
Weaving Metacognition 

into the Primary 

Curriculum



What are the challenges students and 

teachers face with the primary 

curriculum? 



Our Research –Stresses and challenges 

pupils face   

● “I feel a bit mad because I can’t do some of the things and I get really sad 

because I can’t do it and I will get told off for not trying but I keep on trying but 

sometimes I just can’t do it. So I leave it.”

● “Yeah like when I get stuck in to year 6 when you like have to do those sat things 

it gets you nervous like you just have to put your head down and just do it.”

● “Well, usually I’m like when we move on to something new I don’t feel ready yet 

because we have not done much work on the thing before we move on to the 

next one.

● “Sometimes the challenges like, what we’re doing right now, like writing about 

what we really enjoyed, it’s quite stressful as we only have a few more days until 

the end and cos we started a long time ago it’s really hard to remember what we 

liked.”



Our Research – Evidence of pupil 

resilience 

● “I just like tell myself come on you can do it. I’m sure you can because when I came to 

this school it taught me that just believe in yourself and then you can surely do it. So I 

just say it doesn’t matter if it’s really hard because at the end of the day it will be all 

over.”

● “I speak to the teacher.”

● I just try my best and keep going and next time try to do it again.

Pupils spoke about effort and the need to keep trying. However, pupils lacked self 

help skills and strategies for when things were going wrong. 



Self-Efficacy
Fostering self-efficacy through arts workshops

Forming my research questions

• Low self-efficacy as a class, particularly in maths.

• Arts have been shown to have an impact on level of self-

efficacy.

• Could this impact be transferrable to other subjects such 

as maths?



Bandura
‘Perceived self-efficacy is defined as people's beliefs about 

their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance 

that exercise influence over events that affect their lives.’

Increasing self-efficacy

• Mastery experiences

• Social models / vicarious experiences

• Social persuasion

• Physiological and emotional states



Findings

● Increase in persistence and resilience

● Increase in vicarious experiences and changes in group work 

● Positive dialogue and social persuasion 



Findings
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Findings
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How can we develop learning behaviour 

so that children of all abilities can 

stretch themselves in academic tasks 

with confidence. 

● Building on Hannah’s research on self-efficacy 

● Applying metacognition to improve learning behaviours.

● Offering a rich, stimulating curriculum to promote 

challenge



What is Metacognition?

Metacognition refers to higher order thinking, which involves active control over the 

cognitive processes engaged in learning.

Metacognition is often considered to have 2 dimensions 

metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive regulation.

● Planning how to approach a given learning task;

● Monitoring our comprehension of the task, and

● Evaluating progress toward the completion of a task



“Too often, we teach students what to think 

but not how to think.”

- OECD Insights (2014)



Metacognitive knowledge

Metacognitive knowledge refers to what learners know about learning. This includes:

- the learner’s knowledge of their own cognitive abilities (e.g. ‘I have trouble remembering dates in history’)

- the learner’s knowledge of particular tasks (e.g. ‘The ideas in this chapter that I’m going to read are complex’)

- the learner’s knowledge of different strategies that are available to them and when they are appropriate to 

the task (e.g. ‘If I scan the text first it will help me to understand the overall meaning').

"As a child becomes more aware of how they learn best, they should be able to transfer a 

skill from one subject area in which they feel confident to another in which they struggle” 

(Tarrant and Holt, 2016)



Metacognitive Regulation 

By deepening their knowledge of their own cognitive abilities pupils will then be more able 

to take greater ownership of their learning. 

By talking about the process of their learning children will:

● Become more aware of themselves as learners

● Be better able to self-evaluate

● Deepen their understanding of what they are learning 



How we introduced Metacognition to 

Primary Pupils

We designed a series of workshops to give pupils opportunities to:

● Talk and think about their learning 

● Experience practical hands-on activities 

● Gain an understanding of how they achieved the lesson outcomes or how they  

approached the task

● Hear and use new vocabulary related to the skills they were using

● Take control of the decisions and choices they were making

● Work collaboratively with peers

● See adults modelling how to give voice to thoughts

● Put the focus on the process rather than the final product 



Metacognition Activities 



We explored how to embed 

metacognition in all subjects and offer a 

rich, stimulating curriculum to promote 

challenge.



Squares in a box 



Squares in a box 

What helped you solve the problem? 

What challenges did you encounter? 

How did you overcome these? 

How did your strategy change during the task?

If you gave a friend some advice on this task what would 

you say? 

How did your feelings change during the task?  



Squares in a box 

● Stimulates discussion, especially reasoning and explaining. 

● Open ended problem so children can see there can be 

more than one answer to a problem. 

● Encourages children to find many different solutions.

● Encourages use of trial and error strategy, learning to work 

systematically.

● Test out hypothesis.

● Need to try different ways when something is not working.

● Promotes perseverance. 



Effort Levels 



Effort Levels 

● Children are trained into being reflective and honest with their responses. 

It is helpful to see children who may be trying really hard but still not getting it.

It enforces that a successful lesson isn’t just trying hard but it is learning something and 

taking that away from the lesson.

It highlights really clearly to the children that they may not be understanding because 

they are not trying and it is their responsibility to change this.

● 1 – I gave little or no effort. Think, why?

2 – I gave some effort but I gave up when it became a challenge. Next time I will keep 

going.

3 – I gave my best effort and persevered when it was a challenge.

4 – I gave my best effort even when it was a challenge. I learnt from the challenge. I 

am proud of my work.



Control Buttons



Control Buttons



Use the cycle of Plan-Modify-Evaluate 



Vocabulary 



Next steps...

We need to ask if:

● implementing these strategies is leading to improved resilience and confidence in the 

pupils?

● Pupil outcomes are improving? 


