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the cognitive and metacognitive processes needed to complete a learning task. 

Metacognitive strategies have an effect size of 0.55. When teachers provide 

prompts, their students apprentice into cognitive and metacognitive thinking.

For example, history professor Jason Biggs said to a group of students during 

their video meeting, “I’m thinking of the video we watched that showed what 

life was like when the Missions were being built.” In this case, he provided a 

background knowledge prompt. Later, he said, “I’m thinking about what we 

don’t yet fully understand and what we can do to figure things out,” which is 

a reflective prompt focused on metacognition. Four common prompts with 

examples are provided in Figure 7.4.

Figure 7.4 Types of Prompts

Type of Prompt Definition Example

Background 
knowledge

Reference to content 
that the student already 
knows, has been taught, 
or has experienced 
but has temporarily 
forgotten or is not 
applying correctly

•	 When trying to solve a right-triangle problem, the professor says, “What 
do you recall about the degrees inside a triangle?”

•	 As part of a science passage about the water cycle, the professor 
says, “What do you remember about energy transfer with the states of 
matter?”

Process or 
procedure

Reference to 
established or 
generally agreed- 
upon representation, 
rules, or guidelines 
that the student is not 
following due to error or 
misconception

•	 When a student incorrectly orders fractions thinking the greater the 
denominator, the greater the fraction, the teacher might say, “Draw 
a picture of each fraction. What do you notice about the size of the 
fraction and the number in the denominator?”

•	 When a student was unsure about how to start solving a problem, the 
professor said, “Think about which of the problem solving strategies 
we have used that might help you get started.”

•	 When the student has difficulty starting to develop a writing outline, 
the professor says, “I’m thinking about the mnemonic we’ve used for 
organizing an explanatory article.” 

Reflective Promotion of 
metacognition—getting 
the student to think 
about their thinking—so 
that the student can use 
the resulting insight to 
determine next steps 
or the solution to a 
problem

•	 The student has just produced a solution incorrectly, and the professor 
says, “Does that make sense? Think about the numbers you are 
working with and the meaning of the operation.”

•	 A professor says, “I see you’re thinking strategically. What would be the 
next logical step?”

•	 When the student fails to include evidence in their writing, the 
professor says, “What are we learning today? What was our purpose?”

Heuristic Engagement in an 
informal, self-directed 
problem-solving 
procedure

The approach the 
student comes up with 
does not have to be like 
anyone else’s approach, 
but it does need to  
work

•	 When the student does not get the correct answer to a math problem, 
the professor says, “Maybe drawing a visual representation would help 
you see the problem.”

•	 When the student has difficulty explaining the relationships between 
characters in a text, the professor says, “Maybe drawing a visual 
representation of the main character’s connections to one another will 
help you.”
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Cues, on the other hand, are designed to shift a student’s attention. Sometimes, 

students need this level of support to work through something that is confusing. For 

example, AnnaMarie Franklin, a mathematics professor, was working with a group 

of students and they seemed to miss the exponent in the problem. She used the 

highlight function on the virtual whiteboard to shift her students’ attention to that part of 

the problem and it worked. As one student said, “OMG, I totally missed that. I thought 

it was a mixed fraction and it’s an exponent.” Again, the professor does not simply tell 

the student what to think, but rather shifts the learner’s attention to something that is 

likely to help. Figure 7.5 includes a list of common cues and examples.

Type of Prompt Definition Example

•	 When the student does not get the correct answer to a math problem, 
the professor says, “Maybe drawing a visual representation would help 
you see the problem.”

•	 When the student has difficulty explaining the relationships between 
characters in a text, the professor says, “Maybe drawing a visual 
representation of the main character’s connections to one another will 
help you.”

Source: Adapted from Fisher, D., & Frey, N. (2013). Better learning through structured teaching: A framework for the gradual release of 

responsibility (2nd ed.). Alexandria, VA: ASCD.

Figure 7.5 Types of Cues

Type of Cue Definition Example

Visual A range of graphic hints 
that guide students through 
thinking or understanding

•	 Highlighting places on a text where students have made errors

•	 Creating a graphic organizer to arrange content visually

•	 Asking students to take a second look at a graphic or visual from a 
textbook

Verbal Variations in speech used to 
draw attention to something 
specific or verbal attention 
getters that focus students’ 
thinking 

•	 “This is important: ______.”

•	 “This is the tricky part. Be careful and be sure to ______.”

•	 Repeating a student’s statement using a questioning intonation

•	 Changing volume or speed of speech for emphasis

Gestural Professor’s body movements 
or motions used to draw 
attention to something that 
has been missed

•	 Making a hand motion that has been taught in advance such as one 
used to indicate the importance of summarizing or predicting while 
reading

•	 Placing thumbs around a key idea in a text that the student was missing

Environmental Using the surroundings, and 
things in the surroundings, 
to influence students’ 
understanding

•	 Using algebra tiles, magnetic letters, or other manipulatives to guide 
students’ thinking

•	 Moving an object or person so that the orientation changes and 
guides thinking

Source: Adapted from Fisher, D., & Frey, N. (2014). Better learning through structured teaching: A framework for the gradual release of 

responsibility (2nd ed.). Alexandria, VA: ASCD.

In addition to lessons that rely on questions, prompts, and cues to address errors 

and misconceptions, there are times when teachers meet with groups of students 

for coaching. In this case, teachers meet with a small group of students, based on 

their identified learning needs, and provide instruction. For example, a group of 
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