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Getting and keeping  
attention in the virtual 
classroom. 
By Ben Johnson     April 2020 

 

 

The Covid19 pandemic has suddenly closed all the training and conference rooms, leaving many 
facilitators and instructors classless. Luckily, the same global trends that enabled the rapid spread of 
the virus also enable extensive use of virtual communications with worldwide reach. However, as 
many of us are finding out, being an effective, or even an excellent facilitator of multi-day events in 
the physical classroom is no guarantee of the same success in the virtual world. What do you need to 
change in order to come across as the competent and engaging professional you really are? 

In this article we look firstly at the 3 Cs: the fundamental differences between the physical and the 
virtual classroomi, then the 4 Ps, for resolving them and finally some specific tips gathered from a 
selection of professional instructors and facilitators who have recently had to make the transition 
themselves.  
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The 3 Cs: the fundamental differencesii 

1. Commitment 

In order to be present at the start of a physical class the participant has already done a lot to be there: 
booked the event, blocked their time, arranged for the home to keep running in their absence, booked 
travel, booked hotel accommodation, packed bags, driven to the airport/station, waited in numerous 
queues, been squashed into seats, missed some sleep, arrived at the course location, found a suitable 
table, finally connected to the WiFi. It is very unlikely that after all this effort they will stand up and 
walk out after the first few minutes.  They have made a big commitment to be with you. Not so in the 
virtual classroom, the effort is minimal: book the event, block the time, put on headset, log in. 
Disconnecting after a few minutes would be no great hardship. 

2. Concentration 

Your own live presence, the size of the screen, your natural charisma all add up to make the focal point 
of a physical event very clear. Distractions can be kept to a minimum. Ground rules about the use of 
mobile devices can be set at the start and monitored. The presence of the other participants also 
contributes to a “group concentration” effect which can be very powerful. When the participants are 
alone at their respective desks, concentration become much harder especially maintaining it over a 
long period. Potential distractions are plentiful, difficult for the facilitator to be sure that those ground 
rules that you did all agree to at the start are in fact being respected.  

3. Comparison 

Invariably your virtual class will be via a screen (monitor). Unconsciously, and maybe unfairly, the 
participants will be comparing your performance with other things they see on a screen: which include 
thrilling TV series, blockbuster movies and award-winning adverts, all costing millions. To understand 
how this comparison works have a look at any television programme and count how many seconds 
the screen remains fixed. Even during the most erudite show the scene changes every 10 seconds. 
During adverts this average can drop to as little as two seconds or shorter. Yes, a 30-second advert 
can have as many as 20 different scenes!  All this is designed to keep the viewer’s attention on that 
screen. Unless you are endowed with extraordinary attractiveness the fixed view of your talking head 
does not compare favourably, nor does a slide that remains static for many minutes. 

The 3Cs highlight the scope of the challenge, what are the ways of getting and keeping audience 
attention in the virtual classroom? 

The 4 Ps how to resolve the differences  

1. Preparation 

You probably prepare your physical classes meticulously, so this is not new. However, you do have the 
option in the physical classroom of using a flip-chart and running a very interactive, impromptu session 
to dig into a topic in which participants have shown a great interest. Your knowledge of the 
participants and their world, built up through the direct contact you have with them, allows you to 
invite comments from certain individuals. You can see instantly who wants to contribute, who wants 
to object, who has doubts. This kind of spontaneous, focused interaction is highly appreciated by the 
participants and often shows the facilitator in a very favourable light: your knowledge and experience 
being brought to bear on a subject that has many of them flummoxed. Unfortunately, this is almost 
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impossible in the virtual classroom, especially if most of the participants are not using their mother 
tongue.  

All the information you can normally pick up about the participants during informal discussions during 
breaks and lunch needs to be gathered before the event begins: where are they from? what are the 
challenges in their jobs? what successes have they had? what are their expectations of the course? 
Once captured the information should be included early in the materials so the participants can 
instantly recognise that this is event about them.  

The fact they submit information which is then reflected back to them is a subtle yet profound way of 
building trust between you and the group. 

2. Practice 

Needless to say, you must have an adequate knowledge of the platform you’ll be using to deliver the 
virtual class, so be prepared to put in the time required. There are numerous tutorials available online, 
and even some “free” courses so this knowledge is not hard to come by. You will also spot some very 
obvious DOs and DON’Ts as you watch how others go about remote delivery.  

You can practice the basic functions, like using the drawing tools, on your own but enlist the help of a 
friend for other functions like muting and turning on mikes, screen sharing, switching delivery modes 
(presentation, video, document sharing) etc. If, like you, they are also getting used to this new mode 
of delivery then having a partner in learning can be fun.  

Some more sophisticated platforms require the presence of a VCA, Virtual Classroom Assistant, or 
Producer, to handle the participants, put them into breakout groups, organise content, retrieve output 
from the breakout sessions, set up polls and often much more besides. Teamwork with this person is 
a critical success factor so plan to spend at least an hour to get to know them and review how you 
want the course to run, it is YOUR show after all. Experienced VCAs can also introduce you to some 
functions or features that can be very handy, like the timer or a poll after each session to check that 
delivery speed is suitable.  

Before going live with the event have a complete run-through of all the different steps, and get an 
accurate estimation of the time you will need. This will be critical in the actual running of the event.  

3. Participation 

The more the participants contribute the more it will be “their” event and the higher their attention 
level will be.  Proper Preparation will lead to a very high attention level right from the start, so how to 
maintain it? Whatever the platform you use there will be multiple means of interaction, get to know 
them and find which one is best for any particular aspect of your course. CHAT is very good for getting 
multiple inputs in parallel, the equivalent of everyone speaking at the same time. Ticks and crosses 
can be used to agree or disagree. Raised hand for someone who wants to make a comment. Build 
these interactions in right from the start: “Please give me a tick if you agree with the agenda or raise 
a hand if you want to make a comment”, “Please give me a tick if you have already attended a virtual 
class. Geof, you put a tick, would you write in the CHAT which course you did?” For audiences who are 
following the course in what for them is a foreign language CHAT is usually preferable to having to use 
the mike.  

In the physical classroom you can run an interactive lecture for maybe 30-40 minutes and then set an 
exercise or send the participants into breakout rooms for another 30 minutes. Cut all these into 
smaller sections 15-20 minutes interactive lecture and 10-15 minutes in the breakouts. Unfortunately, 
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this does require a lot more preparation: double the number of exercises/breakouts and the 
instructions that go with them. These also need to be very precise as to what you expect as output. 
Putting a slide in each breakout room with spaces for the team to write their comments greatly 
facilitates team productivity, enhances the quality of their work and makes it easier to compare results 
following the breakouts. If, as it should be, the work in the breakouts corresponds to contributing to 
progress points from the participants objectives, then, as the course unfolds the attention level builds 
up. The participants will be eager to discover what is coming next because they are actors in their own 
development. This is of course true in the physical class as well, but if you recall the 3Cs, this 
momentum is a lot more fragile in the virtual classroom.  

4. Process 

Participants need to trust the process you are using to lead them towards their targets. A well-
designed agenda, sensible interaction and focus breakouts all contribute to this. If timekeeping is 
usually important in any training event it is critical in the VC. Start and end on the dot: the day, the 
sessions, the breakouts, lunch and breaks. This will quickly set up a pattern that the participants can 
and will fit into. There is usually a way of setting a timer that all can see, or else insist someone plays 
the role of timekeeper for the team. Since you don’t have walls on which to hang papers then come 
back to the agenda slide very often to show how you are all making progress. Changing the colour of 
items that you have covered gives a graphic representation of this which is very engaging. Reviewing 
the agenda is a progress point, ask for ticks if everyone is happy or a raised hand if anyone has a 
question. If the process you are using builds steadily towards achieving the participants’ objectives, 
then the interest and attention will likewise build throughout the event. In a 3-day management 
course in the physical classroom you may cover a variety of topics which are of value for a manager to 
know and to apply. These are often treated as stand-alone topics so if a participant misses the part 
about Constructive Feedback then it does not detract from Situational Leadership. In the virtual 
classroom you are well advised to link the topics covered to lead to a larger, and more attractive 
outcome.  Case studies are a convenient way of doing this and give a stronger focus to the course. 
Using tricky cases from the participants themselves, gathered prior to the start of the event, and 
progressively unravelled as your virtual classroom develops is almost a certain guarantee of continued 
high interest.  

Conclusion 

You have already understood that the 4 Ps are not new, these are things that any experienced 
facilitator will recognise. What we want to illustrate in this article is how to sharpen up your use of 
them to resolve the 3 Cs, the major differences between physical and virtual events.  

 
Tipsiii   

THE START 

Jim Lanigan: I simply let the VCA take the students and put them into 
groups divided evenly. By doing this you are not taking any chances with 
them wanting to pick their team.  
 
As a first quick exercise ask them to discuss what they expect or anticipate 
from the course. I give them about 10 minutes for a group of 4-5. 
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I bring them in and have them introduce themselves and to expound upon what they jotted down on 
the whiteboard from their session. I find this lets them know that they will be utilizing the breakout 
rooms to do a lot of work.   
 
Rick Graham: I always take very careful notes during the intro when I get people to introduce 
themselves. Location, projects, experience etc, so that I can draw on that later. In a live class I can 
‘informally’ find out/ remind myself who it was that said they had lots of experience in rail projects 
for example, but the opportunity has gone very quickly in VC.    

Simon Harris: I have a world map slide - I ask folk to put a star where they are - this ensures they 
START interaction with the materials and with ME  

I ask for a "My goals" text box at the start and a “Feedback on today” text box at end of each day 
before they leave 

Ben Johnson: If I can’t get the expectations before the course then I prepare two blank slides for the 
Intro, one for their expectations, what do they want to take away from this course, and one for how 
they want the course to run. After going through the course scope and objectives I ask them to type 
onto each slide and the Producer/VCA arranges the inputs neatly. This way we get all the 
expectations very quickly. I’ll refer back to this slide once in the middle of the course and again at 
the end so participants can check their progress.  

DELIVERY AND INTERACTION 

Rick Graham I try to make it easy for people to interact, so I use plenty of yes/ no type questions 
with people able to press the appropriate buttons. I do get people to speak, but I don’t feel that 
getting people to verbally interact as they would in a live classroom is an objective in itself. 

Remember that although the big case studies used in the physical classroom can’t actually be run in 
the VC, so these discussion points substitute for this. BUT I’ve always found that team discussions 
around, e.g., scheduling issues, challenges and solutions produce very valuable output for the 
participants, and I think add massive value (I spend some time afterwards in any case collating the 
output for circulation). 
 
Kurt Woletz: I had during the course several times the feeling that some attendees were not 
listening but doing something else. My approach: To keep them active I gave a lot of anecdotes and 
showed real (anonymized)examples from practice.  
 
Simon Harris I ask lots of "Gimme a Red if ‘a’ and a green if ‘b’"  
- I ask "if you’re ok with pace put up an applause else a tortoise or hare. Hare is we are too fast, 
tortoise is we are too slow 
- I ask raise a hand if you've a comment and well call on you in order and if your 1st in the hand list 
then unmute and pitch in I frequently ask “Gimme a green if you’re still OK or a red if there’s 
something to discuss about delivery or content” - it encourages activity, shows who doesn't respond 
and often folk have something to add they wouldn't have without the direct request. 
- I'll often deliver a slide by saying "Put a text box on the slide with your opinion” Then "Anyone want 
to talk us through their contribution put a hand up - who-ever is first just unmute and pitch in" 

Ben Johnson: If the screen is static for too long then interest wanders quickly and attention level 
drops. Instead all these interactions [those from a live presentation] need to be prepared on 
separate slides, so the first time you run an event this is a big time-investment. In return, when in 
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the VC, the discussion flows and attention levels stay up. I shorten the lecture times and have more 
frequent, but shorter, breakout sessions when all the participants are active. To stimulate 
interaction, I like to ask two question at the end of each section: please tick if you recognise this or a 
cross if you don’t, then let everyone respond, then ask if anyone would like to share a story please 
raise your hand. You often get the same ones contributing. 

Geof Cox: Attention span is lower than f2f, so no session should be more than 45/50 minutes. And 
there is greater chance of misunderstanding and not asking questions / you can’t see worried faces 
or non-verbal questions - so I try to break up content more and check in on understanding more. 
 
BREAKOUTS 

Jim Lanigan: I spend little time on things they can read and try to get them to work more as a group 
and then come back to the class with their ideas. This will force participation. 
 
Rick Graham: Trust the exercises/ discussion points. I always follow the same pattern: I get the VCA 
to divide the participants into groups of 4 or so, randomised each time, make sure they understand 
their objectives, then leave them to it. I rarely if ever intervene in the breakout room as I like them 
to fully self-organise. Not only do these sessions add probably most of the interaction that they have 
in the class, but they almost always produce useful results. The VCA can present you with a view in 
which you can see all the teams’ whiteboards at the same time, so that you can see how they’re 
doing if you want. 

Simon Harris: Like Rick I tend not to drop into breakouts - I used to but I find it makes me the focus 
again and not them - But I do encourage "You'll have to present this so make sure you capture to the 
whiteboard as you go" and then the monitor view shows if they are making progress. - Breakouts are 
the one time they can sensibly be unmuted to talk together so I try to give plenty of opportunity 
- I've had feedback from some who attended a VC with another leader that my 'style' of "10 mins in 
breakout then 10 mins in class debrief" repeated several times across different slides was preferred 
to experience they'd previously had which was "here's an exercise you've got 45mins"  

Ben Johnson: I prepare specific slides for each breakout session with the questions the participants 
are meant to work on and spaces in between for them to add their answers. I find this vastly 
preferable to them working on a blank whiteboard, which they might forget to label and so struggle 
to refer back to it later. It also has the advantage that you can see, without going into the room, how 
the teams are progressing with the exercise as the spaces are filled in, whereas picking that out from 
a blank whiteboard is not at all easy. Once again, though, you need to invest the time to prepare the 
slides for them to use, but in return the framework is there for the participants to follow and they 
produce more focussed answers in the time allowed. I never give them more than 15 mins in a 
breakout, usually somewhere between 6 and 10 minutes. 

TIPS ON THE TOOL 

Rick Graham: Get familiar with the drawing tools! 

Simon Harris: I ask the VCA to turn on the R-A-G attention indicator (they seem not to be default) 
= I don't get 'excited' when folk are clearly 'away' without marking away – it’s their life & prioritising  

THE VC IN GENERAL 

Jim Lanigan: I have done 3 day, 4 day and 5 day VC's and all seemed to work ok. For many, it 
becomes a comfortable forum and you will find that one or two in a group will gladly take the lead. 
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We found that once you set the tone for the class, the students would see that they had to 
participate and stay up or they would quickly be left behind. 

Rick Graham: Following from this, it would be easy to become intimidated by the ‘silence’ at the 
other end, and lack of any normal non-verbal interaction, but I think it just requires a ‘different’ 
consciousness of when the class is lost/ bored/ doing e-mails etc. (Although I do sometimes just 
check with the VCA that I’m not talking into a void because my mic is turned off). 

I explain at the start and reiterate that VC is simply different from live classroom and provides a 
different experience. Many selling points, but one that I think is strong is that in reality most/ many 
project team meetings are virtual in any case, and this provides additional practice in a real 
environment. Incidentally I’ve had much feedback from participants confirming that the VC was way 
better than they thought it would be (although to be fair, I’ve never met one who said it was 
better!). 

Kurt Woletz: Some attendees said they strongly preferred classroom (face to face) trainings and 
asked actively for them but the management insisted on VCs to save travel expenses.  

Simon Harris: I'd like the platform to have a long list of alternate factors such as auto volume level 
across participants. The multiple clicks to get to tools like pens and colour change is stupid - 20yrs 
ago I used better tools for that! also some buttons shouldn't be next to each other etc 

Geof Cox:  A point on voice - the phone/VOIP links have lower tonal quality and cut off the top and 
bottom of the frequency range of the voice, so it sounds flatter - so I try to exaggerate the voice 
expression and tone in order to avoid dropping into a monotone or monotonous drone… Using video 
link helps, but that then has issues with bandwidth and quality 

 

Ben Johnson is an independent consultant and trainer helping customers ensure they have a 
measurable financial return on their training investment. He has taught in 35 countries to participants 
from over 100 different nationalities. He was born in Liverpool and now lives in Provence. He can be 
contacted at Ben.Johnson@wanadoo.fr 

 

i The virtual classroom referred to in this article is a group of people connected together simultaneously via a 
platform such as Adobe Connect or Zoom over a fixed period of several hours or even days. The event is run by 
a facilitator, often with the help of an assistant to handle technical issues and ensure all runs smoothly. This is 
not the same as e-learning, in which individuals access an online module or tutorial, anytime they like. A 
webinar, up to 1 hour, is usually shorter than a virtual classroom, more of a one-way event and is addressed to 
a much larger audience. Nonetheless those who do prepare and run webinars will find some useful tips. 
 
ii The 3 Cs were developed with the European Society of Cardiology in 2012 to help cardiologists understand 
and respond to the challenges of delivering a webinar as opposed to a live event. 
 
iii Many thanks to my colleagues who have contributed ideas to this article and to the list of tips: Geof Cox, 
Luciano Garagna, Rick Graham, Peter O’Niel, Simon Harris, Kurt Woletz, and Jim Lanigan. 

                                                             


