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Habits of mind are the mental dispositions that 
people draw upon when they are confronted with 
problems to which resolutions are not immediately 
apparent. As teachers, when we give students 
rigorous and challenging problems, we want them 
to use their minds for strategic reasoning, gaining 
insights, developing perseverance, creativity, and 
craftsmanship. The habits of mind help us lend 
our mental energies to determine how to give 
information and problems deeper meaning and act 
upon them.  

Traditionally, teachers and parents are 
interested in how many answers a student knows—
scores on tests, for example. When you embrace 

the habits of mind, you are also interested in how 
students behave when they don’t know the answer!

When you use the habits, you are developing 
a composite of many skills, attitudes, cues, past 
experiences, capacities, and proclivities. These 
habits of mind are seldom performed in isolation; 
rather, clusters of behaviors are drawn forth and 
employed in various situations. For example, when 
listening intently, we employ the habits of thinking 
flexibly, metacognition, thinking and communicating 
with clarity and precision, and perhaps even 
questioning and posing problems.

 We may value one pattern of thinking over 
another, and it implies decision making about 

which pattern should be employed at which time. 
For example, when we consider a series of events, 
we get stuck with one perspective until we realize 
that we need to think flexibly and seek other 
perspectives. Shifting the patterns suggested by 
one perspective to another is likely to change the 
way you think about an event. When using the 
habits of mind, you are more alert to contextual cues 
that signal an appropriate time and circumstance 
in which to use a pattern for thinking. Students 
develop skills in choosing which habits will serve 
them best as situations vary. When these behaviors 
are employed over time, reflected upon, evaluated, 
modified, and transferred to new situations, they 
become a habit.
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Habits of mind have been identified in successful people in all walks of life: lawyers, mechanics, teachers, entrepreneurs, artists, mathematicians, and so on. Our work over the past 
25 years suggests that when students acquire these habits, they become successful learners ready to face the challenges of the 21st century and beyond. If we consider this the 
outcome we look for as our students leave school, then we must intentionally scaffold the development of these behaviors and skills from grades K–12. The habits of mind become 
one of the purposes of education. For example, when the staff in Berlin, Connecticut, Public Schools worked with the school community to draft their learner outcomes they also 
associated the habits of mind with each outcome:

share information, ideas, 
points of view, and feelings 

appropriate for audience 
and purpose in a clear, 
precise, and thoughtful 
manner (thinking and 
communicating with 
clarity and precision; 

thinking flexibly).

investigate a question, 
explanation, or challenge 

and develop a plan of action 
by evaluating the credibility 

of sources and rework  
ideas (the plan) based on 

findings (outcomes)  
(questioning and problem 

posing; thinking about 
your thinking).

seek to be a positive 
influence—they listen, 

understand, and act with 
both empathy and respect, 

knowing that what they 
do affects others (listening 

with understanding  
and empathy; applying 

past knowledge to  
new situations).

test ideas, reach for 
solutions, purposefully 

play with techniques and 
tools to identify the impact 
on quality of their creation 
and continue to refine their 
work (creating, imagining, 

and innovating; striving  
for accuracy).

contribute to shared goals 
by listening to others’ 

perspectives to inform, 
expand, or shift your own 
ideas and input (listening 

with understanding 
and empathy; thinking 

interdependently).
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Basic facts for addition 
include the single 
digit sums and related 
subtraction facts. The 
keys to success for 
subtraction are the 
same as those for 
addition, and the ideas 
here can be enacted 
for subtraction. For 
example, a quick 
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STEP METACOGNITIVE  TEACHER POSES SUCH QUESTIONS AS . . .

4th PLAN ahead for future 
thinking.

“How might you do it next time?”
“As you anticipate similar problems in the future, what insights might you carry forth?”
“When else in (this course, school, life, work) might this strategy prove useful?”
“What criteria will you use to judge that this is the best way to approach this problem?”
“Why is it important to you to . . . ?”

3rd EVALUATE the 
effectiveness of the 
strategy—before, during, 
and after.  

“How well did your strategy work for you?” 
“How do you know your strategy is working?”
“What corrections or alterations in your strategy are you making as you . . . ?”
“What will you pay attention to while you solve this problem to let you know your 
strategy is working?”
“What alternative strategies might you employ if your strategy is not working?”
“Why do you think this is the best strategy?”
“What has worked for you in the past?”
“What makes you think that strategy will work in this situation?”

2nd Know the STRATEGY 
you are going to use/
are using as you do the 
thinking.

“What approaches might you employ . . . ?”

“As you approach this problem, what metacognitive strategies will you employ?”

“As you consider the steps in the problem-solving process, where are you?”

“What patterns do you notice in solving these problems with this approach?”

“As you reflect on your problem-solving strategy . . .”

“What led you to this decision to . . . ?”

1st Be AWARE of the kind of 
thinking you are doing.

“Describe the work you are doing.” 

“How did you go about doing it?”

“What was going on in your head when . . . ?”

“What were you thinking when . . . ?”

“What were you aware of while . . . ?”

“What questions are you asking yourself?

“While you were solving this problem, what mental processes were you using?”

ASSESSING GROWTH OF THE HABITS OF MIND: TASKING, NOT TESTING 

The ability for students to use feedback to learn about themselves and make a commitment to further growth is more important than the assessment data itself. The following assessment 
strategies are intended to foster students’ metacognitive abilities and assess habits of mind growth at different levels as they reflect upon themselves and their learning. 

ASSESSMENT STRATEGY DESCRIPTION SITUATION EXAMPLE/QUESTION

Selected response Design choices that tap into a student’s awareness and 
feelings about the meaning and value of using a particular 
habit of mind in a problem situation.

Use following a problem-solving assignment. On a scale from 1 to 10, rate your ability to stay with a 
difficult problem. Explain your reasoning.

Open-ended questionnaires Have students express their awareness of the meaning 
and value of one or more of the habit of mind. 

Use following a very complex problem-solving task. As you worked on this task, which habit did you use? What 
helped you persist when you struggled with the task?

Observing performances during 
a task

Document observations of students in the process of 
working on projects and problems to find evidence of how 
they are or are not using the habit. 

Ask questions that require students to reflect on their 
development of one or more habit.

In what ways did technology challenge your ability to think 
flexibly? What strategies did you use to stay on task?

Interviews Periodically interview students about their perspectives 
on their feelings, understanding, and internalization of the 
habits of mind.

Give students the opportunity to voice to their personal 
meaning and applicability of the habit of mind both in and 
out of school.

Elementary grades: Which do you think you used most this 
year, and why is it important to use them? 

Secondary grades: Which habits might you describe as your 
strengths and stretches? Why? 

Digital portfolios Put together cumulative exhibition of a student’s work 
over time

Organize a portfolio to show growth with the habit. Choose work that shows your capacity to persist when you 
struggled or when you thought creatively.

Games Create games to give students immediate feedback: When 
they fail, the game lets them know their mistakes up front. 
Students can then reflect on how to make modifications for 
next time.

Have players apply and monitor the use of such 
habits of mind as problem solving, creativity, thinking 
interdependently, and communicating with clarity.

Students can be told or can discover which habit they 
must employ and monitor. Teachers may observe students 
playing the games and give feedback when the gameplay 
is debriefed.

Checklists Assign or let students choose a problem on which to 
work interdependently. They often will develop a set of “I 
can” statements (e.g., “I can work with others to solve a 
problem”).

Invite two or three students per group to observe and record 
each group member’s listening behaviors during the task. 
Afterward, the observers share the data. Disagreements 
provide opportunities to communicate clearly.

Students are asked to generate a list of positive observable 
behaviors of a good listener, such as establishing eye contact, 
building on the other person’s ideas, or clarifying when 
others don’t understand.

Journals, logs, and diaries Have students collect specific entries and share written 
comments with the teacher and peers. They can compare 
initial entries with more recent ones to assess growth over 
time. They can then respond to the prompt, “I used to think 
___, but now I think ____.”

Before or directly following a task, invite students to write 
entries. Short, frequent bursts of writing may be more 
productive than infrequent, longer assignments. Teachers 
can join in by reflecting on their teaching or analyzing 
students’ learning.

One thing that surprised me today was . . . 

I felt particularly flexible when I . . .

I used my senses to . . .

As I think about how I went about solving the problem, I . . .

A question I want to pursue is . . .

When I checked my work, I found . . .

Rubrics Establish rubrics to evaluate the quality of students’ 
performance of the habits of mind. Rubrics usually contain 
evaluative criteria to increase levels of achievement and for 
scoring a strategy.

Invite students to describe what they will do and say 
when using the habits of mind to effectively promote self-
managing, self-monitoring, and self-evaluating.

“I am fascinated with my ability to monitor my thinking as I 
am learning.” 

“I do better when I think about my learning strategy as I  
am learning.”

ABOUT THE AUTHORS REFERENCES
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STEP METACOGNITIVE  TEACHER POSES SUCH QUESTIONS AS . . .

4th PLAN ahead for future 
thinking.

“How might you do it next time?”
“As you anticipate similar problems in the future, what insights might you carry forth?”
“When else in (this course, school, life, work) might this strategy prove useful?”
“What criteria will you use to judge that this is the best way to approach this problem?”
“Why is it important to you to . . . ?”

3rd EVALUATE the 
effectiveness of the 
strategy—before, during, 
and after.  

“How well did your strategy work for you?” 
“How do you know your strategy is working?”
“What corrections or alterations in your strategy are you making as you . . . ?”
“What will you pay attention to while you solve this problem to let you know your 
strategy is working?”
“What alternative strategies might you employ if your strategy is not working?”
“Why do you think this is the best strategy?”
“What has worked for you in the past?”
“What makes you think that strategy will work in this situation?”

2nd Know the STRATEGY 
you are going to use/
are using as you do the 
thinking.

“What approaches might you employ . . . ?”

“As you approach this problem, what metacognitive strategies will you employ?”

“As you consider the steps in the problem-solving process, where are you?”

“What patterns do you notice in solving these problems with this approach?”

“As you reflect on your problem-solving strategy . . .”

“What led you to this decision to . . . ?”

1st Be AWARE of the kind of 
thinking you are doing.

“Describe the work you are doing.” 

“How did you go about doing it?”

“What was going on in your head when . . . ?”

“What were you thinking when . . . ?”

“What were you aware of while . . . ?”

“What questions are you asking yourself?

“While you were solving this problem, what mental processes were you using?”

ASSESSING GROWTH OF THE HABITS OF MIND: TASKING, NOT TESTING 

The ability for students to use feedback to learn about themselves and make a commitment to further growth is more important than the assessment data itself. The following assessment 
strategies are intended to foster students’ metacognitive abilities and assess habits of mind growth at different levels as they reflect upon themselves and their learning. 

ASSESSMENT STRATEGY DESCRIPTION SITUATION EXAMPLE/QUESTION

Selected response Design choices that tap into a student’s awareness and 
feelings about the meaning and value of using a particular 
habit of mind in a problem situation.

Use following a problem-solving assignment. On a scale from 1 to 10, rate your ability to stay with a 
difficult problem. Explain your reasoning.

Open-ended questionnaires Have students express their awareness of the meaning 
and value of one or more of the habit of mind. 

Use following a very complex problem-solving task. As you worked on this task, which habit did you use? What 
helped you persist when you struggled with the task?

Observing performances during 
a task

Document observations of students in the process of 
working on projects and problems to find evidence of how 
they are or are not using the habit. 

Ask questions that require students to reflect on their 
development of one or more habit.

In what ways did technology challenge your ability to think 
flexibly? What strategies did you use to stay on task?

Interviews Periodically interview students about their perspectives 
on their feelings, understanding, and internalization of the 
habits of mind.

Give students the opportunity to voice to their personal 
meaning and applicability of the habit of mind both in and 
out of school.

Elementary grades: Which do you think you used most this 
year, and why is it important to use them? 

Secondary grades: Which habits might you describe as your 
strengths and stretches? Why? 

Digital portfolios Put together cumulative exhibition of a student’s work 
over time

Organize a portfolio to show growth with the habit. Choose work that shows your capacity to persist when you 
struggled or when you thought creatively.

Games Create games to give students immediate feedback: When 
they fail, the game lets them know their mistakes up front. 
Students can then reflect on how to make modifications for 
next time.

Have players apply and monitor the use of such 
habits of mind as problem solving, creativity, thinking 
interdependently, and communicating with clarity.

Students can be told or can discover which habit they 
must employ and monitor. Teachers may observe students 
playing the games and give feedback when the gameplay 
is debriefed.

Checklists Assign or let students choose a problem on which to 
work interdependently. They often will develop a set of “I 
can” statements (e.g., “I can work with others to solve a 
problem”).

Invite two or three students per group to observe and record 
each group member’s listening behaviors during the task. 
Afterward, the observers share the data. Disagreements 
provide opportunities to communicate clearly.

Students are asked to generate a list of positive observable 
behaviors of a good listener, such as establishing eye contact, 
building on the other person’s ideas, or clarifying when 
others don’t understand.

Journals, logs, and diaries Have students collect specific entries and share written 
comments with the teacher and peers. They can compare 
initial entries with more recent ones to assess growth over 
time. They can then respond to the prompt, “I used to think 
___, but now I think ____.”

Before or directly following a task, invite students to write 
entries. Short, frequent bursts of writing may be more 
productive than infrequent, longer assignments. Teachers 
can join in by reflecting on their teaching or analyzing 
students’ learning.
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I felt particularly flexible when I . . .

I used my senses to . . .

As I think about how I went about solving the problem, I . . .

A question I want to pursue is . . .

When I checked my work, I found . . .

Rubrics Establish rubrics to evaluate the quality of students’ 
performance of the habits of mind. Rubrics usually contain 
evaluative criteria to increase levels of achievement and for 
scoring a strategy.

Invite students to describe what they will do and say 
when using the habits of mind to effectively promote self-
managing, self-monitoring, and self-evaluating.

“I am fascinated with my ability to monitor my thinking as I 
am learning.” 

“I do better when I think about my learning strategy as I  
am learning.”
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