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What happens when wait time is used during questioning in the 

classroom? 
 

Rationale 

 
Deeper-Thought Process 

This practitioner enquiry questions what the most effective questioning and answering 

methods are for encouraging children to engage in deeper-thought processes.  Tobin 

(1987) suggests that when wait time is greater than three seconds it enables high 

cognitive level learning by giving the respondent more time to process their thinking. 

In order to provide pupils with the skills and motivation to become innovative, 

evaluative and creative then teachers must encourage higher-order thinking in the 

classroom (Bloom, 1956).  If pupils are only experiencing low-level cognitive 

questions then they will only be engaging in low-level cognitive thinking skills 

(Gambrell, 1983).  Therefore, to achieve higher-order thinking learners must be 

exposed to high level cognitive questions where the pupil must engage in deep-

thought processes such as critical thinking or use of problem solving skills.   

 

Wait Time 

Does increasing wait time result in deeper-thought processes?  Cotton (1988) suggests 

that a wait time higher than three seconds can achieve successful learning, improve 

the amount of student participation and encourage longer responses.  Wait time is the 

length of thinking time a pupil is given when asked a question (Stahl, 1994).  Earlier 

research has shown that the average teacher asks 36 questions in 25 minutes with a 

wait time of only .968 of a second (Gambrell, 1983).  Tobin (1987) suggests that 

increasing wait time allows for pupils to have time to think and engage in higher 

cognitive level learning.  Therefore, increasing wait time could result in more children 

responding to questions and receiving more correct responses. 

 



Cooperative Learning 

Wait time alone may not always provide learners with opportunities to critically think 

(Tama, 1989).  Theorists such as Vygotsky (1978) and Bandura (1977) portrayed the 

idea of peer interaction as a key role in children’s learning and without the input of a 

more knowledgeable other the learning is not as effective.  This questions whether 

wait time is enough for higher-order thinking to become evident in a pupils’ thought-

process when answering a question. 

 

Aims 

 

• To find out what happens to the amount of responses and correct answers 

when wait time is increased during questioning in the classroom.  

• Investigate what happens to the amount of responses and correct answers 

during increased wait times when a pupil is able to develop their answer 

collaboratively with a peer. 
 

Methodology 

 
The Participants 

 

This enquiry was conducted over a four-week period consisting of 4 Literacy lessons 

and a questionnaire within a Primary 2 classroom setting.  The data was gathered 

from two differentiated reading groups of eight pupils.  The groups are referred to as 

Group A and Group B.  

 

Structure of the Study 

 

Week 1 and 2: 

Lessons 1 and 2 focused on comparing the number of responses and correct answers 

from the pupils within a 1 second wait time and then an increased wait time of 10 

seconds. 

 



Week 3 and 4: 

Lessons 3 and 4 included the use of Think/Pair/Share within a 1-10 second wait time 

increase and compared the number of responses and correct answers. 

 

Resources 

 

A visual countdown timer was used on the Smartboard to ensure the pupils could see 

how long the wait time was for each question.  

 

To ensure the data recorded was accurate paddleboards were used with ‘True’ and 

‘False’ statements on them for the children to hold up their answers.  This meant I 

could see clearly who has answered and also which answers were correct and 

incorrect.   

 

The pupils were allocated a partner prior to the questions during Think/Pair/Share to 

ensure the wait was used as productively as possible. 

 

Analysis 

 

Bar Chart: 

The data was analysed to identify any significant differences to the number of 

responses and to differentiate between independent answers and collaborative ones.  

Collecting the number of responses and identifying how many answers were correct 

or incorrect allowed for this study to have quantitative data that is easily analysed to 

make clear, distinctive comparisons (Oppenheim, 1992).  

 

Questionnaire: 

Each child completed a questionnaire to collect personal responses in relation to wait 

time and working collaboratively with peers.  The questionnaire included rating scales 

to allow a range of options for the respondent to choose from in order to develop a 

deeper understanding of the pupils’ attitudes towards the questions (Likert, 1932).  

These Likert-type scale questions can produce quantitative data as it enables the 

identification of the pupils’ preferences and priorities (Cohen, Manionm and 

Morrison, 2000).  A Likert-type scale on its own does not offer space for respondents 



to explain in depth why or how they got to a specific answer.  This could provide a 

potential gap in my findings.  Therefore, I also conducted open-ended questions to 

provide qualitative data in my findings.  Open-ended questions are used to provide 

“rich and personal” data that can capture the raw perceptions of the pupils (Cohen et 

al, 2000:248).  This qualitative data gave an insight into the pupils’ feelings and 

thoughts about wait time and collaborative learning. 

 

Findings 

 
Table 1. Group A  

 
 
Table 2. Group B  
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Questionnaire Responses: 

 

Question 1: Does thinking time help you to answer questions? 

 
Yes 

 
Sometimes. 

 
No. 

15 1 0 

 

Question 2: Do you like working with a partner? 

 
I enjoy it. 

 
I don’t care. 

 
I don’t like it. 

15 1 0 

 

Question 3: Does working with a partner help you to answer questions? 

 
Yes 

 
Sometimes. 

 
No. 
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7 9 0 

 

Pupil Responses 

 

In lesson 1 and 2, Group A’s amount of pupil responses rose from 3 to 7 and Group 

B’s responses rose from 5 to 8 when the wait time was increased from 1 second to 10 

seconds.  These results may imply that increasing wait time during questioning 

increases the amount of pupil responses.   

 

Correct Answers 

 

Although there were still incorrect answers in lesson 2, as the wait time increased the 

number of correct answers rose significantly compared to lesson 1 for both Group A 

and Group B.  From these results, it is clear that the number of correct answers is 

greater when the wait time is increased.  This may imply that when pupils are given 

longer wait time to answer a question the quality of their response improves. 

 
Cooperative Learning 

 

By comparing the data from lesson 1 and 3 it is clear that the number of pupil 

responses and correct answers rises when Think/Pair/Share is used during 

questioning.  This implies that giving pupils an opportunity to answer questions with 

a partner increases the amount of responses and also improves the quality of the 

answers.   

 

In lesson 4 all pupils responded correctly.  This may imply that pupils will respond 

more and give more correct answers when they are given longer wait time and 

opportunities to work with a partner when answering questions. 

 

Pupil Perceptions 

 

Wait Time 

 



When pupils were asked if thinking time helps them answer questions 15 out of 16 

answered ‘yes’.  This implies that pupils believe they need thinking time to answer 

questions. 

 

The following are some responses I received when I asked the children to explain 

their answers. 

“More time to work it out.” (Group A) 

“It is good because it lets me come up with the right answer.” (Group B) 

“It helps me get the answer.” (Group A) 

“It helps me come up with a better answer.” (Group B) 

 

Working with a Partner 

 

From the questionnaire, 15 out of 16 pupils said they enjoyed working with a partner.  

This could explain the reason for the increase in responses to answers from lessons 1 

and 2 compared to lessons 3 and 4.  

 

The pupils were asked whether working with a partner helps them to answer questions 

and 7 said ‘yes’ and 9 said ‘sometimes’.  When I looked further into these responses I 

noticed that 8 out of 9 of the responses that said ‘sometimes’ were from the higher-

ability group.   

 

Pupils expanded on their answers stating: 

 “I like it because they can help me.” (Group A) 

“I like it because it is fun but I can get the answer myself.” (Group B) 

“My partner says things I might not have said.” (Group B) 

“I like it because I sometimes don’t know the answer.” (Group A) 

 

The data collected shows that both groups increased their amount of responses and 

correct answers when they used the cooperative learning strategy.  The children also 

responded positively when they were asked if they enjoyed working with a partner.   

 

Conclusions 



 
In conclusion, when I increased wait time for questioning in the classroom I received 

a higher amount of pupil responses and correct answers.  Furthermore, the 

opportunity to work in pairs saw an even greater increase in the frequency of correct 

responses. 

 

 

Implications for Future Practice 

 
This enquiry supports current research that states that longer wait time encourages 

pupils to answer questions and improves the quality of the answers.  It also promotes 

the benefits of using cooperative learning in relation to children working with a peer 

to conduct better quality answers and encourage more volunteers to answer questions.  

 

The process of undertaking a professional enquiry has highlighted the importance of 

being a reflective practitioner and has developed my understandings of the benefits of 

informing my own teaching practice with research, theory and policy.   
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