
 

 

Rationale 
 
Learning takes many forms in a classroom and is assessed in a myriad of different ways, but one 
feature of all classrooms is effective questioning.  There must be a purpose behind the questioning, 
in order for it to effective as a means of assessment.   During my PGDE year, I read a book entitled 
‘Towards Dialogic Teaching’ by Robin Alexander (2006).  In the book he encourages teachers to 
move towards true dialogic teaching, where there is not simply an interaction between a teacher and 
pupil, but interventions need to be made by the teacher into the pupil’s thinking, to scaffold them 
and direct them towards their next learning goal.  The methods that he explained in his book have 
been influential as I develop my own teaching style, and it was therefore pertinent to focus on this 
topic for an enquiry, to further understand the place that giving time to answer a question has on 
pupils’ thinking. 
 
Rowe (1972) initiated the term ‘wait time’ to describe a period of time after a teacher poses a ques-
tion, before expecting an answer.  She found that while most teachers only allowed a second, fol-
lowing a question, before moving on to another student or another question, by increasing this to 3-
5 seconds, the quality and quantity of answers increased.  Stahl (1990) developed this concept by 
naming it ‘think time’ to further define the purpose behind the pause.  While he examined many 
places in a lesson where think time could improve the quality of answers, in this enquiry, the focus 
is on time following an initial question from the teacher. 
 
Our School Improvement Plan lists numeracy as being an area for focused improvement, and anec-
dotally, I have found that in my class, when children are given time to think before being expected 
to answer, the quality and quantity of answers increases.  Peer learning is a valuable part of teaching 
and learning, and so if the quality of answers improves, everyone in the class benefits.  
 
All teachers want to get the most meaningful responses from their students, and so this enquiry 
seeks to clarify what amount of wait time brings benefits, and whether there is a time beyond which 
no further benefits are found. 
 
Aims 
 
The aim of this enquiry is to investigate the effect of an increasing amount of think time on stu-
dents’ responses, and to establish (within the limits of the particular type of lesson chosen) whether 
there was a time beyond which no further benefit was gained. 
 
Methodology 
 
The enquiry took place over four weeks, with the participants being a class of 25 children aged be-
tween 5 and 7 years old (Primary 2/3).  Four types of data were collected, namely an initial survey 
of children’s thoughts towards wait time, statistical data regarding how many children answered 
each type of chilli challenge question, observational notes on the quality of the answer, and inter-
views with children at the end of the series of lessons.   
 
A survey was completed by the children, prior to the series of lessons beginning.  This consisted of 
a question about how important they though wait time was, with children giving the question a 
score between 1 and 5.  The graph in Findings Part 1 shows that 70% of the children thought that 
wait time was very important.  It was clear from this survey that the children already considered 
wait time to be important, and they also recognised how it can help in their learning. 
 
In order to reduce the number of variables in the enquiry, it was decided to focus on the same type 
of lesson for each session of the data gathering.  Number Talks was chosen as the lesson type as all 



 

 

of the children were familiar with the process of responding to questions, and so were on a level 
playing field for prior knowledge.  Chilli challenges were posed during each session, with the num-
bers of children tackling each problem recorded.  Field notes were also kept from each lesson to 
evaluate the complexity of the response from children.   
 
Seven sessions were held, with questions revealed on the board to all pupils at the same time.  In 
lesson 1, no thinking time was given, and children were asked to respond immediately to which 
problem they could tackle.  In subsequent lessons, an increasing amount of thinking time was given, 
in 5 second increments, with the maximum amount being 30 seconds.  Although usually children 
are encouraged to answer as many of the challenge questions as they can, for the purposes of this 
enquiry, children were asked to only answer one question (the most challenging one that they could 
tackle within the thinking time given).  This meant that the number of children answering could be 
examined, rather than some children being able to answer all three questions with others not an-
swering at all.  The results of how many children responded to each question, in each session, can 
be found in Findings Part 2. 
 
During each lesson, observations were made on the complexity of the answers given by various 
children, to ascertain whether there was a difference in the type of answer, and the level of partici-
pation that this led to amongst other children.  A summary of these observations can be found in 
Findings Part 3. 
 
The fourth source of data was interviews with a focus group of six children, three from P3 and three 
from P2.   
 
Findings 
 
Findings Part 1:  Children’s questionnaire 
 
Key 
Think time is very important. 
Think time is quite important. 
Think time is sometimes important. 
Think time is not very important. 
Think time is not important at all. 
 
 
 
 
As can be seen from the chart, all children 
thought that wait time was important to differ-
ent degrees.  Accompanying comments includ-
ed (corrected for spelling): 
 
“Because if you think of one answer straight 
away, you would think of a better one.” 
“If it is a hard question we need to think.” 
“It’s important because you need to think of the answer and think of a sentence.” 
“I sometimes have the answer but don’t have the reason straight away.” 
 
There were many similar thoughts around being able to quickly answer, but not forming a full sen-
tence, while other children felt that they need time to get to the answer itself. 
 

15%

15%

70%

Children’s initial views on wait time



 

 

Findings Part 2: Evidence from sessions 
These photographs show the first session with no wait time given, and the last session with 30 se-

conds of wait time given.   
Session 1 - No wait time.     Session 7 - 30 seconds of wait time. 
 
Seven sessions data: 

 Chilli 
Challenge 1 

Chilli 
Challenge 2 

Chilli 
Challenge 3 

Total number 
of answers 

No wait time 10 2 2 14 

5 seconds 
wait time 

11 4 3 18 

10 seconds 
wait time 

12 4 4 20 

15 seconds 
wait time 

11 5 5 21 

20 seconds 
wait time 

9 3 8 23 

25 seconds 
wait time 

10 4 11 25 

30 seconds 
wait time 

8 6 11 25 

 
Putting the data from all seven sessions into a table, shows that the total number of children answer-
ing at all, significantly increased from 14 to 25 (the full class) once over 25 seconds of wait time 
was added. It also shows that without think time, the majority of the children answered the simplest 
sum, while after 25 or 30 seconds, the number of children who were prepared to offer an answer to 
the most challenging question dramatically increased from 2 with no thinking time to 11 with the 25 
and 30 seconds of time given.  The third challenge was designed for the Primary 3s, however the 
number who answered showed that several P2s were also willing to attempt an answer. 
 
Findings Part 3: Observations 



 

 

Following each session, observation notes were recorded to gauge the involvement of children, the 
quality of answers and the general flow of discussion in each session. 
 
In the initial sessions, with no wait time and with 5 seconds wait time, children gave short answers.  
The children who answered the first chilli challenge gave mostly correct answers, although there 
were some errors.  Eleven children did not attempt to give any answer.  Although two children at-
tempted to answer the third chilli challenge, they did not give full answers, and there was quite a bit 
of teacher involvement to guide the child to a fuller answer.  More of a ‘ping pong’ style of ques-
tioning was involved.  Other children were not proactive in providing assistance to the child an-
swering. 
 
In the middle set of sessions (10 and 15 seconds of wait time) there were a mix of correct and incor-
rect answers, but that is encouraged in Number Talks, to learn from errors.  Therefore, the observa-
tion was more focused on whether children had well formed answers, or could take their answer 
further without assistance.  There were more children overall who were willing to offer answers, 
and they were able to state their chosen route to the answer more clearly than in the first two ses-
sions.  There was still a focus however on the first chilli challenge and using simpler strategies such 
as counting on. 
 
In the third set of sessions (20, 25 and 30 seconds of wait time) there was a noticeable increase in 
how many children were keen to answer.  There was an overall feeling of children wanting to be 
chosen to participate, and being ready with a contribution if the chosen child was not able to com-
plete their answer.  More children than expected chose to attempt to answer the most complex chilli 
challenge, and although they didn’t always have a fully formed response (or get the correct answer), 
they were able to fluently explain their thinking as to how they had reached their answer.  They 
were also attentively listening when another child was able to offer assistance to get to the answer, 
meaning that there was less teacher involvement and more peer scaffolding.  These sessions were 
much more towards a dialogic model of learning, where the teacher is only one of many voices 
which contribute to the learning. 
 
Findings Part 4: Interviews with children after the sessions 
During interviews, children all showed a positive response to wait time.  The main area where the 
children differed was on how much wait time was appropriate.   
 
 
 
 
 
Child C (P3) One of the children who offered an answer to chilli challenge three with no wait time. 
 
“It’s not so important for me because I need ten seconds and then I know the answer.  It’s more im-
portant for other children who don’t know the answers.”  “I get annoyed by waiting too long.”  “If 
you get wait time you get better answers”. 
 
Child Ad (P3) Offered an answer to chilli challenge three during and after the ten second session. 
 
“I need about five seconds to get an answer.  My five second answer is better than my no seconds 
answer, but I don’t need too long.”  “Other people need longer.”  
 
Child Al (P3) Offered an answer to chilli challenge three during and after the fifteen second session. 
 



 

 

“I felt bad when there was no wait time cause I didn’t have an answer.  After a lot of wait time, I 
had a definite answer.  I sometimes try to do chilli challenge two and sometimes three.  I try three 
when I have more time to think cause it’s harder.” 
 
Child E (P2)  Didn’t offer an answer to any challenge until 10 seconds.  Answered challenge one 
after the ten second session, then challenge two at 30 seconds. 
 
“I normally go for number one but one time I challenged myself to try number two.  I got the answer 
to number one and you didn’t ask me yet so I thought it looked quite easy so I tried it.”  “Sometimes 
people don’t understand things so we need time to think so that we can work it out.”  “Some P2s 
like (names a child) just get answers fast but some of us are only 5 and we need more time.”  
 
Child M (P2) Offered an answer to challenge one after no wait time, but didn’t have an answer fully 
thought through.  Kept on chilli challenge one until 25 seconds and then offered answers to chal-
lenge two.  Her answer in the last session was more fully thought through. 
 
“I chose the second challenge when we had thirty seconds because I had time to think and I found 
out the answer.”  “Some of the P2s just know the answers sometimes, but some of the wee ones 
need a bit longer to get the answer.” 
 
Child A (P2)  Didn’t answer any challenge until 20 seconds, then answers challenge one. 
 
“I don’t like answering quickly.  I don’t have an answer straight away.” “Sometimes it takes me 
more time to get to an answer.”  “I liked having more time.” 
 
Conclusions 
It is clear from both the data showing how many children answered, and the discussions with chil-
dren following the sessions, that wait time is an important part of a learning session.  Without wait 
time, some children will still be able to give an answer, but with wait time, far more children can 
take part and make a contribution to the learning.  The level of challenge that children choose also 
increases with additional wait time, with some children going far beyond what they would normally 
expect of themselves.   
 
Finding a balance is important, as for some children, 30 seconds was too long a time to wait.  They 
did not feel that there was an increase in benefit for them personally beyond about 20 seconds, and 
so it is important that they still feel challenged.  
 
For children who are less likely to offer a response with no wait time as they feel that other children 
will have better answers, wait time gives them a chance to form more confidence in their response, 
and so encourage them to contribute. 
 
Implications for future practice 
Specifically in Number Talks, for children who already feel that around 20 seconds is enough wait-
ing time, there could be a fourth chilli challenge requiring more thought, or they could be chal-
lenged to come up with a solution that doesn’t use one of their favourite methods.  For example, 
some children in the class favour a partitioning method in Number Talks, and so they could be en-
couraged to work out a solution using a different method that they are less familiar with.   
 
More generally, all children were in favour of thinking time, so although some experimentation is 
required to find the right level for the class and the type of questioning (for more standard question-
ing that is out-with Number Talks, 30 seconds would be far longer than required), it will form part 



 

 

of everyday classroom practice, and this should encourage more children to be willing to make a 
contribution to the classroom dialogue. 
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