
Empowering students in 
distance learning 

environments 
A webinar By John Spencer



Where you can follow me 
Twitter: @spencerideas 

Youtube: spencervideos.com 
blog: spencerauthor.com 

 Email: john@spencerauthor.com 
  

http://spencerauthor.com


Where you can’t follow me 
in a grocery store 

in a dark alley 
Into the dark 

  



Zoom staff meetings  
by HOGWARTS house

Hufflepuff: How’s everyone feeling? OMG! We’re going to get 
through this together. I miss you so much! Can I see your pets?  

Ravenclaw: Let’s get through this agenda ASAP so I can finish 
grading while listening to a podcast. 

Gryffindor: Fidgeting the whole time, feeling stir crazy, can’t wait 
to get out. 

Slytherin: Misses the meeting entirely and lies about  
not getting the email invite. 



We are all  
“under construction"



There is no  
Guaranteed formula



It is an experiment



Teachers have  
been amazing



The challenges 
Low attendance 
Low engagement



Equity



Be patient



Focus on the human 
element first



You can find these on 
my Instagram 

@spencereducation



You can find these on 
my Instagram 

@spencereducation



The problem of 
engagement is a 

problem of ownership



Lack of  
self-direction





6 ways to empower students 
in distance learning courses
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Provide choice  
and flexibility



1     2    3    4    5    62

Choice menus
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Empower students to  
Choose the topics 
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Genius hour
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Empower students to  
Self-select the scaffolds 
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Technology tutorials
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Academic tutorials
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Language scaffolds
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Universal design approach
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Empower students to  
Own the creative process 



John Spencer



No actual 
creative thinking



What are some ways to 
incorporate creative thinking 

into distance learning?



Blog
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Podcast
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Video

1     2    3    4    5    64



1     2    3    4    5    64

Do something hands-on with 
accountability built in



Distance learning doesn’t have 
to be in front of a screen
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Project-based learning
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Design thinking





1     2    3    4    5    64

Design sprints
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Creative prompts
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Empower students to ask  
the questions 





What can you  
do with this?
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Wonder day

5
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Empower students to  
Own the assessment process 
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Self-assessment

6



The following are some self-assessment options: 

• Tracking Goals: Students create their own goals. Then they keep track of the 
progress. It might mean a graph, a progress bar, or simply a description of progress. 

• 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.  
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Google form 
Surveys
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Peer assessment

6



PEER FEEDBACK



The following are some peer  assessment options: 

• 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. 

• 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. 

• Feedback Carousel: Each group rotates giving feedback to other groups. 
• 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.
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It starts  
with trust




