
Tips and Tricks 

Robert Beichner (updated July 20, 2011) 

This is a place for everyone to record clever ideas that make class go well. 

 Print the nametags with a different color for each table. That makes handing them out go 
rapidly. Be careful when collecting them, so that they remain sorted by table.  

 Encourage student talking instead of instructor talking. 
 At the end of an activity, have students pass their notebooks to the person on their right. 

Each summaries the central point of the activity and then hands the notebook back to its 
owner. Ask students to read the best ones. This gets students to reflect on what they are 
doing, lets them praise each other for high quality academic work, and gets them to 
indicate the main ideas rather than listening to the instructor do it. 

 When photocopying handouts for everyone (which ideally doesn't happen very often), 
take advantage of the table organization. If you have N tables of 9 students, make 8 
copies of the original, add the original to the stack to make 9, then make N-1 collated 
copies of this set of 9. Put the original set with the collated copies and distribute, a table 
at a time. Perhaps a better idea is to only provide one copy per group. Sharing resources 
is a good way to improve group cohesion. 

 Have a timer displaying the remaining time for an activity. Students will use as much 
time as you let them, to the detriment of coverage. 

 Randomly call on students so everyone has to be ready. Roll a die to select a table, then 
possibly roll it again to select a student at that table. 

 Ask students to explain things rather than having the instructor do it. They listen more 
critically to their peers, which we should be encouraging. 

 Try to find the balance between answering questions directly and asking questions which 
lead them to the answer. If they don't think there is any value in asking you (because you 
only ask them more questions which don't help them), they'll quit asking. 

 Take advantage of the fact that the other students at a table will often listen to 
conversations between a student and the instructor. Sometimes you can get a table-wide 
conversation going. 

 Students appreciate formative feedback. If they have a weekly quiz, they can tell whether 
or not they know the material. One danger resulting from group work in and out of class 
is that they can lose individual accountability. At NCSU we give them web-based quizzes 
each Friday. If they get it wrong, they can submit again after consulting with their group 
members. But they only get 3/4 of the possible points with the second submission. 

 Be flexible. The big advantage of SCALE-UP is that you get constant feedback on what 
the students understand and what they don't. If you feel that many students are confused, 
work to clear up the problem. Either you can find a student or group that understands 
things and they can explain it to everyone, or you can explain it yourself with a mini-
lecture. Note that SCALE-UP rooms don't really work very well as lecture halls. There 
are too many distractions. If you find yourself talking for more than a few minutes at a 
time, find something for the students to do. 


