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1. Introduction 
This contribution aims to reconstruct how the Bilingual European School was able to transform a 

bilingual physical school into a stimulating digital school experience during the months of lockdown 
imposed by the Covid-19 outbreak. By adopting what American psychologist, Carol Dweck calls the 
"growth mindset" - a mindset that looks at challenges as opportunities for growth and experimentation 
of all that novelty has to offer - BES has developed a digital teaching strategy based on five 
fundamental pillars:  

1. Simplicity 
2. Communication 
3. Balance 
4. Recognition 
5. Inclusive participation 

Following the indications of WHO in terms of attention to the students' excessive exposure to 
digital media, a "school timetable" has been built that alternated periods of synchronous teaching with 
periods of activities to be carried out in asynchronous mode. It was essential to include in the weekly 
timetable times of psychological support for students, teachers and families managed by the Child 
Study Team, an organ of the school that coordinates actions of a psychological nature. It was also an 
absolute priority to set up regular meetings both with the teachers - who were under great pressure at 
a time of collective fatigue - and with the parents' community: through regular weekly meetings 
regularly scheduled, every change, implementation and modification to the original teaching plan was 
shared so that, thanks to the synergistic contribution of all, it would become a collective heritage and 
a tool for the growth of the community as a whole. Finally, it was essential and profoundly enriching 
to have the online comparison with other school realities through Webinar cycles organized in 
collaboration with Indire and the MIUR.  
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2. General background information 
The Bilingual European School (also known by the acronym "BES") is a primary and middle 

school in Milan. The school population is made up of a total of 420 students, of which 315 attend 
primary school and 105 attend middle school. The school has two fundamental features: first of all, 
it offers an integrated bilingual curriculum, characterized by a fair balance between activities carried 
out in Italian and English; secondly, it adopts an innovative methodological approach based on the 
principles of "cooperative learning" (Comoglio et al., 2019), "project-based learning" (Blumenfeld et 
al., 1991) and the so-called "inquiry-based learning" (Pedaste et al., 2015), which reaffirm the active 
role of the student in the process of knowledge building and research.  

Like all schools in Italy, BES has had to face the challenge imposed by the sudden closure of 
schools and the need to activate a remote learning plan: this contribution aims to define the nature 
and operational strategies adopted by the school to build a programme of initiatives that have allowed 
it to offer students an effective, balanced and effective distance learning path from the first day of 
lockdown.  

Using the synergy of all members of the school community as co-constructors of the digital school 
project, BES has promoted a digital school model that is not merely an "online" reproduction of a 
school day in attendance, but that offers students clear and defined routines within an appropriately 
flexible structure that balances synchronous activities and asynchronous paths. This involved a 
profound redefinition of learning flows which, together with the activation of a support service to 
support the digital well-being of students, teachers and parents and the constant monitoring of the 
progress of the path through regular checks, allowed students to live an authentic school experience 
and to take advantage of the anomalous opportunity imposed by circumstances as a terrain to 
experiment, investigate and familiarize themselves with new and exciting ways of learning.  

3. The digital transformation of the Bilingual European School in Milan: general 
features 

The digital school experience proposed by BES started in March 2020, coinciding with the closure 
of educational institutions imposed by the relevant authorities.  

The school immediately faced the "challenge" of digital didactics with a proactive approach, trying 
to adopt from day one what the American psychologist Carol Dweck calls "growth mindset", a mental 
approach that looks at challenges as opportunities for growth and experimentation of all that novelty 
has to offer (Dweck, 2009).  

As Giovanni Biondi, president of Indire, recalled in an interview on 27 March 2020, digital 
didactics cannot be the mere "reproduction in synchronized environments of an old-fashioned lesson" 
(Biondi, 2020), but must result from a profound rethinking of the very nature of the online learning 
flow. Starting from this assumption, BES has immediately identified, in synergy with all components 
of the school community (students, teachers and parents), the guidelines to organize a digital school 
day, characterized by a structure as recognizable, stable and easy to use as possible.  

Following the indications coming from WHO and other international educational institutions 
(Australian Parent Council, 2016; World Health Organisation, 2019) in terms of attention to the 
overexposure of students to the digital medium, a "school timetable" has been constructed that 
alternated moments of synchronous teaching with moments of activity to be carried out in 
asynchronous mode. In the specific case of primary school, there are three synchronous teaching 
moments: one in the morning, in which teachers share the plan of activities with students and open 
the day; one in the middle of the morning, in which space is given to disciplinary areas such as art, 
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music, physical education and reading activities in two languages; one after lunch, in which the 
learning experiences of the day are shared and the foundations for the following day are laid. Between 
synchronous lessons, students carry out in-depth and consolidation activities in asynchronous mode, 
taking care to avoid using digital media. The day is also marked by recognisable "routines", which 
give the children typical school day practices (e.g. snack time in the garden, lunch together, etc.).  

In secondary school the model elaborated is the same, but a fourth lesson has been added in 
synchronous mode to offer the children the opportunity to explore all the different disciplinary areas 
in their completeness and interdependence.  

It was also fundamental to include in the weekly timetable moments of psychological support 
managed by the Child Study Team, an organ of the school that coordinates actions of a psychological 
nature: the forced stasis imposed by the lockdown has, in fact, highlighted the need - felt by teachers 
and parents and recorded by the students themselves - to support students in maintaining 
psychological well-being as an essential condition to ensure effective learning. This support was 
addressed to students, but also to teachers and families.  

Finally, it was an absolute priority to set up regular meetings both with the teachers - under great 
pressure in a time of collective fatigue - and with the parents' community: through weekly meetings, 
every change, implementation and modification of the original teaching plan was shared so that, 
thanks to the synergistic contribution of all, it would become a collective heritage and a tool for the 
growth of the community as a whole.  

Finally, it was essential and profoundly enriching to be involved in the online collaboration with 
other schools through two cycles of Webinars organized in collaboration with Indire.  

4. Requirements and technical tools necessary for the implementation of the BES 
digital school 

The entire BES school community proactively structured a detailed plan to transform the "school 
in presence" into a "digital school", identifying reference platforms, timetables and structure by 
aligning vertically all years and horizontally all sections so that there was a single reference model. 
In order to make the transition from a "school in presence" model to an immediate, fluid and 
motivating distance school model, it was first of all necessary to evaluate the technical requirements 
to make the project possible. The first step, therefore, of the transition project towards the digital 
school was the creation of a "Digital School Committee", which involved the Educational 
Management, the members of the Educational Leadership Team (the school's educational 
coordination body), the Child Study Team (the body responsible for psychological support within the 
school) and the ICT department (Information & Communication Technology): collaborating together 
both in the presence and remotely, the members of the Digital School Committee have carried out an 
analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of the available platforms, integrating them with the devices 
used by students and teachers. To do this, they used the Swot Analysis quadrant (Helms et al, 2010). 
This tool allows careful and targeted planning as it allows the assessment of strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats (Threats) of the context within which to implement a project in order to 
make strategic and informed decisions to achieve a goal.  

 
Bes students are equipped with a personal iPad that they use as an integrative work tool for 

notebooks and textbooks and as a communication tool with teachers. For this purpose, two platforms 
that have now entered the teaching experience of our school are used daily: Seesaw, a virtual 
environment for educational evaluation and documentation of learning, for the first cycle (from the 
first to the third Primary School) and Google Classroom, a Google Apps for Education tool, for the 
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second (from the fourth class of the Primary School to the third class of the Secondary School). These 
platforms, already commonly used in daily teaching "in presence" at school, allow families to have 
"an open window" on what is done in the classroom and to view documentation and completion of 
homework; in this digital context instead, they have been fundamental for asynchronous activities by 
students, for the sharing of personalized feedback from teachers and for constant communication 
between class group members, suddenly deprived of the opportunity to interact with each other in a 
real physical space. All the links to access synchronous activities have also been posted on Seesaw 
and Classroom so that students can manage their learning experience independently, without 
overburdening families and stimulating students' management autonomy. 

Another fundamental aspect was the choice of the platform to use for the video lessons. Building 
on the successful experiences of other countries such as Singapore, Hong Kong and Finland, a video 
communication tool such as Zoom was chosen, which offers the advantage of easy use and low 
bandwidth.  

This allowed all students to connect to the lessons, despite the fact that many had reduced 
networking possibilities. The Zoom platform has also made it possible to create breakout rooms 
(virtual classrooms where students can work in small groups and the teacher can move from one room 
to another) to stay in line with the prevailing teaching mode in the BES school model, which provides 
small group work as a fundamental part of the teaching experience. The breakout rooms have also 
made it possible to continue to work with inclusive teaching, including didactic support and 
personalised educational assistance in the digital school project.  

It was also necessary to select a platform that would allow the creation of video tutorials explaining 
the asynchronous activities. Loom, an extension of Chrome, made it possible for teachers to record  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
FIGURE 1-SWOT ANALYSIS 

 
guidelines and instructions for carrying out the required tasks. 
Loom was also used by students to review the explanations and highlights of the lessons several 

times, giving everyone the opportunity to learn at their own pace.  
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5. Resources and staff 
In conjunction with the choice of reference platforms, the ICT Department has made itself 

available to teachers to carry out distance learning and tutorials useful for the management of video 
lessons. Every week it dedicated a specific meeting to all the teachers of the Primary School and 
Secondary School of First Grade in which it first provided basic information and, secondly, more 
specific information about some possible options within Zoom. 

The primary objective of the weekly webinars was to make all the teachers feel comfortable using 
the chosen platform; to achieve this aim, it was essential that everyone knew how to program a 
meeting, how to manage some options that could be activated (for example how to deactivate the 
students' microphones, how to block chats, how to create breakout rooms ...) how to solve elementary 
difficulties that would inevitably be encountered in using Zoom with Primary School children, but 
also with Secondary School students.  

The teachers were therefore gradually accompanied and supported in the management of the video 
lessons. They were also able to test them first with colleagues and know their potential and limits in 
a "comfort zone". 

The ICT Department also provided its support during the lessons: during the first weeks, it was 
always present to supervise and intervene promptly, providing support to teachers and children who 
needed it. The great digital mastery of teachers and students, accompanied by the support provided 
by ICT, made possible the realization of the digital school without encountering particular technical 
difficulties in the use of the chosen media.  

Teachers, in this situation, have proved to be a real "learning community" (Wald P. J. et al, 2000), 
learning and supporting each other. Each teacher has thus embraced the spirit of lifelong learner, 
knowing how to be both teacher and learner who teaches and learns through experience.  

6. Main critical aspects 
One aspect that needed special attention was the definition of an effective, clear and reassuring 

communication strategy. In a context subject to strong and continuous threats, there was a growing 
fear for personal and public health, and concern about the impossibility of predicting the duration of 
the "lockdown" and the evolution of the epidemiological picture, it was very important to define a 
communication plan that would involve all members of the school community, welcoming their 
doubts and fears.  

It was a priority to explain clearly the reasons underlying the structuring of the timetable in 
synchronous and asynchronous mode, defining not only the methodological framework of reference, 
but also the authoritative sources that support it. It was necessary to explain to the members of the 
school community that the danger of overexposure to the digital medium was real and that, in the 
long run, students could lose enthusiasm and express opposition and withdrawal from the digital 
relationship.  

It was also very important to send families a "printable" timetable, which could be posted in a 
visible space in the house and which would help students to keep their learning routines fluid, 
following understandable, clear and non-destabilizing directions and suggestions. The timetable - of 
which the one for the class before primary school is reproduced - can be edited in order to adapt to 
the logistical needs of the families and invites the students - through the choice of a vocabulary 
familiar to them and the insertion of known routines (e.g. check of material, initial greeting, 
verification of learning at the end of the day) - to enter a world that is not confusing or confusing.  
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FIGURE 2- AN EXAMPLE OF A PRIMARY SCHOOL WEEKLY SCHEDULE  

The value of asynchronous activities as a way of further learning at the end of the synchronous 
lesson and supported by tutorials specially created by teachers on the proposed topic was explored in 
depth during the sharing of class time. 

A few weeks later, parents had diametrically opposed views on the requests to add or reduce 
lessons via Zoom. In this case it was very important to explain how important it was for the children 
to maintain the routine experienced in the previous weeks, so as not to destabilize the delicate balance 
that had been consolidated.  

An element of safety and support was also the sharing of a table showing the activities completed 
and those still to be carried out: this happened regularly in all the years on Friday, through the Seesaw 
portal. In this way the children were able to spend the weekend reviewing the work, reading the 
teachers' comments and sharing the feedback with their classmates, whose work they were able to 
admire thanks to the Seesaw platform sharing. This phase was absolutely fundamental for the 
consolidation of learning. 
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Another difficulty encountered was the use of the Zoom platform by the students, especially the 
smaller ones: opening and closing the microphones and the camera, speaking shifts, use of chat and 
annotations on the screen. This critical issue was addressed by creating shared agreements with the 

students, such as the following. These agreements made the students responsible, avoiding the danger 
of disrespectful behaviou. 

 

FIGURE 3- A SAMPLE CHECKLIST FOR MONITORING STUDENT ACTIVITIES 
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FIGURE 4- A SAMPLE AGREEMENTS FOR THE RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT OF DIGITAL LEARNING  

7. Results of the experience compared to initial expectations, strengths and 
weaknesses 

The experience of the "digital school" has been for the whole school community a precious 
opportunity for training, radical change and collective growth: the reflection on the teaching practices 
adopted has always accompanied the entire teaching team allowing a careful and rigorous analysis of 
strengths and aspects to be improved. 

The strengths analyzed and recognized with regard to the synchronous and asynchronous didactics 
implemented have been multiple:  

 
● maintenance of a recognizable and documentable routine. The routine, in fact, promotes 

safety and predictability. It's simple and clear structure allows students and teachers to have a 
stable reference point to be inspired by: this has been made possible through the maintenance 
of teaching practices already widely adopted "in presence" and through the sharing of the 
weekly timetable; 

● attention to maintaining the class group. Synchronous didactics made it possible to keep 
alive the relationships between the teacher and the children and between the children 
themselves, in a phase in which sociality was strongly limited due to the restrictions imposed 
by the situation; 
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● attention to the emotional aspect. Every student and every family was closely supported in 
the management of school, with emotional and relational difficulties. The maintenance of 
known routines and daily contact with teachers and classmates also reassured the students and 
their families. The Child Study Team accompanied children and young people by structuring 
different interventions according to the age group: from psychomotricity with the use of Lego 
to moments of sharing the experience of the children. It dialogued openly with the families in 
order to face the different "challenges" that this situation has entailed: from how to dialogue 
with the children on current issues, to how to support their children in the study, without 
taking their place. Finally, the CST provided individualized support via email, zoom and 
telephone calls to answer all the most intimate and personal requests. 

● attention to the balance between the different disciplinary areas. The lecturers have 
carried out lessons of all disciplines maintaining a constant attention and balance between the 
various proposals, taking full responsibility for the explanations of each topic or concept. All 
modes of expression were considered within the week, thus giving students the opportunity 
to communicate through different languages; 

● introduction of small weekly news and challenges stimulated the children by continuing to 
involve them in different ways. The challenges, although small, to which children and families 
were called, had a macroscopic effect as they provided entertainment for the students and their 
parents as an antidote to boredom and monotony. A example was "Cake Day": students were 
asked to prepare a cake (cake, biscuits or cookies) with the help of an adult, to post a nice 
photo of the cake while they were enjoying it with their loved ones.  Finally it was suggested 
to share the recipe with a friend by sending the message: "Happy Cake Day!".  

● the alternation between synchronous and asynchronous didactics, by opting for the 
adoption of a mixed model, it allowed the school to take advantage of the advantages of both. 
While on the one hand students were able to benefit from immediate feedback from teachers 
and further explanations in real time, on the other hand students were able to take advantage 
of previously recorded videos to listen to them and re-listen to them again and again, to have 
different and personalized explanations in the case of Special Educational Needs. 

● sharing in advance the week's activities with the families. Sharing the weekly plan with 
the parents on the previous Friday helped the families to be aware of the topics that the 
students would address the following week. The families felt involved and had the feeling that 
they had the situation under control, which allowed them to monitor their children's learning 
more closely. 

 



 

 
  

 

 

211 

 

 
 

FIGURE 5- A SAMPLE WEEKLY PLANNER   

 
As well as the strengths, the risks of digital learning have long been the subject of discussion and 

reflection. Among the risks identified we can include: 
 
● the flattening of teaching and the reduced involvement of the individual child. In order to try 

to overcome this problem, great importance has been given to the creation of both more and 
less structured moments within the same lesson and to the diversification of the activities 
presented both by type and by working methods (individual, couple, small group, paper, 
video, oral and written presentations, etc.). 

● the difficulty in monitoring the participation of all children. Just as in physical lessons, 
virtual classes also have the risk that some students remain passive and not very involved. In 
this regard the teachers have created checklists to observe class dynamics, the interaction 
between students and the interventions during the discussions. 

● children's overexposure to the screen; it is now clear that children's overexposure to the 
screen carries risks such as obesity, difficulty in sleeping patterns and implications at various 
levels on school performance (Australian Parent Council, 2019; Gonski Institute for 
Education (2020). This last point has been addressed by the indications provided by the 
International Baccalaureate (Cooker et al., 2016), an international organization that offers 
excellent education programs recognized at the global level and which aim to train curious 
and eager students.  It asks schools to be "aware of the well-being" of children through 
concrete actions and to make social and emotional well-being an explicit goal for all students 
and staff in the school community. On Fridays in May, children were offered activities 
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structured around the 5 ways to well-being from the New Economics Forum (Aked 2011), 
which identified the key elements that contribute to our well-being.  

8. Documentation and evaluation of experience 
The experience was documented through the two main platforms, Seesaw and on Google 

Classroom, where videos of the lessons, the teachers' explanations and the activities carried out by 
the pupils were posted.  

A Google site was introduced, (a Google application that allows to build websites independently 
without the use of html code and with a few simple clicks), in which teachers have catalogued in an 
organized way videos created by them for the different years in a sort of "virtual library" to which all 
students can have access independently and at any time. Another method used was the recording of 
the lessons on Zoom to give students the opportunity to review what was explained in the virtual 
classroom and to be guided in carrying out the assigned asynchronous activities. 

The experience proposed by the Bilingual European School was subject to a periodic evaluation, 
submitted to the teaching staff, pupils and students. The tools used in this direction were those of self 
assessment of students, regular interviews - through the Zoom platform - with class representatives 
and parents and Google forms, aimed at data collection. 

Peer education, a teaching methodology based on a process of transmission of knowledge and 
experience among the members of a peer group, played a particularly important role in this 
experience. Every day the students left feedback on the work of their peers, respecting the guidelines 
given by the teachers, i.e. to insert a comment that would enhance the strengths and a suggestion to 
improve the activity. 

Each lesson was the result of a reflection of the teachers' community, which took place during 
regular meetings, aimed at probing the students' progress in all disciplines and any critical points 
found by pupils and teachers, as well as careful planning by the teacher. The whole experience was 
crafted in order to guarantee the following elements to the entire student community: 

 
● the balance between knowledge and learning modes (synchronous/asynchronous, 

online/offline)  
● the balance between activities in Italian and English 
● the involvement of students 
● individual and group activities (Breakout rooms) 
● feedback   
● lessons from specialists  
● maintaining a routine  
● targeted meetings to ensure individualized attention to students 

 
During the evaluation of the experience, pupils, parents and teachers were asked to express a 

certain degree of satisfaction with the above mentioned results: the results were satisfactory and 
encouraging, even after adjustments in progress, in line with the requests of those directly concerned. 

At the beginning of the experience, in fact, for logistical reasons, it was not possible to guarantee 
an exhaustive representation of the subjects normally dealt with: to compensate for this, for example, 
extra English language lessons were offered; another case is represented by Music and Physical 
Education: given the need, expressed in particular by the pupils, to try their hand at activities that 
were not purely study activities, slots dedicated to the practice of an instrument were included in the 
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weekly timetable and videos shot daily by the motor teacher, accompanied by the objectives to be 
achieved.  

In concrete terms, the use at the end of the school day  of checklists for student self-evaluation 
allowed them to be aware of digital learning and the expectations that arise from it. 

As the Bilingual European School is a bilingual institution, the Self-assessment tool has been 
designed in English so that it can be used in any discipline.  

The essential and clear structure of the document and its non-impersonal graphics, close to the 
world of children, are elements that have proved to be fundamental to ensure that it is not perceived 
by students as an excessively time consuming activity - also considering that its compilation takes 
place at the end of the entire school day -, thus ensuring its effectiveness.  

The subdivision into two sections, before school and after school, allows pupils to become fully 
aware of the ways and moods in which they approached the lessons: the result is an autonomous 
identification and maturation of different strategies to be adopted, depending on the answers given. 

 

 
FIGURE 6- AN EXAMPLE OF A SELF-ASSESSMENT TOOL FOR STUDENTS  

 
This useful tool is complemented by the "Digital assessment Rubric", aimed at assessing the 

participation of each student, compiled periodically by teachers and used systematically, during 
interviews with parents, to ensure maximum effectiveness of them, providing a photograph of each 
student. 

Also in this case, to meet the need to use it indifferently in all disciplines, this rubric has been 
developed in English. 
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The document is pre-filled and can be customized by both the teacher and the student himself: the 
teacher goes to highlight those descriptors that best represent the student's approach to the discipline. 

For example, in the case of Remote Math, where a teacher wants to indicate a very good level 
reached by the student, the teacher will highlight the contents of the Extending box; where there are 
gaps, the highlighted level will be Emerging. 

Since we don't want to highlight only the students' didactical progress, but we are also interested 
in their participation, the second section of the rubric, the one related to Skills, is useful in this sense: 
also in this case, depending on the context, the teacher will highlight the level reached by the student 
in the different contexts. 

Moving on to the last section, General comments, this one has been developed with the intention 
of providing the operational indications deriving from what emerged in the two previous sections;  

As you can see, there are some reminders addressed to teachers with the aim of emphasizing the 
points on which an in-depth examination is necessary. 
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FIGURE 7- DIGITAL ASSESSMENT RUBRIC 

9. Transferability: what are the conditions for the transferability of the experience? 
The experience is transferable to any order and level of school both, immediately and non-

immediate. Transferability can be immediate through the adoption of the procedure indicated in this 
article, as well as the preferred evaluation and documentation tools, the use of which does not depend 
on digital teaching.  Transferability may not be immediate because it is linked to the condition that 
students are guaranteed access to the platforms and technological tools used (e.g. Google mail, 
Google docs, Google form, Zoom, Seesaw) and that monitoring is carried out on a regular basis, the 
results of which allow the work to be adapted to the response of students, families and teachers. 

10. Conclusion 
The digital school experience promoted within the BES school community has represented an 

extraordinary proof of flexibility and resilience for the whole school community: the clear and regular 
communication of the different steps that have laid the path of activation of digital didactics and the 
constant cross-checking of learning and objectives have allowed the school community to face the 
challenge imposed by the epidemic as an opportunity for growth, reinterpretation of its procedures 
and consolidated practices and co-construction of new learning and teaching horizons. Moving 
together and in a coordinated way, the school community has thus had the opportunity to design new 
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and surprisingly interesting learning landscapes, which have shown how much school is "- always 
and today, perhaps with even greater urgency - an experience in which the word 'together' has a 
fundamental value: school exists because you learn 'together', you grow 'together' and you dream 
'together'" (Spicci et al. 2020: 34). 
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