
Engagement in Online Learning 

Think back through your school experiences, which classes do you 
remember most? Was it your history class with a teacher similar 
to the one in Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, where all you did was 

memorize dry facts? Or was it your science class with a wacky, outgoing 
teacher, where you got to set stuff on fire? While every class can’t 
involve chemical explosions, teachers who focus on engagement can 
completely change a student’s experience. 
 Engagement is the buy-in and interest teachers need to cultivate 
within students, which means they will retain the information better. 
Despite what I used to think, engagement is not a magical or 
coincidental thing, and it’s also not synonymous with personality. 
Engagement is intentionally built into each lesson and maintained by the 
teacher’s instructional delivery. In online formats, it is even harder to 
engage students. Here are a few tips based on neuroscience that can help, even when we’re staring 
blankly at a camera.  

1. Get students moving whenever possible. Even if you simply have them stand up and sit down, 
having students perform some physical movement creates blood-flow to the brain. Movement 
between activities can encourage cognitive reset, which will stave off boredom. 

2. Use the student’s imagination. Creativity is very beneficial for the adolescent brain, as it allows 
new neural pathways to be formed. Creative activities allow students to take greater 
responsibility for their learning. Skits, visualization, or creative writing activities can encourage 
imaginative creativity. (continued on next page) 
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Questions? Contact Erik Johnson, Program Director (e.johnson@colostate.edu) or Maddy Cort, Assistant 
Program Director (macort@rams.colostate.edu)

mailto:e.johnson@colostate.edu
mailto:macort@rams.colostate.edu


Engagement in Online Learning (cont.) 
3.  Share a personal story. Sharing some deeper elements of your personal life (with boundaries of 

course) can help students to empathize with you and respect you. This can help create more trust 
between you and the students, which can allow you to break down apathy and disengagement in 
your classroom. 

These tips can be intentionally planned into any lesson, whether online or in-person. You do not have 
to be an extremely extroverted person to have a very engaging teaching style. Anyone can 
understand how the adolescent brain works in order to create an engagement strategy. Low stress, 
high engagement classroom environments promote better retention and commitment to learning. 

- Madison Kubala, MSOE Violin Teaching Artist 

Zoom as Your Classroom 

Zoom may not always be the most welcoming place for a student. 
There are no colorful posters, the hustle and bustle of people 
getting ready, and in person music making. Here are a couple 

ideas I have come up with to make your sectional into a welcoming 
place! When students are entering, having music or a cool video 
playing allows for time to everyone to get there, without an awkward 
muted silence. While power-points can help relay information, it is 
always good to have a pretty template (like the ones found on 
slidesgo.com). For more interactive presentations, PearDeck and 
Nearpod have a code that students use to join in. They can then see the 

presentation integrated with interactive activities. For some more 
games, there are plenty of Kahoots out there! If you have a 
capabilities, the Jackbox Party games can be edited to keep it 
musical themed! 
 Another aspect of awesome classrooms is the accepting 
environment. Students are going to have to be vulnerable to share 
their music that is influential to their lives. It is so important to be 
accepting of every student, and make sure that all other students 
understand that respect of others is top priority. While we are trying 
to game-ify MSOE, respect needs to come first; the vulnerability of students in this time can shape 
how they view school and music in the future. Just remember - the student comes first, create a fun, 
accepting environment, for them! GO MSOE! 

- Sydney Bouwens, MSOE Carnival Coordinator and Trumpet Teaching Artist 
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Sydney’s Tools to Try: 
slidesgo.com 

PearkDeck 
Nearpod 
Kahoot!

http://slidesgo.com
https://www.peardeck.com/googleslides
https://nearpod.com/
https://kahoot.com/
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Be Our Guests!  
Meet the Master Teachers Visiting MSOE in Week 2 

Dan Bell has taught for 30 years in the districts of Fort Lupton (CO), 
Rangeview HS (Aurora), and Cheyenne Mountain (Colorado Springs) as a 
high school assistant and junior high band director. Mr. Bell is a proud 
University of Iowa and Colorado State University alumni. In the past 18 years, 
Mr. Bell’s jazz band and symphonic band have performed for the Colorado 
Music Educator’s Clinic/Conference eleven times, and last year the band 
presented a clinic on proper fundamentals to build a successful band. The 
Cheyenne Mountain JH Symphonic Band was a featured band at the 2007 
American School Band Director’s Association (ASBDA) national convention in 
Colorado Springs. The symphonic band was a featured group at the UNC 
Conducting Symposium held on Jan. 13, 2017 at UNC in Greeley, where they 
got to work with famed composer and band method book author Bruce Pearson. Mr. Bell conducts 
the musicals at Cheyenne Mountain High School, performs in the Pikes Peak region as a freelance 
trumpet player, and is 2nd trumpet in the Chamber Orchestra of the Springs. 

Jennifer Poole is currently in her 15th year as Director of Orchestras at 
Cherry Creek High School. She received her Bachelor of Arts Degree from 
Wheaton College and Masters of Music Education from the University of 
Colorado at Boulder. Ms. Poole’s orchestras have consistently received 
superior ratings at various festivals around the state. Under her direction, 
the Chamber Orchestra has performed at the CMEA conference five times, 
and last year was selected to perform at the National Orchestra Festival in 
Orlando, Florida. In her free time, Jennifer likes to read, shop, and spend 
time with her family in the mountains!
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Props Box! 
“The admin team were so encouraging after 

Night 1. I felt pretty overwhelmed at the end of 
that lesson, but they reminded me that we are all 
volunteering to learn, and to help our students 

grow. As long as the students had a positive 
experience, we have done our job. I left the post-

rehearsal meeting feeling encouraged and 
empowered to write a plan for Night 2!”

 
UPCOMING AT THE UCA: 

The CSU Symphony is performing 
works by William Grant Still, 
Gustav Mahler, and Georges Bizet 
on February 24th at 7:30pm. The 
concert will be live-streamed, 
with tickets available here.

https://csuartstickets.universitytickets.com/w/event.aspx?id=2886&p=1


Social Justice Connections 

In another class I’m taking, we have been studying Stalinist Russia. 
Stalin wanted to establish art as the new religion in the USSR, and 
as such was heavily concerned with what artists were creating. 
Creating any art could be very dangerous for the artist, and their 
livelihood depended on Stalin taking a liking to their art. 
Shostakovich lived during this time, and was constantly in fear for 
his life. Despite that, he kept composing, and is quoted as saying 
“even if they cut off both of my hands and I have to hold my pen 
in my teeth, I shall go on writing music.” I do not mean to 
compare our current situation at all to Stalinist Russia. However, 
Shostakovich’s perseverance teaches us something about keeping 
music alive. In any circumstance, we can keep making music, and 
it will still have tremendous influence on people’s lives. Listen to 
Shostakovich’s 5th Symphony (click the image of the conductor 
below) for some inspiration to Keep Music Alive! 

- Madison Kubala, MSOE Violin Teaching Artist
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FROM THE EDITOR: MAKING PLANS TO CHANGE PLANS 
As most of us discovered after our first night of MSOE, plans need to be 
flexible. Sometimes links don’t work the way you thought they would, 
sometimes the fire alarm goes off in the middle of your dress rehearsal, and 
sometimes students surprise you with how quickly they grasp a concept. 
This is part of teaching and part of life in general. Consider how you handle 
unexpected changes and how you teach your students to handle them as 
well. Go with the flow and make music. That’s all you need! 

- Maddy Cort, MSOE Assistant Program Director, “The Vault” 
Editor
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WEEK 2 GOALS FROM 
MADISON AND “THE TREBLE 

MAKERS” VIOLIN SQUAD: 

1) HAVE STUDENTS PLAYING, 
MOVING, AND TALKING A LOT MORE 
IN MSOE NIGHT 2. 

2) FOCUS ON WHAT THE STUDENTS 
WANT TO LEARN: NEW TECHNIQUES 
AND MUSICAL CONFIDENCE. 

3) HELP STUDENTS TALK TO EACH 
OTHER AND GET TO KNOW ONE 
ANOTHER BETTER IN NIGHT 2. 

4) MAKE SURE STUDENTS KNOW 
WHERE THEY ARE GOING! BOTH IN 
TERMS OF THEIR LEARNING, AND IN 
TERMS OF ZOOM MEETINGS.

Shostakovich Symphony No. 5

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cg0M4LzEITQ
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