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Rationale  
 
The idea of thinking time, otherwise known as waiting time, has become an important area of 
research in teaching. It is defined as the duration of the uninterrupted silence given after 
asking a question before an answer is given (Tobin, 1987). Within an educational context, it 
was found that the thinking time given to pupils after being asked a question by their teacher 
was on average 1.5 seconds (Rowe, 1974). Rowe found that by increasing the thinking time 
to 3 seconds pupils were able to give much more detailed and correct answers. It was also 
found that pupils’ test score would also improve. The benefits of extending waiting time is 
also highlighted in Stahl’s report (Stahl, 1994), where he states that the introduction of longer 
thinking time helped change the teacher behaviour; finding that the quality and variety of 
their questions improved. The benefits of giving more thinking time to pupils were also noted 
in “Assessment for Learning in The Classroom” (Black et al, 2004) were it was stated that an 
increased thinking time produced measurable increases in learning. This paper also states that 
implementing thinking time successfully should incorporate formative assessment technique 
such as show me boards.  
 
The length of thinking time given to a pupil will depend on the style of question being asked. 
For example, questions that require a higher order of thinking will require an increased 
duration of thinking time for pupils to be successful. Orders of thinking are differentiated in 
layers by Blooms Taxonomy where the upmost layer requires the highest order of cognitive 
work. When a student applies a more cognitive effort it demonstrates a greater and develop a 
greater understanding (Adams, 2015). Furthermore, pupils will also require more time if their 
answer will require working or a performing task (for example writing on show me boards or 
doing calculations). 
 
This enquiry came from the desire to improved interaction between pupils and teachers 
within the classroom while also improving pupils’ academic success. 
 
Aims  
 
The aim of this practitioner enquiry is to investigate what effect increasing thinking time will 
have on the number of pupil responses and the quality of these responses. The enquiry will 
find the optimum duration of pause between question and answer. Pupils will be asked a 
variety of questions of different orders of thinking.  



	

 
Methodology   
 
This project was focused on an S1 class with 18 pupils and was carried out over a period of 
four weeks. A set of questions were drafted before each class. These questions incorporated a 
variety of orders of thinking based upon the first five layers of five layers of Blooms 
Taxonomy (1 – “Remember”, 2 – “Understand”, 3 – “Apply”, 4 – “Analyse”, 5 – 
“Evaluate”).  The top layer of “create” was left due to possibilities of time constraint as this 
order of thinking would require the completion of a task.  

 
 
 
Pupils were given a time frame of twenty seconds to answer each question. This time was 
selected to as it would allow for the pupils to think about the question and also give the pupils 
enough time to write down their answer. Every five seconds the number of pupil response 
would be noted.  
 
The data was collected using the following methods:  
 

1) Show Me Board Responses 
2) Verbal Responses 
3) Exit Passes. 

 
The data collected by show me board responses were collected over two lessons in the form 
of a revision quiz for an upcoming test. Show me boards were thought to be the best way to 
see the number of responses and also gauge the quality of the response quickly. During the 
use of show me boards, pupils were asked a total of twenty question questions ranging from 
low order thinking ( 1 – “Remember” ) to high order thinking (5 – “Evaluate”). Each order of 
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thinking had a total of 4 questions. The number of responses were counted at five second 
intervals.  
 
More quantitative data was collected by verbal response in another lesson. This lesson 
followed a similar methodology as the first two lessons but instead of counting the number of 
show me board responses the number of hands were counted instead. This data collection 
took place during a starter “mini quiz” exercise that had five questions ranging in orders of 
thinking. The quantitative data from this enquiry was collated and averaged to increases the 
reliability of the results.  
 
Qualitative data was collected during these first three lessons as well as in a final exit pass 
exercise. This would investigate the quality of the pupils’ response and would be determined 
by the teacher’s professional judgement. 
 
During the exit pass activity pupils were given two separate post it notes. One post it note 
was allocated 5 seconds of thinking time while the second was allocated 15 seconds of 
thinking time. Pupils were then to answer two similar questions on the respective post it. 
These questions were based on the content of the lesson which was “acids and alkalis”. This 
allowed for a direct comparison in the quality of the response to be made.  
 
 
Findings  
 
The following graphs shows effect that increasing thinking time has on number of pupil 
responses. The first graph shows the average number of responses from all the questions 
asked while the second graph gives detail about the order of thinking required.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As the above graph shows, there appears to be a direct correlation between the number of 
pupil responses and the thinking time allowed during questioning. As the thinking time 
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allowed was increased more pupils were able to give an answer. This was expected from 
what was found in the literature read in the rationale sections.  
 
However, it was found after longer periods of time that pupils who answered quickly would 
become disengaged and become a distraction to others. Some pupils would tell others around 
them the answer they had given. Although this highlights how pupils can learn well from 
each other, it may have skewed the results in terms of finding how only thinking time can 
effect response of the pupils. Another issue found was that some pupils took longer to answer 
the show me board questions due to slow hand-writing rather than ability to answer the 
question.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This graph shows the same correlation as the first but gives more detail to the order of 
thinking required to answer the question. This graph highlights lower order questions do not 
need as much thinking time as higher order questions. For example, most pupils were able to 
answer “remember” questions within the first five seconds while “evaluate” questions took 
much longer to answer.  
 
The exit passes used during this enquiry found that pupils were able to give slightly more 
detail when give more time to think about the question. As previously mentioned, pupils the 
questions for the exit passes were based on the lesson content of “acids and alkali”. On the 
first post – it noted pupils were given five seconds to write as much about “acids” as they 
could, some examples of the responses are given below:  
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“vinegar” 
“0 – 7 vinegar” 
“acids are red” 
“red, orange, yellow” 
 
These responses hint at the idea of the pH of acids, the colour that acids turn when exposed to 

universal indicator and have examples of acids. However, the answers show a lack of 
detail and do not give context to what is being said.  

 
Pupils were then given 15 seconds to write down as much as they could about alkalis. Some 

responses are shown below: 
 
“They turn blue, the number on pH scale are 7-14, bleach is an alkali” 
“colour = blue, numbers = 9,10,11,12,13,14. Bleach” 
“8-14, blue and purple, bleach, washing up powder” 
“Bleach, washing up powder, 7 – 14, colours – purple and blue” 
 
It seems with the increase of time, pupils were able to more detailed responses. The pupils 
were able to give more examples of alkali substances than acids during this part of the 
project. Pupils also gave more detail and context to their answers when given more time. It 
should be noted that some pupils were not able to give as a much of detailed response even 
after the increase of the thinking time. 
 
Conclusions 
 
By extending the thinking time after a question allows for pupils to give better quality 
responses, as shown in the exit pass answers. Increasing thinking time also increased the 
number of pupil responses given. This highlights the importance of thinking time as it means 
that more pupils will participate in the lesson and help improve their academic performance. 
The findings also show that lower order questioning requires less thinking time. It is clear 
that allowing for more thinking time will benefit the pupils but it should be noted that 
allowing for too much thinking time may lead to pupil disengagement and boredom. It 
therefore important to find an optimum time for the style of question being asked. For 
example, a lower order question will need no longer than 5 seconds to generate a good class 
response while a question that requires high order cogitative thinking will need much longer. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
As a result of the findings of this enquiry, future practice will be improved by regularly 
allowing for longer thinking time in the class. It is obvious that it benefits the pupils. Going 
further, extending thinking time would allow for the incorporation of active learning and 
cooperative learning. This would further the academic success of pupils while also keeping 
the lesson interesting.  
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