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Rationale 
 
Mary Budd Rowe, refers to ‘wait time’ as the period of silence that follows teacher questions 
and students completed responses (Rowe, 1972). 
 
There is no doubt that questioning is an effective teaching method embedded in the practice 
of all educational professionals. Some strategies to questioning can elicit deeper learning and 
promote confidence in pupils as well as possibly deter them from answering altogether if 
used poorly. Tobin (1987) suggests that when wait time is greater than three seconds it 
enables high cognitive level learning by giving the respondent more time to process their 
thinking. Stahl (1990), however, asserts that the average teacher does not allow proper or 
beneficial wait-time before expecting an answer.   
 
Rowe (1986) states that the average teacher only waits a second or less for a response to a 
question. This wait time is even less if they perceive that the pupil does not know the answer. 
This small amount of wait time seems to have a more detrimental effect to teaching and 
learning, leading to fewer volunteered/higher-level answers. It stands to reason that in order 
for a child to have collated their thoughts into a higher-level answer they would therefore 
need the appropriate wait time. This then led to the belief that both the quality and quantity of 
pupil answers would be increased through the proper use of wait time during questioning. 
This professional enquiry will answer what happens when more wait-time is used during 
questioning in the classroom. 
 
Aims 
 
The purpose of this enquiry was to use and extend wait time within the secondary classroom 
setting and summarise the impact this had on teaching and learning in terms of: 
 

• The quality of pupils’ answers, 
• if the number of volunteers changed, and 
• if pupil’s confidence differed. 

 
The enquiry also looked at the types of questions given and the answers in response to those 
questions when wait time was extended in the classroom. 
 
Methodology 
 
This research was conducted with a middle set second year mathematics class of 19 pupils. 
The research was carried out once a week for 4 weeks. The project was conducted at the same 
time of day each week. This ensured more consistent results were achieved as external factors 
such as changes to children’s mood at different points in the day were removed. 
 
Initially pupils were asked by the teacher as a show of hands “Who thinks it is important to 
answer the teacher as quickly as possible?” Their responses to this initial question were then 
used as a comparison at the end of the research. Pupils were again asked the same question, 
after having more understanding, experience, and practice of the wait time concept to see if 



answers had changed to reflect more value being placed on the quality of the response over 
the time. Pupils were also asked additionally at this time to provide their opinion on the wait 
time concept on post-it notes.  
 
Participant observation was carried out by the teacher during these four weeks by making 
observation notes in a planner after each class reflecting on pupil responses. These notes 
considered the quality of pupils’ answers in terms of the spread of answers across the class, 
and the level of dialogue/discussion generated between pupils stemming from the initial 
questions. This could all then be compared to the nature of the pupil’s responses before the 
research began to evaluate any differences once wait time had been introduced. 
 
To ensure the results were as reliable and accurate as possible both quantitative and 
qualitative data was incorporated in the research. Qualitative data tends to be evidence 
gathered though verbal and open-ended responses based on an individual’s thoughts and 
feelings, whereas quantitative data is numerical evidence which can be statistically analysed 
(Creswell, 2013). Quantitative data was comprised of formatively assessing pupils by using 
show-me board answers to analyse whether increasing wait time improved the number of 
correct responses. Qualitative data collected in this enquiry also included observations made 
by the teacher during lessons regarding pupils’ engagement and understanding. It also 
included verbal and written responses from pupils in relation to wait time in the classroom 
and the influence it had on their progress and learning. A mixed method data approach is 
encouraged when carrying out an enquiry as it has been proven to be more beneficial as it 
generates far more accurate results (Hopkins & Ahtaridou, 2008). 
 
Each lesson consisted of a brief introduction to the topic followed by a ‘show me board’ 
session where it would be easier to visually gauge pupil understanding. Questions relating to 
the topic were posed to class and a specific period of time was given before asking pupils to 
raise their boards. To assess the impact of increasing wait time pupils were instructed to hide 
their answer until they were told to reveal it. During week one there was no wait time given. 
This was then increased to 3 seconds in week 2, and increased further to 5 seconds in week 3. 
During the final week there was 10 seconds of wait time given. If a pupil struggled to answer 
a given question, or gave an incomplete response, then ‘bounce techniques’ were used where 
the same question would be asked to another pupil in the classroom. This ensured a 
significant number of pupils remained engaged in the lesson at all times as the entire class 
could be called upon to answer a question at any given time. Lollipop sticks were also used 
throughout the enquiry to ensure children were chosen randomly to answer questions and no 
child felt extra pressure.  
 
Questioning techniques were incorporated throughout the research as the level of questioning 
had to be carefully considered if all pupils were to be given the opportunity to offer high 
quality answers. Therefore, Blooms Taxonomy levels were used to stage the level of 
questioning to the ability of the pupil and in order to scaffold the pupils learning from lower 
order thinking to higher order thinking as suggested by Carrol and McCulloch (2018). 
Initially the no wait time and 3 second wait time was introduced using lower level questions 
to allow pupils to get in to the routine of waiting before they answer. As pupils got used to 
this practice they were gradually moved up the levels as appropriate to their ability. 
 
 
 
 



Findings 
 
The findings overall suggest that increasing wait time consistently leads to an increase in the 
quality of answers offered, an increase in the number of pupils offering answers, an increase 
in the amount of discussion, and dialogue between pupils about their answers and a decrease 
in the number of pupils answering with “I don’t know”.  
 
Initially, when asked “who thinks it is important to answer the teacher as quickly as 
possible?” most of the pupils put their hand up in agreement (see figure 1). When the pupils 
with their hands down where asked why they did not think it was important all of them 
referred to reasons to do with confidence. However, when this question was asked again after 
the research period had ended, the responses were very different. The second time the pupils 
were asked this no pupils put up their hand to indicate that a quick answer was important (see 
figure 1). This represents a clear shift in pupil attitudes towards the importance of taking time 
to consider your answer upon engagement with the wait time concept.  
 
Figure 1:  

 
 
The graph below displays the results from the show-me board responses. It can be seen that 
as the wait time increased the number of correct answers improved (see figure 2). By 
increasing wait time pupils had more time to process the question and therefore were able to 
correctly answer the question.  
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Figure 2:  

 
The pie chart below displays the results of a questionnaire carried out after the investigation, 
in which a middle set second year mathematics class of 19 pupils were given the statement 
“Increasing the length of wait time helps to improve the quality of my answer”. Pupils had to 
choose from: strongly agree, agree, not sure and disagree. 
 
Figure 3:	 

 
From the pie chart (see figure 3), nearly every pupil in the class agreed that increasing wait 
time during questioning helped improve their understanding, with no pupils in the class 
selecting the option “Disagree”. The majority of pupils felt that increasing wait time 
significantly improved their understanding with 84% of the class strongly agreeing. In 
comparison, 11% of pupils agreed with the statement and saw a slight improvement in their 
understanding of a question if wait time is increased. One pupil questioned (5%) responded 
that they were not sure if wait time had any impact on their learning.  
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The qualitative data gathered through the close monitoring and observation of pupils during 
the investigation proved that increasing wait time allowed pupils more time to process the 
question and respond with the correct answer. I also observed that there was an improvement 
in the quality of pupils’ answers during lesson starters when wait time was increased by 
reviewing individual jotter work before, during, and after the investigation period. Purposeful 
learning discussions with pupils during the practitioner enquiry also reinforced this finding. 
From class discussions after the investigation pupils made some notable comments about the 
impact increasing wait time had on their learning as detailed below:  
 
Do you think increasing wait time improved your learning and understanding in maths?  
 

“Yes, because if the question is harder you will need longer to answer it.”  
 
“Yes, because it will give me more time to think about it.”  
 
“Yes, because I won’t rush so I won’t write the wrong answer.” 
 
“Yes, because it gives me more time to understand the question.” 
 

Conclusions 
 
From the results, we can conclude that an increase in wait time was an effective method to 
not only enhance the quality and number of pupil responses but also increase their confidence 
and understanding of the topic covered in class. 
 
It is also clear from the professional analysis of the children’s quality of answers that when 
wait time was implemented; not only were answers more fluent and richer in content, it also 
allowed for more challenging questions to be asked, and children showed more confidence 
when tackling these sorts of questions. It also indicated that pupils began to have more 
confidence in their ability to answer questions in front of the class, and made them more 
willing to offer answers in the future. Overall pupils engaged positively and were self-aware 
of their improvements as reflected in their feedback. 
 
It should be noted that although the benefits of the study are evident, the study itself also has 
several limitations that should be taken into consideration. Firstly, the duration over which 
the study was implemented was relatively short, and in order to ensure results are valid the 
study would have to serve a longer duration of time implemented within the classroom.  
 
Another limitation of the study would be that the data obtained solely focused within one 
curricular area. Therefore, to ensure the data gathered is accurate, the study would have to be 
implemented across multiple curricular areas in order to determine the extent to which pupils 
find the implementation of wait time beneficial. 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
 
As the results of this experiment indicate a clear increase in pupil self-esteem, accurate and 
appropriate responses received and, positive attitudes, the use of increased waiting time will 
be further used in class to promote higher quality learning and understanding. It has also 
highlighted the importance of implementing AifL strategies in order to obtain an insight into 
both individual progression and class progression. 



 
By continuing to use these strategies in my classroom this should help support the goal of 
raising attainment in Mathematics. In addition, the results from the enquiry will be shared 
throughout the school community and teaching colleagues. Hopefully they will be inspired to 
use similar strategies and see a positive influence on teaching and learning in their own 
classrooms.  
 
Further research could be done to provide guidelines of the appropriate amount wait time in 
relation to different types of questions and tasks. There is also room for further research in to 
how wait time could be differentiated to different pupil abilities and learning styles.  
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