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UNCATEGORIZED

Cold Calling: The #1 strategy for inclusive
classrooms – remote and in person.

POSTED BY TOM SHERRINGTON ⋅ FEBRUARY 7, 2021 ⋅ LEAVE A COMMENT
Based on my experience working with hundreds of teachers in numerous contexts, I’d suggest that one
of the strategies with the biggest impact on the overall effectiveness of lessons is the routine use of cold-
call questioning. More and more I find that, rather than merely promoting it, I am strongly advocating it,
basically saying: every teacher should use cold calling as their default questioning mode. I feel strongly
about it.

Why? Because, from what I see, there is a gulf between these two scenarios:

A: The class is dominated by questioning where the teacher engages primarily with students who
volunteer with hands up or by simply calling out. It’s the norm. It can seem lively on the surface but
nearly always it’s just a few students who dominate while others are marginal; passive; silent. They
might be thinking; they might not be. It’s possible to think nothing and say nothing and nobody will
notice. Usually this goes along with questions of the type: Can anyone tell me…..? Can anyone
remember….? Who knows…..? Does everyone understand ….? Who has an answer for… ? Some students
usually have answers – so others just don’t have to. Thinking is optional. Some students’ default is just
to wait for someone else to answer – because they always do.

B: The class where the teacher nearly always selects who should respond next by name. No hands up; no
calling out – it could be anyone. This is the norm. Students all anticipate being asked to respond, sharing
their thoughts; everyone mentally prepares an answer to every question in readiness for being selected.
They are all involved. Nobody dominates. Over time, everyone contributes. Questions are addressed to
the whole class followed by a pause and then…. Michael, what were you thinking? Safia, what answer did
you get? Shafiq, how did you explain it? Thinking is required from everyone; everyone is included.

Scenario A is very common but why would you accept this when you could generate Scenario B?

This is the power of cold calling, when the teacher chooses who to respond and it could be anyone. It’s a
strategy named and promoted strongly by Doug Lemov in Teach Like A Champion and features
prominently in our WalkThrus materials were our five step process looks like this:

An example might run like this:

Ask the question: Ok, everyone let’s see. What’s a good way to work out 12 x 17?
Give thinking time: (No hands up, no calling out; scan the room as they think, keeping the focus)
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Select someone to respond: Right, so Kelly what were you thinking? (warm, invitational). “I think it’s
204.”
Respond to the answers. Yes, that’s the right answer. What was your method? “I did 10 x 17 and then 2 x
17 and added them up”
Select and another student: Great. And Abdi what about you. What method did you use? “I did 10 x 12
makes 120 7 x 12 is 84 and then add them for 204”. Well done – how does that compare to Kelly’s answer?

In the cold call scenario, Kelly and Abdi anticipate being asked; they think and engage; it’s the norm. It’s
safe, friendly, supportive and inclusive. If they were wrong or unsure, the teacher finds out and can
respond, offering appropriate support or instruction. The Scenario A experience could be very different.
The teacher asks: Does anyone know 12 x 17? Michael knows. He puts his hand up. He’s correct. The
teacher thanks him and moves on. Kelly and Abdi had barely registered the question, let alone thought
of an answer. This happens all the time so they don’t even expect to give an answer when questions are
asked.

What’s the key to cold-calling working so well?

The spirit is inclusive and invitational; it’s never a ‘gotcha’: The absolute key is that students do not
feel caught out or exposed. It’s the opposite. Asking students to answer is a warm invitation to
participate. David, what were you thinking? Yusuf, did you have an answer? Yasmin, which three did you pick?

Everyone’s contributions ma�er. The teacher conspicuously always reaches into the corners of the class;
there are no no-go areas; no silent tables. The message is simple and explicit. I need to know what you are
thinking if I’m going to help you the best I can. And you all ma�er to me. All of you, no exceptions.

Accountability and inclusion go hand in hand: The routine use of cold call establishes the students’
mental habit – the norm – that when a question is asked, they need to listen, engage and think. The
teacher will ask people they choose; they always do. It’s not a big deal; it happens all the time. The effect
is that students always feel involved; they can’t opt out. That routine level of accountability helps them
to focus their a�ention and also communicates a sense that they belong; they are included; they ma�er.

Everyone is made to think: (or at least – it makes more students think, more of the time)

As we know from Willingham, ‘memory is the residue of thought’. If students don’t think, they can’t
learn. Cold calling as a routine is the most effective way to maximise thinking during dynamic,
responsive question and answer exchanges. I’m not asking you to think if you feel like it …. I’m creating the
conditions where you are more likely to think because you know I may ask you to give an answer. (And that’s good
because if you’re struggling, I’ll find that out and can then help you.)

The responses are responsive: A key element to cold calling is that you engage with the answers. You
are checking for understanding. If they are right, you probe further; if they are wrong or unsure, you
offer support; if they could improve the quality of response, you can give them another go to say it
again, be�er. This deepens their thinking and improves your knowledge of them as learners.

Part of a wider questioning repertoire
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Cold calling should be the default questioning mode – but it doesn’t stand alone. In fact, it works be�er
if students understand its role in a wider matrix of questioning modes. If we talk in pairs with our talk
partners, we can all air our ideas and rehearse our explanations; we do it more intensively knowing that
the teacher will then cold call us, not ask for volunteers. Michael, what were you and Alicia saying in your
pair?

Cold Call Adaptations for Confidence-Building

There are lots of strategies you can use to ensure students build confidence in giving verbal answers in
front of others. The Uncommon Schools team model a lot of these in their remote learning webinars.

Pre-Call: This is when you tell one or more students that you will ask them to respond after you’ve
given an explanation, read a passage or watched a video. Ok, John and Sabrina, after the video, I’d like you to
summarise the key points for us. This gives them that extra bit of notice to prepare. Other students know
they too could be cold called afterwards but John and Sabrina get some prep time.

Batched Cold-Call: This is another Uncommon Schools gem, when you tee up a number of students to
answer in one go. Right, now I’ve explained my examples, I’d love to hear your versions. I’ll start with Michael,
then Daisy, then Samuel. You then ask them one by one. It gives Michael and especially Daisy and Samuel
a heads up. They can get ready. Any sense of ‘gotcha’ is removed entirely. It also helps the teacher plan
to spread questions. It’s a technique a good commi�ee chair will use – and works a dream in lessons.

Rehearse and Affirm: This is where, first, you have given all students an opportunity to share their
answers non-verbally through a means you can see: whiteboards (Show me!); in the chat stream on a
remote call; on their books as you circulate in a classroom; on a quizzing application or form where you
see individual answers. You select answers that are correct or interesting and then cold call the students
to ask them to expand. Robyn, what a great answer. Could you explain how you came to that conclusion? Jason,
well done, B is the correct answer. How did you know that?

This technique has the effect of giving Robyn and Jason confidence in their understanding before they
give their answer publicly. They already know they are right. It’s a technique that is great for the less
confident students; you build them up by asking them to explain their good ideas or correct answers
you’ve already seen – rather than them feeling it’s a risk offering answers at the point when they are still
unsure.

Cold-Call FAQs

1. What about students who are shy/reluctant/awkward/have speech difficulties? My main response to
this is to make it clear that our objective has to be to lead students to a place where they are no longer
shy and reluctant. That means we don’t simply leave them out or not cold call at all. How will they ever
develop the confidence and everyday resilience needed if we don’t involve them? We need a strategy to
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bring them in, step by step. This can be a combination of using pair share more often and then sharing
their answers for them – to show them that they’ve got good ideas. It can be more use of ‘rehearse and
affirm’ – checking their answers first before they share them. Build them up; don’t catch them out.

2. Is it possible when hands up is such an ingrained habit? Yes of course. You need to make a
deliberate, definite and sustained effort to change the culture, re-establishing expectations, rehearsing
routines and keeping at it. No hands up; no calling out. It means addressing students who don’t follow
the expectations. Normally it’s as much about the teacher changing their habits as the students changing
theirs. Do it consciously – reminding yourself that unless you cold calling, lots of children learn not to
think very hard.

3. What if students are wrong? This is something you can anticipate and prepare. It helps to have some
scripts that help you create that culture where error and uncertainty are normalised.

That’s a good effort James but not quite right. Let’s try again… what was your first step?
I can see what you’re thinking Maya but that’s a different question. Let’s look at it again together…
No, you’re not there yet but tell me what you were thinking?

The way a teacher handles error and uncertainty has a huge bearing on students’ willingness to
contribute when they are uncertain. Make it normal, low key, unremarkable and focus on the reframing
their thinking towards securing understanding. Consolidate, rehearse, use repetition – build confidence.

4. Doesn’t it slow lessons down? I’m often asked this but my response is this: Do you want to know if
students are struggling? Do you want them all thinking? Yes! The most efficient way to do that is to
embed cold calling. If you flush out error and uncertainty during the instructional phase it allows you to
re-teach there and then – which is a lot more efficient than waiting for weeks to pass only to discover
later. It may feel like you are taking time but this is an investment in deeper understanding for everyone.
The illusion given by a few students volunteering good answers, allowing you to zip through the
material, risks masking all kinds of misconceptions and uncertainties. It always pays to cold call instead
of accepting volunteers.

5. What if someone has an idea to share? Of course, cold calling is for when the teacher is asking a
question that everyone should think about. However, if students have spontaneous questions or ideas,
or if you want to know whether anyone has had a particular experience (has anyone read Catch 22?) you
need a process for that and, here, hands up is a good method. Hands up to ask. Michael, thanks for pu�ing
your hand up, what’s your question? This is different to when I’m asking everyone to consider a particular
question… I need Michael’s hand down so I can cold call.

6. Is this the same as using lollipop sticks? No. It’s different in important ways. Randomising who
answers does reinforce the idea that everyone should prepare to answer – so it can break the habit of
hands up and calling out. However, it removes the interpersonal investment a teacher has in the
students. It doesn’t have the same sense of ‘Alice, I’d love to hear your thoughts, because I value your
contribution‘. It’s explicitly neutral; functional. The lollistick pot has decided! That has some value and
can work alongside cold calling – but is not quite as good or as responsive.

Remote Learning
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The value of cold calling is more evident than ever in remote learning during live on-screen lessons.
Remote learning magnifies many of the issues that are present in a live classroom and possibly provides
an opportunity to create some new habits.

Calling out and volunteering is difficult through the technology, so it’s very powerful to use lots of
names in cold calling where students are on camera. Michael, what were you thinking? Safia, what did you
put for number 6? It’s so important for students to feel that their teachers notice their presence and cold
calling has that effect as well as supporting the checking for understanding and thinking. Of course there
is the chat stream too and that often allows for some neat combinations.

I’d like everyone to find a simile the poet uses in the first stanza… Prepare the answer but don’t send. 3,2,1, and
send. Then we cold call. Safia, let’s hear you explain your choice? Michael – camera trouble? OK, just explain
your answer in the chat, thank you.

The ability to choose answers from the screen or from the chat is very powerful. The expectation that
you could choose anyone – in a batched call, a pre-call or a straight cold call – keeps the focus; it folds
people into the lesson, feeling they ma�er. It’s just incredibly powerful; a world away from the opposite
where students can volunteer to engage and answer or, volunteer to disengage and say nothing.

If you’re not yet cold calling as a ma�er of routine… maybe now is the time to get practising. Make a
habit of it.

Discussion
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