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Introduction: Traditional audience response systems (ARS) use wireless hardware 
where data is transmitted from the dedicated keypads to base stations via either 
radio frequency (RF) or infrared (IR). Results are then displayed on screen for all 
to see. However, such systems have inherent limitations such as portability 
across sites and the ongoing management and maintenance of the hand-held 
devices. As our students are required to attend several locations over the 
duration of their studies, it was decided that a dedicated device based audience 
response system did not meet our needs. 

Methods: A recent survey of our students identified mobile phone ownership at 
over 99%, This high ownership rate, coupled the limitations described above, 
prompted research into the use of mobile phone based short message service 
(SMS) as an audience response system. 

Prior to development of the system, students were canvassed for their opinions 
on whether they would be prepared to pay for text messages as part of in-class 
voting. The response was overwhelmingly in the negative, so if the system were 
to be used by students the college would have to carry the cost of the messages. 
In order to achieve this, a short code number was rented and used to support the 
system. 

The working SMS response system allows lecturers to use a web-based interface 
to set up multiple-choice questions in advance of a lecture or tutorial. The 
questions are then put to the students during the lecture and responses are 
invited via text message. The results are displayed graphically in real time via a 
web page. 

Results: Over 70 SMS based votes have been run to date in multiple locations. 
During multi-site events such as weekly Grand Rounds (supported by video 
conference) students can simultaneously vote from several hospitals countrywide. 
Informal feedback from staff and students indicates that the system is a 
worthwhile additional to traditional teaching and that it should be utilised more 
often. 

Conclusion and future development: We feel that typically available technology 
like SMS is not utilized to its full potential in the classroom. Voting via mobile 
phone is highly portable, easy to use and convenient. Future plans include 
embedding the voting application system directed into the College virtual learning 
environment (VLE) and thus make it fully accessible to every lecturer. 

 


