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1

INTRODUCTION

Carl teaches in the department of humanities at his college. He has been 
teaching for 30 years. He has always enjoyed teaching, but lately he has 
noticed a change. He doesn’t look forward to his classes like he used to. 

It appears that his students have also lost their enthusiasm for his classes. Last 
semester students made the following comments on their course evaluations: 
“The instructor just read his PowerPoint slides to us” and “This class was really 
boring” and “I was really disappointed in this class—I do not feel like I learned 
anything.” Carl wonders why the course that used to be popular with students 
is barely fi lling up now. The lectures that used to be fi ne are not working so well 
anymore. This close to the end of his career, Carl isn’t sure he is ready to make 
drastic changes. Carl is not alone; he has a lot of colleagues who would like to 
know what it will take to keep their own high excitement  about teaching their 
subject as well as how they can improve learning in their classrooms without 
totally reinventing themselves as professors.

If we are seasoned professors, we may think our students today are so dif-
ferent from what students used to be that we don’t know how to relate to them 
anymore. We wonder if it is possible to teach well if we don’t know about the 
latest Internet teaching tools. We ask ourselves, How do we make our classes 
interactive without totally redesigning them? Is it possible to take those les-
son plans that have stood the test of time and update them with some sim-
ple tweaks? Will anything help us increase student motivation to listen and 
learn? Is there a way to improve our teaching without a total revamp of our 
course and lecture outlines? Can we keep our PowerPoint slides and fi nd 
ways to build student interest into what we have already developed? 

After completing her doctoral degree, Emma joins the faculty at a local 
college. Like many who are in the early stages of a higher education teaching 
career, Emma wonders how to start, asking, How do we design a course? How 
do we plan our classes? Should we develop illustrated lectures and handouts 
like the ones we had in college and graduate school? Do we need a degree in 
education? Most of us haven’t taken a single class on how to teach and have 
very little time to attend conferences or offerings from our campus’s teaching 
and learning center. We may hear about some new developments in teaching 
but fi gure that right now all we can manage is to stay one class session ahead 
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2  INTRODUCTION

of our students. Our lecture plans are just that—plans to lecture. We have 
little time to even think about what we might do as an alternative to standing 
in front of our class and talking.

Whether we are new or seasoned professors, most of us can relate to these 
diffi cult questions. This book addresses these questions and attempts to pro-
vide answers and possible solutions to these dilemmas. It is based on two fun-
damental principles: Shorter segments of instruction are better than longer 
ones, and students who pause periodically to actively participate in instruction 
will learn better than those who don’t (Wilson & Korn, 2007). This book is for 
faculty members in higher education, those of us who are responsible for learn-
ing. We now know it is not what we teach that counts, it’s what our learners 
learn. It’s not enough to merely spout information. If our students don’t learn, 
we haven’t taught, no matter how much information we provide.

Many of us were taught by teachers who thought that a teacher’s job is 
to talk. They saw learners as listeners. “If we don’t say it,” they thought, “our 
students won’t learn.” These teachers believed the following:

• I have too much content to cover; I’ll never be able to get it all in. 
• It is my responsibility to explain every single important idea in class.
• If only I can get my students to listen to me, they will learn.

But today’s teachers are more and more aware of the fallacies of this kind 
of thinking. Cognitive scientists, educational psychologists, college profes-
sors, and adult learning specialists tell us we should try to keep in mind the 
following principles when planning our teaching: 

• Whoever is doing the work is doing the learning (Doyle, 2011).
• Whoever is doing the talking is doing the learning (Bowman, 2009; 

Halsey, 2011).
• Learners learn by discussing, engaging, applying, analyzing, and 

problem-solving with others (Jensen, 2008).

As a result, we realize we can’t fi ll the entire class period with our talk. We 
need to break up our lectures into reasonably spaced chunks, we should allow 
students opportunities for collaborative work, and we might try to increase 
active learning in our classrooms. The problem is that the challenge of provid-
ing these engaging learning experiences takes signifi cant time and energy, and 
until recently we haven’t had the resources to help us with this daunting task. 

We are increasingly aware of the fact that despite our best intentions, 
very little learning occurs in many of our classrooms. The cartoon in Figure 
I.1 says it all: We are doing the talking, no one is doing the learning.
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INTRODUCTION  3

Figure 1.1. Listening doesn’t equal learning.

Note. From HERMAN © 1977 LaughingStock International inc. Reprinted by permission of ANDREWS 
MCMEEL SYNDICATION for UFS. All rights reserved.

If we slip into a colleague’s classroom, we see a lot of what Jensen (2008) calls 
“nonstop learning” (p. 220), which is when teachers talk and there are no pauses 
for students to interact with what they are hearing. This is what we observe: The 
teacher is in the front of the room at the podium, PowerPoint slides are up on 
the screen, and the only break occurs when the instructor momentarily stops 
explaining and asks a question. If anyone responds, usually a student near the 
front of the room answers before anyone else has a chance to think of an answer. 
If instructors who think that their students are actively engaged because one 
person has come up with an answer to a question could observe their classrooms 
from the back of the room, they might notice that many of their students are 
looking at e-mail, texting on their mobile phones, and not paying attention. We 
rarely observe colleagues putting students into groups to solve a problem or a 
dilemma or to work on an application activity. When we see what a difference 
such simple activities make in the learning experience of our students, we realize 
it is worth what it takes to seek resources to help us develop these purposeful 
pauses to energize our classrooms.
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4  INTRODUCTION

Whatever approach we take to teaching, it is essential to present con-
cepts in small segments and give students occasional breaks so they can 
retrieve information and engage with the concepts being introduced (Agar-
wal, 2017). One literature professor has a useful metaphor to help her man-
age learning periods in need of pausing: She conceives the classroom as a 
play with various scenes. As her class proceeds, she moves her students from 
one scene to the next with opening and closing acts for each of the scenes. 
Another teacher uses a narrative metaphor and considers starting and closing 
pauses as bookends for the class period. He pauses at the start to set the stage 
for the story to follow and then pauses at the end to bring it back full circle. 

Hit Pause

We can put away our electronic devices when we need a break from a steady 
fl ow of input. When we need to stop the music, the video, or the voice that 
is talking too fast, all we need to do is hit the pause button. Hitting the pause 
button provides that needed rest to catch our breath, look back over what 
has come before, refl ect, meditate, refresh, and prepare ourselves before we 
resume. 

Students might wish that there was a pause button connected to their 
college professors. How helpful it would be if their instructors recognized 
the need to stop talking occasionally so that learners could rewind, take a 
moment to check for understanding, and prepare to continue.

When instructors stop talking and allow learners to refl ect on what they 
have learned, they turn a routine lecture into a powerful learning experience. 
Jensen (2008) suggests that “not learning breaks” are “necessary for the brain 
to process and transfer learning from short- to long-term memory” (p. 220).

College students would probably be surprised if their instructor did hit 
the pause button during class because they are not used to expecting learning 
to happen during class. Ask typical college students when they learn or how 
they prepare for their exams, and they will usually say they pull out their class 
notes or the teachers’ handouts right before the exam and begin studying in 
earnest only then. I’ve observed countless college and graduate students enter 
the classroom, pick up the instructor’s printed handout, and fi nd a seat near 
the back of the room. Confi dent that the handout contains everything that is 
important to know, they feel quite comfortable closing their eyes and taking 
a nap during class, especially when the teacher is showing PowerPoint slides 
in a darkened room. These students assume that learning is reserved for the 
wee hours of the morning, when memorizing key concepts from the hand-
outs in preparation for the exam the next day.

Students who plan to relax during class may resist the professor’s efforts 
to pause midway through for students to think about a particular concept 
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INTRODUCTION  5

and solve a problem. But these learning pauses are just what students need 
for effi cient learning and retention. These students studying during the mid-
night hours to prepare for the fi nal exam will actually recognize concepts 
they grappled with during those classroom learning pauses. They will prob-
ably remember very little else from the lecture or the handout from a few 
weeks before, but they will not forget the idea they debated with the person 
sitting next to them.

Pauses inject stimulating experiences at critical moments in learning, 
and these powerful moments can be liberating. Professors can rely on these 
pauses to provide active learning opportunities and require minimal changes 
to their lesson plan. They won’t have to fl ip their classrooms or switch to 
team-based learning. If they hit pause in the right way at the right times, they 
can rehabilitate their lectures and improve learning in their classes.

Benefits of Pausing

Well-timed pauses can provide students with the benefi ts of active learning—
increased interest, motivation, and retention. Learning pauses help students 
focus so that their attention is not lost. Pauses allow students to person-
alize learning and improve retention. Pauses allow students to check their 
understanding and practice retrieval and increase interest, arouse curiosity or 
anticipation, or help activate prior knowledge. A pause may also give learners 
opportunities to predict outcomes, which increases their interest in learning 
more about a topic. Closing pauses ask students to commit to action and 
increase the likelihood of transferring their knowledge into practice. 

Pausing benefi ts instructors as well as students. When instructors pause, 
we can get feedback from our students about what they have learned and how 
they respond to our instruction. Pausing also gives us a chance to catch our 
breath as we look ahead and plan how the rest of the class period will proceed.

Although using pauses is critical to effective lecturing, it is essential to 
any profi table learning session. A starting pause will get learners ready for 
instruction and not be distracted by other thoughts. How important is it to 
avoid streaming nonstop information before fi nding out where learners are, 
what they already know, and what their expectations are? This is true for any 
kind of learning, not just a lecture, such as a laboratory or skills practicum, 
clinic orientation, team-based learning class, discussion class, a short one-on-
one conference with a student or patient, and online instruction. It is impor-
tant to pause at the start of instruction, but it may be even more important 
for learners in all settings to have the opportunity to look back at the close of 
instruction—whether it is a fi ve-minute tutorial, an online module, a con-
ference address, or a class session—and wrap it up by identifying what they 
valued and what actions they plan for following up. This fi nal pause is just 
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6  INTRODUCTION

as necessary after an interactive learning experience, such as a simulation or 
objective structured clinical examination, as it is after listening to a lecture, 
observing a panel discussion, or viewing a fi lm or video presentation. Brian 
Sztabnik (2015) says it well in the following: 

That is the crux of lesson planning right there—endings and beginnings. If 
we fail to engage students at the start, we may never get them back. If we 
don’t know the end result, we risk moving haphazardly from one activity to 
the next. Every moment in a lesson plan should tell.

Recall the following questions:

• Is it possible to teach well using lectures? 
• If so, can we plan good lectures? 
• Can we make our lectures interactive without totally redesigning them?
• Is it possible to take those lectures that have stood the test of time and 

update them with some simple tweaks that will allow us to increase 
student motivation to listen and learn? 

• Can we do this without a total revamp of our lesson plans? Can we 
teach effectively without changing our lectures into discussions and 
active learning events? 

• Is it possible to keep most of those PowerPoint slides and fi nd ways to 
build student interest into what we have already developed? 

The answer to the questions about saving lectures is a resounding yes. We 
can do this by building introductory pauses, concluding pauses, and intermedi-
ate pauses into our lectures, which does not require changing the lesson plan, 
although it does require deciding what can be removed from our lecture to make 
space for the pauses. Focusing on how we start and end learning and adding 
pauses to our teaching will encourage student engagement and interest, increase 
active participation and transfer of learning, and cause students to leave our 
classrooms and laboratories inspired with the value of what they have learned. 
As we apply the latest fi ndings from cognitive science to our teaching plans, we 
will discover the joy of pausing with our students to allow learning to sink in, to 
take on its own life, and to embed itself into each learner’s experience.

How to Approach This Book

This book presents suggestions for planned pauses in learning design. There 
are critical moments when these pauses are most likely to have the desired 
effect, so we focus on pausing at the beginning and at the close of instruc-
tion. We also provide ideas for midpauses for longer learning periods. 
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INTRODUCTION  7

Part one provides additional information about the benefi ts of pausing 
instruction. Part two summarizes brain science support for the pause. Part 
three presents classroom stories of how pausing helped achieve objectives. 
The book concludes with three appendixes with descriptions of 65 tech-
niques teachers can use with just about any topic and a variety of audiences. 

We describe these techniques briefl y and then give step-by-step instruc-
tions for carrying them out. We suggest ways to vary the techniques to fi t 
particular disciplines or settings, including online teaching. Each pause tech-
nique begins with Starting Pause (SP), Midpause (MP), or Closing Pause 
(CP) and the number of the pause, which is consecutive from 1 to 65. For 
example, if we want to refer the reader to the Dump Bucket Starting Pause, 
we use (SP 16), which is described in detail in Appendix A. 

Those of us who are already convinced that pauses will help improve our 
next online module, classroom presentation, lab orientation, or one-on-one 
instruction may want to go directly to the appendixes and start looking in for 
an idea to use. Those of us who are a bit skeptical about this whole idea of 
pauses may want to read part two, which provides references to studies from 
cognitive science that support the importance of curiosity, prediction, a posi-
tive environment, awareness of thinking (metacognition), and activating prior 
knowledge, all characteristics of learning pauses that promote learning. Those 
of us who have too much content to cover and worry that pauses will waste 
our time may want to read about the studies in Chapter 4 suggesting that less 
is more. If it appears that our students or our subjects are too sophisticated for 
these kinds of approaches, the experience of the statistics teacher described on 
page 92 may be helpful.

Many of the ideas in this book are well established. The minute paper, an 
excellent pause to close out learning, was popularized by Angelo and Cross 
(1993) and has been widely used. Many faculty members have developed 
good ways to pause teaching and have been doing so throughout their teach-
ing careers. We owe a tremendous debt to Elizabeth Barkley, along with 
Claire Major, who have done so much to help us understand the importance 
of pausing with our learners. Their extensive research, clear writing style, and 
detailed examples are exemplary (Barkley, 2010; Barkley & Major, 2015). 
Regarding those essential fi rst fi ve and last fi ve minutes of class, some authors 
provide specifi c suggestions about how to harness the power of the start and 
close of the class session when students are more attentive (Finley, 2015; Har-
rington, 2014; Honeycutt, 2016; Lang, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c; Sipe, n.d.).

In an era when there is so much competition for the attention of our 
students, any strategies that will assist in minimizing distraction and keeping 
students focused on learning will be of great benefi t indeed.
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