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In an age of evolving technology, shrinking attention spans, and increasing pressures on educators, engaging 
students in learning is becoming more of a challenge.

How can teachers motivate their students to develop an interest in new concepts and a desire to learn?  
Try creating lessons using the 5E instructional model.

Popular in STEM classes, the 5E model focuses on engaging students in the classroom to help them build 
knowledge through phased lessons. This model is characterized by inquiry-based learning. Using inquiry as a 
teaching method encourages students to discover information themselves instead of having it dictated to them.1 
At its core, the 5E model motivates student engagement by making them active participants in their learning.

WHY DOES THE 5E MODEL WORK?
In 1962, educators J. Myron Atkin and Robert Karplus determined the key elements of an effective learning cycle:  
exploration, term introduction, and concept application. Although guided by an instructor to ensure key concepts are 
understood, the ideal cycle provides learners with more opportunities to take control of their learning experiences.2 

The 5E model establishes an easy-to-follow instructional framework for teachers to apply this learning cycle in  
classroom lessons. As a phased approach, the model enables teachers to introduce, engage, and analyze  
student learning across any topic, subject, and grade level.

WHAT ARE THE 5 PHASES?
Rodger Bybee, co-creator of the model, explains, “The 5E Model of Instruction includes five phases: Engage,  
Explore, Explain, Elaborate, and Evaluate. It provides a carefully planned sequence of instruction that places  
students at the center of learning.”3

To demonstrate the 5E model in action, let’s walk through each phase and consider examples from a  
science lesson on magnetism* from Gale In Context: For Educators. 
*Current Gale In Context: For Educators can access the lesson plan here.

https://blog.gale.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Gale_In_Context_For_Educators_Lesson_Plan_Magnetism_Grades_3-5.pdf
https://galeapps.gale.com/apps/auth?userGroupName=&origURL=https%3A%2F%2Fgo.gale.com%2Fps%2FworkingSet%3Fmethod%3Dimport%26workingSetId%3D2f45ece0-1a1e-4459-a003-ed46de1a0885%26p%3DICFE&prodId=ICFE


1. Engage
The first phase of the 5E model is used to introduce students to the topic, gauge their current understanding, and spark 
curiosity for more engaged learning. Educators should ask open-ended questions and facilitate discussions about the 
concepts they plan to cover.

For example, in the magnetism lesson, the Engage phase introduces the concept to students with a magic trick using 
magnets. This activity is followed by a student-brainstorming session about how the trick worked.

Engage (5 minutes)

• Demonstrate a magic trick with magnets for students. Hide a magnet inside the palm of your hand and use the opposite poles to push another magnet 
taped under an index card away without touching it. 

• Ask students to write down why they think this happened. Invite students to share their responses with a partner and the class.

Other examples of engaging activities are showing introductory videos, beginning KWL charts (just the K & W portions for 
phase one), or sharing related items to pique student curiosity in the lesson.

2. Explore
The second phase, and arguably the most important, has students Explore the new concept through concrete learning 
experiences. Plan hands-on activities that allow students to work together, investigate objects or situations, and make 
observations. In this phase, teachers can act as consultants to their students to prompt questions and direct personalized 
learning experiences. This should be the longest portion of the lesson, as it’s important to give students time to truly explore.

The magnetism lesson guides students through an investigation of magnets, allowing them to learn through inquiry. 

Explore (25 minutes)

• Explain to students that they are going to investigate the forces between objects. Magnets are objects that have an invisible force. 

• Ask students to think about how they use magnets in their daily lives. Invite students to share their responses. 

• Have students work with a partner to investigate magnetic forces between magnets and different objects, including other magnets. 

	 –	Students	may	want	to	try	to	repeat	the	floating	magnet	trick.

• Give partners bar magnets, round magnets, and horseshoe magnets. Have them investigate the following questions:

 – What objects can the magnet pick up? (Try different materials.) 

 –  How does the magnet react to another magnet that is the same? (Example: bar magnet N and bar magnet S, bar magnet N and bar magnet N,  
bar magnet S and bar magnet S) 

 –  How does the magnet react to other magnets that are different? (Example: bar magnet and horseshoe magnet) 

     –  As a virtual alternative, partners can explore magnets through a free online game such as Magnet Hunt.

• Invite students to share their observations with the class.

 –  What objects can the magnet pick up? Were some objects easier to pick up than others? Why do you think this happens? 

 –  How does a magnet react to another magnet that is the same? And what happens when you turn one over? Both over? 

 – How does the magnet react to other magnets that are different?

Other examples of engaging activities are showing introductory videos, beginning KWL charts (just the K & W portions  
for phase one), or sharing related items to pique student curiosity in the lesson.
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https://blog.gale.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Gale_In_Context_For_Educators_Lesson_Plan_Magnetism_Grades_3-5.pdf
https://blog.gale.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Gale_In_Context_For_Educators_Lesson_Plan_Magnetism_Grades_3-5.pdf
https://www.brainpop.com/games/magnethunt/


3. Explain
The Explain phase encourages students to consider their exploration and build knowledge of the topic. First, educators 
ask students what they learned during the Explore phase and if they have any questions. Then, instructors share additional 
information students need to understand about the topic, like key terms and processes, allowing students to make 
connections between what they’ve experienced and the associated term or concept. Multimedia such as images and videos 
can help supplement the Explain phase and cement knowledge building in students.

In our example lesson, the Explain phase utilizes a KWL chart. Educators can have students reiterate the “K” and “W” 
sections by asking students what they know and what they want to learn about magnetism. To complete the Explain phase, 
educators guide students through the “L” section to demonstrate what they’ve learned from their Explore experience and 
from an article on magnetism.

Explain (30 minutes)

• Ask students to think about magnetism and complete the K and W of a KWL chart. 

 – K: What students think they know about magnetism 

 – W: What students want to learn about magnetism

• Ask students to share responses with the class and record the information for everyone to see. 

• Read aloud the “Magnetism” article from Gale In Context. 

 –  Highlight important information, ask questions, give examples, and summarize the information. 

     –  Students may not have learned about electrons yet, so some additional information may be needed in the “What Are Magnets?” section. 

• Ask students to complete the L of their KWL chart.

 –  L: What students learned from the text 

 –  Was the information from their K (know) accurate? 

 –  Did the information in the text answer the questions from their W (want to know)? 

4. Elaborate
Similar to the Explore phase, the Elaborate phase hands the learning experience back to the students to apply concepts and 
increase understanding. Teachers can assign hands-on projects like presentations and expect students to use the vocabulary 
and definitions covered in the Explain phase.

To further demonstrate concepts for the magnetism lesson, the Elaborate phase asks students to think critically about how 
magnets help them solve problems at home. To visualize this, students are asked to sketch a solution with  
a written explanation of the magnetic forces at work. 

Elaborate (20 minutes)

• Ask students to make a list of problems that they have at home that could be solved using a magnet.

 – This can also be assigned as homework.

• Ask students to pick one problem from their list and sketch and label a plan. 

• Have students write an explanation that includes a brief description of the problem and how the forces of magnets will be used in their  
plan to solve the problem.
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https://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/printouts/chart-0
https://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/printouts/chart-0
https://go.gale.com/ps/i.do?p=ITKE&u=icfe_news&id=GALE|LSIFLX118668545&v=2.1&it=r&sid=bookmark-ITKE&asid=89f8e612
https://blog.gale.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Gale_In_Context_For_Educators_Lesson_Plan_Magnetism_Grades_3-5.pdf


5. Evaluate
Essential to any instructional model is assessing whether students are grasping core concepts. The final phase is a period 
of reflection to determine learning outcomes. Educators can use formal or informal assessments like self-assessments, 
writing assessments, or exams to have students demonstrate their understanding.

Again, in our example magnetism lesson, an informal assessment is recommended using a Think, Pair, Share activity.  
This allows students to showcase their holistic understanding of the concept, and gives educators the opportunity to  
assess learning outcomes based on the students’ solutions and explanations.

Evaluate (10 minutes)

• Ask students to share their problems and design solutions with a partner. Invite them to share with the class.

• Students will be measured on their design solutions to their chosen problems, as well as their explanations. 
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UNDERSTANDING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF THE 5E MODEL
The 5E model gives both teachers and students an approachable framework for learning new concepts with hands-on 
activities. Several studies analyzing the model prove it’s “effective because students are provided with time, prompts, and 
several opportunities to deeply engage with the learning object in a way that promotes connections between what is known 
and what is meant to be learned.”4

According to Lesley University, “The 5E Model is most effective when students are encountering new concepts for the very 
first time because there is opportunity for a complete learning cycle.” Experts also agree that the 5E model should be 
planned into your instruction over time and “is best used in a unit of two to three weeks in which each phase is the basis for 
one or more distinct lessons.”5

USE THE 5E MODEL TO MOTIVATE YOUR LEARNERS
Ready to incorporate the 5E model into your curriculum? Provide teachers with instructional planning tools like  
Gale In Context: For Educators to give them the framework and content they need to build engaging lessons.

For Educators connects teachers to lesson plans structured around learning activities and centered on student inquiry.

In addition to pre-made lesson plans, subscribers have access to quality, interdisciplinary resources across grade levels, 
curation tools to build their own lessons, and collaboration features to share with colleagues. For Educators also equips 
teachers with an accessible student learning environment, the ability to annotate resources with notes and critical thinking 
questions, and the functionality to seamlessly share content with students through various learning management systems.

https://blog.gale.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Gale_In_Context_For_Educators_Lesson_Plan_Magnetism_Grades_3-5.pdf
https://www.gale.com/databases/gale-in-context/for-educators
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