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Introduction: Learning to Learn 

Teachers encounter many students in their work, and students of all kinds: stu-
dents with different aptitudes for learning, different learning skills and strategies, 
and various amounts of motivation for learning.

Some students come to school with the skills, strategies, and habits for learn-
ing in school. They are highly organized and focused; they get all the assignments 
and projects done; they work hard and are successful on assessments and evalu-
ations. These students are able to follow classroom routines, put in the required 
effort, organize their belongings and their work, comprehend a wide range of 
texts for various purposes, communicate effectively, collaborate with others, 
begin and complete assignments, and self-regulate to set goals. These are the stu-
dents who will usually be successful in school. All of this occurs regardless of how 
engaging a lesson is or how many competing activities, assignments, and tests 
these students have. These students are able to gain, organize, and share content 
knowledge in a way that matches the expectations school learning is based on. If 
you ask these students what contributes to their success, you will hear things like, 
“I’m smart”, “I’m organized”, “I try hard”, or “I don’t know…I just get it!”

However, for the vast majority of students, not all learning skills and strategies 
that are crucial to successful learning are in place when they arrive at the school 
door. These skills and strategies must be explicitly taught to students by their 
teachers.

As an educator, I have watched disorganized students leave class with the 
assignment sheet on the floor under their desks, taught students who have 
problems working in groups, and seen countless students arrive at class without 
completed homework in their bags or on their tablets and with no clear way to 
communicate the reasons. I have taught students who don’t set goals for their 
own learning, even when prompted, and whose only purpose in school is to “get 
good marks.” On the other end of the spectrum, I have also seen students who 
work well in groups, communicate appropriately on written and oral tests, are on 
time with their projects, and set goals according to their own needs. And I have 
seen everything in between.

Schools are places packed with activities, lessons, special initiatives, and extra-
curricular choices. Every day, we are planning lessons, assessing student learning, 
integrating technology, and making sure students feel safe and secure so they 
can learn. It is important that we also teach the skills and strategies that are an 
integral part of student learning. To do so, we must be aware of the important 
hidden curriculum of norms, values, beliefs, and social expectations. Knowing 
how to learn—being organized, knowing how to communicate, knowing how to 
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  7

 collaborate, knowing how to self-regulate, set goals and persevere toward them, 
and being able to strategize for learning—is essential to knowing and understand-
ing the content. We know that the way students learn, the skills they develop 
from an early age, and the habits they develop to approach and complete work are 
crucial to student success. Now, we just have to teach them!

Ready, Set, Learn supports the development of important learning strategies 
and skills in your classroom. It will show you how to teach students to organize, 
strategize, and set goals to improve their own achievement, how to use the learn-
ing skills purposefully in a teachable moment, and how to plan for direct instruc-
tion to support learning to learn.
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1
Learning Skills and Preferences

“The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who 
cannot read and write, but those who cannot learn, 
unlearn, and relearn.”—Alvin Toffler

Research indicates that using good strategies helps students to learn and that 
these strategies can certainly be taught. If you are asked about the importance of 
students “knowing how to learn,” you will likely agree that the skills and strate-
gies involved in learning are crucial to school success and student achievement. 
Our most successful learners are those who know about and use a wide range of 
learning skills and strategies.

Traditionally, students might be told to be organized, reminded to be good 
collaborators, and asked to work independently. However, as teachers, we realize 
that teaching students what, when, and how to develop and apply learning skills 
and strategies is more than just telling them to use these skills and strategies. 
What constitutes the shift from telling to teaching?

1. Understanding which component learning skills and strategies are important 
for success with a given task.

2. Within the context of any lesson, teaching the particular skills or strategies 
that students need.

3. Giving students a chance to practice until they are able to apply strategies 
independently, that is, until learning skills and strategies are habituated.

Learning Skills and Strategies vs Learning Goals

Learning goals are statements that describe what a student should know and/or 
be able to do by the end of lesson, set of lessons, or unit. They should be phrased 
in language meaningful to students. Sharing learning goals with students allows 
them to understand what they are learning, set their own goals for learning, and 
monitor their own progress towards those goals. Learning goals answer these 
questions:

When students know the learning goals, they can take ownership of and reflect 
on their own learning.

Students need clarity on these 
terms in order to improve in these 
areas.
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Learning skills (e.g., memory skills, organizational skills) are the what of 
knowing how to learn, and they are closely connected to the learning strategies 
necessary to accomplish them. Knowing what (e.g., that using mnemonics is an 
good memory strategy; that it is necessary to have a system to keep learning 
materials organized and accessible) is different from knowing how (e.g., how to 
apply a mnemonic and in what context; which digital or paper-based organiza-
tional system to use and when).

Learning strategies are the how of successful learning, the deliberate acts or 
plans that improve thinking (e.g., How can I remember this best? How can I use 
the “My Homework” app to become more organized?). Students require knowledge 
about how to accomplish tasks in order to learn.

Work habits are routines that happen automatically. They can be positive or 
negative; i.e., in order to create productive work habits, some work habits might 
need to be unlearned and relearned. For example, if negative habits involved in 
collaboration (monopolizing the conversation, avoiding eye-contact, disregard-
ing others’ opinions) have been established, these behaviors will need to be re-
learned differently in order to support good work habits. 

Generally, teachers are comfortable sharing the learning goals of a lesson or unit 
with students. However, in order to achieve these learning goals, students need 
to be aware of the learning skills involved. For every learning goal, there should 
be a focus on a particular skill and strategies to achieve that goal. You can share 
learning skills with students in a number of ways:

Learning Goal and then the Learning Skill, both with criteria for 
success, on lesson/unit outline shared with students:

S A M P L E U N I T O U T L I N E :  A N I M A L H A B I TAT S

Learning Goal Identify different habitats

Success Criteria Explain the differences between the characteristics of habitats

Learning Skilll Organization

Success Criteria After the model is shown, I will begin and complete the organizer 
independently using available print and digital resources.

Self-reflection I paid attention during the lesson.
I accessed necessary resources.

In order to be more independent, I will___________________
___________________________________________________

column can represent the learning goal, a second column can represent the 
learning skill/strategy required to accomplish the goal, and two columns can 
support students in tracking their progress. This will keep students focused 
both on what they are learning and on how they are refining their skills of 
learning to learn. See page 17 for a Goal Tracking chart template.

Use the Goal Tracking Chart on 
page 17.
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