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Rationale 

The concept of ‘wait-time’ as an instructional variable was invented by Mary Budd Rowe 
(Rowe, 1972). It was discovered that the ‘wait-time’ periods in a typical classroom lasted 
approximately 1 second. Rowe discovered, however, that when these periods of silence lasted 
at least 3 seconds, ‘wait time’ had significant benefits to pupils’ responses and helped 
improve their understanding (Rowe, 1986). To attain these benefits, teachers were urged to 
"wait" in silence for 3 or more seconds after their questions and after students completed their 
responses. Dylan Wiliam, (Wiliams, 2010) agreed with Rowe, stating that the length of time a 
teacher allows their students to answer any question is the key, guiding questions which 
require thought, should have an increased ‘wait time’ of  3 seconds from the average 1 
second, as this produces measurable increases in learning.  

In general, recall and lower-level questions will take most students 1-3 seconds to answer. 
Questions that require calculation, usually take 4-6 seconds to generate a response. Higher-
order questions that require more thought than the simple recall questions, could take 
anywhere from 6-10 seconds to formulate a reply. Studies beginning in the 1980s show that if 
teachers pause between 3 and 7 seconds after asking higher-order questions, speculative 
thinking increases as does achievement (Swift & Gooding, 1983) (Mansfield, 1996). I chose 
to investigate the effect of increasing ‘wait time’ in my classroom as I felt the results could 
have a positive effect on pupil understanding and achievement in mathematics. 

Aims 

The aim of this practitioner enquiry was to evaluate the effect ‘wait time’ had on pupil 
response to questioning in the secondary classroom setting. The focus was to prepare and ask 
various questions that required mathematical higher-order thinking skills in order to discover 
whether an increased ‘wait time’ would improve the quality of response from pupils. 

Methodology 

The research phase of the project was carried out over a four week period with a secondary 
stage one class. The class consisted of 32 pupils all working at Level 3 in mathematics. A 
questionnaire comprising of both open and closed-ended questions was carried out before the 
research was undertaken to gauge initial pupil attitude and opinion towards ‘wait time’ in the 
classroom. This allowed for a fundamental benchmark for comparisons of the data collected 
over time. 

To ensure the results were as reliable and accurate as possible both quantitative and 
qualitative data was incorporated in the research. Qualitative data tends to be evidence 



gathered though verbal and open-ended responses based on an individual’s thoughts and 
feelings whereas quantitative data is numerical evidence which can be statistically analysed 
(Creswell, 2013). Quantitative data was comprised of formatively assessing pupils by using 
show-me board answers to analyse whether increasing ‘wait time’ improved the number of 
correct responses in the secondary 1 class. Qualitative data collected in this enquiry also 
included observations made by the teacher during lessons regarding pupils’ engagement and 
understanding. It also included verbal and written responses from pupils in relation to ‘wait 
time’ in the classroom and the influence it had on their progress and learning. A mixed 
method data approach is encouraged when carrying out an enquiry as it has been proven to be 
more beneficial as it generates far more accurate results (Hopkins & Ahtaridou, 2008).  

The teacher used show-me boards to question pupils in the secondary 1 class, this allowed 
them to formatively assess and evaluate how well each pupil was grasping the new topic and 
if they were struggling with any particular areas. In order for the teacher to assess the impact 
of increasing ‘wait time’, pupils were instructed to hide their answer until they were told to 
reveal it. In week one no ‘wait time’ was used, in week two  a ‘wait time ‘of 3 seconds was 
used, the third a ‘wait time’ of 5 seconds and on the fourth week the length of ‘wait time’ was 
increased to 7 seconds. 

Findings 

The graph below displays the results from the show-me board responses. It can be seen that 
as the ‘wait time’ increased the number of correct answers improved. By increasing ‘wait 
time’ pupils had more time to process the question and therefore were able to correctly 
answer the question. 
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The pie chart below displays  the results of a questionnaire carried out after the investigation, 
in which a secondary stage 1, group of  32 pupils were asked how much they felt increasing 
the length of ‘wait time’, helped  improve the quality of their answer. Pupils had to choose 
from: a) Very much, b) Quite a bit, c) A bit and d) Not very. 

 

 

From the pie chart, every pupil in the class agreed that increasing ‘wait time’ during 
questioning helped improve their understanding, with no pupils in the class selecting the 
option “Not Very”. The majority of pupils felt that increasing ‘wait time’ significantly 
improved their understanding, with 82% of the class selecting this option. In comparison, less 
than 10% of pupils saw a slight improvement in their understanding of a question if ‘wait 
time’ is increased and an even smaller minority of young people questioned (3%) responded 
that ‘wait time’ had little, if any impact on their learning. 

The qualitative data gathered through the close monitoring and observation of pupils through 
the investigation, proved that increasing ‘wait time’ allowed pupils more time to process the 
question and respond with the correct answer. I also observed that there was an improvement 
in the quality of pupils’ answers during lesson starters when ‘wait time’ was increased by 
reviewing individual jotter work before, during and after the investigation period. Purposeful 
learning discussions with pupils during the practitioner enquiry also reinforced this finding. 
From class discussions after the investigation, pupils made some notable comments about the 
impact increasing ‘wait time’ had on their learning, as detailed below: 

Do you think increasing ‘wait time’ improved your learning and understanding in maths? 

• “Yes because if the question is harder you will need longer to answer it.” 

• “Yes because it will give me more time to think about it.” 

88% 

9% 3% 

Does Increasing 'Wait Time' Improve Your Answer?  

Very Quite A Bit Not Very 



• “Yes because I won’t rush so I won’t write the wrong answer.” 

•  “Yes because it gives me more time to understand the question.” 

• “Sometimes because if you wait too long some people might finish fast and get bored 
waiting.” 

 

Conclusion 

Reflecting on this enquiry, the researcher could conclude that by waiting for at least 5 seconds 
when asking a question that involves a calculation or high-order thinking, proved to be significantly 
beneficial to pupils as it increased pupil response and understanding. It was evident that by increasing 
the length of ‘wait time’ the number of pupils correctly answering higher-order thinking questions 
increased from week 1 to week 4. All pupils responded positively to increased ‘wait time’ explaining 
that it enabled them to process the question and provided them with the opportunity to think about 
what was being asked of them. One limitation of this investigation however was that some very able 
pupils felt the ‘wait time’ was too long therefore in future studies, pupil ability could be cross 
examined against ‘wait time’ to provide more substantial results. 

  

Implications for Future Practice 

As the findings indicated extending wait time had a positive effect on the quality of pupil 
response, speculative thinking and understanding, therefore ‘wait time’ should be increased 
when questioning pupils. In addition, the results should be shared among colleagues in the 
hopes that they are inspired to use ‘wait time’ when questioning in their classrooms. 
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