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Rationale 
 
Questions should be built into every lesson and carefully thought through, in both 

terms of wording, their objective and wait time (Dillon et al 1995). Most guidance 

would encourage teachers to utilise questioning as a means of differentiation; often 

connected to the ideas of Bloom's Taxonomy and the progression of cognitive skills 

from 'knowledge' to 'evaluation'. This theory suggests that ‘secure’ students should be 

asked questions requiring analysis, with questions being simplified for ‘developing’ 

students (Gershon, 2014). However, Bloom's Taxonomy has been somewhat 

criticised, with Wineburg and Schneider arguing that for history specifically the 

taxonomy is 'upside down', as critical thinking (evaluation) often led to new 

knowledge.  

 

Categorised as an intuitive and natural aspect of teaching practice, research states that, 

on average, one or two questions will be asked in the classroom per minute, a pace 

which leaves pupils with a very short window of response time (Brown and Wragg, 

2001: p15). It is this response time, often referred to as wait time, that is a crucial 

instructional variable when higher cognitive level learning is the objective.  

 

The time given to respond to questions is often stressed, with it being suggested that 

teachers do not give pupils enough time to respond, particularly when it comes to 

higher order thinking questions. Dylan Wiliam, (2011) argues that the amount of time 

a teacher allows their students to answer any question is the key, guiding that 

questions which require thought, should have an increased wait time of three seconds 

from the average one second, as this produces measurable increases in learning. 
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However, wait time that goes beyond three seconds has little effect and may in fact 

cause lessons to lose pace.   

Aims 
The focus of this enquiry was to prepare and ask various questions that require higher 

order thinking skills in order to discover whether an increased wait time would 

improve the quality of response from pupils. 

 

As a prominent strategy for any teacher, questioning is an important aspect of any 

teachers practice and therefore requires consideration in order to be effectively used 

within the classroom.  

 

Methodology 
Acknowledging the interpretivist paradigm and by using a qualitative approach to 

collecting data, the results were collated through observations in the classroom. 

 

For the purposes of this enquiry an S2 class was selected to be consistently analysed, 

the objective being to discover whether an increased wait time impacted on the 

quality of pupil’s answers to questions. In order to evaluate each response, the type of 

questions asked were given careful consideration in order to measure the quality of 

each response.  

 

Pupils were asked to either agree or disagree with a statement that would be displayed 

on the SmartBoard and asked to justify their answer with evidence. For example, ‘The 

main reason why the Jacobites were defeated at Culloden was fatigue” agree or 

disagree?’. A maximum of three pupils, per lesson, were chosen at random using 

‘lollipop sticks’. Reponses were categorised as follows; ‘answered question fully with 

evidence’, ‘required teacher help’ and ‘could not answer question’ Answers were 

recorded under these headings.  

 

In week one of the enquiry, no extra wait time was given to pupils (i.e. they had less 

than three seconds to respond).  In the second week extra wait time was applied, to 

further ensure that wait time was used all pupils were instructed to wait five seconds 

before providing an answer, a five second timer was displayed to ensure that each 
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pupil was given the same amount of time.  

 

 

Findings 
 

After the two weeks research period a total of twelve students had participated in the 

enquiry task, six with additional wait time and six without. When comparing the 

results from week one and week two it could be argued that the extra wait time had a 

small impact on pupil response. In week one, more of the randomly selected pupils 

required teacher assistance or the question had to be deferred to another pupil. In 

week two more pupils were able to answer without teacher help.  

 

Exact numbers are evidenced across the following tables: 
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Observing and collating class answers highlighted that in week two more students in 

the sample were able to answer the question fully and evidence their answer 

appropriately. Through this direct observation the researcher feels the increased wait 

time did have a positive effect. 

 

Conclusions 
 

Reflecting on this focused enquiry, the researcher could conclude that increasing wait 

time from 2 to 5 seconds did impact on pupil response.  

 

However, Kenneth Tobin (1987), states, “Wait time is not panacea, and unless other 

variables are at optimal levels, the advantages reported in wait time studies many not 

be apparent”. When following through this enquiry the researcher became 

increasingly aware of variables such as behaviour, time of day, low-level disruption 

and how additional factors could also impact on the responses given.  
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For wait time to be effective other variables such as behaviour must be as controlled 

as possible, and although the research made efforts to conduct this enquiry in such an 

environment it would be difficult to accomplish.  Further more, using a random 

sample did not leave room for analysis of the impact of learning levels, and therefore 

pupil ability should have been cross examined against wait time to provide more 

substantial results.  

 

From this line of enquiry it could be argued that increased wait time will lead to 

greater pupil response, but consideration to classroom variables should be given. 

 

Implications for future practice  
 

As the findings indicated extending wait time had a positive effect on the quality of 

answers pupils provided, therefore wait time should be increased when asking pupils 

questions that require them to engage with their critical thinking skills.   
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