
Cold 
Call 

Definition 

The practice of calling on students regardless of whether they have raised their hand.  

Why Use Cold Call 

There are few techniques that can transform a learning environment for the better as quickly. 

Cold call: 

1. provides voice equity among the students 

2. creates a culture of engaged attention and loving accountability 

3. checks for understanding 

4. controls the pace of the class 

Five Key Principles of Cold Call 

Effective Cold Call is attributed to the following five principles. 

Keep Cold Call Positive: 

 You choose someone to Cold Call because you love their work and the class will benefit from 

hearing their thinking 

 The interaction feels like a conversation as the teacher listens attentively (head nodding) 

 Students’ success in answering challenging questions motivates them to work hard 

 Pre-planning a clearly worded question and ideal answer 

 Consider how to respond when students aren’t sure of the answer 

Make Cold Call Predictable: 

 Cold call is designed to cause everyone to think harder by creating the expectation that anyone 

might being asked the answer 

 If students see Cold Call regularly, the more like it is that they will be more focused, active, and 

attentive 

 Make it transparent by telling them that you will be using it – “Take a few minutes to work on 

this and then I’ll Cold Call a few of you to hear your thoughts” 

 Use a roll out speech to introduce the technique so the students see it coming and know how to 

react 

 Practice the technique without students – an awkward and hesitant lead-in by the teacher makes 

the students awkward and hesitant 



Cold Call Should Feel Universal: 

 Cold Call should happen to every student and the teacher should not single out students for 

lack of attention or in response to specific behaviors 

Cold Call Intentionally: 

 Although Cold Calls may sometimes or often appear random to your students, they should 

usually be intentional, and often, planned before you execute 

 Use formative assessment data to make those determinations 

o Quieter voices 

o An almost right answer 

o Student insights noticed during active observation that the whole class should hear 

Connect Your Cold Calls: 

 Break a larger question into a series of smaller questions, ideally with contingent answers, and 

distribute them to multiple students 

 Builds energy and momentum in your pacing 

 Builds a culture of peer-to-peer accountability as students listen and react to the previous 

answer 

 


