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Activities For The Elaborate Phase

ELABORATE
The goal of the Elaborate phase is for students to apply their understanding of the basic concepts to similar but new 
situations. The activities should be challenging but still within their reach. This is also the stage where students 
independently practice and apply what they have learned.

This stage is NOT intended as “extra fluff” or “side projects.” It is the stage where students expand and cement 
their understanding through repeated practice and additional examples.

Key Points: students practice independently, 

TEXTS: 
Texts, particularly current events or science news, make great Elaborate activities, because they aren’t presenting the 
information like an encyclopedia or textbook. Rather, they are connecting these concepts to a real-world issue or idea.  I 
love to use science news sites for my Elaborate activities.  I will often take an article and chunk it out, inserting questions 
either in a column along the side or after various sections.  The questions I use relate to the text, but they also might connect 
to what students have learned in the classroom.  The goal is to marry what students have been learning with the new situation
or information presented in the article.

CARD SORTS:
Card sorts can be repeated in the Elaborate phase as a way to reinforce what students observed.  This time, though, they 
have the conceptual understanding of the phenomenon to explain it as they are observing it -- as opposed to their struggle to 
explain it initially in the Explore phase.  You can use the same card sorts but with different cards to give students the 
opportunity to practice.  If you had given students biotic and abiotic factors from a tundra ecosystem to sort, during 
Elaborate you could ask them to sort factors from the forest ecosystem.  If you had given them a lake food web to sort and 
construct, they could practice with a desert food web.  It’s the same activity but slightly different content.

DESIGN CHALLENGES:
Designs challenges can be great ways for students to apply their content knowledge. Before beginning any design, they 
should be planning their approach based on what they have learned. You will  also want to incorporate more opportunities for 
them to provide a rationale for their decisions afterward, as this is where you will see their thinking in applying and 
demonstrating the content knowledge they have acquired.

INVESTIGATIONS:
The Elaborate phase here is where you could break out your old school “confirmation labs” that are basically designed to 
illustrate a concept.  After students conduct the lab, they can explain it and connect it to their prior learning experiences.  In 
that way, they are not just spitting back observations but still connecting this new experience to their past ones.

PROJECTS:
Projects are a way to provide opportunities for independent practice, because they ask students to demonstrate their 
knowledge in a different format.  If thus far they have discussed and written their explanation of a phenomenon, students 
could create visuals or models to illustrate the phenomenon instead.  If they have expressed their knowledge in writing, 
perhaps students are asked to give a presentation or participate in a formal discussion or debate.
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