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Illustration of Gradual Release of 
Responsibility Model
Improving reading comprehension in kindergarten through 3rd grade: 
A practice guide, Institute of Education Sciences

Topic: Improving K-3 Reading Comprehension

Practice: Teach Comprehension Strategies

The IES Practice Guide, Improving Reading Comprehension in Kindergarten 

through 3rd Grade1, recommends that comprehension strategies should 

be taught through a gradual release of responsibility, in which the teacher 

first explains how to use the strategy and then gives students more and 

more independence in practicing and applying the strategy over time. 

This illustration (found on page 15 of the Practice Guide) shows the shift 

in responsibility from teacher to student. Effective instruction in reading 

comprehension strategies often includes some or all of the steps in this 

model. While going through the steps with the class, a teacher should 

periodically review the purpose of any given strategy and how it improves 

comprehension until students can apply it independently while they read. 

1 Shanahan, T., Callison, K., Carriere, C., Duke, N. K., Pearson, P. D., Schatschneider, 
C., & Torgesen, J. (2010). Improving reading comprehension in kindergarten through 3rd 
grade: A practice guide (NCEE 2010-4038). Washington, DC: National Center for Education 
Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of 
Education. Retrieved from whatworks.ed.gov/publications/practiceguides.
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Recommendation 1 continued 

3. Teach reading comprehension strategies by using a gradual release of responsibility. 

Because the use of strategies may not come 
naturally to many young readers, the panel 
believes that the strategies should be taught 
through a gradual release of responsibility, 
in which the teacher �rst explains how to use 
the strategy and then gives students more and 
more independence in practicing and applying 
the strategy over time.32 Figure 1 illustrates 
this shift in responsibility from teacher to student. 
Effective instruction in reading comprehension 
strategies often includes some or all of the 
steps in this model.33 

While going through the steps with the class, a 
teacher should periodically review the purpose 
of any given strategy and how it improves 

Key reminders 
         

they just learned but also others they already 
know, and offer tips on when to use the 
strategies. 

         
strategies to understand what they read so that 
they understand that strategies are important 
to both the assignment at hand and to reading 
in general. 

comprehension until students can apply it 
independently while they read. Cycle back 
through the gradual release process as the 
text/topics/concepts become more dif�cult. 

Figure 1. Illustration of instructional practices to gradually release responsibility 
to students as task progresses 

Task Share of Responsibility 
for Task 

 Student responsibility  Teacher responsibility 

Explicit description 
of the strategy 

Teacher and/or 
student modeling 

Collaborative use 

Guided practice 

Independent use 

“Predicting is making guesses about 
what will come next in the text you are 
reading. Make predictions often when 
you read by stopping and thinking 
about what might come next.” 

Classroom Usage Example 

“I am going to predict using the cover 
of this book. I see a picture of an owl 
wearing pajamas and carrying a candle. 
I predict that this story is going to be 
about this owl, and that it is going to 
take place at night.” 

“I want you to make predictions with 
me. Each of us should stop and think 
about what might happen next… Okay, 
now, let’s hear what you think and why.” 

“I have given you a list of pages in the 
book you are reading. After you read a 
page on the list, make a prediction and 
write it down. After you read the next 
page on the list, check off whether your 
prediction happened, will not happen, 
or still might happen.” 

“For now, you should stop every two 
pages, evaluate the predictions you 
have made, and then make some new 
ones for the next two pages.” 

Source: Adapted from Duke and Pearson (2002).  
Note: Teachers should modify these examples to best suit students’ age and abilities.  
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