
 

 
Enquiry Question  
 
Joshua Corbett 

Group 1D 
 

‘Does the time of day have an impact on the learning and achievement of pupils?’ 
 

Rationale:  
 

  This enquiry is going to explore the relationship between the time of day that a lesson 
falls and pupil achievement in that particular lesson. The reason this topic was selected was 
twofold: 

Firstly, it was realised that there is actually very little literature or research available 
concerning how time of day impacts upon learning. Furthermore, what is available is often 
not focussed on a school environment but perhaps on an office or university environment.  

Secondly, the group agreed that they each had classes whose behaviour changed 
dramatically depending on what time of day they were in the classroom. The group 
considered whether any correlation could be drawn between particularly effective lessons 
(where a good amount and quality of learning took place) and time of day.  
 
Aims: 
 

The aims of this Enquiry are to: 
 

1) Establish whether a relationship exists between how well a pupil achieves in a 
given lesson and what time of day that lesson takes place. 
 

2) And, if a relationship can be seen to exist, try and identify a pattern or common 
thread that might highlight when a class is most likely to achieve best in school. 
 

  The twofold aim came about as the group were confident (but ultimately not certain) 
that a pattern would be identified between time of day and achievement in the classroom. 
Research conducted by Broadbent et al (1989) indicated that not only did time of day have a 
great impact on productivity, but it was the norm for mornings to be the most productive time 
of day. However, due to our lack of complete certainty it was important that we first establish 
whether or not there was a relationship between time of day and achievement before we 
started to investigate a pattern. 
 



Methodology  
 
 The first decision to be made was which class would be the most appropriate for the 
enquiry. A class who were taught: 
 

• The same subject matter 
• By the same teacher 
• At varying times of the day throughout the week 

 
 Was ultimately selected for the enquiry. This decision was based on research by Maheu 
(2005) where the importance of a consistent group of participants in a behavioural study was 
emphasised. 
 
 The next decision to be made was how to gauge whether or not the lesson had 
contained effective learning and allowed pupils to achieve well. This would have to be done 
by the collection of data which could later be compared to subsequent, similar lessons to 
identify any pattern. Ultimately the criteria for observation were decided as: 
 

1) Pupil Survey: Pupils were surveyed at the very beginning of the enquiry and asked to 
identify what time of the day they felt they worked best. A study by Ammons (1995) 
identified that the majority of university students could accurately predict when they 
worked most effectively, it was assumed this self-awareness would be present for 
secondary pupils as well. 
 

2) Pages Read: The class being surveyed had one reading period per week. Throughout 
the four week time period they received this reading period: in the morning, before 
lunch and at the end of the school day. In each situation pupils were to note down how 
many pages they had read that period. A study by Romero et al (2011) suggests that 
productivity is highest slightly before lunch with a sharp decline after lunch. It was 
felt that number of pages read accurately reflected the productivity of the class.  

 
3) Accuracy: One lesson a week (of varying times) pupils were given a short, dictated 

paragraph to copy out under time pressure. These were then collected in and the 
number of spelling mistakes that were present were recorded to identify if, at a given 
time of day, as suggested by Broadbent et al (1989), pupils were more accurate.  

 
4) Teacher Observations: The teacher of the class also recorded how well the class 

behaved on the whole throughout each lesson. Fisher (1981) concluded that class 
behaviour is one of the best indicators of whether effective learning is taking place, 
with well-behaved classes learning and achieving better.  

 
  It was decided that this data would provide a comprehensive overview of pupil ability 
to learn effectively at different times of the day.  



Findings  
 
 

1) Pupil Survey    -     Out of a class of 27 pupils:  
 
3   pupils believe they work best between 08 55 and 10 35  = 11% 
21 pupils believe they work best between 10 50 and 12 30  = 78% 
3   pupils believe they work best between 13 15 and 14 55  = 11% 

 
  This clearly demonstrates that the vast majority of pupils believe they work best in the 
late morning and at noon (prior to lunch). This appears to be in direct contradiction to a study 
by Owens et al (2004) where it is suggested that we are most ready to learn almost 
immediately after consuming food due to a spike in blood glucose, which would have 
suggested after lunch.  
 

2) Pages read -      Out of a class of 27 pupils, in a lesson: 
 
Between 08 55 and 10 35 pupils read an average of   16 pages in the lesson 
Between 10 50 and 12 30 pupils read an average of   17 pages in the lesson 
Between 13 15 and 14 55 pupils read an average of  12 pages in the lesson 

 
  This clearly supports the findings of the pupil survey, suggesting that pupils are 
certainly most productive (though not necessarily learning most effectively) between the 
hours of 10 50 and 12 30. Indeed, Colquhoun (1960) outlined that adults are most productive 
as they approach noon so this was no surprise. 
 

3) Accuracy      -     Out of a class of 27 pupils mistakes made in classes: 
 
Between 08 55 and 10 35 were 5 mistakes on average per pupil 
Between 10 50 and 12 30 were  2 mistakes on average per pupil 
Between 13 15 and 14 55 were  4 mistakes on average per pupil 

 
  This would again support the idea that pupils are most accurate in classes just prior to 
noon, supporting the Broadbent et al (1989) study. 
 

4) Teacher observations: 
 

The teacher of the class observed that in the early morning (08 55 to 10 35) the class were 
best behaved by a large margin. This was followed by the late morning (10 50 to 12 30) 
where there was a slight increase in behavioural issues. Classes which took place in the 
afternoon (between 13 15 and 14 15) were found to present as considerably more challenging 
with numerous behavioural issues. They did, however, participate better in group tasks in the 
afternoon, being more vocal and confident.  



Conclusions  
 

Several preliminary conclusions can be drawn from this enquiry. Firstly, time of day 
appears to have a direct correlation on the learning capabilities of learners. This is based on 
the results of the pupil survey which indicates that pupils themselves have clear preferences 
as to what time of day they feel they learn best. 
 

Secondly, pupils would appear to work better in the mornings than in the afternoon. This 
is based on the increased productivity, accuracy and better behaviour exhibited by the class 
who were the focus of the enquiry.  

 
  There are also several other points that should be raised. The first is concerning the 
study itself. There are clearly very different types of learning that can take place in a 
classroom, depending on what teaching pedagogy is being used. Whether you have learners 
working in groups, pairs or by themselves will have a big impact on how they learn. It is also 
reasonable to assume that these pedagogies will have varying effectiveness at different times 
of the day. The enquiry looked predominantly at work conducted on a solitary basis. The 
brief indication in the teacher observations about group work suggested it was far more 
effective in the afternoon classes. The study by Owens et al (1994) suggested that energy 
levels would peak after lunch, this would explain both the increased behavioural issues and 
the increased participation in group work. This is important as it highlights the narrow scope 
of this enquiry. By focussing solely on time of day, many factors which contribute to 
effective learning have not been taken into account. These include, but are not limited to: day 
of the week, weather, type of work (group or individual), current classroom dynamics, mood 
of teacher and mood of pupils after previous lesson. There are clearly numerous factors 
which could impact upon learners capability to learn and achieve in class.  
 
 The other important element to highlight is that the factors observed were at best 
indicators of quality learning but not examples of quality learning. Everything from pupil 
opinion to number of pages read gave a clear indication of the work ethos that was liable to 
have existed but none of the criteria provided a comparable example of learning that took 
place and the quality of said learning. Future studies would have to minimise the impact of 
other factors on learning and collect more useful data for reflecting on the achievement of 
learners.  
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 

Ultimately it is therefore unlikely that this enquiry will have much impact on future 
practice at this point. Though these results suggest that time of day does impact on the pupil 
ability to learn effectively, until a study is done with better controls and which identifies 
clearly when different teaching pedagogies are most effective, the usefulness of this study is 
limited. The suggestion that pupils work and behave better in the mornings is worth little 
without more information. 
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