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METHOD 3: METACOGNITION

Overview

The word ‘metacognition’ sounds a bit complicated and theoretical, 
and so does not sound the sort of thing you might find useful in the 
classroom. However, when we see the practical applications we can 
see that we already use metacognitive strategies in our classrooms. 
Whenever we ask ‘What is your plan?’ or ‘How is it going?’ or ‘What 
will you do to start?’, you are asking metacognitive questions which 
clarify your students’ thinking.

‘Cognition’ means ‘thinking’. ‘Metacognition’ means ‘thinking about 
your thinking’.

Teaching metacognition involves getting your students to reflect 
on their own learning by actively talking about how they will 
plan something, how well they are progressing and finally how well 
they did.

In this case study we see that the student initially misinterprets the 
question. It takes practice for your students to realise that they need to 
describe their thinking process, not just give the answer.

Case study: Yr 2 Maths
Mr A is teaching Maths to Yr 2. He asks ‘How would you add 32 + 24?’ 
One student answers ‘56’. Mr A explains that he doesn’t want the 
answer, he wants them to explain how they worked it out. This time, as 
the student explains the process, Mr A writes on the board to demon-
strate the method.

The evidence shows that students who do well at metacognition also 
do better in their learning and results.

Applying the method

There is a great deal written about metacognition, some of which 
makes it sound very complicated. This description provides a basic 
introduction.

We need to get our students thinking about their thinking process by 
asking them (or getting them to ask themselves) questions while car-
rying out a task. The task can be broken down into three main stages:

 ■ Planning (before you start)
 ■ Monitoring (while doing the task)
 ■ Evaluating (after the task is finished).
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Planning questions
 ■ What am I trying to achieve? (or learn?)
 ■ What shall I do first?
 ■ What are the steps or parts?
 ■ How much time do I have?
 ■ Have I done something like this before?
 ■ What does a ‘good answer’ look like?

Monitoring questions
 ■ How am I doing?
 ■ Who could I ask for help?
 ■ What could I do differently?

Evaluation questions
(Note: Students find evaluation much harder than planning and moni-
toring as they have to see what they have done, as though they were 
an observer. This is an abstract task.)

 ■ What worked well?
 ■ Can I explain to others how I did this?
 ■ What could I have done better?
 ■ Can I use this approach for other tasks?

Why this method works

There are a number of stages at which students stumble in their learn-
ing. They sometimes don’t know how to start, they may get stuck with 
the first idea they had and not look at other options, they may not 
notice when their plan is not working out, they may be too rigid to 
change direction and, when they have completed the task, they may 
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not be able to assess how effective their strategy was and simply use 
the same, mediocre strategy next time.

Metacognition is a way to improve these skills in your student. These 
are general life skills, equally applicable to gardening, cooking for a 
group, planning a holiday, etc.

When should I use this method in my classroom?

One of the good things about metacognition is that even a little bit is 
beneficial. There is a massive complexity in some educational litera-
ture which may give the impression that you need a degree in meta-
cognition before you can master it.

However, if we simply start using some of the standard questions 
listed above, we are already using the method.

Case study
Ms R has been teaching for years and has usually used a ‘hands-
up’ form of questioning. She reads about metacognition and 
decides to try something a bit different.

When a student answers her question, she no longer says ‘Yes, 
well done’, she replies with ‘Why do you think that?’, ‘What’s the 
evidence for that?’ or ‘How did you get to that answer?’

Putting this method into action

Metacognition is not so much a distinct method as part of effective 
classroom practice.

 ■ Model the process yourself by explaining aloud your own planning, 
monitoring, etc. thinking.

 ■ Teach your students how to plan, monitor and evaluate their work.
 ■ Promote metacognitive talk in the classroom with probing 

questions.

However, students may need some help articulating their thoughts.

Case study: Yr 6 Maths
Ms J wants to promote metacognition in her lesson; however, she 
finds that some students dry up part way through their 
explanation.

She realises that, while older students and adults may be hear-
ing what they are about to say in their heads before they speak, 
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with her younger students the first time they hear what they are 
about to say is when they actually say it! If they are not clear they 
may just stop part way through.

To overcome this, she repeats what the student has said back 
to them which gives them the chance to organise their thoughts. 
She writes what they have said on the board and lets them clarify 
it, perhaps using persistent questioning.
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Quiz to check understanding

True or false? (Answers on p. 160)

1. Metacognition is only relevant for older students.
2. Students with good metacognitive skills achieve higher grades.
3. Metacognitive skills developed in one subject can be used in 

other subjects and situations.
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