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What is self-assessment?
Student self-assessment has been 
shown to raise student achievement and 
promote a sense of ownership in the 
learning process (Black & William, 1998; 
Chappuis & Stiggins, 2002; Rolheiser & 
Ross, 2001). According to a review of the 
self-assessment literature, students who 
engaged in the process of self-assess-
ment strategies demonstrated improved 
academic performance across different 
grade levels and subject areas (Brown & 
Harris, 2014). When students self-assess, 
they gather information about and reflect 
on their own learning. 

Teachers can work with students to help 
them consider their progress in develop-
ing certain skills, knowledge, processes, 
and attitudes. Then, students can use 
that information to determine where they 
are in relation to the learning goal and the 
actions they need to take to close the gap 
between their current understanding and 
the learning goal.  

Student self-assessment defined
Student self-assessment can be defined 
as the process in which students gather 
information about and reflect on their own 
learning in relation to a learning goal. This 
process involves three parts in  
which students: 

(1) recognize and understand the  
 desired learning goal, 
(2) monitor and evaluate the quality of  
 their thinking and performance to  
 gather evidence about their current 
 position in relation to the learning  
 goal, and
(3) acquire the understanding,  
 strategies, and skills to close the gap  
 between their current position and  
 the desired performance. 

This three-part definition helps to provide 
clarity for the different areas of skill and 
understanding that the teacher needs to 
address to effectively support students to 
engage in self-assessment. 

Applications to practice
Self-assessment is an essential element 
of the formative assessment process. 
When a teacher explicitly teaches stu-
dents to effectively self-assess, students 
become empowered to set their own 
goals for learning, take ownership of their 
learning, and take action to close the gap 
between the two to achieve their goals. 
Students need ongoing feedback,  
support, and practice throughout this 
learning process.

There are several steps a teacher can 
take to establish processes and rou-
tines that support students to engage in 
self-assessment. It is important for the 
teacher to foster a supportive learning cul-
ture in the classroom so that students are 
comfortable engaging in self-assessment. 
The teacher can provide clear expecta-
tions on how students can objectively look 
at their work in comparison to specific cri-
teria. Students are often overly critical or 
overly optimistic about their performance, 
so the teacher can help students develop 
an accurate self-assessment of their work 
by looking for specific indicators of the 
success criteria to meet the learning goal. 
This criteria is helpful for students to use 
as they review their own work. 

The more students have learned to give 
and receive formative feedback that is 
aligned to success criteria, the better 
prepared they are to self-assess. Through 
both self- and peer assessment, students 
learn how to monitor their progress  
toward goals and take action to move 
their learning forward. 

Teaching self-assessment to students
requires attention to five aspects:

	n Ensure students understand the  
  success criteria to clarify what  
  they will use when assessing  
  their learning.
	n Model how to use the success  
  criteria to assess student work.
	n Provide opportunities for students  
  to use the criteria to assess their  
  own work.
	n Talk with students about what went  
  well and what could be improved in  
  assessing their learning.
	n Help students to use the information  
  from self-assessment to clarify next  
  steps in their learning and to develop  
  individual learning goals. 

Steps for implementing self-assessment 
are highlighted in Table 1.

Teachers can also help students develop 
as self-assessors by modeling self-assess-
ment in the classroom. The teacher or 
students may show examples of work and 
share their self-assessment about the 
work in comparison to a learning target 
or specific criteria. The teacher will need 
to further prepare students to engage in 
self-assessment by:

	n defining self-assessment in  
  student-friendly language; 
	n discussing why it is important for  
  their learning; and 
	n clarifying the learning targets and  
  success criterial they will use to  
  assess their knowledge, skills,  
  or performance.

The teacher will need to support students 
to use the information they gather from 
self-assessment to inform their work as 
they close the gap between their current 
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understanding or performance and the 
desired learning goal. Students benefit 
from opportunities to reflect on their 
self-assessment as they internalize what 
constitutes quality work and their own 
individual strengths and areas for growth. 
They can do this by revising their work, 
writing in a journal, or sharing with a peer. 
Often the teacher will have students keep 
a notebook to record their goals, progress, 
and new strategies they are using. 

Table 1: Implementing Self-Assessment

This is an iterative process that devel-
ops over the course of the school year. 
Students will need ample practice, with 
opportunities to debrief, ask questions, 
and share about challenges and suc-
cesses. Self-assessment will also look 
different in different content areas and 
for different assignments, so teachers will 
need to think about when and how it will 
be most valuable for students to engage 
in self-assessment. 

It is helpful for students and teachers  
to begin small with self-assessment, and 
to develop skills over time with practice. 
When teachers provide consistent and 
ongoing opportunities for self-assess-
ment, students become familiar with the 
process, take ownership of their learning, 
and gain confidence in themselves  
as learners.

“Peer and self-assessment help students gain 
confidence in themselves as learners and  
promote student engagement and learning” 
(Black & Wiliam, 1998).
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1. PREPARE:
 Prepare students to engage
 in self-assessment

2. GUIDANCE:
 Provide rubrics, guidelines, or other  
 criteria to guide students as they  
 assess their own work

3. MODEL and TEACH the PROCESS: 
    Model and explicitly teach the process  
 of self-assessment with students

4. PRACTICE
 Facilitate opportunities for students  
 to practice, engage in self-assessment,  
 and receive feedback on the process

5. REFLECT and SUPPORT:
	 Ensure	students	have	time	to	reflect		
 on their self-assessment and use it to  
 improve their skills and/or work

n Create a class culture where reflection and growth are valued.
n Define self-assessment in student-friendly language, and explain why it may be  
 helpful for their learning.
n Ensure the learning target and success criteria are presented/co-created and  
 discussed so that students have a clear understanding of the expectations for  
 performance that they will use to assess their work.

n Provide rubrics, checklists, or visual anchor charts, along with clearly defined  
 tasks to guide self-assessment.

n Model self-assessment and metacognition by doing a “think- aloud” in which the  
 teacher demonstrates the internal thinking involved in self-assessment using a  
 particular learning target and performance or work sample.

n Scaffold student learning by allowing them to practice one step at a time, and  
 provide feedback so students are aware of what went well and what may need to  
 be improved.

n Provide opportunities for students to revise their work and set goals for future  
 learning based on their self-assessment.
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