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Activities For The Explain Phase

EXPLAIN
In the Explain phase, the concepts introduced in Engage are made clear and understandable. At this phase, scientific 
vocabulary is applied and the explanations formulated in the Explore phase are refined. The teacher's role is to 
guide students' attention to key aspects and elicit their explanations. The goal is to guide students to construct an 
accurate understanding independently, but when that is not possible, the teacher should clearly and explicitly present 
the key concepts. This can be done verbally or through videos, readings, websites, or other technologies.

Key Points: students construct explanations, scientific terminology is used

DISCUSSION: 
There are different ways you can involve students in these “Explain” discussions.  You could do whole-group discussion and 
notebooking.  You could do the same format, but work with students in small groups while the rest of the class is working on 
other material.  As students become more familiar with this process, you can give them more freedom and ask them to hold 
these discussions in their own small groups while you float between the groups.  You could then bring the class back together
to reach a final consensus during which each group shares the explanations they arrived at.  Students could likewise share 
their explanations on posters, and students could participate in a gallery walk where they examine each group’s ideas, offer 
feedback and observations on post-it notes, and then groups could revise their ideas after this non-verbal discussion.

While ultimately giving students more responsibility in developing their own understanding is ideal, in the beginning, you will 
likely need to keep a closer eye on the process.  It will take time for students to develop a more scientific way of thinking, 
so your observations and questions can be key to students realizing dissonance between their explanations and their 
observations in activities and the real world. 

VIDEOS:
Videos can be an alternative to presentations or lectures.  Short videos are best -- maybe 5 to 10 minutes -- and if you have 
the technology available, I recommend allowing students to watch the video independently or with partners.  Why? Well, 
when students watch videos on their own, they can rewind, restart, and watch again and again as many times as they need to 
in order to take their notes, answer their questions, and understand the material.  It also prevents vision or auditory issues 
from becoming a problem.

TEXTS:
Texts can be a good way to engage students in content literacy practices and present information during the Explain phase.  
Texts can be taken as excerpts from textbooks or trade books, or they can be articles printed from the web.  Students could 
even visit websites to read the material there. I recommend providing students with a format to take notes and questions to 
answer based on the text to help them synthesize the information presented and connect it to what they are learning. 

WEB-BASED PROGRAMS: 
Lastly, there are some great web-based interactive programs and interactive texts out there that can present information to 
students in the Explain phase.  To name a few, PBS, Annenberg Learner, and HHMI BioInteractive have some great 
interactive resources that students can obtain information from. 
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