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49: All Pupil Responses 
Stephen Mitchell offers some practical 
strategies to keep students on their toes 
during lessons and ensure that they all have 
to engage and respond. 
 
Summary 
It’s one of the latest buzz phrases and the idea 
is simple: every student has to do something as 
a reaction to what the teacher has said. 

 
What’s the point?  

The rationale is that some students coast through lessons doing very little and engaging rarely. If 
every child is made to respond periodically, they will be more engaged. Of course, if every child is 
writing an essay or a story, that is ‘all pupil response’. However, we also want to make sure 
students are fully engaged when not writing. This is particularly true when they are meant to be 
listening. 

 

In the classroom: tips and techniques 
Strategies for ‘all pupil response’ include the following. Some use examples specific to English, 
some are more general classroom strategies. 

 

Holding up fingers 

In answer to your question, every student holds up the appropriate number of fingers. For example: 
‘One for terrible, two for okay, three for fantastic – What did you think of the story?’ Another 
example, following a quick test: ‘How many did you get correct?’. This technique is also good for 
testing confidence: ‘Five – you have it completely nailed and I’m boring you by talking about it; one 
– you have no idea.’ The teacher gets immediate feedback and can act on it. 

 

Exit tickets 

A student doesn’t leave the room at the end of the lesson without giving you a ‘ticket’. This is an 
answer to a question on a piece of paper. (Metaphorical tickets are just saying the answer at the 
exit.) This way, you test whether students have learned what you wanted them to learn during the 
lesson. Typical exits ticket tasks might include: 

-- Write a metaphor for love. 

-- What are three words associated with Gothic writing? 

-- Write down one quote that shows Scrooge is a hard man. 
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-- What is one technique Horowitz uses to create tension? 

I have seen complicated pre-printed exit tickets that have several questions and are mini-tests. 
However, I have only used simple tasks. It is easy enough to slice up some scrap paper using a 
guillotine and hand it out. 

As a technique, it initially seems to be very attractive. However, a few problems need to be 
considered: 

-- Firstly, it can take a few minutes to check an answer from every student. This can make them 
and you late for the next lesson, or worse, for break or lunch. Timed correctly, most students get to 
answer before the bell rings. 

-- Secondly, students can just copy from each other and so little is learned. 

-- Thirdly, it can be difficult to differentiate exit tickets. This means that the less able may suffer. 

There are various versions of electronic exit tickets that enable students to hand in their answers 
using computers or phones. However, you still need to check everyone has handed one in, and it is 
hardly worth the effort of logging on for a one-minute task. 

 

Random picks 

Give each student a number and project a random number generator. Whoever’s number comes 
up has to answer a question. You don’t have to ask every student a question to have them all 
engaged: they focus on having an answer in case their number comes up. 

One problem with this technique is that some students suffer extreme anxiety when asked to 
answer questions in front of the class. Waiting for their number to come up can increase this 
feeling. Some teachers like to allow students to pass the question to a friend if they can’t answer – 
the action of passing is active engagement. 

 

Divide and ask 

Instead of asking every student to answer one question, divide the class up into the number of 
questions you have. If you have three questions, divide the students into three groups in your mind 
and ask a third each one. You might simply go front, middle and back. However, don’t make your 
divisions obvious so the students can guess the pattern. Like ‘Random picks’, they pay attention 
because they could get asked to answer. 

 

Talk tokens 

For group work, every student is given two tokens. (These could be just pieces of paper.) Each 
time a person speaks they have to surrender a token. When somebody has used both tokens they 
can’t speak again until everyone else has used both of their tokens. 

 

Alternative to left or right hand up 

 When using binary questions, (such as, ‘Is it a simile or a metaphor?’) it is tempting to ask 
students to put up their left hands for one and their right hands for the other. Experience has taught 
me this is a bad idea. Many students can’t tell their left from their right! Although this problem can 
be partially mitigated by writing ‘left’ and ‘right’ on the board, a better alternative is to use ‘window’ 
and ‘wall’ (assuming one side of your room has windows and the other has a wall). For one answer 
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they put up their hand on the window side, for the other the hand on the wall side. Everyone has to 
answer and the teacher can immediately see who understands what is being taught. 

 

Continuums 

On the board, draw a big, horizontal line with labelled arrows on the ends. Students move to the 
appropriate place on the line. For example, when looking at the formality of language, write ‘formal’ 
at one end and ‘informal’ at the other. Read out a list of words (such as, ‘hello’, ‘good evening’, ‘hi’, 
‘toilet’, ‘bog’, ‘water closet’) or sentences, and the student move across the room to show how 
formal each one is. Watch for students who simply copy others. 

This technique can also be used to find out where students fall on a controversial issue. Once they 
are in place, ask them to justify their position. Or conduct a debate with those on each end forming 
opposing sides and those in the middle being the judges. 

 

Paper hold-up 

This strategy is ideal for revising homophones. Give each student the number of pieces of scrap 
paper equal to the number of answers. For example, for ‘there/their/they’re’ they would each need 
three pieces. One word is written on each sheet of paper in letters large enough for you to read at 
the front of the room. You say a sentence; they hold up the appropriate answer. You see who 
knows the answer instantly and you can clarify misunderstandings. Make it a competition with the 
first person with the correct answer scoring a point. 

Some people prefer to use mini-whiteboards: I haven’t ever solved the problems of board pens not 
working and erasers going missing. Also, scrap paper is quicker because each word only has to be 
written once. 

 

Say ‘class’ 

As you are reading to the students (and expecting them to follow), say ‘class’ and they all have to 
say the next word. You can see straight away who isn’t paying attention. When I saw this 
demonstrated, I thought it looked ridiculous. Having recently tried it with Year Seven students, I 
wonder why I haven’t been doing it for years. 

 

Clickers 

Originally, these were individual, battery-operated devices that allowed students to choose 
answers to multiple-choice questions projected on the board. A receiver sends all the answers to 
your computer which collates and displays them. Nowadays you can get computer software that 
will do the same. In the past, I didn’t use them for practical reasons: the clickers weren’t reliable 
enough and getting enough laptops for a whole class that worked just didn’t happen. 

However, I discovered a bigger problem: I don’t do much that can be tested by multiple-choice 
questions. Yes, I know I have listed examples above, such as homophones, but I’m only going to 
spend five or ten minutes testing them (less if they are getting them all correct) and setting up the 
hardware, typing in the questions, handing out the equipment, etc. takes ages. Also: how engaged 
do you have to be to click a button? 
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