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Rationale  
 
It is said that teachers ask approximately 300 questions a day (Hastings, 2003) and asking 
questions is an important part of teaching. Previous research has shown that although students 
require more thinking time only teachers wait, on average, one second before calling on a 
student and a further one second before either prompting rephrasing or redirecting the 
question (Rowe, 1974). This provides pupils with little to no time to create and construct a 
well-thought out answer. Therefore for pupils to provide more complex answers then they 
must be given sufficient time to think (Wragg & Brown, 1993). The Scottish Government 
(2009) propose that we as teachers are responsible for nurturing responsible citizens, 
successful learners, effective contributors and confident individuals whilst engaging pupils in 
a thinking process that encourages them to challenge perceptions. 
 
There are certain issues identified in various literature that need to be considered when 
utilising thinking time. One such example comes form William (2011) who argues that 
certain types of questions such as knowledge and recall questions will not be suited to wait 
time. Knowledge and recall questions rely on pupils knowing the answer prior to the question 
being asked and if the answer is unknown then thinking time only prolongs the anxious 
thinking process.  
 
Tobin (1987) suggests that thinking time is the duration of pauses between the questions 
being asked and the answer being given through verbal interaction. Estes (2004) however 
instructs that the thinking time is not just directly linked to verbal interaction between teacher 
and pupil but also between pupil-and-pupil and individual written. In my own classroom I 
observed that the same pupils were offering answers to questions and wished to rectify this. 
Implementing the use of thinking time in my classroom and practice would hopefully 
produce more varied pupil response. 
 
Aims  
 
The aim of this enquiry was to identify and optimum thinking time that would generate the 
most responses from pupils. The enquiry would investigate the optimum time in relation to 
the highest number of responses from pupils whilst also monitoring the quality of the answers 
to provide a well-rounded and more thorough investigation.  
 



Methodology  
 
I have adopted a mixed methods approach and triangulated my techniques. I will be using 
four different outcomes and devices to qualify and evidence my findings: research from 
relevant literature, teacher observation, pupils’ written responses to answers, and a pupil 
questionnaire. By using both qualitive and quantitative data and a mixed methods approach I 
am hoping to gain a more complete view into the investigation. 
 
The enquiry took place over a four-week period with one drama class being sampled. The 
class consisted of 20 second year pupils of mixed ability and focused on the topic of 
production skills. The classes where posed the question of how lighting in theatre 
demonstrates and conveys mood and atmosphere. 
 
The wait times given to pupils were 0 seconds (no thinking time), 10 seconds, and 20 
seconds. Various evidence gathering techniques were used to assist in this enquiry. After the 
question and thinking time pupils were asked to raise their hands if they had an answer. Here 
I used observation to note down the number of hands raised. I would also note if the same 
pupils were responding to the questions.  
 
Once pupils had raised their hands they were asked to note down their answer in their jotters. 
The lesson would then continue where pupils would join with a partner then create a group, 
building up their answers to create their own lighting design concept. Here I note the quality 
of the answers and the volume of responses given.  
 
I also wanted to investigate the prospect of attitudes towards thinking time changing during 
course of the enquiry. I asked pupils at the very start of the enquiry if they thought there was 
a benefit to thinking time, having first discussed the definition of thinking time with all 
pupils. A further questionnaire was issued at the end of the enquiry asking the same question. 
On both accounts pupils were expected to answer “yes” or “no” with space for each 
individual to provide a comment in response to their given answer. 
 
Findings  
 
Below is a table showing a comparison between thinking time and the number of hands 
raised during questioning. This comparison is a mean of the numbers observed over the four 
weeks. 
 



 
 
From the findings we can see that there was a significant increase in the number of hands 
raised after 10 seconds of thinking time. Looking at the findings over the four weeks 10 
seconds was the optimum time for each week. We can see that when given 20 seconds, there 
was a decrease in hands raised in comparison to 10 seconds, however there is still an increase 
in comparison to 0 seconds. This may be due to the loss of attention after a certain time 
frame. Once pupils have thought of an answer to the question and could not develop more 
their mind would become unfocused for the remainder of the time and so would forget their 
original answer.  
 
The table below demonstrates a more qualitive evidence base. I used the answers given in 
written format (in jotters) and my own observations of pupils during this time to shape my 
response to the enquiry.  
 
Thinking time given 
(secs) 

Teacher comment 

0 With each new question the same pupils would respond 
during the hands raised. 
 
The answers given were appropriate but lacked detail or 
complex thinking. 

10 50% of pupils responded raising their hands. 
 
Answers given were more complex with a wider vocabulary 
used. Some pupils responded in sentences with justification. 

20 A slight increase in pupil response from 0 seconds. 
 
Answers given were very similar to 0 seconds. Some pupils 
appeared unfocused during thinking time. 
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The questionnaire provided a greater insight into pupils’ opinions on thinking time. When 
asked at the start of the investigation only 6 pupils felt that thinking time was important to 
their learning, 10 said they felt it had no effect, and 4 said they did not know. Responses from 
pupils are detailed in the table below. 
 
Yes No 
I think that it gives me time to think about 
my answer and what I want to say. 

I get distracted and think about other stuff. 

I sometimes get confused so having time to 
think means I can come up with the right 
answer. 

I don’t understand all the questions. 

  
The response from pupils at the end of the investigation showed an increase in pupils finding 
thinking time to be effective. 11 pupils said “yes”, 5 said “no”, and 3 answered “don’t know” 
(one pupil was absent for the final questionnaire). The comments given for the second 
questionnaire were similar to the answers given for the first. However, it was encouraging to 
see an increase in pupils responding that they found thinking time to be effective. 
 
Conclusions  
 
From this enquiry it can be concluded that optimum thinking time is around 10 seconds.  
 
Too little thinking time generates short and minimal answers from the same pupils who may 
be more confident in speaking out (hands up). To much thinking time affords pupils the 
opportunity to become unfocused and distracted. The hands up techniques of observation is 
not wholly accurate in gaining an insight into pupil response and the effect of wait time. 
There may be various reasons as to why a pupil has not raised their hand that have no 
correlation with their knowledge. For instance, a pupil may not wish to raise their hand for 
fear of being picked on and having to speak out. Another may be anxious that their answer is 
wrong and wish to eliminate the possibility of being ridiculed for that.  
 
It should also be noted that there is no one rule for optimum thinking time (Tobin, 1987). 
Depending on the context of the learning longer or shorter thinking times would need to be 
given. The thinking time would be dictated by the question being asked and more external 
variables that relate to the social aspect of a classroom such as behaviour, time of day, pupil 
dynamics, etc.  
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
This enquiry was carried out over a short space of time. To gain a greater insight into the 
effect of thinking time in the classroom a more prolonged and in-depth study would need to 
be carried out.  
 



However, from this investigation I was able to increase my own appreciation for the 
technique. I gained further insight into the fluid nature of thinking time and improve on my 
own teaching and learning.  
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