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Engagement/Progress: Cold Calling with Wait Time 
 

Context: 
How does it work? 
It can be easy to get stuck in a deeply engrained habit. Questioning is such a vital part of our practice but the skills we use 
are so embedded it can be hard to deviate from our questioning habits or ‘style.’ However, trying a minor tweak to our 
questioning method can provide huge gains for our ability to check progress and keep all pupils engaged.  
 
Many of us already use ‘Cold Calling’ as a method to question the class. Yet it’s probably safe to assume that, for quite a few 
of us, Cold Calling may look like: 
“Tom, what does the D in DAFOREST stand for?”  or “How do we say ‘I am tired’ in Welsh, Jess?” followed by a quick blitz of 
questions around the room.  
 
In these examples, where the name been used is important. If starting the question with a pupil’s name, it subconsciously 
signals to the class that that person and that person alone needs to know /share the answer. Equally, by having the name 
immediately after the question, the same signal is transmitted – ‘only Jess needs to answer so I can relax now.’ 
 
Inner Drive and Doug 
Lemov’s recent 
infographic can be useful 
when helping us to 
consider HOW we ask 
questions and the impact 
this can have on our 
pupils. 
 
If we consider their 
method, we can help to 
improve the participation 
ratio in questioning. 
Through Cold Calling but 
adding in Wait Time, we 
can help to engage most, 
if not all, of the class. 
Moreover, by having 
pupils write down a 
response, we can 
encourage engagement 
from all pupils and then 
cold call on a wide range 
of pupils to show them 
that everyone could be 
questioned.  
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The pitfalls…and how to avoid them. 
Wait time can feel uncomfortable. There are many reasons for this, one being ‘The Pause.’ This is how we can 
refer to the long pause which is needed whilst we wait to call a pupils’ name. It can be tempting to rush this 
moment through fear that the class will start ‘bubbling’ or through feeling uncomfortable with the silence and 
wanting to fill it with voices. However, this pause is essential for getting everyone’s brains engaged, so it is 
important that you wait it out. At first, it may not work. The class may ‘bubble’ and fuss and you may have to 
fight for that quiet wait time, but the more you practise this with the class, the more they will become 
accustomed to it and the more streamlined it will become.  
 
Another issue with The Pause itself is that it feeds into our conscious thoughts of ‘time is ticking away and I have 
so much left to teach.’ The reality is, this method does slow teaching down. However, it does so in a purposeful 
way. By engaging more pupils in the thought process before cold calling, we can check progress and 
understanding more effectively. This can allow us to tease out misconceptions or lack of understanding. In the 
long run, this will help us to tackle issues and adapt our teaching sooner and should result in better outcomes at 
a later stage.  
 
What about shy pupils who don’t want to answer?  Make this process the norm in the classroom. Through 
creating a routine, pupils learn that everyone’s involvement is part of your expectations. However, by creating a 
positive and welcoming atmosphere when questioning, we can help to ease some of the pressure. We can use a 
combination of strategies to try to achieve this and build up their confidence in answering. For instance, check 
their answer before asking them to share with the class so that you know they are right, or allow them to ‘phone 
a friend’ for help and then ask them if they agree/disagree or if they can build on what they’ve heard. Through 
slowly returning to the shy pupils over time, we can ‘chip away’ at their anxiety and help them tiptoe into whole 
class feedback. The most important aspect here is that we want to inspire the ‘can do’ attitude and ‘power of 
yet’ – not catch them out and pressurise them.  
 
 
Want to know more? 
Follow this link for a video of it in action: 
https://teachlikeachampion.org/blog/combining-cold-call-and-wait-time-a-video-to-go-with-the-great-
illustration/ 
Further reading: 
See page 90 of ‘Teaching Walkthrus’ by Tom Sherrington and Oliver Caviglioli.  
Sherrington, T. and Caviglioli, O. (2020). TEACHING WALKTHRUS : visual step-by-step guides to 
essential teaching techniques. S.L.: John Catt Educational Ltd. 
https://blog.innerdrive.co.uk/students-think-harder-with-question-design 
https://teacherhead.com/2021/02/07/cold-calling-the-1-strategy-for-inclusive-classrooms-remote-and-in-
person/ 
 

 
 


