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How to Get to the Finish Line and Do Even Better Next Time

Explicitly teaching students that (1) learning changes the brain 
to support learner motivation and positive teacher expectations, 
(2) metacognition empowers them to monitor and adjust their  

learning progress, and (3) cognitive strategies improve their learning  
across contexts, can lead to a cycle of higher motivation and student  
learning in ways that help all students reach more of their potential. 

This study guide and video featuring teachers implementing our  
“Drive Your Brain” approach is designed for nations, states,  

professional learning communities, and teachers who seek to  
support the learning and achievement of all students.

Introduction 

This guide has been created to enrich your application of these research-based, practical, and  
original ideas for teaching metacognition. The Drive Your Brain® component is just one aspect  
of our popular BrainSMART® approach to teaching and learning. 

This guide is not meant to cover all elements of the video but rather to emphasize key aspects  
that teachers have found useful: why it is important to teach using these ideas and strategies and 
how you can teach using our approach. We have found that teachers’ insights about their own 
learning have been quite powerful. Consider, for example, the following testimonials: “I can still 
learn important, life-changing things!” “Metacognition is a game changer for me, too.” “I love  
sharing this positively transformational approach with my students!” 

You can use this study guide on your own, or you can pair with a colleague or form a study group. 
Teachers often enjoy sharing insights and lessons they have learned with colleagues to help  
students become more independent thinkers and learners. 

Educators who want to implement this positive and practical approach to teaching metacognitive 
strategies might want to also read the book, Teaching Students to Drive Their Brains: Metacognitive 
Strategies, Activities, and Lesson Ideas, found on the ASCD website at www.ascd.org/drivetheirbrains. 

The study guide includes a list of supporting resources to supplement, if you wish, your learning, 
and a series of guiding questions to help you reflect and apply that learning. Because the learning 
brain and metacognition are separate, but interlocking concepts, this guide addresses them  
independently, so that we can drill down into their specific details. Participants also will be delighted 
to learn that most of the supporting resources are available online. While the video was filmed in 
an elementary school, teachers can use most of the supporting resources across all grade levels 
and subjects. 
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Why Is It Important to Develop Finishing Power and the Ability to Learn from 
Experience? 

Two cognitive assets that are especially useful during learning, and especially toward the completion 
of a project, include (1) finishing power, which is a  persistence in completing big projects over time 
and despite difficulties; and (2) the ability to learn from experience by reviewing what went well 
and what might be improved in future endeavors. 

In the video, Marcus mentions that when he and Donna looked at students of all ages and people 
across professions, they noticed that a lot of people are good at starting projects. There can be 
an adrenaline rush at the beginning. After they get into it, however, the project might get difficult. 
Then, they might want to leave the project and start something new. Furthermore,  
as older students go out into the world, they may learn that there is no paycheck for half finished 
projects. So, we decided it was important to coin the term “finishing power” as a critically  
important cognitive asset that all students can learn. 

Learning from experience is a facet of becoming functionally intelligent. Teachers can assist students 
to develop this essential cognitive asset by supporting them to determine what aspects of their 
learning experience succeeded and how they can correct any mistakes the next time to correct. 
In the video, Lisa models using The-Next-Time (TNT) strategy when she says, “if we had to do this 
project again, what would you do the next time?” To help students become wise learners, teachers 
can guide them to view mistakes as “the stuff of learning,” as golden opportunities for self-reflection 
and continual improvement. Students can learn to evaluate how effectively their strategies help 
them meet their academic goals, and then adjust strategies for future learning accordingly.  
To paraphrase what Kelly says: It’s all about experience and learning from mistakes.

Tips for Guiding Students to Use the Cognitive Assets  Finishing Power and Learning  
from Experience

When teaching students to become independent learners by discovering how to use finishing 
power and learning from experience, follow these important guidelines:

 • Introduce each term, define it, and use it often;
 • Begin with an explicit lesson using the cognitive asset;
 • Notice and recognize students using the cognitive asset;
 • Ask students to share what they have learned from the experience in a group discussion;
 • Celebrate finishing the learning task; and  
 • Lead discussions that encourage students to share examples of the use of these important  
  cognitive assets across academic content areas and in contexts outside of school.
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Supporting Resources 
If you’d like to delve more deeply into the topic of getting to the finish line, check out the following 
materials:

  Articles:
  “Finishing Power Equips All Students to ‘Stick With It” shares how a teacher uses the  
  “Drive Your Brain” approach for teaching to help her middle school students develop  
  their finishing power. 
  http://donnawilsonphd.blogspot.com/2014/10/finishing-power-equips-all-students-to.html

  “Guiding Students to Be Independent Learners” offers strategies for assisting students to  
  become ever more independent learners. 
  http://donnawilsonphd.blogspot.com/2018/02/guiding-students-to-be-independent.html

  “Rethinking Learning Potential” notes that few schools are delivering specific instruction  
  consistently about brain plasticity and the metacognitive and cognitive skills that would  
  help children achieve more of their academic potential.
  https://www.nais.org/magazine/independent-school/fall-2015/rethinking-learning-potential/

  “Strategies for Strengthening the Brain’s Executive Functions” opines that through explicit  
  instruction and modeling, students can come to recognize the importance of taking  
  charge of their executive functioning in their academic endeavors and future careers. 
  http://donnawilsonphd.blogspot.com/2017/05/strategies-for-stengthening-brains.html

  “Engaging Parental Support for Smarter Thinking” discusses how educators can support  
  parents in helping children to become better thinkers and learners. 
  http://donnawilsonphd.blogspot.com/2017/08/engaging-parental-support-for-smarter.html

  ASCD Book: 
  Chapter 7, Start and Finish Strong with Metacognition, in Teaching Students to Drive Their  
  Brains: Metacognitive Strategies, Activities, and Lesson Ideas (ASCD, 2016)
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Guiding Questions 

 1. After watching the video, use the following questions to reflect on what you have learned:  
  Do you agree with the statement that “finishing power relies on the use of other cognitive  
  assets along the way”? Why or why not?   

 2. How do the cognitive assets that are introduced throughout this video—such as clear intent,  
  planning, selective attention, and cognitive flexibility—support finishing power? 

 3. The idea that mistakes can be opportunities for learning may seem strange to students.  
  Can you think of examples that might resonate with your students about people they admire  
  who have learned from their mistakes and applied that learning to produce positive outcomes? 

 4. Lisa states that a key aspect of STEM challenges is the acknowledgement that you don’t  
  always succeed the first time. Can you think of innovators and creators who failed many times  
  before they succeeded? What innovations resulted from years or decades of difficult work? 

 5. How does Lisa create a learning environment that fosters creative thinking? 

 6. In the video, Marcus discusses the TNT strategy: “For example, what strategies would I use  
  differently the next time? So . . . the student is building this capacity of learning to drive  
  their brain, learning from experience, and say[s], what will I do differently the next time.”  
  Lisa models using the TNT strategy when she says, “If we had to do this project again,  
  what would you do the next time?” Can you think of a student who might have benefited  
  from this strategy? How do you think you might use the TNT strategy to help your students  
  learn from experience?

 7. What strategies and ideas introduced in previous videos and supporting resources can you  
  use to remind students about the importance of learning from experience? 

 8. How might opportunities to demonstrate what they have learned at the conclusion of a unit  
  support the application and transfer of students’ newly developed knowledge?

 9. Do you feel that you effectively apply the cognitive asset of learning from experience in  
  your professional practice? How might you improve in using this asset in your practice  
  and in collaboration with colleagues?    

 10. As you reflect on the video and any supporting materials you reviewed, what stories, ideas,  
  lessons, and strategies might you use to increase students’ skills for using the cognitive  
  assets of clear intent, goal setting, systematic planning, and self-monitoring? Considering  
  what you have discovered during this study, what tips might be most helpful to reach all  
  students, including those who may be somewhat impulsive, scattered, and challenged  
  during school.
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