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Supporting Students’ 
Independent Learning with 
Self-Assessment Strategies
During the current COVID-19 global health crisis and 

shift to distance learning, students are being asked to 

do more independent work outside of their time in 

class. Research suggests that when teachers explicitly 

teach the strategies of self-assessment — and students 

receive feedback on their use — students become 

better at independently using those skills.1 Ultimately, 

practicing self-assessment should lead to a daily 

routine that students use to guide their learning.

Self-assessment:

• facilitates students’ reflection on their learning

• provides information about where students are, 

what’s going well, and where they need to be

• helps students become more aware of their thinking

• improves students’ ability to problem solve

Teachers can  
help students  
to practice self-assessment by:

Building students’ habits of 
asking themselves questions 

while they are reading, writing, 
or solving problems 

Providing support for students 
to monitor their learning and 

assess their progress

Encouraging students to act 
on their self-assessment and 
identify what their next steps 

might be

Three WWC Practice Guides provide 
evidence and strategies for supporting 
K–8 students’ independent learning:  

 © Improving reading comprehension in kindergarten 

through 3rd grade: A practice guide2

 © Teaching elementary school students to be 

effective writers: A practice guide3

 © Improving mathematical problem solving in grades 

4 through 8: A practice guide4



Practice in Action

HAVE STUDENTS MONITOR THEIR READING (GRADES K–3)

© Improving reading comprehension in kindergarten 

through 3rd grade

Teachers can teach comprehension strategies to help 

students pay attention to whether or not they understand 

what they are reading and to ask themselves questions 

when they get stuck.

>> See Recommendation 1, pages 12–13

For stories, students can ask themselves:

• When and where does the story 
take place? 

• What is this part about?

• What is happening? What might 
happen next?

• Who is involved in what’s 
happening?

• Why did the character do that? 

• Why is that happening?

For informational text, students can ask themselves:

• What new information have  
I learned about this topic?

• What is the author’s argument? 

• What is the author’s evidence?

• Why did the author write that?

Practice tip: Have students make and illustrate individual index cards with 

strategies to use when they get stuck. For example, they can make cards that 

prompt them to ask themselves questions from the list above or to re-tell what’s 

happening in their own words when they encounter text they do not understand. 

Students who have already been introduced to the comprehension strategies of 

connecting to prior knowledge, predicting, making inferences, and visualizing can 

make cards for these strategies.



Practice in Action

HAVE STUDENTS EVALUATE THEIR WRITING (GRADES 3–6)

© Teaching elementary school students to be effective 

writers

Evaluating is an important part of the writing process, 

which also includes planning, drafting, sharing, revising, 

editing, and publishing. Teachers can help students self-

assess by encouraging them to ask themselves questions 

about their writing.

>> See Recommendation 2, page 16

Students can re-read their writing and ask: 

• Are the ideas clear? Does this make 
sense?

• Is there a clear structure, a 
beginning, middle, and end? 

• Does the writing connect with the 
reader or audience? 

• Are sentence types varied?

Older students might use a rubric to ask themselves questions about: the topic 

focus, organization of the text, content, sentence structure, language and 

mechanics.

Practice tip: Have students create a bookmark for their writing journals with 

self-evaluating questions. In addition to the questions above, consider generating 

questions with your students related to the text type (e.g., for older students, Is 

there clear evidence for my argument?) and audience (e.g., Does my writing have 

an engaging lead?). During writing conferences, teachers can use these questions 

to guide the conversation.



Practice in Action

EMPHASIZE MATHEMATICAL PROBLEM SOLVING (GRADES 4–8)

© Improving mathematical problem solving in grades 4 

through 8

Similar to reading and writing, providing students with 

questions to ask themselves before and while they 

solve math problems helps to scaffold their reflection, 

reasoning process, and awareness of what’s working and 

not working.

>> See Recommendation 2, pages 18–19

Sample question list*

Before problem solving:

• What is the problem asking? 

• What do I know about the problem so 
far? What information is given to me? 
How can this information help me? 

• Which information in the problem 
is relevant to being able to solve the 
problem? 

• In what way is this problem similar 
to problems I have previously 
solved? 

• What are the various ways I might 
approach the problem? 

During and after problem solving:

• Is my approach working? If I am 
stuck, is there another way I can 
think about solving this problem? 

• Does the solution make sense? How 
can I verify the solution? 

• Why did these steps work or  
not work? 

• What would I do differently  
next time? 

Practice tip: Have students answer some of the “Before problem solving” 

questions in their math journals before they start to work on a problem. After 

students have solved a problem, have them write responses to the “During and 

after problem solving” question prompts or work in small groups to discuss a 

specific question like “Which strategy do you think is more efficient?”

*Note: Teachers don’t need to select all of these for students — they may choose a 

reasonable number.
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