
 

 
What happens when ‘wait time’ is used when asking questions in class?  
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Rationale 
Asking questions is an important part of teaching. Cotton argues that “asking questions… is 
positively related to learning facts” (Cotton, 2001). Therefore, if we want students to learn, 
we need to ask questions. Rowe (1986) suggested that most teachers wait for one second or 
less for a reply to a question. After that, they either ask someone else or simplify the question. 
Wiliam (2011) suggests that doing this weakens the questions and doesn’t help learning.  
 
Rowe (1986) argued that using ‘wait time’ can help. Wait time is when the teacher pauses 
during questioning. Wait time can take two forms; ‘Wait Time 1’ (when the teacher pauses 
after asking a question) and ‘Wait Time 2’ (when the teacher allows a pause after the pupil 
has answered). Rowe (1986) argues that the optimum time to wait after a question is roughly 
2.7 seconds. Many practitioners round this up to 3 seconds to make it easier to count.  
 
Fredericks compared using wait time to preparing good coffee; you give the granules time to 
percolate into the hot water (Fredericks, 2005). Therefore, the biggest benefit of wait time is 
that pupils are given time to come up with a good answer to the question that has been posed.  
 
Rowe (1986) also suggested that wait time can increase the length of student responses by 
300% - 700% and the quality of the response also increases, the variety of ability levels 
participating in questions increases and the need for disciplinary action decreases.  
 
Ingram and Elliot (2015) suggest that one of the benefits of wait time is that it encourages 
structures within classes. By giving a pupil time to consider his/her answer, turn-taking 
attitudes are established, because only the selected person can speak.  
 
Some of the literature on wait time identifies certain issues that need to be considered when 
using wait time. For example, Wiliam (2011) argues that certain types of question, for 
example, knowledge recall questions, will not be suited to wait time. If they don’t know the 
answer when the question is asked, giving them time to think will not help. 
 
All sources agree that wait time can help to improve the number, length and quality of 
responses from pupils after questions, this then helps teachers to improve pupil understanding 
and to increase expectations of pupils.  
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Aims 
To find out the effect of wait time on pupil responses to questions, two aims were set up for 
this enquiry. The first aim was to establish whether wait time increased the number of pupil 
responses to teacher questions. The second aim was to see whether the quality of those 
responses was different (e.g. longer or better formed answers). 
 
Methodology  
To measure the number of pupil responses and to comment on the overall quality of the 
responses an S1 social subjects class was selected to take part in the research. Three different 
amounts of wait time were used during the three periods a week that the class was present. 
On Mondays, pupils were given no wait time after questions, on Tuesdays they were given 3 
seconds of wait time and on Thursdays, the pupils were given 5 seconds of wait time.  
 
The average number of hands that were raised for each amount of wait time into a recording 
table and a comment was made on the quality of the responses that the pupils gave with each 
amount of wait time.  
 
Findings  
Graph 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Graph 1 shows that when no wait time was used, the average number of hands raised was 2. 
This increased to 7 when 3 seconds of wait time was used. Graph 1 also shows that using 5 
seconds of wait time doubled the number of hands raised from 2 to 4. 
  



 
Table 1:  
Wait Time Allowed 

(in seconds)  
Comment About the Quality of Responses 

 
 
0 

- There was a tendency for the more confident pupils to raise their 
hands for every question asked.  

- On some occasions, no hands were raised at all and pupils had 
to be selected to answer. Many selected pupils got the answer 
right.  
 

 
 
3 

- Answers tended to be fully formed sentences and pupils were 
more confident that their answer was correct 

- On one occasion, pupils engaged in a debate about the points 
that were being made.  

 
 
5 

- Answers were still fully-formed sentences and the confidence in 
answers was still noticeable, but there was a significant decline 
in volunteers. 

 
 
 
Conclusions 
As can be seen from Graph 1, using wait time has an impact on the number of pupils who 
respond to questions. Using no wait time, creates a small number of responses that are 
usually from the same highly-able pupils. The quality of responses tends to be 1 word or 
short phrase answers that don’t allow for any discussion.  
 
Using 3 seconds of wait time, encourages pupils to think about the question that has been 
posed and consider how to respond, hence why there was a significant improvement in the 
quality of the answers from short answers to fully-formed sentences that even led to debate 
on one occasions.  
 
Using 5 seconds of wait time also shows an improvement in the quality of responses but does 
not encourage the same number of responses from pupils as using the optimum amount of 
wait time (3 seconds) does.  
 
  



Implications for Future Practice 
From this research it is clear that wait time is an important element of questioning as it gives 
pupils a chance to consider what they know and what they have learned to create a response 
to a question. Therefore, it would be beneficial to try and make use of it in practise as often as 
possible. However, there are a few questions that have been raised during this enquiry. 
 
As William (2011) stated, if a pupil does not know something then giving them time will not 
help. This then raises questions about the validity of wait time in certain subject elements that 
are based purely on knowledge recall. Also, the ability of the pupils needs to be accounted for 
when considering the types of questions to use. Knowledge recall will work well with the 
able pupils but not so well with pupils with Additional Support Needs. Therefore, a different 
question type will be needed.   
 
Also, time of day may have an influence on the effectiveness of wait time. For example, on 
Tuesdays, the class used as part of this enquiry met in the morning (9.45am), whereas on 
Mondays and Thursdays, they met in the afternoon (1.15pm). The number hands might have 
been raised during the Tuesday classes if it happened later in the day.  
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