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Engaged Time in the Classroom 

Beverly H Johns, E. Paula Crowley, and Eleanor Guetzloe 

A. J. is a very bright fifth grader who is enrolled in a regular classroom and now has 
been referred for emotional and behavioral disorders because of his acting out and aggres-
sive behavior. The school psychologist observes A. J. in the classroom. The second-year 
teacher, who is struggling with lesson planning, provides lectures, during which A. J. is 
very attentive. The teacher then gives the students an independent practice sheet; she antic-
ipates that the students will need 30 minutes to complete the sheet. A. J. completes the 
assignment within 5 minutes, has nothing to do, and starts to verbally pick on other stu-
dents about how slow they are. The other students then call A. J. names. A. J. gets up and 
proceeds to "get in" the others' faces and yells at them. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF ENGAGED TIME 

Foremost in an effective curriculum for students with E/BD is a high level of 
engaged time-time spent doing meaningful learning activities. If A. J. had been busy, he 
would not have had time to get into trouble. 

Winn, Menlove, and Zsiray (1997) stated that the link between time and learning is 
one of the most consistent findings in educational research. Wise allocation and the pro-
ductive use of time increase the likelihood that greater student learning will take place. 
Unfortunately, schedules often control the school and drive the curriculum. In those situa-
tions, students and learning, which should be the focus of the school and the classroom, 
are often sacrificed to schedules. Kauchak and Eggen (1993) defined the following terms: 
allocated time, instructional time, engaged time (time-on-task), and academic learning 
time. 

Allocated time is the amount of time that a teacher designates for a topic. For instance, 
the teacher may allow 55 minutes for social studies or 75 minutes for mathematics. 

Beverly H. Johns is an adjunct instructor at MacMurray College. E. Paula Crowley is a professor of Special 
Education at Illinois State University. Eleanor Guetzloe is a professor of Education at the University of South 
Florida. This article is adapted from Effective Curriculum for Students Y{ith Emotional and Behavioral Disor-
ders: Reaching Them Through Teaching Them, published by Love Publishing Company, 2002. 
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Instructional time is the amount of time that the teacher 
devotes to active teaching. It is often the time left for 
teaching after routine management and administrative 
tasks are completed. In all school programs, too much 
learning time is lost in counting lunch money, waiting for 
school buses, waiting to go to lunch, and taking restroom 
breaks. Although these nonengaged times often give teach-
ers breaks, they also provide opportunities for students 
with behavioral problems to get into trouble. All teachers 
must look at the amount of "down time" that occurs during 
a school day and do all that is possible to reduce that time 
dramatically. 

Engaged time (time-on-task) is the portion of instruc-
tional time that students spend directly involved in learning 
activities. Walker and Severson (1992) defined the follow-
ing components of academic engaged time: (a) The student 
is attending to the material and the task, (b) the student is 
making appropriate motor responses (e.g., writing), and (c) 
the student is asking for assistance in an acceptable manner. 
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Academic learning time combines engagement and suc-
cess. It is the amount of time students are successful while 
engaged. Kauchak and Eggen ( 1993) summarized research 
that showed students in classes where success was the dom-
inant pattern not only learned but also felt better about them-
selves and the material being learned. 

Effective teachers of students with E/BD understand the 
importance of the time-on-task variable and realize that the 
time the students spend engaged in meaningful activities 
must provide them with a high degree of success. To assure 
that students can meet with a high degree of success, the 
teacher must engage in systematic planning and use acade-
mic materials that are appropriate for the students ' perfor-
mance level. Much of the research done on effective instruc-
tion has used academic engaged time as the measure of 
students' use of time and the appropriateness of the curricu-
lum (Gunter & Denny, 1998). Gunter and Denny noted fur-
ther that engagement is an important component of acade-
mic performance. 

A recent study by Depaepe, Shores, Jack, and Denny 
(1996) noted the importance of a high degree of time-on-
task coupled with effective instructional strategies that 
matched academic materials to students' performance lev-
els. This high degree of time-on-task and appropriate 
instructional strategies may represent an additional means of 
decreasing disruptive behavior in the classroom and may 
promote gains in academic performance of students. 

Carpenter and McKee-Higgins ( 1996) cited research that 
has shown that one of the essential components for the cre-
ation of a positive class climate is a high rate of student aca-
demic involvement and achievement in which the content of 
the curriculum and instructional delivery focus on high rates 
of student engagement during instruction and practice. 

Engaged time-on-task is directly related to higher levels 
of student achievement. Reavis et al. ( 1996) reported that 
students should be spending at least 70% of their time on 
engaged academic tasks. 

Mastropieri and Scruggs ( 1994) believe that the most 
important teacher-effectiveness variable is time-on-task. 
According to them, time-on-task can be broken down into 
allocated and engaged time. Allocated time refers to the 40-
minute block of time that the teacher has scheduled for a 
reading activity. However, engaged time refers to the actual 
time that the students are engaged in instructional activities. 
During engaged time students are actively involved in areas 
that are directly relevant to instructional objectives. Involve-
ment is evidenced by eye contact with the teacher, active 
attention to teacher presentation, direct responses to teacher 
questions, and active engagement with relevant and appro-
priate instructional materials. Nonengaged activities include 
those that do not require active student participation and that 
are not directly relevant to instructional objectives (transition 



activities such as sharpening pencils, making announce-
ments, student conversation not directly relevant to instruc-
tional objectives, and time spent on disciplinary actions such 
as reprimands). Teachers should continually work toward 
keeping nonengaged time to a minimum. 

A teacher can record engaged versus nonengaged time by 
creating a worksheet in which the day is divided into 15-
minute segments and recording just how much time is 
devoted to engaged activities (see Figure 1). 

Montague, Bergeron, and Lago-Delello (1997) suggested 
ways to increase the amount of academic engaged time: (a) 
Give explicit and direct instructions before the assignment 
of the task to ensure that students know what to do, (b) mon-
itor progress by providing frequent positive reinforcement 
and corrective feedback during the activities, and (c) reward 
students for completing tasks. 

Stewart, Evans, and Kaczynski (1997) reported on the 
importance of time and instructional management. They 
advocated that the teacher analyze the use of academic and 
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nonacademic time in the classroom and compare the results 
to a model schedule that allows for maximum efficiency. 

Transition Times 
Mastropieri and Scruggs (1994) summarized research 

that shows that transitions constitute a major source of off-
task activities. Transition refers to intervals during which 
students move from one class or group or from one subject 
to another. During these times behaviors such as sharpening 
pencils, talking to classmates, or obtaining drinks at the 
water fountain may occur. Teachers should plan for these 
activities to occur at prespecified times during the day rather 
than during a specified engaged-time activity. Likewise 
teachers should establish an expectation that students move 
from one activity to another quickly, quietly, and efficiently. 
Students should be reinforced for making transitions 
smoothly. 

Some suggestions for handling transitions include (a) ad-
here to a schedule so that students know when the transitions 

Time of Day Activities that reflect successful engaged time 

8:30 a.m. 
8:45 a.m. 
9:00 a.m. 
9:15 a.m. 
9:30 a.m. 
9:45 a.m. 

10:00 a.m. 
10:15 a.m. 
10:30 a.m. 
10:45 a.m. 
11 :00 a.m. 
11:15 a.m. 
11 :30 a.m. 
11 :45 a.m. 
12:00 p.m. 
12:15 p.m. 
12:30 p.m. 
12:45 p.m. 

1 :00 p.m. 
1 :15 p.m. 
1 :30 p.m. 
1 :45 p.m. 
2:00 p.m. 
2:15 p.m. 

- 8:45 a.m. 
9:00 a.m. 

- 9:15 a.m. 
- 9:30 a.m. 
- 9:45 a.m. 
-10:00 a.m. 
-10:15 a.m. 
-10:30 a.m. 
-10:45 a.m. 
-11 :00 a.m. 
-11 :15 a.m. 
-11 :30 a.m. 
-11 :45 a.m. 
-12:00 p.m. 
-12:15 p.m. 
-12:30 p.m. 
-12:45 p.m. 
- 1 :00 p.m. 
- 1 :15 p.m. 
- 1 :30 p.m. 
- 1 :45 p.m. 
- 2:00 p.m. 
- 2:15 p.m. 
- 2:30 p.m. 

FIGURE 1. 
Daily Engaged Activities 
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will occur, (b) announce to students in advance that there 
will be a change so that students know what to expect, ( c) 
have materials ready before the transition begins, and ( d) 
establish routines. 

Practical Classroom Suggestion 
Teachers should provide students who frequently ask to 

use the restroom or to sharpen pencils or engage in other off-
task activities with a specified number of coupons for those 
activities. Each time the students wish to do the activity, 
they must forfeit a coupon. When all coupons are gone, the 
students can no longer request that activity. Such a system 
teaches students to budget their time and activities. 

Accurate Teacher Scheduling 
Being able to schedule properly and ensure that the task 

can be accomplished in the time allotted is very difficult for 
some beginning teachers. They will plan an activity that 
they think will take 30 minutes and discover that the stu-
dents have completed the task in 10 minutes and now have 
20 minutes left with nothing to do but get into trouble. 
Teachers must learn to gauge the approximate amount of 
time that the activity will take and then have contingency 
plans such as extra-credit or bonus work for students who 
finish early. It is important that the extra-credit or bonus 
work be related to the skill the teacher is trying to teach. It 
is also recommended that the additional activities utilize 
higher-level thinking skills. Busy work, such as coloring a 
picture about the topic or completing a simple word find, 
does little to challenge the student. Teachers will find it 
helpful to plan too many rather than too few lessons. 

Analysis of Worksheets 
For any worksheet assignment or group lesson, the 

teacher should determine the reason for teaching the mater-
ial and the relevance for the particular student(s). In many 
classes, students are involved in busy work-worksheets 
that have little relevance to what they need to know or want 
to learn. In many classrooms, worksheets are assigned that 
are not even related to the topic. In this article, we show you 
multiple ways to increase engagement other than through 
the use of worksheets. 

Students who find worksheets and assignments meaning-
less and view them as busy work become unmotivated to 
come to school. They often ask: "Why do I have to learn 
this, anyway?" or "How many more multiplication prob-
lems do I have to do on this sheet of paper?" Too many 
teachers have students do busy work because it requires less 
planning than appropriately developed activities. However, 
work that is not relevant to students can result in behavioral 
problems, which in turn will result in more work for the 
teacher. 

Braukman ( 1995) outlined a hierarchy for the best way to 
teach the traditional curriculum through real life applications. 

1. Being there-taking students to the natural environ-
ment where the application of the skill is immediate. 
Obviously, this approach would involve a high level 
of engaged time. 

2. Immersion or simulation-creating the natural envi-
ronment within the classroom. 

3. Hands-on-students recreate natural learning through 
manipulatives or involvement in an experience. 

4. Second-hand-use of television, videos, or films of 
the material to be learned. Use of books that relate to 
the real life experience. 

5. Abstract symbolic-teaching in a theoretical mode 
removed from real life application. Teachers must 
ask themselves how much of the school day is spent 
using the abstract symbolic method-the least effec-
tive way to teach. 

Use of Videos as a Learning Tool 
Some teachers allow students to earn the right to view 

videos. This practice may be appropriate on a limited basis 
provided it is not a substitute for teaching. We believe that 
video rewards should be limited to no more than 1-1/2 or 2 
hours at the most per week, unless the video relates to a spe-
cific unit being taught and is integrated into the curriculum 
with planned activities prior to and after its showing. Videos 
encourage passive learning rather than active learning in 
which students are engaged in meaningful tasks. 

Videos should not be used to simply fill the day. Like-
wise, only those videos should be shown that have been 
rated "G" or that have been approved by parents. Videos that 
depict violations of school or classroom rules should not be 
shown in the classroom. When teachers do so, they send a 
mixed message to students that although the school does not 
allow foul language, it is acceptable to show it on the screen. 
Obviously, videos that depict violence or inappropriate lan-
guage should not be shown. 

THE DANGERS OF NONENGAGED TIME 

We know that the greater the amount of engaged time on 
tasks, the higher the achievement levels of the students. 
Kauchak and Eggen ( 1993) reported that high-achieving 
students are typically engaged for 75% of the time or more 
while low achievers have engagement rates that are often 
below 50%. Effective teachers produce on-task rates as high 
as 80% while less effective teachers exhibit on-task rates of 
60%. If we want to assure higher achievement for our stu-
dents, we must engage them in meaningful tasks. 



According to Montague, Bergeron, and Lago-Delello 
(1997), research suggests that students who are not engaged 
academically most of the time frequently become passive 
learners, give up easily on tasks, become anxious, with-
drawn, angry about school, and fail in future grades. 

A low degree of engaged time also creates a vacuum in 
which students can and will exhibit behavior problems. 
When students have nothing to do or too much free time, 
behavioral problems will occur. Such was the case with 
A. J. Well-run classrooms with high rates of successful 
engaged time are places in which there are fewer behavior 
management problems. 

Johns and Carr (1995) reported that many students who 
come to school are passive learners. They are used to watch-
ing television and expect to be entertained by the teacher. 
Although the teacher needs to be a performer, he or she must 
get students involved in the learning process. 

Children learn better by doing than by being told. If we 
are to motivate students, decrease behavior problems, and 
ensure their academic success, then we, as educators, must 
engage them in meaningful tasks. The following section 
describes multiple ways through which we can engage stu-
dents in meaningful and fun activities. 

TEN CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES TO INCREASE 
MEANINGFUL STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

There are many ways that a teacher can increase engaged 
time for students within the classroom. The following repre-
sents some ideas for use with E/BD students. 

1. Response Cards 
Following an explanation of a concept, a teacher asks a 

variety of questions to determine whether the students have 
grasped the concept. The teacher asks students to raise their 
hands if they know the answer. The students who have 
grasped the concept, who are quick to respond, and who are 
not shy will immediately raise their hands. The students who 
do not grasp the concept, who have delayed processing 
times, or who are shy will not participate. Those students 
may even put their heads down and hope they are not called 
on to answer. 

An activity that involves all students is the use of 
response cards. There are many variations of response 
cards. For young children, the teacher might give each child 
two popsicle sticks-one with yes on it, the other with no 
on it. The teacher asks a yes/no question, and each child 
raises the appropriate popsicle stick. The teacher may also 
give each child an index card and have each child write 
down the answer to a question. The teacher may have stu-
dents stand up if they agree with a teacher statement or stay 
seated if they do not agree. The teacher might have each 
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child do a thumbs up if he or she agrees or thumbs down if 
he or she disagrees. 

2. Lecture Bingo 
When a teacher is going to give a lecture, the teacher can 

pick out key terms he or she will be discussing in the lecture. 
The teacher can take a blank bingo card and in each square 
put one term until the bingo card is filled. Each student gets 
a bingo card with these terms. Students are instructed to lis-
ten closely to the lecture. When they hear one of the terms 
on the bingo card, they are to mark the bingo square. When 
a student has completed a line or the whole card (whatever 
is the teacher preference) the student yells, "Bingo!" This 
activity keeps the student focused on the key terms in the 
lecture. 

3. Red Rubber Ball 
A teacher can buy inflatable balls that have squares con-

taining math problems, states, clocks with specific times, 
and so on. These balls are a great activity for engagement. 
The students throw the ball up in the air, catch the ball, 
answer the problem in the square where the left thumb is, 
and write the answer on paper. I prefer to make my own 
balls by buying a blank ball (preferably red) and writing 
questions about the topic being covered in class. Use a per-
manent marker to print the questions on the ball. 

This activity can also be utilized in a team game. The 
teacher breaks the students into teams. The teacher throws 
the ball, and a student on the team catches it. The rest of the 
team has to answer the question, rather than the team mem-
ber who catches the ball. Again, wherever the left thumb 
lands is the question that is answered by the team. 

4. Pick Your Post 
When the teacher has taught a given amount of material, 

rather than giving the students a worksheet or a test to mea-
sure how much has been learned, the teacher can post sheets 
of paper at various stations in the room. On one sheet it 
might state, write a poem; on another, write a song; on 
another, prepare a skit; on another, draw a picture; on 
another, make a game. Students then go around the room 
and "pick your post." Whatever post they pick is the activ-
ity that they do. Students can work together in a group on 
the project. 

5. Carousel Brainstorming 
The teacher puts up five large sheets of paper in locations 

around the classroom. The teacher writes on each sheet of 
paper some thought-provoking questions on a topic. The 
teacher breaks the students into five groups and has each 
group start at one of the locations. The group is to "brain-
storm" solutions to the problems and write down as many 
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solutions as they can. When the teacher says, "Move to the 
next station," all groups move clockwise to the next sheet of 
paper. The brainstorming process begins again. The teacher 
does this until all groups have had a chance to brainstorm 
solutions to all of the problems. Music is sometimes helpful 
in the activity-when the music starts, the group moves. 

6. Think-Pair-Share 
In this activity, the teacher asks a thought-provoking 

question. Each student individually writes down what he or 
she believes is a possible answer. The teacher then breaks 
the class into pairs. This author breaks students into pairs in 
a variety of ways: using pairs of colored chips, and the stu-
dent has to find another student who has the same color 
chip; using cards where a state is on one card and its capital 
is on another card, and students find the matching pair. 
When students have found their partner, they discuss what 
each one of them answered. After a short, specified amount 
of time, the teacher has each pair share their responses. 

7. Games 
Students love games, and teachers can increase engage-

ment by developing learning games such as bingo, lotto, 
jeopardy, concentration, spelling baseball, and so on. If the 
teacher is going to play team games, he or she must be very 
careful to match skills on teams so that no child is embar-
rassed and no team has an unfair advantage over another 
team. 

8. Dominoes 
This gives students the opportunity to move around and 

is a great way to check basic understanding of facts. A stu-
dent will be given a card with a question, and another stu-
dent will be given a card with the answer to the question. 
Another student will be given a different question and 
another the answer to that question. Students have to go 
around the room to find the individual who has the answer 
to the question. 

9. Crossword Puzzles and Word Finds 
This is an excellent activity for spelling. The teacher may 

create the crossword puzzle or the word find, but it can be 
more fun and engaging for the students to create a puzzle or 
word find using their spelling words. 

10. K-W-L 
Bos and Vaughn ( 1991) discuss the use of KWL. KWL is 

an excellent way to activate student background knowledge, 
to find out what the student wants to learn about a given 
topic, and to check what the student has learned about the 
topic. The strategy is based on research that stresses the 

importance of background knowledge in giving meaning 
during reading. It can be used when a student is beginning 
to read about a topic, or it can be used when a teacher is 
introducing a new topic to the class. 

The student is given a sheet of paper with three columns. 
The first column is K: What I know about the topic. The sec-
ond column is W: What I want to learn about this topic. The 
third is L: What I learned about the topic. During the "K" 
step, the teacher and students engage in a discussion that 
assists students in thinking about what they already know 
about the topic being introduced. During the "W" phase, the 
teacher finds out what may be interesting to the student. In 
the "L" step, the students write down what they learned after 
reading about the topic or after it has been discussed in 
class. 
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