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Strengthen Your Use of Explicit Instruction

Please stand if the statement made 

is “just like you”!

Please stand if the statement made 

is “just like you”!

“Learning is not attained by chance; it must 
be sought for with ardour and attended to 

with diligence.” 

Abigail Adams
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Point

• Reflect on the six 

functions and select 
Most Important Point 

(MIP).

• Join an eye contact 

partner and share your 

MIP
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Chapter 5
Explicit Instruction

Learning is not attained by chance; it must be sought for with ardour and attended to 

with diligence.

—Abigail Adams  

According to Boyles (2006), explicit instruction is a process that involves telling, showing and then 

guiding until students obtain independence. The goal of explicit instruction is to release responsibility 

of learning over to the learner through carefully planned, systematic learning experiences. The 

instruction is direct and unambiguous (Archer & Hughes, 2011). Characterised by scaffolding 

(chunking the learning into digestible bites coupled with the provision of effective instructional 

approaches), explicit instruction ensures the learner clearly understands the instructional target 

and is provided with practice opportunities and feedback until he or she achieves mastery.

Rationale
There are many schools of thought about the use of explicit teaching compared with more open 

approaches to learning, but we don’t see them as separate or mutually exclusive. When considering 

the construct of explicit instruction, it is important to see it as an element to your teaching repertoire 

as opposed to your whole approach to teaching and learning. Weber (2016) suggests, “First we 

must embrace the genius of AND and avoid the tyranny of OR. Rigid ideologies aren’t good for 

kids … we too often settle for OR instead of designing AND solutions that will best meet the needs 

for all students … Direct instruction pedagogies OR inquiry-based pedagogies (instead of direct 

instruction pedagogies AND inquiry based pedagogies).” (pp. 27)

Even within a more fl exible learning arrangement, there is a need for explicit instruction. The key 

word here is instruction. A teacher’s role within the learning journey is to instruct the learner on 

what to do next, what to do again and what to refi ne. When a learner is truly stuck or lacks 

the independent learning strategies to move on in his or her learning, providing this instructional 

support becomes imperative. There is a strong correlation between this learning construct and 

modelling and exemplars, which are explored in chapter 6.
©

next, 

dent lea

omes 

Ha
wk
er

te

nd avo

nstead of 

ction peda

nquiry b

exible lear

uction. A t

hat 

Bro
wn
low

ands

r she ac

e
e of explic

m as separa

ortant to s

ching 

Ed
uca
tionati

ms

atatitiattiwing and t

ease respon

ing experie

racterised by

of effect

e



15© 2018 Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. GGT0303
Proceedings of the Hawker Brownlow 15th Annual Thinking and Learning Conference, 18–20 May 2018

GAVIN GRIFT SESSION THREESUNDAY 20 MAY 2018

56 HB8806 • 9781743308806 • © 2018 Hawker Brownlow Education

Explicit instruction is heavily infl uenced by the learning theory of classical behaviourist stimulus/

response/conditioning models developed by B. F. Skinner. The goal of explicit instruction is 

to release responsibility of learning over to the student through carefully planned, systematic 

learning experiences that require the teacher to have a thorough and crystal-clear understanding 

of the outcomes they are seeking. This construct is often associated with supporting students 

who require intervention in critical elements of the curriculum and are often best in teaching a 

body of content or well-defi ned skills such as in reading and mathematics.

Explicit Instruction Strategies to Consider
In any explicit instruction model, there are key attributes that serve teachers well. Drawing from 

these we have broken explicit instruction into four elements to assist in understanding them in 

your practice. They are generating attention, promoting memorisation of learning, replicating 

the learning and demonstrating the learning. The following outlines each in order to assist in 

successfully building them into your own practice:

• Generate attention—Clarify the learning purpose by guiding focused attention to 

the essential elements of the learning. Cater for learning preferences and abilities 

when instructing by repeating instructions and providing instructions in both 

written and verbal form. For example, in a Year 7 lesson on the water cycle the 

geography teacher shares with the students the key vocabulary of condensation, 

precipitation and evaporation. He emphasises they will understand their meaning 

and relationship to one another. He introduces them through showing a game on a 

website that outlines the relationship and has students write the words and visually 

represent what they have observed.

• Promote memorisation of learning—Assist students in memorising what they 

are learning through chunking information, providing feedback to shape or guide 

their learning to encourage further development and to avoid misconceptions, 

structuring sequential learning experiences, and teaching memory strategies such 

as mnemonics. 

• Provide opportunities to replicate the learning—Give students the opportunity 

to practise what they have learned. Scaffold this process by (sometimes) gradually 

encouraging independent performance.

• Provide opportunities to demonstrate the learning—Give students the 

opportunity to demonstrate what they have learned to reinforce the learning and 

provide insight about their level of mastery or transfer. For example the Geography 

teacher, from the example above, may ask each student to work in pairs and 

come up with an “elevator pitch” that lasts no longer than 30 seconds and 

outlines each word’s defi nition and the critical aspects to their relationship with one 

another. He then hears them all at the conclusion of the lesson and addresses any 

misconceptions and recognises accurate responses.© H
aw
ker

o

ide op

to practise w

encourag

Prov

o

Bro
wn
low

in a

student

He empha

er. He int

lationshi

e observe

ation of 

gh chunk

g to encoura

sequentia

cs. 

Ed
uca
tion

side
hers well. D

n underst

on of le

nes each

urpose by g

ter for learn

and pro

ar



16 © 2018 Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. GGT0303
Proceedings of the Hawker Brownlow 15th Annual Thinking and Learning Conference, 18–20 May 2018

GAVIN GRIFT SESSION THREESUNDAY 20 MAY 2018

© 2018 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743308806 • HB8806 57

In summary, a teacher should generate attention for the learning, promote ways in which 

students can memorise the learning, provide opportunities for students to replicate the learning, 

and provide opportunities for students to demonstrate the learning. The other constructs that 

serve teachers well when utilising explicit instruction are through asking specifi c and purposeful 

questions, inviting self-assessment and feedback, providing models and exemplars and 

monitoring use of time.

Putting the Learning in Context: 
Sample Scenarios

Consider the following scenarios where we outline the same learning experience in two different 

ways—one that is inclusive of explicit instruction and one that isn’t.

Jane is using a ninety-minute morning block to teach her Year 6 students how to construct a 

provocative introduction to a persuasive text. It became evident through the year-level teams’ 

common assessment that all students were having diffi culty with this aspect of persuasive 

writing.

Scenario One

Jane explains to her students that they are going to focus on introductions to persuasive texts 

as their fi rst attempt at the task showed that they were not up to standard. She introduces them 

to the three criteria for effective introductions:

1. They include a provocative statement. (She defi nes provocative.)

2. They include a statement of the author’s position on the topic.

3. The author outlines personal and practical reasons why he or she holds this position.

She asks students to craft a new paragraph based on these three criteria in their notebooks. 

They are allowed to use the same topic as in their fi rst attempt. Jane roves the room answering 

questions, supporting those who struggle to get started and providing feedback on where she 

thinks they might need help. Early fi nishers are asked to read from a selection of persuasive 

texts from the reading box. With twenty minutes to go, she asks the students to share some 

of their new paragraphs with the whole class by explaining what changes they made and why. 

Jane is happy with the changes she has observed.
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Scenario Two

Jane explains to her students that their fi rst attempts at writing persuasive texts illustrated 

that they needed to work on the opening paragraph or the introduction. She explains that, 

while some students included some of the correct elements, on the whole, they were lacking 

and needed more work. She shares that what she intends for the lesson is for the students to 

self-assess where they think they are strong and weak and then make modifi cations to their 

opening paragraphs.

She introduces them to three things that she wants them to remember when constructing an 

opening paragraph:

1. They include a provocative statement. (She defi nes provocative and gives an 

example of a provocative statement.)

2. They include a statement of the author’s position on the topic. (She provides a 

related example.)

3. The author outlines personal and practical reasons why he or she holds this 

position. (She provides specifi c examples.)

She then asks a student to volunteer his fi rst-attempt paragraph. By using the interactive 

whiteboard, she shares her thinking with her students as she compares the elements to the 

student’s text. She explains why she thinks he should make changes to the text and which 

parts. She does this for only one of the criteria.

Then the students are asked to take their work back to their tables to check the opening 

paragraph against the three criteria. Students are to record their refl ections in their thinking 

journals or on the paragraph itself. After twenty minutes, Jane asks the class to share some of 

their observations. She records them on the whiteboard. On a new piece of paper, students 

are to attempt to reframe their opening paragraph, taking into account what they just learned. 

With fi fteen minutes to go, Jane asks students to leave out on their tables both their original 

and new opening paragraphs. She asks students to walk around looking at different examples 

making notes on what changes students made and why. She asks for their thoughts in the last 

fi ve minutes of the lesson and then makes explicit what she hears is the learning that is taking 

place in the specifi c area of constructing an opening to a persuasive text.

In the second example, Jane has carefully and deliberately used explicit instruction as a tool for 

supporting the learner:

• by generating attention. This was done through explicitly providing a rationale for 

the focus on the lesson, sharing criteria of the learning and giving examples of what 

the criteria means in relation to their own work.© H
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• by supporting the memorisation of key learning through having them apply the 

criteria to their own work and discussing those refl ections with the whole class after 

using an actual example from one of the students 

• by building in time for replicating the learning through rewriting the paragraph anew

• by demonstrating the learning through assessing other students’ work based on the 

criteria. This is also supported by asking the students to note what they notice and 

what the reasons are for their refl ections. She also leaves herself enough time at the 

conclusion of the lesson to check for understanding and to address the progress 

they have made.

When Explicit Instruction Is Missing
When explicit instruction is missing from the teacher’s approach, the learning environment may 

show some of the following symptoms.

• Learners are unclear of what thinking and processes are involved to undertake the 

task successfully.

• Learners may miss an opportunity to see what successful thinking looks and 

sounds like when working through a task.

• Learners fi nd it diffi cult to get started on a task or apply what the teacher has just 

explained.

• Learners perceive or feel that the teacher doesn’t really explain things properly.

• Learners struggle to apply new approaches to challenging learning tasks leading to 

a lack of growth in their learning and the subsequent results.

• Teachers tend to spend time discussing what has to be done with little focus on 

why learners are doing it and how.

• Teachers and learners make limited connections between the content of the lesson 

and their personal experiences.

• More time is spent on talking about the task than is spent doing it.

When Explicit Instruction Is Evident
A learning culture that includes explicit instruction that is mindfully applied will show evidence of

• students who engage in the task and become aware of what they need to replicate or 

practise in order to get better

• students who have tools and mental models for working through more complex tasks©student Ha
wk
erExplicit

ncludes ex

nts who enga

e in orde

wh

Bro
wn
low

at 

t really expla

hallenging

equent re

what has t

connect

s.

bout th

Ed
uca
tionnt may 

undertake t

nking looks a

te



19© 2018 Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. GGT0303
Proceedings of the Hawker Brownlow 15th Annual Thinking and Learning Conference, 18–20 May 2018

GAVIN GRIFT SESSION THREESUNDAY 20 MAY 2018

60 HB8806 • 9781743308806 • © 2018 Hawker Brownlow Education

• students with a working understanding of what it looks like and sounds like to be 

successful within a specifi c task, assignment or process

• dialogue that centres explicitly on the learning and what is intended to be understood

• plenty of opportunities for

 » paying attention to the learning

 » developing strategies to remember key aspects to the learning

 » applying the learning though guided practice

 » using the thinking and concrete models to support learning. For example, 

posters, charts, recorded dialogue, work samples, sharing of internal thinking 

processes and exemplars.

Think and Reflect
1. In what ways might you increase your use of explicit instruction for your students?

2. When you think about explicit instruction and your students, what do you perceive 

as their greatest learning needs?

3. If you were to ask your students about the explicit instructions they would most 

benefi t from, what do you think they might say?

Suppor ting Ideas and Research
The following resources provide additional information and ideas you can use to further develop 

your knowledge of explicit instruction.

Parker, M. & Hurry, J. (2007). “Teachers’ Use of Questioning and Modelling Comprehension Skills in Primary 

Classrooms”. Educational Review, 59(3), pp. 299–314. This research study found that modelling and questioning 

practices are more effective if teachers explicitly teach students what they are doing while they are doing it. The key is 

the explicit teaching that goes on while demonstrating a skill or strategy.

Archer, A. L. & Hughes, C.A. (2011). Explicit Instruction: Effective and Effi cient Teaching. New York: The 

Guilford Press. This very practical resource contains detailed examples and explanations of explicit teaching practices, 

including lesson plans.

Hattie, J. A. (2009). Visible Learning. London: Routledge. John Hattie summarises some interesting work on 

direct instruction (pages 204–207) and makes an important distinction between the very effective direct instruction and 

didactic teaching. He articulates well the elements of direct instruction.

Marzano, R. (2007). The Art and Science of Teaching: A Comprehensive Framework for Effective 

Instruction. Melbourne: Hawker Brownlow Education. In this comprehensive study and explanation of research-

based instructional strategies, Robert Marzano outlines many ways in which educators can be explicit in instruction. 

Specifi cally, chapter 1 and chapter 3 provide research and tips to ensure that students understand what teachers want 

them to learn and how to develop generative knowledge.

Danielson, C. (2007). Enhancing Professional Practice: A Framework for Teaching. Alexandria, Virginia: 

ASCD. In Domain 3: Instruction, Carol Danielson outlines indicators for how effective teachers communicate with their 

students. This supports the concept of explicit instruction as we have defi ned it.
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