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n his seminal book, Toward Excellence with Equity:
An Emerging Vision for Closing the Achievement
Gap, Ferguson (2008) persuasively argued that the
achievement gap between students from diferent
racial groupsis not the result of adiference in ability,
attudes or work ethic between groups, but rather a
diference in the academic skills acquired. Ofen, we
inthe academic community use the termeducatonal
equity when referring to closing the achievement
gap between diferent groups of students, such as
majority versus minoritzed, lower socioeconomic
versus higher socioeconomic, or students from
well-resourced versus under-resourced schools.
(Harris & Herrington, 2006). | have recently begun
using a parallel term, metacognitve equity, to
describe closing the gap between students who
use metacogniton (efectve thinking and learning
strategies) and those who do not. | posit that it is
the gap in metacognitve strategies that contributes
most to the persistent achievement gap and that all
students must be taught how to learn.
Metacogniton is a term coined by Flavell
(1976) to indicate thinking about one’s own thinking.
Although this is an overly simplifed defniton of
metacogniton, it is one | use with students because

they can more easily grasp the meaning of the term
than if | use a more involved defniton. When |
explain metacogniton to students, I tell them,
It’s like you have a big brain outside of your
brain, analyzing what your brain is doing.
It’s asking your brain questons to see if you
really understand something or if you’ve just
memorized it last night because the test is
today. It’s making sure you’re using strategies
to really understand what you’re reading,
rather than just looking at the words as you
hear them in your head.

Metacogniton involves planning, monitoring,
controlling, and making adjustments to the way
one atempts to learn something. Because there
is overlap between cognitve and metacognitve
strategies, and also between study skills and
cognitve strategies based on the specifc situaton,
| intentonally blur the distnctons in my book,
Teach Students How to Learn (2015). This prevents
students and faculty from gettng mired in details
that would lessen the impact of delivering the
strategies. For purposes of this discussion, however,
| distnguish the terms in the following way.
Cognitve strategies are used to acquire and retain
informaton. They include memorizing, problem

solving, making mindognitve strategies, and metacognit

allow one to evaluate the efectveness of diferent
cognitve strategies and adjust them to increase
success with learning tasks. In my view, the gap in
cognitve and metacognitve strategies plays the
biggest role in the achievement gap. For simplicity’s
sake, however, and also to emphasize the decisive
role of metacogniton, | refer to the metacognitve
equity gap.

Although | am quite confdent in teaching
students these strategies today, | was not always.
Before becoming the director of the Center for
Academic Success at Louisiana State University,
| was oblivious to the possibility that students
could be transformed from academic failures to
academic superstars within a mater of weeks.
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What precipitated my transformaton from
skeptc to enthusiast? At LSU, a talented learning
professional taught me how to present efectve
learning strategies, and | began to marvel at their
impact not only on the students but also on my own
thinking and learning. Over the last 20 years, | have
seen countless students transform their academic
performance by using simple metacognitve
learning strategies that show them how to learn.
If metacognitve strategies could be delivered to
all students at our insttutons startng in the frst
year—if all students could be taught how to learn—
then our insttutons could achieve metacognitve
equity. As educators, why are we not there already?
| suggest several contributors to the metacognitve
equity gap: (a) the commonly held noton that a
student’s intelligence is essentally
fxed by the tme they enter school,
(b) the lack of opportunity for high-
level learning in K-12 schools, and (c)
the invisibility of the metacognitve
gap to students from under-resourced
K-12 schools.

The frst contributng factor
is that not enough people know that
it is possible to teach students how
to learn. The idea of intelligence as
fxed is stll too widespread. In fact,
one of the two students mentoned
earlier recounted a meetng
during her sophomore year with a
professor with whom she wanted
to do undergraduate research. The
professor asked her why she even
thought she would be able to major
in neuroscience because she had a C
average in the neuroscience course
she was taking that semester. She
told me that she went to her room
and spent the rest of the afernoon
crying, trying to decide what else
she might pursue as a major. However, when she
learned that she could improve her performance by
implementng more efectve strategies, she used
them to raise her grades, earning all A’s during her

senior year.
Many people have a fxed mindset because
they have personal experience comparing

themselves to other students while they were
in school and may have labeled themselves as
“good at reading but bad at math,” for example.
To close the metacognitve equity gap, faculty and
academic staf must constantly and emphatcally
communicate the fact that simple metacognitve
learning strategies can be transformatve. To make
the deepest structural changes at any educatonal
insttuton, metacognitve learning strategies should

be introduced to all students as early as possible
and contnually reinforced as they move through
the insttuton.

A second cause of the metacognitve equity
gap is the lack of higher-level learning throughout
K-12 educaton. This begins with the stratfcaton
of elementary or middle school students into
diferent learning levels without frst teaching
them metacognitve strategies. Over tme, this
stratfcaton widens the metacognitve equity gap
because, too ofen, only students at higher learning
levels are required to demonstrate higher-order
thinking skills. To make maters worse, students
who atend under-resourced schools may not even
have access to courses like Advanced Placement or
Internatonal Baccalaureate classes. Indeed, the U.S.

Department of Educaton’s (2012)
Ofce of Civil Rights collected data
indicatng that students from under
resourced schools are more likely to
be less academically challenged.
| saw frsthand how sortng
students into diferent learning levels
can infuence academic development
when our younger daughter entered
high school afer our family relocated.
As a 9th grader, she was placed in a
mid-level math class but was moved
to the honors class within a few
weeks. The two classes had the same
name and used the same textbook,
so | was quite surprised to discover
that they were as diferent as day
and night. Homework for the mid-
level class consisted exclusively of
problems very similar to the worked
examples presented in the chapter,
whereas the honors students were
expected to solve the most difcult
problems ofered by the textbook.
The development of our daughter’s
thinking skills would have taken a very diferent
journey if she had remained in the mid-level class.

One additonal contributor to metacognitve
inequity is that students from under-resourced
schools are largely unaware of the more advanced
thinking and learning skills that students in other
schools have been taught and regularly employ.
When these students get much beter grades
than most of their peers, it is logical for them
to mistakenly believe that they are prepared to
compete at the highest levels at elite insttutons.
Moreover, as Putnam (2015) argued, students from
economically disadvantaged backgrounds have less
access to mentors (Sebenius, 2016). In additon
to the insider knowledge and needed infuence
that mentorship provides, | argue that two of the
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biggest contributons mentors make to students
are that they model metacognitve thinking
skills and encourage students to persist through
challenges. Minoritzed students and those from
disadvantaged backgrounds ofen miss out on this
avenue for absorbing metacognitve thinking habits
and receiving encouragement to keep going afer
setbacks. Tutors, peer mentors, and coaches can
model these skills while encouraging students to
persist, even in the face of inital failure.
Fortunately, educators already have the tools
to address the problem of metacognitve inequity.
Metacognitve skills can be taught at any and
every stage of a student’s educaton. Considering
the “whys, hows, and what ifs” instead of merely
memorizing the “whats” can easily be deliberately
modeled for elementary school children. In my 30-
year speaking career, | have heard from many K-12
teachers and students successfully teaching and
using metacogniton in elementary, middle school,
and high school classrooms. Even if students sit
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