


Masterclass in TESOL Lesson Observation & Feedback
Situation: Observation of an inexperienced teacher with very slow lesson pace. Students were bored and off task a lot of the time. How to help the teacher?

1. What is Pace?
Sometimes pace can be hard to define as a trainer, when you have been teaching for a while you usually have a clearer idea of how quickly a class can go but new teachers can easily get bogged down with other issues. For me, 'pace' refers to the times the learners are actively engaged in a task, they are working and doing things that meet the lesson aim. There is a sense of forward momentum but not a rush. Effective pace means students are cognitively engaged for the maximum amount of lesson time. Keep in mind that "productive slow" (thinking time, processing) is beneficial but "problematic slow" (dead time, boredom) is to be avoided.

2. Why is Pace Important?
Slow pace doesn't just bore students, it reduces learning time, creates behaviour management issues, and prevents curriculum coverage. Students will often complain that the class is 'too easy' for them, the teacher 'doesn't listen to them' or that they are 'not learning'. The complaints ultimately lead to loss of students and often reduced income and low return rates.

3. Understand the Underlying Causes
It may be the case with an inexperienced teacher that there is more than one cause and, in this case, you will need to rank, or choose your response based on what you feel is attainable at this point. Reasons for new teachers having slow pace include:
Lack of lesson staging awareness – They don't recognize when an activity has served its purpose and can be moved on from. They may not understand that different stages require different amounts of time.
Over-planning individual activities – Allocating too much time to tasks that could be completed more quickly, often because they've never taught this level or material before.
Poor time management skills – No internal clock for how long things actually take; they're surprised when 15 minutes have passed.
Fear of running out of content – They stretch activities to fill time rather than having backup materials ready, worried about having 20 minutes left with nothing to do.
Uncertainty about instructions – Taking too long to explain tasks, repeating themselves, or checking understanding excessively because they're not confident their instructions were clear.
Inability to read the room – Not noticing the visual cues that students have finished or are disengaging, because they're focused on their lesson plan rather than the learners.
Perfectionism – Wanting every student to complete every task fully before moving on, not understanding that moving on serves the majority.
Keep in mind that:
They may be nervous because of the observation
They are also thinking about their instruction sets, the sequence of tasks and hoping like crazy that a learner doesn't ask a difficult question
The above may mean they are not fully present to the students
The following table pairs common causes with targeted solutions:
	Situation
	Possible Solution

	Being unconscious/unaware of the learners
	Remind the teacher to come up for air regularly and scan the room to assess learner progress on tasks.

For more experienced teachers you can ask them to use active monitoring to gauge where students are up to.

	Teacher over-explaining or repeating unnecessarily
	Script instructions and rehearse them before the lesson. Aim for less than 30 words per instruction set. Use ICQs (instruction checking questions) to verify understanding rather than repeating.

	Poor activity design (activities that don't match time allocated)
	This will stem from a poor understanding of aims. Check the teacher's book. As a trainer, you can deliver great sessions on understanding aims with almost every level of teacher – it's a late acquired teaching skill.

	Weak classroom management (slow transitions, unclear instructions)
	Script instructions and rehearse them before the lesson. Again, knowledge of aims helps, if the teacher knows why the students are doing a task it helps set the time and instructions.

	Teacher anxiety leading to filling silence
	Some newer teachers get confused about their role at each stage of a lesson. Make the point that quiet time can be valuable thinking time and that they don't have to be at the front, talking all the time.

	High levels of teacher talk
	This is complex but recording the talk and then analysing it, taking out unnecessary talk can be effective. Encourage teacher to script and experiment with less talk. Encourage use of visuals to bypass some talk.

	Being overly polite and sensitive to all students
	Some teachers wait until everyone has finished or resist pushing learners to achieve tasks as it can feel 'rude' or 'being abrupt'. In this case make the point that it's better to keep the majority of the class on task where possible. If early finishers are an issue, make sure there are extension tasks ready.



4. Golden Rules for the Teacher
Stop the task if 70% of the class have finished. The slower learners can complete work as homework.
Set time limits for every task, they do not have to be entirely accurate, but they do indicate the speed the teacher requires.
Have some extension tasks ready for very quick finishers.
Use countdowns to keep learners focussed and on task.
5. Golden Rules for the Observer
Develop evidence to show the teacher in order to make your case. Share this evidence without judgment—ask 'What do you notice?' rather than telling them what went wrong.
Make a note of how long each task actually takes and consider how long you would have given.
Consider an 'on task' graph. Monitor two or three students and mark down at one- or two-minute intervals if they are on task (✓) or not (✗) which will visually demonstrate the engagement patterns. Show it to the teacher for discussion. This objective visual evidence helps teachers see engagement patterns without feeling personally criticized.
Note what students are doing if they are not on task – texting, flirting, the next exercise etc. What impact does this activity have on the class?
Look for patterns: is it always the same students who finish early or whole class disengagement at minute 15?
6. Action Steps for the Teacher
Arrange peer observation so the teacher can see how other teachers deal with similar level classes.
Build in more variety (change activity type every 10-15 minutes).
Plan backwards from learning outcomes.
Use a timer during planning and teaching.
Reduce teacher talking time.
Practice snappier transitions.
7. Commentary Suggestions for Written Feedback
Below are examples of how to frame feedback positively while addressing pace issues. Use these as models when writing observation feedback notes.
	Positive Comments
	Areas for Development

	The lesson pace was good, you kept things moving appropriately, students were productive and on task for most of the lesson.
	The indicator of the lesson's pace being too slow is the amount of time that the majority of the students are not on task: either they have completed the task or there is nothing for them to do.

	You used your monitoring time effectively to gauge when to slow down or speed up which led to great flow in the lesson.
	Increase the pace through assessment monitoring, time limits and voice. Don't let tasks drag on too long. Push students along. For example, you can ask Who has nearly finished?, which will get the slower ones moving a bit faster.

	You wisely built in processing time after the complex input, allowing students to consolidate.
	As a guideline, you can end a task when 70% of the class has finished. Waiting until everyone has finished puts enormous pressure on the slower ones and leaves a lot of the students with nothing to do.

	Well done for not keeping all the students in lockstep. The different groups worked well as it allowed each group to work at their own speed.
	Consider building in extension activities for early finishers to maintain engagement while others complete the core task.



8. Follow-Up Observation Focus
In the next observation, look specifically for evidence of improvement in these areas:
Timing and transitions:
Are transitions between activities noticeably tighter? (Aim for under 2 minutes)
Is the teacher using a visible timer or checking the clock regularly?
Do students move smoothly from one activity to the next without long setup periods?
Task management:
Does the teacher end tasks when approximately 70% of students have finished?
Are there extension activities visible for early finishers?
Is the teacher actively monitoring to gauge completion rates?
Student engagement:
Repeat the on-task graph with the same students—has the pattern improved?
Is there less visible boredom or off-task behaviour?
Are students spending more time in productive activity?
Teacher awareness:
Does the teacher scan the room regularly during activities?
Do they make in-the-moment decisions to speed up or slow down based on what they see?
Is there evidence of reduced teacher talking time?
Lesson staging:
Does the lesson move through clear stages with purpose?
Is there variety in activity types every 10-15 minutes?
Does the lesson feel like it has forward momentum?
Focus your feedback on 2-3 specific improvements you've noticed and identify one priority area for continued development. Note that pace issues rarely resolve completely after one feedback session; new teachers need time to develop this skill.

9. Further Reading
Stanley and Stevenson (2017) examine why novice English language teachers struggle to make their speech intelligible to students, even when trying to 'grade' (simplify) their language. The research validates that slow pace often stems from discourse management issues—when teachers over-explain, create confusing contexts, or fail to establish clear situational frameworks, it creates a cascade of unnecessary teacher talk that drags pace down. The study shows that language grading goes well beyond speaking slowly or using simple vocabulary; it requires teachers to manage textual coherence, contextual clarity, and cultural awareness simultaneously.
Stanley, P. and Stevenson, M. (2017) 'Making sense of not making sense: Novice English language teacher talk', Linguistics and Education, 38, pp. 1-10. doi: 10.1016/j.linged.2017.01.001.
Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0898589817300153
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