
The Use of Thinking Time in the Classroom 

Claire-Marie Taggart 

Group 4A 

 

Rationale 

As teachers, we are consistently aiming to achieve learning and teaching requirements by 

progressively planning various elements of the curriculum, alongside being encouraged to 

reflect upon improving our own practise.  When we identify a flaw in our execution of a task 

or lesson we engage in professional dialogue with others in an attempt to gather strategies for 

improvement based on others’ trials and errors.	(Ottesen, 2007) In our daily practise, we 

engage and stimulate children by using a variety of questioning techniques to ensure the 

‘active’ style of learning is sustained throughout each lesson. (Nsead.org, 2019) As 

experienced as we are at asking questions, the highlighted dispute surrounding the 

effectiveness of questioning is the time given afterwards for the child or young person to 

respond. We, as a group, reflected upon the commonly used phrase of “thinking time” and 

this concept gave us the basis of our enquiry: The use of Thinking Time in the Classroom.  

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry is to develop an understanding of the importance of thinking time 

when posing a question to a class. Higher-level thinking skills have often been reported as 

important for an individual’s education, as well as an important engagement technique for 

teacher. (Gilliam et al., 2018) There have been various academic studies carried out 

investigating the impact of thinking time on the quality of an answer, and our intent is to 

discover the best strategies to put in place to ensure that the thinking time is the correct 

amount based upon different variables such as age and stage and question content and 

expectations of response. Our findings will be an amalgamation of pupil feedback and teacher 

analysis.  

Methodology 

The enquiry was carried out in a Primary 3 class with 24 children with a range of abilities. 

Before this enquiry began, the decision was made to analyse the effect of thinking time on the 

quality of an answer throughout the inter-disciplinary learning topic “Dr. Suess,” as it posed a 



lot of opportunity for discussion and child participation. The research was carried out over a 

four week period, with a few focussed enquiries over the working week. In order for the 

results to be fair, the variables were kept as consistent as possible, for example the time of 

day these questioning and discussion sessions were taking place, and the difficulty of the 

content. 

Weeks One and Two 

Weeks one and two were used as a means of gathering quantitative and qualitative evidence 

for comparative purposes later in the investigation. As part of our daily learning, the children 

regularly take part in a “think, pair, share” task. The application procedure of think-pair share 

instructional strategy consists of three steps. Students study on a question posed by the 

instructor, initially individually, secondly in pairs or groups and finally together with the 

entire class (Allen & Tanner, 2002; Kothiyal et al. 2013) This seemed an appropriate style of 

investigating the effect of thinking time as this can be varied in a controlled style that is 

appropriate for the age and stage of the learners. The week began by allowing the children 30 

seconds for each stage of the think pair share task.   

Weeks Three and Four 

As a comparative measure, weeks three and four were used for experimenting with the time 

given during these tasks to evaluate the impact on the quality of the answers being given. 

Throughout week three, the children were asked similar style questions and instead of being 

given the usual 30 seconds to think, they were given 60 seconds. By increasing the time 

frame given, the children were advised to embrace the added seconds and really use the 

thinking time as affectively as they could. Then, to gather further comparative data, the 

children were given a shorter time of 20 seconds in week four. By adapting these 

measurements and keeping the tasks identical, there were clear distinctions made between 

effective and non-effective thinking time allowances.  

Through this enquiry, the children in the class were consistently reminded of the importance 

of taking advantage of the quiet time given to think independently before engaging in 

discussion. This was communicated through the high expectation set for answers and also the 

success criteria agreed to achieve the learning intention of the lesson.  

 

 



Findings 

Throughout the first couple of weeks, the children were becoming more familiar with the 

questioning strategy of think pair share and in turn the quality of their answers based on the 

application of this theory began to improve quality. As the children’s confidence grew, the 

results were more reflective on the “thinking time” as opposed to being more guided by the 

“sharing time.”  

30 seconds 

The initial stage of the enquiry was carried out using 30 seconds of thinking time before the 

second and third stages of Think Pair Share. Children were posed a question such as “How 

many Dr. Suess books can you think of?” The questions were all vast in potential responses 

to give a clear reflection of the impact of the thinking time being given. Through observation, 

it was clear that children were putting a lot of focus on the visual timer and there was small 

indicators of panic from some children as the time decreased. Once the pairing and sharing 

began, the quality of the answers were excellent. The majority of children were able to name 

6 or 7 books, with some individuals only managing 3 or 4. In terms of the feedback, the 

children who struggled to name multiple texts expressed they “needed more time to think,” 

whilst others argued that they “ran out of ideas” by the time the alarm went off.  

60 seconds 

For the second stage of the enquiry, the class were asked similar style questions but given one 

minute of personal thinking time. The purpose of the increased time was to allow the children 

who felt 30 seconds was intimidatingly short to produce a confident response and also to 

encourage the children who came up with an answer very quickly to think deeper and 

improve the quality of their response. When the pairing and sharing began, there seemed to 

be far more discussion going on. After observing, the children were asked their opinions on 

the given thinking time in comparison to the previous lesson and the majority felt like it was 

far too long. One child stated “I ended up getting distracted because I had nothing else to 

think about,” to which many other children expressed their agreement.  

45 seconds 

In response to data gathered by week four, the progressive focus of the enquiry was handed 

over to the children as part of their pupil voice and child participation initiative. The children 

were asked to collaboratively decide on the “ideal thinking time” for the class. As an 



additional experiment, the children were given another open-ended question and a 60 second 

timer was displayed on the board. The children were instructed to carry out their personal 

thinking time as per usual, but raise their hand when they felt they had best prepared their 

answer. Through observation, the majority of hands were raised between 40 and 45 seconds, 

and the success of this time scale was illustrated through the high quality responses being 

given in the sharing task.  

Conclusions 

Several conclusions were produced as a result of this enquiry. Firstly, the importance of 

personal thinking time on the quality of an answer is imperative. At first level, the children 

were able to reflect on their own learning and discuss areas for improvement. In observing 

the children during these weekly enquiries, it was clear to see from answers and feedback that 

40-45 seconds was the “ideal” thinking time for the majority of our class. Secondly, the 

importance of child participation in this enquiry was something that was unexpected when 

discussing the rationale of this enquiry, yet it was through this that the findings were more 

accurate.  

Implementations for future practise 

This enquiry would be worthwhile to run through an academic year to see if the time would 

adapt in relation to the confidence of the children using the think pair share strategy. I intend 

to maintain this style of learning in my daily teaching and monitor any changes that may 

occur, and going forward will regularly incorporate the children’s feedback into the 

questioning strategies that are implemented in class.  
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