
	
	
	
	
What happens when ‘wait-time’ is used during questioning in the 
classroom? 
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Rationale 
 
 
Questioning, and implementing strategies around questioning, is an extremely important 
aspect to teaching. Implementing such strategies can elicit deeper learning and promote 
confidence in pupils as well as possibly deter them from answering altogether if used 
poorly. Tobin (1987) stated that the perfect amount of wait time was 3 seconds. He stated 
that if any longer was given it would have no positive effect on pupil responses and that it 
would actually impede learning. Stahl (1990), however, asserts that the average teacher 
does not allow proper or beneficial ‘wait-time’ before expecting an answer. In fact, Rowe 
(1986) states that the average teacher only waits a second or less for a response to a 
question. This wait time is even less if they perceive that the pupil does not know the 
answer. This small amount of wait time seems to have a more detrimental effect to 
teaching and learning, leading to fewer volunteered/higher-level answers. It stands to 
reason then that in order for a child to have collated their thoughts into a higher-level 
answer, they would therefore need the appropriate wait time. This then led to the belief 
that both the quality and quantity of pupil answers would be increased through the proper 
use of wait time during questioning. The rationale for this enquiry was built upon the 
initial stimulus of these findings  
 
 
Aims 
 
The purpose of this enquiry was to use and extend ‘Wait Time’ within the classroom 
setting and summarise the impact this had on teaching and learning in terms of: 
 

• The quality of pupil’s answers 
• If the number of volunteers changed 
• If pupil’s confidence differed. 
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Methodology 
 
As a group we intrigued that, through controlled research, we would be able to develop 
common trends in pupil answers across different schools and focus groups. We shaped 
our research so that this could be recorded.  
The enquiry was mapped out over a set course lasting 3 weeks. The test group used were 
part of an S2 music class. The entire class consisted of 20 pupils who were monitored and 
recorded throughout the enquiry period. The research was conducted once a week and 
focused on three main and re-occurring areas within each lesson, allowing for trends to 
become easily visible. The three areas that were tested and recorded were: 
 
- Whole class show me boards starter quiz (primarily on music literacy) 
- Kahoot (online resource) 
- Oral questioning at the end of each lesson coupled with the AiFL technique ‘Class 
Basketball’. This was used to sum up lesson content. 
  
Each week, the volume or responses were recorded and an average was calculated for 
each of the three tasks set out (Figure 1). During week one there was no wait time given. 
This was then increased to 3 seconds in week 2 and increased further to 5 seconds in 
week 3. The enquiry also yielded results in an increase of higher-level answers, which 
were recorded through observation and peer feedback at the end of each lesson. Finally, 
as a form of formative assessment we designed questionnaires to be completed by all of 
our test groups. This gave the pupils the chance to evaluate their own performances and 
individually rate the use of wait time as well as mark their own opinion towards it. 
 
Findings 
 

Figure 1: Number of Initial Volunteered Responses for Each Type of 
Question 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Throughout the enquiry period there was a sizable increase in pupil responses to 
questioning. Figure 1 shows more than double the response rate from the class in all areas 
of the study. The graph also shows a continued rise from week 2 to week 3, suggesting 
that the children were still benefitting from the added wait time introduced in week 3. 
Upon observation, wait time also greatly benefitted the less confident individuals in the 
class. After further discussion, pupils who were normally confident in answering open 
questioning in class said that they still felt comfortable responding in week one with a 
zero second wait time. They did however say the extra wait time added in later weeks 
helped to structure their thoughts and arrive at a better thought-out conclusion.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Increasing the wait time each week did elicit a rise of responses from the class as a 
whole, regardless of type of question or questioning. The increase of volunteered answers 
also displayed further understanding and showed a higher quality of answering across the 
board. These valuable seconds added on to the wait time allowed pupils to collect their 
thoughts and become more confident with their answers. This increase in confidence 
could be due to a number of reasons and almost definitely be different for every child 
however it can be said that it has a positive impact to teaching and learning. Pupils had 
time to think and were not pressured into quickly responding which, alongside a greater 
majority of the class now competing to answer, improved questioning altogether.  
 
Throughout the enquiry it became evident that increasing the wait time of questioning 
had a direct positive impact to pupil responses and quality of answers, as well as a 
dramatic rise in confidence of the class as a whole. 
 
 
Implication for future practice 
 
This enquiry has been successful in its aim to identify the effects of increased wait time 
in a controlled group. This has had many positive outcomes, particularly in week 3, 
showing signs of increased confidence and better quality answers. Introducing this 
strategy into future lessons and classes will hopefully yield just as promising results as 
this enquiry. In addition, the results from the enquiry will be shared throughout the school 
community and teaching colleagues. Hopefully they will be inspired to use similar 
strategies and see a positive influence on teaching and learning in their own classrooms. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Bibliography 
 
Stahl, Robert. J (1990). ‘Using Think-Time behaviours to promote student’s information 
processing’ 1st edition. Arizona: Arizona State University. 
 
Rowe, M.B (1986) ‘Wait Time: Slowing Down May Be A Way of Speeding Up!’, Journal 
of Teacher Education, SAGE, 37, p.43-50. 
 
Tobin, K. (1987). The Role of wait time in higher cognitive level learning. Review of 
Educational Research, 57 (1), 69-95. 
 
Teachertoolkit.me.(2018). Pose, Pause, Pounce, Bounce! | | @TeacherToolkit.. Available 
at: http://www.teachertoolkit.me/2011/11/04/pose-pause-bounce-pounce/ [Accessed 03 
Mar. 2018] 
 


