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October 2026
Please share with your faculty: 
Improving students’ metacognition with formative assessment

Metacognition is being able to think about your own thought processes including what you know, don’t know, and what you need to do to achieve your learning goal (Flavell, 1979).  Metacognitive abilities are important for students to develop so that they can identify gaps in their learning and seek the help that they need.  In fact, according to the psychologist Angela Duckworth (2026, para. 7) “college students who proactively seek assistance from others typically outperform those who avoid doing so”. 

Formative assessment is not only a tool for helping educators identify gaps in student knowledge but also helps students become more metacognitively aware about their own learning processes (Bady, M. & Forest, C., 2018). Unlike summative assessments which are evaluative in nature, formative assessments provide students and instructors with feedback about the extent of student learning during instruction so that students can improve their learning and instructors can adjust their instruction before students’ performance is evaluated (Black & Wiliam, 2009).  

Below are some examples of formative assessments that can be used to help improve students’ metacognition.

Muddiest point questions: Students are asked to write down the most confusing concept they learned during class. This exercise helps students become more metacognitively aware by identifying gaps in their knowledge.  

Exit tickets: Before leaving class ask students to write down one key concept they learned, one point of confusion or question they still have, and one topic they’d like to explore further.  This technique provides a way to check students’ understanding of the material and serves as a metacognitive technique to help students reflect on their own learning (Voorhees et al., 2022).  

Minute papers: Ask students to spend a few minutes responding to a reflection prompt about one of the topics covered during the class.  This technique will enable students to think critically about a topic. For example, students can be asked to make connections between current material and previously learned material.  Or they can be asked to apply one of the topics to a real-world situation.  They could also be asked to challenge one of the ideas that they learned about in class or from the readings.  

Confidence ratings: Ask students a carefully designed question about their understanding of the material and then have them also rate their confidence in their answer. This technique will give you insight about a student’s understanding and will foster students’ metacognitive awareness by helping them more accurately evaluate what they know and still don’t know (Kenney & Bailey, 2021).

Rubrics: Rubrics can serve as a means of formative self-assessment when instructors provide students with rubrics ahead of time. Rubrics enable students to self-assess their own work against stated criteria prior to being evaluated on the assignment.  Rubrics can promote students’ metacognitive awareness by encouraging them to reflect on their own work and make revisions prior to submitting their assignments (Andrade, H. L., 2007).
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Reminder: Please feel free to reach out if you have any questions about your upcoming assessment plans. 
 
Rachel.Ebner@yu.edu 
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