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Abstract

This study aims to explore Indonesian EFL learners’ perceptions of the use of metacognitive strategies—
specifically planning, monitoring, and evaluating—in vocabulary retention. Using a qualitative approach,
data were collected from 31 tenth-grade students at a public high school in Tasikmalaya via a structured
questionnaire and five purposive semi-structured interviews. Thematic analysis showed that monitoring
strategies (e.g., context guessing, self-testing, repetition) were most frequently used, while planning tended
to be spontaneous or tool-driven (e.g., dictionaries/apps) and explicit goal-setting was uncommon.
Evaluation was often surface-level and rarely resulted in systematic strategy revision. Although most
students perceived these strategies as helpful and reported some improvement in classroom performance,
only a minority consistently adapted their methods. The study recommends short, classroom-friendly
interventions—explicit goal-setting routines, embedded micro self-tests, and a simple evaluative
checklist—to promote deeper metacognitive regulation and better long-term vocabulary retention.

Keywords: EFL Learners, evaluating, metacognitive strategies, monitoring, planning,
vocabulary retention

INTRODUCTION

Vocabulary learning lies at the heart of second language acquisition. A sufficiently large
and well- retained lexicon enables learners to comprehend texts, express ideas accurately, and
participate effectively in communication. However, in English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
contexts such as Indonesia, vocabulary retention is one of the most persistent challenges. Learners
often memorize word lists or rely heavily on translation-based activities that produce short-term
recall rather than long-term retention. Furthermore, the limited exposure to English outside the
classroom and the test-oriented nature of formal education constrain students’ opportunities to
recycle and internalize new vocabulary (Nation, 2013; Schmitt, 2020). As a result, many
Indonesian students report difficulties remembering words after only a few days or weeks,

despite repeated instruction in school settings.
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Recent discussions in applied linguistics have emphasized the need to move beyond
teacher-centered vocabulary instruction toward a focus on learner autonomy and self-regulated
learning (Oxford, 2017). Within this shift, metacognitive strategies (planning, monitoring, and
evaluating) one’s learning have gained attention as critical components of effective vocabulary
retention (Anderson, 2002; Wenden, 1998). Metacognitive awareness allows learners to plan their
study routines (e.g., goal setting, selecting materials), monitor progress during learning (e.g., self-
testing, guessing meaning from context), and evaluate outcomes (e.g., reflecting on successful
methods and revising ineffective ones). These strategies enable students to control their learning
processes consciously and adaptively, which is essential for sustaining vocabulary growth over
time.

Empirical studies in various EFL settings have confirmed that metacognitive training can
significantly improve vocabulary retention (e.g., Zhang & Goh, 2006; Tavakoli & Koosha, 2016).
However, many of these studies employ quantitative designs that focus on measurable gains after
explicit instruction, providing limited insights into how learners actually perceive, select, and adapt
strategies in authentic classroom conditions. Moreover, the majority of research in the Indonesian
context still emphasizes general language learning strategies (e.g., memory, cognitive, affective
strategies) rather than specifically addressing the metacognitive dimension in vocabulary learning
(Astuti, 2016) Consequently, little is known about how Indonesian high school students
themselves experience and interpret the use of metacognitive strategies in retaining vocabulary
and what challenges they face in applying them effectively.

This gap is particularly relevant as the current Kurikulum Merdeka framework encourages
student-centered, reflective, and independent learning. Yet, in many classrooms, the
implementation of metacognitive principles remains minimal, and teachers rarely provide
structured guidance on planning, monitoring, or evaluating vocabulary learning. Without explicit
scaffolding, students may use digital tools such as online dictionaries or language-learning apps
without clear goals or systematic follow-up, resulting in fragmented and superficial learning
habits.

Therefore, this study explores Indonesian EFL learners’ perceptions of metacognitive
strategies specifically planning, monitoring, and evaluating in vocabulary retention. Using a

qualitative approach, data were collected from thirty-one tenth-grade students at a public high
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school in Tasikmalaya through a structured questionnaire and five purposive semi-structured

interviews. The research question was formulated as follows:

1. How are metacognitive strategies used by Indonesian tenth-grade EFL learners to support

vocabulary retention?

By centering learners’ voices, this research aims to contribute a contextualized understanding
of how metacognitive regulation operates in Indonesian EFL classrooms. The findings are
expected to provide practical insights for teachers seeking to design classroom-friendly
interventions such as goal-setting routines, embedded micro self-tests, and evaluative checklists
that can cultivate deeper learner autonomy and long-term vocabulary retention.

METHOD

This study employed a qualitative descriptive design to explore EFL learners’ perceptions of
metacognitive strategies (planning, monitoring, and evaluating) in vocabulary retention. A
qualitative approach was chosen to capture participants’ subjective experiences, beliefs, and
reflective insights that cannot be adequately measured through numerical data (Creswell & Poth,
2018). The design aligns with the study’s interpretive orientation, emphasizing meaning-making
and context rather than causal relationships or intervention outcomes.

Participants were 31 tenth-grade students (aged 15—16) from a public senior high school in
Tasikmalaya, West Java, Indonesia. The school was chosen purposively because it represents a
typical Indonesian EFL environment with a teacher-centered classroom culture and limited
exposure to English outside school. Students had received at least four years of formal English
instruction prior to the study. From these 31 students, five participants were selected for follow-
up semi-structured interviews using purposive sampling to ensure representation of varying
proficiency levels and engagement patterns reported in the questionnaire.

This study used two instruments: a structured questionnaire and semi-structured
interviews. The questionnaire contained both closed and open-ended items adapted from previous
studies on metacognitive strategies (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 2017). It aimed to
identify students’ use and perceptions of planning, monitoring, and evaluating strategies in
learning and retaining vocabulary. The questionnaire was distributed to 31 tenth-grade students to

obtain an overview of their metacognitive strategy use.
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After analyzing the questionnaire results, five students were purposively selected to
participate in semi-structured interviews. The interviews explored their experiences and reflections
on how they applied metacognitive strategies in vocabulary learning. Each session lasted about
20-30 minutes and was conducted in Indonesian to ensure clarity.

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step
framework: familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, searching for themes,
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. Responses from the
questionnaire and interview transcripts were coded inductively to allow themes to emerge naturally
from the data rather than imposing predetermined categories. To enhance interpretive accuracy,
cross-validation was performed by comparing themes across instruments and by re-examining
representative quotes for each major category (planning, monitoring, evaluating).

Following Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria, credibility was maintained through data
triangulation and peer debriefing with a research supervisor. Transferability was supported by
detailed contextual descriptions, dependability through systematic documentation of coding, and
confirmability through reflective memoing and record keeping.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis of questionnaires and interviews revealed that the majority of students
employed all three metacognitive strategies (planning, monitoring, and evaluating) to some
extent in their vocabulary learning. However, these strategies varied in frequency, depth, and
intentionality. Among the three categories, monitoring strategies were the most dominant,
followed by planning and evaluating strategies. This pattern indicates that students were more
comfortable with strategies involving active engagement during learning rather than pre-learning
preparation or post-learning reflection.

Students reported frequent use of monitoring strategies, such as guessing word meaning
from context, repetition, and self-testing. Many of them mentioned that repeating vocabulary and
testing themselves helped reinforce memory. These strategies reflect an awareness of progress and

a desire to check comprehension. However, the monitoring practices tended to be surface-level,
focusing mainly on remembering word forms rather than integrating words into broader contexts.
This finding aligns with previous studies suggesting that EFL learners often rely on

repetition and context-based guessing as immediate forms of monitoring (Schmitt, 2020).
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Nevertheless, without structured reflection, such practices may not guarantee long-term retention
(Nation, 2013). The frequent use of these strategies shows that learners recognize their usefulness,
yet they require explicit guidance to develop deeper, more systematic self-monitoring habits.

While students acknowledged the importance of planning their learning, most of their
planning behaviors were spontaneous. Many reported depending on digital tools such as online
dictionaries or mobile applications rather than setting clear learning objectives or study schedules.
Only a few participants mentioned specific goal-setting, such as learning a certain number of new
words per week.

This tendency reflects what Wenden (1998) terms “reactive planning,” where learners
respond to immediate learning needs rather than proactively organizing their study. The limited
use of explicit planning might result from the absence of classroom routines that encourage goal
setting or reflection before starting vocabulary tasks. Hence, while learners demonstrate basic
awareness of planning, their metacognitive control remains limited.

The least frequently applied strategy was evaluation. Most participants admitted that they
seldom reviewed their learning outcomes or modified their methods. Evaluation, when it occurred,
was typically limited to checking test scores or recalling how many words they remembered. Very
few learners reflected on why certain strategies worked better than others or how to improve their
approach.

This finding resonates with previous research (e.g., Zhang & Goh, 2006), which found that
many EFL learners struggle with self-evaluation due to lack of guidance and reflection models.
Without explicit instruction in evaluative practices such as using checklists or journals, students
may not develop the ability to monitor progress effectively or make informed adjustments to their
learning strategies.

Despite the uneven application of strategies, most students expressed positive perceptions
toward metacognitive strategies. They believed that planning, monitoring, and evaluating could
help them remember vocabulary better and improve classroom performance. However, only a
minority reported using these strategies consistently. This gap between awareness and practice
suggests that learners understand what strategies are beneficial but not sow to apply them
effectively and regularly.

This pattern supports Oxford’s (2017) argument that metacognitive awareness does not

automatically translate into strategic behavior. It also highlights the need for teachers to integrate
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metacognitive training into classroom activities, enabling students to move from passive
awareness to active regulation of learning.

The findings suggest that teachers should incorporate explicit metacognitive instruction
into vocabulary lessons. Simple, classroom-friendly interventions such as short goal-setting tasks,
embedded self-tests, and reflective checklists can help students plan, monitor, and evaluate more
effectively. Encouraging students to articulate their learning goals and reflect on outcomes could
promote deeper self-regulation and improve vocabulary retention.

CONCLUSION

This study explored tenth-grade Indonesian EFL learners’ perceptions and reported use of
metacognitive strategies (planning, monitoring, and evaluating) for vocabulary retention.
Thematic analysis of questionnaire data (n = 31) and five semi-structured interviews showed that
learners most frequently employed monitoring strategies (e.g., contextual guessing, repetition,
self-testing), while planning tended to be spontaneous and tool-driven (e.g., dictionaries, apps)
rather than goal-oriented, and evaluative practices were relatively underdeveloped and often
superficial. Although students generally perceived metacognitive strategies as beneficial, a notable
awareness—action gap persisted: many knew that strategies were useful but few applied them
consistently or reflectively.

Pedagogically, the findings point to low-cost, classroom-friendly measures that can convert

informal habits into deliberate self-regulation. Short, routineized goal-setting prompts at the start
of lessons, embedded micro self-tests (retrieval practice) after exposure, and a simple evaluative
checklist for post-task reflection are practical interventions that teachers can adopt immediately.
Teacher modelling and scaffolded practice are essential to help learners move from reactive tool
use to proactive planning and from surface monitoring to meaningful evaluation. Such approaches
align well with Indonesia’s recent curricular emphasis on learner autonomy and reflective practice.

The study has several limitations. The sample was drawn from a single public high school
and relied primarily on self-reports, limiting generalizability and raising potential social-
desirability bias. Future research should test the recommended interventions using experimental
or longitudinal designs, include classroom observations and teacher perspectives, and examine
diverse educational contexts (e.g., urban vs. rural, different grade levels) to assess scalability and

long-term effects on vocabulary retention. In sum, fostering deliberate metacognitive regulation
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by teaching simple, repeatable planning, monitoring, and evaluation routines offers a realistic route
to improve long-term vocabulary retention in Indonesian EFL classrooms.
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