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Metacognitive Conversations


Metacognitive Conversations, researchers are concerned that students do not necessarily OWN them.  If students are not privy to the insider thinking that made a particular strategy effective, they may not become more independent learners; instead, they will continue to depend on constant guidance from teachers in order to effectively learn course content.
Making Thinking Public
“What were you thinking?” is the preeminent question that governs the learning in our classrooms.  But, if students are not accorded frequent opportunities to listen in on the thinking of successful learners, then how learning unfolds will remain a mystery.  Their struggles and failures may lead many students to conclude that they lack the ability to learn the material. If students are regularly supplied with strong mental models for thinking as they read and learn across the curriculum, they can gradually emulate such effective thinking themselves.  Therefore, making thinking public must assume a central role in classroom learning.
Researchers refer to these public discussions of thinking as metacognitive conversations.  Metacognition is a state of awareness about one’s thinking; people who are metacognitive not only track what they are thinking but also monitor how they constructed their thoughts and why they decided upon the strategies to use to best achieve comprehension.  Metacognitive learners are in personal control of their learning.
Metacognitive conversations invite students into the dialogue about thinking.  The teacher’s objective is ongoing classroom talk not only about what students are thinking but also about how they arrived at their thoughts.  When students provide a response in your classroom, they should immediately expect a follow-up: “Talk about how you figured that out.”  Tell us more about your thinking.”  These text-based discussions ask students to notice and then reconstruct their thinking as they read.  Student who achieved comprehension fairly rapidly are not always cognizant of what it was that they did that served them well.  Asking them to articulate their thinking re-immerses them into their thought processes, which may lead them to discover further ideas about a text.

Metacognitive Conversations Are Critical
Metacognitive conversations are especially critical for students who struggle with learning.  Many of our students observed the people around them “getting it” on a daily basis, without truly knowing what they could do differently that would help them achieve a better understanding.  As a result, many students question their intelligence and adopt a fatalistic approach to learning.  “I probably won’t be able to understand it, no matter what I try.”
Metacognitive conversations involve all students in the inside game of learning – the how and why as well as the what.  The more students are able to “eavesdrop” on the mental deliberations of others, and contribute their own versions of possible ways to think about a text, the more comfortable all students will become with tracking and adjusting their thinking during learning.  Teachers should schedule regular debriefing sessions during classroom lessons that prompt metacognitive conversations.  Students need to recognize how the structure of a lesson enhanced their learning and cued proficient reader behaviors such as making connections to background knowledge, posing questions to oneself and of the author, or determining what is most important in an author’s message.  Debriefing sessions focus discussion on how the classroom activities led to comprehension.  Without a debriefing session, the students will leave the classroom still unduly dependent on a well-organized lesson to guide their learning.  If students are to transition into increasingly independent learning, they need to regularly talk about their own thinking during the course of an effective lesson.
Metacognitive conversations can be categorized as external conversations.  They take place in public, they are social in that multiple learners are included in the discussions, and students are not compelled to infer the direction of thought that led other students to their interpretations and conclusions.  Ultimately, these metacognitive conversations need to become self-programmed an internal conversations – the mental dialogues we have with ourselves that shape our thinking as we read and learn.  A variety of methods can be used with students to prompt the internal metacognitive conversation.  Asking students to talk about their thinking in journal entries or learning logs is a popular strategy.
Metacognitive conversations are a natural fit for classroom discussions about learning.  These critical discussions need to assume a permanent and organic role in classroom routines.  Students become privileged to the inner workings of effective minds at work, allowing them to experience with their own thinking as learners.  In addition, students become increasingly comfortable using one another as learning resources, as discussions center less on “tell me the right answer” and more on “tell me how you decided that was the right answer.”
Adapted: Classroom Strategies for Interactive Learning (p. 10-11) Newark, DE: International Reading Association, Third Edition.  Copywrite 2009. 
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