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Rationale 
Assessment strategies are used in all classrooms, so much so that the principles of 
Assessment is for Learning (AFL) are built within the structure of the Curriculum for 
Excellence (CfE, 2008).  In class, teachers can ask up to 2 questions per minute, 400 per day 
and 70,000 per year.  This accounts for one third of teaching time, and on average teachers 
wait around 1 second for an answer (Hastings, 2003).  It is likely that pupil response is low 
and the same children answer questions when asked (Wiliam, 2014).   Wait time is defined as 
“the period of silence between the time a question is asked and the time when one or more 
students respond to that question” (Teacher Vision, 2018). 
 
Rowe (1974) studied this further and found that teachers think that they wait for a significant 
period of time and give children enough time to form an appropriate response, when in actual 
fact they wait for less than a second for a response before reframing the question, asking 
someone else or giving the answer.  She suggests that a more positive Bayesian approach to 
questioning; which is based on a process of evidence building over time; alongside increasing 
wait time for children will not only produce a higher response rate, but also help children to 
develop higher cognitive level thinking skills which will produce more quality answers and 
deepen the learning. 
 
For these reasons, this enquiry will focus on increasing wait time in the primary classroom to 
see what affect this would have on pupil response. 
 
 
Aims 
The aim of this professional enquiry is to observe the affect that increasing wait time within a 
primary classroom setting will have on pupil response.  This will focus on whole class 
responses in terms of number of children wanting to answer, the quality of answers given and 
also how the children felt being given longer wait time. 
 
 
Methodology 
This enquiry was carried out over a 5 week period within a primary 2 classroom which 
consists of 21 children.  As the focus was whole class, however observations were made of 
particular individuals who would not answer out during question time.  They were observed 
twice per week during topic lessons as this is whole class teaching and learning times.  As 
this enquiry was carried out in the infants department, and also as questions were during 
plenary activities and not necessarily recall answers, longer wait time was needed.  This 
started off at 1 minutes in week 1, increased to 1 minute and 30 seconds in week 2, 2 minutes 
in week 3, 2 minutes and 30 seconds in week 4 and finally 3 minutes in week 5. 



 
At the start of the enquiry, a questionnaire was answered by all pupils in the classroom 
(appendix 1).  Along with the other professionals taking part in the enquiry, we agreed 
questions to ensure consistency so all practitioners were asking the same questions.  As this 
class were an infant class, I read the questions to the individual children and recorded the 
answers for them.  These questionnaires were carried out in week 1 to find out the children’s 
feelings towards being asked to answer out in class. 
 
Throughout the enquiry, I used a sheet to keep a tally of the number of children who put their 
hands up to answer questions, and also used my own judgement as to whether the quality of 
answers improved over the 5 week period.  This was as follows; 
 
Session Number of Hands 
Week 1 Session 1 – 30.1.19 
Week 1 Session 2 – 1.2.19 

5 
4 

Week 2 Session 1 – 6.2.19 
Week 2 Session 2 – 8.2.19 

6 
7 

Week 3 Session 1 – 13.2.19 
Week 3 Session 2 – 15.2.19 

9 
11 

Week 4 Session 1 – 20.2.19 
Week 4 Session 2 – 22.2.19 

12 
15 

Week 5 Session 1 – 27.2.19 
Week 5 Session 2 – 1.3.19  

9 
7 

 
 
Tally marks were used to gauge how many children felt confident enough to answer out, 
however lollipop sticks were used to choose children at random to keep the enquiry fair and 
to ensure the same children were not consistently asked.  Observations of the children who 
don’t usually answer out and notes of the quality of answers were also recorded (appendix 2). 
 
The same questionnaire was then repeated in the fifth week to monitor the changes in the 
response from children.  This would show any changes in feelings of confidence to answer 
out after wait time was increased. 
 
 
Findings 
In week one, the questionnaires showed a range of feelings about answering out from 11 
children feeling no confidence at all to 4 children saying they already felt very confident to 
answer out.  Of 20 children who completed the questionnaire, 16 of them stated that they did 
think increasing wait time would make them feel more confident about answering out and 14 
also thought it would give them more time to think of a better quality answer.  During the 
first week, there were also approximately 5 or 6 children who always volunteer to answer 
questions quickly by putting their hands up, with a majority of children not putting their 
hands up or willing to volunteer answers. 
 
Through observations and tally marks collected during the enquiry, it shows between 2 and 
2.5 minutes seemed to be optimum thinking time for this primary 2 class.  This was long 



enough to give children the chance to formulate a quality answer, and also gave less 
confident children long enough to think about an answer and be confident to volunteer this 
answer.  Looking at the tally marks and observations of quality of answers, any longer than 
these times and children started to get fidgety or distracted to forget their answer if their name 
was pulled out on a lollipop stick.  There were a small number of children who benefitted 
more from this extra wait time, particularly those who lack confidence in answering out, 
however for the majority of the class this was too long to wait. 
 
The questionnaire at the end showed that children felt an increase in confidence in answering 
questions in class with 18 out of 21 stating so.  These also showed for 14 children that 
increased wait time had made them feel less pressured to answer, and 18 also thought they 
gave better quality answers. 
 
 
Conclusions 
The range of children who answered questions in the classroom increased, as did the number 
of children willing to participate when observed with longer wait time.  Children who were 
not usually willing were more willing to have a go at answering questions and seemed more 
engaged in conversations.  As previously mentioned, increasing the time to 2.5 minutes up to 
3 minutes was less beneficial, as some children became distracted which was noted through 
trying to talk to peers or playing with their hands or items around.  The wait time of 2 
minutes to answer a question about learning within their topic provided optimum results 
within the classroom environment. 
 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
The study has shown potential benefits for children when increasing wait time in the 
classroom.  In this enquiry the outcome saw children with increased confidence to answer out 
in the classroom and also saw improvements to the quality of answers provided.  The answers 
were better thought out and planned, with no one ‘forgetting’ their answer after putting their 
hands up.  It is worth noting that not all children are the same and so the amount of wait time 
may have to be adjusted depending on the individual child or the class as a whole, as this may 
vary.  It is also a consideration that different children or classes may need different optimum 
wait times, as well as different curricular areas.  It may also be worthwhile to note that this 
was a new topic which was started in week 1 of the enquiry so as this progressed so did the 
children’s knowledge of the subject, which may also have played a part in increasing 
confidence.  In order to provide answers to these questions more research would be required 
in different classes, with different children and in different areas. 
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Appendix 1 
 
QUESTIONNAIRE	
 

1. How	confident	do	you	feel	when	you	are	put	on	the	spot	when	
answering	questions?	

	
Very	 	 Quite	 	 	 A	bit	 	 	 Not	Very	
	
2. Do	you	think	having	longer	thinking	time	would	increase	your	confidence	

to	answer	out?	
	
Very	 	 Quite	 	 	 A	bit	 	 	 Not	Very	

	
3. Do	you	think	you	would	feel	less	pressured	if	you	were	given	more	wait	

time	to	answer?	
	
Very	 	 Quite	 	 	 A	bit	 	 	 Not	Very	
	
4. Do	you	think	having	more	thinking	time	would	allow	you	to	give	better	

answers?	
	
Very	 	 Quite	 	 	 A	bit	 	 	 Not	very	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Appendix 2 
 
Practitioner Enquiry – Wait Time Observation Notes 
 
Week 1 – 28th Jan-1st Feb  (1 minute wait time) 
The same 4/5 children put their hands up to answer questions.  Answers were rushed, one 
child ‘forgot’ their answer when asked. 
 
Week 2 – 4th Feb-8th Feb   (1.5 minutes wait time) 
Started using lollipop sticks this week.  I noticed a few more hands up than usual.  
Quality of answers has improved a bit, no-one ‘forgot’ answer.  One quieter child who’s 
name was pulled out in the second session didn’t want to answer. 
 
Week 3 – 11th Feb-15th Feb   (2 minutes) 
Saw a huge difference this week in confidence, children who would usually not volunteer 
to answer out were putting their hands up, including V who is very quiet and was 
selectively mute last year.  Better quality answers, children were able to articulate what 
they are saying in a clear way – eg. “I learned that Mercury is the closest planet to the 
sun”, and “I learned that Uranus is the coldest planet”. 
 
Week 4 – 18th Feb-22nd Feb  (2.5 minutes) 
Continued to see an increase in hands go up.  One or two children getting restless or 
distracted, but children who wouldn’t usually answer out continue to raise their hands. 
 
Week 5 – 25th Feb-1st March  (3 minutes) 
Some children who wouldn’t answer seemed more confident having more time, but the 
majority of children were getting fidgety and some forgetting answers when asked. 
 


