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In the evolution of English Language Teaching (ELT) and broader pedagogical frameworks, the transition from rigid, 

linear models to flexible, student-centric methodologies has been pivotal. One of the most influential frameworks to 

emerge from this shift is the Engage-Study-Activate (ESA) method. Proposed by renowned linguist and educator 

Jeremy Harmer in his seminal work, 'How to Teach English'(1997), ESA provides a structural response to the

limitations of the traditional Presentation, Practice, and Production (PPP) model. While PPP offers a clear

trajectory, it often fails to account for the non-linear nature of language acquisition and the fluctuating engagement

levels of students. ESA, by contrast, prioritizes the psychological and cognitive states of the learner, offering three

distinct phases that can be reordered to suit various learning objectives and classroom dynamics.

Theoretical Foundations and Pedagogical Significance

The ESA methodology is grounded in the principle that effective learning occurs when students are emotionally

involved, cognitively challenged, and given the opportunity to apply new knowledge in a communicative context. To

understand the technical underpinnings of ESA, one must look at the three core elements as independent yet

Interdependent modules of a lesson plan.

The Psychological Basis of the 'Engage' Phase

The Engage phase is designed to lower the Affective Filter, a concept proposed by Stephen Krashen. When

students are anxious, bored, or disinterested, their cognitive processing is inhibited. The Engage phase utilizes

tactics such as provocative questioning, visual stimuli, or gamified icebreakers to spark curiosity. From a

neurobiological perspective, this phase stimulates the release of dopamine, enhancing the brain's readiness to

encode new information. It is not merely an introduction; it is a diagnostic period where teachers can gauge the

existing schema of the students.

The Cognitive Mechanics of the 'Study' Phase

The Study phase focuses on the construction of language. This is where the technical granularity of grammar,

vocabulary, or pronunciation is dissected. Unlike traditional rote memorization, ESA encourages an inductive

approach where students discover rules through guided discovery. The technical objective here is to move

information from short-term working memory into long-term storage through pattern recognition and structural

analysis. Teachers might use board work, gap-fill exercises, or phonetic transcriptions to anchor the linguistic data.

The Communicative Competence of the 'Activate' Phase

The Activate phase represents the pinnacle of the ESA cycle. It aligns with the Communicative Language 

Teaching (CLT) philosophy, which posits that language is best learned through the act of communication. In this 

phase, students use any and all language at their disposal to complete a task. The focus shifts from accuracy 

(prevalent in the Study phase) to fluency. Activities such as role-plays, debates, and creative writing allow students

to internalize the language, transforming passive knowledge into active skill.

Technical Staging: The Three ESA Lesson Models



One of the primary strengths of the ESA framework is its modularity. Harmer identifies three primary sequences

that teachers can employ based on the complexity of the material and the proficiency of the learners.

1. The Straight Arrow Sequence

The Straight Arrow is the most linear application of ESA, mirroring the traditional logic of learning. It follows a strict 

E-S-Aorder. This model is particularly effective for introducing foundational concepts or lower-level learners who

require high levels of scaffolding.

•  Engage: Show a picture of a busy airport to elicit travel-related emotions.

•  Study: Focus on the specific structure of the 'Present Continuous' for future arrangements.

•  Activate: Students design their own travel itinerary and describe it to a partner.

2. The Boomerang Sequence

The Boomerang sequence (E-A-S-A) is more sophisticated and diagnostic. It starts with an activation task early in

the lesson to identify gaps in the students' knowledge. After the initial activation, the teacher 'boomerangs' back to

a study phase to address the errors or missing vocabulary identified, followed by a final activation to consolidate

the learning.

•  Engage: Discuss the concept of job interviews.

•  Activate (1): Students perform a mock interview without prior instruction.

•  Study: The teacher provides feedback and teaches formal phrases and modal verbs for polite requests.

•  Activate (2): Students repeat the mock interview using the new structures.

3. The Patchwork Sequence

The Patchwork sequence is the most flexible and reflects the chaotic reality of a high-energy classroom. It might 

follow a pattern like E-A-S-E-S-A. This model is ideal for advanced learners or complex topics where multiple sub-

skills need to be addressed simultaneously. It keeps students on their toes and allows for a more organic flow of

information.

Comparison Analysis: ESA vs. PPP vs. TBL

To understand why ESA has become a standard in teacher training (such as CELTA and TEFL certifications), it is

useful to compare it against other prominent methodologies.



Feature PPP (Presentation, 
Practice, Production)

ESA (Engage, Study, 
Activate)

TBL (Task-Based 
Learning)

Flexibility Low (Linear structure) High (Modularity through 
sequences)

Medium (Centric to the 
task)

Primary Focus Accuracy first Balance of engagement 
and accuracy

Fluency and task 
completion

Student Agency Teacher-led Shared responsibility Student-led

Ideal Use Case Beginners/Specific 
grammar points

All levels/General English High-level fluency 
development

Error Correction Immediate and frequent Delayed until the Study 
phase

Post-task analysis

Technical Implementation: A Step-by-Step Field Guide

Implementing ESA requires strategic planning and real-time adaptability. Below is a procedural workflow for

designing an ESA-based lesson plan aimed at improving speaking and vocabulary skills.

Step 1: Define the Learning Outcome

Before selecting the ESA sequence, the educator must define the technical objective. Is the goal to master a

specific grammatical tense (Straight Arrow) or to improve general conversational fluency (Boomerang)?

Step 2: Designing the Engagement Trigger

Select a trigger that aligns with the target language. If teaching 'Conditionals,' an engagement trigger might be a 

'What would you do if...?' hypothetical scenario. The goal is to elicit High-Intent Participation.

Step 3: Structuring the Study Phase (The Micro-Teaching Loop)

During the Study phase, employ the MPF (Meaning, Pronunciation, Form) technique:

1.  Meaning: Use concept-checking questions (CCQs) to ensure students understand the context.

2.  Pronunciation: Focus on word stress, intonation, and phonemic accuracy.

3.  Form: Visual representation of the grammar structure on the whiteboard or digital interface.

Step 4: Executing the Activation Phase

The Activation phase must be a 'free' activity. The teacher should transition into a monitor/facilitatorrole, taking

notes on errors for later feedback but avoiding interruption of the students' communicative flow.

Troubleshooting Common Operational Challenges

Even with a robust framework, technical failures can occur in the classroom. Identifying these failure modes early is

essential for maintaining instructional integrity.

The 'Study' Overload

A common error is allowing the Study phase to consume the entire lesson. This leads to student fatigue and a lack 

of practical application. Solution:Strictly time-box the Study phase and ensure that at least 30% of the total lesson

time is dedicated to Activation.



Lack of Authentic Engagement

If the Engage phase is perceived as 'childish' or irrelevant to adult learners, the affective filter remains high. 

Solution:Use 'Real-World' artifacts—news clips, corporate emails, or industry-specific case studies—to ensure

the engagement is age and context-appropriate.

Premature Activation

In Boomerang lessons, students may feel overwhelmed if the first Activation task is too difficult. Solution:Ensure

the initial 'A' phase is scaffolded enough that students can attempt it, even if they struggle with specific linguistic

accuracy.

A Detailed Matrix of ESA Activity Types

To diversify the ESA experience, educators should maintain a repository of activity types categorized by their phase

and cognitive load.



Phase Activity Type Technical Objective Cognitive Load

Engage Picture Flash/Elicitation Schema Activation Low

Engage Anecdote/Storytelling Emotional Connection Medium

Study Gap-Fill / Cloze Test Pattern Recognition High

Study Crossword/Word Search Lexical Retrieval Medium

Activate Role-Play / Simulation Communicative 
Competence

High

Activate Group Debate Logical Argumentation High

Measuring the Effectiveness of ESA Implementation

Quantifying the success of an ESA lesson involves assessing both qualitative engagement and quantitative

learning gains. Educators can utilize the following metrics:

•  Student Talking Time (STT) vs. Teacher Talking Time (TTT): An effective ESA lesson should aim for an STT of 

at least 70% during the Activate phase.

•  Target Language Retention: Post-lesson assessments or 'Exit Tickets' can measure how much of the 'Study' 

material was successfully utilized in the 'Activate' phase.

•  Engagement Index: Observational data on student participation rates during the 'Engage' phase vs. previous 

lesson models.

The Evolution of ESA in the Digital Age

With the rise of EdTech and remote learning, the ESA method has adapted to virtual environments. The Engage 

phase now often utilizes interactive polls or breakout room icebreakers. The Study phase leverages collaborative 

digital whiteboards like Miro or Jamboard for collective language construction. The Activate phase utilizes recorded 

video responses (via platforms like Flip) or real-time collaborative document editing. The technical transition to 

Digital ESA maintains the core triad while expanding the toolkit available to the modern instructor.

Synthesizing the ESA Framework

The Engage-Study-Activate methodology remains a cornerstone of effective teaching because it acknowledges the

human element of learning. It recognizes that students are not merely processors of information but emotional

beings whose interest must be captured before their intellect can be engaged. By providing a flexible structure—

through Straight Arrow, Boomerang, and Patchwork sequences—ESA allows teachers to navigate the complexities

of the classroom with professional agility.

Ultimately, the power of ESA lies in its balance. It offers the rigor of structural study without the sterility of rote

learning, and the freedom of communicative activation without the chaos of unstructured play. As pedagogical

trends continue to shift toward personalized and blended learning, the core principles of ESA—Engagement, Study,

and Activation—will continue to serve as the fundamental pillars for successful knowledge transfer and skill

acquisition in diverse educational landscapes worldwide.
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