
Four Stage Gradual Release of Responsibility Framework 

Adapted from Douglas Fisher and Nancy Frey  (2014) – Better Learning Through Structured Teaching 

Better Learning Through Structured Teaching was written based on the Gradual Release of 

Responsibility Instructional Framework developed to guide teachers through a structured learning 

model to support reading and literacy development in students that supported the use of critical 

thinking skills to expand learning and an increased responsibility and ownership of the student over that 

learning.  The theory shifts an educators’ mindset from teaching simple isolated mastery of curriculum 

content, to teaching ways of how to learn, respond and apply multiple skills to complex and changing 

situations.  What could better describe what a teacher faces every moment of every day? 

Consider the specific skill sets where you demonstrate mastery in teaching.  How did you 

develop from a beginning level to mastery of these skills?  How did you continue to develop and 

coordinate all of these skills until you were able to refine them together into a successful 

practice?  It is unlikely that you accomplished this high level of mastery simply by being told 

“how to do something” or by being given a set of prescribed instructions to follow.  It is more 

likely that you were able to observe someone modelling the skills, listened to the thought 

process of the decisions involved, had the opportunity to collaborate with peers or specialists 

to support and defend your ideas and initial implementation, received feedback whether 

explicit or implicit while allowing for self-reflection, and then continued conscious practice to 

hone the skill.  You may have then become the “teacher” and taught others how to attain those 

skills.  This model of learning explains the learning process for the Gradual Release of 

Responsibility.   

In the experience of Internship, this instructional framework shifts the focus from the 

Cooperating teacher as the model, to joint responsibility of Cooperating Teacher and Intern 

Student, to independent practice and application by the learner (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983).  

The underlying intention is to gradually shift the Cooperating teacher from assuming the 

majority of the responsibility for performing the teaching skill sets, to having the Interning 

Student successfully assume the responsibility with decreased supports.  Effective instruction 

and continuous learning follows a progression in which Cooperating Teachers do less of the 

work and students gradually assume increased responsibility for their learning.   

Four major theories combine to create the philosophy for the Gradual Release of Responsibility 

Framework: 

 Piaget (1952) cognitive structures and schemata 

 Vygotsky (1962, 1978) zones of proximal development 

 Bandura (1965) attention, retention, reproduction and motivation 

 Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976) scaffolded instruction 

When combined, these theories indicate that specific learning occurs through intentional 

interactions with others.   



These theories suggest that the original three stage model of Gradual Release of Responsibility, 

“I do, We do, You do” omits one of the most important stages of intentional learning, “You do 

it Together”, which consists of students learning through collaboration with their current and 

future educational peers.  Including this stage into a four stage model of Gradual Release of 

Responsibility stresses the importance of the recursive nature of learning and creates a fluid 

continuum of development where Cooperating Teacher and Interning Student cycle through 

focus lessons on learning objectives, guided instruction, collaborative implementation and ends 

with independent application by the Interning Student.  

 

Consider the model below adapted from Fisher and Frey (2014): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As is shown with the inverse triangles, the initial stages of implementation illustrate the 

weighted emphasis of the responsibility of the Cooperating Teacher to model, direct, and 

demonstrate the application of pedagogy within the structures of student learning.  It is then 

illustrated how the emphasis for responsibility shifts to the Interning student by taking what 

has been learned in the Focus and Guided stages, and inserting that co-constructed knowledge 

into their developing practice.   The responsibilities of the Cooperating Teacher to teach, model 

and explain their practice are decreased as the load of responsibility shifts to the Interning 

Student.  However, the significance of the responsibility of the Cooperating Teacher in 
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coaching, assessing and supporting intentional change increases.  This creates the solidification 

of knowledge into daily practice for the Interning Student. 

This gradual release of responsibility is fluid in nature.  As the Interning Student works through 

the Professional Development Process and in alignment with the evaluative continuum criteria, 

the Cooperating Teacher may identify skills that will require the load of responsibility to shift 

back to the Focus and Guided stages of development to effectively build the multiple learning 

objectives in an Interning Student’s practice and calibrate their knowledge and implementation 

with solid pedagogy.    

Similarly to the fluidity of the stages, the time spent in each stage is also not pre-determined 

but rather based on the individual needs of the Interning Student and their responsiveness in 

each stage.  The Cooperating Teacher will use their professional judgement to determine when 

a student is prepared to engage in the next stage of added responsibility and shift from 

dependence, to co-dependence, to independence for optimal learning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cooperating Teachers model their own metacognitive processes as teachers.  Modelled 
strategies focus on increasing understanding of interrelated pedagogy and application.  

Focus lessons provide purpose and intent into learning objectives.

Cooperating Teachers prompt, question, facilitate and lead Interning Students through 
the tasks that increase understanding and application of a particular learning objective.

Interning Students consolidate their understanding of pedagogy and application to 
practice through opportunities to explore, problem solve, discuss, negotiate and question 

with their peers, Cooperating Teacher, other staff, and Faculty Advisors.

This component provides Interning Students with the opportunity to practice and apply  
skills and information in new ways.  As Interninng Students transfer their knowledge and 
learning they  synthesize information, transform ideas and solidify their understanding.
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What does the 4 Stage Gradual Release of Responsibility Model Look and Sound Like? 

Teaching Phase Cooperating Teacher Behaviour Intern Student Behaviour 

 
 

Learning Objective 
Focus Lesson 

 Initiates 

 Models 

 Explains 

 Thinks Aloud 

 Demonstrates 

 Actively listens 

 Observes 

 Participates on a limited 
basis 

 
 
 

Guided Instruction 

 Demonstrates 

 Leads 

 Suggests 

 Explains  

 Responds 

 Acknowledges 

 Actively listens 

 Interacts 

 Questions 

 Collaborates 

 Responds 

 Tries out 

 Approximates 

 Participates 

 
Responsibility Shifts from Cooperating Teacher to Interning Student 

 

Teaching Phase Intern Student Behaviour Cooperating Teacher Behaviour 

 
 
 

Collaborative 
Implementation 

 Applies learning 

 Takes charge 

 Practices 

 Problem solves 

 Approximates 

 Self-Reflects 

 Self-Corrects 

 Scaffolds 

 Validates 

 Demonstrates as needed 

 Observes 

 Encourages 

 Clarifies 

 Confirms 

 Coaches 

 
 
 

Independent 
Application 

 Initiates 

 Self-monitors 

 Self-directs 

 Applies learning 

 Problem solves 

 Confirms 

 Self-evaluates 

 Affirms 

 Assists as needed 

 Responds 

 Acknowledges 

 Evaluates 

 Sets goals 

Adapted from Routman, R. (2003). Reading essentials.  Portmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

 

 

 

 



Stage One:  Learning Objective Focus Lesson 

When we gain mastery of specific skills and have the opportunity to practice them repeatedly, 

it becomes easy to forget that each skill took a specific amount of time and isolated focus to 

learn, and skill to master, before we were able to incorporate them altogether successfully into 

practice. Consider the example of dressing a gymnast to participate in a hockey game.  

Although the gymnast is an athlete with immense skills and strength, they would be completely 

overwhelmed by the demands of a different sport.  Learning the initial skills of skating 

efficiently in many directions, not to mention the different types of equipment, the various 

types of shots and when to apply the correct one, the communication and collaboration of 

other team mates on the ice, just to name a few, would all take time to attain mastery of these 

skills in isolation, never mind the expectation of being expected to perform all of these skills 

simultaneously when instantaneous decision making is required.  To a hockey athlete, all of 

these things have become second nature and it becomes easily forgotten the amount of effort, 

learning, modelling, feedback and practice that it took to reach that level of execution.  Simply 

reading a “how to” book would not begin to address this. 

A Cooperating Teacher’s transparent instructional moves – establishing purpose, modeling or 

demonstrating, thinking aloud and noticing are vital in preparation for Intern Student learning 

Fisher & Frey, 2014).  Interning students will acquire new knowledge by understanding the 

purpose of the learning target, observing a knowledgeable teacher using the strategy 

effectively while being invited into their mind and thinking process, and having the 

knowledgeable teacher closely observe their early attempts and continue to coach and scaffold.  

Simply telling an Interning Student “what” they will be doing but not addressing the “why” and 

“how” and “when” and “when not” will have little effect on growth and skill.  It cannot be 

assumed that the Intern has an understanding of the complete internal decision making process 

that occurs in the mind of an experienced teacher as they process information.   Sharing the 

“decision making tree” that experienced teachers create and follow as they are presented with 

complex processes provides the metacognition that allows students to understand and apply 

relevant knowledge to novel situations appropriately. 

 

Establishing Purpose 

Establishing the purpose and setting the learning objective allow for specificity of the skill that 

is to be observed and learned in context.  It allows Interning students to see the connection to 

overall educational practice and clearly outlines the reasons why they are learning it such as 

how, when and where to apply it.  By including Interning Students in the process of establishing 

purpose, they are able to set reasonable Personal Development goals, and engage fully in the 

PDP process. 

 



Modeling and Demonstrating  

Modeling and demonstrating is not just completing a required action but rather must be 

accompanied by step by step spoken language to describe the process as it is occurring.  

Consider an instance when you may have used YouTube for a demonstration of a process that 

you were interested in learning.  The narration of the expert combined with the visual 

component reinforced the important aspects of the task which increased your ability to learn it.  

This process is consistent with the four dimensions of learning: declarative (What is it?), 

procedural (How do I do it?), conditional (when and where do I use it?), and reflective (How do 

I know that I used it correctly) (Angelo, 1991).  This process increases the likelihood that an 

interning Student is not merely repeating a skill but is able to analyze the success of their use of 

what they are learning. 

 

Think Alouds 

Duffy (2009) considers think alouds as the “letting students in on the secret” to be able to 

successfully complete a skill.  It allows students to witness how an experienced teacher merges 

declarative, procedural, conditional, and reflective knowledge to make informed and effective 

decisions. 

 

Noticing 

Noticing is comparable to the use of formative assessment in learning.  It provides the 

Cooperating Teacher with the ability to recognize what Interning Students are able to do with 

their new learning and how it informs their reasoning and the decisions that they make.  This 

allows the Cooperating Teacher to adjust their instruction and focus when necessary, to re-

approach the intended learning objective.   

Although it informs further supports, noticing is not evaluating.  It is not a matter of whether 

the Interning student is “right or wrong”.  It is a way to further understand the students 

thinking and then provide additional scaffolding to ensure their development of the learning 

objective.  When observing, listening, and using experienced knowledge of the content, it 

allows the Cooperating Teacher to understand misconceptions or partial understandings in 

order to formulate the questions that may be asked to scaffold the student learning in 

preparation for the second stage when releasing responsibility to Guided Instruction. 

 

This initial stage of the Gradual Release of Responsibility creates the opportunity for a specific 

learning objective focus related to the evaluative components necessary for the successful 

growth and development of an Interning Student.   This stage is the shortest of the learning 

model as it is specific and targeted to a learning objective with pre-determined “look fors” for 



the Interning Student to observe as the Cooperating Teacher models the skill.  Although this 

stage is the shortest in duration, it may be revisited the most frequently.  As additional learning 

objectives are added to the responsibilities of the Interning Student, this stage may be briefly 

revisited when necessary to “refocus” the skill that is not evident in practice.  The Cooperating 

Teacher may reassume responsibility multiple times to reestablish purpose and provide 

additional examples of experienced thinking for a specific learning objective to ensure its full 

development in the Intern. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Stage Two:  Guided Instruction 

Stage Two of the Gradual Release of Responsibility Framework begins to see the cognitive 

responsibility shift from the Cooperating Teacher to the Interning Student.  The teacher begins 

to follow the lead of the Interning Student who is supported in applying the skill or strategy 

presented in daily teaching situations.  Fisher and Frey, 2014 compare this stage to the scenario 

of teaching someone to ride a bike – specifically as you are running along beside them prepared 

to offer a steady hand as they begin to wobble, and then letting go once they have stabilized.  

Knowing when to offer a steady hand and when to let go is truly the art of a Cooperating 

Teacher.  Guided Instruction must be flexible, and responsive to the needs of the Interning 

Student.  The “offering of a steady hand” is not intended just for those Interning Students who 

are struggling.  On the contrary, it is beneficial when also challenging an Interning Student to 

increase their level of performance. 

In shifting the cognitive responsibility to the Interning student, the Cooperating Teacher should 

scaffold this process from least restrictive, moving towards more restrictive scaffolding as 

required.  This allows the responsibility to remain with the Interning Student.   This is best 

accomplished through questioning, prompting, cueing and direct explanation. 

Questioning 

Although it is very important to present questions that determine understanding, the need to 

present questions that uncover errors in perception and misconceptions are even more 

essential.  This will allow the Cooperating Teacher to determine how to scaffold understanding 

to address vital knowledge that will impact practice. 

 

Prompting 

Questioning Prompting Cueing
Direct 

Explanation



When questioning is not sufficient to engage student understanding, the use of prompts may 

guide a student’s thinking in a cognitive or metacognitive way.  Not only does this scaffold 

learning for students, but it incorporates the practice of continued self-reflection into an 

individual’s teaching practice.  

 

Cueing 

When prompting is not enough to engage student knowledge a Cooperating Teacher may use 

cues to specifically shift the student’s attention.  When using cueing, the Cooperating Teacher is 

still providing the student with the opportunity to take responsibility for the learning or 

application of the learning. 

 

Direct Explanations 

When a student demonstrates a gap in knowledge that cannot be support by prompting or 

cueing, a Cooperating teacher should defer to a direct explanation to address the gap or 

misconception.  This shifts Guided Instruction back to the Focused Lesson of the Learning 

Objective Stage.  The teacher will assume responsibility to reestablish the learning purpose, 

provide an explanation with modeling and think alouds and then set attainable challenges in 

order to monitor student understanding.  Allowing the Interning Student the opportunity to 

experience some success is vital to their continued engagement and self-efficacy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Stage 3:  Collaborative Implementation 

In the Collaborative Learning stage of the Gradual Release of Responsibility Model, Interning students 

are expected to apply the skills and knowledge that they have been taught and acquired through the 

first two stages of Focused Lessons and Guided Instruction using other supports for enrichment and 

application.  As they interact with one another, learning moves forward and soft skills that are required 

in the educational profession are improved such as communication, leadership, negotiation, teamwork, 

and problem solving.  For these reasons, perhaps no other stage of the gradual release of responsibility 

framework has more significant impact on career readiness.  An Interning Students’ ability to 

communicate, collaborate and engage in continuous learning opportunities is seen as crucial for success. 

The Collaboration Stage sees a decline in the responsibility of the Cooperating Teacher.  Although the 

Interning Student may specifically negotiate understandings and problem solving with the Cooperating 

Teacher as they increase their responsibility for teaching in the classroom, the intent is to provide the 

Interning Student with the opportunity to collaborate with other specialists, experts, and peers.  This 

could include other classroom teachers, Learning Resource Teachers, Inclusion Specialists, 

Administrators, consultants with the school division, and other education students.  Digital 

communication technologies allow Intern students to connect easily and instantly and have the 

opportunity to teach, check understandings, discuss concepts and ideas, make connections to learning 

and knowledge, and seek additional supports when needed.  Fisher and Frey (2014) suggest that this 

collaboration with other educational supports encourages the use of common and specific academic 

language that reflect, and solidify concepts, understandings and application of learning and knowledge. 

In this way we are moving away from teaching factual information and modelling for Interning Students, 

to teaching them to think and identify solutions and resolutions successfully in novel situations.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Stage Four:  Independent Application 

Fisher and Frey (2014) suggest that all learning is “independent” because it is the motivation and 

interest by the learner that determine levels of success.  Even during the focused instruction phase 

when the primary cognitive responsibility falls with the Cooperating Teacher, the learner must be a 

willing partner in the process.  As progression through the stages continues and the cognitive 

responsibility shifts to the Interning Student, the increased need for self-direction grows.  Independent 

application requires intentional practice that combines time spent working and thinking alone.  

Independent application is not the instance of the Interning Student replicating what they have been 

taught, but it is the process of problem solving and figuring things out which begins during focused 

instruction and continues throughout all stages of development.  The essential process of learning from 

mistakes is evident in all stages.  There are two key features in Independent Application that underpin 

the ability to learn.  This ability is built on a student’s skill to think about their own thinking 

(metacognition) and to act upon their learning (self-regulation).   

The 4 Stage Gradual Release of Responsibility Framework supports the development of metacognition in 

that students are provided with time and feedback to recognize that learning has occurred and under 

what conditions that learning has occurred (Fisher and Frey, 2014).  Metacognition begins during the 

first stage of Focused Lesson as the Cooperating Teacher thinks aloud, and it extends through Guided 

Instruction as the teacher prompts the Interning Student to recognize what they know or, what they do 

not know.  This shift throughout the stages occurs as the student assumes increased responsibility for 

their metacognition as they explain their thinking and justify their solutions while actively listening to 

the thinking of others in Stage 3 Collaborative Learning.  The goal in Stage 4 Independent Application is 

for Interning Students to work towards independently understanding their thinking process.  

Metacognitive talk can be developed by encouraging Interning students to consider these four 

questions: 

1.  What am I trying to accomplish? 

2. What strategies am I using? 

3. How well am I using the strategies? 

4. What else could I do? 

The Independent Application stage stresses the importance of preparing and planning, selecting 

multiple approaches, and monitoring the execution of the plan, as students drive their own progress. 

Self-regulation is also a necessity when engaging in Independent Application.  The following three 

behaviours constitute a learner’s regulation: 

1. Time management – initiating the use of the IPP development continuum to allow adequate 

time in developing the necessary skills and aptitudes 

2. Task prioritization – supported by the Cooperating Teacher in providing direction that identify 

the more difficult and time consuming elements of practice and those that are having the 

greatest impact on student learning 

3. Calibration – the ability to accurately self-assess in order to improve.  This addresses the gap 

between where current performance lies and where it is expected to be. 



As Interning students engage in the Independent Learning Application Stage, the Cooperating Teacher’s 

role is to notice ongoing performance and provide feedback that aligns with the IPP development 

continuum criteria.  Feedback is what allows the students to calibrate the gap between their current 

performance is and where it is expected to be.  This feedback allows the student to task as well as time 

prioritize, making appropriate decisions about the allocation of attention and resources.  Independent 

learning is not perfection of practice; it is the journey to get to perfection.   

Independent application is not a “do-it-yourself” model of responsibility.  Students should be engaged in 

tasks that require them to apply what they have learned and that allow them to ask new questions 

about best practices.  Independent learning should build students’ metacognitive skills while allowing 

the teacher to determine areas of additional instructional need. 


