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What is explicit teaching?
Explicit teaching consists of a set of principles that 
inform a range of dynamic and responsive teaching 
strategies. It involves:

Teachers clearly explaining, demonstrating 
and modelling to students:

 • why they are learning something

 • what their learning goals are

 • how it connects to what they already know

 • what they are expected to do

 • how to do it

 • what it looks like when they have succeeded.

Students being given opportunities and 
time to:

 • show their understanding of what has been taught

 • ask questions to clarify and build understanding

 • practise using skills and knowledge they 
have learnt

 • receive clear, timely, effective feedback.

CESE summaries – What Works Best insights 2024

Explicit teaching
Driving learning and engagement

Explicit teaching drives 
school excellence
Explicit teaching is a key part of our Plan for 
NSW Public Education and the School Excellence 
Framework (SEF).

What does excelling in the adoption 
of explicit teaching in the SEF look like?

‘Teachers consider students’ cognitive load 
and employ explicit teaching strategies to 
optimise learning progress of students across 
the full range of abilities. Effective methods 
are identified, promoted and modelled, and 
students’ learning improvement is monitored, 
demonstrating growth.’ (Teaching Domain, p 11).

School Excellence Framework data shows that 
while a proportion of schools self-assess as 
having excellent practice in explicit teaching and 
feedback, a larger proportion of schools identify 
the need for improvement in these key areas.

Explicit teaching is a 
quality teaching practice 
in What Works Best

The 8 What Works Best (2020) effective 
practices overlap and connect with one 
another. When implemented together they 
provide a framework for teachers to connect 
students with the curriculum and to improve 
student achievement and skills.

https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/research-reports/what-works-best-2020-update
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/strategies-and-reports/school-excellence-and-accountability/school-excellence/about-sef
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What does the evidence say?
Explicit teaching:

 • is the best way to teach students new or complex concepts and skills and provides the necessary 
building blocks for guided and independent practice (CESE 2017)

 • actively engages students with high levels of guidance (Evans and Martin 2023)

 • is dynamic and responsive to arising learning needs (AERO 2023; CESE 2017)

 • does not preclude the use of other teaching strategies, but order and frequency are 
important (CESE 2020; Mourshed et al. 2017)

 • should be used in most lessons, particularly in early stages of learning to build strong foundations 
(refer to the load reduction instruction framework by Martin and Evans 2018).

Why does explicit teaching work?
Explicit teaching is supported by longstanding evidence from cognitive science and educational 
psychology (Clark et al. 2012 [PDF 150KB]; Evans and Martin 2023).

The large body of evidence indicates that the structured and systematic approach of explicit teaching 
aligns with how students process, store, and retrieve information.

Explicit teaching is an effective strategy for managing the cognitive load students experience when 
learning new or complex concepts and skills. When working memory is overloaded, there is a greater 
risk that the content being taught will not be understood by the learner, will be misinterpreted or 
confused, will not be effectively encoded in long-term memory, and that learning will be slowed 
down (Martin 2016).

Explicit teaching supports all learners
When implemented effectively, explicit teaching works for all students across all year groups and 
ability levels (Martin 2016).

As noted in the High Potential and Gifted Education policy statement 1.1.1:

‘ High expectations and effective, explicit, evidence-based teaching create optimal learning 
environments where all students are challenged and engaged.’

https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/literature-reviews/cognitive-load-theory
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01443410.2023.2290442
https://www.edresearch.edu.au/research/research-reports/how-students-learn-best-overview-evidence
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/literature-reviews/cognitive-load-theory
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/research-reports/what-works-best-2020-update
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/education/our-insights/how-to-improve-student-educational-outcomes-new-insights-from-data-analytics
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0742051X17315172?via%3Dihub
https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/Clark.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01443410.2023.2290442
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Ensuring equity and excellence  
in NSW public schools 
We know explicit teaching works, 
but students’ perceptions of receiving 
it point to equity gaps, especially in 
secondary schools (CESE 2024).

Compared to the state average, fewer 
students from low socioeconomic status 
(SES) and Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander backgrounds as well as 
fewer students from regional, rural and 
remote schools report experiencing 
explicit teaching.

Explicit teaching drives learning 
and engagement

Extensive research in both cognitive science 
and classroom practice shows that students 
who experience explicit teaching make 
greater learning gains than those who do not.

CESE research shows that explicit teaching 
improves learning by motivating and 
engaging students:

 • It fosters students’ self-confidence in their 
academic abilities, their growth goal setting 
and perseverance (CESE 2021).

 • It supports students’ adjustment 
when transitioning to high school 
(Martin et al. 2024).

In NSW, new CESE research analysing student 
voice of over 16,000 secondary students shows 
that explicit teaching improves learning gains 
in the short and long term.

Students who report receiving 
explicit teaching in Year 7 and who 
undertake NAPLAN in Year 7*

 • are on average 1.8 months ahead in learning 
in Year 7

 • report higher levels of academic 
self-confidence (9pp) and perseverance (11pp) 
in Year 7

 • are on average 4 months ahead in learning 
by Year 9.

Proportion of students in NSW public schools 
who report receiving explicit teaching

Source: Tell Them From Me student survey, 2023; 167,000 primary students and 197,000 secondary students surveyed.

All primary students

78%

All secondary students

57%

Secondary regional, rural and remote students

52%

Secondary Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander students

47%

Secondary students from low-SES backgrounds

47%

* Compared to students who report they did not receive explicit teaching (CESE 2024).

https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/research-reports/what-works-best-2020-update/explicit-teaching-wwb-research-update
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/practical-guides-for-educators/growth-goal-setting
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1041608023001267?via%3Dihub
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/research-reports/what-works-best-2020-update/explicit-teaching-wwb-research-update
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/research-reports/what-works-best-2020-update/explicit-teaching-wwb-research-update
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Student voice – what are NSW public school students saying about their 
experiences of receiving explicit teaching?

Most students experience explicit teaching practices regularly, with fewer students 
reporting receiving effective feedback or knowing the purpose of what is taught

Students’ experience of explicit teaching drops in secondary school

Source: Tell Them From Me student survey, 2023; 167,000 primary students and 197,000 secondary students surveyed.
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How do I learn more about my school’s Scout data on explicit teaching?
Principals and school leadership teams can access the What Works Best report. It includes 
school survey data on students’ and teachers’ experience of explicit teaching practices, 
and how often these practices are occurring in the classroom. This can be compared to the 
NSW average and statistically similar school groups (SSSG). In addition, there are reflection 
questions to support the interpretation of the data and references to specific resources to 
support strategies to improve practice.

Student voice – explicit teaching
The department uses its flagship student voice 
survey, Tell Them From Me, to gather insights 
from students about their experiences of quality 
teaching practices, as set out in What Works Best. 
In 2023, 364,000 students from over 
1,800 schools were surveyed.

The individual questions were selected to be 
representative of some of the core elements of 
explicit teaching (refer to page 4). They are not 
designed to be an all-encompassing measure of 
every explicit teaching practice.

The survey questions are designed by 
subject-matter experts, draw on PISA questions, 
and have been rigorously tested for reliability 
in peer-reviewed research (Martin et al. 2022; 
Collie at al 2023; Martin et al 2024).

https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/research-reports/what-works-best-2020-update
https://psycnet.apa.org/fulltext/2021-57515-001.html
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11218-023-09881-0
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1041608023001267?via%3Dihub
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CESE resources support NSW schools to implement explicit teaching

Further information on explicit teaching

Research base

 • What Works Best – 2020 update (CESE 2020)

 • Explicit teaching drives student motivation, engagement, and achievement 
in NSW public schools – a What Works Best research update (CESE 2024)

 • Cognitive load theory: Research that teachers really need to understand (CESE 2017)

 • How students learn best: An overview of the learning process and the most effective 
teaching practices (AERO 2023)

 • Explicit instruction optimises learning (AERO 2023)

 • Managing cognitive load optimises learning (AERO 2023)

 • Knowledge is central to learning (AERO 2023)

Case study research

 • Ambassador Schools research summary report (NSW DoE 2023) [PDF 805KB]

 • Effective teaching practices at Balgowlah Boys Campus (CESE 2022)

 • Blue Haven Public School (CESE 2019)

Implementation in schools

 • What Works Best in practice (CESE 2020)

 • Cognitive load theory in practice (CESE 2018)

 • Explicit instruction: Guides and resources (AERO 2022)

https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/research-reports/what-works-best-2020-update
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/literature-reviews/cognitive-load-theory
https://www.edresearch.edu.au/summaries-explainers/explainers/explicit-instruction-optimises-learning
https://www.edresearch.edu.au/summaries-explainers/explainers/managing-cognitive-load-optimises-learning
https://www.edresearch.edu.au/summaries-explainers/explainers/knowledge-central-learning
https://education.nsw.gov.au/content/dam/main-education/public-schools/school-success-model/ambassador-schools/Ambassador-Schools-research-summary-report.pdf
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/case-studies/balgowlah-boys-campus-case-study
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/case-studies/blue-haven-public-school
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/practical-guides-for-educators-/what-works-best-in-practice
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/practical-guides-for-educators/cognitive-load-theory-in-practice
https://www.edresearch.edu.au/topics/explicit-instruction/guides-resources
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/research-reports/what-works-best-2020-update
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/literature-reviews/cognitive-load-theory
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/practical-guides-for-educators/cognitive-load-theory-in-practice
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/research-reports/what-works-best-2020-update/explicit-teaching-wwb-research-update
https://www.edresearch.edu.au/research/research-reports/how-students-learn-best-overview-evidence
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More information
Contact: Ian McCarthy / Rachel Smith, Directors, Strategic Analysis and Research: 
ian.mccarthy4@det.nsw.edu.au; rachel.smith97@det.nsw.edu.au
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