


 

Even in the most interactive classrooms, direct instruction remains essential. But if 
teachers just speak and students just listen during direct instruction, the teacher's voice 
can easily become meaningless white noise. Even the most animated and passionate 
teachers might notice some students drifting off.  

Barriers to learning can be physical, emotional, logistical, cultural, 
or neurological. They also might simply reflect varying interest in 
content. Regardless of the cause, though, we can overcome these 
barriers simply by adding regular, interactive mini-pauses 
into our delivery. These pauses give students a chance to interact 
with and process new content, making the learning more 
engaging and meaningful. 

Now, you might be wondering: 

• How often should a teacher pause during direct instruction?
• How long should these pauses be? 
• What strategies can a teacher use during these pauses to quickly create engagement?
• How can a teacher stay on a pacing guide if pausing “adds time”? 

Good questions! Let's tackle these one by one: 
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1. How often 
to pause

Pause every four to 
twelve minutes, 
depending on the age of 
your students. 

For younger students, think of their attention spans as being 
about one minute per year of age, before they lose focus. 
For teenagers and adults, assume a maximum attention 
span of twelve minutes. 

2. How long 
to pause

Pauses can be very brief. 
Thirty to ninety seconds 
is often enough. 

Just one to two minutes of interaction with new content is 
generally enough to make it “stick” in student brains, 
making it possible for the teacher to then add more new 
content to it.

3. What 
strategies to 
use while 
pausing

Have students quickly 
interact with new 
content in creative and 
active ways. 

Ask students to quickly think, write, talk, move, and/or draw 
something related to the new content that was covered. This 
can be done individually, in pairs, or in groups.  

See two examples on the next page, from the 12 
suggestions found in the “Active Engagement Strategies 
Buffet” of Chapter 3 in our book “The Rules of Engagement.”

4. How to 
stay on pace

Borrow time from 
independent, pair, and 
group work. 

When adding six to eight minutes of interactive engagement 
time to your direct instruction, reduce independent or 
collaborative work time by the same amount. Even with less 
time to work alone or together, students will achieve the 
same or more, because they will be better prepared. 






Strategy 1: Social Media Post 

What to Do: 

Give students 90 seconds to write a 1-sentence 
summary of what they’ve learned so far, but 
formatted as a social media post. The rules? Keep it 
under 30 words and include at least one hashtag 
(#) and one tag (@). 

Why It Works: 

Students hate summarizing, but they love posting. 
This activity sneaks the cognitive challenge of 
summarizing into a fun, motivating format that 
students actually want to try. 

Extend the Learning: 

• Peer Editing: Have students swap their 
handwritten “posts” and translate the one they 
receive into proper grammatical English. 
Encourage them to expand on the idea they 
received as well. 

• Instagram Caption Challenge: Project a content-
related image and ask students to write a 
caption for it in social media format. 

K-2 Variation: 

This strategy works best for 3rd grade and up. For 
younger students, during a carpet lesson take a 
quick 70-second pause and have students partner 
up and create a verbal list of three or more things 
they just learned from your instruction. 

The Power of Pausing 
2 Strategies to Try Tomorrow 

Psst... Want 10 more ideas? Check out Ch. 3 in our upcoming book, “The Rules of Engagement,” hitting virtual shelves April 2026! 



Strategy 2: Creative Comparison 

What to Do: 

Ask students to take 1-2 minutes to compare something they just learned to 
something they already know. They can do this verbally, visually, or in writing.

Why It Works: 

Creating analogies connects new information to something the brain already 
knows, making it “stickier” and more memorable. Even if students struggle to 
make the comparison, the effort itself deepens their understanding and retention.

Pro Tip: 

If there’s an obvious comparison, feel free to suggest it, but keep in mind that 
students may then all come up with the same answer. To spice things up, 
encourage novel or even outrageous comparisons. The more creative and 
unexpected, the more students will engage their critical thinking skills, leading to 
more varied and memorable responses.  
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Examples: 

• Compare photosynthesis to a lawnmower 
• Compare punctuation to a stoplight 
• Compare a number line to a sandcastle 
• Compare the path of a Spanish explorer to 

writing a book or playing a video game

Check out Ch. 3 in our upcoming book, “The Rules of Engagement,” for 10 more techniques you can try. 
The book will be hitting a virtual shelf near you in April 2026! 



 

The Rules of Engagement 
Are you at a loss about how to engage today’s students with their fleeting attention 

spans and low tolerance for academic frustration? Then this is the book for you! 

This book will cover how to: 

Get & Keep Student Attention 
Give Directions & Check for Understanding 
Engage Students During Direct & Guided Instruction 
Ask Questions & Facilitate Class Discussions 
Improve Partner & Group Work 
Differentiate Independent Tasks & Enhance Independent Effort 
Create Productive Struggle & Maximize Cognitive Growth

Coming Soon!  

April 2026


