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Rationale 

Effective questioning facilitates useful and effective classroom discussion (Black and 
Wiliam, 1998) which in turn enhances understanding and develops pupil thinking. However, 
“[effective] interaction in classrooms involves far more than having good questions” (Black, 
2007: 1). Along with good questioning and moving away from searching for correct answers 
which are provided instantly via a ‘hands up’ strategy (Black, 2007), classroom discussion 
can be enhanced by increasing wait times after questioning to allow student thinking to 
deepen (Black and Wiliam, 1998). One way of giving pupils time and space to develop their 
thinking in response to questioning is the collaborative teaching method known as Think-
Pair-Share (TPS).  

TPS was first proposed by Professor Frank Lyman at the University of Maryland in 1981. 
Initially, pupils are given time to think about a question individually. Secondly, pupils share 
ideas with a partner and develop answers during this time. Finally, pupils feed back to the 
entire group or class. At each stage, pupils are assessing their answers in a different way. 
Combining self, peer and teacher assessment through TPS is thought to promote and develop 
pupil thinking (Bartlett, 2015). Due to the structured nature of TPS, wait time is extended. 
This has been shown to improve the accuracy and depth of pupil response (Rowe, 1972). 
Additionally, Raba (2017) found that English as a Foreign Language learners participated 
more often and were more enthusiastic about joining in classroom discussions when TPS was 
used in the classroom. Therefore, TPS can also increase pupils’ confidence and encourage 
them to participate in whole class discussions.   

Building the Curriculum 5 outlines how assessment should reflect the principles of 
Curriculum for Excellence and develop the four capacities in learners. TPS facilitates the 
development of confident individuals, successful learners, effective contributors and 
responsible citizens through its collaborative nature and emphasis on reflection and 
discussion – both key elements of progression in assessment (Education Scotland, online).  

This enquiry, therefore, was carried out in order to investigate the effect that TPS would have 
in the classroom when used in an explicit, structured way.   

 

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to evaluate the impact of TPS on participation in whole class 
discussions in response to teacher questioning.  

Specifically, the enquiry looked into: 



1. Whether or not using TPS in the classroom would increase the frequency of 
participation in whole class discussions for an identified group of pupils. 

2. The use of TPS to challenge every pupil to think and develop their answers through 
increased wait time.  

 

Methodology  

The data collection phase of this enquiry took place over a four-week period during Term 3. 
Participants were 29 children aged between 9 and 11 who were part of a mainstream Primary 
6 class. A focus group of five pupils were identified. This focus group were chosen as a result 
of teacher observation, as well as written weekly evaluations from throughout the school 
year.  

Children were chosen to be a part of the focus group based on the fulfilment of one or more 
of the following criteria: 

• Never/seldom put their hands up to answer questions or to clarify understanding; 
• Demonstrate reluctance to get involved in discussions or to share work with the class; 
• Written work indicates misunderstandings surrounding the task or concept being 

taught. 

TPS was used during whole class/large group lessons where, at a minimum, all focus children 
were involved. Data was collected twice per week unless events such as holidays or in-
service days prevented this. Days of the week and curricular areas were varied to avoid 
skewing the data as a result of particular difficulties in specific curricular areas or time-based 
changes such as tiredness after lunch.  

The data collected as part of this enquiry was as follows: 

• Participation frequency (focus group only) – see Appendix 1. 
• Field notes (all pupils) – see Appendix 1. 
• Pupil work (focus group only) – see Appendix 2. 
• TPS Questionnaire (all pupils) – see Appendix 3. 

Participation frequency was taken during the ‘share’ portion of each TPS. Pupils were 
marked down as having participated if they put their hand up to join in the whole class 
discussion following individual and paired discussion. Self-reflection and peer discussion 
without volunteering for whole class discussion was not marked as participating for the 
purposes of this enquiry, although it is acknowledged that the children may have developed 
their thinking as a result of the wait time and peer discussion. 

Field notes were taken after each TPS was completed and reflected on the participation and 
responses of all pupils, with particular attention being paid to focus group children.  

Pupil work was gathered from focus children following lessons involving TPS. Work was 
analysed for an improvement in misunderstanding or errors and compared to work prior to 
the data collection period.  



A questionnaire was given out to all 29 pupils following the final TPS of the enquiry. Pupils 
completed their own questionnaires with the exception of three pupils who were supported to 
complete the free text response portion due to literacy difficulties. The questionnaire asked 
pupils what their opinion of TPS was, and if it made them more likely to answer or more 
confident in their ideas.  

 

Findings  

Focus Group 
 
The data shows that for some children (2 focus group children), TPS resulted in an increase 
in participation in whole class discussions. However, this was not the case for all children in 
the focus group. Participation and non-participation were not dependent on curricular area. 
Field notes indicate that this increased rate of participation was generalised to non-TPS 
questioning after week two of the study. Additionally, for the pupils who did not increase in 
participation following the use of TPS, additional encouragement to put hands up did not 
make a difference.  

Four out of five focus group children were present for the questionnaire. Two children 
indicated that TPS gave them more time to think about their ideas and two were either neutral 
or disagreed with this statement. Only Child A, who demonstrated an increase in participation 
following TPS, thought using TPS made them more likely to put their hand up. Child A and 
Child B indicated that they enjoyed when TPS was used in class. Child C and Child D 
strongly disagreed that they enjoyed the use of TPS. The free response option revealed that 
the children who felt positive about the use of TPS liked that they had time to talk about their 
own and others’ ideas. The children who felt negative about TPS felt that TPS gave others the 
opportunity to ‘steal answers.’  

Pupil work revealed a decrease in misunderstandings surrounding concepts and instructions 
in focus children. Work was completed with a higher level of accuracy and children were 
more enthusiastic about asking for help during work tasks in order to clarify anything they 
were unsure about.  

Whole Class 
 
Using a TPS technique resulted in more hands up than non-TPS across all curricular areas. 
This resulted in visible frustration for pupils in the class who were used to always having the 
opportunity to answer because they always put their hands up or shouted the answer before 
anybody else had a chance to participate. These pupils seemed annoyed by the silent, 
individual wait-time and also the possibility that they might not be picked due to the larger 
selection of hands up. This had the dual effect of increasing the confidence of other members 
of the class who usually relied on the group who shouted out to answer and decreasing the 
opportunities for these children to shout out. As a result, they heard and discussed the ideas 
of others.  

Twenty-four children completed the TPS questionnaire. Nine of these children (37.5%) 
indicated that using TPS made them more likely to put their hand up. Thirteen children 



(54.2%) indicated that using TPS did not make them more likely to put their hand up. Three 
children (12.5%) were neutral about this.  

Three children (12.5%) said that using TPS did not give them more time to think about their 
ideas. Thirteen children (54.2%) were neutral. Nine (37.5%) children thought that using TPS 
did give them more time to think about their ideas.  

Eight children (33.3%) indicated that they did not enjoy the use of TPS in class. Seven 
children (29.2%) were neutral about the use of TPS. Ten children (41.6%) indicated that they 
enjoyed the use of TPS in class.  

Analysis of the free text response about the use of TPS in the classroom revealed a few 
themes. The two most common themes were ‘enjoying hearing the ideas of others’ and 
‘liking that I get to share my ideas.’ A surprising finding was that a few children in the class 
thought that TPS gave other people the opportunity to ‘steal ideas.’ This revealed an 
underlying element of classroom culture that was previously unknown to the teacher. Only 
one child indicated that they felt more confident about their ideas and about putting their 
hand up. Three children indicated that their partner was not engaged in TPS and sometimes 
just wanted to ‘carry on.’  

 

Conclusions  

The findings from this study indicate that children enjoy the use of TPS in class because they 
have the opportunity to share their own ideas and listen to the ideas of others. Most do not 
think that TPS makes them more likely to put their hand up (or are neutral) but field notes 
and teacher observation contrast with this.  

For children who were identified as reluctant to participate in class discussions, TPS was 
partially successful in increasing participation. It could be argued that some children greatly 
benefited from the additional wait time which is incorporated into TPS and used the 
opportunity to participate more often in a class often dominated by a small group of children 
who shout out and always want to be the ones to answer questions. The more frequent use of 
TPS over this short time period helped these children participate more across the curriculum 
during TPS and non-TPS activities.  

Overall, therefore, although it was hypothesised that TPS would result in an increase in 
participation from the focus group of pupils, it seems that the true benefit of using TPS in this 
classroom is that it gives pupils the opportunity to benefit from the ideas of their peers and 
provided an opportunity for particular pupils to build confidence surrounding class 
discussions. 

 

Implications for Future Practice  

The explicit use of TPS in the classroom on a regular basis made its benefits clear. Providing 
children with the chance to think and discuss before sharing answers as a whole group 



resulted in a decrease in the frequency of answers given by pupils who shout out and an 
increase in the answers given by other members of the class. Going forward, TPS will be 
incorporated as a regular questioning and discussion strategy across the curriculum, 
especially given that the children are now more familiar with the strategy. It would be hoped 
that the increase in participation from both focus group and other pupils would be extended 
as time goes on. 

Additionally, more opportunity for peer discussion will be incorporated into future practice, 
as this is what most children indicated they enjoyed about TPS. Different ways of tackling 
the perception that people get to ‘steal your ideas’ will be considered and put into practice. 
For example, having the children complete a piece of work with the partner that they TPS 
with could foster a more collaborative culture within the classroom.  
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Appendix 1 – Participation Frequency and Field Notes 
 
Participation Frequency Sampling 

• How often did focus group pupils raise their hand during TPS? 
 

Date:	 4/2	 4/2	 20/2	 20/2	 25/2	 25/2	 26/2	 4/3	
Curricular	
Area/Question:	
	
(TPS)	

Maths/Number	
Talks	–	what	was	
our	previous	
strategy?		

Science/what	
are	the	
different	parts	
of	a	fish	
called?	(LOTS,	
understand)	

HWB/What	
are	some	life	
changes	that	
we	have	
already	gone	
through?		

Literacy/Why	is	
creating	
comprehension	
questions	a	
useful	task?	
	

Literacy/What	
was	the	most	
important	
event	in	
chapters	18-
20?	

Maths/What	
is	¾	of	12	and	
how	would	
you	solve	it?	
	

Science/Where	
does	rain	come	
from?	
	

Literacy/Predict	
what	is	going	to	
happen	in	the	
last	two	
chapters	of	
Charlotte’s	
Web.	

Child	A	 1	 0	 A	 A	 0	 1	 1	 1	
Child	B		 0	 1	 2	 1	 1	 1	 1	 1	
Child	C	 1	 1	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 1	
Child	D		 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	
Child	E	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	
 
Date:	 30/1	 03/3	
Curricular	
Area/Question:	
	
(non-TPS)	

Literacy/Division	
problems	
answer	(MOTS,	
apply)	

Maths/Number	
Talks	–	answer	
(MOTS,	apply	
strategy)	

Child	A		 0	 1	
Child	B		 0	 0	
Child	C	 0	 0	
Child	D	 0	 0	
Child	E	 0	 0	
 



 
Field Notes 
 
Monday	4th	February		

• Child	A	far	keener	to	put	her	hand	up	after	TPS.	
• Child	A’s	answer	was	louder	and	more	confident.	
• There	were	a	wider	range	of	children	putting	their	hand	up	than	when	asking	the	same	question	

without	TPS.	
• Child	C	put	his	hand	up	twice	today,	seemed	more	confident	about	participating.		

	
Wednesday	20th	February	

• Child	B	was	extremely	keen	to	share	his	answer	after	TPS	–	but	this	could	be	because	it	was	
related	to	his	own	experience.	(HWB)	

• Children	C,	D,	E	all	take	part	in	the	‘pair’	section	but	still	not	volunteering	responses.	(HWB)	
• Child	A	absent.	
• Child	B	is	becoming	more	confident	to	raise	his	hand	for	TPS	and	non-TPS	questions.	This	seems	

to	be	related	to	giving	the	children	more	time	to	think	through	their	responses	before	putting	
their	hands	up.	
	

Monday	25th	February	
• Child	B	and	Child	A	now	regularly	putting	their	hand	up	and	participating	in	class	

discussions/responding	to	questioning.		
• This	is	increasing	their	understanding	of	tasks	and	concepts.		

	
Tuesday	26th	February		

• Child	C	took	part	in	discussion	with	his	group	but	did	not	engage	with	the	concept	–	he	made	a	
joke	answer.	Another	member	of	his	group	answered	for	him.	

• Child	B	and	Child	A	putting	their	hand	up	multiple	times	even	if	they	do	not	get	it	right	the	first	
time.		

• Child	C	and	Child	D	not	putting	their	hand	up	despite	TPS,	even	when	encouraged	to	do	so.	
• Other	pupils	seeming	‘fed	up’	with	TPS	–	specifically	the	ones	who	shout	out,	always	put	their	

hand	up,	want	to	answer	questions	100%	of	the	time	and	are	disappointed	when	they	don’t	get	
to	do	so.	

  



Appendix 2 – Pupil Work Samples 
 

	
Figure	1	-	Pupil	B	Work	Sample	(post	TPS)	

	
Figure	2	-	Pupil	B	Work	Sample	(pre	TPS)	



	
Figure	3	-	Pupil	A	Work	Sample	(post	TPS)	

	
Figure	4	-	Pupil	A	Work	Sample	(Pre	TPS)	



Appendix 3 – TPS Questionnaire  
 
Think-Pair-Share	
	
Name:	
Date:	
	
1.	Using	think-pair-share	gives	me	more	time	to	think	about	my	ideas.	
	
1	 	 2	 	 3	 	 4	 	 5	
Strongly	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Strongly		
Agree	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Disagree	
	
2.	Using	think-pair-share	makes	me	more	likely	to	put	my	hand	up.	
	
1	 	 2	 	 3	 	 4	 	 5	
	
3.	I	enjoy	when	we	do	a	think-pair-share	in	class.		
	
1	 	 2	 	 3	 	 4	 	 5	
	
What	do	you	like	or	dislike	about	the	use	of	think-pair-share	in	our	classroom?	
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