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We examine teachers’ practice of asking questions in a mathematics classroom and
how it relates to student response, engagement, and how questioning can set the norm
for classroom flow. Our video data consists of wirelessly connected classrooms as
well as non-connected classrooms. It is not uncommon for teachers to ask a lot of
questions in a mathematics classroom. We have looked at classroom videos of
several teachers and when we plot the number of questions asked versus time, the
plot is uniformly linear (r2= 0.98). Based on our data, the constant rate of questioning
often extends over an entire class period. When a teacher is asking, on average, 1
question per 10 seconds, what sort of time are students given to answer?

Mary Budd Rowe (1972, 1987) introduced the idea of “wait-time”: the time from a
teacher’s question until the teacher speaks again. Her research showed that increasing
wait-times to 3 or more seconds has a strong positive effect on student answers;
student responses were longer and more accurate, the number of “I don't know”
answers, and no answers decreased, more students volunteered appropriate answers,
and test scores increased. We look at the descriptive statistics of wait times, and their
distribution, for one of the video clips we obtained: these statistics are typical.

Our data collected relates directly to this work done by Rowe; the teachers we’ve
looked at have a mean wait time of 3.1 seconds. The interesting part is that the data is
a highly skewed distribution with a high percentage of wait-times that are 3 or more
seconds. We have also found that the nature of the questions affects the wait time
given by the teacher. In the data we examined, longer wait times were given for
questions that related to the teacher’s aims for the class whereas shorter wait times
were given for questions which did not directly pertain to the objective of the class
according to the teacher.

Two of the classes we observed were connected classrooms in which student work
was shared in a mathematically meaningful way among the class. This shared student
work can lead to complex student peer to peer discussions, student question
generation, and teacher questioning drops dramatically (Hegedus, et al., 2006).
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