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Abstract
Specifically in the field of language teaching, it has been rec-
ognized that metacognitive strategies maximize language 
acquisition and improve performance. But despite this, it 
appears that few teachers currently consider metacogni-
tion in their teaching practices. The current study adopted 
a qualitative design to focus on the reasons that inhibit 
teachers in French-speaking Belgium from prompting their 
students to engage in metacognition in first-language (L1) 
lessons. Semistructured interviews were conducted with 
seven teachers. The teachers in our sample believed that 
use of metacognitive strategies can provide benefits for 
students. But despite this, they explicitly said that they do 
not prompt their students to engage in metacognition in 
L1 language lessons. And this for seven specific reasons, as 
outlined in the article. Knowing these reasons allows us to 
target the points of attention to be had in training teachers 
in metacognition in L1.
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1  | INTRODUC TION

The field of metacognition-related research is undergoing great development and has taken a major place in 
the fields of psychology and education in recent years (da Rosa et al., 2021). Indeed, metacognition is of inter-
est to researchers and professionals because of its essential role in school learning and in an individual's daily 
life (Veenman, 2012). As a result, studies representing significant contributions related to metacognition have 
emerged in these past few years.

First of all, the concept has benefited recently from clearer definitions. A few years ago, several works 
criticized the fact that metacognition was not a simple concept to define (Veenman et  al.,  2006; Zohar & 
Barzilai,  2013). There are now summaries that have refined our understanding of this concept. Da Rosa 
et al. (2021) noted that ‘metacognition represents the knowledge of knowledge and the regulation of cognition 
(or executive control and regulation), especially when it comes to educational processes’ (p. 705). Specifically 
in the contexts of language learning and teaching, Haukås (2018) explained that metacognition ‘refers to an 
awareness of and reflections about one's knowledge, experiences, emotions and learning’ (p. 13). And in any 
case, Vosniadou et al. (2021) noted that all theories agree that metacognition refers to the fact that individuals 
are able to improve their learning and academic performance through the use of strategies to plan, monitor 
and control their learning. Nevertheless, in a 2022 article, Zohar and Ben-Ari, after analysing studies in the 
field of metacognition, still deplored the lack of conceptual clarity and a common theoretical framework in the 
studies involved. This shows that, even though our understanding of the concept has been refined recently, 
there is still work to do to reach a consensual grounding.

Second, many studies have shown the benefits that metacognition can provide. Thus, the positive effects 
of metacognitive strategies on students' academic success have been shown (e.g. Avargil et al., 2018; Dignath 
& Büttner, 2008). Notably, these strategies allow students to become aware of what they are doing, what they 
are thinking and to evaluate the effectiveness of their actions (Hacker et al., 2009). Metacognition also allows 
the individual to access better understanding of their strengths and weaknesses and to use better strategies and 
responses accordingly (Colognesi et al., 2019; Noël & Cartier, 2016). Specifically in the field of language teaching, 
it has been shown that metacognitive strategies maximize language acquisition and improve performance (e.g. 
Colognesi et al., 2020; Haukås et al., 2018; Teng et al., 2022). For L2, the meta-analysis by Raoofi et al. (2014) 
shows that it is possible to influence learners' language performance through metacognitive intervention; that 
metacognitive instruction improves language learners' metacognitive knowledge and strategy use; and that meta-
cognition is a predictor of language performance.

But despite this, it appears that few teachers currently consider metacognition in their teaching practices 
(Barbier & Colognesi, 2024; Depaepe et al., 2015; Dignath-van Ewijk, 2016). Dignath and Mevarech (2021), in 
their editorial for a special issue devoted to the gap between research and practice in metacognition, made 
three key points to explain this phenomenon. First, teachers generally provide little explicit support for meta-
cognition. Second, they perceive activation of metacognition as desirable for their students, but not possi-
ble to use in their classrooms. Third, they often have misconceptions about what are the benefits for their 
students from the use of metacognition. These aspects are related to what teachers know and think about 
metacognition.

Studies of teachers' beliefs have shown that beliefs can explain why certain practices are not used (Kagan, 2010). 
Beliefs are opinions, personal convictions linked with both the emotions and moral values of individuals, which 
permeate their daily ways of acting and thinking (Ma & Liu, 2022). Teachers' beliefs refer to their practical expe-
riences and personal history that guide their classroom actions (Williams & Burden, 2010) and their professional 
development (Heyder, 2019). Beliefs have been shown to play an important role in the instructional choices and 
practices of teachers (Hanin et al., 2020, 2022) and have an impact on student learning (Borg, 2011). In addition to 
teachers' beliefs about education, the formal knowledge they possess also influences their instructional choices 
(Safrudiannur & Rott, 2021; Voss & Kunter, 2019).
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1.1 | What is known about teachers' knowledge and beliefs about metacognition

Hiver and Whitehead (2018) argued that little is known about language teachers' knowledge and beliefs about 
metacognition. Indeed, few studies we could find were related to teachers' knowledge and beliefs and metacogni-
tion, but were not specifically about L1 language teachers.

One of the earliest studies on this issue was by Wilson and Bai (2010). The researchers examined understand-
ing of the concept and support for metacognition among 500 preschool teachers in the United States. The results 
showed that there appeared to be contradictions in the teachers' understanding of the concept. The study also 
showed that while some teachers know what is ‘right to do’ in relation to supporting metacognition in the class-
room, they do not necessarily do it. Two reasons were given. First, it is not encouraged by legal requirements (the 
curriculum). Second, they feel that the amount of knowledge to be taught does not allow them to devote time to 
prompting students' metacognition.

Haukås (2012) surveyed 145 secondary language teachers in Norway about the importance they give to re-
flection in classroom language learning. The results showed that these teachers had a positive attitude towards 
metacognition. But many participants felt that their knowledge about metacognition was limited. And very few 
teachers reported giving students opportunities to try out different learning strategies, reflect on their learning 
with others, set goals for their own learning or assess their own performance.

Ben-David and Orion  (2013) surveyed 44 elementary school teachers in Israel about the integration of 
metacognition in science lessons. The results showed generally negative and sceptical beliefs about the inte-
gration of metacognition in this context. The study found that the participants' knowledge of metacognition 
contained errors and misconceptions, such as thinking that access to metacognition is only available to high-
achieving students.

Spruce and Bol (2015) also investigated what teachers' knowledge and beliefs are in relation to metacogni-
tion and self-regulated learning. They interviewed 10 secondary teachers from different disciplines in the United 
States. The researchers found a lack of knowledge about metacognition among the teachers they interviewed. 
But, despite this, these teachers were able to hold positive beliefs about metacognition, unlike the participants 
surveyed by Ben-David and Orion (2013). However, Spruce and Bol study also showed that these teachers seemed 
to agree in their perception that students are not ready to self-regulate at the middle school level. The authors 
concluded that if teachers do not believe their students are capable of self-regulation, this may limit their willing-
ness to try to engage the students' metacognition.

Braund (2019) surveyed 44 Canadian elementary school teachers in science classrooms. As with Spruce 
and Bol (2015), her study also showed that participants did not have good knowledge of the concept of meta-
cognition. This point was also made by Zohar and Ben-Ari (2022). Similar to Ben-David and Orion's (2013) and 
Spruce and Bol's (2015) studies, some participants in Braund's (2019) study felt that younger students do not 
have the ability to answer metacognitive questions and would not understand what is being asked of them. 
Yet, research has shown that children's metacognitive abilities can emerge at 2–3 years old. After that, all the 
metacognitive skills develop and are available around the age of 12, and continue to develop throughout life 
(Bryce et al., 2015; Geurten & Bastin, 2019; Roebers et al., 2020). In addition, Ben-David and Orion's (2013) 
study highlighted that teachers believe that metacognitive prompting should be a school-wide project, in 
which support for metacognition is provided by all teachers, beginning in the early grades. Nevertheless, their 
participants had positive beliefs; they believed that metacognition can occur in all disciplines and is not asso-
ciated with a specific domain.

Recently, Suteu (2021) surveyed 120 preschool and elementary school teachers in Romania who were at dif-
ferent career stages. She wanted to know if they promoted metacognition and self-regulated learning in the class-
room. The author explained that although teachers try to engage their students' metacognition, this is hindered 
by three factors: the fact that students do not seem motivated to respond to metacognitive prompts; the fact 
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that teachers do not feel trained to do this; the need to teach disciplinary content and the limited time available 
to encourage metacognition.

Also recently, Vosniadou et al. (2021) surveyed 366 Australian student teachers at the end of their first year 
of studies about their beliefs about metacognition. This study found that two major beliefs may impede stu-
dent teachers' prompting of metacognition. First, the most entrenched belief—held by half of the participants—is 
that the most important role of teachers is to provide disciplinary knowledge about the subject matter. Thus, it 
seems that it is more important for them to impart knowledge than to promote metacognitive strategies. This 
finding connects with much work that has highlighted that teachers' dominant concern is to transmit knowledge 
(Ioannidou-Koutselini & Patsalidou, 2015). Second was the belief that intelligence/learning is innate. This leads to 
the belief that metacognition is not necessary for student success. This belief is questionable because it overlooks 
the evidence showing that metacognitive strategies can enhance learning outcomes for all students, regardless of 
their initial abilities (Barbier et al., 2024).

1.2 | This study

Encouraging metacognition is often highlighted as an effective teaching practice in educational research, al-
though the actual implementation of this in classrooms appears limited. This is notably true for language teaching. 
Additionally, it is important to note that while encouraging metacognition has been recommended in L2 teaching 
due to its positive impact on language acquisition (Decorte et al.,  in press), these benefits can be extended to 
L1 teaching as well. The connections between languages are indeed present in overall linguistic metacognition 
(Schoonen et al., 2011), although they are too rarely taken into account (Meunier et al., 2020). Therefore, the 
principles of metacognitive strategies—such as planning, monitoring and evaluating—are universally applicable 
and can enhance students' understanding and performance in their native language just as they do in a second 
language (Xu & Zhu, 2024).

Nevertheless, teachers do not implement it in their classroom activities. Understanding the reasons be-
hind this reluctance is certainly an important first step towards training and convincing teachers that it is 
worth to encourage their students to use metacognition (Dignath & Mevarech,  2021). As such, the overall 
objective of this study is to further document and understand the reasons why teachers do not implement 
encouragement of metacognition in their teaching practices. By understanding and addressing the reasons 
why teachers may not incorporate metacognition into their teaching practices, this study aims to bridge the 
gap between research and classroom application, ultimately contributing to improved educational outcomes. 
Specifically, we focused on first language instruction. Indeed, while some results exist in relation to L2, the 
links between metacognition and first language teaching are very little documented for the moment (Hiver & 
Whitehead, 2018).

2  | METHOD

This study follows up on earlier work, mentioned above, in which we questioned 300 Fr-Belgian primary school 
teachers about the teaching practices they do or do not use (Colognesi et  al.,  2024). Prompting students' 
metacognition was reported as the least-often used practice in our results. It led us to design this study to 
understand why.

To achieve our research objectives, we opted for a qualitative approach with a comprehensive focus (Van der 
Maren, 2004). The teachers' points of view are of primary interest to us, which is why we chose to conduct semi-
structured interviews with a selected group of them.
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2.1 | Participants

The participants in this study were primary school teachers in French-speaking Belgium. In primary education, 
teachers are responsible for teaching a variety of subjects, such as French (L1), cultural and artistic education, 
mathematics, sciences and manual, technical, technological and digital education, as well as history, geography, 
economics and social studies.

They were recruited from among those who indicated that they were available for an interview following the 
questionnaire completed as part of the previous study mentioned above. We decided to interview teachers who 
teach the same age group: 10- to 12-year-old students (5th and 6th grade). This was done to have commonality 
between the participants and to better understand what they were saying. We also thought it would be interest-
ing to have the opinion of teachers at the end of primary school, from the point of view of the primary–secondary 
transition. We also decided to recruit teachers with different years of experience to avoid restricting our under-
standing to one career phase. Table 1 provides a brief overview of the participants.

2.2 | Data collection

Semistructured interviews were conducted with each of the participants. Given the health conditions at the time 
of the study due to Covid-19, the interviews were conducted in French via teleconference and they were recorded.

The interview consisted of three parts. First, we invited the teacher to talk about their career and what they 
generally do to teach L1 language in their classrooms. Second, we asked the teacher about metacognition, with 
questions such as: Do they engage their students in trying to use metacognition in their L1 language class? Why 
and how? Is this something they do easily? How would they define this concept? Did they hear of it in training? 
Do they talk about it with colleagues? Third, we showed the teacher a series of questions that prompted students' 
metacognition (before/during/after the tasks) from a textbook for teaching writing to students. We asked them 
to give their opinion on this: Would they ask their students these questions? Why? Under what conditions? What 
would block them from doing this? Finally, we asked the teacher if there was anything else, they would like to say 

TA B L E  1 Participant details.

Teacher 
(pseudonyms) Age

Years of teaching 
experience Additional information

Augustin 25 2 He works part time so that he can complete a master's 
degree in education at the same time. He works in a 
school in the capital

Anne 29 6 She has worked for 4 years with 6- to 8-year-old students. 
She works in a school in the capital

Anthony 33 11 He works in a school in the capital

Amelia 47 25 For the last 10 years, she has been a teacher in the 6th 
primary grade. She has always taught in the same rural 
school

Alex 47 26 Earlier in his career, he was a school principal for 12 years. 
Currently, he is a teacher again, in a country school

Arthur 57 37 He has experience in all primary grades. He has worked 
in his current location, a school in the capital, for over 
30 years

Arlette 59 39 This is her last year of teaching. She has always taught in 
the same school in the capital
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about the topic. We also asked if there were any questions that bothered them and how they felt at the end of 
the meeting. The average interview lasted 64 min (min = 40′ / max = 212′). All interviews were transcribed, with a 
total length of 80,794 words.

2.3 | Data analysis

For data analysis, content analysis was applied (Miles & Huberman, 1994). During data analysis, different analyti-
cal steps were used to ensure the trustworthiness of the findings (Creswell, 2007). First, we reduced the data: All 
fragments in which metacognition was mentioned were selected. Next, we conducted a categorical analysis. We 
categorized the data according to teachers' definition of metacognition, the value teachers placed on metacogni-
tion for their students, the practices they said they have related to it and the reasons that prevent them from im-
plementing these practices. To categorize the reasons, we used the aspects identified in our literature review. We 
also allowed new themes to emerge. Third, we attempted to highlight quotes to illustrate each identified category. 
These steps were completed by two researchers discussing interpretations together in order to strengthen the 
reliability of the analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

3  | FINDINGS

The results are structured in three parts and are illustrated by representative quotes, which have been translated 
from French to English. First, the participants' definition of metacognition is presented. Second, the perceived 
usefulness of and reported practices related to metacognition are described. Third, the seven identified reasons 
that prevent teachers from seeking to engage students' metacognition are described.

3.1 | Teachers' definition of the concept of metacognition

Augustin, Anne and Anthony, who had between 2 and 11 years of experience, said that they heard about the con-
cept of metacognition during their initial training. The others reported that they hear about this concept primarily 
when trainees come to their classes:

The first time I heard about it was during my initial training. Since then, I don't think we've heard 
much about it. 

(Augustin)

I hear about this from the trainees who come with their metacognition. 
(Amélia)

Generally speaking, the seven teachers provided imprecise definitions of metacognition, and they all ex-
pressed doubts about the accuracy of their definitions.

For Arthur, metacognition refers to students' prerequisites, the knowledge they already possess:

Metacognition is about prerequisites. Because it can come from what the child has discovered on 
their own as well as what they may have been taught. 

(Arthur)
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For Alex, it involves asking questions before taking action and, in the context of writing, the questioning 
around the parameters of the communication situation:

It is asking all the right questions: why am I writing, who am I writing to, and so on. 
(Alex)

For others, metacognition is defined as an opportunity to reflect, to look back on what has been done, after 
it has been done:

It's when, how I learned and why I learned and what are my strengths, what are my weaknesses, 
how did I experience my learning inside my brain, something like that. 

(Anne)

It is reflecting after a task on what you've done and how to do it better another time. 
(Anthony)

Metacognition is the student's ability to look back at everything that has been done and understand 
the path taken to achieve learning. 

(Augustin)

For me, metacognition really means reflecting not on the content, but on the strategies used to 
achieve something. 

(Amélia)

It's about getting students to think about what they've understood, what they've done, what 
they've retained from an activity we've done with them. 

(Arlette)

3.2 | Usefulness and practices related to prompting students' metacognition

The seven teachers believed that metacognition can be useful for students overall. They also said that it would 
therefore be important to insert the prompting of metacognition into their classroom practices, as shown in the 
following quotes, referring to metacognitive strategies.

Yes, I know it's helpful to ask students metacognitive questions. 
(Arthur)

I'm sure it's interesting for the students. 
(Alex)

It could really be useful because it forces the child to ask questions (…) so I think it's interesting. 
(Anne)

More specifically, the seven participants highlighted certain positive benefits for students in L1 language class 
that they perceive metacognition to offer: preparation for tasks (7/7), checking the written productions, (6/7), 
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clarification of objectives (4/7), changing their approach to the task (4/7), self-confidence (3/7), help for stu-
dents in difficulty (3/7), structuring of learning (2/7) and autonomy (1/7). In addition, five participants added 
that prompting metacognition would allow them to receive more precise indications of students' level of deep 
understanding of the lessons.

This will make sure that everyone, or almost everyone, has understood. Because the children will 
be checking their own understanding and then saying if they didn't get it. 

(Augustin)

While Arlette and Anne also expressed this importance, they were less enthusiastic when it came to the meta-
cognitive questions they might ask their students:

I don't see the relevance of all these questions. There is probably, of course there is, otherwise one 
would not do research on it. But I don't know, there is something that I don't like, but I don't know 
what. I don't know why. 

(Anne)

Despite these benefits they identified, all participants were unanimous that they do not plan to try to engage 
their students in metacognition. Indeed, while they said that they sometimes ask students metacognitive ques-
tions spontaneously, they said that it is not something that is found in their L1 language lesson planning.

Let's just say that it's hardly ever in my lesson plans or in my course materials. But it should be. I 
should do it, I know I should. 

(Augustin)

I honestly don't think I have metacognition in my L1 lesson preparations. 
(Anne)

I'm not sure how I would plan for that, both for reading and writing. 
(Anthony)

Only Arthur mentioned the presence of some metacognitive questions in some of the documents he gives to 
students. But he insisted that they are rare. And when there are such questions, it is because they are included in 
the textbook he uses. He does not programme it.

It's true that from time to time, but it's very rare, there are some metacognition questions at the end 
of the page in the textbooks I use. The student is asked if he has answered all the questions, what 
he did to get there, etc. In that case, I ask them to answer the questions. 

(Arthur)

3.3 | Reasons for not prompting students' metacognition

We identified seven reasons that stand in the way of teachers seeking to engage students' metacognition during 
L1 language activities.
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3.3.1 | Difficulty understanding the concept

Augustin, Amelia, Anne and Alex stated that metacognition was part of their initial training. This was not the case 
for the others. But the four teachers also admitted that they had forgotten what they learned in training about 
metacognition. They also said that it is a subject that they do not discuss with their colleagues.

I heard about metacognition in initial training. And since then, I don't think we talk about it 
anymore. 

(Augustin)

I think it's something we forget when we're in the classroom. 
(Amelia)

But whether they learned the concept in training or not, participants seemed to have incomplete and even 
incorrect definitions of what metacognition is. The two most experienced teachers mentioned only knowledge 
aspects. For Arthur, metacognition is the students' prior knowledge. For Arlette, metacognition is reflecting on 
the knowledge acquired during an activity.

It's what he is able to say he knows. 
(Arthur)

Other participants went beyond (the lack of) metacognitive knowledge and mentioned elements related to 
metacognitive skills, although this was always very unspecific. For example, Amelia and Augustin talked only 
about strategies, but in a general way, without specifying which ones or when they might appear (before, during, 
after the task).

For me, metacognition is really about reflecting not on the content, but on the strategies put in 
place to achieve something. 

(Amelia)

Metacognition is the ability of the student to look back on everything that has been done and to 
understand the process, the strategies used. 

(Augustin)

For Alex, Anthony and Anne, metacognition is related to answering questions about why and how. Anne de-
veloped her answer a little, particularly in relation to the component relating to metacognitive evaluation skills. 
Furthermore, she was the only one to mention elements related to metacognitive experiences.

It is to ask yourself all the right questions: why I am doing it, how I am doing it, that's it. 
(Alex)

Participants mentioned at the end of the interview that they were not confident when asked to define 
metacognition. To confirm this, we found in all of responses doubts and hesitations when approaching the 
concept.

I don't know if what I'm saying here is really metacognition. 
(Augustin)
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10 of 19 |    COLOGNESI et al.

Now, maybe I'm wrong, it's not metacognition. 
(Anthony)

3.3.2 | Not essential for learning L1 language

The interviews revealed that prompting students' metacognition does not seem to be one of the participants' 
priorities. It is not one of their high-priority missions, such as teaching children to read, to write and the like. 
They also feel that it is a form of teaching that goes beyond the expectations for their profession. Augustin 
justified this secondary aspect in parallel with his beginner level as a teacher. He made it clear that his primary 
role is to teach content to students. Thus, we see that for these teachers, prompting students' metacognition 
is not part of the learning process. This is despite the positive effects of metacognition they also told us about 
in the interview.

It's not something I take as indispensable. 
(Arlette)

As a beginner, I'm more focused on all the learning and purpose. I don't necessarily do metacognition. 
(Augustin)

I teach them reading, writing, grammar. But for me it's not essential to ask them questions about 
themselves at this point. 

(Anthony)

3.3.3 | Lack of time

For the seven participants, prompting students' metacognition would be something that would take too much 
time. They feel that in order to complete the L1 curriculum, they do not have time for metacognition. And they 
had the idea that it would take a lot of time to do in the whole classroom.

It would really take a tremendous amount of time to do it. When? 
(Alex)

They felt that it was not possible to ‘add’ more metacognition time to the set of tasks that they already have to 
complete on a daily basis in the classroom.

It's a matter of time. In fact, our timetables are not elastic. Now, at the same time, we have to 
include all kinds of things. We are asked to take computer classes, citizenship classes (…) so many 
things are added. I just don't see when I'm going to do metacognition on top of all that. 

(Amelia)

I don't know how I could fit metacognition into my class schedule. 
(Alex)

 14653435, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ejed.12740 by Stéphane C

olognesi - U
niversity O

f O
ttaw

a L
ibrary , W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [19/08/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense
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Participants believed that students' engagement in metacognition necessarily involves writing, which adds to 
the time it would take, both to allow time for questions in covering the course material, and also to let students 
respond in writing.

The problem is that it takes time to have a moment for the students to complete the metacognition 
questions. These are things that take time. 

(Augustin)

Teachers also questioned whether the time they would spend prompting students to engage in metacognition 
would really pay off. Yet they all, for the record, pointed out all of the ‘theoretical’ benefits they conceived meta-
cognition to offer.

I tend to think it's a bit of a waste of time, but I guess not. 
(Anne)

But is the time spent on it profitable? I don't know. 
(Alex)

I don't really see the point of wasting my time on this. I have so much to do in class. Time is already 
so tight. No, no, I think it would be a waste of time. 

(Arlette)

3.3.4 | Beyond students' current level of skills

Six of the seven participants felt that late elementary school students do not yet have the skills to respond to 
metacognitive prompts. Only Augustin did not mention this. First of all, they thought that such students are too 
young to respond to metacognitive prompts. Three participants even expressed that demonstrating metacogni-
tion is complex for adults.

I find it very difficult for a 10–12-year-old. 
(Arlette)

I think if I, as an adult, don't know what and how to answer and what they want from me, I'm not 
sure that an elementary school child could. 

(Anne)

A second reason mentioned was that students do not understand the purpose of these questions. They do not 
understand what is being asked of them or why it is being proposed. Or students will respond but filter what they 
mean, out of social desirability.

I've already tried two or three times. But I really feel like they're looking at me like, ‘What the hell 
does she want from me?’ 

(Anne)
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12 of 19 |    COLOGNESI et al.

I feel like the students would be in a school logic. They would answer what I expect. Without being 
true. 

(Alex)

The third reason, mentioned by five of the participants (all except Augustin and Arthur) is that struggling stu-
dents are unable to respond to metacognitive prompts, regardless of their age. Alex and Arlette pointed out that 
they have seen an increase in the number of struggling students in the classroom. And their belief that metacog-
nition is inaccessible for these students reinforces not doing it at all.

Now we have to be clear, too, there are groups of students, those in difficulty, who would not 
succeed. 

(Amelia)

I think that children with special needs already have so much trouble understanding what they are 
being asked to do, to do the task. So if on top of that we torture them by asking them what hap-
pened above. It's not possible. 

(Alex)

3.3.5 | Not appropriate for L1 language tasks

All participants also emphasized that they would not integrate metacognition into any L1 language task at any 
time. Five participants (all except Arthur) thought that prompting students' metacognition would only be ap-
propriate when performing complex tasks. They did not perceive how metacognition could be prompted in L1 
language instruction, and they thought that it is not possible to do so. This apparent contradiction may stem from 
a lack of practical training and resources that bridge between theoretical knowledge and L1 classroom application. 
For them, it seemed more accessible to do this in mathematics, since students are usually asked to explain their 
problem-solving process.

I could do it, but only in math (…). 
(Amelia)

More in mathematics because all the technical calculation and other things seem more realistic to 
me. In language teaching, I don't see when or how to do it. 

(Augustin)

For me, metacognition, I would do it in problems to solve. But in L1 lessons, I don't see it. Especially 
for activities related to listening and speaking skills. 

(Anthony)

3.3.6 | Must be done as a team, school-wide

Four teachers (Amelia, Arlette, Anne and Alex) seemed to consider metacognition as something that should be 
worked on as a team and throughout the elementary school curriculum. Indeed, all four teachers said that these 
are skills that should be developed from an early age to allow for their mastery. They did not see themselves doing 
this alone in their classroom without the support of their colleagues. Moreover, for Anne and Alex, if this has not 
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    |  13 of 19COLOGNESI et al.

been introduced and practiced previously, it is too late to propose beginning to engage in metacognition to 10- to 
12-year-old.

I need it to be a team project, thought-out with my colleagues from the beginning of primary school. 
Otherwise, it's useless. 

(Amelia)

Because in the 5th/6th year, isn't it already late to learn how to do that? It should be done before 
that, too. 

(Alex)

It might come easier collectively. 
(Arlette)

3.3.7 | Not metacognitively competent as an adult

In the interviews, it emerged that all the teachers felt that they themselves were not competent as metacogni-
tive individuals. They say they never had any metacognitive input when they were learners themselves. As a 
result, they say they have difficulty finding answers to the metacognitive questions they might ask students in the 
context of language teaching activities. And while some, like Anthony or Augustin, say they could still find some 
strategies for reading or writing, they don't see what they could come up with for oral language, and specifically 
listening comprehension.

To these metacognitive questions, I say to myself that, as an adult, I don't really know what to 
answer. And what do they want from me? Besides, I was never asked that when I was a student. 

(Amelia)

It's already complicated to answer these questions, so even us adults, ‘What did you learn in the 
activity on adjectives?’ for example, I don't really know how to answer. 

(Alex)

Okay, with reading strategies, I can see what I could highlight. Possibly a few strategies for writing 
too, and then some. But when it comes to oral communication, how do I go about listening to a 
message or speaking up? Well, I really don't know what to say. 

(Anthony)

4  | DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Current literature states that teachers are not yet prompting their students to engage in metacognition, despite 
the benefits highlighted by the research (Dignath & Mevarech, 2021). This is why we sought to understand the 
reasons that inhibit teachers from using metacognitive prompts in their L1 language classrooms.

As others have shown before us in other contexts (e.g. Haukås, 2012; Spruce & Bol, 2015), overall, the teach-
ers in our sample believe that metacognition can provide benefits for students. But despite this, they explicitly 
say they do not prompt their students to engage in metacognition. Our study revealed seven reasons for this. 
Six of these seven reasons are already documented in the literature (for a complete overview, see Barbier & 
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14 of 19 |    COLOGNESI et al.

Colognesi, 2023). Nevertheless, 1) our results confirm that these reasons, identified in studies ranging from 2010 
to 2021, are still present today; 2) in previous studies, there are not as many reasons appearing in the same study; 
3) previous studies are not focused on the teaching of a first language (French in our case of French-speaking 
Belgium). The six reasons are as follows: (1) Participants have difficulty understanding what metacognition is; (2) 
they think it is not essential for students to do this in order to learn their L1 language; (3) they say they do not have 
time to do it; (4) they think their students are not able to respond to metacognitive prompts; (5) they think it is not 
appropriate for L1 language tasks; (6) they think it is necessary to do it as a team and not just in their classroom by 
themselves. In addition, we were able to highlight an additional reason that is not yet documented in the literature: 
(7) teachers do not feel metacognitively competent as adults.

Thus, it appears that the failure to prompt students' engagement in metacognition in the L1 classroom is due 
to a combination of these seven reasons in our context of first-language teaching in French-speaking Belgium.

In addition, teachers' conceptual difficulties related to metacognition were evident in the studies consulted 
that looked at teachers' knowledge about metacognition as an obstacle to its implementation. (Ben-David & 
Orion, 2013; Braund, 2019; Haukås, 2012; Spruce & Bol, 2015; Wilson & Bai, 2010). Our study highlighted that 
the definitions provided by teachers were incorrect, imprecise or incomplete. For example, one teacher associ-
ated metacognition with students' prerequisites or prior knowledge, while another viewed it as planning actions 
by asking questions before starting a task. Four teachers out of seven defined metacognition as a reflection on 
actions only after they have been completed. Back in 2006, Veenman et al. explained that despite their good will, 
teachers are considerably lacking in knowledge about metacognition. We see that over time, this has remained 
constant, even though we might expect that teacher training that is increasingly based on research results would 
reduce this lack. Indeed, even our participants with the most recent teacher training experience did not define 
the concept correctly, even though some of our participants reported having been trained about metacognition 
during their teacher training programme. As formal knowledge that teachers possess has been shown to influ-
ence their instructional choices (Safrudiannur & Rott, 2021; Voss & Kunter, 2019), the lack of implementation of 
metacognitive prompting in teaching practice undoubtedly pertains to some extent to the lack of knowledge they 
received or retained about this concept.

Our participants did not prioritize metacognitive prompts, insofar as they did not consider them essential for 
student learning. Participants clearly expressed that they are busy with other tasks, and that their top-priority 
mission is to teach the content, which has been seen also in other work with teachers (Ioannidou-Koutselini & 
Patsalidou, 2015) and student teachers (Vosniadou et al., 2021).

Teacher participants in Wilson and Bai's (2010) and Suteu's (2021) studies also said they did not have time to 
prompt students' metacognition. As this result has emerged across multiple studies, including our own, the obvi-
ous challenge is to make teachers aware that metacognition is an essential part of the teaching/learning process 
and can help students' learning processes when given explicit instructional attention.

Our participants' belief that their students are too young to respond to metacognitive prompts was also 
seen in studies involving both elementary and middle school teachers (Ben-David & Orion, 2013; Braund, 2019; 
Spruce & Bol, 2015). This belief needs to be deconstructed, since it has been shown that the first metacog-
nitive abilities and thinking begin to emerge at 2–3 years old, and continue to develop up to 10–12 years old 
(Bryce et al., 2015; Geurten & Bastin, 2019; Roebers et al., 2020). In a previous study, we found that 6-year-old 
students could talk about the strategies they used to respond to a listening task (Colognesi, 2023). This is in-
formation that should come into play in teachers' metacognition training, with examples, to show teachers the 
possibilities for metacognitive engagement by students at different ages. But another of our studies (Demorsy 
et al., 2023) showed that while 12- to 13-year-olds can answer metacognitive questions, the way they talk 
about their strategies remains simplistic. In addition, our participants believed that students would not under-
stand why they are being offered metacognitive prompts. This refers to telling students what the teacher's 
goals are when prompting their metacognition, so that students can also commit to responding to the prompts 
they are offered (Suteu, 2021).
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    |  15 of 19COLOGNESI et al.

The idea that metacognition is only possible in certain tasks and disciplines, such as complex tasks in math-
ematics, was mentioned by some teachers. This idea was not found in our review of research about teachers' 
beliefs and knowledge. On the contrary, Braund's (2019) teacher participants believed that metacognition is not 
associated with a specific domain. Zohar and Ben-Ari (2022) mentioned that this contradiction regarding the do-
main specificity or generality of metacognition is also present in the literature. Indeed, the initial assumption was 
that metacognition corresponded to a global and cross-cutting ability that applied to all domains and disciplines 
(Brown, 1987; Pressley et al., 1987). This was the view of participants in Braund's (2019) study. However, research 
has shown that there is a gradual shift from domain-specific metacognition to general metacognition between the 
ages of 10 and 13 (Allix et al., 2023). Once this age is passed, individuals exhibit general metacognitive abilities 
(Veenman, 2011). Nevertheless, our participants did not uniformly believe that metacognition is inappropriate for 
L1 classes. Instead, their hesitation seemed to stem from uncertainty about how to apply metacognitive strategies 
in language teaching. They perceived metacognition as more straightforward in subjects such as mathematics.

And like the participants in Braund's (2019) study, our participants believed that prompting students' metacog-
nition should be a team project. They do not intend to do this alone in their classroom; they want it to be pursued 
together. They also want all teachers at the same school to practice this in their classrooms, starting with the 
youngest grades.

And finally, our participants feel that they lack metacognitive competence. They say that, as adults, they don't 
know how to correctly express the strategies they use to carry out language-related tasks. And they mention that 
it is even more complex for them when it comes to oral skills, both speaking and listening. They explain that they 
have never experienced this as a student. This opens the door to teacher training. If we want teachers to be able 
to call on their students' metacognition, it seems essential that they feel competent beforehand.

4.1 | Limitations

Besides the contributions of this study, readers should be aware of some limitations. First, we only interviewed 
seven primary school teachers. It is therefore their opinion that is reported here and we cannot, of course, gen-
eralize. A larger sample may now be needed to reflect on whether a greater or lesser proportion of teachers hold 
one or other belief.

Second, we specifically focused our interviews on language lessons (French). Even though teachers gave us 
some information related to other disciplines, we cannot expect to grasp teachers' conceptions of the use of 
metacognition from an interdisciplinary perspective. As primary school teachers are responsible for different 
disciplines, further studies could investigate their beliefs regarding specific disciplinary approaches (e.g. I think 
metacognition is more useful for learning math than languages).

Third, one of the many impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic has been teachers' feeling of being overwhelmed. 
In this context, and because they usually already consider metacognition as an additional, non-required task, it is 
possible that our participants were particularly emphatic when presenting metacognition as something they do 
not have the time to do.

4.2 | Practical implications

First, the lack of teachers' knowledge about metacognition highlights the need to train them properly on what it 
is and how it can be used in their classroom. And there is also a need for them to feel capable of responding to 
the metacognitive prompts they might offer their students. Vosniadou et al. (2021) suggested that teachers them-
selves should be trained to use metacognition during their own teacher training. In training settings where pro-
spective teachers are asked to be reflective themselves, they show development (Colognesi et al., 2021). It is also 
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important to make metacognition a key element of in-service training as well. As shown by several authors (e.g. 
Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Colognesi & März, 2023), a promising way to do that is to train teachers to do research 
and through research, positioning metacognition as a central element of the research aspects done together with 
students/teachers.

Second, beside of knowing what is metacognition, teachers need to perceive its usefulness for students' 
learning processes. This implies the need to change teachers' beliefs about the use of metacognition. At this 
time the most relevant would consist of trying to introduce and analyse the effect of some activities, materials 
or actions to modify the attitudes of teachers towards metacognition. This is what we are currently doing by 
experimenting with a programme to train future teachers in metacognition (for a description, see Barbier & 
Colognesi, 2020).

Third, because teachers often rely on existing textbooks to prepare their lessons (Coppe et al., 2018), it 
seems important to make course materials with metacognitive prompts in the learning activities available to 
teachers. A whole school team approach to metacognition could also help with this, as textbooks are often a 
team's choice.

Fourth, beyond using a whole team approach to metacognition, it seems also important to adopt a develop-
mental perspective about the implementation of metacognition in schools.

This study highlights the barriers that prevent teachers from integrating metacognitive strategies into 
their L1 language lessons. By addressing these barriers through targeted training and resource development, 
teachers will be better able to support students in L1 learning and in completing complex writing, reading, 
speaking and listening tasks. Ultimately, the results of this research are important for informing future teacher 
training programmes.
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