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Rationale 
 
The transition from classroom-based to remote learning has brought with it several challenges 
related to the delivery of teaching and pupil learning. A recent report by Education Scotland 
has highlighted concerns from teachers and schools regarding the significant reduction in levels 
of pupil engagement during the current lockdown (Education Scotland, 2021). Pupil 
engagement, in the context of this enquiry, refers to “the student’s psychological investment in 
and effort directed toward learning” (Newmann et al. 1992 cited in Martin and Bolliger, 
205/206). This downward trend in pupil engagement must be addressed promptly to prevent 
learners from being at risk of falling behind when they return to the classroom.  
 
After discussion with the other practitioners in my group, it was evident that we had all 
observed a decline in levels of pupil engagement in our subject areas. In my personal 
experience, only a small proportion of pupils in my BGE Social Studies classes were submitting 
their work to me and even then it was apparent that the vast majority of these pupils were not 
working to their full potential. Engagement with the content online is essential if pupils are to 
“become more independent in their learning…and rise to the challenge of stretching themselves 
to the limit” (Griffith and Burns, 2012, 2).  
 
Lumsden (1994) suggests that levels of pupil engagement in the classroom can be increased by 
breaking large tasks into a series of smaller tasks as this reduces the likelihood of pupils being 
discouraged and overwhelmed by the workload (Brewster and Fager, 2000). This enquiry will 
determine if this is the same in the case of remote learning.  
 
Aims 
 
The purpose of this practitioner enquiry was to determine what impact, if any, does shortening 
the length of tasks pupils are presented with during remote learning have on levels of pupil 
engagement.  
 
Methodology 
 
This enquiry was conducted over four weeks and involved 28 first-year pupils. Each pupil had 
access to the assignments set through a whole-class team on Microsoft Teams and this first 
year class were starting a new unit named “Decision Making in Scotland”. Each week, pupils 
were set a new assignment at 9 am on Monday and given until 4 pm on Friday to complete the 
work.  
 
To determine what impact shortening task length had on pupil engagement, the length of task 
pupils were presented with within each assignment was progressively reduced each week. It 
was important to ensure that the difficulty of the assignment, as well as the time each 
assignment should take to complete, remained consistent to preserve the reliability of the 
results.  



 

 
Week 1 Assignment: Pupils were instructed to complete 1 large investigative task. 
Week 2 Assignment: Pupils were instructed to complete 2 medium-sized tasks.  
Week 3 Assignment: Pupils were instructed to complete 1 medium- and 2 small-sized tasks.  
Week 4 Assignment: Pupils were instructed to complete 4 small-sized tasks.  
 
Throughout this enquiry, pupil engagement data was monitored each week through the 
completion of set assignments. The number of pupils who handed in, viewed and did not 
engage with the assignment at all were recorded and the data was compiled onto an excel 
spreadsheet to allow observations to be made.  
 
At the end of the four weeks, the pupils within this class were asked to complete a short 
questionnaire anonymously using Microsoft Forms. Pupils were briefly reminded of the 
assignments they had completed over the weeks and were then asked to answer a series of 
questions related to how they felt about each assignment.  
 
Findings 
 

 Pupil engagement on Microsoft Teams 
Handed in Viewed No engagement at all 

Week 1 14 pupils 7 pupils 7 pupils 
Week 2 15 pupils 4 pupils 8 pupils 
Week 3 15 pupils 4 pupils 8 pupils 
Week 4 18 pupils 3 pupils 7 pupils 

(Table 1) 
 
As can be observed in Table 1, the number of pupils who handed in assignments steadily 
increased as the weeks progressed. When pupils were presented with a large investigative task 
in week 1 only 50% of the class handed in the assignment, however, when asked to complete 
4 small tasks in week 4 this statistic increased by 14% to 64% of the class. Surprisingly, pupils 
who had previously been disengaged appeared to attempt the work set for week 4. This 
evidence reinforces what Lumsden (1994) initially suggested regarding the relationship 
between task length and pupil engagement.  
 
As the weeks progressed, the quality of work received from the pupils also visibly improved.  
By splitting larger tasks into more manageable goals, pupils appeared to be less likely to 
procrastinate and they prioritised their time more effectively. 
 
The data in Table 1 also clearly shows that the number of pupils viewing the assignments 
significantly decreased as the enquiry progressed. In week 1, 25% of the class viewed the 
assignment but did not submit anything yet by week 4, this significantly decreased and was 
only the case for 11% of the class. A possible explanation for this could be that the pupils 
consider the assignments which are split up into a series of smaller tasks more achievable 
because they are not intimidated by the perceived intensity of the workload.  
 
The number of pupils who did not engage with the content at all remained stable throughout 
the enquiry. The majority of these pupils are known across the school for being poorly engaged 
and in some cases face additional barriers to remote learning. This makes it challenging for 
them to engage with online assignments in the first place and modifications to the structure of 
the assignments set will therefore have little to no influence on their level of engagement.  



 

 
When reviewing the data gathered from the questionnaire, the results heavily supported the 
findings obtained in Table 1. As can be seen in Figure 1, when asked about which assignment 
they found the easiest to complete, 50% of respondents said the assignment they were set in 
week 2 and 50% said the assignment they were set in week 4. A possible explanation for pupils 
saying they found the week 2 assignment easy is because it involved watching a video and 
taking notes – a task in which this class have previously shown a real interest in. 
 
 
 
 
 

(Figure 1) 
 
As can be seen in Figure 2, when asked about which assignment they found the most 
challenging to complete, none of the respondents mentioned the week 4 assignment, once again 
reinforcing the idea that they found this assignment the easiest.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Figure 2) 
 
When the pupils were asked to choose which assignment they preferred (week 1 or week 4), 
100% of the respondents revealed that they preferred the assignment comprised of 4 smaller 
tasks that they were set in week 4 as opposed to the large investigative task they were set in 
week 1, as shown in Figure 3. 
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(Figure 3) 
 
Conclusions 
 
Due to the short space of time in which this enquiry was carried out, and the small group of 
learners it was carried out on, this research cannot be completely conclusive. However, it shows 
promising signs that by shortening task length, pupil engagement can be increased and the 
quality of work produced by pupils can visibly improve. The findings of this enquiry suggest 
that pupils perceive smaller tasks as being easier and therefore they are more inclined to engage 
with them and reinforces what Lumsden (1994) had initially suggested regarding task length 
and pupil engagement. 
 
However, when determining the success of this enquiry, it is worth noting that there were still 
a considerable number of pupils who did not engage with the content over the four weeks.  
Modifications to the structure of the assignment will have a limited impact on the level of 
engagement of pupils who face additional barriers to remote learning. It is also worth 
considering how representative the data obtained from the results of the questionnaire are of 
the entire class. Only 4 pupils responded to the questions, all of whom have consistently 
engaged with the content set.  
 
Implications for practice 
 
As a result of the findings of this enquiry, my future teaching practice will be improved by 
splitting larger tasks into a series of smaller, more manageable goals. This will increase pupil 
engagement and improve the quality of work produced by the pupils as pupils will feel that the 
content they are being asked to complete is more achievable. If larger tasks are a necessary 
component of the curriculum then small breaks could be introduced to prevent pupils from 
feeling overwhelmed and discouraged by the workload. When pupils see that they are 
achieving, this will increase pupil motivation and engagement will subsequently increase. I 
will make a conscious effort to ensure larger tasks are split up in class as the findings of this 
enquiry highlight the positive impact this can have on pupil learning.  
 
 

Which assignment did you prefer?

Week 1 Assignment
Week 4 Assignment
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