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Fact Sheet 47 - How to use metacognition in the classroom 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

The term ‘metacognition’ or ‘metacognitive skills’ may seem scary at first; it sounds 

like something out of a complicated science book. As scary as it sounds, 

metacognition is simply ‘thinking about thinking’ or in our case, ‘thinking about how to 

learn’.  

It’s a fancy term for teaching students how to teach themselves and how to learn more 

efficiently (Wilson & Bai, 2010). There is no doubt that being an efficient and capable 

independent learner is a valuable lifelong skill which leads to success at all stages of 

life. Some of the more common and useful metacognitive skills are below: 

• Planning – thinking about the best approach before starting something. It also 

can include chunking (to divide and conquer) and completing tasks in a certain 

order (such as from easiest to hardest).  

• Reflective practice – reviewing our own performance, strengths and 

weaknesses in order to improve in the future. 

• Seeking help – locating various sources of information or expertise, and then 

collecting, collating and analysing the information for its usefulness and 

trustworthiness. 

• Setting goals – including deadlines, SMART goals, micro-goals, short-term 

goals, long-term goals and rewards. Teaching students to set goals has been 

shown to be effective for improving academic achievement (Hatti & Anderman, 

2012). 

• Self-questioning and self-monitoring – e.g., ‘am I going about this the right 

way?’, ‘what do I know and not know?’, ‘should I do it another way?’. 

• Think-alouds, self-talk and mental scripting. 

• General teaching and learning strategies – e.g., graphic organisers, 

brainstorming, learning by teaching, writing to learn, re-reading, summarising 

and categorising. 

• Writing lists to assist with organisation, memory and accountability (including 

re-writing lists as a task progresses). 
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• Feedback – seeking and acting on feedback from others. Feedback should be 

seen as a useful mechanism for improvement and not a personal attack. 

• Recognising and managing impediments to learning such as distractions, 

contradictory information, feelings of frustration and anger, excuses, 

procrastination and peer pressure. 

• Examining a task before starting – identifying what is un/known, sources of 

information, the steps or main parts of the task and potential issues, as well as 

thinking about the best learning strategy, setting goals and timelines. 

• Measuring performance – self-assessment against goals, comparisons 

against benchmarks and being mindful of mission creep (ever-moving goal 

posts). 

• Study skills such as spaced learning and deliberate practice (practising and 

perfecting small parts of a task), setting routines and timed study (studying for 

20-minute bursts). 

• Subject-specific learning skills – e.g., for reading: re-reading, active reading, 

using cues, prediction, re-telling, summarising and critical literacy skills. 

• Self-assessment – accurately assessing our own skills and knowledge while 

remembering that ‘you don’t know what you don’t know’. Be aware of the 

Dunning-Kruger effect – people who know the least commonly overestimate 

their abilities because they have a narrow and simplistic understanding of the 

topic.  

• Growth mindset – believing that learning and growth is possible irrespective 

of intelligence or past performance. This is the opposite of a fixed mindset 

believing that intelligence is set for life and cannot be altered.  

Metacognitive skills are the ultimate transferable skills – they can be used in any 

subject or workplace. Imagine a student who is stuck on a maths problem. He or she 

could stop and do something else such as chat with a friend, or use a simple 

metacognitive skill such as chunking.  

The student remembers ‘process learning’ (also known as task analysis) and writes 

out the individual steps required to solve similar problems. By following and applying 

these steps, the student can now solve the maths problem. It’s not a stretch to see 

how this strategy would be useful in almost any subject, course or workplace. 
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SMART goals are effective for learning.  

The first step in teaching metacognitive skills is to regularly emphasise that knowing 

about and using them is valuable and effective. The second step is to help students 

learn and practise them on a daily basis (Schraw, 1998).  

Metacognitive skills can be explicitly taught to students as well (Maitland, 2000). To 

do this, teach students how to use a particular metacognitive skill while teaching 

another skill (such as solving a maths problem). 
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Advanced Hint 

There are 3 types of scaffolds and all can be taught as metacognitive skills. 

Content scaffolds are methods of teaching content or subject knowledge (the 

type of scaffolding you have learnt so far). Heuristic scaffolds are mental 

shortcuts or ‘rules of thumb’ (Radford et al., 2014). Self-scaffolds allow students 

to scaffold their own learning.  



© Adam Green - Institute of Teacher Aide Courses V1.0 January 2022  

Radford, J., Bosanquet, P., Webster, R., Blatchford, P., Rubie-Davies, C. (2014). Fostering learner independence 
through heuristic scaffolding: A valuable role for teaching assistants. International Journal of Educational 
Research, 63, Pages 116-126. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2013.02.010. 

Schraw, G. (1998). Promoting general metacognitive awareness. Instructional Science, 26, 113-125. 
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1003044231033. 

Wilson, N. S., & Bai, H. (2010). The relationships and impact of teachers' metacognitive knowledge and 
pedagogical understandings of metacognition. Metacognition and Learning, 5(3), 269-288. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11409-010-9062-4. 

 


