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Rationale 

Wait-time is the time given to pupils after asking a question to allow them to formulate an 

answer. The concept of wait-time is not a new phenomenon. It was introduced by Rowe in 

the 1970s, who found that typical wait times in classrooms were negligible. After conducting 

some research, Rowe found that when wait-time was increased from the typical one second to 

a minimum of three seconds, pupil responses were of a higher quality and their understanding 

increased. (Rowe, 1986). Wiliam also noted that wait time was a significant factor in pupil 

responses to questioning. He noted that for higher order questions, which require more 

thought, wait time should be increased, because it was found to produce improvements in 

pupil learning (Wiliam, 2010). Stahl, in 1994, also noted that in order to produce the best 

response a wait time exceeding 3 seconds was necessary (Stahl, 1994). Black & Wiliam also 

found that increasing wait-time leads to greater development of learner’s thoughts and 

reasoning. (Black et al. (2004)). Further research has demonstrated the potential of strategies 

such as wait-time and think, pair share in improving learners overall communication and 

listening skills (Brady & Tsay, 2010). It is for these reasons I was interested in conducting 

my own study into the benefits of increased wait-time.  

 

 

 



Aims 

The aim of this practitioner enquiry was to assess the impact ‘wait time’ had on pupil 

responses to questioning in the classroom. The focus was to prepare higher order questions 

relating to texts being studied by the pupils, in order to determine the extent to which the 

increased wait time impacted on the quality of responses from pupils. 

 

Methodology  

This research was carried out over a four week period, within a secondary S3 class working 

across levels 3-4 of the BGE curriculum. The class chosen for the enquiry consisted of 30 s3 

pupils, 17 boys and 13 girls. These pupils had been streamed and are considered 4th set in the 

department, in third year pupils are streamed into different classes according to their working 

level. The purpose of the research was explained to the pupils in order that they themselves 

were able to offer comment on how they felt wait time affected their response at the end of 

the 4 week period.   

The enquiry was structured this way in order to allow for quantitative and qualitative data to 

be collected. Pupils with the given the opportunity to provide both verbal and written 

responses in the research, and these were both recorded on an observation sheet. In week one 

pupils were given no wait time for both verbal and written responses. In week 2 this was 

increased to 30 seconds wait time for both verbal and written, in week 3 pupils were given 1 

minute wait time, and in the final week they were given 2 minutes wait time. The observation 

sheet recorded the total number of responses each time and the quality of each response. 

Finally, the verbal communication was gathered on the same day each week and the written 

was gathered in the same way.  

The data collected was therefore both quantitative and qualitative. Data was gathered 

formatively though written exit passes, through teacher observation as well as questioning in 

the classroom. Finally, reflective notes were taken noting pupils engagement and responses. 

Quantitative data was recorded by recording the number of responses recorded each time.  

The qualitative data was gathered through listening to pupils, teacher observation during 

lessons of pupil understanding and engagement with questioning. It also included both the 

verbal and the written responses from pupils, their answers were assessed and labelled as 

‘good’, ‘fair’, or ‘poor’ and included in the table of findings. This assessment was made using 



professional judgement and according to the benchmarks in English. The overall number of 

responses was also recorded.  

 

Findings  

The tables below display the results from both the verbal and written responses from pupils. 

It can be seen that, for both verbal and written responses, increasing wait time increased the 

number of 'fair' and 'good' responses to a point. By increasing wait time pupils had more time 

to process the question and articulate their thoughts. However, the results show that 

increasing wait time further than 1 minute reduced the number of 'good' verbal responses, 

whilst those considered 'fair' continued to increase with extended wait time. Increasing wait 

time verbally led to a higher number of responses overall, only 7 pupils responded when 

given no wait time, compared with 13 responses when wait time was extended to 2 minutes. 

The number of 'fair' responses increased from 2 (immediate response) to 8 (2 minutes to 

respond). Additionally, the number of 'good' quality responses increased as wait time was 

increased, up to 1 minute, they decreased with 2 minutes wait time. This, therefore suggests 

that there is some benefit to extending wait time for verbal responses, however, in order to 

receive the optimum number of good quality answers this should be capped at 1 minute. 

Thereafter this evidence demonstrates a decrease in the number of good quality answers. 

Moreover, teacher observation found that pupils were losing interest, and were no longer 

discussing the question, indicating further that 2 minutes is too long. In terms of written 

feedback, which for the purposes of this enquiry took the form of exit passes on post-it notes, 

it was found that increasing wait time has a similar effect on written responses as it had with 

verbal. However, one of the benefits of using this method of response was that ensured full 

class participation. In this section of the enquiry it was found that increasing wait time 

increased the number of good quality responses from 10 (immediate) to 14 (2 minutes). 

However, the number of fair quality responses increased from 12 (immediate) to 14 (30 

seconds) and then dropped to 10, which is where they remained. It appears that the longer the 

wait time, the greater the number of 'good responses.  

 



Pupils themselves were asked after the findings were collected, for their own feedback, they 

were asked to write down how they felt about the periods of 'wait- time'. Below are some of 

their responses:  

• 'Two minutes was a bit too long, and led to people going off task.  30 seconds is too 

short. I think 1 minute is just right.' 

 

• 'Two minutes is too long, but 30 seconds was too short. So, I think that 1 minutes is a 

perfect time and it is easier to answer on a post-it note.'  

 

• '30 seconds feels too rushed, it was better to have more time to throw ideas around...' 

 

• '30 seconds was too short, but 2 minutes was too long, depending on the question...' 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Time Observation – Verbal  

Wait	Time	 Quality	of	Response	 Number	of	Responses	

Good	 Fair	 Poor	

	

	

Immediate	

	

	

3	 2	 2	 Good	=	3	

Fair	=	2	

Poor	=	2	

	

Total	=	7	

	

	

30	seconds	

	

	

5	 3	 1	 Good	=	5	

Fair	=	3	

Poor	=	1	

	

Total	=	9	

	

	

1	minute	

	

	

6	 4	 0	 Good	=6		

Fair	=	4	

Poor	=	0	

	

Total	=10	

	

	

2	minutes	

	

	

5	 8	 	 0	 Good	=	5	

Fair	=	8	

Poor	=	0	

	

Total	=13	
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Wait Time Observation – Exit Passes  

Wait	Time	 Quality	of	Response	 Number	of	Responses	

Good	 Fair	 Poor	

	

	

Immediate	

	

	

10	 12	 3	 Good	=	10	

Fair	=	12	

Poor	=	3	

	

Total	=	25	

	

	

30	seconds	

	

	

11	 14	 1	 Good	=	11	

Fair	=	14	

Poor	=	1	

	

Total	=	26	

	

	

1	minute	

	

	

12	 10	 6	 Good	=12	

Fair	=	10	

Poor	=	6	

	

Total	=28	

	

	

2	minutes	

	

	

14	 10	 4	 Good	=	14	

Fair	=	10	

Poor	=	4	

	

Total	=28	
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Conclusion 

After some reflection on this enquiry, it has been concluded that increasing wait time has a 

positive impact on the number of learners willing to responds verbally and it also increases 

the quality of their answers. It is evident in the case of exit passes that increasing the amount 

of wait-time given corresponded to an increase in the number of good quality results. I 

noticed that the learners were increasing in confidence when giving their answers as well as 

when given wait-time involving think, pair, share, they spent more time discussing the 

question with their group, rather than going off topic.  Overall this enquiry supports research 

that suggests that increasing wait-time increases the number and quality of learner responses. 

However, it must also be noted that the positive impact of wait-time has limitations, indeed 2 

minutes seemed to be too long for the majority of pupils. Moreover, from observation it was 

clear to see that learners had gone off task, and were becoming distracted and bored. 

Feedback from learners themselves further highlighted that 2 minutes was considered, by 

most, too long. One minute was the optimum response time for written and verbal responses, 

observation of the class when given 1 minute think time I found them to be engaged and 

actively sharing thoughts/opinions and ideas. Therefore this research concludes that 1 minute 

think time is the optimum for both number of and quality of responses.   

 

Implications for Future Practice 

As the results show, extending wait time had a positive effect on the number and quality of 

pupil responses both verbally and in writing, up to a point. It appears from the results 

displayed in tables that 2 minutes is the optimum wait-time, however, some pupils 

themselves felt that 1 minute was the optimum time required to provide high quality 

responses. These findings would suggest that wait-time should be increased for pupils, and 

these results should be shared with other practitioners in the hopes that they are encourage to 

increase wait time for both verbal and written responses within the classroom.  
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