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			***

			This book is for all the incredible women who speak into my life.

			***

			My aunties, my trailblazing nana, my perfectly imperfect mum.

			To Louise, who reminds me that my work is just part of a bigger puzzle.

			To PLN Group 2 – the ladies in my back pocket – thank you for being fierce.

			To WomenEd, the Maternity CPD Project and the online teaching community, thank you for being positive disrupters.
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Praise for ‘The Metacognition Handbook’

			The Metacognition Handbook transforms a complex concept and makes it manageable and meaningful for teachers. It is a book for teachers looking to make a difference in their classrooms and leaders seeking to support implementing metacognition with success. Webb distils a wealth of research evidence, useable tools and practical case studies in such an accessible style that it makes this book required reading.

			Alex Quigley (@HuntingEnglish), teacher, blogger and author of Closing the Reading Gap

			***

			Jennifer has achieved her aim in writing a book rooted in academic research that focuses on the practical guidance for classroom teachers and leaders. Metacognition has certainly generated a lot of interest in recent years but often lacked the much-needed clarity that Jennifer brings in The Metacognition Handbook. There are CPD experiences and classroom scenarios that all teachers will relate to, followed by golden nuggets of advice, suggestions and solutions throughout. Plentiful examples are provided in a digestible format and with fascinating insight. This book has made me reflect and think differently about metacognition as well as provide strategies for me to implement in my own classroom and embed as a middle leader.

			Kate Jones (@KateJones_teach) is the author of Love To Teach and the Retrieval Practice collection, in addition to her teaching and leadership role at The British School Al Khubairat, Abu Dhabi

			***

			The Metacognition Handbook is rich in research which Jennifer has unlocked expertly to provide clarity for busy teachers and leaders. It is accompanied by an array of practical classroom strategies that can be implemented with clear guidance on how it will support pupils. Highly recommended.

			Michael Chiles (m_chiles), teacher, Director of Tech and Innovation at @KingsWoolston, author of The CRAFT of Assessment and The Feedback Pendulum and Chartered College of Teaching council member
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Foreword 
by Peps Mccrea and Louise Saukila


			What an incredible time to be a teacher. Sure, there have been a few tricky challenges to navigate recently (what an understatement), but when we step back and look at the capacity of our profession to tackle our most pressing task – helping pupils to learn – then things have never looked better.

			Teachers in the UK, and increasingly beyond, are having some of the most rigorous and passionate conversations the profession has ever seen. Evidence from research is more plentiful than ever before, open access movements are driving access in unprecedented ways, and the effort to translate empirical findings into practices in ways that can be deployed with fidelity in the classroom – a critical part of the improvement ecosystem – is bourgeoning.

			Cognition, or 'thinking', is both a central focus of this work, and one of the most complex processes the universe has ever seen. However, when we start to dig into 'thinking about thinking' – metacognition – we're straying into some of the most ambitious territory the sector has ever grappled with.

			With this in mind, it's little surprise that the science around metacognition is far from settled yet. Debate continues around what it is, the extent to which we can influence it, and whether it even exists as a meaningfully separate concept. As a profession, we welcome this debate, it is an essential cornerstone of scientific progress and one we should increasingly seek to appreciate. But we also can't wait around for it to be fully settled. There are pupils in classrooms ready to learn now and so I think it is only sensible to be exploring potential application, albeit with caution.

			Which is why it's such a huge delight to 'cut the ribbon' for The Metacognition Handbook. In this book, as a prime example of the endeavours of our era, Jennifer interrogates the evidence from a teacher's perspective, provides a framework for thinking about metacognition, and offers a range of highly practical strategies that she and fellow colleagues have tried, tested and iterated in authentic school contexts. And so, if you are on a similar journey to further understand and wrestle with how the evidence might be harnessed in service of learning, particularly for one of the most complex topics in the game (maybe even the universe), then you should find this book to be a worthy companion.

			Hats off to Jennifer for writing this and to the rest of you for reading it.

			Yours in getting better,

			Peps

			Peps Mccrea, Dean at Ambition Institute and author of the High Impact Teaching series, pepsmccrea.com

			***

			The brain and its ability and capacity to learn never ceases to amaze. I often consider this as I reflect on my journey of understanding the brain and its functions and disruptions whilst pursuing my career as a neurosurgeon. Having an understanding of the brain, how it learns, and how this can change over time drives the concept of metacognition. This is by no means a new idea, with writings relating to metacognition dating back to Aristotle, but this underused tool has the ability to transform classroom environments into much happier and optimised places for learning.

			As a brain surgeon, I view learning from a unique perspective. When making career choices at the age of 17, I was drawn to the brain and the wonder of how it could withstand surgical tamper without impact on a person’s function and mind. It was at this point that I decided on my career path. My highlights of medical school were all focused on learning about the brain. From the excitement of spending hours interrogating brain prosection specimens, learning neuroanatomy, conducting experiments to gain understanding of neurophysiological processes and neuropsychology, to my favourite specialist clinical attachments in neurology and neurosurgery, the brain truly fascinated me. My continued pursuit of a career in neurosurgery was clear and I have now been training in this field for a decade.

			It was during my student years that I met Jennifer through our shared passion for music, but it was as first-time mothers (just days apart) that we were reunited, with our friendship since evolving. Our time on maternity leave together allowed us to discuss at length the highlights and challenges of our chosen careers. I quickly gained an appreciation for Jennifer’s passion for education and improving the way English is taught, with a wonderful desire to bring a freshness and vibrancy to the classroom to engage all students. Conversations considered the challenges of accessibility, individualised learning needs and requirements, and improving and expanding on the diversity of texts studied to make them more relevant and reflective of modern society. In response I would share personal insights into some of the incredible feats that can be achieved with neurosurgery, with remarkable patient recoveries and the ability of the brain to learn and relearn following significant insult.

			I view the brain from a privileged vantage point, with a subsequent front-row seat to what happens when the brain is disrupted and the impact on a patient. Disturbances of the brain have taught us more about how we learn and how storage of learning can change and evolve over time. Let us consider language. How we store and process the language of our mother tongue is completely different to that of a foreign language learned later in life. This is sometimes exemplified by the impact of head injury in which the ability to speak a foreign language may become temporarily or sometimes permanently lost whilst speech in the mother tongue remains intact. This does not hold true if the patient is truly bilingual, having learned both languages together at an early age.

			We use our awareness of the incredible ability of the brain to not only learn but to move where that learning is stored when planning tumour surgery in functionally eloquent parts of the brain. In such cases, awake surgery with functional testing can allow partial tumour resection without functional impairment. Although part of the tumour is left behind, experience has taught us that repeat surgery just months later, with repeat functional testing, can demonstrate relocation of that stored learned function away from the tumour location, allowing total tumour resection without an impact on the patient. How the brain achieves this is not fully understood, but it serves to demonstrate how truly impressive our brains are at learning.

			Knowledge of neuroanatomy allows us to think about learning in terms of the structures and processes it involves. Early social learning can be linked to development of tracts of the right hemisphere and of the limbic system (involved in emotional processing). This is then followed by greater importance of the posterior regions of the brain for visual, audio and tactile learning. The frontal lobes are important for planning and evaluation, as well as adaptive behaviour that draws on previous experiences. Higher cognitive functions develop much later during adolescence and depend on the refined development of white matter tracts. With these connecting tracts comes the ability to think and change behaviours. As a brain matures, the brain becomes increasingly interconnected between different neural networks, important for the formation of new memories and the connection of new with previous learning. Considering this anatomy and how learning is linked to our previous learning, experiences, senses and emotional attachments allows us to recognise how the ability to learn varies significantly between individuals.

			Metacognition is where the worlds of teaching and neuroscience overlap, with key components from each coming together in collaboration as the processes of learning are considered alongside neurological development and maturity. With brain maturation comes readiness to learn, and this is a vital consideration during the period of our lives when we have the greatest exponential growth – our school years. To a certain extent, this is taken into account by structured school curriculums according to age. However, just as the external appearance of our bodies grows and matures at different rates, the same applies internally to our brains, with different brain functions maturing at differing rates. It is paramount to recognise this as effective learning depends on minimising disparities between teaching instruction and brain maturity.

			I find myself thinking about how I learn as I embark on some time in children’s brain cancer research as a molecular biologist. Metacognition has proved invaluable as I recognise the way that I learn has changed significantly as an adult. Now is not the time for me to be the rote learner. I need to understand why, how, the practicalities, to visualise, to plan and to challenge. I draw on my ten-year experience of meeting patients with clinical problems, operating on the brain as an organ with its vast and evolving interconnected neural networks, and relate these to the molecular processes I am now learning about. This approach to learning will be completely different to the research scientists I work alongside in the laboratory with no clinical experience. Certainly, metacognition is a life skill, providing a tool to adjust individual learning at any point in our lives according to the unique set of circumstances and experiences that have brought us to that point. As such, there is an importance for it to be taught and adopted at a time when our learning changes the most, arming pupils with the ability to understand and tailor their own individual approach to learning, in turn making learning a more enjoyable and rewarding experience. 

			‘The greatest of all pleasures is the pleasure of learning.’ – Aristotle 

			Ms Louise F. Steele Saukila, MA (Cantab et Oxon), BMBCh (Oxon), MRCS (Eng)

			Cancer Research UK Clinical Research Training Fellow at University College London and Neurosurgical Registrar at Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children

		

	
		
			
Introduction

			It’s Thursday afternoon. We have spent two weeks learning some critical content and going over exam technique. I have explained, modelled, quizzed, questioned, explored and given feedback. It is now time for a go under timed conditions. 

			‘Any questions? Great. Right, you’ve got 35 minutes – absolute silence. Off you go.’
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			Follow link for extended description

			Sound familiar? I’ve heard this described as ‘baby bird syndrome’ where students exhibit a strange helplessness when faced with doing something, even when they have all the tools to help themselves. All of these questions, delays, hesitations and insecurities detract from the effectiveness of our lessons. It can be infuriating. Teachers are here to help, that is our job, but we’re not here to do their thinking for them. So what is the alternative? Is it possible to train students to become independent learners with intrinsic motivation?

			
					[image: ]
			

			We have all taught those students – the ones who just seem to be born with it. Meet Amina. 

			
					[image: Case study of a student called Amina.]
			

			Follow link for extended description

			Amina was independent. She was self-motivated and actively aware of herself as a learner. As an EAL learner, she made incredible progress in a short space of time and has continued to do so in higher education. We don’t often see many students with this level of innate self-knowledge and drive. Amina was a unicorn. I want a whole school full of unicorns. Metacognition is about exactly this. Making unicorns. Making our students the best possible versions of themselves by training them to work truly independently, constantly pushing for improvement and being intentional in all that they do. So often schools rely on great teachers to drag passive students through their lessons and ensure that they get some qualifications. Imagine how much could be achieved if students were meeting their teachers halfway. Better yet, imagine if it were the students, not the teachers, who were doing the majority of the heavy lifting. A fully engaged, motivated and independent student paired with a phenomenal teacher could achieve anything.

			
Metacognition: a strange controversy

			Metacognition is not new. It has been around for almost 50 years and there is a vast array of research and analysis supporting its effectiveness. It is solid. It builds on a foundation of cognitive science and our understanding of how the most effective learners operate. Many of the core pillars of pedagogy have metacognitive practices and ideas weaved into them: cognitive load theory, formative assessment, generative learning, retrieval practice, modelling. In addition to this, most teachers are already using metacognitive practices – some consciously, some unconsciously. We know instinctively that learners who are independent, motivated and self-aware are more successful.

			The EEF toolkit ranks metacognition and self-regulation as the second highest impact strategy of all classroom practices, sitting just behind feedback.
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			Follow link for extended description

			They describe it as ‘high impact for very low cost, based on extensive evidence’. That ‘extensive evidence’ finds that students can make an average of seven months of additional progress per year. It also finds that such strategies can be particularly effective for prior low achieving pupils. Metacognition is highly effective and cheap. So why isn’t it ubiquitous in our schools and constantly reviewed and refined in the same way as our feedback policies and assessment frameworks? There are two barriers: politics and implementation. 

			
Politics

			Metacognition and self-regulated learning has been the victim of raging politics within the profession. Lumped in with many spurious ‘theories’ such as learning styles and multiple intelligences (now widely debunked), metacognition has suffered by association and been derided by some as being incompatible with a recent move toward evidence-informed, traditionalist, knowledge-rich curriculum and classroom practice. In 2013, Tom Bennett said: ‘Learning to learn: it isn’t even a thing. We’ve been hoaxed… the hipsters are selling snake oil on this one, whether they know it or not.’ Bennett sees ‘learning to learn’ as another initiative based on weak theory, leading to time and resource waste for little return. Metacognition has been wrapped up in various labels (learning to learn, growth mindset) and each of these carries their own baggage. This book does not seek to advocate nor discredit any of these theories. The only aim here is to extrapolate metacognition from its historical baggage and amplify this powerful, evidence-based tool.

			I am not interested in the politics of over-simplification and polarisation which are rife in the education sphere. I am interested in what works and what will benefit students and their teachers. Metacognition works. It is as simple as that. No matter what your teacher politics, metacognition can provide a framework to enable your students to learn more effectively and to greatly sustain their development.

			
Implementation

			‘Implementing’ things in schools is complex and often problematic. I would question any leadership team which seeks to impose top-down initiatives in teaching and learning by diktat. New classroom practice requires a change in behaviours: teacher learning at a profound level. This doesn’t happen just because staff have been told to do something on an Inset day. Many teachers only have a vague or partial understanding of what metacognition is. As often happens with sound pedagogical theory, it is either over-simplified or over-complicated and loses its nuance and impact. Metacognition is not a set of non-negotiables. It is not a reflective plenary or an exit ticket. It is not a worksheet or a set of sentence starters. Metacognition is a range of behaviours which are long term and sustained. 

			To further complicate matters, metacognition is not something which is done to students, such as a pop quiz or live modelling. Metacognition is something which students do themselves. Anything which requires students to work truly independently is far more difficult to achieve. For it to work, students must be led slowly and assuredly toward independent self-regulation as an ingrained habit. It takes time to train them to do this well and this skill must then be maintained. 

			Teachers and school leaders must be brave enough to invest the time in doing something meaningful which may not reach fruition straight away. Schools are often quick to adopt new strategies, but also too quick to abandon them. How often have you seen new initiatives fall by the wayside after six months because the impact isn’t yet obvious or the strategy needs some improvement? We have to stick with it and invest time in making it work. 

			In addition, for us to be metacognitive, we need a very strong foundational understanding of cognition. Teachers must already understand how learning happens from a cognitive science perspective to optimise that process through metacognitive approaches. Staff CPD is critical and this takes time and patience to do well. It is clear that for metacognition to be implemented successfully it requires a long-term focus. It is not a short-term fix.

			
Long vs. short-term strategy in schools

			One of the great barriers to school improvement is the conflict between culturally imposed time structures versus the reality of how people actually learn. Schools work on very traditional time frames: half-terms, terms, academic years, two-year GCSE specifications. Accountability measures and pressures on results year-on-year have a significant impact on schools. Reputation, inspection, staff retention and recruitment are just a few key areas which can be materially damaged by poor results. The system as we know it traps schools in a ‘performity cycle’ (Robert-Holmes, 2015) where they become obsessed with short-term outcomes rather than sustainable, long-term growth. 

			We are operating mostly on yearly cycles, but our students are operating very differently. Seven years in primary school, five years in secondary school, usually two years in further education. If the young people we teach are to go on to professions in law or medicine, for example, they may not be fully qualified until they approach their 30s – some professional training takes even longer than this. Whilst we work on our short-sighted yearly cycles, our students need the long-term view of their at least 14 years in the education system.

			Independence is the ultimate goal of education. We are preparing young people to go out into the wider world where they will be flying solo. We must empower them to navigate the many trials and challenges which might come their way. They will have to independently apply things they know and use the skills they have to succeed in new situations. Sometimes these situations might be relatively close to their academic studies in school. They might find themselves in a university lecture hall where they are developing their existing learning and note-taking skills as they continue their journey as students – challenging, yes, but familiar territory. However, they might find themselves in situations which are radically different. They might take on jobs or responsibilities which are entirely new to them. We would hope that our teaching can help prepare them to approach any new, unexpected challenges which come their way.

			A metacognitive person approaches new tasks with all the experience and understanding which previous tasks have given them. They don’t come to things like a novice, they begin by recognising similarities and differences with things they have seen and done before. They identify what strategies they could use and where they will need to adapt. They monitor their performance during any activity and reflect afterwards. People like this are well equipped to face the challenges which life might throw at them, and this can go beyond the academic and professional spheres. This is the kind of independence we want for our students.


OEBPS/font/CenturyGothicPro.otf


OEBPS/image/1.jpg
THE
METACOGNITION
HANDBOOK

A PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR TEACHERS AND
SCHOOL LEADERS

JENNIFER WEBB

JOHN
CATT






OEBPS/font/CenturyGothicPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/0.3.png
Amina

« Checked her unit overview before lessons - came ready with
questions about key words and ideas.

« Looked at homework tasks, predicted where she would struggle
and stayed back to ask questions for clarification. And made notes.

« Made notes, during lessons which she then annotated with further
questions for herself.

« Put a pink star on any piece of work where she had improved
something, then she would flick back through her book to find them when
she attempted new tasks.
« Struggled with tense - kept a laminated grammar reminder in her pencil case until
she had memorised its content, and then always checked tenses before handing in a
piece of work.

- When she did assessments, she used to write a little note to me at the bottom (1 think |
have probably missed marks because...).

« Invented songs to help her remember key vocabulary for her essays.
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Yes. This is an essay and | have spent two
weeks modelling paragraphs with you.

Tum the page over.

There is an enormous timer counting you
down on the board.

We did a lesson two days ago on strategies for
how to start. We recapped it five minutes ago.

You have only been writing for ten
minutes. You definitely haven't finished.

Yes. This is on the success criteria you have
just stuck in your book.

No. Just do your best and I'll read it when
it’s finished.
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