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Introduction
As distance educators at the South African Institute for Distance Education
, our education staff have considerable experience in conventional distance education course design and learner support. Even though in the short term distance education in our context is likely to remain predominantly paper-based for the majority of learners, we recognise that this is changing rapidly. As we entered the 21st century, we decided that it was necessary to deepen our understanding of distance education in a web-based environment and our ability to work in a principled and effective way in online environments as well as in conventional paper-based distance education. 

It all began with an idea to re-vision and update Supporting Distance Learners, a paper-based Guide for distance education tutors compiled by SAIDE in 1998. An external consultant, Gabi Witthaus,
 who had been involved in preparing the 1998 guide for us was contracted to update the resource as a web-based guide to tutoring, using the affordances of the web – linked pages, with external as well as internal links, and the facility to insert multi-media as well as text-based resources. It was updated, not only in terms of content, but also in terms of form. The course materials for the revised guide can be found at www.oerafrica.org/supportinglearners.  The materials incorporate much of the accumulated wisdom from SAIDE’s 18 years of existence, but also embrace recent developments such as the Open Educational Resources ‘movement’, and the proliferation of learning and research tools in a Web 2.0 environment. The materials, licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 (unported) licence, are organized into six units: 

· Unit 1: The lifelong distance learner 
· Unit 2: Open learning and e-learning 
· Unit 3: Supporting learning 
· Unit 4: Asynchronous communication 
· Unit 5: Tutorials & webconferencing 
· Unit 6: Assignments
However, as has long been SAIDE’s understanding, a course is

very much more than a package of study materials … it is the structure of learning designed into those materials. [SAIDE. 1994: 4]
Translated into e-learning terms, the materials may be on a website, but there also needs to be a course site – from which the course is delivered, and which guides the students through the materials with a set of activities. To model this process, Gabi Witthaus set up an experimental course site for Supporting Distance Learners using Ning (a free online service to create, customize, and share a social network). 

When she did this, we realised that we could take the next step: not only engage with and review the materials independently, but ask her to facilitate a professional development exercise based on Supporting Distance Learners with the SAIDE team as participants, reviewers and creators of key learning tasks for the Guide.  In this way we would learn from experience and from each other under the guidance of a ‘more experienced other’. 

Setting up the professional development exercise 
So in October 2009 we started a two week intensive and structured programme of activities to build our skills in:

· Navigating the online learning environment

· Understanding and managing the learning process in an online environment. 

Firstly, three web-based synchronous conferences, one each at the start, middle and end of the process, were planned to create a momentum and keep us focused on achieving the outputs. This was particularly important because our facilitator was based in Leicester (UK), and while most education staff members in the SAIDE team are in the SAIDE offices in Braamfontein, three people work from their offices in East London, Pretoria and Somerset West respectively. On the advice and with the support of the facilitator, we used ‘Elluminate’ for the web-based conferences. 

Secondly, a programme of activities was put together to ensure that we would achieve our objectives within the two week period. The agenda was sent to all participants by email giving clear details of what would be happening, what we were expected to do and by when. For a period of 14 days, each participant was asked to set aside an hour a day to work on the following tasks: 

· Participating in the web-based synchronous conferences

· To promote a common conceptual understanding of online learning and the design of learning activities, engaging with four core readings 

· Reading the course materials and preparing review comments on the particular unit to which s/he had been allocated, 

· Writing a key learning task for that unit,  
· Giving feedback on the tasks that others had written. 

We realised later that this agenda was far too ambitious for two weeks, and our thinking and working went on way beyond the two weeks for the rest of the year, albeit intermittently. 

Thirdly, the team was asked to participate in two asynchronous online 'tutorials' using the Ning course site, to explore and learn more about using Web 2.0 tools such as blogs, forum discussions, wikis to support online learning. During the two week period, we were expected to write the key learning tasks on the wiki site, to post comments about each others’ tasks in the discussion forum and the wiki site, and to record our personal reflections on a blog. The process of using these tools was as important as the product we wanted – considered engagement with the materials, and a set of key learning tasks. 

Our Story  

In the rest of this case study we capture the key points of our learning journey as reflected in participants’ blog entries, comments on the wiki site, and forum discussions. 

Navigating the online environment

Our online facilitator was aware that many of us had not used the various tools available on the Ning course site, nor the web-conferencing platform.  So she developed processes that would help us to become familiar with the tools before engaging in substantive activities. 

While most people found the asynchronous exercises helpful, some members of the team struggled to find time to work systematically through these 'ice breaker' exercises. One person said:

Time was not really long enough. I learned about the basics of Ning and web conferencing but would need more time to be comfortable working in Ning and related applications. 

Another said:

I had not planned for spending time on something else – so in fact this was actually quite stressful.

Some participants experienced difficulties with being required to make comments in different spaces: on the wiki, the discussion forum and on blogs. There was an expression of anxiety about having so many spaces and places to be in: 

there was the feeling that there was some vital piece of information I was lacking, something I hadn't read, or something I had read but not remembered. I think that one of the major challenges in this new environment is holding it all in your head and trying to remember where you found something - there are so many places where things seem to be that it's bewildering.

With regard to the synchronous web-conferencing sessions, there was a great deal of excitement about being able to speak to each other from so many different places, but also about the ‘magic’ of working through presentations together
. Having a text chat facility as well as a microphone available facilitated participation both by those who prefer writing and those who prefer talking – although it took some participants a bit of time to remember to switch the microphone off once they had stopped speaking!

 However, in our two week exercise, we again under-estimated the time needed for familiarisation with new technology. In our first session, we took most of the allocated hour getting the team of ten settled into the ‘room’ and helping them to use the tools. As a result we were unable to complete all the activities on the agenda within the allotted time. As one participant commented: 

the online conferencing programme did not always work optimally and ... I was not familiar enough with the programme, it took me longer to do certain things. I’m sure as one gets used to using it, it would be more efficient. 

But even out of mixed experiences – with both positive and negative elements - we can learn things. As one participant commented, in addition to technical backup, there needs to be:

a clear focus for the conference session, well prepared participants who know their way around the web conference ‘room’, and an experienced moderator. 

We engaged with an eye on how we would manage to use the technology in our projects, and some expressed concern at the time consuming nature of getting even a small number of people interacting: 

How much time and facilitation skill will it take to convene a larger group?

All of these activities, as well as the reflections on them both virtually and face to face, helped us to understand the importance of analysing the target group and having a clear idea of what we want to achieve and which tools and methods would be most appropriate. 

Understanding online tutoring
We experienced firsthand the importance of supporting students especially during the initial tentative steps into the online environment. Even in our highly committed team of educators we discovered that people engaged at different levels of intensity, with some people participating vigorously in the forum discussion, blogs and comments on the Wiki, while the voices of others were silent.

After an initial reading and discussion of the various SDL units and a brief overview and description of the learning activities, we worked in pairs to develop the activities. A Wiki site had been prepared by our facilitator and we recorded the first version of our activities on the Wiki. We were encouraged to critically read each other’s activities and to post constructive comments. The benefits of a Wiki, with a facility for making comments as well as edits are highlighted in this comment: 

Having access to all the unit activities and comments helped me to get ideas for my own Unit 5 task ... helpful comments from others in the team helped people to refine their tasks ... I was pleased when I saw that some of my comments were taken on board. 

It is clear that a motivating factor in an online environment, even for people who are not ‘tech savvy’, is the pleasure of seeing the effects of engagement. The sense of a community amongst SAIDE staff is strong, but this activity in which ten of us were required to engage in full view of each other gave us new opportunities to learn from each other. 

But the role of the facilitator is equally crucial. Our facilitator monitored our comments and provided valuable inputs. As one participant commented: 

In relation to writing the tasks for SDL: Gabi's comment on [one person’s] task, in which she distinguished between Salmon’s 5 stages  model, being a more over-arching model, and the Gunawardena model which is applicable at the level of individual activities, helped to give me a structure to the task. Once I had this structure I found writing the task much easier.
As with our experience of navigating online, there were negative as well as positive lessons of experience. It was apparent that people approached the activities in different ways and it was only after posting the first versions of the activities that we realized the need for a framework and structure that would enable us to create a coherent set of end of unit activities which are linked together in a meaningful learning pathway. It would have helped us to spend some time at the beginning of the process to work towards a common conceptual understanding of what we were trying to achieve. 

In this particular exercise where various people or sets of people were responsible for working on different activities, the lack of a planning activity involving everyone at the outset was a problem. There was no shared understanding at the outset of the tasks, level of tasks, approach to be used.

The above discussion indicates that the role of the tutor or facilitator in online learning situation is more than simply support – it is about planning and design. Or, as the theory of the three ‘presences’ states (see Mhlanga, 2009), the support involves three kinds of presences – social presence, teaching presence, and cognitive presence. The facilitator not only has to encourage participants to be present to each other socially, s/he has a design role (teaching presence) and she has to engage and support conceptual clarity (cognitive presence). It is the ‘teaching presence’ that is perhaps the most demanding because teaching as Wally Morrow defined it is the ‘organisation of systematic learning’ 
– in other words, course design.  

How different or similar to this is the role of the tutor in conventional distance education? In the NADEOSA Quality Criteria (which evolved from work undertaken for the Department of Education by SAIDE staff from 1996 to 2005), the role of the tutor is described as follows (Welch and Reed 2005: 32):

Tutors are selected and trained for their crucial role in encouraging active engagement of each learner in the course/programme through:
· establishing and maintaining a supportive relationship with each learner in their group;
· mediating learning from the course materials;

· teaching on assignments by give constructive feedback.
Whereas in conventional distance education, the course coordinator (usually a full-time academic) designs the course and the tutor simply mediates it, in online learning, the expectations of the tutor seem to be greater. 

Our reflections are ongoing. One of the tasks we devised for the Supporting Distance Learners course is entitled ‘Understanding the role on the online tutor’. Part of the task requires learners to take each of the elements of the NADEOSA quality criterion on learner support (originally developed with conventional distance education in mind) and consider its relevance for online tutoring. See the worked example in fig 1 below. 

Fig 1: Extract from a learning task from Supporting Distance Learners http://www.oerafrica.org/supportinglearners/Letsgetgoing/
	Element from the NADEOSA Quality Criterion on Learner Support 
	Relevant for online tutors?
	Comment on how the element relates to online tutoring 

	7.1 Learners are encouraged to create and participate in ‘communities of learning’ in which the individual learner thinks and solves problems with others engaged in similar tasks. 
	Yes   
	Very relevant for online learning – tutors need to help their learners to use the tools and engage with others to construct knowledge. 


Our expectation is that responses will show that most of the elements will be relevant, but that, for online learning situations, the criteria will need to be enhanced or extended to cover the additional demands of online tutoring.  

Understanding the challenges of online tutoring for large scale provision

Within our broad mission to increase meaningful access to education, one of SAIDE’s aims as an organization is:

to support programmes in sound and innovative course design, materials development, learner support, management, and the use of technology, particularly for large scale provision.

It is clear that new technologies have the potential to increase access to education, but one of the questions that we brought into our experimentation with Web 2.0 tools and the online environment was whether online learning is for the few and the already educated or whether it can be organised for provision to large numbers of not very literate learners. Some of our questions are: 

· Can web-conferencing be used effectively for large classes? 

· Or is it better to use asynchronous tools like discussion forums for this purpose?

While web-conferencing may be resource-intensive and pose too many technical challenges for large classes, expecting tutors to manage asynchronous discussions involving many learners with diverse needs may also require skills and time that the average tutor/facilitator does not have. This is particularly challenging in a developing context. Perhaps the answer lies in using both of the methods sufficiently to get learners to form their own social networks where they collaborate synchronously on the web, as small independent groups. But this would mean that most of the online learning has to happen through learner engagement with self-instructional materials – as in conventional distance education. 
Our reflections are ongoing, but the comments of one participant reflect the kind of position we reached during our two week engagement in 2009: 

Considering the scale of the target audience, I suspect that synchronous sessions using web-conferencing tools would be a luxury under the circumstances. But tutors could work fruitfully with larger groups using asynchronous tools.

However, whatever the final decisions taken about the tools to be used, the time it takes simply to understand the tools being used should not be underestimated. A great deal of learning about the use of the technology happens by trial and error. If this trial and error is contained and supported within a structured set of orientation activities which encourage participants to navigate, explore and find out things for themselves, fear of technology can be overcome and confidence built. As one participant commented: 

 Participation in the team dialogue through the use of asynchronous tools ‘forced’ me to master some technical skills. This has helped me to become more confident about using the online environment. 

Understanding the learning process in an online environment

As mentioned in the introduction, part of our professional development exercise involved engaging in four core readings (see references for full details): 
1. Enriching online learning experience: the three ‘presences’ (Mhlanga, SAIDE)

2. The five stages that learners go through in an e-learning programme (Salmon)

3. New Model, New Strategies: Instructional design for building online wisdom communities (Gunawardena)

4. Learning, a Learning Spiral and Materials Design in Distance Education (Moll and Drew, SAIDE).
The purpose of this was to assist us reflect, as we participated in a new learning experience in a virtual environment, what was the same and what was different about the learning process. This purpose was not fully achieved within the two week period, as the following comment makes clear:

In some cases, even if people did the initial reading they had been asked to do, they still didn’t necessarily make the link between our task development and the model described in the reading … we needed the readings themselves to be mediated in some way by the tutor. We realised that we cannot just leave people to read, there has to be some form of guided reflection built in to the design, the materials, and the tutoring process.

However, we have continued the engagement with the ideas in these readings way beyond the two week introduction. 

The key questions that have driven our reflection are: 

· How do the Salmon model and the Wiscom model fit together? Are they alternative formulations to guide learning design, or are they complementary?

But, more importantly for us:

· How different is our conception of learning design from that of the Salmon and Wiscom models? 

Fig 2: Salmon’s 5 stage model (Salmon, 2004)
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In addition to Salmon’s 5 stage module, Gabi introduced us to the Wiscom model  (see fig 3) – both the article about the model, and the format for constructing online learning tasks that encourage collaborative knowledge construction. This was to support us with a method for developing key learning tasks for the Supporting Distance Learners course,

We think that it is most helpful to understand Salmon’s 5 stage model as an overarching model for designing and facilitating an online learning course/initiative. Our own experience of the time-consuming and somewhat fraught process of getting everyone used to the technology at the beginning of our two week engagement led us to reflect that the Supporting Distance Learners course should deliberately factor in a substantial ‘Before you start’ set of activities, in order to ensure successful access/motivation and online socialisation.  It was only those participants that successfully negotiated the technology who were able to truly benefit from the engagement in stages 3 and 4 - information sharing and construction of knowledge. A two week process is definitely not adequate to reach stage 5. However, we believe that the sound theoretical and practical foundation laid in the first instance by the course materials and in the second instance by Gabi Witthaus’s facilitation of our learning process has enabled us to operate at stage 5. The continuing relationship with Gabi and the Beyond Distance Research Alliance (BDRA) at the University of Leicester here is much valued – the supporting and responding still continues. 

For Gunawardena, building Wisdom Communities (hence the WisCom model) through mentoring and learner support in order to achieve knowledge innovation is key to effective learning. Knowledge innovation – knowing and understanding through creating, recording, accessing and enabling/applying, is the main purpose of any learning. 
Fig 3: The Wiscom Model (Gunawardena et al, 2006)
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To encourage us to experiment with this model, Gabi gave us sample tasks each following the Wiscom steps: 

 Step 1: Challenge

Step 2: Initial exploration 

Step 3: Share ideas 

Step 4: Reflection and reorganisation 

Step 5: Negotiation and preservation 
Some of us latched onto this model and enjoyed it, mainly because of its social constructivist and problem-based approach: the requirement to engage with others and learn through interaction, a feature both enhanced and made more exciting by the web-based format. We developed tasks using this format, without being conscious at the time that the format encouraged a problem-based approach which might not be appropriate for all types of learners and learning. As one participant commented: 

It’s just occurring to me now that this is very much a problem-based approach to learning.

Other participants used previous experience of developing activities for distance education courses. The example that follows is also problem-based, but is contained through a case study that is based on the realities of large scale distance delivery in African contexts. The tutor, rather than being an active participant in course design from the outset, has to run along behind, and might not be able to be ‘present’ socially, cognitively and as a teacher to the learners on the course to which he has been allocated. 

Fig 4: First draft of a key learning task for Units 1 

Case Study
You have been appointed as an online tutor for a module offered at your institution.. You have been given access to the course site for the module as well as the lecturer's email address and also the contact emails of 'your' students. You have 35 students spread over four provinces of South Africa; 4 students in other African countries and 1 student in Europe. 
You email the relevant lecturer to introduce yourself. Ten days later you get a short email back which informs you that the lecturer is actually just a 'caretaker' for this module as the 'real' lecturer is on sabbatical. The lecturer invites you to email her about any problems or questions you have about the content of the module, but she says that the tutor system is so new that "we will have to find our way together". However, she observes that assignments in the pervious year had indicated that many students seemed to find it difficult to identify, summarise and use in a critical way the content provided in the textbook in answering their assignment questions.
You download the study material from the course site. You notice immediately that the study guide is a wraparound for an American textbook. So you need to get hold of the textbook. The study guide provides a few additional notes and a couple of activities but provides no general study skills advice, no feedback on the in-text activities and no obvious 'story-line'. The 'units' in the study guide follow the sequence of the chapters in the textbook but do not cover every chapter. The overall approach is content-driven.
The assessment plan comprises three assignments. The first assignment is compulsory and comprises a short MCQ task based on the first chapter of the textbook. The second and third assignments are optional in that they do not count towards the year mark but the tasks are quite demanding and integrate learning across units and chapters. Apparently, a memorandum will be sent to students for these assignments towards the end of the semester.
Part 1
Spend about 20 minutes brainstorming responses to the following question: 
· How might you as an online tutor support your students in the case study outlined above?
Part 2
Spend about 40 minutes on this part of the activity. 
· Look at the three 'presences' in the Mhlanga resource document. 

· Use the three presences to select and categorise your ideas from Part 1 and to add new ideas.

· Now be realistic. In the time you have available, WHICH of these activities/ services could you actually offer? Select 3 and prioritise them as 1, 2 and 3.
Part 3
You will probably need about 2 hours for this part of the activity.

Read the Gunawardena article. 
· What do you like most about the Wiscom model? Summarise the five key steps in your own words.

· Now think about whether these activities are supported by your contractual role as an on-line tutor. If applicable, 1) modify your planned activities from Part 2 on the basis of your reading and 2) jot down some preliminary ideas on how the online tutoring model at your institution would need to change to accommodate the Wiscom model.
Part 4
You will probably need 30 minutes for this part of the activity.

· Summarise what you think have been the key ideas you have learned from this activity in two or three points and pose one question that you have as a result. 
· Post your summary and question on the tutor forum.
Part 5
You will probably need 30 minutes for this part of the activity. 
· Look through the postings from other tutors. 

· Comment on at least one other tutor's summary and attempt a response to a second tutor's question.
Part 6
You will probably need about 60 minutes for this part of the activity.

Revisit the forum on Unit 1 after a week or so. Skim through the postings. Add useful ideas to your own summary of main learning points. Also look for responses to the question you posed: did the responses help? If not, consider rephrasing and re-posting your question if you still need a more detailed response.
  But as we engaged with one other’s tasks, our facilitator encouraged us to think not only about the format of the individual tasks, but also about whether the kinds of tasks we had in mind for a particular unit were appropriate for the stage at which the learners would be. For example, although the above learning task is a very stimulating and well-contextualised culminating activity for the course as a whole, as a task for Unit 1 (i.e. for learners starting out on the course), it goes far beyond the Salmon’s stages 1 and 2 - access/motivation and online socialisation.

As a result of the discussion, the revised learning tasks for Unit 1 subsequently included one or two activities clearly designed to encourage access and motivation. 
For example: 

Fig 5: Draft learning task for the beginning of an online course 

Activity 1: Access and socialisation

Purpose: 
Introduce yourself to your your module coordinator and fellow on-line tutors and familiarise yourself with the use of the forums on your course site.

Task: 
Develop an Introduction to ... PowerPoint slide with a recent photo of yourself on the left and one or two interesting facts about yourself on the right.
'Sign' your Introduction with the name you'd like to be called during this course (e.g. Thabo or Mpho etc.), and post it to the E-tivity 1 forum on the project site for this course. (If the module coordinator has not already done so, try creating the forum yourself.)

Respond: 
Please comment on at least one other person’s introduction.

Outcome: 
You will be able to post messages to a forum and post replies thereby engaging with your fellow tutors, your module coordinator and, most importantly, your students.. 

(We recommend you spend a minimum of 30 minutes on this activity, although you are encouraged to continue to converse with your peers.)

Though both the Salmon and the Wiscom models are clearly based on social constructivism, we came to the conclusion that the Wiscom model is most useful as a guide to design individual learning activities while Salmon’s 5 stage model helps course designers to plan appropriate activities for learners according to their familiarity with the online environment. 

The next question that we have been reflecting on is how different these models are from the SAIDE understanding of learning design for distance education. 

The SAIDE model of a learning spiral (below) describes a cycle of learning in which, on the basis of their existing knowledge, learners are given access to knowledge and new ideas, guidance to think about what they did or thought, and why and how they came to have new ideas and new knowledge. Further new ideas and knowledge are then constructed within that same framework. A series of activities is designed around this spiral, within a larger spiral that we can call a learning pathway.

Fig 6: SAIDE’s Learning Cycle
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We have come to the conclusion that the Salmon, Wiscom and SAIDE models have a number of things in common – that the goal of learning is the construction of new knowledge, that learning needs to start where the learners are, that it happens through active engagement as well as reflection, and needs to be supported or guided.  It is clear that a similar theory of  learning underpins our ‘learning cycle’ developed to encourage high quality distance education learning design, and the Wiscom and Salmon models that are intended to guide learning design in online contexts. Our conclusion is that the learning process is the same, whatever the medium. 

As one participant commented: 

All this confirmed for me a few things about how I learn - I draw on what I do know to learn something new; I don't know what I don't know; I interact with other people to make links and to know something new (either through reading and/or discussing and/or doing). I had some knowledge, and a structure that helped me to feel safe enough to take risks, and to guide me, and I had opportunities (synchronously and asynchronously) to read and discuss new things which I thought about and learned from. So my conclusion is that when we design courses and materials, whether we do it face to face, or in mixed mode, or purely online the principles are the same. The role of the materials (and the way they are designed and structured) and the facilitator / moderator / tutor is to support students along a learning pathway that facilitates learning for them, to facilitate moving from the known to the unknown.

However, what the Salmon model shows more clearly is the increasing independence of the learner as the programme proceeds and the different roles for the facilitator at the different stages. The Wiscom model highlights the importance of a case, problem or issue as a spur to learning, as well as the role of the community (rather than simply the facilitator) in the process. Finally, both the Wiscom and Salmon models are based on social constructivism and encourage collaborative learning, whereas the SAIDE learning cycle meant to guide mainly individual engagement with mainly print materials does not emphasise active collaboration with others as an essential part of the process. 

But our reflections on what is different and what is the same about learning online and learning through conventional distance education continue. These are some of our insights thus far: 

· The ‘initial exploration’ stage in online courses is wider and can point learners outwards beyond the confines of that course platform into the web more generally. In a print-based distance education course the course pack is often the limit.

· There seems to be much more emphasis in online environments in the ‘negotiation‘ stage because you actually publish what you have learned, it is a much more public thing. Even the social interaction is largely written, often not in the students’ own language, and possibly even in sms code. So the demands are greater on learners in terms of reading and writing and publishing.

· If an online course is well run, it does seem to encourage more interaction than print-based courses can. This then probably places more demands on the tutor, begging the question about whether online learning can be taken to scale.

· The interaction has a specific purpose of reflecting on what you have learned and how you organise what you have learned in your own understanding.

· In print-based teaching the teacher has more control over the learning pathway whereas in online there is a reliance on the teacher or tutor guiding and influencing.

In conclusion 

Our review of the Supporting Distance Learners, our involvement in creating key learning tasks, and our own experience as learners guided by an experienced facilitator, gave us some insight into challenges for online facilitation/tutoring, particularly in a developing context. 

Firstly, the time and effort needed to familiarise learners and tutors with the tools and processes in online learning must not be under-estimated. Without adequate access, motivation and online socialisation, little learning can happen. 

Secondly, the intensity of engagement required in an online course is time-consuming and this must be factored in. Even with only ten participants in our group, we had difficulty keeping track of and commenting on each other’s activities. We need to think imaginatively about how to manage online learning for large numbers of students. Clearly making the tools available for self-initiated peer collaborative learning will be important, but experience suggests that take-up will be limited without some form of active mediation. Well-designed course materials, with reflection embedded in them can provide the feedback that may be missing from self-initiated peer collaborative learning. 

Thirdly, it is important to define what the role of the tutor is in a particular course with particular learners associated with a particular institution. A tutor with small numbers of technologically adept learners in a flexible institution may be able realistically to combine the roles of course design and learner support. However, this ideal role will have to be modified in the light of the kinds of contexts suggested in the case study in Fig 4. To determine precisely what the expectations of the online tutor are, there needs to be clarity about:

· what the learners are expected to achieve
· what kind of tools are most appropriate for different purposes
· what set of online orientation activities is required

· what forms of support learners need during the various stages of involvement. 
However, these expectations need to be modified in the light of 

· the entrance level skills of the target group, i.e. technical and conceptual 
· the size of the group 
· the conditions and practices in the institution. 
Fourthly, even if the tutor’s engagement with asynchronous discussions is deliberately reduced and the learners rely more on each other or the course materials to provide feedback on their learning, tutors in online learning have to engage in written form through email, chat, and forums than they have to do in face to face contact session. Weaving, summarizing, and encouraging critical reflection in web spaces are central to effective facilitation for online learning. These are complex activities, and whereas good tutors may be able to do these well in face to face situations, they may need extensive initial training and ongoing support to do them online.

Finally, the professional development exercise had a direct impact on the way in which we revised Supporting Distance Learners before its release on our own OER Africa website, in the OER repository of the University of Leicester (www.le.ac.uk/projects/oer/oers/south-african-institute-for-distance-education),  and on the higher education OER repository in the United Kingdom, Jorum (http://open.jorum.ac.uk/xmlui/handle/123456789/2945).

The abstract for the resource reads:

This is a set of course materials intended for tutors in blended learning or fully online programmes. It takes readers reflectively through what it means to support learners in e-learning environments of a variety of kinds –both at a distance, and in conventional contact tuition environments that are web supported. The materials have been designed for learning in developing contexts in which bandwidth is often a challenge.

The materials include a sample learning pathway with key activities which illustrate how the materials can be used in an online course for the training of tutors using Web 2.0 tools such as forums, blogs, and wikis.

The abstract highlights the distinction between the course materials and the learning pathway that guides learners through the course materials. Without a learning pathway, learner engagement with the course materials runs the risk of becoming a random encounter without a clear purpose or results. 
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Welch, T and Reed, Y. 2005. Designing and Delivering Distance Education: Case Studies and Quality Criteria from South Africa. NADEOSA: Johannesburg. 
� Since its inception in 1992 The South African Institute for Distance Education (SAIDE) has been at the forefront of promoting quality distance education provision and practice across all education sectors. Being a facilitating organisation, SAIDE has been working with practitioners in diverse education and training institutions and programmes in South and Southern Africa. Our involvement in policy development, professional development, research and evaluation has given us a unique overview and insight into the context in which programmes using distance education methods are being offered. We realise the huge challenges that exist to make distance education provision work for students as a viable and potentially successful educational pathway. 


� Gabi Witthaus, shortly after completing the first draft of the new guide, was appointed to the Beyond Distance Research Alliance team at the University of Leicester.


� At SAIDE, our meetings at a distance are usually conducted as teleconferences (either through our local telecom provider or on Skype), but as a result of this experience of newer technology, SAIDE has now purchased a web-conferencing facility, and we are gradually learning to use it effectively. 





� Subsequent to this experience, one SAIDE staff member participated in the Learning Futures Festival organised by the Beyond Distance Research Alliance, in which over 30 participants from four continents engaged in effective web-conferencing with lively debates. 


� This phrase gained currency in South African teacher education with the publication of the Report of the Ministerial Committee on Teacher Education called  A Framework for Teacher Education in South Africa – 16th June 2005  (Pretoria: Department of Education). The first recommendation of this committee was: 


Recommendation A1: Retrieve the word ‘teaching’, understand it as the practice of organizing systematic learning, and relocate it at the heart of how we think about, plan and organize the education system.


The Ministerial Committee was chaired by Professor Wally Morrow. 
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