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Rationale 
 
Questioning is, arguably, the most widely used form of Formative Assessment (FA) within 
education.  It is relentless, it is fundamental, and it is essential.  Although questioning is 
informative of pupil knowledge acquisition, it is vital that professionals consider the 
dynamics of how they question young people.  (Black and William, 1998, p.13) recognised 
that “the effectiveness of formative assessment will depend upon several detailed features of 
its quality, and not on its mere existence”. 

 

Wallace, McKie, Houston & Osborne (2007, p.33) identify four processes necessary to 
engage in thorough FA “questioning, giving feedback, self- and peer- assessment and using 
summative tests formatively”.  The term Formative Assessment was first introduced by 
Scriven in 1967 (Allal & Lopez, 2004, p.2).  This was very quickly incorporated in Blooms 
(1968) Model of Mastery Learning.   He stated that “…effective formative assessment is a 
key component of effective mastery” (Black & William, 1998, p.41).  With regards to 
questioning, we must recognise that the thought processes and immediate problem-solving 
abilities of children do not occur simultaneously.  As educators, we must consider the factors 
which impact on this to ensure we are providing equity of all learners. 

 

Analysis of formative assessment processes (including questioning) is part of our School 
Improvement Plan.  As it is a whole school focus, I evaluated my own practice and selected 
specific parts of my own systematic FA procedures to ascertain what I could personally 
improve on.  I have become increasingly aware of the pattern which is arising within my 
classroom.  There are children who are always keen to answer questions.  However, there are 
other children who very rarely, willingly and enthusiastically, volunteer an answer to a verbal 
question.  These children vary in their level of support needs, academic abilities and self-
confidence.  Rowe (1974) studies showed that teachers, on average, leave less than half a 
second for children to consider a response.  I have found myself wondering whether the time 
I naturally award to consider the answer is at the root of this inequality of opportunity. 

 

 



Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to collect data on how varying wait times will impact on the 
level of response received within class, in relation to verbal questioning.  A second aim was 
to consider the quality of these answers. 
 
 
 
 
Methodology 
 
This enquiry was conducted in a composite class of 25 pupils.  The children are P7/6.  The 
enquiry was centred around questioning in relation to numeracy.  The questions were mental 
maths strategy-based questions.  Each question required a certain level of thought.  There 
were no ‘one correct answer’ type questions.  The children within the class are currently 
working at a variety of levels ranging from early first level to early third level.  This was a 
significant consideration within the enquiry.  This meant that one question could not be 
presented to the whole class.  Groups were asked different questions and the results were 
consolidated.  These groups are referred to as Groups A (high ability/ 12 children), B (middle 
ability/ 8 children) and C (in need of support/ 5 children).  
 
Initially, before the enquiry began, each child completed a questionnaire about wait time.  
This questionnaire enquired about their opinions on optimal wait time, their emotional 
responses to exposed questioning and which wait time they felt best suited them as a learner.  
The wait time was then applied, one lesson per week, over a period of 5 weeks.  The wait 
time lengths were: 
 

• Week 1 – teachers natural wait time (1 second) 
• Week 2 – 2 seconds 
• Week 3 – 6 seconds 
• Week 4 – 10 seconds 
• Week 5 – 15 seconds 

 
The children were not informed of the wait time experiment until week 2.   The aim was to 
receive a completely natural response to measure against.  Specific wait lengths were 
introduced from week 2.  The wait time was displayed on the smart board and the children 
used independent white boards (IWB) to write their answers on.  This ensured that it was 
easy to ascertain who had answered correctly.  It also eliminated the opportunity for children 
to falsely raise their hand and be counted when they did not know the answer. 
 
Once the study was complete, children were given the same questionnaire they had 
completed at the start, to complete again. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Findings 
 
Initial Questionnaire findings: 
 
How much time 
are you usually 
given to think of 
an answer to a 
question? 

0.5 seconds 
 
2 children 

1 second 
 
12 children 

3 seconds 
 
10 children 

5 seconds 
 
1 child 

How do you feel 
about answering 
a question in 
class? 

Confident 
 
4 children 

Nervous 
 
7 children 

Don’t mind 
 
13 children 

Hate it 
 
1 child 

How much wait 
time do you think 
you need to think 
about a question? 

1 second 
 
3 children 

5 seconds 
 
6 children 

10 seconds 
 
14 children 

more 
 
2 children 
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Conclusions 
 
Group A 
 
Group A are the higher ability children in the class who are beginning Level 3a Maths.  This 
is slightly above what their expected level would be for their age/stage.  Responses levels 
tend to be higher from them.  This is for two reasons.  One:  their brain connections work 
quicker and Two: they have more success which impacts on their confidence levels.  In 
relation to this study, for Group A it was found that although there were had 8 responses from 
the natural wait time (roughly 1 second), only 5 of those were correct.  However, if a 6 
second wait time was applied, the correct answers doubled.  This did not increase with further 
wait time.  It was found that anything over 6 seconds, for this group, resulted in distraction, 
chatting and fidgeting.  For Group A, 6 seconds is their optimal wait time. 
 
Group B 
 
Group B are my middle ability group.  They are working slightly under the level expected for 
their age/stage.  This group are also, usually, keen to answer questions.  From a natural wait 
time and a 2 second wait time, 5 answers were received.  However, there were only 1 or 2 
correct answers.  When wait time was increased to 6 seconds, 8 children responded and 7 of 
them were correct.  This remained the same for 10 seconds.  However, when 15 seconds was 
given, the correct responses dropped to 6.  This child erased and re-wrote his answer 3 times 
during the 15 second wait time.  This group did not become unsettled as the wait time 
increased.  They did begin to doubt their answers though.  The optimal wait time for Group B 
is also 6 seconds. 
 
Group C 
 
Group C are my lower ability group.  This group are working at early first level in the 
curriculum.  This is significantly behind where expected levels should be.  During the natural 
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wait time and 2 second wait time, 2 incorrect responses were received.  As the wait time 
increased to 6 seconds, 3 responses and all 3 were correct.  As a result of both a 10 and 15 
second wait time, 5 responses were received.  4 of them were correct.  This was a significant 
breakthrough as there is one child in this group whose confidence is so low that he rarely 
attempts to answer.  He answered after 10 and 15 seconds.  After 15 seconds, he produced a 
correct answer.  10 seconds is the optimal wait time for 4 children in this group and 15 
seconds for the other child. 
 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
 
This enquiry holds teaching staff accountable for their levels of understanding in relation to 
wait time and how that is applied.  Teachers ask hundreds of questions in a day.  This is an 
excellent source of assessment.  However, it is essential to consider the logistics of how 
questioning is used.  This study has reinforced the varying needs within every class and how 
professionals can further support these needs.  Differentiated tasks, varying levels of support 
and additional resources for children who require them are essential ways to help ensure all 
learners can access the curriculum at their own level.  However, this child centred approach 
to questioning is not always applied. 
 
Going forward, the application wait time with Higher Order thinking questions can be a very 
useful method to obtaining a clearer understanding of learning.  This wait time will be 
dependent on the group of children being taught.   
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