MacArthur, & Schwartz, 1991; Harris & Graham, in 
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press b ), we have taught students with learning disabilities 
(LD) how self-regulation procedures can help them better use 
the academic strategies they are acquiring. When teaching a 
strategy for writing, for instance, we encourage children to 
develop an inner dialogue (self-instructions) to guide how 
they apply the strategy. Moreover, we encourage students to 
set goals for using the strategy and monitoring its application. 
Combining these self-regulatory procedures with other strat-
egy instruction components contributes to students' learning 
and use of academic strategies (cf. Sawyer, Graham, & Har-
ris, 1991) and can result in changes in how students approach 
and view an academic task (Graham & Harris, in press). 

The self-regulatory mechanisms that children use can be 
fostered and improved through instruction (Harris, 1982; 
O'Leary & Dubey, 1979; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1985). This 
is especially important for students receiving special services. 
The problems that many students with special needs experi-

. ence are related in part to problems in the self-regulation of or-
ganized strategic behaviors (cf. Harris, 1982;Licht, 1983). 

The basic rationale for helping students with special needs 
learn to better use processes for self-regulating their behavior 
is to promote the development of self-regulated learners-
students who independently plan and self-regulate goal-di-
rected behaviors. Improving students' self-regulation abilities 
is important in academic settings for at least three reasons 
(Harris & Graham, in press b ). 

1. Learning to self-regulate their behaviors allows students 
to become more independent. In addition to the many 
positive benefits this creates for students, it also reduces 
demands on teacher time. 

2. Leaming to use self-regulation procedures often in-
creases students' level of task engagement; thus, in addi-
tion to facilitating learning, it may decrease disruptive or 
off-task behaviors. 

3. Perhaps most important, self-regulation techniques en-
able students to monitor and regulate their own aca-
demic perfonnance. 

In short, these procedures empower students. 
Four basic components of self-regulation are self-instruc-

tions, goal setting, self-monitoring, and self-reinforcement. 
Although each component is described separately here, they 
are closely related and can be used either independently or in 
combination. As mentioned, we use these same procedures as 
part of an instructional approach to help students with special 
needs develop academic strategies. We refer to this approach 
to strategy instruction as "self-regulated strategy develop-



ment" and direct the reader who would like more information 
to Graham and Harris ( 1987); Graham, Harris, and Sawyer 
(1987); and Harris and Graham (in press a, in press b). 

SELF-INSTRUCTIONS 

Self-instructions involve speaking to ourselves to direct or 
regulate our behavior. This self-directing dialogue may be 
overt (spoken aloud) or covert (inside the mind). When writ-
ing, for example, authors constantly talk to themselves (either 
overtly or covertly). Some of this personal dialogue involves 
rehearsing or fine-tuning what they intend to say. Other parts 
of this dialogue are aimed at orienting, organizing, and struc-
turing writers' composing behaviors. This self-speech (or pri-
vate speech) is not intended for communication with others; it 
is directed to the self and is used to drive what the writer does. 

Development of self-speech during early childhood is 
thought to be critical in the development of self-regulated be-
havior. According to Vygotsky (1934/1962), even toddlers' 
early egocentric speech may be a nascent form of self-regula-
tion. Meichenbaum and Goodman (1979) noted that young chil-
dren's egocentric speech can act as a self-command, as a rein-
forcer, or as an aid to mark the rhythm of an action. As children 
grow and develop, they gradually become able to use self-
speech to consciously understand situations, to focus on prob-
lems, and to surmount difficulties (Harris, 1990; Zivin, 1979). 

Overt self-speech typically increases until about age 7 (Fu-
son, 1979; Vygotsky, 1934, 1962). It then decreases until, by 
ages 8 to 10, it becomes primarily covert as the child's cogni-
tive capabilities increase and he or she is aware that speaking 
aloud in the presence of others is not socially acceptable. This 
process may be delayed in some children, including those with 
learning problems (cf. Zivin, 1979). This covert self-speech is 
viewed as the immediate precursor to "pure thought." 

Students can use self-speech or self-instructions in a vari-
ety of ways to strengthen their performance in academic situ-
ations. Self-instructions can help them understand the nature 
and demands of an academic assignment or problem; produce 
effective, relevant, ·. and efficient strategies for accomplishing 
tasks; and monitor the use and effectiveness of these strate-
gies. As other applications self-instructions in the classroom 
can be used to: 

- direct attention to salient events, stimuli, or aspects of a 
problem. 

- interpret or control automatic or impulsive responses. 
- create and select among alternative actions. 
- focus students' thinking. 
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- aid memory for steps and procedures. 
- direct the execution of a sequence of actions or steps. 
- cope with anxiety, frustration, or other emotional reactions. 
- spell out criteria for success. 

In addition, self-instructions can improve task orientation 
(resulting in a more positive approach to academic tasks), in-
crease and maintain on-task behaviors (through increasing the 
amount of engaged time), and provide means for dealing with 
situations involving success or failure (Harris, 1982, 1990; 
Harris & Graham, in press a). 

To illustrate how self-instructions (and a few other self-
regulation techniques you will encounter later) might work, 
imagine an experienced teacher beginning to plan a lesson. 
Because she is experienced, she has little need for self-speech 
as she gets ready to plan. As she begins the planning process, 
she engages in self-speech as well as other cognitive pro-
cesses: imagining, anticipating, and self-monitoring. Her in-
ternal dialogue might go like this: "What's the point of this 
lesson? Okay, I want them to understand how to solve this 
kind of word problem." As she works, her internal dialogue 
consists of abbreviated messages to herself such as, "They 
might not be able to do ... ," "Maybe this would be better," 
"Last year this worked pretty well." These routine steps usu-
ally are taken care of with little or no self-speech. 

When encountering a problem, however, the amount of 
self-speech increases, resulting in statements such as, "How 
am I going to teach them this concept?" As she begins to 
work on the problem, she finds herself muttering out loud, 
'No, no, no, that just won't work." Evaluating students' antic-
ipated responses, she decides, "This is too difficult, I need a 
much clearer example to illustrate this point." As she contin-
ues planning, she might make the following self-reinforce-
ment and self-evaluation statements to herself: "That's it!"; 
"This is going to be a great lesson." As time passes, she 
reaches the point at which she becomes fatigued and is 
tempted to stop. Coping messages help her stay on-task and 
meet the goal she set to finish the lesson plan: "I can do this if 
I just keep at it. Then I can relax and it won't bother me later 
and I can enjoy the rest of the evening." 

Forms and Levels of Self-Instruction 
Teachers can help students learn to use at least six different 

forms of self-instructions (each of which can be used at two 
different levels) (Harris & Graham, in press a; Meichenbaum, 
1977). Table 1 provides examples of each form and level. The 
self-instructions illustrated can help students comprehend the 
nature of the task or problem they are trying to solve, produce 
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TABLE 1 
The Basic Forms of Self-Instructions, with Examples 

Forms of Self-Instruction 

1. Problem Definition (Sizing up the 
nature and demands of the task) 

2. Focusing Attention and Planning 
(attending to the task at hand and 
generating a plan) 

3. Strategy ( engaging and implementing 
strategies) 

4. Self-Evaluating and Error Correcting 
( evaluating performance, catching 
and correcting errors) 

5. Coping and Self-Control 
(subsuming difficulties or failures and 
dealing with forms of arousal) 

6. Self-Reinforcement (providing reward) 

Examples 

What is it I have to do here? 
What am I up to? 
What is my first step? 

I have to concentrate, be careful ... think of the steps. 
To do this right, I have to make a plan. 
First I need to ... , then ... 

First I will write-brainstorm as many ideas as I can. 
The first step in writing an essay is ... 
My goals for this essay are ... ; I will self-record on ... 

Oops, I missed one; that's okay-I can revise. 
Am I following my plan? 

Don't worry-worry doesn't help. 
It's okay to feel a little anxious; a little anxiety can help. 
I'm not going to get mad; mad makes me do bad. 
I need to go slow and take my time. 

I'm getting better at this. 
Wait 'til my teacher reads this! 
Hooray-I'm done! 

Source: Adapted from Helping Young Writers Master the Craft: Strategy Instruction and Self-Regulation in the Writing Process by K. R. 
Harris and S. Graham, in press, Cambridge, MA: Brookline Books. Reprinted by permission. 

strategies for tackling the problem, use the strategies gener-
ated to mediate behavior directly and effectively, evaluate and 
modify strategies and performance as needed, increase inde-
pendence, and improve generalization and maintenance of 
strategic performance. Depending upon the task or problem, 
students might use any or all of the forms and levels of the 
self-instructions illustrated. 

2. Focusing attention and planning. As the name implies, 
these statements help students focus on the task at hand 
and create a plan of action ( e.g., choosing a strategy or 
determining appropriate steps to solve a problem). Here, 
a student's personal dialogue might include, "Before I 
start writing, I'll find the plot, character, and setting and 
make notes about each." 

Forms of Self-Instruction 

1. Problem definition statements. These require students to 
ascertain the nature of the task and what is required to ac-
complish it. One way to do this is self-questioning ( cf. 
Wong & Jones, 1982). Students ask themselves questions 
about the task and, in answering, provide possible solu- .. 
tions. A student might ask, "What do I need to do here? I 
need to write a report about the book I read;· I need to re-
member to include the plot, character, and setting." . 

3. Strategy statements. Strategy statements help students 
engage and implement task-relevant or self-regulation 
strategies. An example might be, "I'll use my writing 
strategy: TAP and count. TAP means I need to consider 
my topic, audience, and purpose. Count means I have to 
think about the parts of what I'm going to write." 

4. Self-evaluation and error correction statements. This 
type of statement helps students evaluate their progress 
and detect and correct errors. An example could be, 
"Let's see, did I include plot, character, and setting? 
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Oops, I forgot setting. That's okay; I can revise." formulation. Self-statements should be in the students' own 
5. Coping and self-control statements help students sur- words. Student-created self-statements are preferable to those 

mount difficulties or failures. These also can be used to developed by the teacher. When our students have devised 
deal with stress, anxiety, anger, frustration, or other feel- self-statements, they generally have used categories such as 
ings that interfere with performance. An older student "things to help me get going" (problem definition and focus-
confronted with a difficult task might say, "Okay, this ing and planning self-instructions might be used here) and 
isn't rocket science; I can do this," helping the student "what I say when I'm finished" (self-reinforcement and self-
deal with fear of failure. Another example of coping and - __,evaluation and error correction could come into play here). 
self-control statements is, "It's okay if I make a mistake; Usually, starting with a single type of self-instruction that 
I can correct it later." fits a child's specific need is best. Using too many types of 

self-instructions all at once or too quickly may cause students 
6. Self-reinforcement. These statements are used to reward b f d h 1 d Af d h 

progress, cope with problems, or increase persistence. to ecome con use or overw e me . ter stu ents ave 
grown accustomed to a particular form of self-instruction, 

Self-reinforcement statements include, "Good job" and new ones can be added. We have found that students with se-
"I' m making progress." Other examples of self-rein-
forcement statements are: vere learning problems can quickly master self-instructions, 

and are soon ready to expand their repertoire (Harris & Gra-

Awesome! 
That was my best job! 

Wonderful! 
Outstanding! 

Splendid! 
Fantastic job! 

Excellent! 
Keep up the good work! 

Wow! 
Terrific! 
Great! 

Nice job! 
Well done! 
Good job! 

Terrific! 
Super! 

I'm a genius! 

When working with students, teachers need not worry 
about or label what category a self-statement fits into. Instead, 
they should focus on helping students decide what types of 
self-statements will aid them, and assist if necessary in their 

ham, in press a). 

Levels of Self-Instruction 
Self-instructions can occur at two levels: (a) task-approach 

and (b) task-specific. Task-approach statements are appropri-
ate for a wide variety of problems and situations. Task-ap-
proach statements often serve metacognitive functions, as they 
increase students' awareness and control of their own cogni-
tive functioning. These global statements may be particularly 
useful in helping students generalize self-regulated behavior to 
other settings or tasks. The statement, "What do I need to do 
here?" is a problem definition statement at the task-approach 
level. Conversely, the self-statement, "I need to write down 
the stei s in my spelling strategy" is a problem definition state-
ment at the task-specific level. Task-specific statements are 
more helpful in improving performance on a given task but 
they typically have little potential for generalizability. 

At present, it is not known if any of the six forms of self-in-
structions (at either level) is more effective than the others. We 
do not believe this is a critical issue for classroom practice, 
however. Students should simply be encouraged to develop 
self-instructions that meet their needs, regardless of the form 
or level. Teachers should concentrate on helping students gen-
erate both task-approach and task-specific self-instructions. 

Teaching Students to Use Self-Instructions 
A puzzle was rigged (it could not be successfully com-

pleted) to study the private speech of children with and with-
out learning problems (Harris, 1986a). As expected, the nor-
mally achieving children used a number of strategies to try to 
complete the puzzle, and they produced a sizable amount of 
relevant, helpful self-speech. The children with learning prob-
lems, on the other hand, typically did not approach the task 
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strategically and used irrelevant self-statements, many of 
which were negative. Examples of children using irrelevant 
self-statements included one girl who talked at length about 
what she would do at her Brownies meeting (which wouldn't 
take place for another 4 days), and a boy who sang a song 
about taking a trip to Idaho. Negative statements included "I 
hate puzzles" and "I'm no good at puzzles." Most of the stu-
dents with LD stopped trying to work the puzzle before ever 
reaching the rigged piece. 

Toward the end of the study, an adorable young man with a 
crewcut and horn-rimmed glasses, wearing a coat and bow 
tie, came to work on the puzzle. After explaining the task, the 
student was asked to complete the puzzle and then went to the 
other · end of the room. Things appeared to be going as .· they 
had with the other students with LD. The student seemed to 
become frustrated quickly~ Just when he seemed about to 
quit, however, he pushed himself back from the table, folded 
his hands in his lap, took a deep breath, and chanted, "I'm not 
going to get mad; mad makes me do bad." The "Little Profes-
sor" used the same self-instruction many times while working 
on the puzzle. He was able to . fit more pieces and persisted 
longer than any of the other children with learning problems. 

Curious as to how the little boy had come to use self-
speech in this way, his teacher was contacted. The teacher, 
who was not familiar with the term self-speech or research in 
this area, simply believed that what we say to ourselves af-
fects what we do. During weekly class meetings students 
helped one another identify problem areas and develop self-
statements to deal with their problems. The Little Professor 
had identified getting mad as a problem that had prevented 
him from doing his best. Together, the class had worked out 
the procedure of his pushing back his chair, taking a deep 
breath, folding his hands, and using the self-statement. The 
teacher initially had helped by explaining the rationale for 
self-instructions, helping the students develop their own self-
instructions, modeling their use, and cuing students when the 
self-statement was appropriate. The Little Professor obviously 
had mastered use of this self-statement-including being able 
to generalize its use across settings. 

Teaching students to use self-instructions usually is done in 
much the same way as it was by the Little Professor's teacher. 
First the teacher and student(s) discuss the importance of 
what we say to ourselves and how the things we say can hurt 
or help us. Many of our students report primarily the sponta-
neous use of negative self-speech, of which they readily offer 
examples. Next the teacher assists students in developing 
meaningful self-instructions ·in their own words. Seeing 
someone else (preferably a peer) successfully use self-instruc-
tions (modeling) is a critical component in the learning pro-

cess. One effective technique is for teacher and student to 
model and share, both formally and informally, how self-in-
structions can be used in given situations or for specific tasks. 
After self-statements have been determined, students are 
prompted and assisted in the use of the statements as neces-
sary. This assistance is gradually faded as the students be-
come more able to use the self-instructions appropriately and 
independently. 

The teacher and students should regularly and collabora-
tively evaluate the efficiency and effectiveness of the self-in-
structions learned. If a student has stopped using self-instruc-
tions, the teacher should ascertain why. In some instances 
students may need only a reminder to remember to use their 
self-statements or may need to make a slight change in their 
self-statements. In other cases a more extended booster ses-
sion may be necessary. Self-instructions may have to be re-
modeled, and procedures for prompting their use might have 
to be reinstated. 

Students can use self-instructions alone or can combine 
these with other self-regulation techniques such as goal set-
ting, self-monitoring, and self-reinforcement. Students with 
more severe learning problems may profit from gradually 
learning multiple self-regulation procedures. Students who 
are already using effective self-regulation strategies may not 
require help in this area, or they may profit from developing 
one or two new self-regulation strategies. 

Practical Tips 
Self-instructions generally are most effective when they are 

matched to the student's verbal type and language level. As 
mentioned, students' self-instructions should be in their own 
words. Although a teacher may initially model a self-instruc-
tion or a set of self-instructions, students should individually 
choose the wording of their own self-instructions. Also, if a 
student decides on a statement created by another student, the 
teacher should make sure the statement is meaningful and ap-
propriate for the second student. Self-instructions that stu-
dents do not truly understand and feel comfortable with will 
do little good. Finally, students typically abbreviate or modify 
their self-instructions over time. This is desirable as long as 
the self-instructions continue to work, but sometimes changes 
in self-instructions lessen their effectiveness or subvert their 
purpose. Teachers should be alert to this possibility. 

When teaching self-instructions, the teacher has to be en-
thusiastic and modeling has to be done with appropriate 
phrasing and inflection. Self instructions cannot be taught in 
a mechanical, rote-learning fashion. The student must be an 

· active participant and collaborator in the design, implementa-
tion, and evaluation of self-instructions. The student should 



not be viewed as merely a passive recipient. Moreover, the 
model (whether the teacher or a peer) must have a positive, 
favorable relationship with the student. Self-instructions can 
be modeled on an impromptu basis and in informal situations 
such as games, discussions, and other everyday occurrences. 
Even though live models are preferable, other alternatives, 
such as cartoon characters and drawings, have been success-
ful aids. Written lists of statements, tape-recorded statements, 
and videotaped models also have been used effectively. 

Another useful technique is to ask the target student to be a 
model for other students. This gives the target student an extra 
incentive to learn to use self-instructions. Videotaping students 
saying their self-instructions also can be motivational. One 
teacher we know rewards students for mastering self-instruc-
tions by videotaping them as they apply what they have learned. 
These videotapes are used later to show other students how self-
statements can be employed and facilitate performance. 

Students have to realize that there is a connection between 
self-instructions and actions. Students need to know that merely 
saying the right things without doing the action or task will not 
likely be effective. If students have a great deal of difficulty 
achieving correspondence between saying and doing, their self-
instructions may be too difficult or inappropriate. Teachers 
should be sensitive to the possibility that some students may 
need help in developing the connection between self-instruc-
tions and the behavior or cognition they are meant to affect. 

Older students, who are more aware that talking to oneself 
is viewed as embarrassing or inappropriate, sometimes resist 
overt verbalizations. Students should not be forced to use 
overt verbalizations ( or any kind of self-regulation proce-
dures for that matter). Nevertheless, some techniques can be 
employed to circumvent this. One successful tactic with 
older students is to present self-instructions as "thinking out 
loud" rather than "talking to yourself out loud" and stressing 
that the overt use of self-instructions will be temporary. 
Group discussions in which individuals, including adults, 
share how they use self-speech both overtly and covertly can 
also help. Another tactic is to explain to students that hearing 
them use the self-instructions is necessary initially to be sure 
they are doing this appropriately. Students need to be told 
that their eventual goal is to use the ·self-instructions covertly 
and that they can progress to this stage quite quickly. If a stu-
dent continues to be reluctant about overt self-instructions, 
allow that student to practice away from other students who 
might overhear, or let the student speak into a microphone 
(students usually see this as different from talking out loud to 
themselves). 

Self-instructions appropriate to students' needs and charac-
teristics (including language and cognitive capacity) and the 
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task at hand rarely interfere with performance. Overt verbal-
izations, however, can interfere with behaviors that are timed, 
occur quickly, require reflexive reactions, or involve complex 
processing (Harris & Graham, in press a; Zivin, 1979). For ex-
ample, we have found that complex self-instructions are cum-
bersome for many young children who are learning to print 
(Graham, 1983). Self-instructions should be evaluated care-
fully by the student and the teacher alike to ensure that they 
are both appropriate and do not interfere with performance. 

GOAL SETTING 

Goal setting provides a useful heuristic for attacking many 
educational difficulties. For instance, a student writing a term 
paper for a history class might decide to write a paper on 
Abraham Lincoln that will be 10 pages long, focus on the 
Civil War, and receive at least a "B" grade. The student might 
further operationalize some of these criteria by developing a 
practical plan that specifies a sequence of actions for attaining 
goals: "I'll get two books on Lincoln, read them to locate im-
portant events and information, make a tentative decision 
about what to include in the paper, and keep track of how 
many pages I write." While carrying out the assignment, the 
student might also periodically assess if the plan and goals are 
working out. If they are not, the student might decide to rede-
fine the initial plans or a specific goal: "I can't cover all of this 
in 10 pages, so I'll make the paper a couple of pages longer." 

In real life, the process of goal setting is not always this neat, 
nor are the goals always so clear-cut. Nevertheless, heuristics 
such as goal setting give learners a means for making a com-
plex problem such as writing a term paper more manageable 
and less threatening (Graham, MacArthur, Schwartz, & Voth, 
in press). In examining goal setting, we first consider how the 
act of setting goals can facilitate performance. 

Dimensions of Goal Setting 
Across a diverse range of tasks from increasing productiv-

ity to losing weight, goal setting has been shown to be an ex-
tremely powerful tool (Johnson & Graham, 1990; Locke, 
Shaw, Saari, & Latham, 1981). One reason goal setting is so 
effective is that goals work to enhance motivation. The antici-
pated satisfaction and desire of attaining a goal provides an 
incentive to mobilize and sustain effort until the goal is 
reached or exceeded. Goal setting is also effective because 
goals focus attention on what has to be accomplished and fos-
ter the development of a plan of action for obtaining the de-
sired results. 

Goals further serve an informational function by allowing a 
_person to compare present performance against the standard 
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embodied in the goal (Bandura & Schunk, 1977; Schunk, 
1985). Noting progress in obtaining a desired goal can boost 
one's personal sense of efficacy, which in tum can increase 
motivation ,for accomplishing the goal. For school-age chil-
dren, goal setting can lead to increased task engagement, 
faster learning, and a heightened sense of personal accom-
plishment (Schunk, 1985, 1989). 

Goal Properties 
Goals exert their effects through their properties (Schunk, 

1989). Three properties that are especially critical are speci-
ficity, difficulty, and proximity. 

Specificity 
Goals should supply a clear and specific standard for per-

formance. For instance, a goal such as "Write a paper citing 
20 references" will elicit better performance than a vague 
goal such as "Do some referencing" or no goal at all (Latham 
& Yuki, 1975). Specific goals give students a clear indication 
of what is required. This makes it easier for them to plan and 
assess their progress. 

Difficulty 
Goal· difficulty refers to how challenging a goal is for a 

specific person. Challenging goals lead to better performance 
than easy goals; goals that can be achieved with little or no ef-
fort provide little incentive to mobilize effort or resources 
(Johnson & Graham, 1990). As Masters, Furman, and Barden 
(1977) accurately noted, "Any standard provides an incentive 
for improvement only until it is reached" (p. 218). A caveat, 
however, is in order. More difficult goals can lead to better 
performance only with both a commitment to obtaining the 
goal and the ability to achieve the goal. 

Proximity 
Goals also may differ in proximity. Proximal goals are 

near at hand and can be completed quickly (e.g., "Do ten al-
gebra problems before the end of class today"). In contrast, 
distal goals can be completed only in the future ( e.g., "Make 
a detailed observation of the mating patterns of the common 
sparrow"). Proximal goals produce higher levels of perfor-
mance than do distal goals (Bandura & Simon, 1977). Distal 
goals are often too far removed in time to stimulate a person 
to mobilize resources in the here and now. We have all put off 
distal tasks (such as that term paper) until the last minute. 

In summary, goals that are specific and challenging are su-
perior to goals that are vague and easy. Furthermore, goals 
that can be accomplished more immediately (proximal goals) 
are superior to goals that can be accomplished only in the 
long term (distal goals). 

Other Factors 
Successful goal setting also depends on a number of other 

factors. Two of these are feedback and participation in setting 
goals. 

Feedback 
Of particular importance is knowledge about how good a 

job one is doing in achieving the desired goals. Successful 
goal setting is dependent on feedback or knowledge of results 
(Locke et al., 1981). Feedback influences performance by cu-
ing individuals to increase effort when progress is lagging, to 
reset easy goals to more challenging ones, and to establish 
new goals when they have accomplished old ones. Timely 
and frequent feedback is especially helpful because it encour-
ages evaluation and control of behaviors proactively. For chil-
dren, feedback can be obtained from teachers or peers, or 
through self-assessments. Obviously, students will be more 
successful in evaluating their progress when goals are explicit 
and easily measured. 

Participative Goal Setting 
Who creates or sets the goals also can influence the power 

of goal setting. Goals can be assigned by the teacher, deter-
mined by the student, or participative. Participative goals in-
volve both the teacher and student in developing or selecting 
goals. Having a student choose one or more from a set of goals 
conjointly developed by the teacher and the student is one ex-
ample of participative goal setting. Participative goals should 
be emphasized initially, as many students (especially young 
children and students with learning problems) have difficulty 
setting reasonable and realistic goals for themselves (Graham 
& Harris, 1989). Thus, if possible, teachers should resist the 
temptation to provide students with desirable goals. Instead, 
teachers should involve students in the goal-setting process, as 
this leads to higher levels of commitment to achieve goals and 
a sense of ownership (Locke et al., 1981). Regardless of the 
approach, the teacher's ultimate objective is to have students 
establish their own goals independently. 

In participative goal setting, teachers need to be sensitive to 
the match between goal selection and the individual student's 
ability to accomplish ( or approach for accomplishing) se-
lected goals. If selected goals repeatedly exceed a student's 
capabilities, the effectiveness of goal setting will be seriously 
undermined, possibly leading the student to devalue the goal-
setting process. Mismatch between capabilities and goal diffi-
culty can be mediated by helping students develop or access 
effective strategies for accomplishing the desired objective. 

Obviously, acceptance of a goal and commitment to attain it 
are critical to the success of the goal-setting process. One way 



in which teachers can foster goal acceptance and commitment 
is by being supportive. Teachers should attend closely to stu-
dents' opinions and feelings about goals, encourage questions, 
and query students on the actions they might perform to meet 
goals. Goals are also more likely to be accepted if they are per-
ceived as being valuable. Unfortunately, for many students 
with special needs, academic goals often do not meet this cri-
terion. One way to make academic goals more valuable to 
these students is to link accomplishment to an external rein-
forcer such as 15 minutes of free time. (Before using external 
rewards, however, we recommend that you consider the self-
reinforcement procedures discussed later in this article.) Noth-
ing works like success. Students who have a history of suc-
cessfully meeting their goals are more likely to have the 
confidence to set and achieve even more demanding goals. 

SELF-MONITORING 

Self-monitoring occurs when a student determines whether 
a target behavior has or has not occurred and then records the 
result in some way (Nelson, 1977; O'Leary & Dubey, 1979). 
Thus, by definition, self-monitoring contains two compo-
nents: (a) self-assessment and (b) self-recording. Determining 
whether a behavior has or has not occurred is self-assessment. 
Students may self-assess many aspects of a specific behavior 
(e.g., occurrence, duration, intensity, frequency). Although 
self-assessment can be done alone, it works best for most stu-
dents in combination with self-recording (Harris & Graham, 
in press a). Because of this synergy, we will discuss self-mon-
itoring as involving both self-assessment and self-recording. 
In practice, once students become adept at self-monitoring, 
they may choose to use self-assessment alone; however, self-
recording necessarily involves appraisal and thus will always 
be used in combination with self-assessment. 

Self-Assessment 
Self-assessment requires students to be "observers" of their 

own behaviors or cognitions. What can be self-monitored is 
not limited just to overt behaviors. For example, students 
might ask themselves whether they were paying attention dur-
ing seatwork activity or they might count how many times 
they mentally rehearsed specific facts and generalizations for 
an upcoming test. 

Because self-assessment prompts students to compare their 
performance to a criterion for acceptable performance, it is 
often a good idea (at least initially) to help students spell out 
the standards that constitute acceptable performance ("I am 
on-task when I am ------ ; or "I have completed a 
spelling practice when I correctly write my word without 
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looking at my list"). Even more important, the task or proce-
dure chosen for self-assessment should be meaningful to the 
student and realistic in terms of his or her abilities. 

Because the basic goal for any self-regulation procedure is 
independent performance, students need to learn how to di-
rect and manage their own self-assessments. Therefore, all 
self-assessment procedures must be appropriate to the stu-
dent's functional or developmental level, or the teacher 
should provide support and assistance until the student can 
conduct the self-assessments independently. When providing 
support, the teacher should remember not to co-opt the self-
assessment process; the "self' is the central component in 
self-monitoring. 

An example of teacher support gathered from our own 
field experience involves students who self-assessed the num-
ber of times they correctly practiced a spelling word during a 
study period. As students used this procedure, the number of 
times they correctly practiced spelling words increased. One 
student, however, started having some difficulty in applying 
the procedure, as she had trouble counting past 50 and was 
completing many more practices than this. Rather than count-
ing for her, which would possibly subvert the process, the 
teacher gave her paper with consecutively numbered slots for 
each practice response. When using the paper, the student 
was directed to mark out any incorrect response as it occurred 
and not to proceed to the next slot until she had substituted a 
correct response. When the student was finished studying, she 
simply determined what number she had stopped at and 
recorded this number on her graph. 

Finally, even though students can self-assess many facets 
of performance, it is usually best to begin with one aspect that 
is well within the student's capabilities. Additional elements 
can be addressed following improvement in the initial area. 
Goal setting can play a role in this process. If goals have been 
set previousy, either the goals themselves or the procedures 
used to attain the goals can be self-assessed, with the criteria 
for acceptable performance stated in the goal. For example, a 
student might set a goal of reading 20 pages of an assigned 
book each day until finishing the book. The student could 
then self-assess the number of pages read each day until the 
terminal goal was met. 

Self-Recording 
Self-recording involves writing down the results of the as-

sessment. Individual tally sheets, charts, or graphs are fre-
quently used for self-recording. Because these media present 
a visual record of students' performance over time and allow 
them to see their progress graphically, students often find 
them to be highly motivating (Reid & Harris, 1989). Interest-
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Fill in the number of describing words you used in your story. 

FIGURE 1 
Example of a simple recording graph. 

Source: Adapted from Helping Young Writers Master the Craft: Strategy Instruction and Self-Regulation in the Writing Process by K. R. 
Harris and S. Graham, in press, Cambridge, MA: Brookline Books. Reprinted by permission. 



11 

140 140 140 140 140 

130 130 130 130 130 

120 120 120 120 120 

110 110 110 110 110 

100 100 100 100 100 

90 90 90 90 90 

80 80 80 80 80 
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Date 
FIii In the number of problems you did correctly on the graph. 

FIGURE 2 
Example of a recording system using rockets. 

Source: Adapted from Helping Young Writers Master the Craft: Strategy Instruction and Self-Regulation in the Writing Process by K. R. 
Harris and S. Graham, in press, Cambridge, MA: Brookline Books. Reprinted by permission. 

ingly, the use of graphs often results in spontaneous, un-
prompted goal setting. Self-recording graphs also may stimu-
late students to exceed previous performance levels. Sample 
self-recording graphs are shown in Figures 1 and 2. 

Teaching Self-Monitoring to Students 
Teaching students to self-monitor is straightforward. It of-

ten can be accomplished in only 15-30 minutes. After this 

initial instruction, students typically can use self-monitoring 
independently. The steps in teaching students to self-monitor 
are grounded empirically in research in both self-monitoring 
and cognition (e.g., Hallahan & S~pona, 1983; Harris, 1986b; 
Mahoney & Thoresen, 1974; Reid & Harris, 1989). The steps 
presented should serve as a guide and are intended to be flexi-
ble. They should be modified as necessary to meet the needs 
of the teacher and the learner. 
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Step 1. The first step involves detennining and explicitly 
defining the target behavior the student will self-monitor. The 
target behavior ("behavior" is used broadly here; targets 
could be feelings, thoughts, academic products, processes for 
achieving a goal, etc.) or event should be defined clearly and 
precisely and must be easily understood by the student. For 
example, "doing good in math" might be a student's goal, but 
this would be nearly impossible for the student to self-moni-
tor. More realistically, the student might monitor how many 
arithmetic problems were completed correctly during seat-
work activities or on homework assignments and self-record 
the results using a graph such as the one shown in Figure 2. 
The student must be able to independently evaluate and self-
record the behavior or event chosen for self-monitoring. The 
efficacy of self-monitoring may be reduced greatly if the stu-
dent cannot independently self-assess the target behavior. 

It is preferable for the teacher and the student to collabora-
tively detennine target behaviors, define criteria, and estab-
lish monitoring and recording procedures. Although collabo-
ration is generally preferable, in some instances the instructor 
may need to determine and define target behaviors and proce-
dures prior to meeting with the student. The following steps 
should be followed and the general principles presented ap-
ply, however, regardless of whether behaviors are detennined 
collaboratively or by the teacher. 

Step 2. Before initiating any self-assessment or self-record-
ing, the teacher should collect information on the student's 
current level of performance on the target behavior of interest. 
This need not be a laborious, time-consuming process. For 
the previous math problem example, information collection 
might simply involve obtaining past examples of work. In 
contrast, targets such as being on-task can be more difficult to 
assess. What is most important is to gain an accurate picture 
of the student's current performance, not to collect reams of 
data. One purpose of this information is to allow teachers to 
assess the effectiveness of the intervention. It also can support 
goal-setting and demonstrate .progress after independent self-
monitoring has begun. One note of caution: If knowledge of 
present performance is going to be a negative experience for 
the student, it is preferable not to share this data. 

Step 3. During this step the student learns about self-moni-
toring. The teacher or the student may put forward a target 
for self-monitoring (if the target for self-monitoring is not 
determined until this point, the operational defining of the 
target discussed in Step I should be done here as well). The 
teacher and the student would then briefly note why the tar-
get is important, and the teacher would introduce and discuss 
the rationale for self-monitoring, discuss the benefits the stu-
dent will derive, and enlist the student's active cooperation 

and commitment. The need for the student's willing involve-
ment is not a trivial issue; self-monitoring interventions are 
unlikely to succeed if students are merely told to self-moni-
tor. With self-monitoring (and other self-regulation proce-
dures), the student is the "active ingredient" and actually 
runs the intervention after the initial training. Consequently, 
the student must be an enthusiastic partner rather than a rote 
follower. 

Although teachers should be enthusiastic about self-moni-
toring and present it in a favorable light, they should avoid 
sweeping promises or statements of unrealistic benefits. Self-
monitoring alone may not be sufficient for some students to 
improve their performance. For instance, weighing yourself 
each morning probably will not be enough to lose weight if 
you have no plans for cutting down what you eat or increas-
ing exercise. 

Step 4. After explaining the purpose of self-monitoring and 
gaining the student's cooperation, the teacher instructs the 
student in how to use the self-monitoring procedure (Steps 3 
and 4 may occur together). In this step the teacher and student 
discuss (a) what will be self-assessed (e.g., the number of 
long-division problems correctly completed), (b) the criterion 
for success (e.g., follow all the division steps and get the cor-
rect answer), (c) how to self-record the target behavior (e.g., 
count up all the problems that met the criterion and graph the 
number), and (d) when self-monitoring will be done (e.g., 
during the practice session in the morning). 

We use the following procedure with many students to help 
them learn to self-monitor: The teacher ( or another student 
who has facility with self-monitoring) models the process, ver-
balizing what is being done at each step. Next the teacher asks 
the student to verbalize the steps and provides support when 
necessary. After the student can successfully verbalize the 
steps, he or she models and verbalizes them independently. Fi-
nally, the teacher and the student decide on a time to evaluate 
the effectiveness of self-monitoring and assess the student's 
reaction to the self-monitoring procedure. Some students are 
able to learn to self-monitor with a simple explanation and 
demonstration; adequate instruction, however, is a must, as the 
student must cl.early understand the self-monitoring procedure 
to be able to carry it out independently. 

When independent self-monitoring begins, the teacher 
should determine if the student is correctly performing the 
self-monitoring procedure. The self-monitoring procedure has 
to be carried out correctly and on a regular basis. If the proce-
dure evokes confusion or problems, a short booster session to 
review or reteach the procedure should be conducted. Some 
students may benefit from (at least in the beginning stages) 
aids such as cards with the self-monitoring steps printed on 



them as a reminder. Teachers often need not be too concerned 
if self-recorded data are not extremely accurate; accuracy does 
not seem to be critical for self-monitoring interventions to be 
effective (Hallahan & Sapona, 1983; O'Leary & Dubey, 
1979). If self-monitoring seems to be done correctly but does 
not result in improved performance, it may be necessary to 
teach the student to self-record more accurately, provide feed-
back or reinforcement (preferably social reinforcement) for ac-
curate self-monitoring, or change the target behavior that is 
self-monitored. 

If self-monitoring is agreeable to the student and is effec-
tive, self-monitoring should continue until the student and the 
teacher agree that it is no longer necessary. In practice, stu-
dents enjoy using self-monitoring procedures, and self-moni-
toring can be used over long periods (Hallahan & Sapona, 
1983; Harris, 1986b; Reid & Harris, 1989). 

Practical Considerations 
Self-monitoring is not a learning strategy. It should not be 

done exclusively to develop a skill or to teach new skills. 
Teaching students to self-monitor the number of division 
problems completed correctly, for instance, will have little 
effect if the student does not possess an effective long-divi-
sion strategy (Reid & Harris, 1989). For self-monitoring to 
have meaningful effects, students must have the ability or 
knowledge to perform the process or to create the product 
that will be self-monitored. Self-monitoring also can be 
combined effectively with other instructional techniques 
such as strategy instruction (see Harris & Graham, 1985, for 
an example). 

Teachers should not combine self-monitoring with rewards 
that are contingent on students' self-recorded data. Rewards 
based on students' self-records often lead to cheating or inac-
curate self-recording. The student's focus then shifts from 
self-regulating to obtaining the reward. Students' self-record-
ing is typically accurate, and self-monitoring is effective 
without extrinsic rewards or reinforcers (e.g., Hallahan & 
Sapona, 1983; Reid & Harris, 1989). 

Although the student actually runs the intervention, the 
teacher has to show interest, to regularly evaluate the stu-
dent's self-records, and to give positive social reinforcement 
for effort and achievement. With a supportive teacher, self-. 
monitoring is pleasant and students are willing to self-moni-
tor over long periods. In our experience, students often 
choose to continue self-monitoring even when given the op-
tion to stop. 

Finally, deciding when or if self-monitoring should be ter-
minated or a new target should be set should be done collabo-
ratively. If a decision is made to terminate self-monitoring, 
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the teacher and the student may want to phase out self-moni-
toring gradually rather than abruptly. A "weaning process" is 
often desirable; it can lead to maintenance of performance 
gains. This could be done by gradually cutting back on the 
days when the student self-monitors or by eliminating a step 
or more in the self-monitoring process (e.g., eliminating the 
self-recording step and using only self-assessment). 

SELF-REINFORCEMENT 

Self-reinforcement occurs when a student chooses a rein-
forcer and self-administers it when a criterion for perfor-
mance has been met or exceeded. Self-reinforcement can be 
used alone and may be as effective as teacher-administered 
reinforcement (cf. O'Leary & Dubey, 1979; Rosenbaum & 
Drabman, 1979). In principle, self-reinforcement requires stu-
dents to have full control over available reinforcers and freely 
impose contingencies for the self-administration of these rein-
forcers in the relative absence of any external influences (i.e., 
without the teacher's supervision). In the classroom, this level 
of control may not be possible, at least initially. As with all 
self-regulation processes, the effective transition from collab-
orative evaluation and reinforcement from others to self-eval-
uation and reinforcement is often gradual. 

This process is analogous to the natural development of 
other self-regulation processes (Zimmerman & Schunk, 
1989). At first, parents and other adults provide the child with 
standards for reinforcement. The child learns through interac-
tions with adults that meeting or exceeding standards usually 
produces a positive response and that failing to meet stan-
dards may evoke little response or a negative response. Grad-
ually children come to respond to their own behavior in self-
rewarding ( or self-punishing) ways. Whereas self-punishment 
is inadvisable, helping students to learn to self-reinforce, or to 
improve self-reinforcement procedures already in place, 
should play an integral role in helping them become self-reg-
ulated learners. 

In practice, self-reinforcement usually is not done by itself. 
Rather, it is employed in conjunction with the other self-regu-
lation procedures already discussed in this article. For exam-
ple, we have found that many students respond nicely to sim-
ple, self-reinforcing statements (as discussed in the previous 
section on self-instruction) when they are used in combina-
tion with goal setting or self-monitoring. Using positive self-
statements as a form of self-reinforcement tends to be easy 
for students to do and follows naturally from both goal setting 
and self-monitoring. It is hard to imagine students reaching 
meaningful goals and not rewarding themselves with positive 
self-statements. 
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Teaching Self-Reinforcement to Students 
Self-reinforcement involves four basic components (Harris 

& Graham, in press a): 

1. Determining the standards for earning a reward. 
2. Selecting the reinforcer to be earned. 
3. Evaluating performance. 
4. Self-administering the reinforcer. 

Students can be taught to self-reinforce both as they work 
and once a task or product has been completed. For example, 
as they work, students can self-reinforce the completion of 
subgoals for accomplishing the task, the generation of a new 
idea for completing the task, and so forth. 

In helping students learn to apply self-reinforcement prin-
ciples, the teacher and the student both need to play an active 
role. To illustrate, in initiating the change from other-rein-
forcement to self-reinforcement, the teacher and the student 
can set performance levels that will earn an agreed-upon 
amount of reinforcement. For example, if increasing the rate 
of homework completion is a desirable goal, the teacher and 
the student can jointly set standards for reinforcement. If the 
student wants more time on the computer (student-determined 
reinforcer), the teacher and student could look at the student's 
rate of homework completion and decide that each homework 
assignment successfully completed will earn the student 3 
minutes of computer time. 

During the initial phase of implementation, the teacher 
might (depending upon the child's age and competence) be 
responsible for ascertaining that the homework has been com-
pleted successfully; however, the teacher and the student 
would gradually shift responsibility to the student. When this 
occurs, the teacher becomes an observer, offering suggestions 
and advice when the need arises. 

Practical Considerations 
With self-reinforcement, one of the first issues that must be 

addressed is to determine the level or standard of performance 
that must be obtained for reinforcement to be forthcoming. As 
noted in the section on goal setting, many students need guid-
ance during this step to set reasonable and appropriate stan-
dards. Students may, for example, adopt a lenient standard of 
performance. In helping students learn to self-reinforce, strin-
gent standards usually result in higher performance levels 
than do lenient standards. Nonetheless, the level at which 
standards are set should be tempered by knowledge of stu-
dents' abilities and current functional levels. "Stringent" is a 
relative term. What is lenient for one student may be unrealis-
tic for another. 

Students who set overly lenient standards for themselves 
may need prompting on more appropriate standards or may 
need the teacher's assistance in setting realistic standards. 
One approach is to allow fairly lenient standards initially but 
to increase the standards progressively. This method is partic-
ularly helpful with students who lack confidence or who have 
a great deal of anxiety regarding the target task. Conversely, 
some students set unrealistically high standards. This is not 
good, because self-reinforcement is unlikely to occur. These 
students also need assistance in setting reasonable expecta-
tions for themselves. 

Similar problems arise when students evaluate their 
progress toward the goals or standards they plan to self-rein-
force. Some students judge their own performance more 
harshly than their teacher does; others are easier on them-
selves than the teacher is. To obtain accurate self-evaluations, 
some students need to work closely with the teacher at first. 
Accurate self-evaluations are particularly difficult for students 
when less objective processes and products are to be evalu-
ated, such as how well they cleaned up after an art project or 
how well they understood a reading assignment. For this rea-
son, self-reinforcement instruction should begin with more 
concrete aspects of performance such as: (a) Were all the 
parts of an essay present? or (b) How many comprehension 
questions did I answer correctly? 

The actual procedure a student uses to self-reinforce should 
be clear and specific. In our experience, if these procedures 
are determined conjointly by the teacher and the student, they 
work best. Making a concrete record of the procedure to be 
employed is a good idea. This avoids misunderstandings and 
also gives the student a written set of steps to follow if he or 
she needs a reminder. 

While self-reinforcement is occurring, the teacher should 
administer social reinforcement, especially social reinforce-
ment for engaging in self-reinforcement. This need not be 
elaborate; praise, a hug, smile, or pat on the back will do the 
job nicely. Social reinforcement should continue throughout 
the intervention. Social reinforcement from peers, parents, 
and teachers continues to be important. Over time, students 
should be encouraged to shift from tangible reinforcers (if 
these are being used) to self-praise and positive self-state-
ments. These forms of reinforcement may eventually replace 
tangible reinforcers to a great extent; even competent adult 
performers (such as the authors of this article) however, 
sometimes welcome tangible self-reinforcement. 

Finally, students' motivational characteristics often play an 
important role in the success or failure of self-reinforcement. 
Students who are motivated by feelings of self-satisfaction 
and who view success or failure as a function of their effort 



(or lack of effort) may respond positively to self-reinforce-
ment and find that it results in better performance. In contrast, 
students who see success or failure as the result of external 
agencies and as being fundamentally beyond their control 
may have more difficulty with self-reinforcement. This does 
not contraindicate the use of self-reinforcement with these 
students. On the contrary, it may help instill motivation based 
on self-satisfaction and help them recognize the importance 
of their own efforts. These students, however, may require a 
more gradual transition from teacher reinforcement to self-re-
inforcement, more time and assistance to attain competence 
in using self-reinforcement, and help in developing effort at-
tributions (cf. Licht, 1983). 

CONCLUSIONS 

Even though the development of self-regulation processes 
is an important part of learning and maturing, we would not 
advocate self-regulation instruction with every student in ev-
ery setting. Some children already possess effective self-regu-
lation strategies. In fact, some children are so good at regulat-
ing their behavior that they regulate not only their own 
behavior but that of their peers and sometimes their teachers 
as well (Meichenbaum & Beimiller, in press). We would like 
to encourage the reader, however, to apply the types of proce-
dures and strategies discussed here as a complement or possi-
ble alternative to more traditional procedures. Exclusive re-
liance on methods that are solely directed and administered 
by others with students who have difficulty regulating their 
own behavior may well be teaching a hidden curriculum-
namely, that only others can control the student's behavior. 
One of the primary values of teaching students procedures for 
regulating their own behavior is that is provides them with 
basic and powerful tools for self-empowerment. 
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