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Excellent article shared by Ms. Petty in the CIS dept. It addresses issues applicable to both students and
faculty.

Can Students Learn to Learn?
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2011/01/31/colleges_try_to_use_metacognition_to_improve_st
udent_learning
January 31, 2011
Scott Jaschik
SAN FRANCISCO -- Why do some students in a course perform better than others of roughly equal
ability?
The answers, of course, are as varied as are students. Some spend more time studying, or study
more efficiently; some have other priorities; some don't connect with the instructor. Can’t teach ‘em if
we can’t reach ‘em! You will find that the most effective instructors are those making connections with the
students, both in relevant content and with a firm and caring attitude that supports approachability. Some of

these factors relate to metacognition, defined variously as knowing about knowing or being able to
understand why we learn the way we do. A student with metacognition may realize after a
disappointing test that she didn't study hard enough, and needs to devote more time to academics.
The student operating without metacognition may respond to the same setback by trashing his
instructor on RateMyProfessors.com. Our ICAN initiative follows this same logic…question is always, “What

can ‘I’ do to improve the situation”. Although this requires us to move beyond our comfort zone, it empowers
us with a control that builds confidence and successful strategies. End result is increased student learning and
student success.

While some colleges have long taught study skills, some institutions are experimenting with efforts to
teach much more than how to study: they are looking for ways to grow their students'
metacognition. Many of these projects are still small and don't have years of data to report, but on
Friday, several of those involved in the efforts shared their enthusiasm for the approach in a session
at the annual meeting of the Association of American Colleges and Universities. The projects
discussed here were from members of the Associated Colleges of the Midwest, which received
support from the Teagle Foundation to coordinate the efforts.
So how does this work?
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Kristin E. Bonnie, an assistant professor of psychology at Beloit College, said that on her tests, she
has always let students pick a few questions on the multiple-choice portion (say 3 of 25) that won't
be graded. It's a way to show students that she understands they may not grasp everything right
away. Is this ‘giving grades’?.. Or is it an effective means of completing the objective of getting students to
think and learn? Always helps to keep the bigger picture in mind….”What is the ultimate objective of a college
education?”

In the past, she just let students cross out the questions they didn't want to answer. Now, she makes
them answer all the questions -- and to exempt a question from grading, students must pick from a
list she provides of the reasons they are selecting that question. Students choose from options such
as "I don't remember the material" or "I was able to narrow it down to two possibilities, but not one"
or "I didn't study" or "I'm not confident of my answer," among others.
The idea is to make students think for just a minute about why they don't know an answer (or don't
know it with confidence).
In another metacognition strategy, students are asked, after they take exams and then when they
receive their grades, to take a few moments for reflection and to answer such questions as how
much they studied, how they studied, and so forth. Those reflections can be anonymous -understandable, Bonnie said, when she reads a reflection that states simply "there wasn't a whole lot
of studying going on" (although she quipped that she had a good idea who wrote that response).
By forcing students to stop for a few minutes and associate their study habits with their exam
performance, and to think (logically, not emotionally) about why they don't know an answer, the
academics hope to change students' habits -- to encourage them to figure out what they don't know
and to study in more effective ways (and more). "We want those who are not doing well to think
about it," Bonnie said.
In an era of national mega-projects designed to measure and improve student learning, the session
on metacognition was a bit old school -- just faculty members talking about how they were trying
new strategies in their courses, and were thinking about the results. No national samples of hundreds
of thousands of students. And while Teagle and the Associated Colleges of the Midwest encouraged
(and Teagle provided seed money for) the focus on metacognition, the projects were facultydesigned, based on the hunches and experience of individual professors in their own classes. And yet
the room was packed, with deans and provosts forced to sit on the floor or listen outside the doors
when capacity was reached.
Karl Wirth, professor of geology at Macalester College, said that metacognition requires students both
to understand how they are learning and to develop the ability to make plans, to monitor progress
and to make adjustments.
So one technique used is to distribute "knowledge surveys" to classes, in which students are asked
whether they know the answers to questions (with the ability to say that they know half answers in
some cases). He demonstrated by giving the audience a survey on metacognition with various
prompts such as "What is metacognition?" and "Describe several metacognitive activities that can be
used to improve student learning."
Wirth said that by using these surveys (in which students estimate their knowledge, separately from
taking the actual test), students learn to accurately predict how much knowledge they have for an
upcoming test or requirement. Over time, students become accurate with their predictions, and those
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who are predicting low performance are thus challenged to tackle whatever learning or studying
issues are holding them back.
David R. Thompson, associate professor of Spanish at Luther College, said he started using surveys
of student attitudes and study habits along with regular testing of his language students. When he
found that the surveys alone didn't lead to significant changes, he followed up with discussions about
study habits, behaviors changed.
"Simply being explicit in class makes a difference," he said So it is between ‘good’ and ‘great’…simply

more focus on the details and not necessarily an entirely new technique. All college football coaches teach
personal responsibility, but Coach Saban wins Nat’l Championships by teaching the same principle with much
more focus and intensity….just an example that just happens to be UA!

Holly Swyers, assistant professor of anthropology and sociology at Lake Forest College, described an
experiment at her institution that involved creating a "pod" in which three courses were coordinated
to use metacognition through special programs that also involved student affairs, residence life,
athletics and other departments.
First-year students in the various courses went through exercises such as writing themselves a letter
at the beginning of the semester about how they thought they would be doing six weeks in -- the
period at which "warning grades" are given. Students gathered at that time to read the letters, and
to talk about how stunned many were that they were not doing as well as they thought they would.
"This is a lot harder than I thought," was a common theme in students discussion of their letters.
Then the students heard presentations from people who had been in their situation the year before
but had "recovered" from warning grades.
John Ottenhoff, vice president of the Associated Colleges of the Midwest, said it was too early to use
the results to suggest any broad plan for reform of teaching. But he said that the program in just two
years has generated "lots of practical ideas and some signs of improvement" in student learning.
Further, he noted that many professors worry that any emphasis on study skills will come at the
expense of content, which many faculty members feel they lack enough time for as it is. Once again,

content tyranny getting in the way of improving student learning and student success. This is also an area
where instructional videos help immensely.

Many of these exercises amount to very short periods of time at various times in the semester, not so
much time as to "sacrifice" any content, "and not burdening a professor."
Read more:
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2011/01/31/colleges_try_to_use_metacognition_to_improve_st
udent_learning#ixzz2aeVaSQy2
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