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Rationale 

It is common to find that the number of pupils responding to questions is low or the same 
pupils answer all the questions asked in the classroom, as discussed by Wiliam in his 
Assessment for Learning work (YouTube, 2014). When discussing this idea of “wait time” 
we are discussing “the period of silence between the time a question is asked and the time 
when one or more students respond to that question” (TeacherVision, 2018). It was defined 
by Tobin (1987) as the duration of pauses separating utterances during verbal interaction and 
communication. The relevance comes from the importance and necessity of thinking about 
how long we should give children to answer questions as they need this time to create an 
appropriate response to what is being asked, highlighting learning.  

Many teachers think that they are waiting for a long time or giving children enough time to 
answer questions in the classroom but studies have found that most teachers wait for less than 
a second for student response before giving the question to another pupil, reframing it or 
providing an answer for the children (Rowe, 1974). Moreover, she investigates the type of 
questions which are being used in the classroom and suggests a more positive approach to 
questioning in areas such as science and maths, from “traditional inferential statistics” of 
quick fire and quick answer questions towards a Bayesian approach of process and evidence 
building over time, as more is taught to the children. The evidence suggests that increasing 
wait time for students to answer questions may be required to facilitate higher cognitive level 
learning which links to higher attainment, an ongoing plan by the Scottish Government across 
Scottish Education (Gov.scot. 2011). My research and focus was to enquire if providing 
children additional thinking time held any benefits to answers being given by pupils. The 
number of answers volunteered and the quality of answers was the focus. I also investigated 
how confident children felt with regards to volunteering answers when issued additional 
thinking time.  

Aims 

The aim of this professional enquiry was to observe the impact that a longer wait time has on 
the ability of a pupil to answer questions given to them and the quality of these answers. The 
enquiry also looked at the types of questions given and the answers in response to these 
questions when wait time was extended in the classroom.  

 



Methodology  

This enquiry was carried out with a class of 25 pupils at the Primary 4/5 stage over a period 
of 4 weeks. The investigation focused on two curricular areas, those being Literacy and 
Mathematics. The whole class were used; however, observations were made of certain pupils: 
those who commonly remain quiet during question and answer sessions. The wait time was 4 
seconds in Week One, 7 seconds in Week Two, 9 seconds in Week Three and 12 seconds 
during the last week of the enquiry. The responses were observed (Appendix 1) to monitor 
changes in the quality of answers as well as the children who were answering. At the 
beginning of Week One a questionnaire was given out (Appendix 2) to gain opinions from 
the pupils about how they feel question and answer time currently was and did they feel it 
had to be increased to allow them more answer time.  

The questionnaire was then repeated at the end of Week 4 to monitor the change in responses, 
if any (Appendix 3). The children were prompted to comment on a lesson using an exit pass 
if they were able and this aided understanding of how they felt questioning had altered or 
adapted and their opinions of wait time (Appendix 4). Lollipop sticks were used throughout 
the enquiry to ensure children were chosen randomly to answer questions and no child felt 
extra pressure. Questions were used throughout the enquiry and gradually changed through 
using the Bloom’s Taxonomy strategy from Low Order into Higher Order thinking as well as 
the Pose, Pause, Pounce and Bounce (Carroll, 2018) to observe and record responses being 
given by the children. This combined collaborative learning with questioning.  

Findings 

In Week One of the enquiry many children in the class felt that they wanted more time to 
answer questions as they said that more time means that the answer “will be correct”. Some 
children continued to be apprehensive to answer and when selecting children who had their 
hands up, it was clear others were not focused or had decided not to answer because they did 
not know it. The wait time during this week was 4 seconds so there was some pressure on 
children to state an answer quickly. By Week 3 of the enquiry children were a lot more 
engaged and the volume as well as quality of answers had improved, partly due to the longer 
waiting time but also due to the use of lollipop sticks when selecting answers as the children 
were more likely to think about an answer if they knew they may be selected. Instead of 
children answering basic recall questions they began to analyse each other’s answers and 
respond by rephrasing these thoughts or counter arguing using their own opinion with 
reasons. The Pose, Pause, Pounce and Bounce (Carroll, 2018) strategy of questioning allowed 
children to support each other and answer quality increased due to additional points being 
made by different children as the thinking and comments linked between children.  

The results of the questionnaires at the end of the enquiry were collected and most children 
agreed, with the exception of only a few, that a longer wait time makes them keener to 
answer questions during class discussions and that the type of question involving “Why” 
were more interesting as detail could be displayed in answers. The questionnaire responses 
(shown in Appendix 2 and 3) also display the evidence that prior to the enquiry being carried 



out many children were keen on using the hands up approach where they had the option to 
answer or not but by the end of the enquiry the random lollipop selection strategy had enticed 
some children and they had stepped out of their comfort zone. The responses were mainly 
positive in the questionnaire completed in Week 4 with children making statements 
including, “Who and What questions are easier” and the recognition that adding more detail 
was important to children and they had time to do this when given extra time to think. One 
statement with importance stated “time to think allows my brain to start working faster and 
harder”. This highlights the positive and keen attitude children displayed and this showed in 
their attitudes and behaviour. The Exit Pass was effective due to the reflection and evaluation 
which was carried out by pupils individually. This was anonymous and pupils were not as 
hesitant to display true thoughts and feelings. “More time to think” and “add more detail to 
answers” was common for commenting on how a longer wait time benefitted answers in class 
and distractions and boredom was mentioned by children on why it possibly was not as 
effective. This was helpful in thinking about the enquiry from both directions and from the 
viewpoint of different children as they are all individuals in their preferred learning strategies.  

Conclusions 

The range of pupils who answered questions in the classroom increased and their answers 
contained substance, showing thought and reflection before answering. Children with 
additional support needs had a go and questions which were more difficult posed a small 
challenge to them, which they accepted. On occasions, a few children found 12 seconds too 
long and lost interest or became distracted and this was observed through some children 
chatting to peers or playing with an item on their desk. This highlights that some children 
may not be able to wait too long as their attention span cannot last for certain lengths of time 
without doing anything. Also, as stated in the exit pass reflections on wait time extension, 
boredom can be a problem for some children and this extended wait time may not beneficial. 
It would be important to know the group of children you are working with and what works 
best for them. This is a child specific technique and can vary from child to child. In 
conclusion, this enquiry highlighted that an effective wait time of 9 seconds produced the 
best answers in the P5/4 class of pupils.  

Implications for Future Practice  

The study increased awareness of the benefits of allowing children additional thinking time 
when asking questions but, that not all children will respond well to this on all occasions. 
However, in the future additional thinking time should be allocated to children during 
classroom discussions where questions are posed as there is value in implementing it in 
pupils’ confidence levels and enthusiasm to take part in classroom discussions. It should be 
taken into consideration that pupils are individuals and everyone may require a different 
amount of thinking time. Children who are at different stage from Primary 4 or 5 may require 
different thinking times. As well as the factors mentioned, optimum thinking time may vary 
depending on the curricular area being taught. It would be efficient practice and beneficial to 
investigate the ideal thinking time when working with a different set of children.  
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