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Rationale 
Since 2015, the national initiative known as The Scottish Attainment Challenge has been a 
primary focus in Scottish schools in working towards achieving equity in education and 
improving the life chances for young people in the 21st century. One way to address this is by 
using Assessment is for Learning (AifL) strategies to focus on assessment in classrooms on a 
day-to-day basis as a means of enhancing learning as well as engaging learners. It is clearly 
outlined in the Scottish Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) that ‘Learners do well when 
engaging fully in their learning’ (Building the Curriculum 3: A Framework for Learning and 
Teaching, 2008) and in their book The Highly Engaged Classroom (2011), Marzano, 
Pickering and Heflebower argue that student engagement in learning does not occur 
spontaneously – rather it is the result of a classroom teacher putting specific, effective 
strategies in place that are proven to foster engagement in pupils. Black and William (1998) 
argue that formative assessment techniques ‘can raise standards of achievement’ (p.1) and 
one of many ways teachers can implement this into their classrooms is by calling randomly 
on pupils to participate and answer questions. The problem they identify is that many pupils 
do not try to think out a response as either the teacher answers their own question very 
quickly after asking it or the answer will be given by the few pupils who always put their 
hand up (p.7). With this in mind, the topic of this enquiry was chosen to explore what 
happens when a random questioning technique is introduced in the classroom and evaluate 
the impact on pupil engagement, teaching and learning and the underlying aim of raising 
achievement and attainment.  

Aims  
The aim of this enquiry is to explore and evaluate what happens when a random questioning 
technique such as lollipop sticks is introduced in the classroom to formatively assess learning. 
By removing the ‘hands up’ approach, are more students engaged in the learning as they are 
aware they could be asked to answer the questions and participate without volunteering? 
 
Methodology  
The research section of this enquiry was carried out over a four week period, one period a 
week, with a Secondary 2 (S2) class of 23 pupils. Six pupils were selected as a focus group of 
the research; two pupils who normally volunteer answers and are of high ability (Pupils 
A+B), two pupils who do not normally volunteer answers but are of high ability (Pupils 
C+D), and two pupils who do not normally volunteer and are of lower ability (Pupils E+F). 
The mix of participation and ability in the focus group was conscientiously chosen to get a 



broad range of input on the impact of introducing lollipop sticks across the classroom. The 
evidence was gathered from discussion with pupils, one-to-one and class discussion, 
observation of pupil effort and participation, jotter work, exit tickets and a questionnaire. 
 
Over the weeks, lessons were planned and taught as usual but with the difference that any 
question that was asked by the teacher or any reading done in class was determined by the 
use of random name selection by using lollipop sticks. Alongside this random name selection 
was an emphasis on offering adequate wait time between asking the question and pulling out 
a name of a pupil to offer a response to give everyone a chance to think of an answer and thus 
engage all pupils in the classroom and not only whoever got picked to answer (Black and 
William, 1998, p.7). Pupils were also given a lifeline in case they were in a situation in which 
they felt stressed, unsure or anxious called ‘phone a friend’ where they could choose one 
classmate to help them with the response.  
 
At the end of each lesson, an exit ticket was given to provide evidence of the impact the 
introduction of lollipop sticks had on each learner that could also be compared to previous 
jotter work that pupil has provided since the start of term. At the end of the three week 
period, a questionnaire was given out that asked the pupils about their relationship with 
putting their hand up in class, whether they felt that they had to have the right answer before 
doing so and if introducing lollipop sticks had made them engage more in class discussion 
(see figure below).  

 
 Figure 1 
 
Findings  
From discussion with pupils, both one-to-one and as a class, it became evident that by using 
the lollipop sticks some pupils, like Pupils C, D, E and F, who very rarely voluntarily 
participate in class discussion were encouraged to participate and share their thoughts and 
ideas which benefitted not only them and their understanding but also the other pupils who 
got the opportunity to listen to their contributions. Some pupils, like E and F, would 



Do	you	feel	comfortable	
putting	your	hand	up	in	class?	

Yes	 Kind	of/sometimes	 Not	really	

Graph 1	

sometimes pass the question on to another pupil as it was evident they did not feel 
comfortable speaking up in class which could be due to the question in particular or 
personality traits which make the pupils less keen to speak in front of others. The data 
gathered from the exit tickets reveal the change in quality of written response from all pupils 
(A-F) were not much different from what they usually produce, suggesting that the 
introduction of the lollipop sticks had not had a massive effect on the written response as 
much as the verbal response in class discussion. However, this can be due to the short period 
of time it was used with the class and there is the potentiality of impact on written responses 
revealing itself after a longer period of time.  
 
Looking at the findings from the questionnaire, most pupils feel that they do or sometimes do 
learn more when they take part in class discussion (Graph 1). But, most pupils feel like they 
need to have the correct answer, or sometimes do, before putting their hand up (Graph 2). 
Most pupils also feel that they do or sometimes do learn more when they take part in class 
discussion (Graph 3). However, most pupils didn’t feel that the introduction of lollipop sticks 
made them engage more in class discussion, while only 17% said yes (Graph 4). And 53% of 
the pupils don’t think we should keep lollipop sticks over using hands up in class, where 26% 
said yes and 21% said they should be used sometimes (Graph 5). 

Factors that could influence the data 

• Only really introduced over a period of 4 weeks – would potentially get a different 
result and pupil response if used over a longer period of time 

• Pupils might not feel comfortable speaking in class even if they learn more from 
engaging in class discussion – due to issues with confidence, shyness, anxiety etc. 

• Pupils might just feel more comfortable being able to choose to participate, as 
opposed to being able to be randomly called upon in any given lesson. 
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Do	you	feel	like	you	learn	more	
when	you	take	part	in	class	

discussion?	

Yes	 Kind	of/sometimes	 Not	really	

Has	the	introduction	of	lollipop	
sticks	made	you	engage	more	

in	class	discussion?	

Yes	 Kind	of/sometimes	 Not	really	

Do	you	feel	like	you	need	to	
have	the	correct	answer	

before	you	put	your	hand	up?	

Yes	 Kind	of/sometimes	 Not	really	



Graph 5	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Conclusions  
Overall, this enquiry was somewhat successful as from a teacher’s perspective more pupils 
who do not usually volunteer to participate were engaged in discussion and having their 
voices heard. It is also good to try out different strategies in the classroom and although the 
questionnaire data shows that the majority of pupils would rather not continue using it, an 
important question to ask is – how much of a positive effect can really be detected after such 
a short time of introduction? Introducing a new strategy that involves such a sensitive area 
such as participation in class discussion will not surprisingly, at least at first, make the pupils 
feel a bit uncomfortable due to the change in the classroom but also due to personal 
circumstances and preferences which might make the lollipop strategy particularly 
uncomfortable. If this strategy would be introduced and used over a longer period of time, 
say over months instead of weeks, the response from pupils could be very different once they 
had a chance to properly get used to it. It is also very much based on having a culture of 
Growth Mindset where pupils feel comfortable making mistakes and exploring their views 
without feeling pressurised to always have the right or expected answer in order to feel 
comfortable enough to participate (Dweck, 2006).  However, the truth might also be that it is 
a strategy that will not suit all classes or individuals, and that it will be more effective and 
successful in some environments over others.  

 
Implications for Future Practice  
Following this enquiry, it would be beneficial to introduce lollipop sticks as a form of random 
questioning technique over a longer period of time with different classes and analyse the 
impact on teaching and learning and pupil experiences and compare the results to this shorter 
research. It would also be interesting to look over the impact alongside pupils’ engagement in 
learning as well as attainment levels to analyse if the use of the random questioning technique 
has had an impact. It is clear that using random questioning techniques encourages young 
people to participate and thus engaging more in the learning and ensuring that all pupil voices 
in the classroom are heard and not just a few. This will benefit not only the pupils themselves 

Do	you	think	we	should	keep	
using	lollipop	sticks	and	not	

have	hands	up?	

Yes	 Kind	of/sometimes	 Not	really	



but teaching and learning as a whole; as a form of formative assessment inform the teacher 
more effectively about the teaching and learning taking place so that future plans are more in 
sync with the whole classroom, and not just a few who readily participate.  
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