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Classroom participation plays a vital role in learning. It helps students
process and articulate their thinking, stay engaged and build
confidence over time. Yet, too often, a small number of voices dominate
participation, leaving others to quietly disengage. Finding ways to
involve more students, more often, is key to creating an inclusive and
effective learning environment.

One strategy that can help achieve this is Cold-Calling. When used
skilfully, Cold-Calling encourages thinking, raises expectations and
supports equity. This article explores the very latest research behind
Cold-Calling, including who benefits most and how it can be used,
plus offers practical tips for implementation.

WHAT IS COLD-CALLING?

Cold-Calling is the act of choosing a student to answer a question in
class. It is contrasted with self-selection, which sees students opt in to
participation by putting their hands up. The psychological contract of
self-selection is that students know they will not be called upon if their
hand is down. The problem with this is that it does not prompt students
to think hard. They know that they can switch off and coast. There is
limited accountability. It also means that participation is dominated
by the loudest and the quickest in the class, with others therefore
missing out.

COLD-CALLING: INCREASED STUDENTS WANTING TO
PARTICIPATE

In a seminal study on Cold-Calling (Dallimore, Hertenstein and
Platt, 2013), researchers found that in environments that rely mainly
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on self-selection, only about half the class wanted to participate.
Interestingly, this rate stays stubbornly at this level over a number of
weeks, suggesting that the unwritten rules of the classroom about who
participates get set quite early.

Meanwhile, in classrooms that use a lot of Cold-Calling, not only do
we see more students wanting to participate at the beginning of term,
but the effect increases over time as presumably students get more
competent and confident in participating. This suggests that, if done
well and consistently, Cold-Calling does not make students more
stressed about participating; if anything, it liberates them into
wanting to do it more.

COLD-CALLING: WHO BENEFITS THE MOST?

Another study also found that frequent Cold-Calling can boost

student participation in classroom discussions — not just by prompting
responses in the moment but by making students more willing to speak
up on their own (Dallimore, 2019). This effect was particularly noticeable
in girls, who were initially less likely than boys to volunteer answers. The
results here showed that in classrooms where Cold-Calling was used
often, girls ended up participating just as much as boys. This suggests
Cold-Calling not only helps engage the whole class but may also level
the playing field, giving quieter students, particularly girls, a helpful
prompt to participate.

THE TWO TYPES OF COLD-CALLING

Cold-Calling is clearly an effective way to increase classroom
engagement, but how can the type of Cold-Calling impact students?
An interesting study found that not all Cold-Calling is equal (Morek
et al, 2022). Researchers identified two distinct styles:

I. Collaborative Cold-Calling — This is when you frame Cold-Calling as
part of a conversation, inviting students to join the discussion. This helps
transform your classroom into a collaborative-thinking environment,
where students are encouraged to engage in active conversation,
enhancing their sense of belonging.

2. Unconditional Cold-Calling — This type of Cold-Calling is framed as
an obligation to comply and participate. This is more of a Q&A format
and is less free-flowing compared to collaborative Cold-Calling.
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The study found that a collaborative Cold-Calling approach can

help students feel like they belong to the group. This is because they
can see their teacher cares about their opinion and really listens to
them, serving as a form of voice-equity. As such, they feel connected
to the group and motivated to participate. If Cold-Calling is framed

as unconditional, it can increase stress and anxiety levels, limiting
meaningful discussion and leaving students less keen on participating.

Doty et al. (2019) focused directly on student perspectives, asking
undergraduates what made Cold-Calling more tolerable. Three key
factors emerged: time to think, the ability to discuss with peers first and
a supportive classroom climate. Students were more comfortable when
instructors explained the purpose of Cold-Calling, allowed for group
discussion beforehand and responded to errors with encouragement
rather than critique.

TOP TIPS FOR COLD-CALLING

To get the most out of Cold-Calling, it's important to avoid some
common pitfalls:

« Don’t ditch hands-up entirely — Cold-Calling does not mean you
have to ban raised hands. When students volunteer, it signals
engagement and helps set a positive classroom norm. It also gives
you a quick check on how well the class understands a topic.

« Avoid using Cold-Calling to catch students out — The goal is not
to expose those who weren’t paying attention. Doing so can create
a climate of fear. Instead, aim to support students to succeed by
ensuring they feel prepared to respond.

» Give students time to think — Many teachers move too quickly after
asking a question. Building in wait time helps students think more
deeply and boosts the quality of their answers.

* Handle wrong answers with care - If a student gives an incorrect
response, avoid embarrassment by shifting attention to a group
discussion or asking others to build on the idea.

» Use Cold-Calling alongside other strategies — Combine
Cold-Calling with methods like Think, Pair, Share or mini whiteboards
to keep discussions inclusive and make student thinking visible.
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FINAL THOUGHTS

The means of participation is just as important as the questions being
asked. Without thinking carefully about it, the gap between those who
naturally participate and those who don't will get wider and wider.

Cold-Calling is not about putting students on the spot; it is about raising
the bar for participation and ensuring that every voice has a chance to
be heard. It is most effective when students feel safe, are given time to
think and know that mistakes will be met with encouragement rather than
embarrassment. Done well, Cold-Calling is one of our best bets to ensure
all students are thinking hard and all students are participating.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES: BLOGS & VIDEOS

Blogs

Thinking and Participation Ratios: How to maximise cognitive
engagement

www.innerdrive.co.uk/blog/maximise-cognitive-engagement/

Cold-Calling: A Deep Dive Interview with Doug Lemov
www.innerdrive.co.uk/blog/cold-calling-doug-lemov/

Cold-Calling vs Think Pair Share vs Mini Whiteboards
www.innerdrive.co.uk/blog/cold-calling-vs-think-pair-share-
whiteboards/

How should you Cold-Call students with SEND?
www.innerdrive.co.uk/blog/cold-calling-with-send/

Videos

How to Deal With ‘I Don’t Know’ Answers. Questioning in the Classroom:

a Conversation with Michael Chiles
www.youtube.com/watch?v=aoAnJisnVEA
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