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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 Metacognition, 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, preparing to welcome students back to face-to-face learning, schools are
in the spotlight. The world is watching to see how our education systems – 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 concepts 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.
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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 requires us to change the narrative and allow concepts of rigidity, conformity and linearity to be overshadowed by those of adaptation, resilience and flexibility.
The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) Toolkit tells us that summer school is unlikely to provide the desired outcomes at significant financial cost. A much wiser bet would be to focus on developing Metacognition and Self-Regulation, which is identified as being high impact
at relatively low cost and particularly impactful for disadvantaged learners. Schools and Teachers can challenge and look beyond these potentially damaging and dominant narratives by focusing on developing independent, 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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These 'Theories of Action' (Perkins, 1999) are a constant influence on
the actions of a teacher or leader and provide the ‘why’ for more explicit, surface-level directives. They breathe life into various practices,
techniques, tools and approaches and explain why we give time, energy and value to particular things. Examining assumptions and beliefs
about teaching & learning enable us not only make better use of research 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?

Awareness

Alignment

Know what you want (vision)

Change behaviours, systems & attitudes 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.
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2. Build and Empower a Drive Team
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 problem’. 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 influence student achievement. According to Hattie, Collective Teacher Efficacy 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 power-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 hierarchical structures and top-down messaging results in teachers feeling disconnected f rom their colleagues. The lack of teacher agency
erodes that powerful collective efficacy.
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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 leaders 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 responsibility 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.

Podcast on leading a Thinking School
with Dr. Kulvarn Atwal , Headteacher and
author of The Thinking School
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3. Develop a Shared Language
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 students 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 requirement 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 students 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.
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The actions seen language used and
heard in a school or classroom sends
messages about what is valued.
Building a shared language of thinking 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 language 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 thinking & 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 thinking 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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Thinking Frames are a particularly effective type of graphic organiser
based on distinctive visual patterns, which help organise thinking and ideas. They effectively combine the linguistic 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 understanding of content. The more students use linguistic and nonlinguistic forms of representation the Example of a Compare/Contrast Thinking Frame
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.
Visible Thinking Routines were developed by a team
of researchers working on Project Zero at Harvard University. They are identified by Ritchhart et al, (2011) as
one of four practices that can be used to make thinking visible, alongside Questioning, Listening and Documentation. The Thinking Routines can be used to introduce & 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.
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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 pattern of behaviour.

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 multitude 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 operating, 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 reluctant. On other occasions, change efforts are nothing more than a rebranding of existing practices to fit in with new frameworks or curricular, deferring to an external entity. Such efforts rarely lead to a meaningful change in the day to day practices of teaching and learning occurring 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 initial successful implementation of those practices. They feel the box is ticked.
However, developing as a thinking school is best
viewed as an ongoing process that begin with introducing some tools and strategies, but doesn't
end there. There is no one single blueprint for
how to begin the process of developing metacognitive learners and creating a culture of
thinking.

Ongoing
Process
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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 commonalities and a route map is important.
There is a growing body of evidence that demonstrates the powerful impact of metacognitive strategies on learning in general. It is important to
adopt certain classroom practices that would help to develop independent 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 successful transformation over time:
1.
2.
3.

The purpose or vision the school is striving to make a reality
The tools and practices that will help the school to achieve the vision (including language)
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 progress 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. Developing them flexibly and organically will enable schools to build back better.
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