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Taken together, the plane’s high speed and the re-engagement of MCAS appear to have further complicated the pilots’ cockpit challenges and, according to pilots and safety experts, likely made it harder for them to get out of their predicament. Many of the same people added that with the cascade of warning sounds, alerts and other emergency messages, the crew likely was inundated with sometimes conflicting information that would have been extremely difficult to sort out.

Robert Graves, a pilot who has flown the MAX for a major U.S. carrier, said the high speed was tantamount to a driver experiencing a sudden blowout on the highway and not lifting the foot off the accelerator.

The report, made public Thursday, found the pilots didn’t reduce engine thrust during the short flight. Data extracted from the black box recorders indicated the plane instead sped along at takeoff power, despite the problems with the flight control system, and eventually reached a speed well beyond its normal operating range.

Pilots who have read the report say that is unusual. A pilot would normally moderate speed if encountering problems like the ones faced during Ethiopian Airlines Flight 302, they said. The accident report said the crew didn’t change thrust settings once the plane had become airborne. The plane, within about three minutes, reached its design speed limit and continued to accelerate, according to the accident report.

“The excessive speed is a huge issue” since it made it more difficult for manual commands to move flight-control surfaces on the tail, according to John Cox, a retired 737 pilot, ex-crash investigator and former senior union safety official in the U.S. “I don’t think I have ever seen a 737 that far over maximum speed” envisioned by the manufacturer, he said.

The pilot of Ethiopian Airlines Flight 302, Yared Getachew, was young but had racked up 8,000 hours in the carrier’s cockpits, ranking him as an experienced flier—though [only]  only 103 of his hours were in 737 MAX jets. Colleagues said he was a respected captain. His co-pilot, Ahmed Nur Mohammed, was a newcomer, having completed roughly 360 hours flying Ethiopian aircraft, with [only] 56 hours behind the controls of a MAX.

The Ethiopian Airlines spokesman Monday said “the crew are our heroes.”

Ethiopian officials didn’t address the aircraft’s high speed at a press conference last week disclosing the initial report and didn’t raise pilot actions as an issue requiring more scrutiny. The Ethiopian Airlines spokesman said the high rate of speed can be attributed to the crew’s intention to continue the plane’s climb, not to level off. He said there was no indication of excessive speed at the start of the flight, before problems started.

The report said that after experiencing flight-control difficulties, the pilot disengaged the MCAS system. Before hitting the cutout switches, the crew electrically trimmed the plane, to push the nose back up, following Boeing’s procedure. But safety experts and pilots who read the report said the crew didn’t appear to follow the procedure fully, failing to sufficiently push the nose up and bring the aircraft into a stable configuration before turning off power to the electric system.

The crew managed to gain some altitude and get the plane’s nose pointed upward intermittently, according to one person briefed on the investigation’s early findings. But the aircraft remained wobbly and unstable.

In the wake of the Ethiopian crash, some pilots have said Boeing’s instructions on how to handle the problem were confusing.

When the crew apparently tried to use a manual wheel to pull up the nose, they were unable to do so. Barely seconds before the fatal plunge—with the pilots seemingly unable to raise the nose—they reactivated the errant MCAS system.

The pilot also clicked on the plane’s autopilot when a separate stall-warning system was vibrating the control column—a warning about a loss of lift called “the stick shaker.” Typically in such a situation, a pilot would keep the plane in manual mode. It isn’t clear why the crew followed such a step, and investigators haven’t released cockpit-voice recordings potentially capable of shedding more light on the events.

—Gabriele Steinhauser, Andrew Tangel and Alison Sider contributed to this article.

