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Tips and Lessons Learned for Teaching Using Zoom 

Last updated 9/4/2020 
 
This document describes tips and lessons learned from teaching the Northern Virginia Branch Scottish 
country dance class using Zoom.  Download the latest version of this document from http://rscds-
greaterdc.org/teachers/.  Please send feedback or corrections to info@rscds-greaterdc.org    

The first section describes how to structure the class to present a meaningful lesson through this style of 
distance learning.  The second section addresses using Zoom technology. 
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Section I – Planning Your Class 

Teaching SCD through Zoom shares some characteristics with teaching SCD under “normal” 
circumstances and has additional considerations specific to working with dancers who are remote and 
dispersed. 
 

1. Have a clear vision for your lesson 
As with any class, think about what you would like to accomplish during your lesson.  Have 
dancers perfect some footwork, such as closing in third position in strathspey or finishing the last 
step of a phrase neatly?  Have dancers work on a figure, such as hands across or allemande?  
Dance an entire dance? 

 
2. Plan for 45-60 minutes 

As much as dancers want to be dancing, a Zoom class becomes less fun after an hour.  Plan your 
class for about 45 minutes, leaving time for questions and “do-overs.”  Include time for warm-
ups and stretching.  (It’s nice to have a different person leading warm-ups, just for variety of 
voices and increased participation.) 

Practice the timing of your lesson several times so that you’re not trying to cram too much into 
the lesson.  The flow feels different from a “normal” class. 

 
3. Remember that the dancers want to move 

People have been sitting in front of their computers or TVs a lot and not moving very much.  
Plus they miss dancing!  Design your lesson so that people can be moving during a good portion 
of it.  They may be alone and only have a few square feet of space, but they still want to move. 

Don’t talk too much!  People want to move. 
 

4. Think about the visual of what you’re showing 
Remember that dancers are watching their computer screens and are seeing details that you 
might not have thought about. 

 Clear your own dancing space of distractions 
 Wear contrasting clothes, at least shoes – for example, dark shoes on a light floor 
 Use visual aids – For example, when teaching rights & lefts and poussette, mark off a 

square on the floor using blue painter’s tape to help the dancers see the square you want 
them to dance. 

 If you’re going to demonstrate, set your camera in such a way that your entire body 
shows.  Dancers want to see you!  Exception:  if you’re just showing foot positions, you 
can focus just on your feet. 

 
5. Encourage dancers to set up their own safe dancing space 

Suggest that dancers dancing alone at home may find it helpful to mark out their own set in their 
space at home, or at least decide in advance how they will orient their set.  They can use props 
such as tape, rolls of paper towels, socks.  Suggest that they use something that won't hurt if they 
kick it by mistake. 
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6. Plan a mix of you talking and demonstrating plus videos of footwork, figures, and dances 
Online learning can get boring quickly, so plan the class with a variety of activities and different 
visuals.  For example, you may want to show an RSCDS video of pas de basque, followed by 
you demonstrating it and breaking it down slowly, followed by time for the dancers to dance 
along with you, then an RSCDS video of poussette, followed by you leading the dancers through 
poussette, then dancing it up to speed.  You don’t want to get fussy with too many sources, but a 
variety of a few different things lends interest. 

 
7. Remember your beginners! 

The Northern Virginia class has dancers at all levels and your group may also.  Be aware that 
you may need to teach the figures in a dance for dancers who are seeing them for the first time.  
You will probably have to review figures in the dance before you do the dance, especially if you 
are planning to do a dance with a less common formation.  It’s been a while since we danced 
together!  Be prepared to teach or review either by live demo or video.  For most formations, 
using a video that shows what the other dancers are doing is probably more helpful than 
demonstrating the figure just by yourself alone. 

 
8. When it’s time to dance through a full dance, prompt the dancers 

We’ve learned that some dancers get disoriented when trying to dance a full dance without other 
people.  Dancers get behind or ahead of where they should be in the dance.  Continue to give 
cues and prompts as people are dancing, especially if you have the dancers do more than one 
repetition. 

When having the dancers dance eight times through, you could cue at the beginning of each 
repetition:  1st couple, 1st couple 2nd time, wait out one turn at the bottom, 3rd couple, 3rd 
couple again, 2nd couple, 2nd couple again, wait out at the top. 

A good exercise is to have dancers imagine that they are NOT first couple.  In this case, your 
cues are even more helpful, for example, at the start of the next repetition of the dance.  Be 
careful that your verbal direction doesn’t become too much of a crutch, but remember that the 
dancers won’t be enjoying themselves or learning if they are completely off the music. 

 
9. Not everyone has the space or desire to dance 

This is okay!  They are still dancers in your class.  For all dancers, this is an opportunity for them 
to learn slightly differently. 

 First, those who are dancing can concentrate on their own feet, arms, and body placement 
without having to think about what a partner or other dancers are doing.  This is a way for 
them to think for a few minutes just about their own dancing. 

 Second, all dancers will be able to think about the figures in a dance and learn from 
watching videos – developing different skills about learning to dance.  Some advantages 
we’ve seen are that dancers learn to identify figures they see in a video, and they can also 
strengthen their ability to dance only from a briefing. 

 
10. Share your lesson plan with at least one other teacher 

More about this in the section on using Zoom, but another teacher should know what you’ve 
planned in case you can’t conduct the class.  Not a bad idea for a “normal” class, come to think 
of it! 
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11. Have a technical support team during the lesson 

The Northern Virginia Branch has found that Zoom lessons work best when the teacher 
concentrates on teaching and one to three other people run videos, admit people from the waiting 
room, designate Zoom spotlights, etc.  To ensure smooth coordination between the teacher and 
technical support team, we test the lesson plan on the Saturday before each Wednesday class.  
During the test, we decide:  

 What video or music support does the teacher need for the lesson? 

 How many times will we do each dance? 

 Will we use videos and, if so, at what speed will we run each one?  (More on using 
videos in Section II, topic 7.) 

 Will the teacher brief over the video as it runs or will we stop the video at certain points 
for the teacher to brief what comes next?  The teacher may practice doing this during the 
test. 

 Or, will we use music downloaded to our computer and run the music from there rather 
than from a video source?  Or use live music? (more on this in Section II, topic 8)? 

In the Northern Virginia Branch, the three technical support team members are all teachers. 
 

12. Sample lesson plan using videos 
Below is an excerpt from a recent lesson plan.  The actions shown (watch video x number of 
times, at ¾ speed, dance x number of times) resulted from the test we did (teacher and technical 
support team) the Saturday before class.  With this format, which included a few minutes of 
stretching between Bethankit and The Falkirk Lass, we do 6-7 dances in a lesson that lasts about 
an hour.  (For more information about using videos, see the Section II in this document about 
using Zoom.) 
 

NOVA ZOOM CLASS, AUG.  12 (Excerpt) 
 

1. Bethankit 32J3 Third Graded https://my.strathspey.org/dd/dance/15405/   
a. Watch video 1x,  
b. Walk it as I talk it.   
c. Use video music to dance 2x  

 
2. The Falkirk Lass 32S3 Brunken https://my.strathspey.org/dd/dance/10459/ - 1st example 

a. Watch it first time, no talking.  Watch 2nd time, as I talk it.  Pause after Bar 8 and Bar 16.   
b. They walk as I talk, then brief. 
c. Use video music to dance 2x (NOTE: BECAUSE THERE’S NO CHORD ON THIS 

VERSION, I CAN SAY NO CHORD) 
 

3. Sleepwalking 32R3 Giacoletti https://my.strathspey.org/dd/dance/10286/  
a. Watch once, no talking.  Watch 2nd time, ¾ speed as I talk it.  Pause after Bar 8, 16, 24. 
b. They walk as I talk, then brief 
c. Use video music to dance 2x  
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4. Blue Bonnets -32J2 Bk3  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AVmACzwPPc8 start at 1:07 
a. Watch video 1x. 
b. Walk it as I talk it, then brief 
c. CD music (Scottish Weekend) to dance 2x  

 
13. Lesson plan without, or with fewer, videos 

Not all our lessons in the Northern Virginia Branch use videos for every dance.  All our lessons 
are, however, done at the teacher’s discretion; we don’t tell teachers how to do their Zoom 
lessons, we offer our experiences.  Much depends on the amount of space the teacher has in his 
or her home to demonstrate formations, steps, or anything else.  If the teacher has space and the 
right video or computer camera, he or she can demonstrate as we would do in an in-person class.  
In this case, the teacher benefits greatly from either CD or live music.  See topic 8 in Section II 
below on how to adjust Zoom settings for optimal use of both music sources. 
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Section II – Using Zoom 

Zoom is great and has made it possible for our Branch members and friends to be together during this 
stay-at-home time.  These are the lessons we’ve learned and suggestions for using it well for SCD. 
 
You can learn more about how to use Zoom from the Zoom Help Center from within Zoom:  
https://support.zoom.us/hc/en-us  
 
If you haven’t used Zoom before, spend some time reviewing their videos and tips. 
 

1. Turn off other applications you won’t be using during your Zoom session 
Before you begin a Zoom session, turn off all other applications on your device that you won’t 
be using.  Turn off e-mail, alerts, and any browsers not needed for your class.  This will help 
with bandwidth issues.  Also, you and your dancers won’t be interrupted with chirps and pings 
not related to your class. 

 
2. Make sure that you’re using the most current version of Zoom 

Zoom has been working to make their service as useful and as secure as possible.  There are 
frequent upgrades.  If you are the host, either from your own account or the NoVa RSCDS 
account, ensure that you’re using the most current version to avoid glitches and stay secure. 

 
 Log into Zoom, either your own account or the NoVa RSCDS account. 
 In the extreme upper right-hand corner, click the profile icon. 
 A drop-down menu opens.  Click Check for Updates. 
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 A pop-up shows whether you are up to date or need to update. 
 

 
 

 If you need to update, you will see this message: 
 

 
 

 Click Update.  You may see messages like this: 
 

 
 



RSCDS Zoom Teaching 8 September 2020 

 
 

 
 

3. Test your equipment - device, camera, headset, network connection, Zoom connection 
The Northern Virginia class has experienced a variety of technical failures.  The camera on the 
device is only low resolution and the quality of the video for the viewers is not clear.  The 
lighting is not adequate.  The teacher can’t place the camera in such a way that enough of the 
body can be seen.  The teacher’s network connection is slow or unstable.  The Zoom connection 
is not stable because of system overload.  The microphone is too far away from the speaker (a 
wireless headset, such as the one you use with your mobile phone, can solve this issue). 

To learn about these potential issues and how to work with your particular set-up, rehearse with a 
test Zoom session with at least one other person and test all components you’re going to be 
using several times.  Then test again.  There are teachers who can help you. 
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The latest version of Zoom includes a setting to adjust for low light: 
 

 
 

4. Test your audio settings in Zoom 
Zoom has several options for audio.  Your class will be a combination of you speaking, other 
people speaking, sound coming from a video, and perhaps sound from a live musician. 
 
The Zoom Help Center has good explanations of how these work. 
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You can watch this video help (just under 2 minutes) and read the associated articles. 
 
An additional audio option to consider has to do with “original sound.”  This option is especially 
relevant when you are playing a CD, showing a video with music, or using a live musician 
playing for class (see topic 8 below).  You want the sound you are sending out from your 
computer to be as clean and full as possible. 
 
From the home page of Zoom, in the upper right-hand corner, click the Settings icon, then 
choose Audio: 
 

 
 

 
 
In the lower right-hand corner of the screen, click Advanced: 
 

 
 
Click the option to enable original sound. 
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Click the X in the upper right-hand corner of this window to close it. 
 
You can also access these options while in a meeting.  From the toolbar within Zoom, in the 
lower left-hand corner, click the up carat  to the right of the microphone icon, then click 
Audio Settings. 
 

 
 

When you’re in the meeting, you can turn on the option to use original sound. 
 
During a meeting, in the upper left-hand corner of the screen, click the option to turn on original 
sound: 
 

 
 
Click the option a second time to turn off original sound.   
 
Other options for controlling sound to optimize CD or live music are described below in topic 8. 
 
Be sure to test all options and settings with your CD sound and the sound of any videos you are 
sharing so you know which settings work best for your set-up and environment. 

 
5. Test the video options in Zoom 

Again, review the descriptions of the latest video features in the Zoom Help Center. 
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Here are a few options to test and become familiar with: 

 Gallery view 
This allows participants to see everyone in little squares.  We often have so many dancers 
that you have to scroll to the right and back to the left to see everyone. 

 Active Speaker view 
This puts the person currently speaking into a large square in the center of the screen, 
with other participants in smaller squares at the top of the screen. 

 Spotlight video 
The host can use "spotlight video" to keep the video on one person FOR ALL 
PARTICIPANTS. 

 Pin video 
The dancers can use "pin video" to keep the video on one person.  Only available when 
spotlight is not in use. 
 
Note that even with video pinned/spotlighted, you can still use gallery view to see 
everyone in the class.  This can be helpful if you want to see what everyone is doing 
during the dancing portions of class.  You can make sure everyone looks like they are 
ready to start dancing before you start the music.  If you are recapping the dance, you can 
see whether people are still walking the dance, making hand gestures, etc.  After the 
music starts, you can see whether people are dancing (at the right time and doing the right 
part of the dance), sitting, standing around looking confused, etc. 

 



RSCDS Zoom Teaching 13 September 2020 

Use the icon in the upper right-hand corner of the Zoom screen to switch between Gallery view 
and Speaker view. 
 

 
 
To spotlight someone’s video, in the Participants panel (more in topic 10 below), hover your 
mouse over the person’s name.  Click More: 
 

 
 
You see a menu.  Click Spotlight Video: 
 

 
 
As an alternative, you can click on the person’s image, then click the three dots in the upper 
right-hand corner of the box of their image. 
 

 
 
You see a menu of options.  Click Spotlight Video. 
 

 
 
To pin someone’s video, use this same menu and click Pin Video. 
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6. Test sharing your screen 
You absolutely must have a lesson plan that details what you want to do and what you want to 
show to accomplish your goal for the lesson.  All of your videos need to be set up in advance and 
ready to be shared at the correct time during the class.  Dancers will be frustrated and grumpy if 
you are fumbling to find what you want. 
 

  Share your detailed lesson plan with at least one other teacher to back you up, and 
share any video links or other materials you’re using. 

 
From the center of the toolbar at the bottom of the Zoom screen, click Share Screen. 
 

 
 
You see a screen with all of the available screens you can share. 
 

 
 
Click the screen you want to share to highlight it. 
 
There are two additional audio features are at the bottom of the Share Screen. 
 

 
 

 Share computer sound helps you to share the sound from a video. 
 Optimize Screen Sharing for Video Clip helps with the quality of the video. 

 
Click both of these options to enable them. 
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Then click the Share button in the lower right-hand corner.   
 

 
 
Your screen now displays what you want to share. 

 

 
 
Notice that you have new options in the upper portion of the screen. 
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When you hover your mouse on this menu bar, it expands to many options.  It’s good to know 
that you can find the options for Share computer sound and Optimize Share for Full-screen 
Video Clip from this menu without having to interrupt the current sharing. 
 

 
 
Click Stop Share to return to the Zoom meeting screen. 
 
When using YouTube videos, you can prepare the link to embed the correct starting time.  For 
example, the link for the RSCDS video of The Starry-Eyed Lassie has several seconds of 
introduction that you might not want to play: 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t2JaGdNB-o4&feature=emb_logo  
 
You can edit this link to embed the start time (in seconds) you want: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=30&v=t2JaGdNB-o4&feature=emb_logo  

 
You want to test these options, and test again, and test again. 
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7. Adjust video speed and sound level 
When sharing YouTube videos, you can vary the playback speed and the sound level.  Be sure to 
practice this before class, and then designate a host or co-host from the technical support team do 
this as you’re teaching. 

 

 
 

 To access the playback speed menu, click on the gear symbol in the lower right (red 
arrow).  You can select one of the preset speeds in the menu or set your own playback 
speed.  Click Custom in the upper right of the playback speed menu (green arrow).  
You’ll see an adjustable slider with which you can set playback speed as you wish. 

 

  
 

 To access the video sound level, click on the “horn” symbol in the lower left (thick blue 
arrow) and adjust the slider. 
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 To play or pause the video at certain points (every 8 bars, for example), click on the carat 
(play) or double vertical bar symbol (pause) in the lower left (purple arrows above and 
below). 

 

 
 

8. Adjust audio options in Zoom for live or CD music 
Zoom has some additional audio settings that can be adjusted for optimal sound quality. 
 
Under Settings on the Zoom home page, open the Audio menu as described in topic 4 above. 
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Unchecking Automatically adjust microphone volume allows use of the slider to optimize the 
microphone volume for the music source being used.  Along with Turn on Original Sound 
described in topic 4 above, unchecking Automatically adjust microphone volume works very 
well for live music and makes it sound much better.  When using live music, “Suppress 
background noise” should be set to low.  

 
 Live music.  We have successfully used live music with a solo musician and with two 

musicians who agreed to play from one location.  Especially if the teacher wants to 
demonstrate things, WE TEST with the musicians in advance to ensure optimum 
synchronization between teacher and musician(s).  Depending on the bandwidth of the 
teacher’s computer and the musicians, dancers may notice that the teacher and the 
musicians don’t seem to be in sync.  We have found that when the teacher is 
demonstrating, rather than have the teacher give a “ready, and…” to prompt the 
musician(s) to start playing, it works better to have the musician(s) give a two-note 
introduction, then start playing.  The two notes more easily cued the teacher to start 
dancing and enabled better synchronization between music and teacher. 
 

 CD music.  Rather than use video playback or live music as the music source for Zoom 
class, it’s also possible to use CD music copied to your computer or played from your 
computer’s CD drive.  The Northern Virginia Branch has used the applications VLC 
Media Player, iTunes, and Amazing Slowdowner to play CD music copied to the 
computer of one of the technical support people. 
 
To share audio only and not the whole screen, click Share Screen as described in topic 6, 
then click Advanced on the resulting screen (red arrow below). 
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You see additional options. 
 

 
 
Click Music or Computer Sound Only, then click Share. 
 
This option lets you start playing the CD track from your computer using the playback 
program of your choice. 

 
9. Try using a co-located couple as examples for the others in the class 

Dancers, especially those dancing alone, often get confused about their position in the set, who 
their corners are, and where they are in the music.  It’s helpful to spotlight a couple dancing 
together so that their image is large in the Zoom window.  This way, other dancers can follow 
along with them, easiest when the spotlighted couple has their camera at the bottom of their set. 

 
10. Test the “Participants” feature 

By clicking this option in the toolbar, you open a panel that shows you the names of the people 
in the class.  As the host, you can designate someone (or more) as the co-host of the meeting (see 
topic 13 below).  The panel shows you people in the Waiting Room (see topic 11 below).  As the 
host or co-host, you can mute people and ask them to unmute.  You can change a person’s 
display name, for example, if someone has called into the meeting and the phone number 
displays, you can change this to be their name. 
 
From the center of the toolbar at the bottom of the Zoom screen, click Participants. 
 

 
 
A panel opens on the right side of your screen that shows you the names of the people in the 
class, and also those in the Waiting Room if you are using that option. 
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If you are the host or co-host, at the bottom of the panel, you see these options: 
 

 
 
When you click the three dots on the right side, a menu opens: 
 

 
 
These options are set when the meeting is initially defined, but you can change them here.  For 
example, you can enable the option to play a sound when someone joins or leaves the meeting.   
 

11. Test the Waiting Room 
We have found that requiring a waiting room has prevented intruders from disrupting the class.  
When you use the Waiting Room, you’ll be able to see who is asking to join the class and you 
can admit them or not.  Your co-host(s) can also admit or deny people. 

 
From the center of the toolbar at the bottom of the Zoom screen, click Participants.   
 

 
 
The Participants panel opens on the right, and you see the names of people in the Waiting 
Room. 
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Hover your mouse over the person’s name.  Click Admit. 
 

 
 

12. Test muting and unmuting 
As the host or co-host of the meeting, you have several options.  You definitely want to mute all 
participants when you’re talking and explaining something.  The dancers can unmute themselves 
when they want to ask a question. 

 
At the bottom of the Participant panel, click Mute All. 
 

 
 
You can ask a participant to unmute.  Hover over the name in the Participants panel or in the 
small square within the view and click Ask to Unmute. 
 

 
 

 
 

13. Designate at least one co-host 
Zoom allows the host of the meeting to designate other participants as co-hosts.  These people 
will become valuable friends for your teaching.  They can mute participants, permit or reject 
people from joining the meeting, and be back-up teachers when you need some help.  Ask at 
least one other person in advance to be a co-host. 
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In the Participants panel, hover your mouse over the name of the person you want to be a co-
host.  Click More. 
 

 
 
You see a menu.  Click Make Co-host. 
 

 
 

You can also click the three dots in the person’s image and choose from the menu. 
 

 
 

14. Test “Chat” 
Participants can ask questions and comment on what’s happening, using the Chat feature.   
 
From the center of the toolbar at the bottom of the Zoom screen, click Chat. 
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A pop-up window opens where you can send a message to everyone in the class, or just to one 
other participant.  Sending to Everyone is useful when you want to share links of videos and 
thank the teachers and musicians for a wonderful class. 
 

 
 

15. Decide what will you do when the technology fails 
 During our very first class, we were “Zoom-bombed” by hackers who made it impossible 

for us to continue.  We shut down the class. 
 As another class was beginning, the teacher’s internet connection was knocked out and 

other teachers had to continue the lesson. 
 From time to time, the Zoom connection is lost for a few moments, which disrupts the 

class. 

What are you going to do when something happens?  You won’t be able to foresee every 
situation, but knowing that it’s possible or even likely that the technology will fail, plan how to 
mitigate and keep the class going. 

 Do you have an alternative way to connect to the internet? 

 Do you have a different computer that you can use? 

 Does your phone or tablet have Zoom capability? 

 Who is your back-up teacher? 

 
Remember that we have a paid account, and you can use your phone to dial in to Zoom.  That 
way if you lose your internet connection, you may at least be able to keep your audio connection.  
This assumes you are not using a VOIP phone.  One of our teachers connects to her class with 
both her computer and her mobile phone; she would have to lose both cable AND cellular 
service at the same time to lose the class completely.  One time she used her cellular service as a 
personal hot spot and connected her laptop to it when the cable connection was unstable. 

 


