
What does it look like? 

In a student journal or log (best for you and 

student to track progress over time), or on blank 

paper, ask students to reflect on their learning 

process.  By crafting questions that ask students 

to examine their thinking, it helps them to make 

their invisible thinking process become visible to 

them.  Examples of questions might include: 

 What are some of the ways you tried to find 

solutions to a given problem? 

 What are some of the strategies you used to 

find evidence to support a position? 

 What thoughts helped you to determine how 

to sequence your steps to create your 

performance? 

Reflective opportunities may happen during and/

or after an assignment, review session, project, 

performance, etc.  It is always best to help 

students reflect right after they engage in the 

learning process. 

At first, students may struggle to recognize their 

thinking process when they are not accustomed to 

engage in this type of reflection.  Using sentence 

starters may help students understand what to pay 

attention to as they learn to make their thinking 

process more visible.  For example: 

 I started to think… 

 I got stuck when… 

 I was frustrated by… 

 At first I thought… but then I realized… 

 I figured out… 

 What helped me get past… [my challenge] 

was… 

 When I got frustrated by… it helped me to…  

Developing Metacognition 
(from Schoenback, R., et. al. (1999). Reading for understanding: A guide to improving 
reading in middle and high school classroom. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.)  

Benefits 

By helping them identify, clarify, and understand 

the thinking that goes on in their experiences, 

students can learn to 

 manage their process 

 monitor their process, and 

 modify their process through a feedback cycle.   

Further instructions can help students learn to 

identify their strengths as well as engage with you 

to co-create action plans to improve the specific 

thinking skills in need of development. 

These processes will help students have a better 

chance of becoming aware of HOW they learn and 

HOW TO BECOME better learners. 

What Question Are We Addressing? 

How do we help students recognize 

their mental thinking process so they 

may build the skills and dispositions 

associated with deeper thinking and 

learning? 

What is the challenge?  

When students are given tasks to do, they often 

only focus on what they are reading or the 

assignment or assessment they are doing rather 

than also examining the mental process(es) they 

use to make sense of their experiences to learn.  

This often means that the thinking skills and habits 

associated with their own learning process remains 

invisible to them. 



Students Collaborate — I observe, 

assess, provide feedback 

How do I help students use this in their learning? 

 Carve out intentional and consistent time in class 

After students develop a better idea of how to engage in a 

metacognitive process through a non-academic exposure, we 

can then help them transfer that process to academic settings.  

Ensure time to practice metacognition is intentionally and 

consistently provided rather than assuming students will now 

think about their thinking whenever possible.  (They won’t!) 

Carve out class time for students to practice this process, 

individually and collaboratively, after engaging in learning 

opportunities that warrant reflection.  Prompt with questions.  

Provide sentence starters for those who may still need support. 

Have students write out their process strengths and determine 

goals and next steps to improve their identified areas of need.  

Collect these artifacts and provide feedback: What strengths 

do they not recognize? What questions might you pose to help 

them think differently in order to reach their goals? 

Students Do & Transfer to Novel 

Situations — I Clarify & Support 

Question? 

 Have students create their own learning framework 

Based on multiple experiences and having incorporated 

feedback to improve their metacognitive process, ask students 

to clarify and describe the mental framework that they use 

while trying to learn something new. 

Provide students opportunities to begin co-creating and 

eventually driving their own learning process in which students 

utilize this metacognitive process to: 

 Monitor their progress toward goals and expectations 

 Modify their learning based on what they notice about 

their own learning and / or feedback from others. 

Additionally, have students continue to refine their mental 

learning framework as they learn new strategies and become 

better at thinking about their thinking. 

Students Listen, Observe, & Make 

Meaning — I do 

How might I introduce this to my students? 

 Modeling through a “Think-aloud” 

Help students understand the thoughts in your mind as you 

engage in a thinking process that students are also expected to 

engage in.  Examples might include thought processes while 

reading (e.g., What do I highlight?, When do I annotate?, etc.), 

while deciding how to create personal goals, while determining 

what steps are needed to achieve their goal, while monitoring 

progress toward goals, etc. 

As you model the process, call out your thinking verbally while 

also writing and/or drawing your thinking on a white board or 

under a document camera so students can track your thoughts 

visually.   

Finally, ask your students for examples from when they have 

experienced these mental processes in their own thinking.  

Help them connect their emerging metacognition to their own 

learning process.  

Students Participate — We do 

together 

How might I help my students develop this skill? 

 Connecting through non-academic examples 

Providing students with examples which are not connected to 

content they are learning allows them to focus on making their 

thinking visible without reverting to a focus on content.  

For example, pose a riddle to your students.  Explain that they 

may ask you any Yes/No question in their attempt to figure it 

out.  (A lady is pushing a car past a red hotel before she turns 

right.  Her friend then gives her $200.  What’s going on? —> 

Answer: They are playing monopoly.  Students need to figure 

out that the car is not a real car, the hotel is not a real hotel, 

and turning right meant the lady passed “Go!”) 

Group students in pairs to discuss their process.  What did they 

do to try to figure out questions to ask?  What did they do with 

information they learned?  Writing their insights helps co-

create a list of ideas and strategies that students can use to 

become better at thinking about their thinking.  

How might I help students 

effectively develop their own 

metacognitive process over time? 



Co-creation 

Too often students are only given passive roles in 

their learning.  When teachers tell students what 

to do, how to do it, and when to do it, students 

are unable to learn how to manage, monitor, and 

modify their learning.  Learning must be more 

than just “doing an assignment.” 

Setting Goals: Provide time for students to co-

create a set of goals about their learning process 

that they will monitor throughout a unit of study. 

Cumulative Demonstration of 

Learning: Allow students to propose 

what evidence to collect and analyze 

over time to find growth in learning. 

Voice 

Students learn to recognize their voice is essential 

to the learning process.  They learn to recognize 

that questions and reflections can lead to deeper 

learning and determination of next steps. 

Setting Goals: Provide time for students to 

examine their strengths and areas of need.  Work 

with them to use their insights to co-create goals 

that will help them improve their process. 

Feedback: Provide students the opportunity to 

ask for feedback based on the 

questions they are raising about their 

own efforts and work 

Connection to Habits of Mind 

Thinking about your thinking, aka Metacognition, IS one of the Habits of Mind.  The main goal 

of developing our students’ metacognitive abilities is to help them become aware of their 

own thoughts, strategies, feelings, and actions, as well as the effect these have on others.  

After building an awareness, students can use their metacognition to construct mental frameworks so that 

they have an idea of how to think and what actions to take when confronted with challenges in their lives.  

This will help them know what to do when confronted with a challenge or problem to which there is no 

immediate solution.  

How does this strategy connect with 

Personalized Learning and the Habits of Mind? 

Social Construction 

Students build ideas through 

relationships with others.  By working 

with others more familiar with the process of 

learning by thinking about their thinking, students 

can make sense of their process as well as make 

it their own. 

Instructional Plan: Provide students the 

opportunity to develop routines and reflect upon 

what did and didn’t work for them.   

Feedback: Provide students opportunities to talk 

with others who may have insight on next steps 

that may improve their metacognitive process. 

Self-discovery 

Students need to learn more about 

themselves as learners to make wise 

decisions as they manage, monitor, and modify 

their learning process.   

Evaluation: Provide room for students to track 

their process while engaged in learning.  Help 

students learn to own their work and monitor 

what they do and do not understand. 

Cumulative Demonstration of Learning: Provide 

time for students to capture accomplishments 

they believe represents their best work in regards 

to meeting their goals.   


