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In 2018/19, the School of Law started offering a new exciting research-led 
module ‘Comparative Competition Law: the Case of the EU as the Leading 
Model’. This is an optional postgraduate course, taught in semester II. It 
critically examines the current regulatory framework governing competition 
among firms internationally, identifying and analysing the existing 
limitations and challenges in that regard. It uses the EU model as the key 
comparative benchmark. The module’s development is possible thanks to an 
award under the Erasmus+ Jean Monnet Module scheme. The module has 
been designed and is taught by Dr Marek Martyniszyn. 
The module is very interactive, availing 
of a variety of tools and methods 
to facilitate learning and promote 
innovation in teaching. One aspect 
of such innovation is the adoption of 
the OneNote Classroom to foster 
students’ engagement in and outside 
the classroom. This piece reflects on 
that experience, with a view to share 
knowhow and to encourage expanding 
teaching toolboxes.

What is OneNote and how does 
it works?
OneNote is a free Microsoft program 
for information gathering and 
collaboration. One can think of it as a 
digital notebook, which is extremely 
versatile. It allows gathering and 
organising of notes (also handwritten—if 
using a tablet), tables, photos, videos, 
etc. It also enables sharing of such 
materials, in real time, as well as for two-
way communication—with users being 
able to add materials and comment on 
shared resources—essentially serving as 
an ever available interactive whiteboard. 
It can be used on a majority of devices 
and platforms (inclusive of Android, Mac 
and Windows), making it very flexible 
and inclusive. For the educational 
context, Microsoft developed the 
OneNote Classroom. This is essentially 
an add-on to the standard OneNote 
which allows an educator to create a 
notebook for a class, offering various 
additional functionalities. 

To use OneNote Classroom an 
institution needs to have an appropriate 
subscription and students must have 
an Office 365 organizational account. 
Both are in place at Queen’s, making the 
tool available to all staff for adoption. 

It is noteworthy that students need 
not install OneNote at all—they can 
use it online, accessing it via Office 
365. However, if they wish to keep 
the Classroom’s content locally on 
their device in order to be able to use 
it offline—installation of OneNote is 
sufficient (be it on a laptop, smartphone 
or some other digital device). They do 
not need the extension.

The OneNote class notebook, per 
default, is organised into different parts. 
First, there is the content library. That’s 
a notebook in which the content can 
only be shaped by an educator. Second, 
there is the collaboration space. That’s a 
space which is open to all—students and 
an educator—to share, comment and 
collaborate. Third, there are the student 
notebooks. That is a space allocated to 
individual students which is accessible 
to them and the educator (the educator 
can access every student notebook, 
while students can only see their own 
space). Finally, there is also teacher’s 
space. That is where one can develop 
resources for subsequent use, which 
can be moved into other parts of the 
notebook with just a few clicks, retaining 
all their functionality and formatting. 
Parts can then be divided in ‘sections’ 
and then ‘pages’, as one wishes. What 
is important—beyond that default 
organisation into separate parts with 
different access rights, OneNote does 
not force on users any particular layout 
or structure. There are no constraints 
of, for example, an A4 page. All can be 
arranged as one thinks appropriate, 
boosting creativity and making it very 
much fit-for-purpose.

Exploring its potential
The OneNote Classroom was adopted 
as an online learning platform for this 
module with a view to facilitate inside 

and outside classroom engagement 
with and among students. On the skills 
side, its adoption was aimed at further 
developing students’ digital literacy 
and to allow students to familiarise 
themselves with another digital 
environment of the sort they are likely to 
work with in their professional futures.

In the first run of the project all default 
parts of the classroom were trialed. 
After appropriate advance notice via 
email, during the first class students 
were provided with assistance on how 
to access the OneNote Classroom. The 
anticipated uses of the platform and 
its different parts were explained and 
discussed.

The content library became the space 
for sharing key module materials. The 
principal added value was its flexible 
nature. For example, readings were not 
only listed, but also directly provided—
making it easy for students to access 
them. If a student installed OneNote 
then, upon initial synchronization, 
she would have all these resources 
with her for offline use during the 
semester, with any amendments being 
typically synchronised automatically 
in the background. Class slides were 
disseminated that way as well—both as 
files (in PowerPoint format) and as their 
printouts—to allow for direct content 
access—without the need to download 
and open another file). Interestingly, 
OneNote generates slides ‘printouts’ 
automatically—hence, no additional 
time needs to be invested to make them 
incorporated into the classroom. The 
content library was also used to provide 
additional learning materials and to link 
to key relevant resources in the Queen’s 
library. Again, the digital space allowed 
links to all such materials directly, making 
it easier to engage with linked resources.

Unlike ordinary files depositories, such 
as our old Queen’s Online, OneNote 
offers a richer environment, which 
facilitates not only the sharing of files 
but also allow users to embed them. 
Hence, inserted visuals can be seen, 
spreadsheets can be worked on, and 
video clips can be watched directly—
all without the need to have them 
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downloaded in advance of accessing. 
This was a terrific experience and in 
many ways—liberating. Moreover, 
OneNote allows you to take and insert 
clippings, that is, it allows you to easily 
cut and paste selected elements of the 
screen – greatly facilitating content 
sharing. Content can be dragged and 
dropped into OneNote, hence, no 
special skills are needed on the adopter’s 
end. The entire interface is very intuitive 
and user friendly. The possibility of using 
a stylus on a tablet allows for effortless 
inclusion of handwriting, annotating and 
even drawing (should one possess such 
supreme artistic skills!).

When it comes to the collaboration 
space – it was originally intended to 
serve a two-fold purpose in the module. 
Thus, it was meant to be a space allowing 
for in and out of classroom interactions 
and also a space for the sharing of 
additional materials of various types, to 
complement students’ primary learning 
resources and to build on the particular 
in-class dynamics and students’ 
interests. 

When it comes to the first intended 
use—OneNote nicely allowed for 
interactions, albeit not without some 
glitches. For example, an initial use for 
an in-class brainstorming revealed that 
although OneNote enables real time 
multi-user access—the synchronization 
among many connected devices was 
taking time, adversely affecting a good 
dynamic in class. Plus, partly because 
of delays, students often ended up 
accidentally placing comments one 
over another. In subsequent exercises, 
students were split into groups, with 
contributions being provided via four or 
five devices. That approach addressed 
the issue, while still allowing for robust 
interactive in-class work. 

Another aspect of OneNote, which is 
probably shared by all such platforms, 
is that one needs to take into account 
that the more data is being shared, the 
more time its synchronization will take 
before they become available on other 
connected devices. In the majority 
of cases, these few extra minutes will 
not present an issue. However, this 

was discovered in the context of an 
earlier prepared group exercise, initially 
saved in the OneNote teacher’s space, 
which included a number of large pdf 
files which students were to work 
on. It transpired that synchronisation 
took a few minutes, making the class 
wait unnecessarily. To address it, in 
subsequent classes any such additional 
content was released to students just 
before the class with students being 
asked to access their OneNote. The 
synchronisation did its work in the 
background, allowing access to the 
newly shared content seamlessly at the 
appropriate moment during the session.

What is very valuable, any results of 
in-class or out-of-class exercises 
(appropriately amended—if needs be) 
can remain available in the Classroom 
for students’ own future reference and 
use, effectively becoming a student-
generated learning aid. OneNote 
makes it simply effortless to capture 
and preserve the results of any group 
exercises. 

The anticipated use of the collaboration 
space for dissemination of learning 
resources did not work too well. 
There were multiple instances of 
posted content being accidentally 
removed by students or its formatting 
being adversely affected, especially 
when being accessed on a tablet or a 
smartphone. After a few such cases, 
dissemination of additional materials 
was moved from the collaboration space 
to the content library. The downside of 
it is that the content library provides 
for only one-way communication. As 
explained earlier, students cannot make 
any contribution in that part of the 
notebook. They cannot, for example, 
comment. That is rather disappointing. 
Hopefully, in the future, the software’s 
developers will allow for ‘freezing’ of 
some of the posted content, while 
unlocking the reminder. Currently that 
is not possible, with a strict distinction 
being made between the content library 
and the collaboration space. However, 
the interactivity of the collaboration 
space itself is wonderful and, after 
some initial encouragement, during 

the semester there were numerous 
instances of students themselves sharing 
additional useful resources (which 
were being subsequently moved to the 
content library for the above mentioned 
reasons), creating an engaged learning 
community outside the classroom.

When it comes to student notebooks 
the usage of that space was marginal. 
The received feedback from students 
suggests they preferred sticking to 
their pre-existing notetaking routines. It 
would not be surprising if students were 
discouraged from using it by the very 
idea of having their notes accessible to 
the educator as well. However, a nice 
aspect of student notebooks is the 
possibility of using it to disseminate 
the same task to all students, with just 
a few clicks, and allowing an educator 
to subsequently provide feedback on 
students’ contributions individually—
again, in a very flexible manner.

Conclusions
Overall, OneNote Classroom has 
proved a very interactive digital 
space with versatility and ease of 
access and students’ reception 
of it has been very positive.  The 
received informal and formal 
feedback is encouraging, with 
students expressly referring to 
the benefits of using OneNote as 
a platform for facilitating learning 
throughout the semester, both 
in and outside the classroom. 
Colleagues looking to embrace 
a new tool with a view to foster 
interaction should be encouraged 
to consider its adoption.

I would like to express special 
thanks to Richard Summerville, 
the Computer Officer in the 
School of Law, for his ongoing 
support in the process of 
adopting OneNote for this 
module, and for championing IT 
literacy more broadly.


