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Foreword by Paul A. Kirschner

About the author

Introduction

Why explain?

Explain with undivided attention: Set the conditions for focus

Reduce visual clutter in the classroom environment

Place classroom displays away from where you’re explaining

Insist on silence in the classroom while you are explaining

Shut the door and close the partition when you are explaining

Use proactive behavior management strategies to create an environment that is conducive for attention

Arrange classroom seating so that students are facing away from their friends and toward the teacher

Ban cell phones and don’t look back

Explain clearly: Say only the words that need to be said

Use precise language rather than ambiguous or vague terms

Rehearse explanations in advance of teaching

Speak confidently and directly, avoiding false starts, hesitations, and unnecessary repetitions

Use video recordings to identify unproductive features of your speech

Maintain a coherent thread from one idea to the next

Identify a lesson objective and stick to it

Allow the humor within the content to surface without forcing it

Only tell stories that help students to understand the material

Explain interactively: Alternate between inputs and outputs

Explain in small steps, with each step followed by opportunities for students to respond

Ask questions to check that students are listening to and understanding your explanation

Increase the number of responses you elicit by having students respond in unison, rather than just one at a time

Teach at a brisk pace to increase the number of responses you can elicit per lesson

Check that each segment of your explanation has been understood by having students show you their answers on mini whiteboards

Evaluate student responses to determine when to explain again and when to forge ahead or differentiate

Pose questions to the whole class, then call the name of a  non-volunteer

Insert a pause of around 3 seconds before eliciting responses

Give students time to mentally rehearse and visualize the material that they are learning

Follow explanations with prompts that require students to explain the material in their own words

Have students turn and talk about what was just explained to them

Explain with visuals: Pair speaking with images and drawings

Select and use visuals that complement your explanations

Avoid adding visuals that could interfere with comprehension or clutter the presentation

Avoid putting excessive amounts of text on the board

Signal (point, circle, highlight) toward the parts of the presentation that you want students to focus on

Start with a blank canvas and progressively add information to the board as you explain

Explain with examples: Show what it is and what it isn’t

Using precise wording, juxtapose minimally different examples to illustrate the boundaries of a concept

Present a wide range of examples to illustrate sameness

Test students on unknown instances of the concept to promote generalization

Show students the correct way to complete the task, and correct errors immediately

Once students are fluent with the material, provide examples of incorrect work so that they can locate and explain the errors

Use analogies to compare familiar concepts to more abstract content

Explain with stories: Use narrative, emotions, and gestures

Explain with a narrative structure, highlighting the conflict that makes the material so interesting

Tap into students’ emotions by revealing your own feelings about the material

Use eye contact, facial expressions, and an emotionally resonant tone of voice when explaining

Use gestures to represent material and guide cognitive processing

Explain and release: Gradually fade guidance

Explain the material early and often during the initial stages of skill acquisition

Slowly reduce the amount of explanation as students gain competence with the material

Gradually omit steps in explanations so that the responsibility of completing the material increasingly rests with the students

Use an “I do, We do, You do” sequence to explain material to students

Break complex material down into part-tasks and gradually build up to whole tasks

Gradually shift from overt to covert responses, and massed practice to spaced practice

Conclusion
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