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Seminar summary: 
 
Clickers, also known as personal response systems, are tools that can promote active learning in large and 
small courses.  These wireless devices allow students to transmit answers to multiple choice questions 
posed during a lecture.  A receiver immediately generates a histogram of student responses and can also 
record information about individual responses.  Through the questions posed to the class, instructors can 
identify students’ prior knowledge and misconceptions, assess recall and comprehension, and help 
develop critical thinking and problem solving skills.  Instructors can introduce clickers questions as 
“checkpoints” in a traditional lecture course, use them to promote discussion of difficult concepts in a 
more interactive classroom, or integrate them into a “just-in-time teaching” approach. 
 
Advantages of clickers include: allowing students to answer anonymously; providing rapid feedback to 
both students and the instructor; and promoting engagement of students in large lectures.  Disadvantages 
of clickers include: the time required to write effective clicker questions and integrate them into existing 
instructional materials; the possible frustration stemming from technical glitches; and the additional 
expense imposed on students (for the clicker) and on the institution (for the receiver and for instructional 
support). 
 
Tips for using clickers in your class: 
 
1. Carefully investigate your hardware options before committing to a system.   Wireless clicker 

systems use either infrared or radio frequency transmitters; radio frequency transmitters seem to be 
more reliable.  In a pilot program at Barnard, Dr. Glendinning found that our infrared transmitters 
often failed to record student responses or required them to click multiple times.  For a comparison of 
clicker systems, see www.uwm.edu/Dept/LTC/docs/SRSComparison.pdf.    

2. Look for ways to minimize the cost of clickers to students.  Some institutions have established 
programs which allow students to rent clickers, while others have ensured that the bookstore will buy 
back clickers at the end of the semester.  Departments with small courses may consider purchasing 
clickers that students borrow for a semester. 

3. Allow plenty of time to learn your system’s software and to test hardware.  For an account of the 
trials and triumphs of using clickers for the first time, see: Hatch J, Jensen M, and Moore R. 2005. 
Manna from heaven or “clickers” from hell. J. Coll. Sci. Teaching. 34(7): 36-39. 

4. “Split votes” provide excellent opportunities for students to teach one another. Design your 
questions so that some students are likely to answer correctly, but a sizeable fraction will answer 
incorrectly.  When responses to a question reveal widespread uncertainty about the correct answer, 
students often are able to clarify their understanding by discussing the question with their classmates.   
For more information, see Eric Mazur’s website on peer instruction (http://mazur-
www.harvard.edu/research/detailspage.php?ed=1&rowid=8).  
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Links: 
 

Clickers (Technology Enhanced Learning & Research group at the Ohio State University): 
provides an overview of clickers, links to discipline-specific teaching ideas, tips for classroom 
management and question design, and references. http://telr.osu.edu/clickers/index.htm
 
Classroom Performance System: a video interview with Dee Silverthorn from the University of 
Texas at Austin’s School of Biological Sciences.  Dr. Silverthorn describes how to create a more 
interactive classroom using examples from her Vertebrate Physiology course.  Topics covered 
include writing effective questions, pitfalls, and advantages. 
http://www.utexas.edu/academic/cit/gallery/utprofiles/cps/silverthorn/dee01C.html
 
Clickers: Assessing Their Effects on Student Attitudes and Student Learning in Biology 
Lectures: slides presented by Ralph Preszler, Angus Dawe, Charles Shuster, and Michele Shuster 
of New Mexico State University at the Science, Education and Technology conference on 
January 13, 2006.  The authors note that students in introductory and nonmajors biology courses 
were particularly enthusiastic about clickers. 
http://spacegrant.nmsu.edu/NMSU/2006/Preszler.pdf
 
Teaching with Clickers (Derek Bok Center for Teaching and Learning, Harvard 
University): includes basic information about clickers as well as an excerpt of the video “From 
Questions to Concepts: Interactive Teaching in Physics with Eric Mazur.” 
http://bokcenter.harvard.edu/progs/clickers.html
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