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Mobile	  Devices	  as	  Classroom	  Response	  Systems	  
 
As far back as 2005, clickers, the accepted term for classroom or audience response systems, were 
commonplace on many college campuses. As described in the EDUCAUSE Learning Initiative’s “7 
things you should know about. . .” series, clickers, which can be traced back to 1998, are remote 
units used by students to respond through infrared or radio signals to questions or polls presented in 
class, often in a PowerPoint presentation (“7 things” 1). The units are generally limited to numbered 
or multiple-choice responses, but in the best situations can enhance class discussion or provide 
feedback about students’ understanding of course material thus far. 
 
Brigham Young University, in a 2007 study of student perception of classroom response systems, 
“Empowering or Compelling Reluctant Participators Using Audience Response Systems,” 
conducted a campus pilot to determine the effect of clickers on student engagement and 
participation. Students overwhelmingly had positive responses when the tool was used for formative 
assessment (ungraded), compared to students in courses that only conducted graded quizzes (242). 
In addition, students who were low participators felt that their responses kept them interested in the 
class and that their contributions mattered (242-45). Negative responses were mostly related to the 
cost and use of the devices, along with mandatory attendance in the courses that graded responses 
(238-42).  
 
The New Media Consortium (NMC) has been noting recently, in its annual Horizon Report, the 
increased availability of wifi, mobile broadband and powerful 3G networks. In the preview to its 
2009 edition, the editors suggest that in one year or less, we should expect to see students’ personal 
mobile devices being used for all sorts of on- and off-campus educational work. Certainly, we can 
expect these personal devices to handle simple tasks, like polling, and there are already a number of 
paid services or free alternatives that are in use. 
 
It may be in 2009 that we are already beyond the time when purchasing clickers is a good use of 
scarce resources. The response from companies like Turning Technologies in the last year to move 
toward software solutions that compete with free polling solutions should be taken as evidence that 
hardware is not a good or cost-effective solution. The following lists will show software alternatives 
to physical clickers. In each case, we should determine if we can rely on our students having 
capable hardware, such as smart cell phones with data plans and/or personal laptops for classroom 
use.  
 

• Turning Technologies ResponseWare Web. http://www.turningtechnologies.com/ This 
company has a long and reputable record of being dedicated to best practices in audience 
response systems. It works seamlessly with PowerPoint, integrates with Blackboard, and is 
certified for AT&T products, but will work with any Web-enabled device. If we decided to 
opt for a combination of physical clickers and mobile software, this company would be a 
good choice. 

• iClicker web>clicker. http://www.iclicker.com/dnn/  Coming in beta test this spring, this 
software works with both mobile devices and laptops, and could be used simultaneously by 
students with traditional iClickers. Students would purchase a subscription instead of a 
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clicker. Their original software integrates with Blackboard, but it is not clear if this new 
software does. iClicker is probably the next best-known ARS company and would be a good 
choice for a combination contract. 

• iRespond AnyPlace. http://www.irespond.com/p/products/ap.shtml Like the previous 
products in this list, students can access the software on the Web from any computer or 
Web-enabled mobile device. iRespond does not integrate with Blackboard, which might 
only matter for graded items, although the company has its own gradebook product. 

 
Free and Workaround Solutions 
 

• Poll Everywhere. http://www.polleverywhere.com/ Click the link at the top of the page for 
their education pricing. It is free to individual teachers with a class limit of 32, and students 
can text-message their responses, meaning that they do not need costly data plans, or they 
can use the Web. They offer semester or yearly pilots for under $2000 for a maximum of 5 
faculty. You can see an example of a poll that I embedded in this blog post: 
http://emergingtechnotes.blogspot.com/2008/12/evolution-of-clickers-to-no-clickers.html 
The responses showed up on the embedded poll as well as on my Poll Everywhere site 
space. 

• Google Forms. http://docs.google.com/ One component of Google Docs is the ability to 
create a form. As modeled in the blog post listed above, I created a poll within a form and 
chose to embed it on a Web page. It could also be emailed to students to take online. This 
would work in a computer lab or if students had their own mobile devices in class, and the 
preparation of the polls would be just as easy or easier than putting them in PowerPoints. 

• There are many free polling options available online, such as PollDaddy.com or 
SurveyMonkey. The line between classroom response and surveying has blurred with the 
move to the Web and, of course, with the rise in distance learning. The public survey tools 
work as well as the traditional response systems if set up in advance and made easy to 
access. 

 
Systems that use the Web or mobile devices to respond to classroom or course polls is likely the 
preferred method to adopt to accommodate students’ methods of communication, and to provide 
more opportunities for our distance learning students to participate online. Although clickers are not 
prohibitively priced, the issue today is less about cost than about the value of a device that has no 
use outside of the classroom. Students who are already armed with laptops and cell phones, which 
may double as mp3 players, may not see the value of such a purchase and may forget to bring it to 
class because it is not part of their everyday communication, especially if they discover that it is not 
used every day in class.  
 
As noted in the study, above, increasing student participation and providing feedback about gained 
knowledge are the primary pedagogical uses of polling as complements to such traditional methods 
as raising hands, handwritten reflections and quizzes, small group discussions. Will we promote 
good pedagogical uses of response systems that benefit learning or will we be providing a tool that 
simply uses technology to create more graded material? Whichever type of system we adopt, we 
need to provide companion education on best practices to ensure that they are used to enhance 
learning. Students will surely object to purchasing either devices or software with which they are 
punished for not making the correct response. 


