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Four ways to develop metacognitive learners to build back better 

Introduction  
When we discuss the many benefits of a whole school approach to Met-
acognition, one of the Habits of Mind that often comes to the fore is 
Thinking Flexibly. Flexible thinking is characterised by being able to 
change perspectives, generate alternatives and consider options. This 
can work on an individual level or as a system – to reframe, to adapt, to 
reinterpret and to find possible solutions. 

With schools across the United Kingdom, and indeed the world, pre-
paring to welcome students back to face-to-face learning, schools are 
in the spotlight. The world is watching to see how our education sys-
tems – the institutions charged with preparing our youngsters for an 
uncertain future – interpret, adapt and respond to challenges we have 
not encountered before.  

With this in mind, many who work in education are justified in feeling 
dismayed and frustrated at the dominant political and media narrative 
that our children need to 'catch up', have ‘lost learning’ and are now 
‘behind’. The learning a child has missed in Year 7, for example, is now 
‘lost’ and the child will possibly be ‘behind’ forever, disadvantaged for 
life, unless this summer is spent behind desks catching up.  

This linear view of learning comes from the industrial roots of our edu-
cation system. Since it was started to serve the needs of industrialisation, 
the education system has been built around a production line model 
and characterised by standards and standardisation – levels, key stages, 
moderation, measurement, exams and grades and are still central con-
cepts in how society thinks and talks about education. And If a part of 
the production line is faulty or missed out, the product is a defect.  

https://www.habitsofmindinstitute.org/thinking-flexibly/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/mar/02/schools-tsar-says-englands-17bn-covid-catch-up-package-not-enough
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/explainers-55938837


This narrative is not only rooted in the past, but is potentially damaging 
for our children’s motivation, self-perception and well-being. In aiming 
to develop lifelong learners, we must provide a clear message – to our 
colleagues and our pupils – that ‘now, at this age’ is not the only time 
we can learn the content of our curriculum. The current situation re-
quires us  to change the narrative and allow concepts of rigidity, con-
formity and linearity to be overshadowed by those of adaptation, resili-
ence and flexibility.  

The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) Toolkit tells us that sum-
mer school is unlikely to provide the desired outcomes at significant fi-
nancial cost. A much wiser bet would be to focus on developing Meta-
cognition and Self-Regulation, which is identified as being high impact 
at relatively low cost and particularly impactful for disadvantaged learn-
ers. Schools and Teachers can challenge and look beyond these poten-
tially damaging and dominant narratives by focusing on developing in-
dependent, metacognitive learners and building back better. Here we 
explore 4 ways schools can do that. 

 

1. Develop a clear vision 

In 'Start with Why', Simon Sinek explains there are 
two ways to influence human behaviour;  
Manipulation and Inspiration. To inspire, we need 
to be clear about purpose. Why are we doing what  
we are doing? Ultimately, a clear vision of ‘our  
values’ and ‘what sort of people our school is  
aiming to develop’ may sound nebulous, but is very 
important. Discussing and defining the attributes,  
values and attitudes we are seeking to develop will  
define what becomes a priority in the day-to-day  
life of the classroom.  

According to Ron Ritchhart, we each hold our own 
working theories about the nature of teaching, 
learning, thinking, schools etc. These beliefs focus our attention, direct our 
actions and constitute the internal compass with which we navigate.  
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-56149902
file:///C:/Users/nicho/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/82O72C7U/Education%20Endowment%20Foundation%20(EEF)%20Toolkit
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/metacognition-and-self-regulated-learning/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/metacognition-and-self-regulated-learning/
https://simonsinek.com/product/start-with-why/


These 'Theories of Action' (Perkins, 1999) are a constant influence on 
the actions of a teacher or leader and provide the ‘why’ for more ex-
plicit, surface-level directives. They breathe life into various practices, 
techniques, tools and approaches and explain why we give time, ener-
gy and value to particular things. Examining assumptions and beliefs 
about teaching & learning enable us not only make better use of re-
search and approach evidence more critically, but also help teachers 
reflect on decisions made about pedagogy. Examining our collective 
beliefs and purpose helps create, articulate and refine our visions, and 
helps us make decisions on what gets priority with regard to time and 
financial investment. Essentially, our ‘why’ shapes our ‘what’ and 
‘how’.  
 

Steven Covey’s analogy of 
the 'Big Rocks' illustrates 
that developing our vision 
and prioritising the ‘big 
rocks’ can help us address 
questions such as; What 
should we teach and why? 
How should we teach it? 
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Awareness 
  

Alignment 
  

Know what you want (vision) 
  

Change behaviours, systems & atti-
tudes until they are in alignment with 
what you want. 
  

Know where you are (reality) 
  

Maintain awareness to help track your 
progress. 
  

  Work with what works; learn from and 
disregard what doesn’t. 
  

(Frith, 1999) 

Alignment takes a clear and overt redesign of systems and processes as 
well as constant attention, imagination and persistence. When an  
organisation is aligned, energy passes easily through the organisation 
as it moves towards its vision.  

 

https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/46442/how-clear-expectations-can-inhibit-genuine-thinking-in-students
https://resources.franklincovey.com/the-8th-habit/big-rocks-stephen-r-covey


2. Build and Empower a Drive Team 
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It is a stark fact that only about a third of change projects in organisations 
succeed (Kotter, 2002). Implementation science is a relatively new and 
growing area of research, but implementation is clearly a ‘people prob-
lem’. The success rate of developments increases significantly by creating 
and following a plan based on established change models and utilising 
specific, well-documented skills. 
 
Albert Bandura observed that a when educators believe in their combined 
ability to influence student outcomes, there are significantly higher levels 
of academic achievement. Bandura named this 'Collective Efficacy', which 
he defined as "a group's shared belief in its conjoint capability to organize 
and execute the courses of action required to produce given levels of  
attainment" (Bandura, 1997).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       Visible Learning Research  
 
In 2016, in his Visible Learning synthesis on over 1500 meta-analysis, John 
Hattie positioned collective efficacy at the top of the list of factors that in-
fluence student achievement. According to Hattie, Collective Teacher Effi-
cacy is greater than three times more powerful and predictive of student 
achievement than socioeconomic status and more than double the effect 
of prior achievement. 
 
A feeling of powerlessness destroys teachers' sense of efficacy, so 
schools would be wise to invest in collective responsibility and pow-
er-sharing structures that allow for increased communication and 
collaboration among colleagues. This can provide emotional support 
and facilitate collaborative planning. Leaders who rely solely on hier-
archical structures and top-down messaging results in teachers feel-
ing disconnected f rom their colleagues. The lack of teacher agency 
erodes that powerful collective efficacy.  

https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newPPM_82.htm#:~:text=Create%20a%20sense%20of%20urgency,can%20declare%20a%20true%20victory
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4824951/
https://www.visiblelearning.com/
https://www.visiblelearning.com/
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/mar18/vol75/num06/The-Power-of-Collective-Efficacy.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/mar18/vol75/num06/The-Power-of-Collective-Efficacy.aspx
https://www.tes.com/news/collaborative-planning-7-steps-doing-it-well
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/teacher-agency-what-is-it-and-why-does-it-matter


A distributed leadership model helps to empower teachers, giving them 
voice, autonomy and the ability to be creative about what goes on in their 
classrooms. For teachers to feel their schools are places that support and 
motivate them, they need time to reflect, make meaning, and connect. 
They also need agency and responsibility to build collective efficacy.  
 
One proven way of doing this is to build and empower a Drive Team for a 
particular purpose. The size of the Drive Team should be manageable;  
depending on size of school between 4 – 8 people and selection should 
represent the whole school – across departments, key stages, subjects 
and levels of experience. It is important to have one member of the SLT as 
part of the Drive Team, but not the whole Drive Team being from the SLT. 
Many school leaders have found huge benefits in adopting distributed 
leadership structures such as Drive Teams.  
 
Dr. Kulvarn Atwal at Highlands  
Primary School is among other lead-
ers who have overseen  
tremendous growth through a  
focus on shared responsibility and 
professional learning in developing 
the school as a learning organisation.  
As this culture evolves, the leader’s re-
sponsibility becomes more about 
providing the tools,  
resources, time and space for teachers 
to succeed in meeting shared goals. 
Creating the  
conditions in which the Drive Team can 
flourish and operate  
successfully becomes the goal. 
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Podcast on leading a Thinking School 
with Dr. Kulvarn Atwal , Headteacher and 
author of The Thinking School 

https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/best-practice/distributed-leadership-explained/
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/rethinking-education/id1546512828?i=1000503566473
https://hwb.gov.wales/professional-development/schools-as-learning-organisations
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/rethinking-education/id1546512828?i=1000503566473
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/rethinking-education/id1546512828?i=1000503566473


3. Develop a Shared Language 
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The language we use enables 
us to talk about our mental 
states and actions, as well as 
the products. Importantly for 
classrooms, language also 
cues action and provides a 
means to regulate activity. 
The aim is not just for stu-
dents to think about the texts 
they are reading. We want 
them to make predictions, 
consider alternative actions, 
raise questions about the 
character's motives, and much more. Being more specific in our choice 
and use of language is particularly helpful to students who are struggling 
to engage mentally.  

Developing a shared language of thinking helps teachers to cue, promote 
and make visible the various thinking processes and strategic narratives 
of learning. Having a language to identify thinking processes is a require-
ment for us to develop metacognition. If we cannot name the thinking 
processes, we can't easily and effectively activate them.  

How do students develop a language of thinking in a way that is more 
proactive and targeted than just an immersive experience over time? 

A good starting place is having shared understanding about which kinds 
of thinking or learning behaviours we are trying to develop. What are we 
looking for in a particular lesson? What kinds of thinking are needed to 
be successful? Becoming more aware of thinking and identifying what is 
needed to facilitate learning helps teachers to become more responsive 
to what is there and what might be missing.  

Noticing when and where students are thinking and specifically naming 
the thinking has been shown to develop awareness, direct attention and 
reinforce processes. (Ritchhart, 2015). Noticing and naming draws stu-
dents attention to that which we want to highlight and acknowledge. 
This is effective because to notice something, it has to be first on the 
teacher’s radar.  

 

https://library.wab.edu/culturesofthinking/language
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Creating-Cultures-Thinking-Transform-Schools/dp/1118974603/ref=pd_lpo_14_t_2/260-2674037-6480858?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_i=1118974603&pd_rd_r=1d6f9225-5c5b-44e0-8fd7-9b125460faa3&pd_rd_w=P8SXY&pd_rd_wg=CeT20&pf_rd_p=5f46aaad-3d39-458b-be


The actions seen language used and 
heard in a school or classroom sends 
messages about what is valued. 
Building a shared language of think-
ing and learning ensures attention is 
drawn to the skills and processes 
that are integral to the learning task 
at hand and shape the culture of the 
school. 

While acknowledging the dominant 
importance and influence of Bloom / 
Anderson's taxonomy on the lan-
guage of thinking and learning, it 
could be argued, as McGuiness et al, (2016) have, that it not sufficient 
just to name different kinds/types of thinking (e.g., analysis, evaluation, 
prediction), important though they are. Further steps need to be taken 
to scaffold and prompt students to become more effective thinkers. This 
demands that they get to know more about what it means, not just to  
analyse, but to analyse more skilfully. 

In addition to developing a common spoken / written language of think-
ing & learning, a common visual language has been proven to be very  
effective. Using Metacognitive Visual Tools such as Thinking Frames and 
Visible Thinking Routines that highlight the mental moves needed for 
more skillful thinking have lots of advantages for schools, making think-
ing more visible, more teachable and thus more assessable as well as  
developing metacognitive learners. These will be introduced in the next 
section. 

4. Select tools and Strategies.  Build routines 

The selection and shared use of tools and strategies, when 
understood deeply and applied consistently, can become 
routines within the classroom infrastructure, guiding much 
of the activity that happens there. Over time, routines can 
evolve into patterns of behaviour for both individuals and the group. The 
selection and development of thinking and learning routines that help 
to direct, guide and scaffold learning and thinking. 
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https://thelearnersway.net/ideas/2019/8/25/seven-language-moves-for-learning
https://thelearnersway.net/ideas/2019/8/25/seven-language-moves-for-learning
https://www.celt.iastate.edu/teaching/effective-teaching-practices/revised-blooms-taxonomy/
https://www.celt.iastate.edu/teaching/effective-teaching-practices/revised-blooms-taxonomy/
https://ibo.org/research/curriculum-research/pyp-studies/student-thinking-and-learning-in-the-primary-years-programme-pyp-transdisciplinary-framework-case-studies-from-pyp-schools-2016/
https://www.thinkingmatters.com/about/metacognition
https://www.thinkingmatters.com/services/metacognitive-tools
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Thinking Frames are a particularly effective type of graphic organiser 
based on distinctive visual patterns, which help organise thinking and ide-
as. They effectively combine the lin-
guistic mode (words and phrases) 
and the non-linguistic (in the form of 
lines, images, arrows, symbols, etc.), 
thus helping students store 
knowledge and enhance their under-
standing of content. The more stu-
dents use linguistic and non-
linguistic forms of representation the 
better they are able to think about 
and recall knowledge. 

David Hyerle introduces them as, “bridges between the networking brain 
and the mind’s cognitive and emotive capacities for generating creative, 
analytical, and conceptual ideas.”  

Thinking Frames: 

 -  Are very effective at making specific cognitive processes explicit    
 using a consistent visual pattern and associated language of thinking.  

 -  Encourage transfer of thinking skills, provide a visual record of  
 thinking and encourage pupil-generated thinking tools.  

 - Provide a common visual language for all students and teachers and 
 in all subject areas.  

 - Can be used at a basic level to describe or scaffold thinking, but also 
 can be used in combination for depth and complexity. 

Example of a Compare/Contrast Thinking Frame 

Visible Thinking Routines were developed by a team 
of researchers working on Project Zero at Harvard Uni-
versity. They are identified by Ritchhart et al, (2011) as 
one of four practices that can be used to make think-
ing visible, alongside Questioning, Listening and Doc-
umentation. The Thinking Routines can be used to in-
troduce & explore, synthesise & organise and dig 
deeper into ideas. They operate as tools to prompt and 
promote thinking, structures that reveal and scaffold thinking and, when 
used over time, can become patterns of behaviour.  

https://www.thinkingmatters.com/thinking-frames-cognitive-processes
https://www.eggplant.org/tf/david/books/knowledge_cartography.pdf
http://pz.harvard.edu/thinking-routines
http://www.pz.harvard.edu/
http://www.pz.harvard.edu/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Making-Thinking-Visible-Understanding-Independence/dp/047091551X


Routines can operate of all these levels simultaneously – as we attend to 
the tool-like aspect, the routine also helps to structure and scaffold the 
thinking. With deliberate practice, the routine can slowly become a pat-
tern of behaviour. 
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Conclusion 

Even when there is not a global pandemic to rebuild from, it can seem 
that schools and education systems are often in a state of flux. A multi-
tude of initiatives, programmes, curriculum developments ensure that 
schools are in a constant state of either adoption, or adaptation. Schools 
sometimes incorporate a new initiative into their standard way of oper-
ating, announcing a different focus for each school year - a focus on 
technology or assessment, or differentiation, or even metacognition!  
 
These kind of efforts to change often result in the adoption of a few new 
practices or tools by the disciples and in strategic avoidance by the re-
luctant. On other occasions, change efforts are nothing more than a re-
branding of existing practices to fit in with new frameworks or curricu-
lar, deferring to an external entity. Such efforts rarely lead to a meaning-
ful change in the day to day practices of teaching and learning occur-
ring at the school.  

Developing metacognition as a thinking school cannot be approached 
with a simple tick box mentality. Nonetheless, there have been schools 
that have solely focused on some of the tools for making thinking visible 
-use of thinking maps/frames or visible thinking routines for example, 
then stop after a brief introduction, and some ini-
tial successful implementation of those practic-
es. They feel the box is ticked.  

However, developing as a thinking school is best 
viewed as an ongoing process that begin with in-
troducing some tools and strategies, but doesn't 
end there. There is no one single blueprint for 
how to begin the process of developing meta-
cognitive learners and creating a culture of 
thinking.  

Ongoing  

Process 

https://www.ssatuk.co.uk/blog/a-recovery-curriculum-loss-and-life-for-our-children-and-schools-post-pandemic/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Things-Schools-Wrong-Them-Right/dp/1913622355
https://www.thinkingmatters.com/thinkingschools/thinkingschool


Every school is different, and must begin where teachers are in their 
practice, and where students are in their learning. Therefore, while the 
exact steps and processes will be unique to each school, there are com-
monalities and a route map is important.  

There is a growing body of evidence that demonstrates the powerful im-
pact of metacognitive strategies on learning in general. It is important to 
adopt certain classroom practices that would help to develop independ-
ent thinkers and learners – strategies for making thinking more visible in 
the classroom, the importance of dialogue and talking about thinking, 
collaborative thinking, how to adopt a metacognitive perspective in the 
classroom and generally how to create the conditions to foster a culture 
of thinking throughout a school.  

In this article we have introduced four key areas that leaders would be 
advised to focus on to rebuild their school community and support suc-
cessful transformation over time: 

1. The purpose or vision the school is striving to make a reality 
2. The tools and practices that will help the school to achieve the vi-

sion (including language) 
3. Facilitation of the ongoing professional learning required to 

achieve the vision and implement the tools to their best effect 
(including distributed leadership – Drive Team) 

4. Observable growth in teachers and students that will ensure pro-
gress is recognised  and collective next steps are identified. 
 

As children return to schools and we set about rebuilding fractured 
learning communities, school leaders would be wise to look beyond the 
'catch up' narrative and put the spotlight on these principles. Develop-
ing them flexibly and organically will enable schools to build back better. 
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https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-toolkit/#closeSignup
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/mar/07/enough-of-the-lost-generation-instead-lets-reimagine-school-for-our-children
https://www.tes.com/magazine/article/whats-research-behind-catch-learning
https://www.tes.com/magazine/article/whats-research-behind-catch-learning
https://www.thinkingmatters.com/thinkingschools/thinking-school-process
https://www.thinkingmatters.com/thinkingschools/thinking-school-process
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