
 

  

Message from the team 

Welcome to our fourth Expansive Education Research Digest. In this termly 

publication we aim to provide coverage of important themes for 

expansive educators. This fourth issue focuses on the value of using 

teacher modelling and illustrates how some of the challenges associated 

with its practice in the classroom have been addressed by teachers. 

 

We believe that modelling is a powerful teaching strategy for developing 

habits of mind and effective learning dispositions. Guy Claxton refers to it 

as one of the four categories of the ‘learning power palette’. Teachers 

can use modelling to show students what it means to be an effective 

learner by demonstrating how they themselves use learning habits and 

dispositions, when, for example, they: 

 

 Respond to unforeseen events or unexpected questions 

 Externalise their learning processes and think aloud  

 Demonstrate visible learning projects taking place in the classroom 

 Share and talk about their own learning experiences. 

 

In their new book, Bill, Guy and Ellen explain that teacher modelling is a 

key component of the reciprocal processes that are essential for 

expansive education:  

 

‘For it is through the daily exposure to what teachers do and how they 

behave rather than what they say they believe that attitudes and habits 

are formed. A teacher who talks about how she is struggling to learn 

something new in her life is a powerful expansive role model. One who 

shares her own questions, admits to not knowing something but who is 

resolved to finding out an answer is likely to spawn similar attitudes in her 

students. It is when teachers genuinely model the expansive habits of 

mind…that expansive education really takes root in a school community.’ 

 

Teacher modelling is mentioned under various headings in each of our 

previous three Research Digests, for example, on using optimistic language 

in Issue 1 (page 3), on teaching for transfer in Issue 2 (page 2), and on 

reciprocal questioning to support peer learning in Issue 3 (page 6), so we 

decided it was time to take a closer look at the topic itself in this issue. 

 

 

Bill Lucas, Guy Claxton, and Janet Hanson  

 

Guy Claxton (2002) Building learning power. Bristol: TLO, pages 92-99.  

 
Bill Lucas, Guy Claxton and Ellen Spencer (2013) Expansive Education: 

Teaching learners for the real world. Forthcoming.  
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Teacher modelling takes place when teachers intentionally display certain behaviours with the aim of 

getting their students to use those same behaviours themselves because it will enhance their learning.  So, 

for example, a teacher wanting to increase students’ confidence in asking questions might progressively 

model different questioning strategies during lessons, in addition to providing opportunities for the students 

to ask their own questions.   

 

Modelling is based on observation and imitation and although we can all learn to some extent by observing 

and imitating our favourite role-models, the potential for deliberately using modelling as a formal teaching 

strategy first emerged in psychology textbooks in the 1970s, when Albert Bandura developed his ‘social 

learning theory’. You can read more about this in the next section of this issue.  

 

Although many teachers use modelling successfully to increase their students’ learning, you may find that it 

can be a challenging strategy to adopt. You might actually be using it quite frequently but, like many 

experienced teachers, you may not be able to describe explicitly how you use it. This probably means that 

you use it spontaneously during a lesson, rather than actually preparing and planning to use it. This ‘on the 

spur of the moment’ use may make it less effective as an approach since the learning modelled has to be 

visible for students to begin to imitate its use in class before they can then transfer this new capability to 

different learning contexts. 

 

Introduction to teacher modelling 

 

How can teachers use modelling effectively? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Teachers agree that modelling effectively is a complex skill and that the process and its impact are not 

always fully understood. It is not just copying or imitation; it is actually a process that involves four stages, all 

of which have to be practised consciously by the lecturer for the students to learn from the modelling. This 

requires advance planning followed by time for reflection on the outcomes. You also have to be willing to 

accept a degree of risk in the teaching context, since by using modelling you may be placing yourself in a 

somewhat vulnerable position. For example, you could model resilience to your students by sharing with 

them how you struggled to learn French but by continually practising conversation, despite making mistakes 

with your pronunciation, you gradually got more fluent. However, you may feel uncomfortable or even 

vulnerable talking about this, particularly if you are fairly new to teaching. You may also feel that you do not 

have enough time to prepare to try out teacher modelling, particularly if you are in a teaching environment 

where the priorities seem to be more about covering the syllabus or getting students through the test. 

Furthermore, as you encourage your students to ask more questions and contribute to planning activities, 

you are in effect handing over partial control of the classroom to your students, which again, you may feel is 

risky, or may not fit with your conception of what you think that you, as a teacher, should be doing, ie. being 

in charge. Changing your habits does take persistence and courage, even once you have accepted the 

value of modelling and begin to use it with your students.  

 

So, in this issue of the Research Digest we look at a number of research inquiries where teachers have used 

modelling to develop different learning dispositions such as questioning, reasoning, self-regulation and 

metacognition in a range of curriculum areas. These illustrate some of the advantages and challenges of 

using modelling to enhance learning and identify some key points that we hope will encourage you to 

investigate how your modelling of being a learner might develop your students’ learning dispositions.   

 

 

 

For further reading about the practice of teacher modelling see: 

Elizabeth White (2011) Working towards explicit modelling: experiences of a new teacher educator. 

Professional Development in Education, 37(4): 483-497. Available: 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2010.531628 [Accessed 10 April 2013]. 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2010.531628
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The modelling process 

 

 
For modelling to be effective it helps if four specific stages are followed and if certain conditions relating to 

both model and learner are present. The four stages of modelling are:  

 

 Gaining Attention: In order to learn, students need to be paying attention. Anything that undermines their 

attention is going to have a negative effect on observational learning. Teachers can encourage 

attention by ensuring that, to the students, the credibility of the model is high, whether it is themselves or 

other live or symbolic models.  Using students as peer models to increase credibility with other students, 

where ‘people like themselves’ are observed succeeding in learning tasks, is a common example of this in 

teaching. 

 

 Encouraging Retention: The ability to store information is also an important part of the learning process. 

Retention can be affected by a number of factors, but the ability to retrieve information later and act on 

it is vital to observational learning. Teachers can support this process by structuring and rehearsing the 

modelled behaviour symbolically and then enacting it overtly. In order to enhance retention, they should 

also verbalise the modelled behaviour and give reasons for it, rather than simply relying on students’ 

observation.  

 

 Enabling Reproduction: Once students have paid attention to the model and retained the information, 

they must actually perform the behavior they have observed. Repeated practice of the learned behavior 

leads to improvement.  

 

 Stimulating Motivation: Finally, in order for observational learning to be successful in the longer term, 

students have to be motivated to imitate the behavior that has been modelled. Teachers can support this 

last stage by ensuring that the outcomes of the modelled behaviour are valued, both functionally and 

emotionally, within the learning environment.  

 

We continue our exploration of teacher modelling in the next section of this digest by reviewing some studies 

that illustrate the how effective teachers use modelling to enhance students’ learning dispositions.  

 

Source: Modeling by Heather Coffey http://www.learnnc.org/lp/pages/4697 

 

For further reading about the origins of modelling, see:  

 

Albert Bandura (1977) Social learning theory. Englewood Cliffs. NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Albert Bandura (1997) Self-efficacy: the exercise of control. New York: W H Freeman. 
 

 Teacher modelling develops learning through observation and imitation, which is an important concept in 

social learning theory.  Albert Bandura proposed that individuals gain an awareness about how new 

behaviours are formed when they observe the behaviours, attitudes and emotional reactions of others in 

social contexts. They then store and code this information that serves as a guide for their own future action. 

Bandura identified three basic types of model involved in observational learning:  

 

 A live model, where an actual individual is demonstrating or acting out the behavior, for example, the 

teacher in the classroom actually poses questions to herself like the ones she wants her students to ask of 

themselves. 

 A verbal instructional model, for example, where the teacher describes and explains the type of 

questions the students could ask.  

 A symbolic model, where real or fictional characters are displaying the behavior in books, films, television 

programs, or online media. For example, the teacher draws students’ attention to the ways in which a 

character in a book demonstrated persistence at learning a difficult task rather than giving up after initial 

failure.  

 

The origins of teacher modelling theory:  

Albert Bandura’s four-stage modelling process 

 

 

http://www.learnnc.org/lp/pages/4697
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Developing the learning disposition of questioning 
 

Anne Kispal reported that the strategy of teacher modelling is effective in developing students’ questioning skills. 

This can then lead to an improvement in their inferencing skills for reading comprehension, by showing them 

how to ask questions, both of themselves and of the text they are reading.  

 

The ability to make inferences between two or more pieces of information in a text to produce further 

information that is implicit but not overtly stated is crucial in developing reading comprehension and literary 

criticism. The skills of inferencing are emphasised throughout Key Stages 2 and 3. However, in a report on the 

topic for the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) Anne notes that although the characteristics 

of skilled inferencing can be identified, the strategies for teaching these are less clear.  One strategy that has 

been demonstrated to be effective in improving students’ skills is teacher modelling of inference.  This includes 

teachers modelling by: 

 

 ‘thinking aloud’ their thoughts as they read aloud to pupils 

 asking themselves questions that show how they monitor their own comprehension 

 making explicit the thinking processes that result in drawing an inference. 

 

Anne draws on research by Linda Baker to list the type of questions that teachers might ask themselves aloud 

when modelling how they monitor their own comprehension of texts by drawing inferences, for example: 

 

‘Is there information that doesn’t agree with what I already know?’  

 

‘Are there any ideas that don’t fit together (because of contradictions, ambiguous referents, misleading topic 

shifts)?’  

 

‘Is there any information missing or not clearly explained?’  

 

Linda Baker regarded teacher modelling as the first step in training students to ask and answer questions of this 

type of themselves. Teachers can then model how they would try to answer these questions by re-reading the 

text, reading ahead a bit for clarification or using other resources outside the text. These underpin the explicit 

modelling of the thinking processes that the teacher should make to show students how she makes inferential 

leaps form the text.  

 

This strategy does demonstrate how modelling requires advance preparation, as it is suggested that the teacher 

needs to carefully select texts rich in inferencing possibilities or modify existing ones, in order to have relevant 

stimulus material ready for the lesson.  

 

 

Anne Kispal (2008) Effective Teaching of Inference Skills for Reading. Reading: NFER. Available: 

http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/7918/1/DCSF-RR031.pdf [Accessed 10 April 2013]. 

 

Linda Baker, (2002) Metacognition in comprehension instruction. In Block, C.C. and Pressley, M. (Eds) 

Comprehension Instruction: Research-Based Best Practices. New York, NY: Guilford Press, 65-79. 
  

http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/7918/1/DCSF-RR031.pdf
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 Making the modelling explicit to develop questioning skills 

 
Our second report into of the use of teacher modelling for developing students’ questioning skills found that as 

a strategy it can improve learning, and yet again the findings highlight the importance of making the modelling 

explicit; overtly drawing attention to it in order to enable students to acquire the skills and transfer them to other 

learning contexts.   

 

This report by Mary Parker and Jane Hurry identified that although teachers employed modelling as a strategy 

to teach questioning within comprehension strategies, they were not actually making these strategies explicit to 

their students, thus denying them the opportunity to acquire them fully.  

 

In this study of fifty one Key Stage 2 classrooms, Mary and Jane explored the extent to which teachers provided 

opportunities for children to generate their own questions when they were teaching comprehension strategies 

within the literacy hour.  Evidence of effective teaching strategies was collected through teacher interviews 

and classroom observations. This revealed that although the use of teacher modelling was evident in a 

significant proportion of observed behaviour in the classroom, it was hardly mentioned as a strategy by 

teachers in their interviews with the researchers. The teachers themselves referred to direct teacher questioning 

as the most frequently advocated and the dominant strategy used for teaching comprehension.   

 

The authors concluded that as skilled readers, the teachers used and modelled the strategies but were doing 

this implicitly without being aware of the need to be explicit and to give the students an opportunity to practice 

the skills themselves. They concluded that ‘although teachers demonstrate all the strategies of highly skilled 

readers, they did not discuss these when interviewed nor reflect on the strategies they used themselves, 

suggesting that their knowledge remains implicit. If they have not made these strategies explicit to themselves, 

they cannot make them explicit to the children’ (page 312). 

 

Without this explicit modelling, opportunities for students to remember the modelled skill and gain motivation to 

use it, Albert Bandura’s second  and fourth stages of the modelling process, may not be provided. 

 

 

Mary Parker and Jane Hurry (2007) Teachers’ use of questioning and modelling comprehension skills in primary 

classrooms. Educational Review, 59(3): 299-314. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reasoning is logical, analytical, explicit and disciplined thinking. It can be applied in any subject, but Carmel 

Diezmann and her colleagues used the context of mathematical investigations to inquire into the strategies that 

teachers can use to support the development of young children’s reasoning.  Previous research had identified 

that teacher competence played an important part in restricting or supporting children’s capacity to reason, so 

they focused their research on teacher behaviours in the classroom.  They worked in one school with four 

teachers of classes of 7-8 year olds over a period of ten weeks, during which they focused on the teaching of 

mathematical investigations including prediction and understanding of quantity. The data collected included 

interviews with teachers and children, results of achievement tests, observation notes and videos of the classes.  

 

Their analysis identified that teacher modelling of sense making in mathematics through discussing systematic 

thinking and justifying their own actions by thinking aloud facilitated the children’s reasoning behaviour. The 

teachers also encouraged the children to justify their own responses and actions to the problem solving activity, 

by asking them to use ‘because’ when sharing information, pressing them to explain unclear or incomplete 

responses and not allowing flawed reasoning to go unchecked.  

 

Carmel Diezmann, James Watters and Lyn English (2002) Teacher behaviours that influence young children's 

reasoning. In Cockburn, A. D. and Nardi, E. (Eds.) Proceedings 27th Annual Conference of the International 

Group for the Psychology of Mathematics Education, pages 289-296, Norwich, UK. Available: 

http://eprints.qut.edu.au/1852/  [Accessed 10 April 2013]. 

 
 

 

Developing the learning disposition of reasoning 

http://eprints.qut.edu.au/1852/
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When students are using metacognitive skills they are 

demonstrating their understanding of different thinking 

processes and are able to talk about their own learning 

processes. They are also able to select which learning 

strategies they should be using for a given learning 

situation. This awareness is strongly linked to successful 

academic achievement. The two research studies 

reported in this section demonstrate how teacher 

modelling can be used develop students’ metacognitive 

strategies both at primary and secondary levels.  

 

Lindsey Connor realised that, to some extent, by the final 

year of high school all learners have an awareness of 

metacognitive strategies but that some, normally the 

more successful learners, are able to select strategies 

which are more appropriate to the learning task than 

other students.  The aim of her study was to raise 

awareness and use of specific metacognitive strategies 

with a group of students taking a biology class.  By using 

teacher modelling, questioning, cueing and prompting 

students to evaluate their learning, it was anticipated 

that their use of strategies such as planning, monitoring 

and self-questioning would increase. When the students 

were searching for resources for an essay, one strategy 

modelled by the teacher was a method of discriminating 

between useful or irrelevant information using the Trash 

and Treasure technique. The research illustrated how 

teachers can cue students to be more self-directed in 

their learning using modelling. Most students were aware 

of strategies that could help them to learn more 

effectively, but it was found that those students who 

were not only aware of but also used strategies to plan, 

monitor and evaluate their work, produced essays of 

higher quality. 

 

Lindsey N. Conner (2007) Cueing Metacognition to 

Improve Researching and Essay Writing in a Final Year 

High School Biology Class. Research in Science 

Education, 37(1): 1-16. Available: 

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11165-004-3952-

x#  [Accessed 10 April 2013]. 
 

Ros Fisher’s research team investigated the 

application of teacher modelling to enhance 

students’ metacognitive skills by observing twenty 

Key Stage 1 and 2 teachers during the literacy hour 

teaching. They hypothesised that the pedagogy of 

shared reading and writing would offer these 

teachers many opportunities to use model these 

skills. However, they noted only one instance of a 

teacher adopting metacognitive modelling during 

more than 170 hours of observation, and that 

instance itself was unplanned. A detailed analysis of 

their observations of the teachers revealed that very 

few of them focused on thinking about the writing 

process as well as focusing on the piece of writing to 

be produced. They found that ‘children were asked 

to rehearse knowledge rather than reflect on how 

they had arrived at the answer’ (page 64). Even 

when teachers were explicitly asked to use 

metacognitive modelling they found it difficult to 

distinguish between modelling the process and 

modelling the thinking that was going on while they 

were engaged in the process.  Ros concluded that 

modelling is a demanding activity that needs 

careful planning. She also drew on the work of Carol 

Dweck (1989) to suggest that focusing on the 

performance goal of the learning task to get it right, 

rather than focusing on the messiness of the learning 

process, serves to reinforce a naïve view of reading 

that does not help children become confident 

readers. However, as already noted, identifying 

appropriate resources to use for modelling takes 

time and teachers under pressure to achieve results 

may give preference to ‘quick-fix’ strategies that 

they assume requires less time.  

 

Ros Fisher (2002) Shared thinking: metacognitive 

modelling in the literacy hour. Reading, 36(2): 63-67. 

Available: 

https://eric.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handl

e/10036/47182/Shared%20Thinking.pdf?sequence=1 

(University of Exeter repository copy) [Accessed 10 

April 2013]. 

 

Carol Dweck (1989) ‘Motivation’ in Lesgold, A. and 

Glaser, R. (Eds.) Foundations for a psychology of 

education. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum. 

 

Developing metacognitive skills through teacher modelling 

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11165-004-3952-x
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11165-004-3952-x
https://eric.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10036/47182/Shared%20Thinking.pdf?sequence=1
https://eric.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10036/47182/Shared%20Thinking.pdf?sequence=1
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In the USA, Michael Pressley and his colleagues 

undertook a large survey to identify the 

instructional practices actually used by effective 

teachers of literacy. They began with the 

assumption that effective teachers would be able 

to articulate what worked when asked about their 

teaching. They identified their participants by 

asking reading supervisors to nominate primary 

teachers whom they had reason to believe were 

effective teachers. The criteria used to identify 

‘effective teachers’ included those who had a 

record of success in student attainment and who 

had received positive comments from head 

teachers and parents.  

 

The research was conducted using two postal 

surveys. In the first questionnaire participants were 

asked to respond to lists of practices that they 

believed to be ‘essential in their literacy 

instruction’. Each teacher generated one list for 

good readers, one for average readers and one 

for weaker readers. The resulting list of 300 

practices was used to create the second 

questionnaire. The same teachers were then asked 

to indicate how frequently they used the practices 

and the percentage of time they allocated to 

practices in the classroom.   

 

One of the most frequently cited strategies of 

these effective teachers was teacher modelling. 

They reported overt modelling of reading for 

students on a daily basis. This included reading  

 

 
 

 

In England, David Wray and his colleagues 

noted Michael Pressley’s conclusions about the 

importance of teachers modelling the 

behaviour they wish to encourage in their 

students and followed this up in their own 

investigation into the teaching practices of 

literacy teachers in primary schools.  This English 

study went a stage further than the American 

study; they surveyed effective teachers but 

they also used a validation group of teachers 

who had not been identified as effective. 

Furthermore, following the initial questionnaire 

survey to all the teachers, the researchers 

followed up their findings with classroom 

observations and interviews with a sample from 

both groups.  

 

When comparing their findings from the survey 

group and the validation group, they noted 

that where teachers in both groups reported 

using a particular technique, for example, 

teaching letter sounds, the effective teachers 

were more likely to do regular modelling sounds 

activities, whereas the validation group 

teachers were more likely to offer paper based 

exercises about sounds. The same difference 

was noted in observations of the beginnings 

and conclusions of lessons, where the effective 

teachers made extensive use of modelling to 

demonstrate what was to be produced during 

the class and the processes involved. They were 

also adept at using scaffolding questions to 

help students think at a higher level.  

 

Modelling dispositions associated with self-regulated learning 

Teacher modelling can be effective in developing students’ self-regulated learning, including the disposition to 

actively manage the strategic aspects of learning such as planning and the disposition to coping with 

emotional aspects such as managing distractions and developing perseverance.  Angela Housand and Sally 

Reis explored strategies adopted by teachers to develop self-regulation in children’s reading strategies and 

found that teacher modelling was observed to take place more often in classrooms that contained students 

with high levels of self-regulation than in classrooms where students’ level of self-regulation was lower.  In the 

high performing classes, book selection strategies and questioning techniques were modelled by the teacher. 

The teacher modelled selecting a book by discussing her own selection strategies such as “I always look at the 

cover and the back and then I read the blurb to get an idea of what the book about”.  The researchers 

suggested that teachers who used such strategies prompted students to use self-regulation strategies to read 

for longer periods and to respond to higher order thinking questions.  

 

Angela Housand and Sally Reis (2008) Self-Regulated Learning in Reading: Gifted Pedagogy and Instructional 

Settings. Journal of Advanced Academics, 20(1): 108–136. Available: 

http://joa.sagepub.com/content/20/1/108.short  [Accessed 10 April 2013]. 

 
 

 

Linking teacher modelling with student attainment 

 
In addition to the research already reported in this issue two large studies, one conducted in the USA and one 

in England, both suggest that teacher modelling is an effective strategy for increasing students’ attainment.  

 

 
 

 

 

http://joa.sagepub.com/content/20/1/108.short
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The researchers concluded that it was possible 

to discern common characteristics of effective 

literacy teachers, which included explicitness 

that was demonstrated through modelling. They 

suggested that ‘These teachers made the 

purposes and processes of literacy explicit for 

their pupils, through modelling and 

demonstration as well as through their 

explanations and exemplifications. We felt they 

were encouraging a ‘mindful’ approach to the 

learning of literacy in their pupils’ (page 83). 

 

 

David Wray, Jane Medwell, Richard Fox and 

Louise Poulson (2000) The teaching practices of 

effective teachers of literacy. Educational 

Review, 52(1): 75-84. Available: 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00131910097432 

[Accessed 10 April 2013]. 
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aloud for students, making clear what is meant 

by reading and modelling a love for reading. 

They also reported frequent overt modelling of 

comprehension strategies and of the writing 

process.  

 

 In addition to modelling and explaining literacy 

skills and strategies, they provide immediate 

positive feedback, fostered long term belief that 

students can become good readers and writers 

and integrated aspects of whole language 

teaching with explicit skills instruction.  
 

 

Michael Pressley, Joan Rankin and Linda Yokoi 

(1996) A survey of instructional practices of 

primary teachers nominated as effective in 

promoting literacy. The Elementary School 

Journal, 96(4): 363-384. Available: 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1001862  [Accessed 

10 April 2013]. 
 

 

 

Elizabeth White confirms the importance of teachers reflecting on their own teaching and differentiating 

between their theory-in use-and their espoused theory in order to develop ways of explicitly modelling 

learning behaviours to their students. She identifies how she ‘needed to think how I could ‘reveal my 

thought bubble’ as I taught, so that my learners could understand why I was asking them to do different 

activities’ (page 487). She also emphasises the importance of creating a low threat learning environment 

in which learners can express themselves freely and ensuring that students have an opportunity to reflect 

on what they have learnt from the session. She concludes ‘I think explicit modelling of good practice is a 

good ideal to have, but in reality it is difficult to live up to’ (page 494).  

 

 

Elizabeth White (2011) Working towards explicit modelling: experiences of a new teacher educator. 

Professional Development in Education, 37(4): 483-497.  Available: 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2010.531628  [Accessed 10 April 2013]. 

 

 

 

 

Developing good modelling practice 
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