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Rationale 
Teachers ask up to two questions per minute, 400 per day and 70,000 per year (Hastings, 2003). 
Questioning is an effective teaching method embedded in the practice of all educational 
professionals. However, research has shown that teachers only give an average of 0.7-1.4 seconds 
for a pupil to provide an answer (Stahl, 1994). This professional inquiry will answer what happens 
when wait-time is used during questioning in the classroom. 
 
Aims 
The purpose of this inquiry was to introduce varied lengths of wait-time during questioning to: 

• measure the impact on pupils ability to provide answers 
• measure the impact on the accuracy of answers provided by pupils. 

 
The initial aim after introducing varied wait times was to measure the impact of pupils simply 
providing an answer, not concerning the answer. If a pupil is correct then their self-esteem is raised, 
identified as an effective way to promote success in ‘Raising Achievement for All’ (North 
Lanarkshire Council, 1998-2017). If a pupil is wrong then we might assume the common idea that 
“we learn from our mistakes.” However, Cyr and Anderson proved this statement to be correct in a 
study on questioning in education, with learners in a test recalling more answers that they answered 
incorrectly than correctly (Kornell, 2014). Yet, the second aim was to see if varying wait-time does 
impact the accuracy of answers given as ability to provide correct answers will benefit pupils 
throughout education. 
 
Methodology 
To collect appropriate data to support this inquiry, a variety of routinely occurring and specially 
undertaken activities were documented over a four week period within a primary six class in North 
Lanarkshire, Scotland (pupils aged 9-10). A group of ten pupils were selected representing a range 
of abilities. To simplify questioning for the benefit of data collection during the research period 
‘yes/no paddles’ were introduced to be routinely used in closed-questioning activities within 
Interdisciplinary Learning (IDL). Over three weeks, pupils were asked questions based on IDL and 
could answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’ by holding up a corresponding paddle. Data was then gathered on the 
amount of answers provided after one second, five seconds and ten seconds, and the accuracy of 
these answers.  
 
To supplement this routinely occurring research, specially undertaken research was conducted 
during a fourth week. Firstly, the closed-questioning activity was repeated, but recorded using video 
to enhance the presentation of findings. Secondly, pupils were provided with a questionnaire which 
gathered learner opinions on questioning. It asked four questions: how long they felt a teacher 
waited for an answer after asking a question (seconds), if 1 second was long enough to provide an 
answer (value taken from Stahl, 1994, with value simplified for pupil understanding), how long 
they felt they needed to attempt an answer (seconds), and if increasing the amount of wait-time 
would help them get an answer correct. 
 
 
 
 
 



Findings 
Figure 1 - Pupils attempting to answer a question. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Findings presented in figure 1 show that on each week, 
the number of pupils attempting to answer the question increased alongside the amount of time 
given to answer. The average number of pupils answering after one second was 3.5. This increased 
to 6.5 after five seconds, and 7.25 after ten seconds. 
 
Figure 2 - Accuracy of answers given. 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 2 presents 
the accuracy of the answers given within the same activity. After one 
second an average of 3.25 pupils had given the correct answer to the question. After five and ten 
seconds, this average had increased to 5 and 5.25 pupils respectively. 
 
 
Furthermore, the pupil questionnaire was correlated to collect these findings: 

• In response to question one: ‘How long do you feel a teacher gives you to answer a Yes/No 
question?’ the average answer from ten pupils was 4.44 seconds.* 
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• In response to question two: ‘Is one second long enough to think before answering a 
question?’ 80% of pupils answered “No” and 20% answered “Yes”.  

• In response to question three: ‘How long do you feel you need to answer a Yes/No 
question?” the average answer from nine pupils was 9.11 seconds.* 

• In response to question four: ‘Does increasing the amount of time you are given to answer a 
question help you get the correct answer?’ 100% of pupils answered “Yes”. 

 
*One answer was omitted from each of these questions as it fell out with the parameters of a 
reasonable answer. 
 
Conclusions 
It is clear from the research conducted with the sample of ten pupils that if pupils are given more 
time to answer simple questions, they are more likely to attempt an answer. The number of pupils 
attempting an answer dramatically increases between one second and five seconds, from an average 
of 3.5 to 6.5. The number of pupils answering also increases between five and ten seconds, but by a 
smaller increase of 0.75, to a total of 7.25. Increasing wait-time also increases the number of correct 
answers. There is a significant increase in the number of correct answers between one and five 
seconds, from 3.25 to 5. If given ten seconds the total increases slightly further to 5.25. Therefore, 
increasing wait-time amongst the sample group both increased the number of pupils answering, and 
the accuracy of their answers. 
 
The research also found that 80% of pupils did not think that one second was long enough to 
answer a Yes/No question. Pupils within the sample group believe that teachers give an average of 
just over four seconds, but should give nine seconds. Pupils answered unanimously that increasing 
wait-time after asking a question would help them get the correct answer. 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
As a teaching professional I was challenged by the findings of Stahl (1994) and have found this 
research eye-opening. It is clear both through the collection of data and pupil opinion that pupils 
benefit from an increase in wait-time after a question is asked. If teachers can wait for five seconds, 
rather than just one, they could find an increase of 86% in the amount of pupils attempting an 
answer, and an increase of 54% in the amount of correct answers given. If teachers can wait a total 
of ten seconds, this correlation continues, but most importantly, they meet the standard of time 
expected by pupils to answer a question. I intend to carry these findings into my daily practice. 
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