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Tips on using technology for effective 
online learning 
How can a school support  
online learning?
Online teaching can be a very challenging 
experience, especially for teachers, who, while 
very experienced in face-to-face instruction, are 
still new to online pedagogy. School support 
is one of the major factors for online learning 
success. 

Some examples of how schools can support 
teachers are to:

• encourage teachers to be online students 
themselves – there is no better learning than 
experience.

• facilitate (whether online or not) discussion 
opportunities between teachers (either 
within or outside the school). Encourage 
teachers to share what is working, and what 
is not.

• encourage teachers to attend formal relevant 
professional development courses.

• support teachers in using detailed student 
records analytics. Analytics that expose 
metrics of progress and participation (and 
not just summative assessments) can 
provide eyes and ears for the teacher to 
understand who their students are, where 
they struggle and what kind of support they 
need.

Moving to effective remote 
learning
There are a few basic and well-researched 
practices that should be considered when moving 
into an in-and-out-of-school reality. These 
practices are designed to respond to some of the 
inherent risks, such as the loneliness, overloading 
and learner fatigue, and supporting educational 
stakeholders:

• The organisational factor: online courses are 
a team effort. Unlike face-to-face teaching, 
the teacher cannot be the sole provider. In 
an ideal world, subject experts, instructional 
designers, students’ representatives, and 
technology experts should all be part 
of a systematic process of designing 
and delivering effective pedagogies and 
materials.

• Engagement and belongingness are 
the best predictors of student learning 
outcomes and should be the focus of 
the online teaching, rather than physical 
attendance. When considering the elusive 
concept of engagement, there is a need to 
consider sub-dimensions, such as cognitive 
engagement, teacher-learner engagement, 
peer engagement and the wider schools’/
ecosystems’ engagement.

• Online learning should smartly combine 
synchronous and asynchronous modes of 
learning and a few different media types 
such as video, simulations, serious games, 
and augmented reality. 

• Assessment is key: it is one very important 
channel of support. For it to be effective, it 
must be authentic, continuous, systematic, 
formative, and well connected to feedback. 
Topics that need to be considered are what 
is being assessed, who is engaged in the 
assessment (for example, the students 
themselves, peers, the teacher), the reason 
for assessing (for example, to develop self-
regulated learning skills) and how to assess 
(for example, by collecting a range of data 
sources).

• Communities are one of the best learning 
resources available when going online. They 
need to be smart and secure if they are to 
leverage the power of online communities 
to support classrooms discussions, but also 
out of class collaboration. For example, 
between teachers, headteachers and EdTech 
providers.

• Inclusive infrastructure is a required enabler 
for everyone to be able to participate in 
learning, at all times.
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Some suggested design principles for instructional videos 
from Russ Mayer
Principle Description
Dynamic drawing People learn better from a video lecture when the onscreen instructor draws 

graphics on a board while lecturing rather than referring to already drawn 
graphics.

Gaze guidance People learn better from a video lecture when the onscreen instructor shifts 
gaze between the audience and board while lecturing rather than looking only 
at the audience or board.

Generative activity People learn better from a video lecture when they are asked to engage in 
summarising during learning.

Perspective People learn better from a video lecture that is filmed from a first person 
perspective rather than a third person perspective.

Subtitle People learn better from a video documentary or show in the learner’s second 
language when printed subtitles are added or used to replace spoken words.

Seductive details People do not learn better from a multimedia lesson when extraneous video is 
added.

Table 1. Some suggested design principles for instructional videos from Russ Mayer1

How to use online learning discussions
Why use group discussions?
There are many reasons for using conversations 
as a central learning tool. Pedagogically, it is an 
efficient tool to distribute diverse knowledge, to 
offer students the opportunity to be more active 
and therefore more involved in their learning and 
to link students’ existing knowledge and personal 
experiences to new concepts and problems. 

Culturally, discussions as a primary 
communication tool are very effective in 
developing the students’ dialogic abilities, as 
opposed to question-and-answer or listen-and-
tell kinds of dialogues, and to add an informal 
flavour to their formal learning, improving their 
ability to listen and critically evaluate other 
people’s opinions. 

When facilitated effectively, group discussions 
celebrate and sustain the differences and 
similarities in individual and collective identities 
and expose students to out-of-home flavours and 
colours. 
Neuroscientifically, group discussions use 
language to explicitly build connections in our 
long-term memory, connect our own existing 
knowledge and experience to newly introduced 
concepts, and as a result, spark new ideas. 
Lastly, moderated group discussions are a very 
basic citizenship tool. The ability to debate, 
reason, argue, question and critically evaluate 

ideas are at the very heart of any healthy 
democracy.2

Why asynchronous online 
discussions?
Online learning affords the possibility to 
encompass different geographies and time zones. 
Having everything written and stored digitally 
makes the discussion cumulative: the discussants 
have the ability at any time to go back, re-read 
and re-connect to previously posted material. 

In this way, the group becomes a creative entity, 
in the sense that the discussion is not done merely 
for the purpose of interacting, but also to create 
and persist a digital collective outcome. Doing this 
asynchronically, allows the less outgoing students 
to have a more secure environment to think and 
deliberate before speaking and allow everyone to 
listen before carefully responding.

Why are online discussions so 
challenging?
Evidence shows that when compared to face-
to-face learning, fully online learning is more 
academically challenging, especially for students 
who are less prepared academically and for 
minority groups. 
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To be effective, online learning requires a lot 
of planning and moderation, and thus must 
be accompanied by institutional support. 
Most importantly, it is essential to remember 
that student-centred online learning requires 
a high degree of student self-autonomy and 
responsibility-taking. It is therefore crucial that 
the teacher is able to offer the right support. 
Specifically, the teacher must be present and 
lead the community to manifest the appropriate 
academically and emotionally supportive presence. 

It is the structured building of human interaction 
within a course that will prevent students from 
feeling alone and dropping out, and to help them 
take advantage of the great potential of online 
learning.

So, how do I make online 
discussions work?
Blended learning, which includes both face-to-
face and online learning, is usually the preferred 
setting to achieve optimal learning outcomes. 
However, this is not always possible, which 
makes understanding the required support 
systems for students even more crucial. Here we 
list some best practices in the cognitive, social, 
emotional, and school support aspects of online 
asynchronous learning group discussions. These 
are drawn from empirical evidence and from our 
own experience.

How do I humanise online discussion?
Humanising online learning is probably the 
most crucial and effective component to support 
learners. The experience of having an authentic 
and empathetic teacher is basic to effective 
learning, but even more so when teaching is done 
through a technology-mediated environment. 
Here are a few tips for humanising learning:

• Manifest a human presence. For example, 
post a welcome video, and share your own 
angle to online learning and the subject 
matter. Offer synchronous meetings, and 
supportive video messages from time to time.

• Begin the course with an ice-breaking task. 
This will foster a sense of belonging and 
overcome possible technical barriers. For 
example, begin with a self-introduction task 
encouraging the students to get familiar with 
their fellow learners and the online platform. 
Some examples might include asking them to 
post videos, images or texts to tell the group 
something about their study environment, 
the story of their name, or simply what they 
are expecting to achieve in this course. 

Bringing their own voice and unique 
background into the learning experience will 
help the students better integrate into the 
community.

• Add touch points during the term. This will 
nudge those who are behind. Offer some 
feedback (eg, using video or audio) and try 
to generally express a notion of the teacher’s 
presence and awareness of the student’s 
progress or lack of progress. Using data 
about students’ engagement can support 
teachers in doing so. For example, research 
shows that on-time submission is a strong 
outcome and retention indicator. Getting 
in touch with those who are behind might 
prevent lack of engagement.

How do I tackle the cognitive 
aspects of online teaching?
Unlike general discussion on social media, 
discussions as part of a learning community are 
rooted in pedagogical goals. The pedagogical 
goal, and the teachers’ expectations from 
students, must be made clear before designing 
the online discussion – which is merely a tool – 
and not the goal in itself. Generally speaking, we 
assume that the teacher knows their students’ 
background, their digital literacy level and their 
academic abilities best, as well as what she or he 
hopes to achieve by using online discussions and 
the taught subject matter. 

Another aspect to consider is whether the goal 
of the discussion should be more focused on 
the benefits of the interaction itself, or whether 
the focus should be on the collective outcome. 
Also, the necessary level of structuring and 
moderation is different for each group, subject 
matter and teacher. In general, research shows 
that structured collaboration is more effective 
than free collaboration. A structured discussion 
builds on the natural convergence of a discussion 
and sub-groups, and in doing so, focuses the 
groups’ resources and efforts towards the 
pedagogical goal.

Examples of discussion goals and 
designs

• The pedagogical goal in a basic setting 
might be to help the students form a 
supportive, inclusive digital community, to 
help them listen carefully to one another 
and to engage in a collective, constructive 
discussion. This might be fostered by a semi 
free-form conversation about common topics 
of personal interest, where the moderation 
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should be focused on tolerance, participation 
and inclusion. Working in small groups might 
help develop accountability and a more 
intimate type of collaboration.

• A possible goal could be to learn a language. 
In this case, the focus would be to engage 
the students in a discussion, perhaps in a 
subject that is close to their hearts, and to 
encourage them to write and read through 
conversation with each other.

• Another goal could be to expand the students’ 
own knowledge base in a specific subject, to 
help them share, expand and clarify their own 
thinking, by collaboratively crafting a shared 
knowledge base. This might require a much 
more structured approach to the discussion. 
For example, by providing the students with 
a course concept-bank and asking each 
student to choose two to three concepts, 
study them, post a concise definition, and 
add some relevant materials. Later on in the 
course, the students could be asked to react 
and engage with other students’ materials, to 
add more examples and to relate their own 
concepts and knowledge to other students’ 
materials. At the end of the term, a collective 
knowledge base would be available to the 
whole community to learn from and to help 
others to better grasp the scope of the subject 
matter.

• A more academically advanced goal would 
be to help students deepen their reasoning 
in a specific subject. This might be best 
harnessed by a more confrontational type 
of discussion, such as a debate. In this case, 
the discussion should be focused on helping 
the students research and study to form an 
opinion, to argue, explain and bring evidence 
to their standpoint.

Tips on how to support the 
cognitive side of learning in online 
discussion

• Always make sure you provide your students 
with clear instructions and requirements 
beforehand, including a very clear grading 
rubric to help them understand what is 
expected of them.

• Try to respond promptly to questions – be 
reactive.

• Use weekly announcements and recapturing 
of last week’s progress to create a sense of 
teacher presence.

• Meta discussion. For some groups it is 
advised to moderate a discussion about 

the discussion. To help the students reflect 
on group dynamics, possible conflicts, and 
difficulties they might encounter within this 
and other digital conversation opportunities.

• Maintain a dedicated Q&A section in 
the online platform, so that students 
experiencing a technical difficulty, or an off 
the subject area administrative question can 
find an address.

• Empower students. In some groups it 
is advised to nominate ‘special roles’ to 
students, by asking them to take ownership 
of a certain discussion moderation or a 
certain subject to teach and influence others. 
Use system badges and impact scores to 
encourage those who are taking a more 
active role within their community.

• Encourage and maintain a tolerant 
environment: mistakes and misconceptions 
are allowed. Specifically, misconceptions are 
better dealt with when out in the open, than 
when hidden away.

• Always encourage the learners to first 
explore what their peers are talking about, 
before contributing to the discussion. While 
reading and listening, they are invited to 
react, respond and comment on their fellows’ 
contributions. Expose your students to the 
views in others’ responses as an opportunity 
to engage them further, rather than them 
engaging in a discussion’s endpoint.

• Structure your questions to promote 
thoughtful answers. Structure your feedback 
to encourage forward thinking.

• Encourage elaborated answers, support by 
evidence and the use of rich media.

• Posting content is not the only form of active 
learning. Different students have different 
preferences for active learning. Make your 
students understand that listening is also a 
form of active learning. Also, encourage them 
to link and organise content – this is another 
type of a very beneficial contribution to the 
community.
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Come together to make technology’s  
adoption in education sustainable
Here is an example of community building from Singapore.

Singapore Learning Designers Circle 

The Ministry of Education’s Educational Technology Division
Singapore Learning Designers Circle (SgLDC) is a network learning community run by the Educational Technology 
Division (ETD) of the Ministry of Education (MOE). The group provides a safe space for educators to collectively inquire 
into the use of technology in education. Membership is restricted to educators in Singapore schools and related MOE 
HQ staff, and currently stands at more than 16,000 members. 

Educators on SgLDC support each other by 
sharing lessons, resources and articles. They 
also engage one another in conversations 
about the use of technology in teaching and 
learning, including:

• crowd-sourcing for lesson ideas

• deepening their understanding of 
pedagogical approaches and learning 
theories

• reflecting on their current practices

• collaborative troubleshooting and 
brainstorming to address challenges 
encountered.

A team from ETD looks into the administration 
and moderation of conversations. This team 
also actively culls good stories and creates 
structures to help new members navigate 
the space, such as curated lesson units and 
targeted posts. The moderator team uses the 
following strategies to nurture a welcoming, 
dynamic community that is co-owned by its 
members: 

‘Promote learning through active posting 
of relevant content and resources and 
webinars such as “#TechyTuesday”, 
where ETD shares weekly technology tips 
on the use of various technology tools. 
Encourage participation and contribution 
through creation of a safe space. Promote 
community norms through recognition and 
affirmation. Deepen discussions among 
members through creation of communities 
of interest.

During the suspension of school in April–May 
2020 due to COVID-19, SgLDC became a 
critical platform to support teachers as they 
transitioned to Home-Based Learning. In 
addition to sharing innovative ideas and 
lessons, and collaborative troubleshooting for 
Home-Based Learning, educators also used 
SgLDC to post notes of encouragement to 
each other to help tide over this challenging 
period. Membership of SgLDC during this 
period increased sharply from 8000 to 14,000 
educators. 
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Practical guidance for headteachers 
and leaders

Key findings Guidance

Staff Teachers are the most 
concerned community 
about work–life 
balance. However, 
support systems were 
a central mechanism 
shown to help/
reduce stress/anxiety 
in all stakeholder 
communities. 

How well are your IT subject lead/tech staff performing?
Are you clear about needs/issues arising?
Consider wellbeing and training needs.
Consider appointing an IT technician from an apprenticeship 
scheme. This may be more cost-effective than a class 
teacher continually coming out of class. 
Economies of scale. Is there scope to develop a network 
of collaboration and expertise across schools – to share 
expertise in more meaningful ways? 
Assessment. Have schools taken different approaches to 
wellbeing/workload from which lessons could be learnt? 

Students Concerns raised about 
emotional wellbeing.

Consider conducting a survey to find out about your families’:
• internet connectivity
• number of devices per family
• availability of devices for children to use without 

sharing with parents or siblings.

Are we clear on which students are young carers in school?
How are you differentiating your communications or their 
work/resources to meet their needs?

Consider best-practice strategies for returning to school 
when lockdown ends.

Effective home access 
to suitable technology 
and a quiet, dedicated 
space to study. 

Are your children eligible for the government laptop scheme?
Would your parents in your catchment value a help sheet/
guidance on issues to think about when providing a working 
space for their children?

The wellbeing of some 
students was actually 
improved.

Consider surveying parents, children, teachers and support 
staff to find out which children and why? 
Are there any patterns evident? What new approaches could 
be made as a consequence?

SEND Lack of support for 
SEND.

Do all the children have risk assessments in place?
How are the teachers differentiating for these children?
Consider planning a gradual return of children to school and 
to incorporate: 

• technology
• phased returns
• one-to-one support
• small-group work
• social stories
• checklist and visual supports
• home learning preferences established over 

lockdown to be continued in the classroom.
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Key findings Guidance

Parents More than half of the 
parents were concerned 
about ‘falling behind’. 

What data do you have to support/not support this assertion 
for your context?
What issues are highlighted as a result?
How will you communicate your findings to parents and 
provide reassurance?

Increased parental 
engagement.

What benefits have you observed in your context?
How can you capitalise on this and move from involvement 
to engagement?
Can you build more effective communication with parents via 
video conferencing platforms by:

• regular meetings and book-in surgeries which replace 
parents’ evenings’ and/or reports

• sharing good practice for home learning, keeping safe 
online, etc.

Communication Communication, clarity 
of decisions and support 
were the highest 
correlating factors 
with both parents and 
staff confidence in the 
leaderships handling of 
the disruption.

Consider developing a communication strategy for all 
stakeholders as this will reduce stress and anxiety.

Going forward, how will you involve parents and staff in the 
development of your strategy?

Attendance issues as a 
result of the lockdown 
are questioned.

Consider codes and approaches relating to those children 
with high anxiety and ECHP plans or non-attenders.
How will the code affect the parent’s/child’s anxiety? 
Does it really reflect the emotion behind the behaviour?

Technology The need for an 
appropriate physical 
infrastructure.

Who is making the decisions on infrastructure and on what 
evidence is this based? 
Do you have a:

• costed strategic plan for this area (3 years)?
• rolling plan of repair, maintenance and replacement?

The need to upskill 
teachers.

Consider the CPD needs of all staff – teachers, support, 
admin – against the Strategic Development Plan for 
technology.
What are your own minimum quality standards needed in 
this respect?
What skill/competency level does your technology lead have 
in this area?
How do you communicate and keep up-to-date in this regard 
with those making key decisions?
Consider contacting the demonstrator schools programme 
for support. (See <https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/EdTech-demonstrator-schools-and-colleges-
successful-applicants/about-the-programme>.)
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Key findings Guidance
The need for an 
appropriate pedagogical 
approach.

Begin your intended leaning outcomes for the school’s/
learner’s context and not the medium of teaching, then 
decide on the connectivity and technology needed to deliver 
the learning both in school and remotely.
Clarify/determine a shared understanding of a blended 
learning approach.
Develop an agile and evidenced-informed practice – 
specifically, to: 

• think about the most effective ways to deliver the 
curriculum (ie, which parts are best suited to the mode 
of remote/online delivery and which parts better left to 
traditional in-class teaching)

• flex the curriculum to lend itself to the digital format 
• conduct research about where and when digital 

technology has the greatest impact on students’ 
development and learning in your context and for your 
pupils.

Consider:
• the organisational factor. Online courses are a team 

effort. Unlike face-to-face teaching, the teacher cannot 
remain the sole provider. Subject experts, instructional 
designers, students’ representative, technology experts 
should all be part of a systematic process of designing 
and delivering effective pedagogies and materials.

• engagement, presence (and therefore belongingness), 
as the best predictors of student learning outcomes 
must take the front seat and focus on teaching, 
rather than attendance. When considering the 
elusive concept of engagement, there’s need to be 
considerations of sub-dimensions such as cognitive 
engagement, teacher-learner engagement, peer 
engagement and wider schools’/ecosystems’ 
engagement.

• multi-modal learning. Online learning should smartly 
combine synchronous and asynchronous modes 
of learning and few media types such as video, 
simulations, serious games, and augmented reality. 

Assessment is key, as it is one very important channel 
of support. For it to be effective, it must be authentic, 
continuous, systematic, formative, and well connected to 
feedback. Topics that need to be considered are what is 
being assessed (quality is a lot more about engagement 
and learning outcome), who engaged in the assessment (for 
example, the students themselves, peers, AI, analytics), why 
is assessment needed (for example, to develop self-regulated 
learning skills) and how to assess (for example, by collecting 
as many data sources to mirror and reflect on).
Communities are one of the best learning resources available 
when going online; there’s need to be considered a smart 
and secure way to use the power of online communities 
– to support classroom discussions, but also out of class 
collaboration: teachers, headteachers and EdTech providers.
Inclusive infrastructure is a required enabler for everyone to 
be able to participate in learning, at all times.
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Key findings Guidance
Deeper thought 
needs to be given on 
EdTech solutions that 
best achieve specific 
educational outcomes.

• Understand your own needs.
• Conduct an inventory.
• Ask for evidence.
• Try before you buy.
• Learn from the data.

Privacy restrictions put 
barriers to engaging 
in synchronous online 
learning.

Consider communicating with other schools to see how they 
dealt with privacy and safeguarding, and their evidence to 
support their approach.
What approach have you taken with staff – do you have 
meetings? Is wellbeing discussed? What is your evidence 
base for your approach?
Consider advice from NAACE (the National Association 
of Advisors for Computers in Education) and other key 
organisations.
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