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xv

Preface

Passive learning is dead. The fi nal nail in the coffi n has been driven 
home by Scott Freeman and his colleagues in their recent, blockbuster 

 meta- analysis of active learning (i.e., learning in which students have to do 
something rather than simply listen to lectures and absorb written text). Free-
man and colleagues (2014) analyzed 225 peer-reviewed, empirical articles 
that compared an intervention group that engaged with active learning with 
a control group of students exposed to conventional, passive approaches in 
science and mathematics courses. Starting with a null hypothesis that passive 
learning works best, the researchers found overwhelmingly that they must 
reject the null hypothesis. Specifi cally, here is what they found (Bhatia, 2014):

• “Students in traditional lecture courses are 1.5 times more likely to fail, 
compared to students in courses with active learning” (para. 9).

• “Students in active learning classes outperform those in traditional 
lectures on identical exams” (para. 12). 

• “There is a growing body of evidence showing that active learning 
differentially benefi ts students of color and/or students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds and/or women in male-dominated fi elds. 
It’s not a stretch to claim that lecturing actively discriminates against 
underrepresented students” (para. 16) .

Students in active learning classrooms also outperformed those in classes 
taught by celebrated lecturers; that is, active learning trumps even brilliant 
lectures in terms of student learning outcomes.

How, then, shall teachers “activate” their classes?
The literature is rife with active learning approaches that improve learn-

ing. Naturally, some techniques are more labor- and time-intensive than oth-
ers. One relatively easy yet effective means for engaging students in active 
learning is the use of clickers.
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xvi Preface

When used well, classroom response systems (or CRSs, also known as stu-
dent response systems, individual response systems, or, informally, clickers) 
improve student learning outcomes in several ways (Goldstein, 2013): They 
elicit discussion contributions from otherwise reticent students and enhance 
collaboration, even in large lecture courses (Klein, 2009); they foster more 
honest responses to discussion prompts (Bruff, 2010); they increase students’ 
engagement and satisfaction with the classroom environment  (Fredericksen & 
Ames, 2009); and they provide an instantaneous method of formative assess-
ment (Briggs & Keyek-Franssen, 2010), all of which are associated with best 
practices in learning. Many faculty members, however, might be hesitant to 
try this potentially enriching technique without fi rsthand accounts of success 
or detailed examples of implementation. This book provides teachers with 
several ideas and suggestions that would be quickly applicable in their own 
classes.

Like all pedagogical interventions, CRSs are no panacea, and the 
authors included in this volume candidly describe some avoidable and some 
inevitable pitfalls. When used thoughtfully, however, clickers can deepen 
student learning by increasing student engagement and providing forma-
tive, instantaneous feedback to the instructor, who can make adjustments 
to a class meeting on the fl y to better address student understandings or 
 misunderstandings.

Many articles have been published in teaching-related and disciplinary 
journals regarding the use of CRSs. Derek Bruff ’s book Teaching With Class-
room Response Systems (2009) provided a solid theoretical foundation and 
limited case studies in various disciplines, but it is already fi ve years old and 
therefore does not represent the latest theoretical and empirical scholarship 
in the fi eld, and it does not provide sustained case studies from a broad spec-
trum of disciplines, as we do in this volume. The chapters assembled here rep-
resent all major divisions of disciplines, from the humanities to STEM fi elds; 
moreover, they address the use of clickers in research methodology courses; in 
professional, career-oriented courses such as hospitality studies; and in peer 
tutor training programs. The authors and examples come from all kinds of 
higher education institutions and from all regions of the country. The volume 
therefore presents a comprehensive, practical, teacher-to-teacher overview of 
clicker usage throughout higher education.

We begin this volume with a comprehensive history of the development 
of CRSs and a survey of empirical research to provide a context for current 
best practices, and then present nine chapters providing authentic, effec-
tive uses of clickers in all types of academic disciplines, elaborating on the 
ways that CRSs can, for example, enable students of diverse backgrounds 
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Preface xvii

and personalities to contribute to classroom learning; elicit instant feedback 
from students regarding their understanding of the material and/or their 
thoughts or attitudes, so the teacher can respond immediately; and obtain 
honest responses to sensitive questions that cannot be effectively answered 
with a show of hands. Each of these chapters highlights a different disci-
pline, and they are written by distinguished teachers with successful experi-
ence using CRSs in their courses.  These chapters include suggestions for 
similar uses and, because the book’s purpose is to share ideas rather than 
proselytize, also share limitations and caveats. The tone is intended to be 
conversational, teacher to teacher: candid, engaging, and jargon free. We 
also provide an annotated list of further resources, such as books, articles, 
and videos.

Because CRSs are increasingly popular in community colleges and four-
year colleges and universities, and because the examples are drawn from a 
variety of classroom contexts and academic disciplines, this book is intended 
to appeal to a broad audience in higher education, including present and 
aspiring faculty members, academic support services professionals, and fac-
ulty development experts. We hope you fi nd the ideas herein to be helpful in 
your own teaching.
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