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Strategies for Engaging Students in Virtual Lessons  

October 2020 

Overview  

Moving from in-person to at-home instruction presents many challenges for teachers and school leaders—some more obvious than others. This resource offers 

ideas to help educators address these challenges and ground their remote instruction in the most important pedagogical principles and aligned, rigorous 

content. It focuses on strategies around communication, organization, and motivation that will ensure students learn more in both remote and in-person 

settings.  

Engagement Starts Before Any Instruction  

If students are not engaging during a lesson, it might not just be because of strategies the teacher is or isn’t employing in the moment. In the complexities of the 

switch to remote learning, it’s easy to overlook some of the setup for engagement that’s crucial for any lesson.   

Pre-Engagement 

Strategy 
Why focus here? Guiding Questions/Notes 

Clear, consistent 

communication 

plan 

Clear, consistent 

communication of 

your learning plan 

builds trust. Trust 

builds relationships. 

Relationships allow 

learning to take 

place. This is a 

simple, key-lever 

starting point. 

• When will you be communicating your weekly/daily plans to students? Is it at a time they can rely on? Have you 

clearly communicated it to them? Are you sure? If this is for younger learners, do the parents know? Are you 

sure?  

• How will this communication happen? By email? An LMS like Canvas or Blackboard? Google Classroom? Your 

personal classroom website? Something else? Is it in a location they all know? Has that been clearly 

communicated to them? Are you sure? Do you need to repeat it? Are there other roadblocks (e.g. login 

information)?  

• Is everything easily organized in folders? For example, is the folder for the learning organized with the name of 

the week, and then, in that folder, more organization for daily activities, clear due dates, etc.? Titles can be 

important in helping students navigate work. It might be worth making a quick screencast video to take students 

on a tour of how to find documents. 

Clear, consistent, 

expectations 

 

Again, consistency is 

key. Here are some 

purpose-oriented 

(not compliance-

oriented) 

expectations for 

Set purpose-oriented expectations 

• Set purpose-oriented expectations instead of compliance-oriented ones. For example, instead of saying, “Your 

cameras must be on” (compliance-oriented), say, “We need to hear your voice to have the most diversity of 

thought in class, so please share your thinking often.” 

 

Help eliminate opportunity for non-participation due to tech problems (as much as is possible) 
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virtual learning that 

you may need to 

communicate clearly 

and often to your 

students. 

• If student has questions/accessibility issues the norm and expectation is that they email or text you immediately 

(you can set up a Remind account so they don’t have your personal number). 

 

Create a rhythm of deadlines/due dates 

• Example for student: every week, work is due on Tuesdays and Fridays by 3:00 pm.  

• Example for student feedback: Use a 24-hour loop. Every week, you’ll have your Tuesday work feedback by 

Wednesday afternoon, and your Friday work feedback by Monday afternoon. 

 

Assignment expectations 

• What happens when deadlines are missed? 

• For your own understanding, where are you willing to be a little more flexible in 1-1 scenarios?  A little less 

flexible? 

Build 

relationships via 

quick student 

check-ins  

This can be done 

daily or weekly. 

• Use a survey (Here’s a simple example) 

• Have a standing, 15-minute 1-1 check-in with students bi-weekly or as often as is reasonably possible 

(depending on number of students, or only for those students who indicate they’d like one or need one based on 

work you’re receiving.). Provide a format so they know what to expect. If age appropriate, have the student drive 

the conversation. 

Build a Learning 

Support Team 

 

Students’ grownups 

are a much more 

important part of 

the education 

equation than ever 

before. Give the 

grownups the 

opportunity to 

engage by 

eliminating all of the 

roadblocks.  

Survey students’ grownups  

• When do they have time to check the distance learning plans for the week? 

• Do they have device/connectivity issue? 

• Call those who don’t respond to the initial survey.  

 

Other 

• Set up a brief virtual “orientation” to distance learning to talk through the expectations, philosophy, etc. 

• Cheer grownups on, providing them with instructions for their children. They are the coaches of this remote 

learning work, and they need support, too. Consider signing off emails with “Go, team [student name]!” and 

thanking them for their work and questions. 

• Provide a regular space for grownups to ask question. One simple idea: in your weekly email, specifically say 

something like, “Please respond to this email if you have a question about the assignments your students will be 

working on.” 

• Give grownups the opportunity to check in with you on the phone, if possible.  

Tech training 

 

Teaching the 

technology can 

eliminate roadblocks 

to learning.    

• Send a video of you talking through the process with screen sharing. Don’t be afraid to hop on the phone 1-1 if 

that doesn’t work.  

• For live instruction: If your students are having trouble taking themselves off mute or getting comfortable talking, 

start meeting in smaller group sizes for a shorter period of time. 

• For K-2, establish gradual release guidance for grownups to support younger learners with tech. For example, the 

first week, grownups sit side by side with the student, the second week they are in the same room and ready to 

support, etc. 

https://www.remind.com/
https://forms.gle/e8tm9datCS5ni9Uq5
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Instruction that will Engage Students  

As you think about instruction that engages, consider two key questions: 

• Are the objectives purposeful and manageable?  

• Is this streamlined enough and purposeful enough to get my learners learning? 

Below are some strategies to help bolster several specific pedagogical areas that will increase your effectiveness as a teacher in remote (and in-person!) settings. 

 

Area of 

Engagement 
Student Interest, Enjoyment, Focus Student Perception of Worth Keep That Cortisol Low! 

Discussions 

and academic 

discourse 

• Kids are interested in each other’s work. Use tools 

like Nearpod to allow students to draw. For older 

groups, Google Drawing can work well, too, and is 

a simpler alternative.  

• Meet in smaller group sizes for a shorter period of 

time. If you’d normally meet with your class of 20 

students for 40 minutes, meet with a small group 

of 5 for 10-15 minutes. It might be a little longer, 

total, but you’ll get much more out of them 

because they will feel a little more pressure to 

share in a safe space. Breakout rooms are great, 

too. 

• If there’s going to be a discussion, give students 

time to process the question beforehand (or at 

least build in some think time!) 

• Use flipgrid or voicethread to have kids engage 

with each other’s discussions asynchronously by 

recording their own voices.  

• The content needs to be challenging. No more 

busywork. Take that time and spend it on a 

challenging problem. 

• Use phrases like, “This is going to be tricky, but I 

know you can do it” 

• Use habits of discussion just like you would in a 

classroom. Have them use it for writing and for 

• Did you clearly communicate the 

worth of this learning to your 

students? 

• Keep objectives manageable and 

purposeful. Maybe you’ve always 

done something in your in-

person classroom—this is a good 

time to question its worth. 

• Ask someone from the students’ 

community to join your call to 

share why discussion is so 

important in their work and life 

(and engage the students in 

discussion). 

• Help students see that asking the 

right questions is more important 

than knowing the right answer,  

and give them the opportunity to 

practice. 

• For homework, ask students to 

engage in a discussion with a 

member of their family or a 

community member where they 

focus on a skill, such as asking 

questions and listening, bridging 

comments, etc. 

Acknowledge: 

• Taking yourself off mute often feels 

more committing than raising your 

hand.  

• Wait time feels longer than it does in 

person. So does response time (a 

student might not notice they’ve 

talked for 5 minutes, and it can be 

difficult to give a cue to get them to 

stop). 

• Most students’ brains are not used 

to doing so much independent and 

screen work throughout the day. 

• While you may be focusing on 

connections between you and your 

students during this time, don’t 

forget about the importance of the 

student-to-student connection in 

increasing oxytocin and allowing the 

pre-frontal cortex to make learning 

possible. Discussions between 

students is how you can enable that. 

 

This means: 

• Build relationships—between you 

and the student, you and the 

https://nearpod.com/
https://info.flipgrid.com/
https://voicethread.com/
https://tntp-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/g/personal/sarah_pottle_tntp_org/EZ_WXRACbdBFnuaJTltS_v0BlAxKDFW92QAidL_8MaJUsQ
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speaking, and have them chart the progress 

they’ve made in their discussions.  

• You can use Google Groups if you need a platform 

for students to discuss topics with each other as a 

thread. 

• Have students set goals for their 

own discussion participation and 

fluency--you could even record 

small group discussions to have 

them re-watch and note their 

progress from month to month.  

• Avoid compliance-type phrases, 

like “we just have to meet, I 

know, it’s not fun this way.” Or 

comments that indicate the 

purpose of class is a grade, 

success on a test, etc. 

 

grownups (as the students’ learning 

team), and between the students 

themselves. See the previous 

section of this document. 

• Use discussion protocols to give a 

structure for student’s voices be 

heard. 

• Create ways for students to interact 

with each other! If you can’t do this 

during class, you could do this 

asynchronously with Flipgrid, 

Voicethread, Vocaroo, or Mote. 

• Avoid surprise discussions or cold-

calling students (unless they’re very 

comfortable with virtual learning 

and you). 

• Consider that you may need to vet 

responses (before the session or 

before they share with the group) 

of students who seem to be shy to 

bolster their confidence. Reach out 

ahead of time and ask, “What are 

you preparing to share?” Help them 

work it through while you build 

their confidence. 

Brief direct 

instruction 

• Avoid the tendency to lecture. Consider short, 

brief chunks of direct teaching (can be live or 

video-recorded) followed by a student response. 

• Place text or source material at the center of your 

lesson. For example, have students read an excerpt 

or watch a clip, followed by strong series of text-

specific questions. 

• Pose a question without giving away the answer. 

Plan your questions ahead of time and allow for 

think time, just as you would for ay lesson. It’s 

much more difficult in a virtual setting as wait time 

feels a lot longer, but it is possible. To make it less 

awkward, say, “I will give you one minute of 

• Ask: Did you clearly communicate 

the worth of this learning to your 

students? 

• Keep objectives manageable and 

purposeful. Maybe you’ve always 

done something—this is a good 

time to question its worth. 

• Use student work as a spotlight 

during these instructional periods 

by asking a student if you can 

share their work, and if the two of 

you can talk about it on video for 

the benefit of the whole class—

Acknowledge: 

• Kids may not have the same ability 

to ask questions as they did in 

class—and you also can’t read their 

body language as well if at all. 

• Whereas before kids would have to 

sit through you describing 

information they may have already 

known (and tuned out and you 

didn’t know), it is now very easy for 

them to literally turn you off. 

 

This means: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KPyxJPJYwy8
https://info.flipgrid.com/
https://voicethread.com/
https://vocaroo.com/
https://chrome.google.com/webstore/detail/mote-voice-notes-feedback/ajphlblkfpppdpkgokiejbjfohfohhmk?hl=en-US
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silence to jot down your thinking before 

responding to the poll.” Or, “Pause the video here 

and jot down your thinking before continuing to 

see if you’re on the right track.” 

• Give student voices the spotlight if possible. 

Ahead of time, set up students to share their 

thinking with the rest of the group (e.g., “And now 

Sonia is going to share with us how she arrived at 

her answer. As she goes through it, I want you to 

be ready to discuss how this relates to your own 

work. Take it away, Sonia!”). You can do this live or 

via recording. 

• If live, make it interactive by enabling the chat 

feature. Talk to students ahead of time about chat 

expectations.  

• Make your Google slide deck more interactive by 

integrating Pear Deck. Here’s an example of a 

simple way to build a class framework using Pear 

Deck. 

students may come to see their 

process as a part of everyone 

else’s learning, and see 

themselves as a community of 

learners. 

• Ask: Is the content something 

that some of your students might 

be able to “skip?” Each time you 

provide them content they might 

skip, they will likely come to see 

your content as less and less 

important. If you’re making a 

video of this content, make a 

separate video for students who 

might need something different, 

and then be sure to check in on 

everyone’s progress. 

• Connect the content as best as 

possible to something 

meaningful in students’ lives. 

• Can you bring in a community 

expert as a guest to help explain 

a connected problem in the 

community? Guests are much 

more likely to hop on a Zoom call 

than they are to come into a 

school building.  

• Set up channels and structures to 

make it easy and even expected for 

students to ask questions. Get them 

used to using the chat feature 

during live calls (after reviewing 

appropriate use and expectations); 

teach them how to video record 

themselves to provide a response 

to your brief direct instruction; have 

a survey response “exit ticket” they 

need to take at the end of each 

brief lesson. 

• Less is more: get rid of the fluff that 

you might have put in to fill up an 

entire class period, and consider 

differentiating brief direct 

instruction for what your students 

need. This means really knowing 

what they need—so here’s where 

individually talking to them, seeing 

their learning process, and 

surveying them with pre-and post- 

assessments is going to be 

increasingly important.  

 

Making 

learning 

visible 

• You can use Google Draw to annotate text as a 

think-aloud. You could do this to annotate student 

work, too.  

• If your platform doesn’t have a whiteboard, you 

could have students go to https://draw.chat/ to 

quickly pull up a whiteboard and have them share 

their screen to see their work. 

• If students have a whiteboard or even are working 

on paper at home, it’s okay to have them hold up 

that paper to the camera, so you can see it! 

• Did you clearly communicate 

the worth of this learning to 

your students? 

• Emphasize that the process of 

learning is as important as the 

product. Frequently ask “How 

do you know?” or “Why?” You 

can use Google Forms to check 

in with students on this type of 

understanding in a written 

format, or you can have them 

Acknowledge: 

• It can be nerve-wracking for 

students to share their work. 

 

This means: 

• Communicate and emphasize that 

the process is more important than 

“getting it right” the first time. This 

will help students see you as a 

guide, not just someone who gives 

a grade. 

https://www.peardeck.com/
https://www.peardeck.com/pear-deck-blog/one-simple-way-building-class-framework
https://www.peardeck.com/pear-deck-blog/one-simple-way-building-class-framework
https://draw.chat/
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• Students can share a video recording (if on paper) 

or a screencast (if using computer) of themselves 

walking through a problem or thinking through a 

question. You can respond with a comment on the 

process.  

• Grownups or students can take a picture of the 

students’ work, like writing their letters, taking 

graphic notes, annotating their pages, and upload 

it.  

• Students can use Kami if you give them a PDF 

article (also integrates with Google Classroom) 

• For accountability and commitment to work that is 

done on paper, have clear expectations (a rubric or 

a model). 

• Students can annotate a text using Google doc 

comments or Word comments (if using 

Sharepoint) so you can see their thinking. To make 

this more interactive, you can inspire them to 

comment on each other’s comments using a habit 

of discussion.  

use vocaroo or Flipgrid to send 

a verbal response, and explain 

that they are building up their 

understanding of how to learn. 

Engage them in a conversation 

of why this matters for life. 

• Have students reflect on their 

growth by examining before-

and-after work, side-by-side. For 

example, if they sent you an 

image of their work last month 

and set a goal to improve their 

work by a certain amount this 

month, give them a moment to 

reflect on it. 

  

Feedback 

cycles 

Use polling features frequently throughout any live 

lesson so students can weigh in:  

o Use the same nonverbal polls you’ve used in 

the past (finger voting, thumbs up/down) if all 

students are on video. Use this frequently. 

You may need to train students and re-

emphasize the expectation that 100% of 

students need to participate. 

o If using Zoom, the polling feature is easy to 

set up and administer. You can also use Poll 

Everywhere  or  Mentimeter if you want to 

visually display a prominent response (good 

for open-ended one word response 

questions). 

o You can even poll by using the chat feature 

and saying, “Okay, everyone, type this in, and 

then hit enter on 3.” 

• Feedback will now be a main 

anchor for building relationships 

and ensuring the highest-quality 

instruction—so share that this 

feels different than how they 

might be used to just receiving a 

grade in the past. Students are 

getting feedback to iterate and 

improve. Try to create models of 

work submissions that 

demonstrate this.  

• Return feedback in a consistent, 

timely manner. See expanded 

example below.  

Acknowledge: 

• Feedback will now be your main 

anchor for both building 

relationships and ensuring the 

highest quality instruction that can 

happen virtually, and your students 

might not be used to what that looks 

like (with or without as large of an 

emphasis on grades). Students might 

not be as used to your constantly 

sharing where they are on their work 

against a bar. 

 

This means: 

• Focus on iteration and providing 

feedback on the process of 

learning—if your class isn’t as used 

to this, you’ll have to emphasize it 

https://www.kamiapp.com/
https://tntp-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/g/personal/sarah_pottle_tntp_org/EZ_WXRACbdBFnuaJTltS_v0BlAxKDFW92QAidL_8MaJUsQ
https://tntp-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/g/personal/sarah_pottle_tntp_org/EZ_WXRACbdBFnuaJTltS_v0BlAxKDFW92QAidL_8MaJUsQ
https://vocaroo.com/
https://info.flipgrid.com/
https://www.polleverywhere.com/
https://www.polleverywhere.com/
https://www.menti.com/
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• Teachers can use a tool like vocaroo to provide 

quick, audible feedback.   

• Kami is a helpful tool for marking up PDFs, and it 

integrates with Google Classroom assignments. 

• Flipgrid is helpful for providing asynchronous 

feedback, especially for little ones who can’t yet 

type. 

 

over and over again. Communicate 

this in different ways: email, 

voicemail, phone calls, etc.  

• You’re going to have to know what 

you’re expecting. Think through 

what an exemplar for a high-quality 

assignment might look like, so 

you’re clear on when students are or 

aren’t meeting that bar. 

 

Feedback/Assessment Example 

Since assessment and feedback are so key to virtual learning, let’s dig a little deeper into some examples: 

Grade band Example for type of assessment How teachers can provide feedback virtually 

Pre-K-1 

Weekly assessment:  

• Pre-k: Uploaded pictures of students writing their letters on 

Monday (before) alongside the improvement to Friday (after) 

along with an audio recording of them explaining how they 

improved (e.g., “I did better with going between the lines 

because I started doing the u from the top, not the bottom”). If 

not Filpgrid, they can use Vocaroo or perhaps a screencasting 

service like loom or screencastify—choose one for students to 

use, and stick with it. 

• Students upload pictures of things they found in their 

environment that start with a certain sound, and add a picture 

of a sentence they wrote about what they found.  

• If using Flipgrid, teachers can directly respond with audio 

recorded comments.  

• If using something else, teachers can record a super-easy 

audio recording using vocaroo and provide a verbal comment. 

(Here’s an example of one I made in literally 30 seconds and 

here’s how you can embed in comments, emails, etc. ) 

Personalized, iterative approach to mastery:  

• For the letter example, iterate by providing 

verbal/video/screencast feedback as to how to write the letter, 

and have the student to continue to write those letters as 

appropriate the following week, seeing if you can add on new 

content early the next week or not.  

• For the picture example, take a screencast of yourself tracing 

over their words/annotating their words if they need further 

help. Have them rewrite and submit, explaining in video how 

they improved. 

 

  

https://vocaroo.com/
https://www.kamiapp.com/
https://info.flipgrid.com/
https://tntp.org/student-work-library
https://tntp.org/student-work-library
https://vocaroo.com/
https://vocaroo.com/
https://voca.ro/4E12V4qsduB
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7CgrdouvCus
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Focused on Symptoms? 

Sometimes it’s easier to plan based on symptoms you’re seeing in your teaching so far. Here are some ideas to consider for specific scenarios. 

Symptom You should… 
You then learned it’s 

because… 
You should… 

Students 

aren’t logging 

in to my 

synchronous 

learning 

experience 

Email student 

and/or grownups, 

call them, or text 

them to check in. 

If you can’t get 

through, keep 

trying, but also ask 

a coach, admin, 

etc. with whom 

the student has a 

relationship. 

o They/their grownups lost 

the password 

 

o The login communication 

wasn’t clearly sent 

Connect with the grownups and/or student. Set up clear, consistent communication 

and a way to keep grown-ups/students organized about documents and passwords.  

 

If this isn’t happening at the school level, organize your team or administration so 

grownups with multiple children in different classes will have one way of doing things 

(especially helpful for secondary with many teachers). 

o They would rather do 

something else. 

Call them on the phone. Are they okay? Call them the next week and the following week 

and build that relationship. If possible, base it on listening and asking questions, and 

expressing how much you care about their success in your class because you believe it 

matters for their future (and then make it quality enough to matter for their future). 

 

Work on pre-lesson and in-lesson engagement strategies at the top of this document. 

o They are struggling with 

something personal, 

emotional, etc. that is 

more pressing 

Call them on the phone. Are they okay? Call them the next week and the following week 

and build that relationship. If possible, base it on listening and asking questions, and 

expressing how much you care about their success in your class because you believe it 

matters for their future (and then make it quality enough to matter for their future). 

 

See if you need to connect them to their coach, a beloved teacher, the school 

counselor, social worker, etc. 

o Someone else in the 

household is using the 

device/bandwidth they 

need 

 

o Their schedule doesn’t 

permit them to attend 

(watching little brother) 

 

Call them on the phone. Are they okay?  

 

Share with school team to get them a device/access. Keep connecting via phone until 

they get one, and consider other options.  

 

Work with the student to see if they can do more work outside of live lessons (for 

example, maybe instead of always doing live discussions on Zoom, you offer an option 

once in a while for students to use some of the same discussion techniques on Flipgrid.)  

 

Ask what the student’s schedule is and see if you can schedule live small-group or 

whole-class meetings around it. Involve the grownups to let them know that you’re 

accommodating their child in this way and have them help with the schedule.  
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You could also send out a survey asking parents about any non-negotiables in their 

children’s schedules and plan around that if possible. 

Students 

aren’t turning 

in their work 

by the 

deadline 

Email student 

and/or parents, 

call them, or text 

them to check in. 

If you can’t get 

through, keep 

trying, but also ask 

a coach, admin, 

etc. with whom 

the student has a 

relationship. 

o They are unclear of the 

deadlines or expectations 

Ask why they might not know. Where is the communication breakdown? Look back at 

your communication to see how to streamline it. 

 

Set up clear, consistent communication and a way to keep parents/students organized 

about deadlines. For example, all work for the week is due on Thursdays. Or, 

Monday/Tuesday work is due Tuesday end of the day, Wednesday-Friday work is due 

on Friday end of the day.  

o There is some possibility 

that the work feels like 

“busy work”  

 

o They don’t believe that 

you’ll actually provide 

feedback by the given 

deadline, so they don’t see 

a need to turn it in. 

Is your core content challenging?  

 

Are your objectives manageable and purposeful? (Are you doing the same thing you’ve 

always done without really thinking about the purpose? Now’s a good time to revisit 

that.) 

 

When you say you’re going to give feedback, give feedback. Give yourself a consistent 

deadline for providing feedback (within a certain amount of time, on a certain day each 

week, etc.). 

o They would rather do 

something else. 

 

 

Is it obvious how this connects to their life/future outside of school? If it’s obvious to 

you, how did you make it obvious to them? How do you know? 

 

Did they have a choice in any part of this assignment (choice of topic, choice of how to 

complete it, etc.). If not, is there a way to provide choice? 

 

Call them on the phone- are you okay? You didn’t turn your work in. Then, ask them 

why not- don’t assume.  

 

Work on engagement strategies above. 

o They are struggling with 

something personal, 

emotional, etc. that is 

more pressing  

Call them on the phone. Are they okay? Call them the next week and the following week 

and build that relationship. If possible, base it on listening and asking questions, and 

expressing how much you care about their success in your class because you believe it 

matters for their future (and then make it quality enough to matter for their future). 

 

See if you need to connect them to their coach, a beloved teacher, the school 

counselor, social worker, etc. 

 

 


