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What Are Clickers?

Clicker systems are a combination of handheld remotes, receivers and software that allow responses (typically 
in multiple-choice format) from an audience (students) to be collected and tabulated in real-time. Responses 
are transmitted wirelessly to a receiver connected to a computer, and tabulated by the software.

How Can They Be Used?

Generally, the main benefits ascribed to clickers are the potential to increase classroom interactivity, engage 
students, and assess student understanding. Research has demonstrated that increasing peer and student-
teacher interaction in the classroom can increase learning and course effectiveness (Hake, Mazur, etc.). Some 
specific applications or strategies using clickers include:

• question and answer in lecture
• unit review
• collaboration (pairs, groups)
• debate
• voting and peer evaluation

• data collection (survey, statistical 
analyses)

• customized instruction (based on 
understanding)

• informal assessment

Should I Use Them?

TSS continues to investigate clicker technology and its classroom application. Clicker technology and the 
relationship between publishers and technology providers is currently in transition. One must also consider 
that it is possible to achieve many of the benefits of clickers without the use of technology. Therefore, TSS 
recommends that you proceed with caution and/or consult with TSS before making an investment in clickers. 
Further evaluation of this technology also needs to be done in the Guelph context. A TSS representative can 
provide up-to-date information on these considerations and your specific situation. 

Consider the following factors before pursuing the use of clickers:

Cost  Publishers are providing clickers bundled with textbooks; this has been one of the driving 
forces behind clicker adoption. The cost of the remote is passed on to the students, 
while cost of the base hardware and software for the instructor varies, depending on the 
company.  

Technology  Currently, certain manufacturers are moving from infrared to RF (radio frequency) 
remotes. It is likely that infrared clickers will be obsolete shortly. One should consider this 
point especially if an up-front investment is required by either instructor or students. 

Support  Currently, there are a number of competing systems on campus, and the University has not 
standardized on a clicker system. Therefore, it is not possible to provide full central support for 
these systems. Publishers will provide some training and support, but this varies from company 
to company. 

Teaching  This technology may be useful in increasing interactivity, especially in large classrooms,
& Learning  but it must be applied thoughtfully and in the right circumstances. Clickers should be 

used to address specific learning needs (Draper) and can help create “contingent teaching” 
experiences, where learning experiences can be adjusted ‘on the fly’ (Draper & Brown). 
Many techniques are available that will increase interactivity and engagement without the 
use of the technology so individuals must determine if the technology is really necessary to 
meet their needs, and departments must determine if this is a priority for investment. We 
discourage the use of clickers for formal assessment because of the limited functionality of 
the current generation of response systems (e.g., no confirmation of answer or receipt), the 
reliability issues, and student apprehension about the use of such systems for testing.
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What strengths and challenges should I be aware of?

strengths

• enables increased/different types of 
interactivity

• forces interactivity
• makes interactivity more feasible in large 

lectures
• encourages review of content
• encourages review of course design
• immediate feedback to prof allows for 

continuous improvement

challenges

• investment in time, money
• time and support for integration and design
• must redesign class delivery 
• maintenance and administrative overhead
• additional class technology/set-up time
• student skepticism/trust issues
• student costs
• inaccessible for students with motor or visual 

impairment

recommended for:

• well-integrated question & answer exercises
• informal evaluation of understanding
• situations that require data collection
• larger lectures

not recommended for:

• formal in-class assessment

How can clickers help improve teaching and learning?

Seven Principles For Good Practice 
In Undergraduate Education*
(Chickering And Gamson)

Ratings
´           mediocre
´´ good
´´´ excellent

Comments

encourages contact between students 
and faculty

´´´ gives immediate feedback; encourages 
question and answer

develops reciprocity and cooperation 
among students

´´ students can work in pairs, groups; help 
each other

encourages active learning ´´ provides opportunities to have interaction 
with peers, faculty and content

gives prompt feedback ´´´ basic foundation of this technology!

emphasizes time on task ´´´ encourages opportunities for students to 
problem-solve and/or reflect on learning 
(unless there are technical problems)

communicates high expectations ´´ can be used to point out deficiencies or set 
levels of achievement

respects diverse talents and ways of 
learning

´´ provides opportunities to apply knowledge; 
can also encourage participation from all 
students, including those that are shy or who 
have language barriers.
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Where can I go for support?

TSS provides the following support for clickers:

• for installation of technology & technical training (on cost-recovery basis)
contact Steve Borho at sborho@uoguelph.ca or ext. 52956

• for advice on integrating clickers into classroom practice, developing question sets, etc.
contact Peter Wolf at pwolf@uoguelph.ca or ext. 52468

• for support integrating clicker systems with WebCT and PowerPoint
contact Aldo Caputo at acaputo@uoguelph.ca  or ext. 52936
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