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Rationale  
 
Tobin (1987) defines wait time as “the duration of pauses separating utterances during verbal 
interactions”. Within the classroom setting, the time between the teacher posing a question 
and a pupil’s response is often referred to as ‘wait time’ (Rowe, 1974; Tobin, 1987), ‘think 
time’ (Stahl, 1990) or ‘thinking time’ (Alexander, 2004). The purpose of this enquiry is to 
find out how increasing wait time after questioning affects pupil responses.  
 
This professional enquiry will examine the impact of implementing extended wait time 
within the class using a variety of data collection methods. The topic for the research was 
decided due to a shared interest in motivating and engaging learners and encouraging more 
pupil participation.  
 
Aims 
 
The aim of this enquiry was to consider how increasing wait time after questioning affects 
pupil responses.  
 
Methodology  
 
The research within this enquiry was conducted in a Primary 6 class which consisted of 
twenty-eight pupils. The investigation focussed on the whole class and was completed over 
four weeks. Increased wait time was given after questioning during two interdisciplinary 
learning (IDL) lessons each week. Three open questions were asked during each lesson and 
as wait time was not a new strategy in the class, emphasis was put on the deliberate wait time 
after each question. Each week the wait time increased by five seconds and the same number 
of questions were asked to ensure consistency. In the first week, three questions were asked 
per IDL lesson with a wait time of five seconds. In the second week, the wait time was ten 
seconds per question. In the third week the children were given fifteen seconds deliberate 
wait time, and by week four, they had twenty seconds per question.  
 
Data was collected through a pre-study questionnaire on the first day of the study. This 
allowed for the children’s initial opinions to be recorded. The questionnaire consisted of 
multiple choice questions to ensure the results were measurable (Table 1). As there were 
eight lessons over the four weeks, field notes were taken in order to record the number of 
hands up after having wait time, and also to notice patterns in pupil responses. The study 
focuses on a child’s willingness and confidence to answer, and not only if the answer is 
correct. At the end of the research, the post-study questionnaire was completed to ask 
children about how they are feeling now having had the increased wait time (Table 2). The 
results were then recorded in a table in order to compare the results. 
 
Findings 



 
Questionnaire  
A pre-study questionnaire and a post-study questionnaire were conducted based on similar 
questions in order to compare the results. The pre-study questionnaire gave an initial 
indication of how confident the children were answering out loud and how they felt when 
they were under pressure. The post-study questionnaire was then used to record the impact 
the children felt increased wait time had on their own confidence and ability to answer out. In 
each of the questions the children had four answers to choose from - very, quite, a bit and not 
very. This scale was used to keep the answers consistent and therefore allowed them to be 
compared. Table 1 identifies the number of children who answered each of the four options. 
 

 No. of children 
Table 1 – Pre-study questionnaire  Very Quite A bit Not Very 

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

0 5 14 9 

2. Do you think having longer thinking time would 
increase your confidence to answer out? 

16 9 3 0 

3. Do you think you would feel less pressured if you 
were given more wait time to answer? 

10 17 1 0 

4. Do you think having more thinking time would 
allow you to give better answers?  

20 8 0 0 

 
 No. of children 

Table 2 – Post-study questionnaire Very Quite A bit Not Very 
1. How confident do you feel when you are given 

time to think about an answer before being asked? 
19 6 3 0 

2. Having had more thinking time, do you think your 
confidence to answer out has increased? 

15 8 4 1 

3. Have you felt less pressured having had more wait 
time to answer? 

15 7 6 0 

4. Do you think having more thinking time has 
allowed you to give better answers?  

22 6 0 0 

 
 
Table 1  highlights that 50% of the class feel ‘a bit’ confident when being put on the spot and 
most of the class think their confidence would increase by having a longer thinking time 
before answering questions with 57% selecting ‘very’. Analysing the results of the 
questionnaire it is clear that the learners think that more wait time would be beneficial to their 
confidence and the quality of their work. As all of the learners picked ‘very’ or ‘quite’ for 
question 4, the quality of their answers was observed through field notes using teacher 
professional judgement.  
 
The results of the post-study questionnaire in Table 2 shows an improvement. More than two-
thirds of children suggested that they are more confident in answering a question when they 
are given time to think about the answer. This does not suggest how long the children need to 
think but has emphasised that they feel better about answering. All of the children in the class 
answered that more wait time has allowed them to give better answers which links to the pre-
study questionnaire where all of the children thought that more thinking time would allow 
them to give better answers.  



 
Observation during questioning 
Field notes were used over the course of four weeks and were used to record the number of 
hands up immediately after giving children wait time. It was observed that during the first 
lesson in week one, five children in the class had their hands up after the initial five seconds 
wait time suggesting this was not enough wait time for this group of learners. During week 
two, it was evident that more children were using the wait time to try to form an answer and 
the number of hands up doubled to an average of ten per question. In week two, there was a 
variety of children putting their hands up, unlike week one where it was the more confident 
individuals always keen to answer. In weeks three and four, pupil responses continued to 
increase with between 15-20 children with their hands up to answer each question.  
 
Observations were recorded with regard to pupil responses. Pupil A, who is often shy and 
quiet in the class, expressed they feel pressured to provide an answer when put on the spot 
with a question. It was observed that during week one, he was thinking about an answer 
during the deliberate ‘wait time’. Even though it looked as though he was thinking, pupil A 
did not raise their hand to answer the question. By week two, Pupil A seemed to respond well 
to having 10 seconds wait time and this had a positive effect on him as he raised his hand for 
two of the six questions that week. Pupil A’s confidence appeared to have grown over the 
course of four weeks as they became more willing to answer out in class. During the post-
study questionnaire, pupil A said to the class teacher, “I really like having this extra time to 
think, it helps me understand the question before thinking of an answer”. This highlighted the 
affect increasing wait time has had on one individual which can then be compared to the 
questionnaire results.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The results of this study highlight that increasing wait time after questioning has a positive 
impact on pupil responses. The questionnaires illustrate how the learners feel they have 
benefited from the increased wait time, and the field notes and observations give specific 
examples of how it affects pupil responses. This concludes that increased wait time does not 
only encourage children to answer but increases their confidence and makes them feel less 
pressured when answering out loud. This enquiry suggests that practitioners should consider 
the time they allow children to think about their answers and use a variety of techniques to 
adapt wait time to meet learners’ needs. 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
 
This enquiry increased awareness of the impact of giving children additional wait time after 
questioning. Teachers should consider that different pupils may require different lengths of 
thinking time in order to form an answer to a question. Teachers should also consider the 
types of question being asked as higher order thinking and lower order thinking questions 
will require a different amount of wait time. 
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