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What happens when wait-time is used during questioning in the classroom? 
Brian McGowan 
Group 2F 

Rationale 

In the classroom, it is common place that the number of pupils responding to questioning is 
low and/or the same pupils often answer the questions, as debated by Wiliam in his 
Assessment for Learning work (YouTube, 2014). Thus, this enquiry investigates what 
happens when wait-time is used during questioning. The concept of wait-time refers to the 
period between when a question is asked and when students respond (TeacherVision, 2018). 
Moreover, it has been defined by Tobin (1987) as the time that separates exchanges during an 
interaction.  

The importance of wait-time stems from the need for an increase in the time that practitioners 
give students to answer questions as this allows them to generate appropriate response. Thus, 
more time equates to more developed answers, which offers a deeper examination of learning 
and teaching. Moreover, many practitioners believe that they give students enough time to 
answer questions. However, studies show that most teachers wait less than a second before 
giving the question to another pupil, reframing it, or providing the answer (Rowe, 1974).  
Furthermore, Rowe (1974) investigates the type of questions used and suggests a more 
positive approach. For example, Rowe (1974) suggests a move from traditional quick fire and 
quick answer questions towards a Bayesian approach of process and evidence building as this 
allows students to learn more over time. Stahl (1994) supports these claims as his research 
showed that practitioners did not give sufficient think time and that teachers gave students 
roughly 0.7-1.4 seconds to answer a question. Additionally, Cotton (1988) claims that this 
time frame only allows students to use their short-term memory. Consequently, students are 
unable to respond to Blooms Taxonomy Questions.  

Evidence suggests that increasing wait-time facilitates the higher cognitive level learning 
linked to higher attainment, which is a target of the Curriculum of Excellence (Gov.scot. 
2011). This enquiry aims to investigate if providing wait-time brings significant changes to 
the answers given, the number of students responding, and answer quality. Moreover, the 
confidence levels towards volunteering answers will be studied. Rowe (1986) suggests that 
there will be increased participation and confidence following longer wait-time. 

Aims 

The aims of this enquiry were to investigate if increased wait-time would indicate greater 
student participation, higher quality answers, and more confident students. Moreover, the 
enquiry also examined different types of questions and the answers to these questions 
regarding wait-time.   

Methodology 

This enquiry was carried out over 4 weeks with an S2 Spanish class comprising of 30 
students therefore, the focus was on one curricular area, Modern Languages, and the 
participation of the whole class was examined. However, closer observations were made of 
quieter students during question and answer sessions. The wait-time varied from, 4 seconds 
in Week One, 7 seconds in Week Two, 9 seconds in Week Three, and 12 seconds in Week 4. 
Observations were noted to monitor changes in the quality of answers and student 
participation (Appendix 1). On Week One, a questionnaire was completed to gather student 
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opinion regarding the current wait-time and how they would feel about more time to think 
before answering (Appendix 2).   

The questionnaire was repeated at Week 4 to monitor any changes in opinion (See Appendix 
3). Moreover, students were encouraged to comment on the impact of wait-time using an exit 
pass to develop an understanding of how they felt questioning had changed and to uncover 
their opinions of wait-time in general (Appendix 4). Furthermore, lollipop sticks were used 
throughout to ensure students were chosen at random and that students did not feel extra 
pressure to answer. Moreover, show me boards were used in class to gauge whole class 
participation following the introduction of wait time. The results gathered from these two 
methods were noted in the observations of teaching and learning during the 4-week period 
and were generated using professional judgment (See Appendix One). Additionally, similar 
questions were used throughout and gradually changed by using the Bloom’s Taxonomy 
strategy from Low Order into Higher Order thinking as well as Pose, Pause, Pounce and 
Bounce (Carroll, 2018) to observe and record responses. This approach combined 
collaborative learning and questioning. Consequently, broadening the scope of this enquiry, 
increasing participation, and ensuring more accurate and inclusive results.   

Findings  

In Week One of the enquiry many students expressed a desire for more wait-time as the class 
believed that this would mean the answer would be correct (See Appendix 2). However, 
during week one, several students continued to be anxious to answer, and when selecting 
students with their hands up, others would switch off or decided not to answer because they 
did not know. Moreover, the wait-time during this week was 4 seconds so there was some 
pressure to answer quickly. 

By Week 3 of the enquiry the students were more engaged, and the volume and quality of 
answers improved. This engagement was due to increased wait-time and the use of lollipop 
sticks and show me boards as students were more likely to think if there was a chance that 
they could be selected and the show me boards encouraged all students to participate. 
Moreover, instead of answering basic recall questions students began to analyse each other’s 
answers and respond via rephrasing or counter arguing using their own opinion supported by 
valid reasons. Additionally, the Pose, Pause, Pounce and Bounce (Carroll, 2018) strategy 
allowed students to support each other and develop answers. Thus, answer quality increased 
due to more points being made and the ideas being bounced from student to student.  

The results of the questionnaires at the end of the enquiry showed that the majority of the 
class felt that longer wait-time made them keener to answer questions. Moreover, the class 
felt that “Why” questions were the most interesting because more detail could be given, and 
better knowledge could be exhibited. Additionally, the responses highlighted that prior to the 
enquiry many students were keen on the hands up approach as they knew they would have 
the option to answer. Nonetheless, the lollipop strategy encouraged more students to take part 
and made them step out of their comfort zone (See Appendix 2 and 3).  

The responses to the questionnaire completed in Week 4 were mainly positive. For example, 
students noted that, Who and What questions are easier when given extra time (See Appendix 
2). Moreover, students acknowledged that adding more detail was important and this could be 
achieved with wait-time. One student stated that wait-time is important as, more wait-time 
lets them develop the best answer (See Appendix 4). This feedback highlights the positive 
attitude that the majority of the class displayed towards wait-time and this showed in their 
participation during lessons.  
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Furthermore, using an Exit Pass as a feedback technique was effective due to the deep 
reflection and evaluation carried out by individual students. The feedback collected via the 
Exit Passes was anonymous, thus, students were not as hesitant to display their true thoughts 
and feelings. In addition, more time to think and add more detail to answers were common 
themes when students were commenting on the benefits of wait-time (See Appendix 3 and 4). 
One the contrary, for a small number of students, wait-time was not so effective (See 
Appendix 5 and 6). Some students believed that more wait-time led to distractions and even 
boredom. This feedback was helpful as it helped to create a balanced reflection of the 
implications of this enquiry and offered different perspectives from different students as they 
are all individuals and have preferred learning strategies.   

Conclusions 

By introducing more wait-time student participation increased and the answers put forward 
contained more substance, thus, showing increased thought and reflection. Moreover, 
students with additional support needs were more likely to participate. However, more 
difficult questions posed a challenge for these students, but this was overcome using the Pose, 
Pause, Pounce and Bounce approach. Furthermore, some students found 12 seconds too long 
and lost interest in the lesson. This was observed through some students chatting to peers or 
playing with items on their desk. This highlights that some students cannot be expected to 
wait too long due to short attention spans and subsequently turning to interact with something 
else. Similarly, as detailed in the Exit Pass reflections, boredom can be a problem for some 
students, thus, extended wait-time may be counterproductive. Hence, it is vitally important to 
know the students you are working with and what works best for them. Thus, this is a child 
specific technique and varies from student to student. Hence, in conclusion, this enquiry 
highlighted that a wait-time of 9 seconds produced the best answers and was the most 
effective wait-time in the S2 class that the enquiry was carried out on.  

Implications for Future Practice  

This enquiry has helped to increase increased awareness of the benefits of additional wait-
time. However, this experience has emphasised that not all students will respond the same 
way. Nevertheless, following this period of research, additional wait-time should be allocated 
during questioning as this enquiry has identified the positive impact wait-time has on pupil 
confidence and participation. However, students are individuals, thus, each student may 
require a different amount of wait-time. Furthermore, the optimum wait-time may vary 
depending on the curricular area. Thus, it would be beneficial to investigate the ideal wait-
time when working with different students across different curricular areas.   
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Appendix 1 

S2 Wait-Time and Questioning observations 
Practitioner enquiry Feb-March 19 

 

Week 1 

Pupil C was very quiet and did not offer many more answers than on previous occasions 
during questioning. Pupil C spent a lot of time staring at the wall. However, when asked to 
answer a question Pupil C hesitated and declared that she needed more help to answer. 
Moreover, the same pupils answered the questions each time. However, more detail in their 
answers would be better.  

Week 2 

I have implemented the new strategies. The lollipop sticks are now in full effect and are being 
used to randomly select different students to answer the questions I have posed. The show me 
boards are also in use in order to gain better insight into whole class understanding and 
participation. Pupil A and Pupil B are now offering more answers to my questions, even 
though their answers are not quite accurate enough. Moreover, students are respecting the 
rules and allowing each other the full time to think before trying to answer. The wait-time has 
now been increased to 7 weeks and I am beginning to see an improvement in the quality of 
their answers.  

Week 3 

Classroom observations were focused on a debate in the class regarding young people and 
social media. Working in small groups and individually with additional wait-time has had a 
positive impact on pupil confidence, the length of answers and the quality of answers. 
Student D and E showed real promise during this task as they are two students who normally 
don’t like to take but will the comfort of additional thinking time, they gave a greater effort to 
answer. 

Week 4 *Final Week* 

This week was based on general grammar and vocabulary questions which required deeper 
thinking and more in-depth answers. All students were engaged as the lollipop sticks were 
used. However, during the last week the wait-time was increased to 12 seconds and this 
seemed to have a negative impact on the class, in comparison to previous weeks, it certainly 
seemed as though 12 seconds was much too long as I could see that several students had 
disengaged before the time was up and I could see an increase in low level disruption due to 
this disengagement and perhaps boredom due to the wait-time.  

 

  



	

6	|	P a g e 	
	

Appendix 2 

S2 questionnaire 

Wait-Time and Questioning 

 

1. What is your favourite type of question? What makes a good question? 

I like who and what questions because they are easier questions. 

 

 

 

2. Would you prefer to raise your hand to answer or be asked at random? 

I like hands up because the people that want to speak can speak.  

 

 

 

3. Would you prefer to answer a question straight away or would you like time to think 
about and answer? 

I think it’s better to have time to think. 

 

Why? 

Because people can give better answers and more detail. 

 

4. In your opinion, do you think you will answer a question better if you have more time 
to think? 

I think the more time I get the better my answer will be.   



	

7	|	P a g e 	
	

Appendix 3 

S2 questionnaire 

Wait-Time and Questioning 

 

1. What is your favourite type of question? What makes a good question? 

My favourite type of question is a why question. 

 

 

 

2. Would you prefer to raise your hand to answer or be asked at random? 

I prefer hand up or the lollipop sticks. with hands up the students that know the answer are 
able to show they know. Lollipop sticks make us all pay attention because we could be next.  

 

 

 

3. Would you prefer to answer a question straight away or would you like time to think 
about and answer? 

I want to think more about questions.  

 

Why? 

Because with more time to think I can give more detail and longer answers.  

 

4. In your opinion, do you think you will answer a question better if you have more time 
to think? 

I think that I will be able to give a better answer when I am given more time to think about 
the question.  
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Appendix 4 

Exit pass 

Wait-Time and Questioning 

 

Q: Does a longer wait-time have a positive impact when answering questions? 

 

Yes. 

 

Q: Give me two reasons why longer wait-time has helped you when answering questions in 
class.  

1.    It lets me give more details and a better-quality answer. 

 

 

2.    It has helped me because I have time to make sire its right and that it makes sense.  

 

 

Q: Is there anything you would change about the type of question being asked or the length of 
wait-time you are given to answer questions?  In your opinion, are there any negatives to 
long wait-time when answering questions?  

Sometimes I forget the question/answer and when the teacher asks for answers I don’t know. 
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Appendix 5 

Exit pass 

Wait-Time and Questioning 

 

Q: Does a longer wait-time have a positive impact when answering questions? 

 

Yes. 

 

Q: Give me two reasons why longer wait-time has helped you when answering questions in 
class.  

1.    It is good because I get more time to think.  

 

 

2.    It is good because I can add more information. 

 

 

Q: Is there anything you would change about the type of question being asked or the length of 
wait-time you are given to answer questions?  In your opinion, are there any negatives to 
long wait-time when answering questions?  

If the question is easy, then I get the answer and then distracted the rest of the time. 
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Appendix 6 

 

Exit pass 

Wait-Time and Questioning 

 

Q: Does a longer wait-time have a positive impact when answering questions? 

 

Yes. 

 

Q: Give me two reasons why longer wait-time has helped you when answering questions in 
class.  

1.    I get to think deeper about the question.  

 

 

2.    More time makes me work harder.  

 

 

Q: Is there anything you would change about the type of question being asked or the length of 
wait-time you are given to answer questions?  In your opinion, are there any negatives to 
long wait-time when answering questions?  

I get bored waiting.  


