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You can’t convert your course
As an education professor, I had the opportunity to work as a Digital Fluency Mentor 
helping professors develop online, hybrid, and virtual courses. One of the most 
common questions people asked me was, “How do I convert my face-to-face course 
into an online course?”  

The truth is, you can’t convert it. Learning isn’t like a file that converts between a .doc 
and a PDF and a Google Doc. We can’t simply substitute new tools and do the same 
exact activity. In other words, that rich, spontaneous, Socratic Seminar simply won’t 
work in a discussion board or through a video conferencing system. That amazing 
collaborative design challenge doesn’t transfer easily when students move out of the 
makerspace and into their own homes.  

See, the problem with the idea of converting instruction is that you only see the 
limitations. You take a great in-person activity and then you try to do your best to 
substitute it with digital tools. But this will always lead to a deficit.  

\

The bad news?

≠
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From converting  
To transforming

A mindset shift
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Transform  
the learning

But what if we chose a different approach? What if we asked, “How do I transform 
my course?” rather than “How do I convert it?”  
With transformation, you think about the creative and connective capacity of 
technology to design learning experiences that would have been inconceivable 
before. 

This idea is at the heart of the SAMR Model. With the SAMR model, the first two 
layers focus on using technology to enhance the learning process while the next 
two layers focus on transforming the learning. The first level, Substitution, uses 
technology as a direct substitution for the learning task with no significant change. 
So, a student who types an essay on the computer merely swaps a pencil for a 
keyboard. With Augmentation, the technology acts as a substitution with some 
augmentation. So, that paper essay moves to a Google Doc, where students can 
not only type and edit but also comment on one another’s work. With 
Modification, technology enables significant task redesign. So, that essay is now a 
blog post. Students engage in online research, work collaboratively on a shared 
document, and publishing to an authentic audience. It is no longer an essay for a 
teacher. Instead, it is an article crafted for the world. With Redefinition, the 
technology allows for tasks that were previously inconceivable. So, that same 
essay is now a multimedia package, with a blog post, a podcast, and a short 
video. The research, too, includes video conferences with experts.  

Note that Redefinition isn’t necessarily better. Sometimes you simply need to 
substitute or modify a task with technology. At the same time, we also want to 
avoid the trap of handing students digital worksheets and essentially shifting 
toward packet work.  
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Equity matters 
Critical ideas to 

consider ahead of time
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Equity matters 
If you’re reading this right now, there’s a good chance your school is moving quickly from 
face-to-face to online instruction. With COVID-19, there are many classrooms doing a 
quick shift toward online instruction. You are likely a K12 educator but you might be a 
professor at a university where your school has suddenly shifted classes online without any 
warning.  

It’s easy to step into digital spaces and forget that they are not socially neutral. The 
systems that perpetuate injustice off-line exist online as well. With that in mind, I’d like to 
remind educators to remember the following: 

1. Not everyone has the same access to technology. Not every student has the same 
device or the same internet connection. Not every student has the same access to a 
quiet workspace at home. Please work with key stakeholders to address the issue of 
equity of access.  

2. Power dynamics exist online. Pay close attention to the role of gender and race in 
your online instruction. There’s a tendency for people to assume a false social neutrality 
online but you need to address power dynamics. Please consider finding experts in 
culturally responsive pedagogy and ask them for a critique of your online materials so 
that you can find areas where you need to improve.  

3. Be sure to provide linguistic support. Please remember that some of your students 
might not be native English speakers and they deserve access to sentence stems, visuals, 
front-loaded vocabulary and other accommodations that you provide in-person.  

4.Embrace a Universal Access and Universal Design mindset. Re-read the IEPs and 504 
plans to provide necessary accommodations. Lean in to the special education teachers 
and disability support staff to think through how you will make your instruction universally 
accessible. For example, you will need to check that closed captioning is available on all 
videos and that transcripts are available for podcasts. You might need to provide 
additional assistive support technology. Often, librarians and instructional designers will 
have key information for you in these areas. 
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Be patient
Please show students grace 
with online learning. In a k-12 

environment, you’ll have 
students who are stepping up 

to provide childcare for 
younger siblings. YOu’ll have 
kids who are sharing a single 

device with siblings. You’ll 
have children who are living 
in a state of uncertainty and 

chaos. Be generous with 
deadlines and be open to 
excusing assignments. 
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7 big ideas
As you shift toward 
distance learning
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Big idea #1
Students should be creating 

original content
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Students need to 
be makers
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In education, we often use consumer language to describe instruction. How do 
you deliver the lesson? Did the students get it? And there is some truth to this. 
We need to engage in direct instruction. We often model a particular skill that 
students then copy. Other times, we help students attain knowledge by reading 
articles, watching videos, or listening to lectures.  

This is especially common in online courses, where the predominant model is to 
consume content and then discuss the information afterward.  

However, at some point, we want students to engage in meaningful projects. We 
want them to be problem-solvers and makers and designers. In other words, we 
want students to develop a maker mindset.  

This is why, ultimately, they need to engage in creative work online. But what 
does this actually look like?  
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Blogging
Thematic blogs are blogs based on a student’s interests, passions, and ideas. It 
could be a foodie blog, a sports blog, a fashion blog, a science blog, or a history 
blog. They choose the topic and the audience. It’s a great way for students to 
practice writing in different genres (persuasive, functional, informational/
expository, narrative) with specific blog topics they choose. They can also add 
multimedia components, like slideshows, pictures, videos, and audio. 

Think of all the blogs out there that people actually make outside of school. 
That’s what you want students to create. It’s their chance to participate in the 
global blogging community by tapping into their own expertise and interests. If 
you’re interested in getting started, I have included things like sentence stems 
and other student handouts that might be helpful as you begin the process.   

Blogging is content-neutral, so you might have students create a History of 
Fashion blog for social studies or a Math in Real Life blog for math. In ELA, they 
might do blogging as a form of literature circles. There are so many options 
available!  

For blogging, you might use KidBlog, Edublogs, Write About, or SeeSaw.  If 
you’re considering blogging, I have added a suite of blogging resources and a 
set of writing prompts and video prompts in the in the free Shifting Online Toolkit 
that accompanies this eBook. 
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Podcasting
With podcasts, students create audio recordings that they then share with an 
authentic audience. They can work individually, with partners, or in small groups. 
It can be more scripted or more open. If you want, you can have students edit 
the podcasts and add music by using Garage Band or Audacity. But you can also 
do a simple recording with smartphones. 

Curious about what this looks like? Here are some ideas: 

#1: Wonder Day CuriosityCast 
Grades: 3-12 

Description: Students begin by asking a key question they are curious about. 
They can then do research and come back and compare their answers in a 
discussion-oriented podcast. For a more advanced version, they can interview an 
expert using YouTube On Air, download the video, and strip the audio using a 
program like iMovie. 

You can do this within a Wonder Day project as well, where students walk 
through the entire inquiry process and then share their answers through a 
podcast. 
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#2: This is the Future 
Grades: 9-12 

Description: Students begin by asking questions about what the future will be like. These 
might be things like, “Will we have flying cars?” or “What will the environment be like?” or 
“Will robots replace all of our jobs?” or “How will cities change with self-driving cars?” They 
then engage in in-depth research about everything from social trends to politics to 
globalization to technology. In the end, they engage in a discussion where they tackle 
different key questions as a group. 

#3: Book Review 
Grades: 3-12 

Description: Students can write out a script for an engaging book review and then read it 
into their smartphone. They can review the plot, setting, conflict, theme, pacing, etc. Then, 
they can give it a rating and discuss what type of reader they would recommend it for. It’s 
simple but highly engaging. Another variation is to do an ongoing literature circle podcast, 
where they run it like an audio book club (which would work well at the secondary level). 

You can also take a more creative approach and have students do creative prompts 
connected to the book. Students might interview a character. Here, one student takes on 
the role of the interviewer and the other student takes the role of a character in the story in 
a Q&A style podcast. They can then swap roles and ask questions to another 
character. Students can produce their own news stories based on the novel that they have 
read. They can include descriptions and interviews with multiple characters. It works best if 
they can find sound effects as well. This option takes more time but allows students to be 
fully immersed in the world of their novels. 

Or they might do a TEDx-style talk where they pretend to be a character and they share 
what they have learned through the story. In other words, you might have Molly Weasley 
talk about death and knitting or Katniss could share what she knows about bowhunting and 
art. 

#4: Learning Journeys 
Grades: 2-12 

Description: The teacher creates a set of reflective questions for students to use as they 
document their learning in an audio diary. They simply press record and share their 
thoughts in a stream of consciousness style. This works well in tandem with something like a 
design thinking project. I love this quote from Austin Kleon: 

Here, students document what project they are working on and tell the story in the format 
of a narrative and reflection.
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#5: Narrative-Style 
Grades: 5-12 

Description: Students can engage in narrative-based podcasts by interviewing 
people and narrating the interview in a podcast style similar to something like This 
American Life. This one requires additional time and resources for editing. You’ll need 
to provide tutorials and perhaps even direct instruction to walk students through the 
process. However, it can be a great way to make current events relevant and help 
students make sense out of informational texts. 

  

#6: Historical Fiction 
Grades: 4-8 

Descriptions: Students can take on the role of people in another time period and 
create their own audio diaries, news stories, or question-and-answer shows. This can 
be simple and barely edited or it can be complex and highly edited. 

  

#7: Random History Podcasts 
Grades: 6-12 

Description: We did this as a one-week unit in a way that was similar to the 50 items 
that shaped the modern economy. Here, students had to find random objects and tell 
the history of that particular object. It was fascinating! We tied this to the standards on 
historical methods and research processes. 

#8: Genius Hour Podcasts 
Grades: 4-12 

Description: Genius Hour (or 20% Time) projects begin with a simple idea: give 
students a dedicated period of time to pursue their passions, interests, and questions 
in a creative way.vGenius Hour podcasts allow students to share what they are 
learning in the form of an interest-driven podcast. 

#9: Math in Real Life 
Grades: 5-8 

Description: Students are challenged to find real-life applications for the math they 
are using. They can then describe their findings in a small group podcast. As an 
extension, students might interview people who actually use math in their professions. 
This can work well with statistics and research, if you’re teaching a more advanced 
math class. 
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Video
Video creation is a little more complicated. They are often more time-consuming 
and sometimes require additional skills. However, if students are at home, they 
might just be willing to spend the additional time creating a video. A simple 
option for video creation is the annotated slideshow. Here, students create a 
slideshow and then record the audio as they move through it. They can do this on 
PowerPoint, Keynote, or Google Slides.  

A more advanced option is to create videos with their smart phones and then 
editing them on a computer. I’ve seen math teachers have students create videos 
explaining math concepts or sharing their process for how to solve problems. I’ve 
seen science teachers encourage students to conduct an experiment at home 
and videotape their process. In social studies, they might research a particular 
concept and then present their findings in a video.  
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Try this:  
Wonder Day
The Wonder Day Project allows students to engage in 

meaningful inquiry. They start by asking a question, followed by 
online research, and finally content creation. Here, they might 
present their answers in an audio recording, a video, a blog 

post, or a mix of all of the above. You can find this resource in t 
in the free Shifting Online Toolkit that accompanies this eBook. 

You’ll find the slideshows and the lesson plans. You can 
incorporate this into your learning management system (such as 

Google Classroom).  
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Big idea #2
Be sure to leverage the power of  

online collaboration
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Collaboration
We live in a world where there are countless online tools for communication and 
collaboration. We can send instant messages, edit on a shared Google Document, hop 
onto a video conference, and easily send files back and forth. And yet, when it comes to 
distance learning, teachers often craft tasks that are entirely independent and individual. 
To make the most out of online learning, we need to leverage digital tools for 
collaboration.  

Synchronous: 
•Chats, including Gmail chat or Slack 
•Video chats, including any video conferencing software (Hangouts, Zoom, Skype)  

Asynchronous 
•Shared documents, such as Google Docs, Google Spreadsheets, and Google Slides 
•Project management software, such Trello 
•Voice chats, including Voice Thread 

Synchronous/Asynchronous Hybrids: 
•Walkie Talkie apps, such as Voxer 

Note that you need to know ahead of time which tools are COPPA and CIPA compliant. 
You need to check in with your district about your local policies. However, you should find 
a few key areas where you can have students work collaboratively even if they aren’t in the 
same physical space.  

For online collaboration, you might try a small mini-project, where students engage in 
shared research and then come together to make something new (think the previously 
mentioned Wonder Day). Other times, they might collaborate by working on independent 
projects and sharing their processes with others.  
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Big idea #3
Empower your students to 

own their learning
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Empowering students with 
voice and choice

We often talk about what it means to move from compliance to engagement. It’s the 
idea of creating an environment where students want to learn rather than have to 
learn.  But if we want students to be creative, self-directed learners we need to go 
beyond student engagement and into empowerment.  But this requires some 
paradigm shifts.   

That’s right. We’re going to be talking shift.   

Here’s what I mean: The empowered classroom is a shift from giving choices to 
inspiring possibilities It’s what happens when you move from making the subject 
interesting to tapping into student interests; when you go from saying “you must 
learn this” to asking “what do you want to learn?”   It’s a shift from taking 
assessments to assessing your own learning, it’s an iterative process full of mistakes 
that ultimately lead to success.   It’s a shift from the teacher asking all the questions 
to the students asking their own questions, where they chase the inquiry process and 
take learning off-road. It’s a shift from uncritical consuming to critical consuming and 
creating. Here, students move from critical consuming to inspiration to creativity, 
where they use the design process to launch their work to the world. It’s a shift from 
differentiating instruction to personalizing learning  And it’s a shift from rigid to 
adjustable systems so that students own the process. They can set their own pace, 
choose their own formats, and decide what resources they want to use to accomplish 
their goals.  It’s a shift in mindset from compliance to self-direction.  In other words, 
it’s a shift toward student ownership. When that happens, our students become the 
creative, critical thinkers who change the world. 

This is a challenge in a physical classroom, with each student learning at a different 
pace. But that’s actually the hidden advantage of online learning. The physical 
distance actually makes it a little less chaotic as we embrace student ownership. 
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Choice in topics
One of the easiest ways to empower students with voice and choice is by allowing 
them to choose the topics. This is easier in an ELA class, where students can do a 
topic-neutral Geek Out Blog while also working on key informational reading and 
writing standards (such as research standards, writing process standards, and 
publishing standards). But it can be trickier to find the choice in subjects that have 
specific topics (such as social studies). Here’s where a choice audit helps.  

Do a Choice Audit of Standards 
While some standards are content-neutral, others require you to teach very specific 
concepts, topics, and ideas. What happens, for example, when you have to teach 
about force and acceleration or linear equations or World War II? 

In these moments, it helps to do a choice audit of your standards. Ask the following 
questions: 

Is it possible for students to choose the topics or the content? 

What choices could students have around the strategies they use? 

Are students able to choose their own formats (multimedia, for example)? 

Is this something that they can practice throughout the year or does it have to be 
confined to one particular unit? 

Where outside of school might a student actually practice this standard? 

While ownership is critical for students, all standards have certain constraints built 
into them. Some require students to practice certain skills while others are skill-
neutral but require that students master a concept. However, these constraints can 
work as the creative constraints that force you, as a teacher, to find creative 
opportunities. 
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Choice in scaffolds
As a teacher, you can help students learn how to self-select the scaffolds for their 
learning by creating a curated list of resources. You might provide video tutorials. 
Often, you can find excellent technology tutorials online on platforms such as 
YouTube. However, you might also create some direct instruction videos sharing how 
to do a particular task. You might also have an area for vocabulary, a set of sentence 
stems, graphic organizers, or protocols students can use to guide them in their work.  

While this process can feel daunting, this is where teacher collaboration makes a 
huge difference. By partnering with other teachers in your grade area and leveraging 
the support of fellow teachers in your PLN, you can create a larger curation of 
resources for your students. It doesn’t have to be complicated, either. Simply add to 
a shared public Google Doc with a title such as “Tutorials” or “Help” and allow your 
students to access those scaffolds. In some cases, you might even have some of your 
more advanced students help develop these scaffolds for their classmates. 
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Choice in assessments
Student choice can also connect to the assessment process. Here, students self-
select the type of assessments they want to use to demonstrate their mastery. With 
online learning, you often aren’t available in the moment for formative feedback. 
But when you can examine how students engage in self-assessment, it gives you a 
unique snapshot into their learning. You can find many of these assessments in the 
Assessment Suite within the in the free Shifting Online Toolkit that accompanies this 
eBook. 

Self-Assessment 
• Self-reflections: Here students answer reflective questions about what they are 

learning, where they are struggling, and what they need to do next.   
• Student Surveys: Sometimes students struggle with open-ended self-reflection 

questions. Surveys provide a blend of the objective and the subjective. So, they 
might use a Likert scale, selecting specific words from a bank, or ranking items. 

• Self-Assessment Rubrics: Students are able to look at the progression from 
emerging to mastering with specific descriptions in various categories. 

• Checklists: These can be a powerful diagnostic tool that students use before, 
during, and after a task.  

• Concept Maps: Students can create an annotated web demonstrating how 
concepts are connected.  

Peer Assessment 
• The 10-Minute Feedback System: This critical friends approach begins with one 

student sharing their work or pitching an idea while the other student actively 
listens. You can find this in the resource section.  

• Structured Feedback with Sentence Stems: Here, you as a teacher provide 
specific sentence stems that your students can use to provide diagnostic, 
clarifying, or critical feedback. 

• 3-2-1 Structure: This is simple. Students provide three strengths, two areas of 
improvement and one question that they have. 

• Peer Coaching: Students interview each other about the process, using the 
coaching questions from the student-teacher conferences to guide them if they 
struggle to come up with reflection questions. They can do this via email or video 
conferencing. 
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Digital portfolios
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We always want to know what our students understand and are able to do/apply. 
The problem is a multiple-choice assessment rarely ever provides that information. 
Yet, these types of assessments are easy to grade, easy to distribute, and easy to 
re-use year after year with various tweaks. It is why many standardized assessments 
are multiple-choice and why the SAT and ACT use this model for most of their 
questions. 

What’s worse, is that the idea of “data-driven” instruction is based on these various 
multiple-choice assessments and what they say about our students’ abilities. 

What kind of learning do these assessments promote? 

1. Regurgitation and memorizing facts from study guides or stories 

2. Only one right answer mentality  

3. Rewards smart guessing and “playing the game” 

4. Answers have to be “in your head” 

The list could go on. As a former teacher who gave multiple-choice tests, and as an 
SAT Tutor for years who taught students how to take these tests, I’m embarrassed 
to say I once tied rigor and tough multiple-choice questions to deep learning. 

I saw this over and over again as a teacher when I would get new students at the 
beginning of the year. I was able to see how they did on standardized and district 
level assessments, but unless their scores were off the charts (high or low) it didn’t 
give me much info on what kind of learner they were or what kind of work they 
could produce. 



Digital portfolios
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What I can see by looking at student work is much different. A student portfolio 
shows me the following: 
1.What the assignment/activity/assessment was and how the student approached 
it. 

2.What kinds of personal experiences and biases they brought towards the 
assignment. 

3.How well they demonstrated an understanding of the content.  

4.How well they demonstrated their skill ability. 

5.Usually some kind of reflection or metacognitive piece on what they did.  

6.If they improved or not with the next piece in the portfolio... 

The answer is obvious. 
In fact, it’s not only what every teacher wants to see from their new students, but it also 
makes it much easier to assess the growth of a student over the course of a semester or 
full-year class versus how much a final test or culminating project would show. 

Portfolios helped me visually see where my students were struggling and where they 
were exceeding my expectations. Portfolios also allowed for student choice in the 
assessment process, which as we know lead to student engagement and ownership of 
their learning. 



Digital portfolios
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Choice in Demonstrating Ability and Understanding 
Because we love multiple-choice so much, let’s take a quick quiz: 

A student is trying to demonstrate their understanding of the rise and fall of 
Napoleon. In order to show what they know about this historic time period 
and the reasons behind Napoleon’s rise and fall, they can be assessed 
through which activity: 

1.Writing an essay on the rise and fall of Napoleon 

2.Creating an infographic on the rise and fall of Napoleon 

3.Creating a political cartoon and rationale on the rise and fall of Napoleon 

4.Creating a five-minute mini-documentary on the rise and fall of Napoleon 

5.Creating a fictional Serial-like podcast of interviews with key players in 
Napoleon’s life  

6.All of the above  

Don’t you just love the “all of the above” option! 

In any one of the above options, you could assess a student’s understanding 
of the topic/situation and their ability to demonstrate the appropriate skill. 

What’s different about this scenario, is the choice provided to students allows 
them to “engage” in the material and claim some ownership over the 
assessment activity. 

You can find the Step-by-Step Guide to Creating Digital Portfolios in the free 
Shifting Online Toolkit that accompanies this eBook. 



Try This:  
Choice Menus

28



Traditionally, choice menus allow students to choose how they will present what 
they are learning. It’s a great first step for students who aren’t used to having as 
much voice and choice in their learning. While choice menus are great, I thought I 
would share a variation on the choice menu that goes beyond choosing topics and 
toward student ownership of the learning targets and resources. Here’s what it 
looks like:

As a teacher, I would keep an ongoing online curation of resources for each unit that I 
taught. Any time I saw something fascinating or relevant, I would copy and paste the link 
into a document. Then, I would use that curated list of resources in the choice menus. 
When students chose podcasts, videos, etc., I would link the option to a one-page topic-
neutral document with a list of best practices, tutorials with instructions, and rubrics for that 
particular option. 

So, if students were learning about forces and motion in science, they might select a 
specific standard. Then they would watch a video or podcast and then click on the 
slideshow option where they could see reminders of best practices (remember to use 
visuals, use a solid contrast in colors, cite sources, etc.) and begin creating their product. 

Notice that with this choice menu, students are deciding either the topics, concepts, or 
skills and then deciding on their own resources and strategies before ultimately deciding 
on their final product. 
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Big idea #4
Provide opportunities for 

vintage and digital mashups
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The power of Vintage 
innovation

When we think of online teaching, we tend to imagine a student sitting at a 
computer completing work. However, some of the best tools are low tech and lo-
fi. Yes, we need students to use a laptop. But we also need students to use 
pencils and paper and cardboard.  In other words, you need to take a vintage 
innovation approach. 

Vintage innovation happens when we use old ideas and tools to transform the 
present. Think of it as a mash-up. It’s not a rejection of new tools or new ideas. 
Instead, it’s a reminder that sometimes the best way to move forward is to look 
backward. Like all innovation, vintage innovation is disruptive. But it’s disruptive 
by pulling us out of present tense and into something more timeless 

Vintage Innovation is a both/and mindset. It’s the overlap of the “tried and true” 
and the “never tried.” It’s a mash-up of cutting edge tech and old school tools. 
It’s the overlap of timeless skills in new contexts. Vintage innovation is what 
happens when engineers use origami to design new spacecraft and robotics 
engineers are studying nature for innovative designs. 

31



As a teacher, it’s what happens when you do sketch-note videos mashing up 
hand-drawn sketches with digital tools or blend Socratic discussions with 
podcasting. It’s that service-learning project that combines deeply human hands-
on learning with photojournalism. It’s the old idea of shared commonplace books 
to explore new ideas and research. It’s a design project that includes duct tape 
and cardboard and sticky notes and markers but also digital modeling. 

Often, it involves a mash-up: 

As you move toward online teaching, consider how you might embrace this 
mindset of a mash-up. 
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Try This:  
Sketch-note videos

In the resource section, you’ll see three different layers of sketch-note videos. You 
can embed these inside of your learning management system and allow students 
to choose a sketnote video approach in order to explain a concept they are 
learning. 
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Big idea #5
Be intentional with the design 

of your online classes
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User experience design theory (sometimes abbreviated as XD, UX, UXD or UED) focuses 
on the user experience of a platform. This might include accessibility, usability, 
enjoyment, and the overall flow of the experience. UX design focuses on both on how 
we use digital tools and on how we inhabit digital spaces. It focuses on systems in a way 
that is deeply human. What does it feel like for people? What does it look like for them? 
What are their processes? 

The best systems are the ones that feel invisible. You step into it and immediately know 
where to go and what to do. Don’t get me wrong. Confusion can be a great thing in a 
classroom if it is leading toward deeper learning. But confusion caused by poorly 
designed courses leads to disengagement and frustration. It cuts learning short and 
disrupts creative flow. 

There are a few key elements of UX Design that we can incorporate into our online 
instruction:  
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Try This:  
UX Design Audit

In the toolkit that accompanies this eBook, you will find the UX Design 
Audit. Use this form as a way to self-assess the design of your online 
course. Focus on using this diagnostic tool as a way to improve the overall 
design. It helps to picture your course through the lens of a student who is 
accessing it for the first time.
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Big idea #6
Take a “show and tell” 

approach
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Students love 
show and tell

We tend to assign homework that asks students to take schoolwork into 
their world. Often, students fail to turn in their work. But what if it’s shows 
and tell? Suddenly, kids can’t wait to bring in an item from their world and 
share it with the class. 

Show and tell is essentially the opposite of homework. It’s a chance for 
students to bring their world into the school rather than school into their 
world. This approach honors student agency. When I taught eighth grade, 
I encouraged a “show and tell” approach to homework. Here, they could 
bring in experts, resources, videos, or audio from their own community as 
they worked on projects in class. It was always optional but many students 
choose to complete it, since it was a chance to bring their world into class. 

As educators, we need to remember that home learning doesn’t have to 
require us to send schoolwork home. It’s about building a partnership 
between school and home and recognizing the ways that students might 
learn within their own environment.  

We can take this same approach as we design distance learning 
experiences for our students. One small example is to ask students to 
share their interests and passions through a Geek Out Blog.   
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Geek out blogs
A choice-based approach to 

blogging
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Driving standards

Research standards

Writing process standards
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Publishing standards 
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Big idea #7
Be present and available  

as a teacher
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Being present
Distance learning doesn’t mean we have to be distant. As teachers, we 

can be intentional about creating a sense of presence with our students. 
Here are a few ideas that I’ve found helpful: 

1. Video announcement: This starts with he first week, where you do an 
on boarding video of the course and explain how it will work. But after 
that, you can create a weekly or even daily short video with a preview 
of what students will do. Although pre-recorded, these short, 
unstructured videos create a sense of presence for you as a teacher.  

2. Small group check-ins: Here, you can schedule small group meeting 
and use video conferencing to meet with groups and look at their 
progress.  

3. Email check-ups: There are a few options here. First, you can send out 
a whole class email with expectations, deadlines, etc. But the second 
option is just a short email to each student asking how they’re doing. If 
you have 180 students in a class, rotate with 18 per day and make sure 
each student gets an individual email every other week. You can create 
an email template and personalize it.  

4. Short text check-ins: With this option, you can ask students to use the 
chat function to send questions or comments as you go.  

5. Surveys: Ask students to fill out a course survey each day where they 
share what their experiences have been in an online course.  

6. Scheduled conferences: On the next page, you’ll see the 5 minute 
conference system. With a whole day of working from home, you can 
easily schedule these conferences with students and let them know you 
are there for them. 
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Teacher conferencing

The Three Types of Conferences 
The following are the three types of conferences I use with students. You can find the entire 
resource in the assessment suite within free toolkit that accompanies this eBook. 

• Advice Conference: This conference is all about learning specific skills that students are 
missing. Each student must ask the teacher a series of questions based upon an area where 
he or she is struggling. This is a chance for targeted one-on-one attention and explicit help 
with a strategy. Students guide the process, tapping into the teacher’s expertise. This has 
the added bonus of encouraging students to embrace the idea that mistakes as a part of 
the learning process. It sets up a classroom culture where every student must be humble 
enough to admit that they are still struggling in some area of reading. 
• Reflection Conferences: Instead of telling students what to do, the goal is to draw out 
student reflection. The teacher uses a series of reflective questions to lead students through 
the process of meta-cognition and into the setting and monitoring of goals. As the year 
progresses, the teacher asks fewer follow-up questions and the students begin sharing how 
they are doing without the aid of pre-chosen questions. 
• Assessment Conference: Unlike the reflection conference, the focus here is less about 
reflecting on the process and more about students judging their own mastery of the 
content. We use the Standards-Based Assessment Grid (attached to the resource you can 
download) as a way to figure out the level of mastery on particular standards.
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It’s an experiment
Ultimately, there is no one single way to do online teaching. 
It’s an experiment and it varies depending on your subject, 

your context, and your students. You’ll make tons of 
mistakes — and that’s okay. The beauty is in learning from 

those mistakes and iterating toward better and better 
instruction. Lean in to the experts in your own institution and 

be humble about what you don’t know. Ask students for 
their input along the way. And over time, you’ll develop 

some amazing distance learning units. 
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Advice for Leaders
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These are clearly unprecedented times. Staff, students, and families are 
likely anxious and scared. Switching to online learning can seem daunting 
and even scary. For this reason, we have created a specific guide for 
leaders that you can find in the free Shifting Online Toolkit that 
accompanies this eBook. 


