
																																																																																																																																																						 	

	

The Effect of Exit Passes in the Classroom 
 
Marlynne Nicol 

Rationale 

Active learning strategies are varied, and active learning is a key part of the Curriculum for 
Excellence strategy for science education, encouraging teachers to “consider the purpose of 
learning and to plan for active learning” (Scottish Government, 2017). As an active learning 
pedagogy retrieval involves pupils recalling information from their memory employing 
simple methods such as questioning and quizzes; strategies which can be easily applied 
within the classroom setting. Studies have shown that pupils that are subjected to daily 
quizzing perform better, and it is the process of testing, the ‘testing effect’, which helps pupils 
remember and benefits long-term retention of information (Bangert-Drowns, R.L., et al, 
1991). 

Exit tickets are a formative assessment tool that can be one question, or a series of questions 
(quiz), posed to pupils as a plenary, which pupils’ hand to the teacher when leaving, therefore 
engaging all pupils. Exit tickets are a tool which the teacher can use to determine the level of 
knowledge pupils achieved during the lesson and importantly a tool for the teacher to adjust 
subsequent lessons, to meet the needs of the pupils, either individually or collectively. It is a 
powerful informal assessment tool, which can feed into more metacognitive learning, such as 
retrieval practice. 

Therefore, in this enquiry we will evaluate the use of exit tickets as an active learning 
approach, using exit ticket questioning as a form of retrieval practice pedagogy. Practising 
retrieval of information has been shown to be a powerful tool for enhancing pupil learning 
and improving academic performance. 

 

Aims 

To investigate the effects of implementing exit tickets on pupils’ ability to retrieve 
knowledge within the secondary biology classroom. 

 

Methodology 

The enquiry was conducted with my third-year biology class during normal classroom 
practice. The study was conducted over a four-week period; I taught pupils three times a 
week and collected at least one exit ticket each week during the study. Pupils were given a 
series of questions as an exit ticket: exit ticket answers were written on Post-it-notes and 
notes were anonymised (no names), collected, marked, recorded and the notes were then 
destroyed. Questions were based on the current lesson or block of lessons. The number of 
questions varied between four and ten. Questions asked on the exit tickets would include a 
range of short-answer knowledge recall questions as well as higher-ordered inference 
questions (requiring pupils to recall knowledge and concepts over several lessons). Pupil 
answers on these exit tickets informed the retrieval questions I would use as a starter for the 
next lesson.  



																																																																																																																																																						 	

	

Additional indirect evidence was also obtained: observation of and discussions with pupils 
about learning; lesson reflections and evaluations; professional dialogue with colleagues. In 
addition, during the study two additional exit tickets were used, where pupils had to evaluate 
their knowledge, understanding and progress. 

Although these exit tickets act as a means of formative assessment, pupils’ achievements or 
progress would be assessed through summative end of unit tests, and the exit ticket questions 
were “quizzing to practice retrieval, rather than quizzing as a method of assessment” 
(Karpicke, J.D. and Grimaldi, P.J., 2012: 414).  

  

Findings 

During the study period the lesson always began with a starter consisting of retrieval 
questions and with an exit ticket plenary. Therefore, as the study period progressed pupils 
became increasingly comfortable with the format of questioning at the start and the end of the 
lessons. The starter retrieval questions would be answered on a sheet of paper and peer 
marked as a whole class review (Appendix 1), therefore giving the pupils an indication of 
their current learning. As the weeks progressed, the number or questions would increase and 
importantly there was repetition of certain questions.  

Repetition of questions reinforced the knowledge and understanding around areas of learning 
highlighted in the exit ticket questions which obtained lower responses. Importantly, it was 
found that repetition, and the ability of pupils to remember the question and answer from 
previous lesson, or several lessons previously, built on the pupils’ confidence in class. As the 
pupils’ ability to recall certain facts increased, their engagement in class and willingness to 
participate fully in the exit ticket quizzes and starter retrieval questions also increased.  

As the study progressed, pupils had the opportunity on two occasions to reflect on their own 
learning and to provide some feedback and pupil voice using two different exit tickets 
(Appendix 2). The pupils had to consider how they felt about their learning, what level was 
their understanding of the lesson content and importantly provide and explanation for their 
comments (Appendix 3): 

• “I understood the work today, I learned because of the practical”	
• “I struggle to remember the bigger words”	
• “I feel like I need to listen more and concentrate more”	
• “I just don’t feel 100% confident in the material”	
• “Even if I understand it’s hard to remember”	

The pupils found self-reflection difficult and needed modelling on how they could respond. 
However, the pupils fully engaged in this process and used the graphics on the exit tickets, 
such as traffic lights, to indicate where they felt their current knowledge and understanding 
levels were. It was clear that the pupils liked the opportunity to give feedback to the teacher 
but needed more experience with this sort of activity to build on their self-reflection skills. 

 

 

 

 



																																																																																																																																																						 	

	

 

 

Conclusions 

Although the findings obtained in this enquiry were observational it showed that over the 
time frame of the study pupils became more familiar with the consistent use of exit tickets as 
a plenary and the retrieval questions as starters to their lessons.  Importantly, pupil 
engagement and confidence during the starter questions/quizzes increased. Exit tickets are an 
easily implemented formative assessment tool, which provides valuable information to the 
teacher on the current status of pupils’ knowledge, enabling the teacher to quickly change or 
adapt future lessons. However, it was difficult to determine the true impact of the use of exit 
tickets on the retrieval of knowledge during such a short study period. 

As the study progressed pupils had the opportunity to reflect on their own learning and the 
evidence from the exit tickets showed that many pupils found this process difficult. More 
modelling and practice of this type of plenary would be helpful to pupils. However, the 
answers enabled the pupils to honestly reflect and share areas where they struggled in class 
and gaps in their knowledge. Important information for a teacher to use when moving 
learning forward. It would have been useful to assess the pupils’ thoughts on the use of these 
starter and plenary activities before and after the study.    

 

Implications for Future Practice 

The consistent use of exit tickets and the use of retrieval questioning as a starter activity had a 
noticeably positive impact on pupil engagement. Although the impact of these practices on 
pupils’ retrieval of knowledge was difficult to assess fully during this short study. However, 
carrying out the study enabled exploration of the question more fully and the process of 
practitioner enquiry and the importance of acquiring evidence to support best practice moving 
forward for the benefit of pupils.  

Evidence within the educational literature identifies that retrieval practice can impact on pupil 
learning (Roediger, J.L., III, and Butler, A.C., 2011), in sciences (McDaniel, M.A., et al, 
2011) as well as other subjects, and this study attempted to implement this pedagogical 
strategy, through the use of exit tickets and retrieval practice, within a third year biology 
classroom. This process enabled me to critically reflect on my ability to implement such a 
strategy and further develop my skills and knowledge in understanding the importance to 
engage “appropriately in systematic investigation of practice” (GTCS, SPR 2.3.2, 2012). 

Moving forward I will continue to use and refine exit tickets as a retrieval practice strategy. 
Active learning has been shown to positively effect pupils’ motivation, memory and test 
scores, and increased engagement was observed during this study. And, as an active learning 
pedagogy, exit ticket retrieval practice was an easily used educational tool. Therefore, this 
enquiry process has enabled me to identify, critically investigate and put in practice simple 
yet highly effective techniques that could boost academic achievement and confidence in 
pupils. 
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Appendix 1 

Example of starter activity of retrieval questioning and peer marking. 

	

	

	 	



																																																																																																																																																						 	

	

Appendix	2	

Exit	tickets	used	for	pupil	self-reflection	on	their	own	learning.	

	

	 	



																																																																																																																																																						 	

	

Appendix	3	

Examples	of	pupils	completed	exit	tickets.	

	

	



																																																																																																																																																						 	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


