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Tech Innovation: A case for student response systems (SRS) 

 

Introduction 
It surprised me to say the least. I put a lot of effort into creating a lesson that I 

thought would be effective, but it fell flat on its face. Did my students learn what I 

wanted them to learn? I can’t answer that question because only three of my students 

raised their hands to participate the entire class. I was lacking feedback and so were my 

students, all of my problems begin here. 

 Participation is crucial in the classroom as both a measuring tool and facilitator of 

knowledge. Student response systems ease the stress of participation because they allow 

for student anonymity and increase accountability. Since all responses are logged and 

aggregate data can be displayed in an instant, teachers are better able to check for student 

understanding. In this article I argue that a teacher can increase student participation with 

the effective integration of a student response system (SRS) into their teaching. 

 

The Setting 
I am a high school social studies teacher, so my research and analysis will focus 

on this setting. Students range in age from 14 to 18, are from diverse backgrounds both 

ethnically and economically, technology literacy can vary from novice to experienced, 

and the classroom contains both general education and special education students. 

The teacher must adapt in using the inquiry method of instruction and be pertinent 

with checking for student understanding in real-time. The teacher must also create a 

classroom environment that lends itself well to open and safe discussion. The SRS will 

not magically make a teacher effective in these practices, it can only enhance the level of 

effectiveness. The rationale for using this innovation is to increase participation, thus the 

technology is a tool to achieve this goal and not an end in itself. (Brabec, Fisher, & Pitler, 

2004) 

 

The Value of Participation 
 

 Student participation is a hallmark educational objective. Studies have shown that 

unless students internalize questions and at the very least attempt to answer them 

mentally, that no learning takes place. (Carlin, Guthrie, 2005) Participation can be viewed 

as a vehicle that can lead to various educational goals. These goals can be broken down 

into two distinct categories; student benefits and teacher benefits. 

 Students benefit from participating in class because it allows them to learn from 

their peers, it increases their attentiveness/engagement, and it helps to develop their 

critical thinking skills. Sharing thoughts aloud and hearing others share their thoughts 

allows for the social construction of knowledge. When teachers are directing this 

discourse with carefully crafted guiding questions it can be especially powerful. Teachers 

should use questions as a proximity tool to lead students to key ideas instead of just 

telling them outright. This forces them to internalize the information, think critically 

about it, use problem solving skills, and other related higher level thinking skills. 

(Brophy, 1999) If students buy into this process it increases their attentiveness by proxy 

simply because they must pay attention to participate in the conversation. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Audience_response
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Student_engagement
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 The biggest benefit that student participation gives to teachers is that it is an 

excellent way to check for understanding. When students respond to a question or share a 

thought, teachers can gauge if they understand key concepts or if they need further 

clarification. Creating an environment in your classroom where participation is 

encouraged and expected also helps students to be accountable for the material that is 

being discussed. As I mentioned previously, when students buy into this process they 

must be engaged to participate. 

The below image is a flowchart demonstrating the trickledown effect participation 

has in the classroom: 

 
 

The Difficulties of Engaging Participation in My Classroom 
High school students are an interesting age group to work with as an educator. 

Academically these students are ready to sharpen their higher level thinking skills and 

transition from merely learning about the world, to actually taking part in it. However, 

they tend to have fragile self images and can be weary of sharing their opinions. So it is 

the obligation of the teacher to offer their students an environment that they feel safe to 

participate in. (Brophy, 1999) 

Although it takes a lot of effort to 

establish this in any classroom, as a social 

studies teacher I have found it especially 

difficult. Two of the biggest contributing 

factors to this difficulty are that social studies 

content has both a non-definitive answer 

process, and its content matter tends to be of a 

more personal nature than that of other 

courses. 

In math and science classes, students 

are graded on their ability to absorb concepts 

and apply them directly to real world 

problems. For example, if you were playing 

miniature golf with your friends you could 

reference your knowledge of geometry and the reflection of angles over a perpendicular 

 
A learning environment must be created by the 

teacher in partnership with the students where 

personal opinions can be shared without students 

being personally attacked. 
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in order to accomplish a successful bank shot. This is a two step process; retention of the 

geometry knowledge, and then direct application of it. Obviously, not every problem that 

requires the use of math knowledge is going to be as simplistic as this. However, the 

cognitive model will remain consistent even as the problem becomes more complicated. 

In social studies classes, there is a three step approach to problem solving. The 

student retains definite knowledge, interprets and forms an opinion concerning that 

knowledge, and then addresses the problem based upon their opinion. Debates are prime 

examples of this thinking process. Issues such as abortion rights, national health care, and 

medicinal marijuana are issues that have no right and wrong answers; only possible 

solutions. So if you were to study these issues in the classroom, you would need to study 

not only the facts of the issue, but the entire range of opinions. Best practice would then 

dictate that the teacher establish a cooperative learning environment in which students 

can engage in thoughtful discourse, sharing their ideas and opinions about a given 

subject. (Brophy, 1999) 

 When students share their opinions it definitely helps to construct a well balanced 

understanding of social issues. However, the danger then becomes discussing sensitive 

subject matter that has the potential to create discord amongst members of the class. 

Conflict is an inherent element of the inquiry model of instruction that can provide 

powerful teachable moments. However this can also destroy the learning environment if 

students feel threatened by hostility. This will likely cause them to be hesitant to 

participate in the future. A learning environment must be created by the teacher in 

partnership with the students where personal opinions can be shared without students 

being personally attacked. (Warren, 2002) 

 

Using Student Response Systems to Increase Participation 
Student response systems (SRS) combine wireless response pads (clickers) with 

multi-functional presentation software. Students are able to use the clickers to respond to 

questions prompted verbally, on paper, and/or on a projected screen. (eInstruction, 2009) 

Students are able to respond simultaneously to questions. These responses are recorded 

and organized on the teacher’s computer. 

SRS clickers allow students to answer 

questions in a variety of formats. Multiple 

choice, true/false, and yes/no are the most 

standard. But they can also be used to administer 

surveys and collect opinion data. When 

embedded and integrated into a PowerPoint 

presentation it can turn a strict didactic lesson 

into an active learning hybrid allowing the 

teacher to check for understanding and clarify 

any misconceptions.  

An SRS can foster a safe and engaging 

learning environment that is proven to increase 

participation in the classroom. Studies done by Rand W. Guthrie and Anna Carlin 

revealed that 42% of students felt that anonymity made them more comfortable 

participating. While this means that not all students are fearful of their peers judging 

them, almost half of them are. (Carlin, Guthrie, 2005) This means that SRS has the 

 
When embedded and integrated into a 

PowerPoint presentation it can turn a strict 

didactic lesson into an active learning hybrid 

allowing the teacher to check for understanding 

and clarify any misconceptions. 

http://www.einstruction.com/News/index.cfm?fuseaction=news.display&menu=news&content=showArticle&id=131
http://www.einstruction.com/News/index.cfm?fuseaction=news.display&menu=news&content=showArticle&id=131
http://www.einstruction.com/News/index.cfm?fuseaction=news.display&menu=news&content=showArticle&id=131
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potential to nearly double unique participants during a class session. This provides the 

teacher with a much more accurate representation of student understanding. Teachers can 

assess group understanding in the moment because that data is instantly tabulated and 

displayed. They can also assess how individual students are doing after class is over by 

going through each student’s response records.  

Using log files of the responses, the Guthrie/Carlin study revealed that classes that 

utilized SRS to address student response averaged nearly 95% participation of the class. 

This does not indicate that students understood the material, but it does indicate that they 

were comfortable with at least answering. With nearly 

full participation, the teacher will be able to make an 

accurate assessment of student understanding. With 

this knowledge the instructor can better adjust their 

teaching to the needs of their students. 

Brophy states that discourse should not be, 

“limited to rapidly paced recitation that elicits short 

answers to miscellaneous questions.” SRS should not 

be used to replace verbal response altogether. Instead 

teachers should carefully craft questions that are 

designed to stimulate conversation. Through 

thoughtful discourse students uncover key concepts 

themselves rather than being told what those concepts 

are. The classroom evolves from a question and answer 

session to a cooperative learning environment where 

students learn from the teacher and fellow students 

alike. Teachers are more apt to learn from their 

students as well. (Brophy 1999) 

 

Logistics & Implementation 
 Because I intend to use SRS almost every day 

in some capacity I will need to have an SRS unit 

permanently stationed in my classroom. I intend to use 

one classroom set of 35 clickers to share between 

classes. Clickers come numbered as a factory standard. I will number every desk, and 

each desk will have a pouch hanging from it with a corresponding numbered clicker. 

 I will need one USB sensor that will capture student responses. I will also need 

one copy of database/interaction software to design inquiry tools as well as store and 

manipulate individual responses. A classroom computer and projector will also be 

needed. 

  

Conclusion 
Participation is a crucial element to the classroom environment. When students 

participate in class they are more attentive and are more engaged with the content being 

discussed. Engaging with the material and analyzing it in order to form an opinion 

stimulates the student’s higher level thinking skills. When students share their thoughts 

and are able to learn from their peers they are socially constructing their knowledge of a 

 
SRS clickers allow students to 

answer questions in a variety of 

formats. Multiple choice, true/false, 

and yes/no are the most standard. But 

they can also be used to administer 

surveys and collect opinion data.   
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subject, this is especially desired in the social studies discipline where every issue studied 

has a varying range of opinions. 

Teachers benefit from student participation because it is a great way to check for 

student understanding. When students share their thoughts, the teacher can identify if 

they understand what is being taught or if they need clarification of the subject. Therefore 

increasing student participation improves a teacher’s ability to get students to achieve 

established benchmarks. 

Research has shown that nearly 50% of students do not participate in traditional 

class discussion because they fear sharing their thoughts in front of their peers. Student 

Response Systems (SRS) allow for students to participate anonymously, which eases this 

anxiety. Classrooms using SRS have been shown to approach 100% participation. These 

findings are overwhelming and lead me to conclude that teachers can increase 

participation by implementing this innovation. 
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