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Rationale 

This professional enquiry tested the effects on pupils verbal responses to an increase in wait 
time following a question. On average, teachers only wait between 0.7 and 1.4 seconds after 
asking a question (Stahl, 1994). However, most children will take anywhere from 1 to 10 
seconds to fully process a question and link this information to an appropriate response.  

 

Aims 

The aim of this practitioner enquiry was to identify the most effective question and answer 
methods to encourage a higher response rate of appropriate answers in the classroom. The use 
of scaffolds, such as additional pupil input and ‘bounce techniques’, were also explored to 
determine if this resulted in higher cognitive level learning.  

 

Methodology 

This enquiry was carried out over a four week period and the class chosen to participate in 
the project was an S1 class (30 pupils). The project was conducted at the same time of day 
each week. This in turn ensured more consistent results were achieved as external factors 
such as changes to children’s mood at different points in the day was removed. 
A focus group consisting of three pupils of mixed abilities was chosen, to base the findings of 
the project around. 

Each lesson consisted of a brief introduction to the topic, followed by a ‘show me board’ 
session where it would be easier to visually gauge pupil understanding. Questions relating to 
the topic were posed to class and a specific period of time was given before asking pupils to 
raise their boards.  

The first week began with pupils being allocated a 3-4 second time frame to answer a 
question and this wait time was increased on a weekly basis. If a pupil struggled to answer a 
given question, or gave an incomplete response, then “bounce techniques” were used where 
the same question would be asked to another pupil in the classroom. This ensured a 
significant number of pupils remained engaged in the lesson at all times as the entire class 
could be called upon to answer a question at any given time. 

Data and evidence was collected in two ways: photography and jotter work. Photographs 
were taken weekly of class responses following show me board session. Jotter work carried 
out by the focus group was also observed and all findings were logged at the end of each 
lesson with regards to understanding of topics and progression. 

 



Findings 

It was clear that a limited waiting time of between 4-6 seconds following questioning was not 
sufficient time to expect appropriate and detailed responses. All pupils within the focus 
group, regardless of ability level were unable to fully complete any question to the best of 
their ability. Pupils appeared to become noticeably frustrated and upset by only being able to 
provide incomplete responses. This was particularly true with the higher ability pupils in the 
classroom who complained that they knew the answer, but were not being granted enough 
time to construct a response on their show me boards.  

When the waiting time was increased, most if not all pupils were able to provide fully 
complete and accurate answers to questions posed. This in turn, noticeably improved their 
confidence and willingness to participate in questioning as well as raise self-esteem.  
This was made clearer during a verbal feedback session at the final stages of the enquiry 
where all pupils agreed that they preferred more time to think about a question before 
answering.  
Numerous pupils complained that they felt “stressed and annoyed” when limited time was 
given due to the pressure of providing rushed answers. 

With regards to jotter work, it was apparent that as a result of increased waiting time, the 
quality of jotter work increased also. This was mainly due to an improvement in confidence 
following the show me board session where all pupils were given the opportunity to provide 
detailed and correct answers rather than half-complete responses.  

 

Conclusion 

From the experiment, we concluded that an increase in waiting time was an effective method 
to not only enhance pupil responses but also increase their confidence and understanding of 
the topic covered in class. Increasing wait time enabled pupils to think about the question and 
connect this with their knowledge of the topic without feeling pressured to immediately blurt 
out an answer. This in turn, had a noticeably positive impact on pupils’ mood and attitude for 
the remainder of the lesson which resulted in higher accuracy answers in jotter work.  

 

Implications for Future Practise 

As the results of this experiment indicate a clear increase in pupil self-esteem, accurate and 
appropriate responses received and positive attitudes, the use of increased waiting time will 
be further used in class to promote higher quality learning and understanding.  
By continuing to use this strategy in my classroom, this should help support the goal of 
raising attainment in Mathematics. 
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