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you call on volunteers who give correct answers, thinking 
that all your students have learned. You need to find out if 
there are students in your class who don’t understand. To 
do this, call on random students.

Note. Later in this chapter, we’ll go over using individual 
whiteboards where you can see every single student’s 
answer. There is no sampling error with whiteboards. You 
see all the answers at once. And we have a special strategy 
for selecting students.

How Do You Select Students Randomly?
We have found that the only way you can truly call stu-
dents randomly is to have some sort of randomizing sys-
tem. There are several ways to do this. In the past, the most 
popular method of randomizing has been Popsicle sticks 
with student names on them. You put the sticks in a cup 
and pull one out to select a student. This has also led to the 
phrase “pull a stick,” meaning select a random student.

Randomizing is more high tech now with apps for com-
puters, tablets, and cellphones that generate student names 
or numbers randomly.

Whether you randomize students using an app or by 
using sticks, be sure you allow names to come up again 
before going through the entire list. For example, if you lay 
each student stick aside after you call on someone, students 

will soon know that they won’t be called on again until all the rest of the students 
have answered. This could be 20 to 30 student responses before being required to 
answer another question.

From John: Since I work at so many different schools, I just number everyone and use my ran-
domizer app. One time I tried to call random numbers on my own. Everyone complained that I was 
calling the same numbers. It’s best to use some sort of randomizing method.

Can Volunteers Ever Be Called On?
Yes, volunteers can be strategically used occasionally. First, volunteers can be called 
on after random student answers have confirmed that the class is learning. This 
allows time for eager students to present their ideas. But don’t call volunteers because 
the non-volunteers couldn’t answer correctly. In this case, you need to reteach.

Second, you can use volunteers to expand on an answer. For example, Does any-
one have a different example? Does someone want to add something to what we are talking 
about? Does someone have a different way of solving the problem? This is also a way to 
differentiate for high-performing students.

An interesting method of adding a few volunteers is to have a couple of sticks 
labeled as “Volunteer” or “Teacher’s Choice.” When these come up, you can make 
your own choice. This adds fun to the class. Also, you can occasionally have a 
student pull the stick for you.

From Silvia: In our observations of thousands of classrooms, teachers typically select hand-waving 
volunteers or let students shout out the answers. Over time, we notice that the same students are 
answering all the questions. The teacher is not monitoring if the whole class is learning.

Popsicle sticks with student names written on  
them used for selecting random non-volunteers.




