
	
	

 

How Does Thinking Time Affect Classroom Response? 

Sarah McKenna  

Group 3A  

 

Rationale  

Thinking Time is said to be “the period of silence between the time a question is asked and 
the time when one or more students respond to that question.” (TeacherVision, 2015)  
According to Stahl (1994), teachers wait on average between 0.7 and 1.4 seconds after asking 
a question for a pupil response. However, it has been argued that pupils can take anywhere 
between 1 and 10 seconds to respond to a question. This enquiry was carried out as it was 
concluded that, in classes, some pupils tend to feel less confident to raise their hands to 
answer a question as they may not have had sufficient time to think of their answer.  

 

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry is to investigate whether varying thinking time in the classroom 
affects classroom response. There will be two strands to this enquiry, both quantity of 
responses, for example, number of hands raised to answer a question, and quality of response. 
The results will be recorded in order to understand if thinking time has an effect on pupil 
responses.  

 

Methodology  

This enquiry was conducted over a period of 4 weeks, from February the 3rd until March the 
6th 2020. The enquiry took place with an S1 French class during period 2 on a Tuesday 
morning. Data was collected through the wide angle collection lens, using whole class data. 
Data was collected on 4 occasions using documentary analysis through formative assessment, 
observation of pupils, questioning in the classroom and pupil voice. Shadowing of other 
teachers was also a technique used in order to gain more understanding of the topic as a 
whole.  

 

Findings  

Data was collected in 4 ways, through number of hands raised, pupil observation, exit passes 
and a pupil evaluation. Findings are detailed below.  

Number of hands: The table below outlines the variance in number of hands up to answer a 
question over varying periods of time. The table shows the number of hands up after 0 
seconds, 3 seconds, 5 seconds and more than 5 seconds of thinking time.  

 



	
	

Thinking Time   0 Seconds  3 Seconds  5 Seconds  More than 5 
Number of 
Hands  

6 11 15 14 

 

As the table outlines, some pupils felt confident to answer questions with no thinking time 
offered to them. However, the number of pupils volunteering an answer increased after three 
seconds and increased again after 5 seconds. It can also be noted that offering pupils more 
than 5 seconds thinking time could be slightly detrimental, as some pupils lost interest at this 
point and may put their hands down. According to Mark Honea Jr, thinking time in class 
should be “between 3 and 5 seconds” (Mark Honea Jr, 1982), which has also proved to be the 
optimal amount of thinking time in this enquiry. 

Observation of Pupils: During session 2 of the enquiry, pupils were observed in order to 
understand more about classroom behaviour and what affected their response. It was found 
that confident pupils answered questions whether there was thinking time offered or not 
before asking for a response. During this session it was found however, that given more time 
to think, the number of responses did increase. More pupils volunteered an answer when 
there was more thinking time given before the response was expected. Pupils also tended to 
volunteer a more accurate answer after 3-5 seconds thinking time, compared to no thinking 
time at all. However, it was also noted that giving more than 5 seconds thinking time was 
detrimental to some pupils, as there tended to be less hands up after the 5 second point.  

 

Exit passes: Session 3 findings came from an AifL exit pass activity. Pupils each received 2 
post it notes and were asked to write 0 on one post it and 3 on the other one. Pupils were then 
asked to close their jotters and write down as many words as possible from the lesson with no 
thinking time. Pupils were then asked to look at their jotters for 3 seconds and were asked to 
then close them over and repeat the activity. It was found that the majority of pupils were 
able to write more about what they learned in the lesson when given 3 seconds thinking time, 
as opposed to no thinking time. Over 80% of pupils managed to write at least 50% more after 
3 seconds thinking time as opposed to no thinking time. In terms of quality of response, 
pupils were more accurate with spellings after 3 seconds thinking time compared to no 
thinking time.  

Evaluation: Pupils were given an evaluation form in which they answered five questions. 
Four out of five of the questions and responses are presented in a table below:  



	
	

 

90% of pupils agreed that it was beneficial to have Thinking Time before answering a 
question, however 10% of pupils did not feel thinking time was necessary before 
volunteering a response. 80% of pupils believed that they were able to write more answers if 
they had Thinking Time before sharing their answers. In addition, 95% of pupils noted that 
they felt more confident to answer the questions after having some Thinking Time. It could 
then be concluded that overall pupils benefitted from allowing some Thinking Time, it 
seemed to improve confidence and accuracy of answer in general.  

 

In addition, the chart below details pupil response to a question about the number of seconds 
of thinking time pupils would like to have before being asked to answer a question.  
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When asked how long pupils would like to have before answering a question, 20% of pupils 
said between 0-2 seconds, 70% of pupils said 3-5 seconds which is said to be the optimal 
time to answer questions according to Mark Honea Jr, as previously stated above. 
Additionally, 10% of pupils believed 6 or more seconds were beneficial before being asked to 
share an answer.  

Some pupil quotes are stated below: 

Pupil A stated “I liked to have more time to think because it gives me a chance.” 

Pupil B concluded “I got more answers when I had a couple of seconds to think and with no 
seconds I couldn’t do it.” 

Pupil C noted “I like it but it’s also fun not having time to think” 

Pupil D added “I didn’t feel as pressured” 

Pupil E said “I can think harder and get the right answer.” 

Pupils A, B, D and E all note that they believe more thinking time is beneficial for them to 
feel confident to answer a question and the added thinking time can improve accuracy of their 
answer. Pupil C, however, adds that they enjoy not having thinking time, as it makes the 
question more fun. Pupil C could be regarded as a confident pupil, who would not be affected 
by thinking time increasing or decreasing.  

 

Conclusions  

In conclusion, it has been found that increasing Thinking Time in the classroom had a 
positive effect on pupil response overall. As Thinking Time increased, the number of hands 
up increased and the quality of answer also improved. However, Thinking Time of over 5 
seconds saw a detrimental effect on classroom response, as some pupils became disengaged 
after a longer thinking period. The data collected has shown the positive response from pupils 
both in quantity of answers and in quality and accuracy of answer when given up to 5 
seconds thinking time. However, it has been noted that after 5 seconds pupils began to 
disengage from the task and there was no further improvement in accuracy after 5 seconds 
thinking time.  

In addition, there are many variables to be taken into consideration, for example, some pupils 
may know the answer but simply may not feel confident sharing their answer in a classroom 
and so this was the reason for the exit pass data collection. This allowed all pupils to 
participate and share their answers, and it was found that this was a true representation of 
whole class data as all pupils were involved.  

 

 

 

 

  



	
	

Implications for Future Practice 

Although the enquiry seemed to be successful overall, with positive results, it could be 
argued that spending more time on the enquiry would be beneficial in order to achieve more 
reliable data.  

This enquiry took place on a Tuesday period 2. It could also be more reliable if the enquiry 
was carried out over 2 or 3 periods each week which would again improve accuracy of 
results.  

In addition, the enquiry was carried out using wide angle lens data which includes whole 
class results. In future, the use of a different lens could be beneficial for example, using some 
small focus groups may allow for more accurate and reliable results.  
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