


Masterclass in TESOL Lesson Observation & Feedback
Observing Well-Managed but Low-Agency Learning

The Scenario
You are observing an experienced teacher whose lesson appears strong on the surface:
Good pace and logical lesson flow
Efficient classroom management
Clear language knowledge and ability to anticipate learner problems
Well-chosen range of tasks
But—it doesn't feel 'right' and it's sometimes hard to state why exactly.

What is Low-Agency Learning?
Low-agency learning occurs when students are passive recipients rather than active participants in their own learning. In these lessons, students may be well-behaved, on-task, and completing activities successfully, yet they're not genuinely thinking, choosing, or directing their learning. A useful diagnostic is to ask: Could this lesson have run without the students? This gets to the heart of the matter, was the lesson done to the students, or done with them? Did student responses actually change what happened next in the lesson? To identify low-agency learning, ask yourself: Are students thinking, or just following instructions? Is the teacher modifying the lesson based on learner feedback? When the answer to both questions is no, you're likely witnessing a well-executed performance rather than genuinely responsive, student-centred teaching.

Note: There is a lot of crossover between related concepts. In this context, 'Student Agency' refers to who has control and decision-making power during the lesson, whilst 'Student-Centred Teaching' refers to the overall approach and focus of the lesson.

Why is Student Agency Important?
Student agency is critical in lessons for several interconnected reasons; perhaps most tellingly, students themselves respond positively to agency, even when they can't always articulate why. Conversely, low-agency lessons often generate vaguely worded student complaints: "It's boring," "This class isn't for me," or simply poor retention rates. Students struggle to pinpoint exactly what's wrong, but they feel the absence of meaningful involvement. They sense they're going through motions rather than genuinely learning. In some contexts, or cultures, learners blame themselves for being 'bad learners' rather than see that as the problem. For a more detailed explanation of why student agency matters, see the expanded section at the end of this document.

What 'Well-Managed' Can Hide: When Good Behaviour Masks Passivity
This type of lesson is particularly challenging to identify because surface-level indicators suggest success:

What looks good:
Students are quiet and attentive
Everyone is on-task
Clear routines and procedures
Teacher maintains good pace
Activities are completed as planned
What's actually happening:
Students are compliant rather than engaged
Thinking is shallow or non-existent
Learning is passive reception
No opportunity for discovery or problem-solving
Students have become skilled at 'doing school' without deep learning
The key question: Are students thinking, or just following?

Observable Indicators: The Tell-Tale Signs of Low-Agency Learning

Student responses:
One-word or minimal answers
Repeating teacher's language without elaboration
Waiting to be called on rather than volunteering
Looking to the teacher for validation after each response
Completing tasks exactly as modelled with no variation
Interaction patterns:
All communication flows through the teacher (little or no peer interaction)
Students speak only when directly nominated
Teacher asks all the questions; students ask none
The teacher only asks questions that confirm knowledge—questions where they already know the answer
Students work individually on identical tasks
In pair or group work, the teacher may let them get on with it, seldom actively monitoring or supporting them
Task engagement:
Students complete activities mechanically
No evidence of personal connection to content
Uniform responses across the class
Quick completion without depth or extension
There is a lack of formative feedback based on learners' actual ability
High levels of receptive skills/controlled practice tasks
Task completion is valued over learning from the task


Observing for Learner Agency: What Students Say (And Don't)

High-agency indicators:
Students ask genuine questions (not just 'Is this right?')
Disagreement or alternative viewpoints expressed
Personal examples or connections offered
Building on peers' contributions
Requests for clarification or extension
Spontaneous language use beyond lesson targets
The timings on the plan are variable as learner needs are prioritised
The lesson can feel 'messy' with increased enthusiasm and discussion
Learners are not all working in lockstep
Reflection Questions for Observers
After your observation:
What percentage of the lesson involved genuine student choice or control?
If I removed the teacher from this lesson, would learning have occurred?
What evidence did I gather of students thinking (not just doing)?
How would I describe the balance between teacher control and student agency?
What's one specific, actionable suggestion I could offer that would increase agency without compromising classroom management?
How will I frame this issue in feedback without undermining the teacher's confidence?
How to Support the Teacher
Post-observation, ask the teacher to complete a written reflection on the lesson and submit it to you prior to the oral feedback. A sample document is available on bellhoptesol.com (Teacher Reflection Post Lesson.doc). This will indicate to you if, and to what level, the teacher is aware of the situation, allowing you to set your own pitch of feedback.

Build your case for feedback
Generate evidence to support your comments. Record the lesson and analyse the interactions. Assess the level of 'real' questions that teacher or students asked. Look at who's making the decisions. Record:
Time allocations (teacher talk, student talk, silence)
Types of questions asked (open/closed, factual/analytical)
Student initiation vs. teacher initiation
Choice points and who controlled them
Examples of student language (quantity and quality)
Evidence of personal connection or disconnection
On what basis did the teacher decide to move on to the next task
Questions to consider:
Could students have chosen which aspect of the topic to explore?
Could they have selected from different task types?
Could they have decided how to demonstrate their understanding?
Could they have contributed their own examples or experiences?
Were they asked what they wanted to learn or practice?
Review the plan—can you suggest ways to change the focus so that the level of student-centred tasks and student agency is increased? For example, can at-the-board teacher explanations be turned into guided discovery tasks? Or can tasks be made more cooperative with students giving each other feedback and support?

Check the plan for a clear understanding of aims, particularly stage aims. Teachers who work strictly to coursebooks often lose sight of the actual aims of each task, and therefore not each task is appropriate to their learners.

Prepare your case. A search online for academic papers on 'student agency' will give you different levels of material.

Consider the level of teacher experience and the context they teach in. If this is a new teacher, they have done really well to master the classroom management and pace challenges and may just need some guidance on how to develop greater student agency. However, a more experienced teacher may be more resistant to change, believing that they have mastered the classroom management issues and understanding the language. This challenge in some contexts or cultures comes down to the required and perceived role of the teacher. Some cultures demand the teacher stand at a lectern to deliver the lesson, and in other contexts, particularly in shared teaching spaces, teachers are required to keep students quiet so they don't disturb other classes.

Remember that change is incremental, so encourage the teacher to start incorporating new methods into the lessons bit by bit, and actively assess the student responses. Note if the atmosphere changes, if their role shifts, and how they feel.

When the observed teacher is receptive, offer concrete strategies:

Immediate, low-risk changes:
Offer choice between two activities
Ask students which example they'd like to discuss first
Let students choose their own working partners
Invite students to contribute examples before presenting yours
Replace one closed question with an open one
Add 60 seconds of pair discussion before whole-class sharing
Medium-level changes:
Begin with 'What do you already know about...?'
Let students select which coursebook exercise to complete
Provide task options that lead to the same learning outcome
Ask students to create one question about the topic
Include student-generated examples in practice activities
Deeper shifts (for later development):
Co-construct success criteria with students
Invite students to identify their own learning needs
Design tasks where students make meaningful choices
Create space for student questions to drive the lesson
Develop alternatives to coursebook-driven planning

Remember: The goal isn't to overwhelm the teacher, but to plant seeds for growth. Start with one small, manageable change.

Video Resources
For deeper exploration of these concepts, see our free video modules:
Teacher Roles (including question types): https://youtu.be/h_L0ColDVxg?si=VeLj2jFjkflbpekr (see from 8:15)
Understanding Bloom's Taxonomy for task assessment: https://youtu.be/Q03a85h3oC4?si=hVg5MmsHu_MCbBj6 (see from 1:14:05)
Writing Good Aims: https://youtu.be/Fib9QtykGrg?si=wsbnnBH-lVaEeTad
Complete Free Lesson Planning Course: https://youtu.be/Q03a85h3oC4?si=R8dx1R_9bDJq3VAR

Further Resources and Support
If you'd like to explore these concepts in greater depth, Bellhop TESOL Training offers complete free video courses specifically designed for experienced teachers and trainers. You'll find comprehensive materials, practical strategies, and detailed guidance on developing responsive, student-centred teaching practices. You can also see the courses and individual modules on YouTube. Visit bellhoptesol.com to browse our courses and resources. We welcome your questions, comments, and feedback—please don't hesitate to contact us through the website. We're here to support your professional development journey.



EXPANDED EXPLANATION: Why is Student Agency Important?

This section provides a more detailed exploration of the reasons student agency matters in language learning:

Students Want It
Perhaps most tellingly, students themselves respond positively to agency, even when they can't always articulate why. Conversely, low-agency lessons often generate vaguely worded student complaints: "It's boring," "This class isn't for me," or simply poor retention rates. Students struggle to pinpoint exactly what's wrong, but they feel the absence of meaningful involvement. They sense they're going through motions rather than genuinely learning. In some contexts or cultures, learners blame themselves for being 'bad learners' rather than see that as the problem.

Personalized Learning
When students have agency, they feel listened to and heard, fully participating in the lesson and feeling that despite working in a group, there is high-value individual attention. You could argue they feel empowered, leading to higher motivation, which of course increases learner satisfaction with the lesson—which is good business for everyone. With agency, students can adapt tasks to their own level, interests, and learning styles. This natural differentiation means each student can work at an appropriate challenge level and develop language that they need for their context.

Deeper Learning and Retention
When students actively make choices and direct their learning, they engage more deeply with the material. This active processing, rather than passive reception, leads to better understanding and longer-lasting retention of knowledge, so they learn faster.

Development of Autonomy
Agency helps students become independent learners who can continue learning beyond the classroom. They develop the ability to identify their own needs, set goals, and choose appropriate strategies—skills essential for lifelong learning.

Authentic Language Use
In language learning specifically, agency creates opportunities for genuine communication. When students make real choices about what to say and how to say it, they're practicing the kind of spontaneous, meaning-focused language use they'll need outside the classroom.

Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving
Agency requires students to think critically, evaluate options, and solve problems independently. These are precisely the higher-order thinking skills that employers and universities value, and that students need for real-world success.

In essence: Without agency, students may appear to be learning but are often just performing tasks. Wit
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