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Rationale  
 
In his book Embedded Formative Assessment (2011), Dylan Wiliam includes the technique of 
using wait time as an effective way to elicit evidence of students’ learning. He presents findings 
by Rowe (1974) which showed a tendency for teachers to give insufficient amount of time for 
students to respond to questions. He observed that teachers waited less than a second between the 
end of their question and calling on a student to answer. When a student answered incorrectly, 
the teacher would barely wait a full second before giving hints or rephrasing the question to 
make it easier. Measurable increases in learning were observed when teachers increased wait 
time to an average of 3-5 seconds (Rowe, 1974). Not only did they find that more students rose 
their hands to respond, but also that their responses became longer. The team also noted that 
students’ confidence increased (as a function of decreased inflected responses). In addition, 
pupils gave more speculative responses and asked more questions. Lastly, the researchers found 
that responses increased from students rated as being of lower ability. 
 
This Practitioner Enquiry resulted from a desire to increase participation among students who 
tend to be less vocal in class discussions. Are these students less vocal because they lack 
comprehension and interest? Or could it be that they are simply not given enough time to 
formulate an answer?  
 
Aim 
 
The aim of this investigation was to test the hypothesis that using 3 seconds of wait-time 
between question and response leads to increased participation. The decision to give 3 seconds as 
opposed to 5 seconds of wait time was based on results from a study carried out by Kenneth 
Tobin (1987). Tobin showed that giving any more than 3 seconds of wait time had no significant 
effect and tended to slow down the pace of lessons.  

 
Methodology 
 
The investigation was carried out over a period of 6 weeks. The participants were  
24 seven and eight-year-old students. Data and field notes were gathered during 6 whole-class 
lessons. Lessons 1a and 1b were on Reading Comprehension. Lessons 2a and 2b were on Health 
and Wellbeing. Lessons 3a and 3b were on Technology and Design. During each lesson, 
differing amounts of questions were asked. However, the number of hands raised in response to 
the first 3 questions were recorded. At the end of each lesson, the number of hands were totalled. 
In Lessons 1a, 2a and 3a, no “wait-time” was given. In Lessons 1b, 2b and 3b, three seconds of 
wait time was implemented.  



 
Findings 
 
The following table illustrates the change in number of hands raised from a lesson without wait 
time to the lesson with “wait-time”. In all three cases, the number of hands raised increased when 
“wait-time” was given.  
 
Lessons Without Wait Time (A) With Wait Time (B) 

1. Reading 27 36  
2. Health 22 27  
3. Technology  23 30 

Total 72 93 
 
Analysis 
 
The notes and data collected were analysed throughout the process of the investigation to 
determine whether any changes in behaviour had occurred among the pupils.  
 
The results of the hand-raising frequency collection were clear. When given wait time, hands 
were raised an additional 21 times than when there was no wait time. The greatest difference was 
noticed during the reading lesson in which 9 additional hands were counted when given wait 
time. The smallest difference occurred between Health lessons A and B. 5 additional hands were 
recorded.  
 
Next, the field notes were examined. When no wait time was given, the same 5 or 6 students 
tended to participate. These were the outgoing, self-assured students with no documented 
additional support needs (ASN). When wait time was given, the 21 additional hands recorded 
were almost always from students with ASN affecting talking and listening or students who 
could be described as shy, quiet or insecure.  
 
One of these students presented several signs of Developmental Verbal Dyspraxia and is waiting 
to be seen by an occupational therapist. This pupil struggles to form sentences and tends to 
stutter, backtrack and rephrase his responses. Without wait time, he responded one-third of the 
time. When wait time was implemented, he raised his hand every time. There were also two 
students who did not respond in either condition.  
 
Conclusion 
 
In this study, waiting for 3 seconds between finishing a question and choosing a student to 
respond significantly increased the number of students who attempted to respond to a question. 
Therefore, it appears that many of the seemingly less vocal children did not lack interest or 
comprehension. Rather, they had not been given enough time to raise their hand. Why exactly 
did wait time cause them to raise their hand? Was it because they had more time to fully 
comprehend the question? Did it give them more time to formulate an answer in their head? Did 
some gain confidence from seeing their peers raise their hands first? The case will certainly be 
different for each child. Future investigations could attempt to answer these questions.    



 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
 
This investigation was carried out to see whether giving 3 seconds of wait time would increase 
the amount of student participation. Introducing this strategy has proved to be beneficial, 
resulting in a greater response rate from students who typically shy away from participating in 
discussions. Therefore, other teachers would do well to implement wait time in their classrooms. 
In addition, the results should be shared among colleagues in the hopes that they are inspired to 
use wait time in their classrooms.  
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