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Self-Assessment in the 
Primary Grades

BY BARBARA K. O’BRIEN

obby, a bright and energetic 2nd grader, believes assessment is important to learning 
because “we need to know what we don’t know.” He extended this thought by explaining that 
both teachers and students have a job in assessment: teachers need to know and be able to 
tell the principal what the students have learned, and students need to know what to learn. 
Clearly, he does not yet value the instructive importance of summative and formative assess-
ment by his teacher, but more importantly, he is beginning to understand his part in assess-
ment. Bobby has been practicing self-assessment for just a few months in my classroom, but 
he is already becoming more focused on his own learning. 

In our classroom, we have the steps of the gradual release of responsibility (GRR) posted on 
the wall (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983). The GRR approach is a researched-based instruc-
tional model where responsibility for tasks and behaviors shifts progressively over time from 
teacher to student. This poster (see Figure 1) also uses the more child-directed language of 
Wilhelm (2004). 

The language of GRR is used throughout our day as students begin to take over the proce-
dures of routine jobs in the classroom, like sharpening pencils, organizing book bins, and 
cleaning up after snacks. The language then extends into academics as students take over 
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peer-to-peer conferences for writing, help a classmate read the 
directions to a game, or self-assess using a classroom rubric. 

In a typical primary classroom, assessment is required by dis-
trict, state, and/or federal and is summative through the analysis 
of the students’ reading, writing, math, and phonological levels 
through the formal and prescribed tests given by the classroom 
teacher and/or specialists. These assessments become part of 
each student’s permanent record, and the results are used to 
build both homogeneous and balanced heterogeneous groups 
within the classroom and school. These assessments are gen-
erally fi led in each student’s folder or digitally recorded in an 
assessment fi le within the school’s or district’s technology oper-
ating system. Formative assessments, formal and informal, can 
take place daily by teachers as they plan and adapt their instruc-
tion while observing student learning. 

Assessment, formative and summative, is an integral part of the 
teaching process as teachers assess, prepare lessons, instruct, 
and assess again. But students too should have a role in the 
assessment procedures. Davies (2007) stated, “When students 
are involved in the classroom assessment process, they become 
more engaged in learning” (p. 55). Yet, within the current struc-
ture of formative and summative assessments in our classroom, 
most primary students have no part of the assessment process. 
Students need to be taught how to self-assess, follow a rubric, 
and use the assessment results to help themselves as learners. 
Bobby has become profi cient at self-assessing with a simple 
rubric; he feels confi dent that he is in charge of his own learning, 
and he is now beginning to use the rubric to guide his planning 
and learning.

Campbell, DeWall, Roth, and Stevens (1998) stated that self-
assessments “provided students with a greater sense of owner-
ship of their work, a more enthusiastic approach to learning, and 
the increased use of higher-order thinking” (p. 1). My students 
have become more motivated to do their best work because they 
know they may be asked to self-assess with a quick sketch of the 
face that describes their work or because they know they will 
meet with a peer to share. I have overheard students questioning 

a peer’s choice of rubric level by showing them the uncorrected 
mistakes or referring to the specifi c rubric and using it to further 
discuss their work. Students with learning diffi culties who strug-
gle with reading and writing are now able to use simple rubrics 
and articulate their choice of levels to a peer or to me. 

The rubric (see Figure 2) has been a work in progress within my 
classroom for the last few years. I had used different rubrics—
numbers ranging from one to four; wording of beginning, devel-
oping, and secure; and even quick drawings, ranging from a 
simple lion’s face to one with a magnifi cent mane—that showed 
the different levels of achievements. I was not satisfi ed with any 
of these rubrics as they did not inspire the students to use them 
independently or to use them as guides in their learning, and the 
rubrics did not fi t the needs of the diverse learning styles within 
my classroom. Two years ago, I asked the students to actually 
make physical faces at me that shared the different levels within 
our one-to-four–leveled rubrics so I could see what they were 
thinking. I then adapted these into quick drawings for the class 
to vote on. This was the beginning of the rubric that I currently 
use. I added simple language that described the level but was 
then shown the more descriptive wording that a colleague, Dani-
elle Moran, had developed for her 1st graders. I blended my 
faces and language with her wording and have used this rubric 
not only for academic areas but for expected behaviors within 
the classroom structures. This rubric allows for a quick visual 
response from my students and it also meets the needs of all my 
students—verbal and nonverbal. This is our most-used rubric, 
but I also have rubrics specifi cally for writing, math, and read-
ing responses. 

I begin the school year by teaching my class how to self-assess 
their behaviors as they learn the routines and procedures of our 
classroom. We spend time practicing how to use the tools of the 
classroom, how to clean a table after snacks, and how to fol-
low the morning procedures of home/school folders, notes from 
home, and lunch count. After introducing the rubric, I have the 
students physically show the face that best describes their skill 
at the procedures. Not only does this engage the students as they 
enjoy making the different faces, but they begin to watch their 
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Formative assessments, formal 
and informal, can take place 
daily by teachers as they plan 

and adapt their instruction while 
observing student learning. 

Figure 1. Self-Assessment in the Primary Grades

1. Demonstration 1. I do, you watch.

2. Guided Practice 2. I do, you help.

3. Independent Practice 3. You do, I help.

4. Application 4. You do, I watch.

(Pearson & Gallagher, 1983) (Wilhem, 2004)
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classmates as they choose the best face for their performance for 
that procedure. This often invites conversations about what each 
face means and what students can do to achieve the sunshine 
face. When the class seems to understand the different levels, 
I use the rubric with an academic assignment and have the stu-
dents self-assess with a drawing of the chosen face at the top of 
their paper. The students then confer with a peer and defend why 
they chose that face for their work on that assignment. I also am 
able to conference with each child throughout the week to dis-
cuss their self-assessments. I am able to use this individual time 
to reteach, guide, and praise their self-assessments.

In the research entitled “Self-Assessment and the Student 
Learner: ‘I Must Know to Grow,’” the authors described one 
of the main benefi ts of self-assessment as “helping [students] 
become more confi dent learners who are willing to take risks 
and have a sense of ownership for their learning … this encour-
ages students to monitor their own success and make decisions 
that bring about greater success, not only as a student at school, 
but also as a lifelong learner” (Dr. Stirling McDowell Foundation 
for Research into Teaching, p. 3). As Bobby became more effi -
cient at self-assessing, he began to take time at the beginning of 
an assignment to think about the steps he needed to take to meet 
his and my goals. This planning allowed him to be more mind-
ful of the goal of the assignment and to do his best work. I have 
watched my students as they have mastered the use of the simple 
rubric (see Figure 2) and begun to extend it by looking back at 
their growth in their writing folders, at their daily writing in their 
Math Message Journal, and even at their behaviors in and out of 
our classroom. As I peruse their journals and writing folders, I 
notice that often students will self-assess with a face and then 
go back, self-correct, and add another face beside the fi rst one. 

These students have taken on true ownership of their learning, 
see the need for revisions and editing, and then take the time to 
reassess. 
A primary student is capable of not just self-assessment but 
of using this assessment to increase his or her own learning. 
Shareski (2012) wrote about using self-assessment in the uni-
versity classes that he teaches and shared this thought in his 
article: “I’m thinking that even 6 year olds should be able to 
assess themselves if we give them the tools and expectations” 
(p. 9). I agree, and even though the rubrics and the lessons may 
look different for primary students by being pictorial and using 
simple language, they are still effective tools for students as they 
self-assess and take ownership of their learning. Bobby knows 
the importance of self-assessment in his own education, but he 
is still learning the value of self-assessing while he is learning. 
“Knowing what they are learning and what it looks like gives 
students the information they need to assess themselves as they 
learn to keep themselves on track. Learning to self monitor in 
this way is an essential skill for independent, self-directed, life-
long learners” (Davies, 2007, p. 5). As Bobby grows as a learner, 
he will begin to self-monitor as he is directly learning instead of 
after he has completed the assignment. As my students progress 
as learners in my classroom, the use of the rubric in the class-
room becomes more important before and during the learning 
instead of as a fi nal step. A 2nd grader describes this process: 
“I think about myself, then about the self-assessment and what I 
know and how I can show you I know it.”
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I did my best.

I followed the directions.

My work is neat.

I fi xed all my mistakes.

I did my best.

I followed the directions.

My work is neat.

I have made minor mistakes that I can fi x.

I did okay.

I followed some directions.

My work is not my neatest work.

I have made more than a few mistakes.

I can try again.

I did not follow the directions.

This is not my neatest work.

I have made a lot of mistakes.

My work is not complete.

I can try again.


