
7 Ways to Refresh Your 
Virtual Instruction
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Teaching online was new territory for most 
educators back in March 2020. But after 
more than a year of remote learning, many 
teachers are looking for new strategies to 
refresh their lesson plans, connect with 

students and achieve learning outcomes. 
We’ve collected seven innovative techniques 
that real educators have used to shake up 
Zoom learning and keep students engaged.

“So much of what we do in classrooms [is] driven by student responses and reactions. I’d 
give anything to watch their faces light up, their hands in the air, their smiles and fist pumps 
when they share a new learning or big idea with me,” says Meg Burke, a third-grade teacher 
from Doylestown, Pa.1 For teachers who have made the transition to online learning, this 
is a common lament. When teaching online, it can be difficult for educators to see student 
learning in action – or know if the strategies they’re using are making a difference. 

There’s no getting around the fact that teaching remotely is challenging. Where there were 
once in-class discussions, field trips, guest speakers, and interactive lessons, there are 
now chat rooms, shared screens, and mute buttons. But despite our limitations, there is 
huge potential for innovation in the virtual classroom. In this whitepaper, we’ll share seven 
strategies that real teachers have used to innovate their virtual classrooms and drive 
student connection, from taking learning outdoors to practicing long-division on TikTok.

7 Ways to shake up your virtual classroom

1 The New York Times. “Teachers and Students Describe a Remote-Learning Life.” The New York Times, The New York Times, 23 Apr. 2020, 
www.nytimes.com/2020/04/23/education/learning/coronavirus-teachers-students-remote-learning.html. 
2 “Suddenly Synchronous: How to Create a Virtual Classroom.” Class for Zoom, 16 Nov. 2020, www.classedu.com/suddenly-synchronous-how-to-create-a-virtual-classroom/
3 Platt, Rita. “Bringing Authors Into Your Classroom.” Edutopia, George Lucas Educational Foundation, 26 July 2017, www.edutopia.org/blog/bringing-authors-classroom-rita-platt.
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1. Invite guests
You may have had guest speakers visit your physical classroom in the past, but 
with online learning, the opportunity to bring in exciting guest speakers2 increases 
exponentially. Many authors, artists, and experts across disciplines are making 
virtual classroom visits a regular offering, often for free or a nominal cost.   

Guest speakers can range from favorite authors3 to scientists, librarians, and museum 
curators. You can even tap people in your community, like local entrepreneurs, to speak about 
their industry. Inviting guests into your classroom provides new perspectives, shakes up 
the classroom dynamic, and even offers the opportunity for students to be active learners 
and take on the role of host, including preparing interview questions for their guest. And for 
students in rural communities, inviting virtual guests provides a once-in-a-lifetime chance 
to speak to major figures who would have been unlikely to visit the campus otherwise. 
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Jennifer Cervantes’ junior high school students have 
met with a two-time Olympic gold medalist and Forbes 
scientist so far this year – and she has plans for more 
world-class guests. These speakers brought her virtual 
attendance to 100%. In her online course survey one 
student said: ”[Meeting these speakers] shows me 
that I can be whatever I want if I set my mind to it.”
Alexandra Frost on May 20, 2020. “9 Virtual Teaching Success Stories We Can All Learn From.” We Are Teachers, 22 June 2020,
www.weareteachers.com/virtual-teaching-success-stories/. 

2. Use video games to apply concepts  
Studies have shown that gamification improves learning outcomes4 – so why 
not embrace video games as a resource for your virtual classroom?

Educators around the world are using video games to teach students new concepts and improve 
soft skills, such as community-building, communication, and patience. One student, Rana S., 
reported that playing the game Among Us had many educational benefits: “It can help students 
to be emotionally patient with their classmates and understand different perspectives. It can 
strengthen a student’s investigating skills and analytics. It triggers people’s logical curiosity. 
And you can learn how to create a claim and use the evidence to build your argument.”5

Other games, like Minecraft and Roblox, can be used to teach math and physics 
concepts, and pique student interest in STEM fields like engineering. No matter 
their application, games allow students to see how skills can be applied practically, 
increasing buy-in and showing students why these concepts matter.

4  Bai, Shurui, et al. “Does Gamification Improve Student Learning Outcome? Evidence from a Meta-Analysis and Synthesis of Qualitative Data in Educational Contexts.” 
Educational Research Review, Elsevier, 2 Mar. 2020, www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1747938X19302908
5 Schulten, Katherine. “Lesson of the Day: ‘With Nowhere to Go, Teens Flock to Among Us’.” The New York Times, The New York Times, 19 Oct. 2020, 
www.nytimes.com/2020/10/19/learning/lesson-of-the-day-with-nowhere-to-go-teens-flock-to-among-us.html.
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3. Don’t be afraid of TikTok 
If you aren’t part of Gen Z, you might be wary of TikTok, the latest social media platform 
to sweep the nation. But since March 2020, teachers have embraced TikTok to reach 
their students, make them laugh, and provide valuable, bite-sized video lessons. 

From funny parody to videos that teach long-division or mindfulness techniques, teachers are 
using TikTok to its full capacity.6 An added benefit is that these videos are available outside 
class time, so students can use them to brush up before a quiz, or if they are struggling with 
homework. Many teachers are also sharing tips for fellow educators in these short video clips 
and using the platform as a space to build professional networks and share resources.

Abel Ruiz, a seventh- and eighth-grade science teacher, 
started recording science experiments to share with his 
students on TikTok. He reflects, “I knew that if I really wanted 
them to remember it, I would need to present in a way that 
they would love to consume… I created a Tik Tok showing 
how different variables affect the production of a solar cell…
This really served as the basis for the rest of the project as 
they kept referring to it when thinking about solar cells.”
Alexandra Frost on May 20, 2020. “9 Virtual Teaching Success Stories We Can All Learn From.” We Are Teachers, 22 June 2020,
www.weareteachers.com/virtual-teaching-success-stories/. 

4. Switch it up every 20-30 minutes
One technique that teachers can implement across modalities, according to leading 
brain research, is breaking lessons up into 20–30-minute segments. Though this can 
be slightly more challenging in a remote environment, switching activities every 20-
30 minutes will keep students engaged and make learning more effective. 

“Students need novelty for learning to last,” says Amy Takabori of The Science of Learning 
Blog,7 “so design a variety of activities and skills to light up different parts of the brain 
and create opportunities for social interaction, whether for academic or non-academic 
content.” Providing “brain breaks” every 20-30 minutes and varying activities during 
your lesson will keep students from burning out and help them retain new material.

6 Moshman, Rachael. “25 Teachers You Should Be Following On TikTok.” Bored Teachers, 26 May 2020, www.boredteachers.com/trending/25-teachers-you-should-be-following-on-tiktok.
7 John Kerins, et al. “3 Tips from Brain Research for Remote or Blended Learning.” Scientific Learning, 9 Jan. 2021, www.scilearn.com/3-tips-brain-research-remote-blended-learning/.



5

5. Go outside 
Though students may not be able to bring the classroom outside with them, they can take 
breaks to explore the outdoors with purpose. Offer both homework and in-class assignments 
that take kids outside, and then invite them back to share with the class what they discovered. 
Laura Avolis, a second-grade teacher from Grand Rapids, Mich., shared one outdoor learning 
exercise: “My second graders went outside as ‘Nature Detectives’ with plastic magnifying 
glasses and explored their yards for 20 minutes. They came back inside to our Zoom meeting to 
share the treasures of nature they found — colored leaves, seeds, grass blades, feathers, small 
stones, small plants with roots still attached, flower petals, acorns, pinecones and seed pods.” 

If you live in an urban environment where it may not be safe or practical for students to 
venture out alone, consider activities that involve making observations out the window, 
or homework assignments that can be done the next time students leave the house.8

8 Nierenberg, Amelia. “Students, Parents and Teachers Tell Their Stories of Remote Learning.” The New York Times, The New York Times, 14 Oct. 2020, 
www.nytimes.com/2020/10/14/education/learning/students-parents-teachers-remote-stories.html. 

6. Build community with group chats  
Community building can be a challenge in a remote learning environment. 
Students don’t have the same transition time, as they pack up book bags or 
walk through the halls, to get to know each other – and they also don’t have 
the same time before or after class to chat privately with their teachers. 
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7. Go on a virtual field trip 
Everyone loves field trips – a day when you get outside the classroom and do 
something fun with your students and get to know them in new ways. Though you 
can’t go on a real field trip in an online learning environment, you can host virtual field 
trips – and that means students can go across the world, not just across town. 

Virtual tours, hosted by museums and on platforms like Google Earth, can be a great way to 
replace field trips and get “out” of the classroom. Take walkthrough tours and have students 
talk about exhibits or allow students to become curators themselves and create museum-style 
displays in their homes. You can also take students on Google Earth walking tours of cities and 
cultural districts, where they can virtually explore parts of the world they’ve never seen before.

Journalism teacher Alexandra Frost uses a group chat 
to share breaking news with her students – and teach 
them valuable communication skills. At the beginning of 
the year they talk about professionalism and appropriate 
kinds of communication in the group chat. “These are 
concepts that will serve my students well in their first 
workplace email chain in a few short years,” she reflects.  
Alexandra Frost on May 20, 2020. “9 Virtual Teaching Success Stories We Can All Learn From.” We Are Teachers, 22 June 2020,
www.weareteachers.com/virtual-teaching-success-stories/. 

To solve this problem, many teachers have started class group chats outside the learning 
management system to connect students both inside and outside the classroom. 
In fact, chat platforms like Discord, which are most commonly used by gamers, are 
marketing themselves toward teachers for this reason. Discord offers teachers the ability 
to create safe, private servers where students can connect. You can make channels 
to facilitate discussion about specific assignments or have more casual channels 
where students can share memes and pictures or help each other with homework. 

Other group chat platforms include Instagram Live, private Facebook groups, or mobile apps 
like GroupMe. Regardless of the platform you choose, offering students the ability to connect 
socially can improve your classroom dynamic and help students invest in their learning.
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While it can seem daunting to try unfamiliar 
techniques in your virtual classroom, remember 
that students are learning alongside you – 
and that the stress of a possible technical 
snafu is worth the long-term value of a 

lesson plan that gets your students excited 
about learning. The inspiring teachers we’ve 
highlighted today prove that interactive 
education and innovation are possible through 
Zoom, if you just step outside the box.

Don’t be afraid to innovate

Choosing a familiar program can help reduce the learning curve. 
Class takes the familiar platform Zoom and transforms it into 

an integrated and holistic classroom environment, offering new 
opportunities for students and faculty to connect online. To learn 
more about what Class can do for your school, go to: class.com

Want to add teaching tools to Zoom? 
Visit class.com or call 202-964-7111 to learn more.


