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Rationale 
 
The notion of ‘wait-time’ was first coined by Mary Budd Rowe, and refers to the period of 
silence that follows after teacher questions and before students’ responses (Rowe, 1972). 
Rowe inferred that within a typical classroom, students’ ‘wait time’ was seldom more than 
one second (approximately) (Stahl, 1994). However when the period of silence was increased 
to between three and five seconds then ‘wait time’ had significant benefits: students’ 
responses were more in depth and accurate; the amount of pupils who provided no response 
declined; and also academic attainment and achievement tended to increase (Rowe, 1986). 
Rowe (1972) states that:  

 
There are increases in the length of the response, the number of unsolicited 
appropriate responses, student confidence, incidence of speculative responses, 
incidence of child-child data comparisons, incidence of evidence-inference 
statements, frequency of student questions, and incidence of responses from 
“relatively slow” students. The number of teacher questions which do not elicit a 
response decreases. 

 
Stahl (1994) concluded that recall or lower-level questions will require one to three seconds 
‘wait time’ for most students, whereas questions that require calculations will usually take 
between four and six seconds to formulate a response. Higher-order questions, that require 
more thought than simple recall questions, could take a ‘wait time’ of anything from six 
seconds to ten seconds. Mansfield (1996) developed the studies of Swift and Gooding in 
1983, stating that if teachers paused between three and seven seconds when asking questions 
involving higher-order thinking then achievement will increase (Mansfield, 1996). Tobin 
(1987) found that increasing ‘wait time’ had a positive effect on teachers suggesting that 
teacher’ questioning tended to be more varied and focused on the quality of the question 
rather than the quantity.  
 
The topic of ‘wait time’ was decided as the results could have a positive effect on pupil’s 
attitudes towards mathematics which is prevalent to their understanding and achievement.  
 
Aims  
 



The aim of this practitioner enquiry was to evaluate the effect ‘wait time’ had on pupil 
responses and whether there is an optimum ‘wait time’ to be given. The focus was to prepare 
and ask a variety of questions that require mathematical skills, ranging from basic arithmetic 
to problem solving, in order to determine if an increased ‘wait time’ would improve the 
quality of pupil responses.  
 
Methodology  
 
The research phase of the enquiry took place over a four week period with twenty-nine 
participants from second year all working at third/fourth level mathematics. A questionnaire 
was completed by all pupils involved, which consisted of both open and closed questions to 
gauge the pupils’ attitudes to ‘wait time’. This allows the researcher to directly compare 
pupils’ attitude before and after the five week period. 
 
The research consisted of both quantitative and qualitative data to ensure results were as 
accurate and reliable as possible. Creswell (2008) categorised qualitative data was evidence 
that tends to be gathered through verbal and open ended questions and responses based on the 
emotional thoughts and responses from participants, which was assessed through the 
questionnaires which included written responses from pupils in relation to ‘wait time’ in the 
classroom and what impact they felt it had on their learning. Whereas qualitative data is hard 
numerical evidence which can be analysed using various statistically methods. The 
qualitative data for the enquiry was comprised of formatively assessing pupils through the 
use of the educational app, Plickers, to analyse whether increasing ‘wait time’ improved the 
number of correct responses in the class. The use of various methods of collecting data is 
desirable when carrying out any enquiry as studies have proven results will have increased 
reliability (Hopkins, 2014). 
 
The educational app, Plickers, was chosen for the enquiry as it allows for immediate 
evaluation of how well pupils were understanding the topics being assessed. Plickers is 
comprised both of data from the whole class as well as individuals, meaning teachers can 
study the data in detail, allowing for evaluations of pupils understanding as well as looking 
in-depth to see if there are areas of weakness in their learning. In order to assess the impact of 
increasing ‘wait time’ pupils were given differing ‘wait times’ each week- which was timed 
using a stop watch- to which pupils had to select the correct answer from the multiple choices 
on the board in the allotted time. During the first week, pupils are given two seconds ‘wait 
time’ this was then increased to six seconds, ten seconds and then fourteen seconds during 
weeks two, three and four respectively .  
 
Findings 
 
The graph below displays the results from the Plickers correct responses. It can be seen that 
as the ‘wait time’ increases so too does the number of correct answers. By increasing ‘wait 
time’ pupils had more time to process what the question was relating to and therefore were 
able to correctly answer the question more regularly. 
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The pie charts below consists of the results from the questionnaires completed and before the 
investigation to which pupils were asked, “Do you think you were given enough ‘wait time’ 
to answer a question?” Pupils had to select either yes, no or unsure.  

 
 

Yes	
21%	

No	
72%	

Unsure	
7%	

Pupil	Responses-	Before	Investigation		

Yes	

No	

Unsure	



 
 
From the pie charts, it is apparent that pupils felt the ‘wait time’ they were given before the 
investigation was not adequate enough to perform higher order calculations successfully. 
Throughout the investigation the pupils were observed during the ‘wait time’ period which 
appeared to show the pupils more relaxed so they had more time to process the question, 
meaning they could respond with the correct answer. The questionnaire also gave meaningful 
insights into the attitudes pupils had towards ‘wait time’, with pupils making notable 
comments about the impact increasing ‘wait time’ had on their learning. 
 
How do you feel when a teacher asked you a question? (Before the investigation) 

• “I feel like I need to be first to answer, so I put my hand up quickly but I don’t always 
get it right because I went too fast”. (Pupil A) 

• “Under pressure in case I answer wrong because I didn’t have enough time to think 
about it”.(Pupil B) 
 

How do you feel when a teacher ask you a question? (After the investigation) 
• “I feel confident when my teacher asks me a question now as long as I have had 

enough time to think. I like when the teacher doesn’t ask for answer straight away and 
makes everyone wait so I don’t rush my answer”. (Pupil A) 

• “I don’t mind it when the teacher asks me a question as I feel that I can usually give 
an accurate answer because I was given time to think”. (Pupil B) 

 
How much time do you think a teacher should give you to answer? (Before the investigation) 

• “I think 2 seconds is enough time to answer”. (Pupil A) 
• “20 seconds to answer the question”. (Pupil B)  

Yes	
94%	

No	
3%	

Unsure	
3%	

Pupil	Responses-	After	Investigation		

Yes	

No	

Unsure	



 
How much time do you think a teacher should give you to answer? (Before the investigation) 

• “Between 5-10 seconds so pupils have a chance to think”. (Pupil A)  
• “At least 7-10 seconds depending on the question”. (Pupil B) 

 
Conclusions  
 
Reflecting on the data from this particular investigation could indicate that implementing an 
increased ‘wait time’ is beneficial to improve the responses from pupils and therefore as a 
result should be considered a success. It is evident that the pupils’ attitudes towards ‘wait 
time’ changed substantially throughout the investigation and the pupils were able to 
understand the benefits of implementing an increased ‘wait time’ in the classroom. It is also 
apparent that by increasing the length of ‘wait time’ the number of pupils correctly answering 
higher order thinking questions also increased between weeks one to four. However, although 
the highest percentage was achieved when ‘wait time’ was increased to fourteen seconds, it 
was evident through professional observations that a portion was pupils became restless 
waiting for the time to end. By comparing the results from ten and fourteen seconds, there is 
also no significant difference between the percentages of correct responses, perhaps indicting 
there is no benefit to increase the ‘wait time’ above ten seconds.   
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
The results indicate that increasing ‘wait time’ as a positive effect on the pupils responses 
therefore ‘wait time’ should be increased when questioning pupils. To allow for a common 
approach to ‘wait time’ then results and practices should be shared amongst colleagues to 
encourage everyone to be using an optimum ‘wait time’.   
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