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Introduction
Third grade is a critical year in a child’s elementary education as it becomes a transition from teacher-led instruction and guidance to more higher-order, independent thinking and action.  As a second grade teacher for many years and now a third grade teacher, I have witnessed how difficult this transition is for my students.  The curriculum, standards, grade level materials and even teachers expect that these young children can read independently, pass high standards tests and adequately and accurately demonstrate the use of comprehension skills and strategies.  And although most reading curriculums teach and scaffold these reading skills and strategies, I find that comprehension is one skill most of my students continue to struggle with.  I also find that throughout all disciplines, my students often do not show that they are aware of their thinking or learning and therefore do not use many strategies when they do not understand.  This is a constant frustration as they are often unable to answer simple questions regarding how they understood something they read or a problem they solved.  
I am currently teaching the same group of students from last year as I decided to move to third grade with them.  This has been an excellent experience to witness the academic challenges and successes unfold for two years.  Concepts and skills that they struggled to apply and understand last year are now easier to demonstrate and discuss with success.  However, the only skill I still find that most of my students lack is the ability to monitor and think about what they are reading.  They often want to just read through the page or text so they can be done and do not understand the importance of comprehension.  Additionally, they think they understood the text when, in fact, they did not.  Hence, after almost two years I feel frustrated that they still don’t think about what they are reading.  For this reason, I have decided to do my action research on the theory of metacognition in the hopes that I will have a better understanding of how to teach thinking and monitoring strategies to guide and improve my instruction to improve the reading comprehension of my students.
 Definition of Metacognition
For the purposes of this paper, metacognition will be defined and discussed in the academic setting, specifically in terms of its relationship to reading comprehension.  The term metacognition is used regularly by educators and researchers and encompasses many different skills.  There are many elaborate and descriptive definitions of metacognition developed by researchers and theorists over the last forty years; however I will provide a more concise definition.  

Cognition is simply the process of thinking.  The root meta- refers to awareness.  Therefore, the term metacognition is defined as ‘awareness of one’s thinking’.  Metacognition involves actually thinking about your thoughts and thought patterns.  As we get older, being aware of and thinking about what we are thinking, becomes easier and more automatic.  For young children, this is a process that is still developing and needs direct teaching and guidance.

Awareness of one’s thinking in regards to reading and reading comprehension is a rather involved and complicated process.  Metacognition occurs when a reader’s thinking becomes affected by the text usually when comprehension is impacted.  If a reader encounters text that they do not understand, metacognition has already occurred.  According to Noushad, “metacognition comes into play when cognition becomes problematic” (p. 6, 2008).  The knowledge that one does not understand what is read requires the reader to implement strategies to rectify the problem.  This is where strategies such as rereading, summarizing, questioning and looking back in the text are necessary and useful to make meaning and correct the misunderstandings.  Students who continue reading without comprehending either do not have or use these strategies or they are simply unaware of their comprehension.  This is where comprehension monitoring strategies are necessary and effective.
In defining and explaining metacognition, other terms arise that need clarification to prevent any misunderstandings.  The terms comprehension monitoring and self-regulated learning are often related and connected to metacognition but have different meanings.  Self-regulated learning involves an independently motivated process in which learners use skills to ensure success in learning or comprehension.  It is a much more broad term as it applies to learning processes and applications and not just reading skills and strategies.  It also assumes an awareness of one’s own thinking and can therefore make decisions and corrections as necessary.  Comprehension monitoring is a reader’s ability to be aware of how they are reading and making sense of the text and therefore is a metacognitive strategy.  It is something a reader does to be aware of their thinking specifically with reading comprehension.
Additionally, metacognition involves metacognitive strategies, knowledge and regulation.  First and foremost, students have to know what they are thinking about.  At a young age, this usually involves stopping the reading process to focus on their thoughts.  Once a child stops to think about their thinking, they need to know what to do.  This is where metacognitive strategies such as planning, predicting, monitoring, evaluating, and questioning are implemented.  These are strategies that need to be taught and modeled so that students know when to use a particular strategy.  As students become more and more independent in using their metacognitive strategies they will begin to regulate or monitor their own learning and understanding.  They will use the strategies when needed and without prompting and will begin to take ownership and leadership over their own learning.  This should improve their thinking and therefore improve their academic performance.

History of Metacognitive Theory

There have been many prominent researchers who have enhanced our understanding and application of metacognition in the classroom.  The theory has been studied and debated over since the 1970’s and is becoming more heavily studied recently.  


Although research on the theory of metacognition has evolved over the last forty years, much of the research and results have not been transferred to classrooms and instructional practices until recently.  Most of the research began in the field of educational psychology and cognitive theories from Vygotsky (1978), Piaget (1959), Dewey (1910), and Thorndike (1914).  Most of this research did not have direct impacts on education and teaching practices.  However they provided the foundation for research in metacognitive theories.
Using Jean Piaget’s perspective, John H. Flavell (1979) was one of the first theorists to begin research on metacognition.  Flavell provided the first definition of metacognition and explained cognitive monitoring in young children and adolescents.  Additionally, he created a model of cognitive monitoring which involves metacognitive knowledge, metacognitive experiences, goals, and actions.  Our understanding of metacognitive experiences and their affects on metacognitive knowledge are based on much on Flavell’s research.  A distinction between cognitive strategies and metacognitive strategies fostered more research on metacognition and reading.  Although Flavell’s research and model provided important and reliable information on the theory, it was not focused on metacognition in regards to reading and comprehension.  Additionally, the beginning research was not conducted in classrooms or with teachers and students and is merely a descriptive analysis of the theory.  Therefore, case studies involving the role of metacognition during reading were needed.   

Consequently, Baker and Brown (1984) elaborated on the research and meaning of metacognition by providing specific strategies readers need to comprehend a text. They justified that metacognition consists of checking, planning, monitoring, testing, revising, and evaluating one’s learning.  The introduction of these strategies led to further research on teaching strategies and pedagogy to be implemented with students in the classroom.  Baker and Brown’s research provided a much more in depth study of metacognition and comprehension monitoring in regards to reading, but was description in nature as well.  

Fortunately, a case study conducted by Palincsar and Brown (1984) provided significant data that was applicable to reading instruction and was performed in actual classrooms with student participants.  In this study, Palincsar and Brown developed the reciprocal teaching strategy to “improve student’s ability to learn from texts” (p. 118).  It was a ground-breaking study in the theory of metacognition as well as its implications and uses in the classroom.  The study of the use of reciprocal teaching in reading showed significant increases in student’s comprehension skills and abilities as well as overall thinking skills.  Palincsar and Brown’s research was a reliable, in-depth study of teaching metacognitive skills within a classroom setting and with a focus on reading comprehension and thinking skills.

New research on metacognition after Palincsar and Brown’s reciprocal teaching study declined in the 1990’s.  However, within the last decade, research on metacognition has increased and has had more of a classroom and instructional focus in the field of education.  Additionally, newer findings are centered on self-regulation and self-regulated learning and comprehension monitoring.  These reports are based on the theory of metacognition and are confirming and utilizing previous findings.  “New research indicates that comprehension monitoring is an important contributor to reading comprehension, above and beyond basic skills such as word recognition” (Baker, 2002).  With this new understanding of the important role metacognition plays in reading comprehension, there have been increased applications in classrooms.
Application and Uses in the Classroom


Due to the descriptive nature of early research, metacognition and metacognitive strategies were not actually applied and used in classrooms until the late 1980’s and 1990’s.  Even today it is not a priority in most reading curriculums and programs and its importance in reading comprehension seems to be unknown to many educators.  Reading instruction tends to focus on word skills such as decoding and basic comprehension skills such as predicting and summarizing.  Metacognitive skills and strategies are slowly making their way into classroom instruction and are having significant effects on reading comprehension.  

The focus of reading instruction differs from early elementary to late elementary and middle and high school.  Most of beginning reading instruction focuses on word analysis and decoding skills with comprehension taking a secondary role (Myers and Paris, 1978).  Consequently, younger students tend to have little to no metacognitive knowledge and are therefore unaware of their ability to successfully comprehend a text (Myers and Paris, 1978).  Instruction in the later years tends to switch to comprehension and meaning making using both narrative and expository texts.  Although older students tend to have greater metacognitive knowledge and awareness, they often do not use metacognitive skills when reading independently.  Therefore, the transition between word analysis and decoding to comprehension can be difficult for students and requires intensive instruction in the use of metacognitive knowledge and strategies.
Metacognitive theory has been applied and used in the classroom mostly through comprehension monitoring strategies.  Teachers focus on teaching students to use strategies when they encounter parts of a text they don’t understand.  Most of this instruction is through teacher modeling, direct teaching and guided practice.
Especially in the early years, teachers model reading and comprehension strategies as they read aloud and scaffold their instruction to provide students opportunities to use the strategies too.  Teachers provide “think-alouds” to model the use of metacognitive strategies.  Therefore, a teacher reading a book aloud may stop and say, “I don’t really understand what this word means.  I’ll look at the pictures to see if I can figure it out.”  Through teacher modeling, a beginning reader can see an example of what a good reader does when they don’t understand.   

There are many metacognitive reading strategies that improve comprehension and assist a reader in becoming more independent.  Readers might identify when they don’t understand something, adjust their reading speed, correct any word errors, reread the text, ask questions, look back in the text or summarize what they have read.  Effective teaching practice involves direct instruction and modeling of the strategies as well as scaffolding instruction so students can have opportunities to use strategies as they become capable.

A final and researched based effective teaching strategy is reciprocal teaching which includes direct instruction, teacher modeling and scaffolding but incorporates more of an active role for the student.  This strategy, created by Palincsar and Brown, was shown to “lead to dramatic improvement in student scores” (1984, p. 29) and can be implemented with students of all ages and even learning disabled students.  Reciprocal teaching can be used with narrative or expository text and can be used in all content areas to improve content area learning.  Therefore, the aim of this strategy is to increase learning while improving comprehension and thinking skills.

Reciprocal teaching can be done with one student or in a small group.  It involves four activities, or strategies students and teachers implement when reading: asking questions, summarizing, predicting and clarifying concepts or words.  During each session, there is always someone in the role of ‘teacher’ and the remaining participants are students.  When first implementing the strategy, the teacher will be the ‘teacher’ so as to model the appropriate use of questioning, summarizing, predicting and clarifying.  During this introductory phase, students are passive observers until they are willing and able to attempt to take on the role of ‘teacher’.  The teacher will need to observe student’s behaviors and abilities so that the responsibilities of the ‘teacher’ can be taken on by students.  Each student will require different modifications and scaffolding to effectively assume the ‘teacher’ role.

The students and teacher read the text silently (for younger students, instruction can be modified to oral reading or teacher read-aloud).  In the beginning of the strategy, the teacher then models how to ask teacher-like or test-like questions.  Asking questions similar to what a teacher or test may ask requires students to check for understanding and focus on main ideas (Palincsar and Brown, p. 120).  In the beginning, students may have difficulty formulating appropriate and thoughtful questions and may require prompting, questioning or even praise to improve this strategy.  As students become more able to ask questions, the teacher allows the student to assume the role of ‘teacher’ in the activity.
Next, the teacher models how to summarize the passage or text read.  She teaches and explains how to develop an appropriate summary which requires students understand and can state the main ideas and concepts.  The third and fourth activities are modeled and implemented when needed or required to understand the text.  Therefore, predicting is only used if the text provides information that signals future content.  Additionally, clarifying is used only if students encounter confusions or misunderstandings in the text.  The teacher models how and when to predict and clarify and encourages and praises students when they use either strategy.
As the students progress, the teacher slowly phases out her instructional role and allows the students to read and teach the lesson independently.  The teacher remains with the students but only provides feedback or praise when necessary.  She can assume the role of ‘student’ (necessary when working one-on-one) or can become a listener and observer who participates when necessary to guide or reteach strategies or to offer praise and encouragement.

Action Research Study
Participants
Four third grade students participated in this study.  Using the DIBELS rating scale, two students read and comprehend text at a level M, one student at a level N, and one student at a level O.   These students were selected because they are in the same reading group, have strong word recognition and decoding skills and are excited to learn but read below current grade level expectations.  They are also a group of students who demonstrate poor comprehension strategy use and therefore may benefit from a metacognitive strategy activity.
Materials


There was a single text used in this study, Vanishing from Forests and Jungles by Gail Radley and each student and teacher had their own copy.  This text was selected because it is a reading level P and would be useful to teach the participants when and why it is necessary to use metacognitive strategies when reading a more difficult text and would be similar to an End of Grade passage that they would be exposed to in the near future.  Additionally, the content of the text corresponded with content currently being studied in class.

Procedures


Students were summoned to reading group and told that they would be doing something different for the next three days.  The teacher explained that today she was going to show them how they could perform their reading group on their own and basically teach other.  On the board, she wrote a list of the four strategies she was going to show them to do with the book: question, summarize, predict and clarify.  Explanations were given for each strategy as follows: ask questions about the book that the teacher would ask (examples were given such as ‘what is the main idea’ and ‘what do you think this word means’), summarize the main parts of the text in your own words, make predictions about what you think may happen next, and clarify words, sentences or paragraphs that you do not understand.


The teacher then passed out the books and allowed the students a few minutes to preview the text.  Next, she asked the students to read the first page silently as she did the same.  After all students finished reading the page, she asked if everyone was done and waited for everyone to respond before going on.  The teacher looked at the strategy list on the board and informed the students that since the first strategy is to ask a question, she would think of a question.  She modeled her thought process by sitting quietly and saying, “Ok, I have to think of a question a teacher would ask about this page….hmm”.  She then asked a question that required students to look in the text to locate the answer.  She gave time to look and then called one student who responded appropriately with the correct response.


After modeling the questioning strategy, the teacher modeled summarizing the text in her own words by scanning the page and telling the students that she was going to summarize the main points on the page.  Since the students had already been instructed in how to formulate summaries, she did not spend extra time teaching the strategy.


Finally, the teacher modeled the predicting and clarifying strategies.  She explained that on this particular page, she didn’t have much to predict except that the next page would about another endangered animal.  She informed them that this text is a good example of a time you may not need to predict what happens next since each page describes a new animal is considered a separate concept each time.  The teacher then located a word that was unfamiliar, told the students she didn’t understand what the word meant, and then modeled looking up the word in the glossary at the back of the book.


At the end of the first lesson, the teacher reviewed the four strategies with the students and explained that in tomorrow’s reading group she was going to have them try to use the strategies while she just watched and took notes.  They were all very excited and asked if they would get to do the activity every day.


The following day, the teacher reviewed the list of the four strategies she wanted the students to use, gave out the books, and told them they would try to lead the group on their own today as discussed in yesterday’s lesson.  The students proceeded with the activity and were stopped after about twenty minutes.  The teacher discussed the strengths and weaknesses of the activity and their use of the strategies.  She also gave them some things to work on for the next day.  The students performed the same activity the next day.  The teacher took notes of the discussion and behaviors of the students each day.
For the purposes of this assignment as well as the limitations, no one student was assigned the role of ‘teacher’ but rather all students participated as ‘teachers’ so that data could be gathered in a short period of time.

Analysis of Data


Data was analyzed by comparing the teacher’s notes of student’s behaviors and discussions from the second day to the third day.

Findings


On the second day, after a quick review of the task and expectations, the four students immediately started by telling each other they should start reading silently and then discuss the page.  After reading, they took turns talking about the text.  One student, Kody, asked a question about a word and stated he didn’t understand what the word was.  Another student, Chris, answered Kody’s question and clarified the meaning and pronunciation of the word.  A third student, Rebecca, shared an interesting fact she read from the text and another student, Chris Brown, reminded her to state things in her own words.  The students decided to go to the next page, read silently, and then discuss again.  After reading the next page, Chris Brown immediately said, “I don’t get this”.  Chris responded by asking, “What don’t you get?”.  Chris Brown said he didn’t understand what the page about.  Rebecca replied by explaining what the page was about by summarizing.

On the second day, the students read the next page in the text silently and then began their discussion.  Chris Brown started with a question, asking what the main idea of the page was about.  He called on Chris who gave a quick summary of the main points and Chris Brown confirmed that it was a good answer.  Kody had a question regarding what the students thought about a particular idea in the text.  Each student provided their opinion by taking turns and addressing the question.  Rebecca asked the group, “what are ‘hines’?” and Chris answered her by explaining that the word was ‘hides’ and pointing out that it had a ‘d’ in the word.  Rebecca immediately acknowledged her error and said she understood now.  Chris read a part of the text that he said was interesting to him.  No one responded but instead Kody read a different part and stated that was interesting to him as well. 

Discussion

The students seemed to really enjoy conducting their reading group on their own and were actively engaged with the text.  They stayed on topic and didn’t stray from discussion of the book.  Additionally, they were able to take turns speaking and usually acknowledged and answered another student’s questions or concerns.


In regards to the strategy use in the activities, there is much to be discussed.  The students did not follow the strategy list created for them and therefore did not fully meet the expectations of the lesson.  The decision to not redirect the lesson and remind students of the strategies was to allow a more natural flow of student-led discussion and to observe the independent use of metacognitive strategies.  Although, students did not follow the strategy list provided or use the strategies as modeled by the teacher on the first day, they were still able to demonstrate some metacognitive strategy use.  For example, many students asked for clarification of words and passages and were provided assistance and answers from their peers.  Additionally, many questions were posed throughout both days; some followed the type of questioning modeled and explained by the teacher.  Finally, students often stated or read sections of the text that was of interest to them possibly as a form of summarizing.  Only two students provided attempts at summarizing and no students demonstrated predicting.


Though the activity was modeled after reciprocal teaching, the students seemed to require much more modeling and teacher participation to be successful metacognitive strategy users.  However, the student’s responses, discussions and behaviors demonstrated that without much guidance, they still have some developed metacognitive strategies that they use independently.  Their strengths seem to be questioning and asking for clarification as these two strategies were observed numerous times by multiple students.  Although there seemed to be attempts at summarizing parts of the text, this is obviously a skill that needs more teaching and scaffolding.  Finally, the absence of the predicting strategy could be due to the text as it does not lend itself to repeated predictions; therefore, this is not a strategy that can be effectively analyzed in this activity.

These findings are similar to Palincsar and Brown’s (1984) study of reciprocal teaching with seventh grade students.  “Unclear questions and detailed summaries predominated in the early sessions” (p. 135).  The participants of this study also provided summaries that were just details read or pulled out of the text instead of the main points.  Additionally, although the questions were clearly stated, they were not usually higher-level thinking questions or teacher/test-like.

As shown through previous research, younger students tend have less metacognitive knowledge and awareness and this research seemed to confirm those findings.  Although they may have been unsuccessful at the metacognitive strategies, they did seem to focus too much energy and attention on word analysis and decoding as research has shown in younger students.   This may be due to the clear expectations of the activity and focus of teacher modeling or possibly that these students are in the process of transition from words to meanings.

Limitations
Since time was a limiting factor, only one lesson was modeled for students to observe and learn the assignment and requirements.  Additionally, the length of the intervention was limited and therefore prevented longitudinal data.  Finally, the study was conducted solely for personal learning.

Conclusion


Metacognition is an important and critical component to effective reading comprehension.  Teachers need to model and teach metacognitive skills so that students are aware of their understanding and are thinking about what they can do to ensure successful comprehension.  Students will need repeated practice and scaffolding as they attempt to use the strategies independently.  


Research from Palincsar and Brown (1984) has shown that one of the most effective strategies for teaching metacognitive skills is reciprocal teaching. Through reciprocal teaching, teachers can provide the necessary guidance and support for students to question, summarize, predict and clarify the text.
Finally the action research in this study showed that some third graders do have some metacognitive knowledge and ability to apply strategies even when teacher modeling and guidance is limited.  Further research is needed to determine if these students can use all the metacognitive strategies independently and with automaticity.  Research in the field of education, in regards to metacognition, needs to determine which metacognitive strategies are most important and effective as well as the developmental age when metacognition becomes more automatic and independent.
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