
170 The Impact Cycle

the paragraph. If the teacher is leading classroom discussion, the students 
who are on task are listening, asking questions, or responding to questions. 
As a general rule, a teacher’s goal should be 90 percent time on task or higher.

Time on task is the simplest and most objective measure of engagement, but 
it is not a sensitive measure—that is, when you measure time on task, you 
don’t distinguish whether students are authentically engaged or strategically 
compliant; you simply measure whether they are doing what they are 
supposed to be doing. Time on task, therefore, is an especially valuable 
measure in classrooms when students clearly are not on task, and even 
though it lacks sensitivity, it is useful because it is reliable. Different people 
who have had adequate training and practice time should get more or less 
the same results when they observe for time on task.
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The easiest way to note time on task is to record your observations on a 
seating chart for the students in the class. The data may be recorded in many 
different frequencies (every five or ten minutes, for each different activity, 
once or twice a class, etc.). I prefer to record data every ten minutes during 
a class. To do this, I watch the class for exactly ten minutes, and then at the 
ten-minute point, I count how many students are on task. I put a + on the 
seating chart under the name of every student who is on task and a – under 




