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Abstract

Exploring higher education learners’ e-learning experiences and the challenges they encounter is
required to equip them with necessary skills and strategies to attain their academic goals (Cooper
& Corpus, 2009). By identifying the types of and the frequency of exposure to distractors, the
study was specifically geared towards finding out the level of motivational self-regulated
strategies, including volition and goal commitment strategies, employed against online distractors
during e-learning by higher education learners. The data were gathered through a questionnaire
developed after a comprehensive literature review and semi-structured interviews (n = 38). The
questionnaire was completed by higher education learners (n =279), who were found to implement
goal commitment and volition strategies at moderate levels despite the high frequency of exposure
to distractors. The overall findings imply that equipping learners with motivational e-learning
strategies encompassing goal commitment and volition strategies is necessary. This will require
more in-depth research conducted to explore the role of self-regulated strategies in predicting
learner engagement in the context of online learning.
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Investigating E-Learning Motivational Strategies
of Higher Education Learners against Online Distractors

The spread of computers together with the use of the internet in learning environments has
changed the way knowledge is constructed. This new way of learning with information and/or
communication technologies have brought new terms into the field of learning and teaching such
as technology-based learning, web-based learning, mobile learning, or online learning (Blake,
2011; Godwin-Jones, 2017; Gluchmanova, 2015; Guan, 2014; Klimova & Polakova, 2020). More
recently, “e-learning” has been the main term used to encompass all forms of learning facilitated
through online technologies. Zhang et al. (2004) define “e-learning” as “technology-based learning
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in which learning materials are delivered electronically to remote learners via a computer network”
(p. 76). The term “e-learning” used in the present study, on the other hand, is defined as
“...electronically mediated asynchronous and synchronous communication for the purpose of
constructing and confirming knowledge. The technological foundation of e-learning is the internet
and associated communication technologies” (Garrison, 2011, p. 2).

Initially, e-learning was considered to be a new component of traditional education where
teachers and learners benefitted from online resources to enhance formal education; however, over
time, it has replaced the functions of traditional face-to-face education through distance learning
programs (Watson, 2008). Today, educators who make use of web technologies in learning refer
to such lessons in a number of forms such as a “web-facilitated class,” a “blended” or “hybrid
course,” or a “fully virtual” or “online course” (Blake, 2011, p. 11) or more recently “massive open
online course (MOOC)” (Xing, 2019). In fact, Web 2.0 technologies have allowed users to
generate content through platforms such as blogs, wikis, or forums (Tiryakioglu & Erzurum,
2011). In addition, social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter have recently
brought new dimensions to learning where users have the opportunity to create and share content
(Aydin, 2012; Manca & Ranieri, 2016; McCarroll & Curran, 2013; Taskiran, et al., 2018).

E-learning makes it possible for learners to reach abundant information and to learn at any
time anywhere (Maeroff, 2003; Pittinsky, 2003). As there are various advantages for all
stakeholders, namely learners, teachers, and educational institutions, the number of higher
education institutions providing distance education and online courses has been booming. While
more than 80% of the universities in the United States offer online courses (Parker, Lenhart, &
Moore, 2011), the rate of offering online courses for other countries can go up to 50% in Asia,
Africa, and the Middle East (Qayyum & Zawacki-Richter, 2019). The popularity of recent e-
learning programs stems from their interactive, repetitive, flexible, and customizable nature (Allen
& Seaman, 2006; Arkorful & Abaidoo, 2015; Costley & Lange, 2018; Darling-Hammond et al.,
2019; Ku & Chang, 2011; Lekawael, 2017; Slater & Davies, 2020; Waschull, 2001). This form of
learning has been reported to provide various benefits for the new generation such as expanding
access to more learning materials and sources (Hill, 2002; Hofmann, 2002; L1, 2007; Means et al.,
2009); providing more affordable education opportunities for the learners that enhance active
engagement (Katz & Yablon, 2002; Li, 2007); leading to higher achievement (Katz & Yablon,
2002; Rourke, 2001; Schrum, 2000); and maximizing the learning opportunities among several
web-based tools, computer programs, MOOC:s, or social media applications and platforms such as
Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram (Abney et al., 2018; Aydin, 2012; Chawinga, 2017; Faizi et al.,
2013; Fox & Bird, 2017; Wong et al., 2017; Xing, 2019).

With the Covid-19 pandemic, the most frequently appreciated benefit of online education
has been that it does not require learners and teachers to be in the same physical atmosphere. As
Shea (2020) rightfully states, online learning has dramatically become the sole platform for
education in many regions of the world because of the ongoing pandemic from COVID-19. This
unexpected and meteoric transfer to online platforms has emphasized the significance of online
platforms for education, which seems to be going to make up the majority of higher education, at
least for the near future.

However, educators warn against overlooking the challenges that e-learning poses (Manca,
2020; Zhang et al., 2019). For Njenga and Fourise (2008) “e-learning in higher education . . . is
being created, propagated and channeled . . . without giving educators the time and opportunity to
explore the dangers and rewards of e-learning on teaching and learning” (p. 1). Research findings
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also indicate that the quality of e-learning needs to be maintained based on empirical and objective
evaluations of how much the instructional designs available pertain to educational approaches
(Reyes-Fournier et al., 2020; Veletsianos & Houlden, 2019; Xing, 2019); of the quality of the
learning materials, and of interactional opportunities (Li, 2007; Kuh, 2003), and maybe most
importantly, of how satisfactory the e-learning engagement levels of learners are (Broadbent &
Poon, 2015; Kuh, 2003; Serdyukov, 2017). As Muir et al. (2019) states, to increase and improve
learner engagement in e-learning environments and to acquire desired educational outcomes, a
close investigation of the factors affecting online engagement and providing methods and
strategies to guide both educators and learners are needed. Despite the need and the importance of
research on learner engagement in e-learning environments and the influencing factors, no study
could be found conducted in Turkish context.

Attention vs. Distraction in E-Learning Engagement

Engaged learners are reported to have increased cognitive and metacognitive involvement
in academic tasks, increased performance and productivity and higher achievement rates (Krause
& Coates, 2008; Kuh, 2009; Slater & Davies, 2020). However, studies also state that establishing
and maintaining academic engagement can be challenging (Reyes-Fournier, et al., 2020; Martin,
Stamper, & Flowers, 2020). One of the significant factors affecting learner engagement is
“attention.” In the context of e-learning, the abundance of online sources of information requires
learners to be able to allocate their full attention to relevant stimuli and to ignore irrelevant ones.
Such irrelevant stimuli are referred to as distractors (Forster & Lavie, 2011). The use of the internet
for learning purposes means being constantly exposed to online distractors in these learning
environments. While online to complete a learning task, learners can experience distraction
because of various entertaining or commercial distractors present on the internet. These could be
chatting through social media, reading the news, checking sports scores or other areas of interest,
playing online games, or receiving ads or email messages and so on (Lim, 2002; Thatcher et al.,
2008; Wan & Chiou, 2006). Studies reveal that distraction hinders performance by affecting
concentration on task and leading to procrastination (Andrade, 2012; Dembo & Eaton, 2000;
Rozek et al., 2012). Thus, it becomes a challenge for learners to maintain their determination to
achieve their learning goals and to keep engaged while navigating among ‘“abundant online
learning resources” (Bonk et al., 2015).

Zhang et al. (2019) explored the over-abundancy of information sources available in online
learning environments referring to it as “openness.” Exploring the connections between the
learning resources and the perceived knowledge patterns of the learners, they provided an atlas of
online learning space. Their results indicated significant correlations between the learners’
attention flow networks and their course scores. They have found that as the participant learners
escalated their concentration on the task at hand, their scores increased. Pointing out to the
importance of attention flow in academic achievement, they suggest that educational research need
to focus more on exploring e-learning environments and learning behaviors in order to equip
learners with necessary skills and strategies to enable them maximize their engagement and
success. As one of the inhibitors of learners’ attention, distractors in e-learning environments need
serious consideration by educators in order to equip learners with specific strategies against these
distractors to be committed to their learning goals (Gay & Betts, 2020; Renn, 2003). At this point,
investigating the role of self-regulated learning (SRL), which refers to the ability to plan, control,
manage, and evaluate learning process (Zimmerman, 2008), could uncover the subtle predictors
of learning engagement and success in e-learning contexts.
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The Role of Strategy Use in E-Learning

From the learner’s perspective, the quality and the outcomes of e-learning experiences will
more likely depend on the learner-related features such as their learning styles, skills, and strategies
exerted during learning processes. Among the skills and the strategies learners employ, self-
regulated learning (SRL) strategies have been reported to be strong predictors of academic
engagement levels and success (Broadbent & Poon, 2015; Oxford, 2011; Putri, 2020; Teng, Yuan,
& Sun, 2020; Wang et al., 2013).

SRL is defined as “an active, constructive process whereby learners set goals for their
learning and then attempt to monitor, regulate, and control their cognition, motivation, and
behaviour, guided and constrained by their goals and the contextual features in the environment”
(Wolters et al., 2003, p.2). SRL strategies are grouped under four main categories: cognitive,
metacognitive, affective, and sociocultural learning strategies (Oxford, 2011; Paris et al., 2001;
Ziegler et al.,, 2003). While cognitive strategies are related to cognitive processes such as
elaboration, reasoning, or rehearsal, metacognitive strategies help planning, monitoring, and
evaluating, as well as self-managing the learning process (Bown & White, 2010; Oxford, 2011;
Wang et al., 2009). Sociocultural strategies, on the other hand, deal with the sociocultural context
of the learning environment (Winne, 2005). Affective strategies organize emotional and
motivational requirements such as developing self-confidence and perseverance, activating and
maintaining concentration for and during learning. These strategies are activated to create an
optimum emotional state to increase productivity in learning while enabling to shield undesired or
disruptive emotional states such as feeling unmotivated or discouraged.

Motivational strategies, considered to be under affective learning strategies (Oxford,
2011), regulate learners’ willingness or volition to achieve their learning goals by controlling,
manipulating, or maintaining motivation for active engagement (Dembo & Eaton, 2000; Wolters
& Rosenthal, 2000). Studies focusing on motivational regulation strategies have identified several
sub-strategies that control volition. These emerging sub-strategies are categorized under concrete-
behavioral and mental-abstract strategies. Behavioral strategies involve actions such as organizing
the study environment, taking precautions against distractors, or setting deadlines or rewards for
task completion (Dembo & Eaton, 2000; Duckworth et. al., 2016; Wolters & Rosenthal, 2000).
Mental or abstract volition strategies, on the other hand, refer to the mental processes triggered to
enhance interest in the task that may involve efforts to make a task more relevant, enjoyable, or
achievable (Wolters, 2003). When learners are able to regulate their volition strategies, they can
enhance their engagement, maintain concentration to achieve their learning goals and can use
strategies against online distractors. At this point, goal commitment, as one of the central
constructs correlated with performance, refers to the degree of determination and persistence in
achieving a goal (Locke et al., 1988; Renn, 2003). Optimum levels of goal commitment are shown
to have an effect on cognitive task engagement by influencing the way information is processed,
the strategies applied, and the implementation procedures carried out in a learning situation
(Kanfer, 1990; Locke et al., 1988). Research also shows that being able to use learning strategies
and having strong concentration increases levels of commitment and willingness to spend effort
for learning while strengthening resistance to distractors (Darling-Hammond et al., 2019; Renn,
2003; Wofford et al., 1992).
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Research Questions

It is clear that further research needs to explore learners’ e-learning experiences and the
challenges they encounter so as to determine the strategies they need. However, hardly any
research conducted so far has explored the role of distractors in online learning and the related
literature is not sufficient to guide researchers and educators on effective methods and teaching
practices to help learners deal with such distractors. The present study aims to develop a standard
tool to explore e-learning behaviors of learners and thus, pioneer research focusing on online
distractors and the strategies to overcome such challenges. The specific research questions sought
for are:

(a) What are the means used for and the frequency of e-learning for higher education learners?
(b) What are the types of and the frequency of exposure to distractors during e-learning?

(¢) Inwhat levels do higher education learners employ strategies against distractors during e-
learning?

(d) Are there any significant differences among learners regarding the distractors being
exposed to and the strategies employed against based on gender variable?

Methods

The study was mainly geared towards developing a practical tool to explore higher
education learners’ strategy use against distractors. The study was descriptive (Kampen & Tamas,
2014) and designed to identify the distractors encountered in e-learning and the strategies learners
employed against them. By developing a standard questionnaire, it is aimed to strengthen the
reliability of the present study’s findings by including contextual factors and to generate a valid
tool for future research in similar contexts.

Sample

The participants were higher education students in education, business, and engineering
departments of Turkish state universities: Alanya Alaaddin Keykubat University, Cukurova
University, Pamukkale University, Kocaeli University, Gazi University, Hacettepe University.
The sampling was conducted following convenience sampling method (Dornyei, 2007). The
inclusion criteria consisted of easy accessibility, availability at the time of data collection, and
willingness to participate. Therefore, written consent forms from the participants were received
and the researchers’ institution was informed about the possible ethical concerns during our
research before initiating the research. As a result, two sample groups were formed. The first group
of learners (n = 38) were interviewed previous to the development of the scale. This group served
the purpose of acquiring situational insights into e-learning habits of higher education learners in
Turkish universities. While the extensive review of literature conducted prior to developing the
questionnaire for the study provided theoretical and practical insights from various settings around
the world, the data gathered from the semi-structured interviews with this sample of Turkish higher
education learners enabled the researchers to obtain information on learners’ e-learning habits and
experiences from the Turkish perspective. This group included 21 female and 17 male learners
aged between 18 and 22.

The second sample consisted of 279 higher education learners in total and were asked to
complete the questionnaire following the development of the scale. Both sample groups were
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previously informed about the research and were invited to participate if they were willing. The
learners who signed a consent form were included in the samples. Table 1 displays demographic
information of the participant learners that completed the questionnaire.

Table 1
Demographic Information of the Participants Completing the Questionnaire
Gender Age (years) Faculty
Female Male 16-18 19-21 22-24 25+  Engineering Education Business
F 119 160 59 165 33 22 151 91 37
% 42.6 573  21.1 59.1 11.8 7.8 54.1 32.6 13.2

The sample included 160 (57.3%) male participants while female participants formed
42.6% of the study group. The participants mostly were aged between 19 and 21 (59.1%) followed
by 16-18 years old (21.1%). The participants from engineering faculty constituted more than half
of the participants (54.1%) followed by education (32.6%) and business (13.2%) faculties.

Development of Instruments

The questionnaire was developed following several steps. The first step was an extensive
review of relevant literature. Research conducted between 2000 and 2019 were determined using
keywords such as “online study habits,” online distractors,” “online learning in higher education,”
and “learner strategies for online learning”. The collected studies were read carefully in order to
identify the general issues and/or categories mentioned in these studies. These were noted and the
themes repeated in more than one study were determined to be included in the interviews.
Accordingly, the research compiled yielded the following categories: (a) e-learning habits and
frequency, (b) distraction during e-learning, and (c) strategies used against online distractors.

The second step involved constructing the interview questions. Based on the identified
categories in the review of relevant research, seven open-ended questions were prepared in a semi-
structured interview design. The questions were directed toward: (a) e-learning habits and
frequency, (b) devices used for e-learning, (c) frequency of being exposed to online distractors and
their types, and (d) strategies used against such distractors (see Appendix 1). Afterwards, the
interviews were conducted with 38 students with the presence of the two researchers and were
recorded.

The final step of item development of the questionnaire involved comparing the themes
and the dimensions gathered from the literature review and the learner interviews. The common
themes were included under the relevant categories defined in the review of relevant research. The
themes that were confusing or that seemed too abstract or irrelevant were excluded from the
questionnaire. After the items and the dimensions were defined, the accuracy and the clarity of the
items were revised first by the two researchers separately. Upon the modifications made, two other
academicians working at the same university revised the questionnaire: one was an expert in
statistics and the other was an expert in research design. Completing the four revisions and the
alterations suggested, the questionnaire at this stage had two parts. The first part included six
questions related to learners’ demographic information such as age, gender, majoring field, and
online study habits like the frequency and the tools used for online studying. The second part
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included 39 items grouped under two dimensions: (a) online distractors and (b) strategies applied
against distractors. The items were designed in a five-point Likert Scale format, anchored by
“always” (1), “often” (2), “sometimes” (3), “rarely” (4), and “never” (5).

As the next step of the data analysis, EFA was conducted in order to identify the factors
and to reduce the data for further analyses. EFA enables to determine associations among variables
by reducing the data for each dimension and determining the number of factors (Pallant, 2001).

Kaiser—-Meyer—Olkin (KMO) Test and Bartlett’s Test showed that the data set was suitable
for factor analysis revealing high correlation among the variables (KMO = 0.837; Bartlett's df =
253; p=0.00 <0.05). As the next step of the analysis, Initial Eigenvalue analysis was calculated
to identify the significant factors. The irrelevant, confusing or weak items (with less than .30 item
correlation or the ones that were loaded under more than one factor at high levels) were eliminated
from the questionnaire one by one and the test was repeated (Kalayci, 2010; Pallant, 2001). As a
result of these calculations, the final version of the questionnaire revealed 23 items loading
significantly (greater than 1 eigenvalue) under four factors: (a) Goal Commitment, (b) Mental
Volition Strategies, (c) Distractors, and (d) Behavioural Volition Strategies. The items in these
factors comprised 53.22% of the total variance explained. The Scree Test of Eigenvalues
confirmed the same number of factors (n = 4) to have values greater than 1. In order to list the
items under the factor in which they correlate the highest, Quartimax with Kaiser Normalization
method was used to rotate the data and to form the items in groups to constitute different factors
(Field, 2005; Pallant, 2001). The factors with the items and their loadings are displayed in Table
2.

Table 2

Quartimax Rotation Test Scores and Factor Loadings of Items

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor3 Factor 4

Total Variance Explained 53.22%

Item 28: I prepare a study plan before starting to study .802

Item 17: I apply the study plan I prepare 768

Item 38: I plan how to complete the tasks before starting .639

to study

Item 39: I make sure I follow my study plan .625

Item 7: 1 set time for myself for studying 592

Item 19: I set challenging goals before starting to study S11

Item 35: I think about finding precautions against online .697

distractors

Item 6: I promise myself not to finish studying before .696
attaining my goals

Item 12: I have high self-control not to get distracted .673

Item 31: I remind myself to stick to my study plan .599

Item 10: I think of strategies to concentrate on my goals 571

Item 37: I promise to leave my mobile away from me 484

Item 16: I check my social media accounts 719

Item 32: I get phone calls .690

Item 22: I get message notifications (e.g. Instagram, .687
Facebook, WhatsApp)
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Item 33: I check my emails .628
Item 23: I watch videos (e.g. YouTube) .555
Item 15: T answer the messages and continue to study 492
Item 4: 1 surf on other webpages 475

Item 27: I set my phone to “do not disturb” or silent mode 172
Item 34: I mute notifications 762
Item 8: I block all notifications 552
Item 24 I close irrelevant apps 384

The results show that the first factor loading with highest values (Goal Commitment) had
six items (items 7, 17, 19, 28, 38, 39) and explained 23.77% of the total variance. Factor 2 (Mental
Volition Strategies) explained 12.31% of the total variance with six items loading significantly
(items 6, 10, 12, 31, 35, 37). Another seven items loaded the highest under the third factor
(Distractors) explaining 10.20% of the total variance (items 4, 15, 16, 22, 23, 32, 33) while the
fourth factor (Behavioural Volition Strategies) had four items that loaded the highest (items 8, 24,
27,34) and explained 6.69% of the total variance. The questionnaire’s overall reliability was
recalculated with the 23 items left. Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient test showed that the
questionnaire was reliable (o =.773) (Pallant, 2001).

The factors and the items in the final version of the questionnaire, and the descriptive
results for each component are presented in Table 3. Regarding the results for the reliability
analyses for each emerging factor, it was found that each dimension of the questionnaire was
statistically reliable for further analysis.

Table 3

Descriptive and Reliability Estimates for e-Learning Behaviors Questionnaire

Factors Items Responses (%) Mean Sd a
Always Often Sometimes Rarely Never
I set time for myself for studying 10.1 246  30.6 254 9.3
Goal I apply the study plan I prepare 10.1 21.8 359 254 6.9
Commitment [ set challenging goals before 11.7 20.2 383 23.8 6.0
strategies starting to study 2.88 772 807
(6 items) I prepare a study plan before 14.5 22.6 355 21.8 5.6
starting to study
I plan how to complete the tasks 13.7 26.6  36.7 18.1 4.8
before starting to study
I make sure I follow my study plan 10.9 25.0 38.7 19.4 6.0
I remind myself to stick to my study 3.2 16.9 37.9 31.0 10.9
plan
Mental I think about finding precautions 6.0 125 492 23.8 8.5
Volition against online distractors 3.15 682 750
Strategies I have high self-control not to get 8.5 19.0 399 20.2 12.5
(6 items) distracted
I think of strategies to concentrate 10.1 435 262 16.1 4.0
on my goals
I promise myself not to finish 8.9 15.7  48.0 20.6 6.9
studying before attaining my goals
I promise to leave my mobile away 4.8 10.5  30.6 29.0 25.0

from me
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Factors Items Responses (%) Mean Sd a
Always Often Sometimes Rarely Never
I surf on other webpages 16.1 37.5 335 10.9 2.0
I answer the messages and continue 11.3 33.1 37.9 14.1 3.6
to study
Distractors I get message notifications (e.g. 28.6 36.7 21.0 9.7 4.0 2.63 669 741
(7 items) Instagram, Facebook, WhatsApp)
I watch videos (e.g. YouTube) 323 37.9 18.1 7.7 4.0
I get phone calls 14.9 15.7 440 20.6 4.8
I check my emails 7.7 11.3 27.0 29.8 242
I check my social media accounts 18.1 31,5 294 15.7 5.2
Behavioural 1 block all notifications 7.7 7.7 34.7 33.1 16.9
Volition I set my phone to “do not disturb” 10.9 23.8  31.0 21.0 13.3
Strategies or silent mode 3.15 812 .689
(4 items) I close irrelevant apps 9.7 153 379 254 11.7
I mute notifications 11.7 18.1 36.7 22.6 10.9
Data Analysis

Two separate sets of data were used for the study. The first set included qualitative data
gathered from the review of literature and the semi-structured interviews with the first sample
group. The data obtained from the review of literature was analyzed using content analysis
(Krippendorff, 2018), where the documents were systematically analyzed to identify repeated
issues and critical points in online learning process. As a result, the main categories were
determined to guide the development of the semi-structured interview questions and the
questionnaire. As for the qualitative data obtained from the learners’ interviews, first, the recorded
data were transcribed verbatim. Then, systematic content analysis was conducted by the two
researchers separately to identify the emerging themes under each category defined as a result of
reviewed research. The inter-coder reliability was measured using Cohen’s kappa to identify the
degree of agreement between the themes elicited by the two researchers and was found to have
high reliability (.84) (Cohen, 1968).

The data from the questionnaires was manually transferred to a computer environment and
analyzed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) 17.0. The response rate was 100%
with no missing data. First, the data regarding the frequency of e-learning and the device used for
access was analyzed descriptively. Then, the second part that consisted of 39 items under two
dimensions were analyzed using Explanatory Factor Analysis (EFA) and the relevant reliability
and validity tests were conducted. The first step of the statistical analyses involved descriptive
values. The descriptive values of the initial 39 items were M = 2.97 and SD = .812. The internal
reliability of the questionnaire was measured using Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient (Cronbach,
1951) and it was found that the data set was suitable to conduct further statistical tests (a = .801).
The quantitative data gathered from the questionnaires, on the other hand, was analyzed
statistically using descriptive statistics, i.e., mean values and frequencies were calculated to
determine the learners’ e-learning habits, while an independent samples t-test was run to
investigate possible differences among the participants’ responses.
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Results
Frequency of E-Learning and the Devices Used

Table 4 displays the descriptive analyses results for the participant learners’ frequency of
e-learning and the devices they use.

Table 4
The Frequency of e-Learning and the Devices Used
Frequency of Studying Online Device used to Study Online
Few timesa  Fewtimes  Several timesa Everyday Mobile Tablet Laptop Desktop
month a week week Computer Computer
F 107 109 42 21 224 5 46 3
% 383 39.0 15.0 7.5 80.2 1.7 16.4 1.0

According to the results, the participants did not study online very frequently. Rather, most
of them studied online a few times a month (38.3%) or a few times a week (39.0%). For the device
used, a significant majority reported that they used their mobile phones (80.2%). While some of
them were using laptop computers to study online (16.4%), only very few used tablets (1.7%) or
desktop computers (1.0%).

Exposure to Online Distractors and the Use of Strategies

The data were analyzed descriptively after the results of the factor analyses were attained
to find out the participants’ tendencies for each dimension. As for the participants’ exposure to
distractors, the mean score (M = 2.6) indicates that it was at moderate levels as the value is higher
than 2, referring to being exposed to distractors often (represented by 2) or sometimes (represented
by 3). The distractor with the highest frequency was reported to be watching videos while studying
online (32.3% always and 37.9% often), followed by getting notifications from social media
accounts (28.6% always and 36.7% often), and surfing on other webpages (37.5% often and 33.5%
sometimes) while getting phone calls (44.0% sometimes) was also stated as another frequent
distractor. As for the goal commitment strategies, the participants seemed to apply them less
frequently (M=2.8). The most frequent ones they employed were setting challenging goals (38.3%
sometimes), preparing and applying a study plan (35.5% and 35.9% sometimes, respectively), and
making sure that they follow the plan prepared (38.7% sometimes). The responses for planning
how to complete the tasks (26.6% often and 36.7% sometimes) and setting time for them (24.6%
often and 30.6% sometimes) were also at moderate levels. Only a few students (between 10—14%)
reported to always use these goal commitment strategies.

The results for mental and behavioral volition strategies (M = 3.15) indicate that the
participants applied these strategies less than goal commitment strategies. Very few participants
(between 6.0% and 16.1%) always used mental volition strategies. They mostly used thinking
about concentration strategies (43.5% often) followed by thinking about finding precautions
(49.2% sometimes), promising themselves not to stop studying before the goals are attained
(48.0% sometimes), having high self-control (39.9% sometimes), and reminding themselves to
stick to their study plans (23.8% often and 31.0% sometimes). However, a considerable number
of the participants (between 10.9% and 29.0%) also stated that they use these strategies rarely,
which may suggest that the majority of the students do not very frequently apply these strategies.
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As for the behavioral volition strategies, the results do not imply high frequency of use by most of
the participants, either. The most frequent response was setting mobile phones to “do not disturb”
or silent modes (37.9% sometimes), while closing apps (37.9% sometimes), muting, or blocking
notifications (36.7% and 34.7% sometimes) were the moderately used behavioral volition
strategies.

Differences in the Use of Strategies Based on Gender

The results of Independent Samples T-Test conducted to find out possible differences
among the participants indicate that female and male learners (M = 2.55 and M = 2.67,
respectively) did not differ significantly in the frequency of being exposed to distractors (t = -1.40.
df =246.p=.162 > .05).

In terms of the strategies applied against online distractors, no statistically significant
differences were found for behavioral volition strategies (t =-1.58. df =246. p=.115>.05) and for
mental volition strategies (t =.68. df = 246. p =.571 > .05). However, gender played a significant
role in terms of using goal commitment strategies (t = -4.88. df = 246. p = .00 > .05). The effect
size of this difference calculated using eta square value also confirms the effect of gender on the
frequency of goal commitment strategy use (n2 =.21 > .14) (Huck, 2008). Accordingly, the effect
size is greater for female learners, who were found to be using goal commitment strategies more
frequently than male learners do (M = 3.34 and M = 2.58, respectively).

Overall, the results show that almost half of the participants used goal commitment and
mental and behavioral volition strategies rarely/never although a significant number of the
participants stated they were always/often exposed to distractors while studying online.

Discussion

The dramatic in the use of the internet for learning require educators and educational
program developers not only to plan and prepare efficient online learning tools but also to monitor
the efficiency of learners’ e-learning experiences and to be able to optimize learning outcomes.
Yet, further research, particularly based on Turkish learners, exploring e-learner behaviors and the
obstacles they need to cope with is still needed. The present study attempted to lead to further
research by reporting the development of and introducing the questionnaire to investigate higher
education learners’ e-learning behaviors focusing specifically on online distractors being exposed
to and the strategies applied to keep committed to their learning goals within Turkish higher
education.

The results reveal that higher education learners study online at moderate levels, i.e., a few
times a month or a week using mostly their mobile phones, though there are some who do more
frequently. Regarding the frequency of being exposed to distractors, the participants reported
exposure at high to moderate rates. However, when it comes to the implementation of strategies
against such distractors, the results indicate low to moderate levels of use of such strategies. Still,
goal commitment strategies were reported to be performed more frequently than behavioral and
mental volition strategies among learners. On the other hand, the female learners were found to
use goal commitment strategies significantly higher than their male peers.

As Mehlenbacher et al. (2000) warn educators, studying online needs closer examination
and evaluation. Attempts to optimize e-learning behaviors of learners will require first to explore
their learning engagement, the impacts of e-learning on learner performance and achievement.
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Having a clearer picture of learner experiences can guide educators to develop and/or adapt
teaching and learning strategies that would assist learners when studying online. The internet
provides not only learning tools but also a wide variety of distractors. Learners are expected to
keep their concentration on task despite such obstacles and avoid cyber slacking (Lavoie & Pychyl,
2001). Therefore, equipping learners to set goals and to regulate volition strategies could be
regarded among the necessary skills for future generations. Control over the task and regulating
strategies for achieving academic goals are considered to be among the important components of
learning flow (Zimmerman, 1989), which is defined as a conscious state of deep engagement in a
learning task at hand (Chen, 2006; Thatcher et al., 2008). When learners are able to regulate their
own learning, the likelihood of achieving their goals increases (Achtziger et al., 2008).
Nonetheless, as Cooper and Corpus (2009) argue, research on SRL strategies mostly focuses on
cognitive and metacognitive strategies leaving motivational strategies investigated to a lesser
extent. However, with the increase in online learning, learners need to regulate their motivational
strategies in order to maintain their engagement and to cope with distractors. Today almost all
higher education students, whether enrolled in online programs or traditional face-to-face
programs, use the internet for learning. In order to be efficient e-autonomous learners, they need
to be equipped specifically with self-control encompassing goal commitment and volition
strategies along with cognitive and metacognitive strategies of SRL.

Conclusion

The present study aims to contribute to the educational research investigating the role of
strategy implementation in e-learning contexts, which has become more important than ever during
the COVID-19 pandemic period (Shea, 2020; Johnson, Veletsianos & Seaman, 2020). By
developing a questionnaire to identify the use of volition and goal commitment strategies against
online distractors, the results are meant to encourage further research. As SRL strategy
implementation has been frequently reported to help learners to increase their academic
engagement (Andrade & Bunker, 2009; Oxford, 2011) and to obtain higher levels of achievement
(Beishuizen & Steffens, 2011; Zimmerman & Schunk, 2008) in face-to-face learning
environments, there is a need for more research to find out whether learners can benefit from using
SRL strategies in online learning contexts. As the scope of this study is limited to the
implementation of volition and goal commitment strategies against online distractors, future
research could focus on other domains of SRL and their role in learner engagement and success.
The results of the study also indicate that e-learning experiences of higher education learners call
for further in-depth examination in order to identify psychometric qualities of motivational
strategies and provide insights to the scientific community so that necessary actions could be
sought by educators, program developers, and learners.
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