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Abstract 

This literature review explores the relationship between self-regulated learning and lifelong learning in 

the context of Chinese vocational education. Self-regulated learning is discussed as a foundational 

component in educational psychology. The relationship between self-regulated learning and lifelong 

learning is examined, illustrating how self-regulation skills foster continuous learning. Moreover, this 

review addresses the role of lifelong learning in vocational education in China, emphasizing the need for 

flexible, skills-based learning pathways to support economic and personal growth. In addition, the paper 

explores lifelong learning policies in China. The literature review culminates in a discussion on the  

challenges and opportunities in Chinese vocational education. 

 

Keywords: self-regulated learning, lifelong learning, Chinese vocational education 

 

1. Introduction 

Lifelong learning has emerged as an essential competency for maintaining employability and achieving 

personal growth. The idea of lifelong learning extends beyond formal education, capturing continuous 

skill acquisition and knowledge enhancement throughout one's life (Aspin & Chapman, 2000; Field, 

2006). Moreover, self-regulated learning, the ability to manage one's learning processes through goal 

setting, self-monitoring, and self-reflection, is increasingly recognized as a relevant factor influencing 

lifelong learning outcomes (Zimmerman, 2002; Pintrich, 2000). 

The Chinese vocational education and training system, which plays a crucial role in preparing skilled labor 

for the nation's growing industries, provides a good ground for exploring the relationship between self-

regulated learning and lifelong learning. With over 30 million students enrolled in vocational institutions 

(Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China, 2022), understanding the dynamics of self-

regulated learning is vital for developing strategies to enhance their lifelong learning abilities. This is 

particularly pertinent given the unique socio-cultural context of China, where educational practices are 

deeply influenced by Confucian values emphasizing perseverance, discipline, and respect for authority 

(Wang & Mao, 1996; Biggs, 1996). 

Despite the importance of self-regulated learning in fostering lifelong learning, empirical research 

focusing on Chinese vocational students remains scarce. Existing studies predominantly center on general 

education settings or higher education contexts (Liang & Wang, 2020; Sun & Yao, 2019; Wang et al., 

2017), leaving a significant gap in understanding how self-regulatory behaviors manifest and impact 

learning trajectories within vocational education. Moreover, the transformation of China's economy 
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necessitates that vocational students not only acquire technical skills but also develop the ability to adapt 

and learn continuously in response to shifting occupational demands (Guo & Lamb, 2010; Li, 2016). 

 

2. Review of Related Literature 

Self-regulated learning in educational contexts refers to the ability of learners to plan, monitor, and assess 

their understanding and performance (Zimmerman, 2002). This concept is grounded in social cognitive 

theory, which posits that personal, behavioral, and environmental factors interact to influence learning 

(Bandura, 1986). Pintrich (2000) expanded this framework by highlighting the role of motivation, 

cognitive strategies, and metacognitive strategies in self-regulated learning. Lifelong learning, on the other 

hand, encompasses all learning activities undertaken throughout life for the development of competencies 

and qualifications (Aspin & Chapman, 2000). It is underpinned by the notion that learning is a continuous 

process, critical for personal and professional development in a rapidly changing world (Field, 2006). 

2.1. Self-Regulated Learning and Educational Psychology 

Educational psychology research has demonstrated the good impact of self-regulated learning on academic 

performance of students. A meta-analysis by Dent and Koenka (2016) found that students who engage in 

self-regulated learning strategies, such as goal setting, self-monitoring, and self-assessment, tend to 

achieve higher academic outcomes across various educational levels. These findings are supported by 

studies that show the effectiveness of self-regulated learning interventions in enhancing students’ 

motivation, engagement, and achievement (Cleary & Zimmerman, 2012). Also, self-regulated learning 

has been shown to be particularly beneficial for students in complex and challenging learning 

environments. For example, Greene et al. (2011) found that self-regulated learning strategies are crucial 

for success in online learning environments, where students must navigate content independently. 

Similarly, self-regulated learning has been linked to improved performance in problem-based learning 

contexts, where students are required to take ownership of their learning processes (Loyens et al., 2008). 

Educational psychologists have sought to apply these principles in the classroom specifically in the 

integration of self-regulated learning training into curricula, where students are explicitly taught how to 

set goals, monitor their progress, and reflect on their learning. Perry et al. (2008) implemented an self-

regulated learning-based intervention in elementary classrooms, resulting in significant improvements in 

students' reading comprehension and self-efficacy. Teachers also play a critical role in fostering self-

regulated learning by creating environments that support autonomous learning. This can be achieved 

through instructional practices that encourage student choice, provide feedback, and promote reflection. 

The study of Paris and Paris (2001) suggests that when teachers model self-regulated learning strategies 

and provide opportunities for students to practice these skills, students become more effective self-

regulators, leading to improved academic achievements. 

2.2. Self-Regulated Learning and Lifelong Learning 

Research has consistently demonstrated that self-regulated learning is a critical predictor of lifelong 

learning. Self-regulated learners are proactive in their learning processes, exhibiting higher levels of 

motivation, persistence, and adaptability (Zimmerman, 2002; Schunk & Zimmerman, 2008). These traits 

are essential for lifelong learning, which requires individuals to continuously seek out and engage with 

new knowledge and skills (Candy, 1991). Moreover, self-regulated learning strategies, such as goal 

setting, self-monitoring, and self-reflection, have been found to enhance both academic performance and 

the capacity for lifelong learning (Dignath & Büttner, 2008; Perry et al., 2004). 
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Several empirical studies have examined the relationship between self-regulated learning and lifelong 

learning across different educational contexts. For instance, Artelt et al. (2003) conducted a cross-national 

study that identified self-regulated learning strategies as strong predictors of lifelong learning among 

secondary school students. Similarly, Nota et al. (2004) stated that self-regulated learning interventions 

could enhance students' academic achievement and motivation, which are critical components of lifelong 

learning. Jossberger et al. (2010) explored the role of self-regulated learning in vocational training 

programs. Their findings suggest that self-regulated learning is crucial for effective learning in vocational 

settings, where students must often engage in self-directed learning activities. Additionally, Boekaerts and 

Corno (2005) emphasized the importance of creating learning environments that support self-regulation. 

They suggested that vocational education programs should incorporate elements that foster self-directed 

learning and lifelong learning skills. 

2.3. Self-Regulated Learning in Chinese Vocational Education 

The role of self-regulated learning in Chinese educational contexts has been explored, albeit 

predominantly within general and higher education settings. Liang and Wang (2020) found that Chinese 

university students who employed self-regulated learning strategies exhibited higher readiness for lifelong 

learning. Also, Sun and Yao (2019) highlighted the positive impact of self-regulated learning on academic 

performance and lifelong learning readiness among Chinese college students. 

Vocational education in China, however, presents unique challenges and opportunities. Chinese vocational 

students often face intense academic pressures and a rigid curriculum structure, which may hinder the 

development of self-regulatory skills (Wang et al., 2017). Yet, the practical nature of vocational training 

can also provide rich contexts for applying self-regulated learning strategies, as students must often 

integrate theoretical knowledge with hands-on practice (Guo & Lamb, 2010). A study by Lu (2012) 

emphasized the importance of experiential learning and self-regulated learning in improving the 

effectiveness of vocational education programs. 

2.4. Lifelong Learning in Chinese Vocational Education 

The emphasis on lifelong learning within China's vocational education system has gained momentum in 

recent years, driven by the need to equip students with skills that are adaptable to changing industrial 

demands (Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China, 2022). Lifelong learning in this context 

is not merely about acquiring technical skills but also about fostering a mindset of continuous 

improvement and adaptability (Li, 2016). 

Studies have shown that vocational education can effectively contribute to lifelong learning by providing 

students with the necessary technical and professional skills (Qian & Smyth, 2008). However, vocational 

education must also emphasize the development of self-regulatory skills, which are crucial for sustaining 

lifelong learning beyond formal education (Harris, 2009). Yang and McCall (2014) indicated that 

incorporating self-regulated learning training into vocational curricula can significantly enhance students' 

lifelong learning competencies. 

2.5. Lifelong Learning Policies in China 

The Chinese government has recognized the importance of lifelong learning and has implemented policies 

to promote it within the vocational education system. The National Outline for Medium and Long-term 

Education Reform and Development (2010-2020) emphasized the need for lifelong learning and the 

development of a learning society (State Council of the People's Republic of China, 2010). These policies 

have aimed to create a more flexible and responsive education system that can adapt to the changing needs 

of the economy and society (Yang, 2012). 
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Moreover, Pan and Chen (2011) highlighted the impact of these policies on vocational education, noting 

significant improvements in the quality and accessibility of vocational training programs. However, 

challenges remain, particularly in ensuring that these programs effectively promote self-regulated learning 

and lifelong learning. To address these issues, Gu (2014) suggested that vocational education institutions 

need to develop comprehensive strategies that integrate self-regulated learning training with technical and 

professional education. 

2.6. Challenges and Opportunities in Chinese Vocational Education 

Chinese vocational education faces several challenges in fostering self-regulated learning and lifelong 

learning. These include the rigid curriculum structure, limited resources, and a focus on short-term 

outcomes rather than long-term skill development (Xie, 2019). Additionally, there is a need for an 

alignment between vocational education programs and the demands of the labor market, ensuring that 

students acquire skills that are relevant and transferable (Zhao, 2015). 

However, there are also significant opportunities. The growing emphasis on innovation and 

entrepreneurship in China provides a fertile ground for promoting self-regulated learning and lifelong 

learning (Chen, 2017). Vocational education institutions can leverage these opportunities by incorporating 

project-based learning, internships, and other experiential learning activities that promote self-regulated 

learning and continuous learning (Zhang & Zhang, 2020). 

Embedding self-regulated learning directly into the curriculum is important in the learning process of 

students. Zimmerman and Schunk (2011) emphasize that instruction in self-regulated learning helps 

students develop skills like lifelong learning. This involves guiding students to set both short-term and 

long-term goals related to their skills and career development. A learner-centered environment develops 

self-regulated learning by promoting autonomy and self-direction. Paris and Paris (2001) argue that giving 

students freedom in their learning paths enhances motivation. This could involve allowing students to 

select tools or methods for completing tasks, thereby encouraging them to take responsibility for their 

learning. Constructive feedback and formative assessments are essential for effective self-regulated 

learning. Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) said that feedback should be specific, timely, and focused on 

the learning processes of the students. 

 

3. Conclusion 

This literature review highlights the educational practices and lifelong learning outcomes for vocational 

students in China. By integrating self-regulated learning training into vocational curricula and promoting 

lifelong learning policies, China can better prepare its vocational students for the challenges of the modern 

workforce. The relationship between self-regulated learning and lifelong learning has been established in 

the literature, with self-regulated learning strategies being crucial for fostering continuous skill 

development.  
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