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Rationale  
 
Wait time is the time that a teacher gives students to generate a response to a question. 
It was initially discussed by Rowe (1974) and it was found that on average teachers 
wait 1.5 seconds between question and response. It was found that when wait time 
was increased to 3 seconds there is a positive improvement to student attitudes.  
 
In addition to wait time being a beneficial tool to support students, Tobin (1987) 
found wait time also had a positive impact on teachers. Awareness and 
implementation of longer wait time led to increased variety and flexibility of teacher 
questioning strategies, which led to an increase in the quality of the questioning 
within the classroom. If questioning could be positively impacted by increasing wait 
time, this could lead to raising student attainment in the classroom – a Scottish 
government priority (Gov.scot 2011).  

This enquiry seeks to explore the impact on pupil participation and opinion of wait 
time in the classroom and to assess any potential impact of changing wait time.  

Aims  
 
The aim of the enquiry is to assess the impact of increasing wait time in the secondary 
classroom. The focus was prepare and deliver questions to students, increasing the 
wait time per week, allowing student participation to be measured. In addition, pupil 
opinion of wait time was recorded through using of targeted questions in a survey 
both before and after the enquiry had taken place.  
 
Methodology 
 
This research was conducted with a mixed ability Secondary 1 Science class of 19 
students. The research was carried out for 3 lessons a week over a period of 4 weeks. 
 
Prior to the commencement of the enquiry, an anonymous survey was conducted to 
gauge student opinion of wait time in the classroom. Students were given a number to 
allow comparisons to be made between answers. In the survey 4 questions were 
asked:  
 
1. Do you think teachers give you enough time to answer a question? 
2. Do you think more time to answer a question would help your answer? 



3. How do you feel when a teacher asks you a question? 
4. How much time should a teacher give you to answer a question? 

 
These questions were then asked to students again at the end of the enquiry to assess 
the impact of the research on pupil opinion. Students were encouraged to give detailed 
answers were possible to gain maximum awareness of student viewpoints.  
 
At the outset of the enquiry, question wait times were set at 2 seconds (close to the 
average wait time of teachers (Rowe, 1972)). This was measured with use of a 
stopwatch, and after the time, pupil participation was measured by counting the 
number of student responses. This number of responses was then averaged to find an 
average number of responses for the wait time. This time interval would be measured 
for the first week, with subsequent weeks measuring time intervals of 5, 7, and 10 
seconds respectively. The average number of responses could be compared to assess 
the impact on pupil participation and wait time. 
	

Findings  
	

The survey was completed both before and after the enquiry took place to assess the 
impact of varying wait times on students. Out of a full sample size of 19, 16 responses 
whether gathered for the ‘before’ survey, and 15 responses for the ‘after’ survey. 
	

Question 1: Do you think teachers give you enough time to answer questions? 

Students answers to this question fell into 3 broad categories: “Yes”, “No”, and 
“Depends on the question”. The results are as follows:  

Responses Number of 
Responses 

Before After 
Yes 12 12 
No 1 1 

Depends on the question 3 2 
	

In general, it can be seen that students maintained a consistent view on wait time over 
the duration of the enquiry. It shows most students maintain the opinion that teachers 
allow students enough wait time within the classroom.  

Question 2: Do you think more time for you to answer a question would help your 
answer? 

Again, student responses fell into 3 main categories: “Yes”, “No”, and “Depends on 
the question”. The results are as follows: 

 

 

 



Responses Number of 
Responses 
Before After 

Yes 12 9 
No 2 2 
Depends on the question  2 4 

 

Students were broadly consistent in their answer with this question, although several 
students changed their opinion that the content of the question mattered greatly when 
they were answering. It is interesting to note that although students feel teachers give 
them enough time to answer questions (Survey question 1), they state that they feel 
like they would benefit from an increase in the amount of time they have to answer.  

 

Question 3: How do you feel when a teacher asks you a question? 

Responses for this question were divided into three categories: “Positive”, “Negative” 
and “Neutral”. Positive responses included emotions such as “Confident” and 
“Happy”. Negative responses included emotions such as “Scared”, “Nervous”, 
“Reluctant”, and “Anxious”. Neutral responses consisted of emotions such as “Okay” 
and “Fine”. The responses are as follows: 

Responses Number of 
Responses 
Before After 

Positive 4 4 
Negative 3 4 
Neutral  9 7 

	

Although impact on any emotion responses appears minimal, it is important to note 
the severity of the language used had decreased by the completion of the enquiry. 
Initially, negative emotions such as “Panic” and “Scared” were used by students to 
describe how they feel. By the completion of the enquiry, much of this language had 
changed to “Nervous”, “Self-conscious”, and “Shy”, showing that increasing wait 
time had some impact on a student’s emotional experience answering questions. 
	

Question 4: How much time should a teacher give you to answer a question? 
	

Student responses for this section suggested large time intervals between questions 
and answers. Therefore, answers have been broken 4 categories: “One minute or less”, 
“Between 1 and 5 minutes”, “Greater than 5 minutes”, and “Depends on the question”. 
The responses are as follows: 
 
 
 
 
 



Figure 1. 

 
	

Prior to the enquiry being undertaken, most students were of the opinion that long 
wait times (greater than a minute) were required for them to answer questions, or 
were of the opinion that the content of the question mattered when answering a 
question. After the enquiry, there was a significant reduction in the amount of 
students stating they would like more than 5 minutes wait time. This shows an 
increased awareness by the pupils of more practical wait times. 
 
Pupil Responses 

Pupil responses as wait time increased are as follows: 

Figure 2
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As wait time increased, the number of average pupil responses increased. This shows 
that an increased wait time can have a beneficial impact on student participation in the 
classroom. As the time interval is increased to 10 seconds, there is a decrease in the 
impact of increased wait time. This shows a non-linear trend, in that increasing wait 
time exponentially will not consistently improve student participation.  

 

Conclusions 
 
This enquiry has shown that increasing wait time leads to a increase in pupil 
participation. Ultimately, it is difficult to assess any long term impact of the research 
due to the short scale of the enquiry, but it can be seen there is a positive short term 
impact for students. It is difficult to draw any clear conclusions to the impact of 
increasing wait time on pupil opinion due to the consistency in the ‘before’ and ‘after’ 
surveys. The inability to draw clear conclusions from this enquiry may be due to the 
limited timespan of the research. 

 

Implications for Future Practice  
 
Due to the limited nature of the enquiry, further research could be done to assess the 
impact of wait time over a larger timescale. Although not assessed in this enquiry, it 
would be important to recognise that questions asked can vary due to a variety of 
factors such as low and high order questioning, and that this may have an impact on 
the wait time required to maximise wait time. This would also allow for differentiated 
wait times to be researched in order to meet the needs of all students.  
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