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Enquiry Rationale 

 

Posing questions for children within the arena of the classroom is a crucial aspect of the 
teaching and learning process. Rowe (1986) stated that the majority of educators allow 
around one second for a response before they interrupt the listener’s thought process by either 
rephrasing or redirecting their question. Some educators have even been known to interrupt at 
this short notice and provide the answer to their own question. Cotton (2001) contributes to 
the debate by suggesting that in order for children to learn, they need to be exposed to a 
question rich environment.  

Rowe (1974) suggests that introducing a ‘wait time’ of 3 and 5 seconds encourages 
improvement in the areas of additional and extended responses, enriched confidence, more 
speculative answers and also increased participation from less able learners.  Researchers 
Ingram and Elliot (2015), have suggested that the benefits of introducing ‘wait time’ include 
that it encourages organisation within learning environments. Enabling learners, by giving 
them the time to deliberate reduces the instances where learners don’t respond simply 
because they have had insufficient time to formulate an answer. Additionally, by introducing 
wait time, there is the notion that a sense of community can be fostered, as each individual is 
given the opportunity to contribute. 

On the other hand, some literature highlights certain concerns that should be considered when 
implementing wait time strategies. Wiliam (2011) suggests that information recollection 
questions are not appropriate for this strategy as giving learners time to deliberate when they 
do not know the answer will not help and may cause the learner to become distressed.  

The reason I chose this topic to research is because it is an area that I had heard about while 
at university. I was intrigued by the claims from researchers such as Rowe (1974) about the 
benefits of ‘wait time’ and I wanted to investigate their claims further for myself.  
Additionally, our school improvement plan focuses clearly on equity for all children and as 
‘wait time’ is a key strategy for including children whose voices are often lost behind more 
able learners I felt compelled to focus on this area for my research. 

 

Enquiry Aim and Objective 

 

This classroom enquiry was inspired by the desire to increase teacher awareness of ‘wait 
time’ and the potential benefits it could have for the children. Furthermore, aiming to 
stimulate participation amongst low level contributors who prefer to blend into the 
background for a variety of individual reasons. 

The aims of this enquiry were two-fold. Initially to establish which of the following: 0, 3, 5 or 
10 seconds ‘wait time’ resulted in the optimum number of responses from learners. And 
secondly to establish whether the quality of the responses improved in relation to the length 
of wait time.  
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Enquiry Methodology 

 
The classroom investigation was conducted within a four-week time frame and the 
participants involved a group of twenty primary five learners. Initially, the intention was to 
establish which of the following: 0, 3, 5 or 10 seconds resulted in the optimum number of 
responses from the primary five learners. Furthermore, the investigation aimed to establish 
how the quality of the responses differed in relation to the length and quality of the answers 
that students offered.  
 
Lesson 1(a), 1(b), 1(c) and 1(d) examined data collected from lessons in Numeracy. Lesson 
2(a), 2(b), 2(c) and 2(d) examined data collected from lessons in Literacy. Lesson 3(a), 3(b), 
3(c) and 3(d) examined data collected from lessons in Health and Wellbeing.  
 
Throughout each session, there was a varying quantity of questions that were presented to 
students by the teacher. At this stage, the quantity of hands that were raised in response to the 
questions were acknowledged and recorded by the teacher. After each lesson was completed, 
the quantity of hands was counted in order to calculate an overall total. While observing 
lessons  
1(a), 2(a) and 3(a) there was no ‘‘wait time’’ reflected during any of the questioning directed 
to pupils. Whereas, during lesson 1(b), 2(b) and 3(b) there was a three second ‘‘wait time’’ 
reflected throughout the questioning. While lesson 1(c), 2(c) and 3(c) reflected a period of 
five seconds ‘‘wait time’’. In lesson 1(d), 2(d) and 3(d) time allowed for thinking was 
increased to ten seconds.  
 
During each session the quantity and quality of answers were recorded and analysed in order 
to effectively identify whether a longer ‘wait time’ for pupils had a beneficial effect on the 
quantity and quality of their classroom participation.  
 
The findings were gathered using a variety of different methods: - teacher observations, 
teacher pupil dialogue and formative assessment of the sessions and summative assessment of 
the results. 
 
While the sessions were in progress and directly following the lessons, teacher notes were 
taken to record a cross section of student answers and to record the number of active 
participants within each session which had been observed by the teacher. Post enquiry 
dialogue took the form of discussions with the teacher and small focus groups of four learners 
who were encouraged to share their thoughts and opinions on the value of ‘wait time’ as a 
tool for developing their answers and increasing the likelihood of them contributing an 
answer within the session. Formative assessment was ongoing throughout the enquiry and 
recorded using a table for the teacher to record individual reactions of learners and their 
willingness to contribute as the ‘wait time’ increased. Summative assessment can be found in 
the Enquiry Findings section. 
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Enquiry Findings 
 
 

saw a plateau proved to 
be  

‘wait time’ 
(seconds) 

Quantity and Quality of Responses Provided 

 
0 

 
1(a) Numeracy 

• Low quantity of responses (2/20). 
• Teacher invited pupils to participate through selection. 
• Varying quality dependent on pupils’ abilities. 
 

2(a) Literacy 
• Low pupil response was witnessed during this aspect of the lesson. (5/20) 
• Teacher invited pupils to participate through selection.  
• Quality of answers was better than expected given that the teacher had to select pupils 

to answer  
 

3(a) Health and Wellbeing  
• Low quantity of responses (3/20) 
• Quantity was reflective of the pupils’ level of participation during the lesson. 
• Lack of participation had a consequential impact on quality 

 
Overall Average 

• 4 pupils 
 

 
3 

 
1(b) Numeracy 

• Improved quantity of responses displayed (9/20). 
• Quality of response was also improved. 
 

2(b) Literacy 
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• Pupil participation appeared to increase (8/20). 
• There was less need for the teacher to involve pupils in providing information. 
 

3(b) Health and Wellbeing 
• Both quality and quantity (10/20) of pupil participation was reflected in this stage. 
 

Overall Average 
• 9 pupils 

 
 

5 
 
1(c) Numeracy 

• Level of responses plateaued (10/20). 
• Quality of answers was maintained at an improved level.  
 

2(c) Literacy 
• Pupil participation continued to improve with regards to both quality and quantity 

(13/20). 
• More ‘wait time’ had likely enabled the children to think clearly about key terms and 

themes without being distracted by teacher interaction.  
 

3(c) Health and Wellbeing 
• It was apparent there was competent understanding of the learning intention (15/20). 
• Having had more ‘wait time’ it was clear to see the children remained focussed and 

contributed positive answers without becoming distracted by others.  
 

Overall Average 
• 13 pupils 

 
 

10 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1(d) Numeracy 

• Level of responses continued to decrease (6/20). 
• Quality of answers was not maintained.  
 

2(d) Literacy 
• Pupil participation started to decline due to interruptions from other pupils (5/20). 
• Too much ‘wait time’ had resulted in disruptive behaviours amongst some of the 

children.  
 
3(d) Health and Wellbeing 

• It was apparent there was less engagement from individuals due to distractions from 
others (10/20). 

• However, having had more ‘wait time’ it was clear to see the children let themselves 
get distracted by others.  

 
Overall Average 

• 7 pupils 
 

 
 
Findings 
 
 
0 seconds ‘wait time’ 

The findings from this wait time indicated that; it was apparent that only self-assured pupils 
were willing to participate during class without any ‘‘wait time’’.  It was identified that on 
occasions where no pupil participation occurred pupils had to be selected by the teacher. 
Also, after selection, it appeared some less able pupils were able to answer correctly. 
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3 seconds ‘wait time’ 

The findings from this wait time indicated that; both quantity and quality of some pupil 
participation and feedback was well rounded and to a fairly high standard. Also, there were 
only two occasions throughout these lessons where pupils were willing to integrate and 
participate in debating the questions that were raised.  

 

5 seconds ‘wait time’ 

The findings from this wait time indicated that; it was apparent that similar to the previous 
phase answers were fully formed and reflected a competent understanding, however, 
participation was increased. Pupil confidence was maintained. Also, pupil participation in 
debating the questions was best at this level of ‘wait time’ 
 
 
10 seconds ‘wait time’ 

The findings from this wait time indicated that; it was apparent that similar to the previous 
phase answers were still fully formed and reflected a competent understanding. Pupil 
confidence was also maintained, however, when pupils were given more ‘‘wait time’’ 
concentration began to dwindle, and other children seemed compelled to intervene to support 
their peers when they were struggling to answer 

 
Enquiry Analysis 
 
 
Both the information and data that was gathered throughout the enquiry were analysed and 
evaluated in order to effectively identify if any changes, in the quantity and quality of 
answers, had occurred during the research enquiry.  
 
With regard to quantity of pupil participation, it was apparent that the level of participation 
improved when the length of ‘wait time’ was increased. The results gathered from the first set 
of lessons which did not give pupils any ‘wait time’ reflected how it would appear that time 
can effectively assist when encouraging pupils to participate during class activities. 
Throughout the lessons that were monitored no more than five of the total twenty pupils were 
able to put forward participation when no ‘wait time’ was allowed.  
 
Results gathered after allowing pupils to have three seconds of ‘wait time’ reflected 
positively. At this stage pupils reached an optimum level of participation in terms of both 
quantity and quality of answers. It was identified that allowing pupils three seconds of ‘wait 
time’ ensured that classroom participation was going to be valuable and worthwhile. 
 
It became apparent that during five second ‘wait time’ pupils’ levels or participation and 
concentration plateaued. By enabling children this amount of ‘wait time’, it did not affect the 
quality of their answers, but the quantity of answers had appeared to have stopped increasing. 
During lessons, children were able to provide a competent understanding of the learning 
intentions. Furthermore, children continued to stay focussed and did not become distracted.  
After allowing pupils ten second ‘wait time’ it highlighted that pupils response levels started 
to decrease significantly, specifically with regard to quantity and quality of the content that 
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was provided. It was apparent that pupil participation during class was affected significantly 
by interruptions made by other pupils which consequentially resulted in classroom disruption. 
Therefore, there was a reduced level of classroom engagement which had a significant effect 
on both the quantity and quality of effort and engagement that was offered by pupils. The 
research revealed that this disruption that occurred may have been the result of some of the 
more able pupils becoming uncomfortable with the silence of the extended ‘wait time’ and 
wishing to support their peers by telling them the answer. One child in particular was very 
uncomfortable with the 10 second wait time and would regularly say “Aw Miss can I help 
him/her? I know the answer.’ One other child felt compelled to mouth the answer to whoever 
was being challenged for fear of them becoming embarrassed. After my initial research was 
underway I decided to have a conversation with the children to explain the reasoning behind 
the strategy of ‘wait time’ and this helped them to understand that it is a strategy that has 
benefits that are crucial to some children’s development and that there is no need to feel 
uncomfortable with the silence that it encourages. 
 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the research evidence clearly indicates that ‘wait time’ can increase the quality 
and quantity of responses to questions in the sessions. Rowe’s research suggests that 
introducing a ‘wait time’ of between 3 and 5 seconds encourages improvement in the areas of 
additional and extended responses, enriched confidence, more speculative answers and also 
increased participation from less able learners. However, Wiliam makes a valid point when 
he suggests that information recollection questions are not appropriate for this strategy as 
giving learners time to deliberate when they do not know the answer will not help and may 
cause the learner to become distressed. Based on this research it was apparent that the most 
effective period of ‘wait time’ was 5 seconds which correlates with Rowe’s earlier research 
which suggests that ‘wait time’ of 3-5 seconds will result in the most effective responses 
from children. 

 

Implications for Future Practice 

 

The results from carrying out this research highlight the significance of ‘wait time’ as it 
permits learners the opportunity to think about what prior knowledge they have and what they 
can predict to formulate an answer to the question posed. It is therefore without doubt a 
strategy that the researcher will consciously employ when questioning learners to permit 
them the best possible opportunity to provide full and robust answers.  

The researcher plans to have further discussions with learners to share the findings from this 
research and have an open forum where they can offer their comments on how they could 
fine tune the process to increase the benefits to all learners. The researcher also plans to share 
these findings with colleagues and other professionals in the hope that if they are not already 
aware of the implications of this strategy that they will be intrigued enough to carry out 
further research in their own classrooms.  
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