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Activities For The Explore Phase

EXPLORE
In this phase, students are given the time and opportunity to "explore" their current understanding and 
demonstrate what they already know as they attempt to make sense of the Engage activity. Students are 
investigating phenomena, discussing their ideas, and beginning to formulate possible explanations. The teacher's 
role in this stage is to provide the appropriate background information and materials for students to carry out 
the activity. Then, the teacher becomes a facilitator -- listening, observing, and guiding students as they attempt 
to make sense of what they had observed.

Key Points: explore current understanding, attempt to make sense of concepts, vocabulary is NOT assigned

Investigations: 
Investigations: Investigations are a great Explore activity, because they are very “hands on” and when done well, are also 
very “minds on” -- meaning, they are naturally going to require students to use their brains.  Explore investigations can 
be formal experiments, or they can be more like “field investigations” where students are simply collecting data in the 
form of both measurements and observations.

Simulations:
Simulations can be another great tool to use in the Explore phase.  Simulations are similar to investigations, except that 
they allow us to study topics that are too difficult to bring directly into the classroom.  Simulations can be very elaborate
programs or simple, quick activities. Simulations don’t have to be computer-based either.  Students can participate in 
hands-on activities in the classroom that model natural phenomenon.

Engineering Design Challenges:
Engineering design challenges can be another way to engage students in Explore activities, particularly when the standard 
directly ties into those engineering practices.  That said, you can use an engineering design challenge even when it 
doesn’t. In an engineering design challenge, students are given a problem, time to develop a solution, and the opportunity 
to test and revise their solution.

Creating Models:
Creating models is an amazing Explore activity when it is done well. In the Explore stage, models are three dimensional 
representations of a phenomenon that students can manipulate to determine what best explains the phenomenon.

Card Sorts:
Card sorts are one of my favorite Explore activities because they are just so simple! They are perfect for concepts that 
relate to grouping, comparing, or contrasting. Card sorts can even be used to create hierarchies - looking at the 
movement of energy and matter - or food webs. Card sorts require students to identify patterns -- looking for 
similarities and differences -- and through that process, they begin to understand the concept being studied.  
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Activities For The Explore Phase cont…

Observation Stations: 
Like card sorts, observation stations are another simple Explore activity that work well with grouping, comparing, or 
contrasting phenomena.  Any content where you can provide examples that help students make sense of the concept 
work well with card sorts and observation stations, although observation stations also have that hands-on, “live in class” 
component that card sorts do not. 

In an observation station activity, students rotate through various stations - spending no more than 5-10 minutes at each, 
typically - that present an object or phenomena.  These can be short videos, images, or actual three dimensional objects.  
Students will record observations of the phenomena or object and potentially answer a reflection question or two. 

Models, Graphs, & Data: 
Like using models, presenting students with graphs and/or data can be a great way to integrate science practices into 
your Explore activities.  One option is for students to compile data themselves, and it is not always necessary for 
students to complete an entire investigation to do this.  There are many resources on the web that students could use to 
collect data -- such as sites that document earthquake locations or databases of stars.  Students can use these sites to 
compile data that they then analyze and interpret to draw conclusions about phenomena.

Alternatively, you can provide students with data and ask them to identify patterns and generate questions and ideas 
about what they observe.
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