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Teacher Self-Assessment: Gradual Release of Responsibility
Purpose
Elementary school teachers can use this tool to reflect on and plan future activities that can help students learn to use writing strategies independently. 
Materials  
Persuasive Writing Lessons, sample material
Media
Strategies for Using the Writing Process, expert interview with Dr. Charles MacArthur. He describes writing strategies and how to gradually release students to use them on their own. 
(5:57 min)
  
Looking at Books With a Writer’s Eye, video. A third-grade teacher uses mentor texts and collaborative planning to model pre-writing strategies before releasing students to try the strategy on their own. (5:31 min)
                                       This tool and related media and materials are located in the Doing What Works Library (https://dwwlibrary.wested.org/). For assistance, contact dww@wested.org.
Topic
Teaching Elementary School Students to Be Effective Writers
Practice 
Writing Process
Gradual Release of Responsibility
By following several steps, teachers can help students gradually take on responsibility for successfully carrying out strategies independently, beginning by giving students the background knowledge and skills necessary to understand the purpose and proper use of a strategy. Describe the strategy and model its use. Guide students while they practice applying the strategy in small groups. Once students demonstrate an understanding of the strategy, they can begin to use it independently.
The graph on the next page illustrates how each step teachers can take shifts responsibility gradually from teacher to student:

1. Teaching background knowledge

2. Describing the strategy

3. Modeling the strategy

4. Collaborative use of the strategy

5. Guided practice

6. Independent use of the strategy

It is important not to release responsibility to students too early. Teachers can gauge their students’ progress, deciding at an individual level which students need to continue working collaboratively on more teacher-guided activities until they develop the skills to work independently.
Gradual Release of Responsibility to Students
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The table below describes the steps for gradual release of responsibility of the brainstorming strategy. For each step listed, think about how often you employ that step when teaching a new strategy. The column on the far right provides space for you to think about action steps for the future, based on your current use of that practice.

For more information about gradually releasing responsibility to students, listen to the expert interview, Strategies for Using the Writing Process, or view the video, Looking at Books With a Writer’s Eye.
	Gradual release of the brainstorming strategy
	Often
	Some- times
	Never
	Action Steps

	Teaching background knowledge
	

	Provide background knowledge, including why students should use the strategy and how it will help them.
Example:  “What you write will be more interesting for others to read if you have a lot of good ideas, so you should take the time to write down all your ideas before you get started. One way to do this is to use a strategy called brainstorming. In brainstorming, you write down as many ideas as you can think of without worrying about whether they are good or bad.”
	
	
	
	

	Describing the strategy
	

	Describe the strategy.

Example: “Brainstorming helps you think about what you already know. You write down as many ideas as you can think of. You don’t think about whether they are good or bad ideas while you do this. When you write down a lot of ideas, you may find some ideas that you didn’t think about before. This is a good strategy to use when you don’t have many ideas or when you aren’t sure what you want to include in your writing.”
	
	
	
	

	Modeling the strategy
	

	Model how to use the strategy, soliciting ideas from students.

Example: “I’m going to show you how to brainstorm before writing a story on your topic. First, I’ll write down any idea I think of about this topic. If I get stuck, I’ll keep thinking. I won’t ask myself if an idea is a good one until I am done brainstorming. I will just write down any idea that pops into my head.” 
	
	
	
	

	Think aloud while modeling brainstorming, then ask: “Does anyone else have any ideas to add to my list?”
	
	
	
	

	Collaborative use
	

	Have students collaborate in small groups to practice applying the strategy. 
Example:  “Please find your group. Before you start to write your story, the two of you should brainstorm as many ideas as you can for your paper on this topic. Remember, don’t worry whether the ideas are good or bad. I just want you to focus on writing down as many ideas as you can.” 
	
	
	
	

	While students practice using the strategy, check to see that students are using the strategy properly, and return to earlier steps as needed.
	
	
	
	

	Guided practice
	

	Continue to provide guidance as students use the strategy. When you conference with students, be sure to give them feedback on their strategy use as well as their writing. 
Example: “How is it going? Can you show me your brainstorming notes? You have quite a few ideas here. Did the brainstorming help you come up with new ideas?” 
	
	
	
	

	Independent use
	

	Have students apply the strategy independently. 
Example: “Before you start to write, stop and ask if it will help to use brainstorming to think about ideas for writing. Remember, brainstorming works well when you don’t have many ideas or you aren’t sure what you want to include in your writing.” 
	
	
	
	

	If, in future lessons or on future topics, students are having a hard time planning, remind students to use the brainstorming strategy.
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