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Fact Sheet 53 - How to use the levels of instruction in the classroom 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

The levels of instruction are as follows: modelling, shared learning, guided 

learning, independent learning and self-directed learning. While technically these 

are 5 separate strategies, they are commonly used in a sequence. If you were asked 

to ‘teach’ something (whether to a single student or a group), this sequence will give 

you a good place to start when planning your activity.  

Sometimes you will also need to figure out which step is the best place to start. This 

will become easier as you practise using the levels of instructions in a real classroom 

environment. If a student has no idea what to do, start with modelling. If the student is 

doing well but stuck on something small, then guided learning is probably most 

appropriate.  

 

The levels of instruction. TAs mainly use the first 4 levels. 

The first step is usually to show students what you want them to do. This is known as 

modelling. It is a combination of demonstrations, explanations and think-alouds. For 

some topics (such as maths and science), you should also include a worked example.  

As the term suggests, this is where you work through an example while explaining 

what to do. Think of modelling as a demonstration, but don’t forget to explain your 

thought processes (think-aloud) and give students plenty of opportunities to respond 

(i.e., ask questions to confirm understanding, such as ‘what would I do if…?’). 
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Shared learning and guided learning are commonly associated with learning to read, 

but both are applicable to all subject areas. Shared learning is where the learner and 

the teacher (whether the TA or the actual teacher) complete a task together.  

For example, the TA might complete half a maths problem while the student does what 

he or she can. Unlike in modelling (where the student mostly observes), the student 

participates as much as possible in shared learning; the TA/teacher only does the 

parts of the task that the student can’t. The extent of the student’s participation will 

vary depending on their level of skill at the time.  

The next step in the sequence is guided learning. Use this strategy when students 

need your support but are otherwise capable of attempting each step of the task 

themselves. For example, in a reading task, the student reads the text on his/her own 

and the TA simply prompts if the student gets stuck. Many reading programs utilise a 

guided reading strategy for the most part. 

Independent learning is when students are capable of completing practice exercises 

on their own. They will however need structure, expectations, monitoring and regular 

feedback (especially as they attempt more challenging tasks). An alternative to this 

strategy is peer learning. This is where 2 or more students work together to teach each 

other. 

The final and ultimate goal is self-directed learning. At this point, students are 

capable of learning on their own – they don’t need a teacher to teach them or to even 

direct their learning.  

For example, students who teach themselves IT skills at home are self-directed 

learners – no one told them what to learn or how to learn it. For a student to reach this 

level, he or she will need self-confidence, background knowledge, foundational skills, 

motivation and a range of metacognitive skills. You don’t need to worry too much about 

self-directed learning at this stage in your TA career. 

As you may have noticed, this ‘levels of instruction’ sequence is a way of fading 

support. It usually starts with the teacher doing 100% of the task (modelling), but ends 

with the student doing 100% of it. The sequence provides a structured instructional 

process for moving between these 2 points. 


