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Abstract

In institutions such as the National University of Distance Education (UNED),
where students must take a leading role in their own learning processes in order
to be academically successful, the learning strategies, understood as a series of
cognitive, metacognitive, motivational, self-regulation, emotional and support
aspects, take on maximum importance. In order to establish relationships
between learning strategies and the educational guidance needs of new students
at the UNED, a pilot study was carried out with students of the Degree in
Psychology in March 2021, who responded to the CEVEAPEU tool developed by
Gargallo et al. (2009). The data shows that, at the beginning of their degree
studies, students have good learning strategies. In addition to all the initial
information and advice provided by the institution, it is appropriate for guidance
services to provide specific guidance on a sustained basis throughout the first
year, cushioning the effect of changes that may occur in learning strategies, thus

helping to prevent many dropouts.

Introduction

The transition from educational concepts focused on the teacher and on the control of the
student’s learning process to those focused on the student and on the improvement of his
or her learning process is closely related to academic guidance. Personalised attention,
where the main objectives are to guide and advise students, has become increasingly
important in the context of university higher education, as it is considered a key factor in
enhancing retention or preventing students from dropping out.

The Distance Education, particularly those in virtual environments, is growing
exponentially. With it, dropout rates also increase, especially in the first year (Sdnchez-
Elvira, 2014), which makes this initial stage critical. According to Carrién (2005), since the
UNED was founded in 1972, dropout rates, that is to say, students who do not re-enrol,
would be around 50% for those who drop out without even receiving a qualification (non-
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starting dropout), and around 14% for those who have actually obtained a qualification
(real dropout). This data suggests that acting early, before enrolment and during the first
year, is key to avoiding some of these dropouts (Luque et al, 2013). Therefore, the
population of new enrolled students in Distance Education is one of the groups most
susceptible to dropout, indicating that research for the prevention of it during the first year
should be an institutional intervention strategy with high priority, especially with regard
to issues concerning student autonomy and self-regulation of learning (Sdnchez, opus cit.)
and that are the direct competence of educational guidance services.

There is agreement that investment in improving the learning strategies that students
deploy in order to take advantage of the resources available to them, as well as to discover
what, how, and when to learn, is more academically cost-effective than improving
instructional techniques or teaching materials (Gonzales & Diaz, 2007). Although the
causes associated with dropout are complex and varied, and can be attributed either to the
student, the teacher or the institution itself (Garcia Aretio, 2019), investigating aspects
such as lack of time, study techniques, motivation, capacity for autonomy and self-
discipline, academic and social integration, etc. that are attributable to students, can
provide clues to the institution on how to improve its guidance services. From this
perspective, examining “the organised, conscious and intentional set of what the learner
does to effectively achieve a learning objective in a given social context by integrating
affective-motivational and supportive, metacognitive and cognitive elements” (Gargallo
et al, 2009; p.2), in the initial stages of their university career can give us a global idea of
the educational guidance needs of this group and how to optimise educational guidance
services by focusing them on their real demands.

Method
Participants

The sample was selected by non-probabilistic convenience sampling, considering two
criteria: first enrolment and degree, that is to say, first enrolment in the UNED in the
academic year 2020-2021 and in the Degree in Psychology. Only students enrolled for the
first time were encouraged to participate. However, a total of 99 students responded, of
which 33 students who had already been enrolled on previous occasions were discarded.
The sample consisted of 66 new students (60 women and 6 men), with an average age of
32.68 years.
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Instrument

CEVEAPEU instrument developed by Gargallo et al. (2009) consists of 88 items, to be
answered on a Likert-type scale with five grades. The 88 items are organised into two
scales, six subscales and twenty-five strategies as shown in Table 1. Some examples of
questions for the twenty-five strategies are:

e Intrinsic motivation: “What I find most satisfying is a thorough understanding of
the content”.

e Extrinsic motivation: “I study so I don’t let my family and the people I care about
down”.

e Value of homework: “What I learn in some subjects I will be able to use in others
and also in my future career”.

e Internal attribution: “My academic performance depends on my effort”.

e External attribution. “My academic performance depends on the teachers”.

o Self-efficacy and expectations: “I am confident that I can understand even the most
difficult content of the subjects in this course”.

e Conception of intelligence as modifiable: “Intelligence is either there or it is not and
cannot be improved”.

e Physical and mental state: “Normally I feel good physically”.

e Anxiety control: “When I take an exam, I get very nervous”.

e Knowledge of the objectives and the evaluation criteria: “I know the assessment
criteria by which I will be assessed by the teachers in the different subjects”.

e Planning: “I plan my time to work on subjects throughout the course”.

e Self-assessment: “I know what my strengths and weaknesses are when it comes to
learning the subjects”.

e Control / Self-regulation: “When I see that my initial plans do not achieve the
expected success in my studies, I change them for more suitable ones”.

e Context control: “I work and study in a suitable place - light, temperature,
ventilation, noise, necessary materials at hand, etc.”.

e Social interaction skills and work with fellow classmates: “I try to study or do class
work with other classmates”.

e Knowledge of sources and search for information: “I know where you can get the
materials you need to study the subjects”.

e Selection of the de information: “I am able to select the necessary information to
study the subjects with guarantees”.

e Knowledge building: “When I study, I integrate information from different sources:
lectures, readings, practical work, etc.”.
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e Preparation of the information: “When I study the topics of the subjects, I do a first
reading in order to get an idea of the basics”.

e Organisation of the information: “I make simple graphs, diagrams or tables to
organise the subject matter”.

e Personalisation and creativity. Critical thinking: “I critically analyse the concepts
and theories presented to me by teachers”.

e Storing and mnemonics: “To memorise I use mnemonic resources such as
acronyms (I make a word with the first letters of several sections I have to learn),
acronyms, key words, etc.”.

e Storage. Simple repetition: “To learn things, I just repeat them over and over again”.

e Transfer. Use of information. “I use what I have learnt at university in everyday life
situations”.

e Resource management to use information effectively: “I make use of keywords that
I have studied and learned, to remember the content related to them”.

Procedure

The invitation to participate in this pilot was launched through unofficial channels of the
institution. Specifically in WhatsApp groups of first-year Psychology subjects at the UNED,
just after the February 2021 exams.

Data design and analysis

The design of the survey was type quantitative transactional. With the statistical analysis
carried out with the SPSS 17.0 software, descriptive quantitative data was obtained,
specifically; frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations.

Results

The subscale “Motivational strategies” concentrates “very high” response scores in three
of the strategies; “Intrinsic motivation” (X =13.84, SD = 1.61); “Value of homework”
(X'=18.65, SD = 1.68) and “Internal attribution” (X = 12.57, SD = 2.30), “high” in other
two; “Self-efficacy and expectations” (X' =15.96, SD =2.72) and “Conception of
intelligence as modifiable” (X'=6.03, SD =0.89), “low” in “External attribution”
(X'=5.12, SD = 1.98) and “intermediate” in “Extrinsic motivation” (X = 4.54, SD = 2.34).
The scores, combined with the high scores obtained in the strategies that constitute the
“Affective Component”, “Physical and mental state” (X = 14.53, SD = 3.38) and “Anxiety
control” (X = 13.10, SD = 2.56), show that the students in the sample are more intrinsically
than extrinsically motivated, that is, they study Psychology more for satisfaction than for
external incentives, they focus more on the process than on the result, they attribute their
performance fundamentally to individual characteristics and traits, and they do so in a
good state of mind and dominate their anxiety in the face of tasks and exams.
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The subscale “Metacognitive Strategies” obtains “high” scores for all the strategies, as can
be seen in Table 1, with a “very high” score for the strategy “Control / Self-regulation”
(X'=24.25, SD = 3.46), which suggest that the learners surveyed possess planning,
monitoring and evaluation skills that enable them to pay adequate attention to the
development of their own learning processes.

In the subscale “Strategies of contextual control, social interaction and resource
management”, the strategies “Context control and Social interaction skills and work with
fellow classmates” shows “high” scores as referred to in Table 1. Similarly, the strategic
patterns associated with “Knowledge of sources and search for information” and “Selection
of the information” obtain “high” scores (see Table 1).

Finally, “Strategies for information processing and use” scored “very high” in “Preparation
of the information (X =16.80, SD =2.53) and “Transfer and use of information”
(X'=12.62,SD = 1.90), and “high” scores in “knowledge building” (X = 10.30, SD = 3.01);
“Organisation of the information” (X = 19.00, SD = 4.33); “Personalisation and creativity.
Critical thinking” (X' =18.07, SD =4.02); “Storing and mnemonics” (X =11.07,
SD = 3.11); “Resource management to use information effectively” (X = 7.36, SD = 1.60).

Table 1: Results of the questionnaire CEVEAPEU
Scales Subscales Dimension X SD
Affective strategies Motivational Intrinsic motivation 13.84 1.61
of support and strategies Extrinsic motivation 4.54 2.34
control (self- Value of homework 18.65 1.68
management) Internal attribution 12.57 2.30
External attribution 5.12 1.98
Self-efficacy and expectations 15.96 2.72
Conception of intelligence as 6.03 0.89
modifiable
Affective Physical and mental state 14.53 3.38
components Anxiety control 13.10 2.56
Metacognitive Knowledge of the objectives 7.57 1.78
strategies and the evaluation criteria
Planning 13.21 2.23
Self-assessment 11.21 2.16
Control / Self-regulation 24.25 3.46
Context Context control 15.28 3.69
management Social interaction skills and 19.86 4.89
strategies, social work with fellow classmates
interaction and
resource
management
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Strategies relatedto  Search and Knowledge of sources and 14.00 3.73
the processing of selection search for information
information strategies and Selection of the de information 14.40 3.08
information
Strategies for Knowledge building 10.30 3.01
processing and Preparation of the information 16.80 2.53
use of information  Organisation of the information 19.00 433
Personalisation and creativity. 18.07 4,02
Critical thinking
Storing and mnemonics 11.07 3.1
Storage. Simple repetition 5.00 2.26
Transfer. Use of information 12.62 1.90
Resource management to use 7.36 1.60

information effectively

Discussion and conclusions

Taking the scores as a whole, we can see that the selected sample of students has an
adequate strategic profile to start distance learning studies. The results obtained in the
subscale “Motivational strategies”, which is the one with the highest concentration of “very
high” scores, suggest that the high initial motivation obtained by first degree students at
the UNED may decrease at some point during the first year. Analysing the evolution of
learning strategies over time during the first year can provide clues as to the critical
moments when motivation begins to wane. UNED counselling services should focus on
discovering how and when high starting motivation fluctuates at different points in the
first year and on helping to sustain it by providing support and appropriate materials. On
the other hand, monitoring students who make pessimistic or low mood comments as
indicators associated with dropping out can help.

According to the results of the subscale “Metacognitive strategies”, students do not seem
to need special counselling in these aspects, in the same way that they report to know how
to create suitable environmental conditions, to have a good control of time and space and
a good management of material etc., (subscale “Strategies of context control, social
interaction and resource management”), which are the direct competence of the guidance
services. On the other hand, the “high” and “very high” scores obtained in the subscale
“Strategies of information processing and use” except in the strategy “Storage. Simple
repetition”, tell us that the students have good strategies for encoding, processing, storing
and organising information. Similar to the motivational aspects, it seems interesting to
note when significant changes occur during the first year, because students “who do not
reconfigure their styles despite needing to do so are likely to have greater difficulties in
assimilating content, thus taking up more time and effort, and drop out” (Freiberg et al.,
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2017; p.514). In addition to all the initial information and advice provided by the
institution, it seems relevant for guidance services to provide specific guidance on a
sustained basis throughout the first year, cushioning the effect of significant changes in
learning strategies during the first year and helping to prevent dropout. Self-regulated
learning is fundamental to success in distance learning modalities (Jansen et al., 2020).
Thus, some of the actions that guidance services should insist on have to do with: better
management and organisation of time, self-regulated study (teaching to set goals, orienting
action in line with goals, planning, persistence, asking for help when necessary, trying
other alternatives and reflecting) and realistic management of expectations. Provide
courses on the technological skills needed to study in digital Distance Education, as well
as help guides for the use of the different platforms.

The most striking limitations of this pilot experience are the sample; the size was not
sufficient and the selection procedure was not impartial. As it is a convenience sample,
which is not representative of the entire group of new undergraduate students at the
UNED, the results cannot be generalised. Systematic replication on a larger scale is needed.
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