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Fact Sheet 52 - How to use explicit instruction in the classroom 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

Explicit instruction is not a technique per se, but a style or way of teaching. It is the 

type of teaching that you often see on TV and in movies where the teacher is at the 

front of class asking questions, explaining things and having students do activities or 

exercises to practice. Explicit instruction is very teacher-centred, high-paced and 

highly structured, which can be intimidating for newcomers. 

Explicit teacher is the most common form of teaching and is used by teachers of all 

grades and subjects. Many teachers only use explicit instruction while others use it 

most of the time but not always (they may also use other styles which are beyond the 

scope of this book e.g. constructivist learning or direct instruction). 

Because TAs regularly ‘teach’ mini-lessons or activities ranging from of 10-40 minutes 

albeit with a small group (sometimes a single student), they need to know how to 

structure this time. The basic principles of explicit instruction are as follows: 

1. Uses a traditional lesson structure of explanation, practice and review (another 

way to think of it is introduction, practice and summary; or beginning-middle-

end) 

2. Ask plenty of questions and provide plenty of feedback 

3. Use the techniques in other factsheets especially chunking and the levels of 

instruction.  

4. Have students practice individually, in pairs, in groups and as a class. 

5. Keep activities fast, short and sharp, and very controlled/structured e.g. ‘you 

have 4 minutes to do 2 questions’. Explicit activities have continual momentum. 

6. Set very specific and clear goals and focus only on achieving those goals. 

7. Other techniques commonly used (but not required) include think-alouds, 

worked examples, graphic organisers, metacognitive skills and reflection. 

Hint: apply explicit instruction to any group that is struggling to keep on task or who 

are easily bored. As the activities are so fast paced, students don’t have time to be off-

task or distracted. 
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It is important to not confuse Direct Instruction with Explicit Instruction. DI was invented 

in the 1960 and is a highly scripted way of teaching (the teacher literally reads from a 

script which includes questions to ask the class – all students learn the exact same 

thing). There are various types of DI and often people use the term DI when they are 

actually talking about explicit instruction. 

Here is how a TA might apply EI to a shorter maths lesson with 3 students: 

1. Show students what you want them to learn (modelling, set a goal) – 5 minutes 

2. Have students practice Question 1 with you (shared learning) – 5 minutes 

3. Have students do ‘Question 2’ on their own – 3 minutes 

4. Go through the answer as a group – 3 minutes 

5. Have students do Question 3 on their own – 3 minutes 

6. Go through the answer as a group – 3 minutes 

7. Repeat the above for 3 questions in pairs – 10 minutes 

8. Go through the 3 questions as a group – 5 minutes  

9. Review – 8 minutes  

Total time = 45 minutes for 6 basic maths questions. During each step of the above, 

the TA would ask questions, provide prompts, use the levels of instruction and 

chunking, and keep the pace quite fast. 

An important but often overlooked aspect of explicit instruction is reflection (which is 

often done at the end with the conclusion). Reflection is simply having students think 

about how they went in the lesson and it doesn’t take very long – a minute of two 

usually. You can have students think about what they did well, what they need to learn 

more about, whether they worked hard or could have done better etc.  

A common question is not about the topic, but about the way in which the student went 

about the process of learning – for example, “how could you improve the way you tried 

to {learn about x; become better at x}?” It takes students a few practices to be able to 

answer these types of reflective questions. 

While you could ask students simple questions such as those above, another option 

is to use a structure to frame their response. You may want to use the same structure 

every lesson (but not forever as students eventually get bored of doing the same thing 

every lesson). Here are some ideas: 
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• Ask What? So what? Now what? 

• Do a 1-minute mind map 

• 3-2-1 (3 thing I learnt, 2 things I am not sure about, 1 thing I don’t know) 

• Exit tickets (students answer 2-3 questions at the end and hand to the TA) 

• PMI (plus, minus, interesting) – can be applied to a topic or personal 

performance e.g. plus = positive things about the activity, minus = negative 

things, interesting = points of interest. 

 

 


