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Rationale  
The ‘lockdown’ measures and subsequent school closures that were put in place from the 
start of this year have presented many challenges for teachers and students. Whilst these 
challenges are somewhat familiar after the first school closures in March 2020, the return to 
online learning has meant that teachers have again had to consider how best to deliver 
learning material to foster engagement within their classes and ensure that students are 
attaining the best educational experience possible within the circumstances.  
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry was to implement a variety of digital strategies that would seek to 
increase pupil engagement in BGE classes throughout the school closure. Within this group, a 
colleague chose to focus on synchronous (or ‘live’) lessons, and another used Microsoft 
Forms as a means of obtaining more responses from students. The focus of this report is the 
effectiveness of using a virtual classroom to present learning materials in a manner that 
encourages student engagement. 
 
Methodology  
It was suggested by the school that students follow their normal timetable throughout the 
period of online learning. As a Music teacher, S1 and S2 students attend the department once 
per week, which, with the rotational timetable in place this academic year, has changed to a 
double period per fortnight. As such, and in keeping with the approach taken within the 
department, ‘live’ online lessons were not considered a necessary means of teaching BGE 
classes by the department. Additionally, with almost 1 in 5 families reporting that “their 
children do not have access to a sufficient number of devices suitable for their online 
learning” (a figure that rises to 1 in 3 for households with the lowest incomes) (Montacute & 
Cullinane, 2021), it could be argued that ‘live’ online lessons are not a particularly equitable 
means of teaching, especially for a practical subject like Music that the students do not attend 
as frequently.  
 
Online learning was already underway when, inspired by a professional learning workshop 
during a school inset day, a virtual classroom was created using Microsoft PowerPoint. Prior 
to this, work had been posted to students through their Microsoft Teams group, and tasks set 
via the Assignments tab. Based on previous experience of working with BGE year groups 
(before and after the school closure), a virtual classroom was deemed to be most appropriate 
for S1 students.  
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With the help of material provided by the colleague delivering the professional learning 
event, along with personal online research and peer reviews from several experienced 
teachers, the first version of the virtual classroom was delivered to S1 students in early 
February, along with some simple instructions for how to navigate it, via Microsoft Teams. 
Figure A below shows the ‘homepage’ layout and content available within: 
 

 
Figure A: the homepage of the virtual classroom 
 
The main task, content that was to be delivered by all Music teachers in the department, was 
accessed by clicking the whiteboard in the virtual classroom. In addition to this, further 
content, activities and useful links were included across the virtual classroom. This allowed 
for a broader and deeper explanation of concepts contained within the lesson, in line with key 
aims of the Curriculum for Excellence.  
 
The ‘Word of the Week’ page, for example, featured the definition of a new piece of 
vocabulary from the Musicals unit the class were studying, along with an embedded video 
example. Above this, the speaker icon linked to the ‘Song of the Week’. This was also from a 
musical, and was embedded into the page along with an overview of its structure and 
pertinence. The trophy icon linked to a Kahoot quiz, which was adapted from an existing 
worksheet. The joke book icon linked to a musical joke, with an extension to further learning 
about the subject of the joke, as Figure B shows: 
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Figure B: the joke page 
 
Along the bottom of the virtual classroom’s homepage, useful links were provided, as shown 
in Figure A above. These were mainly functional – a link to email the teacher, to return to 
their class Team, to visit the school website – but a link to an external website providing 
information about music and wellbeing was included, in recognition of the challenging 
emotional circumstances many students may have experienced recently.  
 
The resources, links, and content of the virtual classroom, combined with the cartoon teacher 
and personal effects on the desk, were methodically planned and designed to create an 
immersive digital learning environment that provided a cohesive and thorough means of 
delivering both the lesson content and additional extension material. It was hoped that this 
would recreate the welcoming atmosphere of the physical classroom, to pique the curiosity of 
the students and enhance their learning experience, and ultimately to inspire more students to 
spend more time actively engaging with digital learning. 
 
Findings 
It cannot be stated that the virtual classroom was successful in its primary aim of increasing 
pupil engagement. Of the seven S1 classes it was presented to, only one showed an increase 
in submission of work after the introduction of the virtual classroom – the others either 
remained at a similar level as prior to its the introduction, or engagement fell as the weeks 
continued. There are, however, several likely contributing factors to this trend.  
 
Firstly, digital literacy proved to be a stumbling block for some students. Although the virtual 
classroom was posted to each class’s Team with instructions that were intended to be clear 
and simple, each class had at least a couple of students that were not able to access a link, or 
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hear the audio, etc. It was emphasised that the virtual classroom must be opened in ‘Slide 
Show’ mode for all the content to become accessible, but this message did not seem to get 
through to some students – perhaps either because of the wording of the instructions, or 
insufficient attention being paid to them. As a result, more time was generally spent assisting 
students with technical issues than discussing the content of the lesson. 
 
The main factor in the virtual classroom’s lack of success in increasing engagement is the 
general decline in engagement overall as the weeks progressed. The school’s weekly online 
register, which all teachers use to record students that were either not active online at all (red) 
or had tasks outstanding (yellow), provides a clearer picture of this decline across the school: 
 

 
Figure C: snapshot of S1 engagement across the school, week ending 5th February 
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Figure D: snapshot of S1 engagement across the school, week ending 26th February 
 
This trend was corroborated by anecdotal evidence from discussions with colleagues within 
the department and across the school. All of these teachers deployed a variety of strategies, 
but encountered similar problems when it came to maintaining good levels of engagement 
with younger students. 
 
It is, however, worth highlighting areas in which the virtual classroom was a success. Later 
versions included work that was to be submitted via a Microsoft Form. This included a 
question that asked students to evaluate their enjoyment of the lesson, and Figure E below 
shows an overwhelmingly positive response: 
 

 
Figure E: student response to a lesson delivered with the 3rd version of the virtual 
classroom 
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One student also commented on the class Team that they were “really enjoying this lesson”, 
and another posted that they had been inspired to watch ‘The Sound of Music’ as a result of 
work done in this unit. 
 
Conclusions  
Increasing engagement within online learning is a massive undertaking, contingent on several 
factors that are often beyond a class teacher’s control. Throughout the period of online 
learning, it quickly became apparent that within each class, the same group of students would 
always complete all tasks assigned, whilst another group would consistently fail to submit 
any work at all. Targeting the students in between these ends of the spectrum, those who 
completed some assignments, or those whose engagement fell as the weeks continued, is 
therefore the crux of this matter.  
 
Ultimately, the findings of this enquiry perhaps suggest that this group of students’ 
motivations for engaging in online learning are unlikely to be increased solely by the way in 
which the learning materials are delivered. A range of tactics that would traditionally be used 
to increase these students’ engagement within a lesson (pair/group work, class discussions, 
effective questioning, etc.) are lost when they are not in the same room as the teacher. A 
practical subject like Music is particularly hampered by remote learning. A virtual classroom 
evidently enhanced the online learning experience of those who engaged with it, as Figure E 
above suggests, but the problem of raising engagement has proven to be far broader than the 
scope of this enquiry. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
With all pupils set to return to full-time face-to-face learning in the coming weeks, the need 
to provide solutions to the issues raised within this enquiry is less pressing. What this enquiry 
has made apparent, however, is the more urgent matter of how best to support students as 
they make this transition after a period where levels of engagement have been so disparate.  

Whilst elements of online learning and teaching will undoubtedly be incorporated into future 
curriculum planning, as the teacher of a practical subject, this period has underlined the 
necessity of regular classroom contact for tangible progress to be made. Music has been 
particularly impacted by the challenges posed by the school lockdown – the ability to give 
detailed instantaneous feedback to a student as they perform has been usurped by weekly 
general comments on home recordings. Improvements on instrumental performance have 
therefore, inevitably, been at a much slower pace, and most students are not yet at the 
standard they could have reached with regular classroom contact. 

Conversations with colleagues have indicated that similar issues are being felt in other 
subjects across all year groups. The widening gap in attainment caused by the disruption and 
uncertainty of the school lockdown must be addressed, as must the implications of such a 
turbulent twelve months on the wellbeing of our young people.  
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