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Foreword 
This essay has been written as part of TMA 01 of the Course Applications of 
Information Technology in Open and Distance Education (Course H802) of the Open 
University, Milton Keynes, UK. 
The essay has two parts: 
• Findings based on the issue that has been debated online in the tutor group. 
• Description of an online system that supports the process of teaching and 

learning at a distance. 
 
 
The essay is an attempt to construct a coherent report that will also give a good 
impression of the learning environment of this specialised subject to outsiders.  
The learning outcomes of the conference experiences, the results of discussions, the 
findings from the resources and the practice experience, have been integrated. 
Sometimes references are made to the findings of Dutch education research and 
practice, because that practice is the frame of reference of the author of this essay 
and the place where the findings have to be applied. 
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Part One: Structured Debate on online 
teaching and good tutoring 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
As a substantial part of the Course H802, the students have debated an issue on 
online tutoring and good teaching, for about four weeks. 
The structured debate has taken place with an asynchronous computer conferencing 
system. 
The purpose of the activity is twofold: 
• To gain experience in Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) and in online 

discussion by doing it. 
• To learn about CMC in education and training by reading and discussing it. 
(The Open University, 2000a and The Open University, 2000b) 
 
The debated issue is:   
'Online tutoring is not significantly different from other forms of teaching (e.g. face-to-
face teaching or distance education tutoring) 
A good teacher will be good whatever the medium.' 
 
The subject will be approached from my point of view that new pedagogical ideas, 
social development and technological innovation lead to changes in education. They 
don’t only cause alterations of content and goals, but they also influence the role of 
teachers and students, learning principles and methods.  
 
The students have received background material that consists of interviews with 
experienced practitioners of computer conferencing (The Open University, 1998) 
These people have been asked the same questions as the students: 
 
• Does tutoring online require different skills from tutoring face to face? 

• Are good face-to-face teachers good online tutors? 
  
The experts do not want to compare apples with pears. Betty Collis especially 
underlines, that you first have to make clear where you are talking about, before you 
answer questions about tutoring skills and online systems. 
In the online debate of the H802 course it seems that the students interpret teaching, 
learning, tutoring and other terms from their own frame of reference. For instance, 
when they are discussing the concept of online learning, they mean the application 
they are practising in H802, namely distance learning with asynchronous computer-
mediated conferencing and collaborative learning. 
It's good to follow the advice of Betty Collis and start with some definitions to avoid 
confusion of thought.  
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2. Learning, teaching and the learning environment. 
 
Before talking about skills of a teacher we will start with the essentials of the 
discussed activities. 
Learning can be described as 'do efforts to reach learning goals' and teaching as 
'the activities performed by a teacher to stimulate the learning process, to coach and 
to examine: thus urge to do learning activities ' (Werkgroep Docenten 
Onderwijszaken / DOZ, 1998). 
Koekkoek et al. (1996) describe how learning can take place in different kinds of 
environments: with teachers in classrooms, with peers or in environments without 
other people (self-instruction). 
A learning environment has the following dimensions: time, place, infrastructure with 
materials and a social psychological dimension (interaction between peers and 
teachers). 
 
What are the features of an ideal learning environment (Koekkoek et al., 1996, p. 
55)? 
• It should be rich and complete: it offers different learning experiences, considers 

individual needs, and learning styles. 
• It invites to activities, there can only be learning if the student is active. 
• There has to be a relation with the reality the student has to experience on what 

can be done with the learned competences in the real world. 
• The environment contains professionality and supplies guidance and support of 

relevant learning activities (not necessarily by the teacher). 
• In the ideal environment, the student gradually takes control and learns to 

organise his/her learning. He/she becomes independent of the environment. 
• The environment encourages and estimates self-confidence. 
 
From the above can be concluded, that the use of new technologies does not have to 
be the origin of new ideas about learning. New pedagogical views can be the motor 
of substantial changes with, amongst others, use of technology. 
  
In the following part a short description will be given of some important changes, 
changes that also effect distance learning methods.  
 

 
 
3. Teacher centred vs. student centred learning 
 
The ambition to reach independent learning has consequences for the roles of the 
teachers. They will have to spend more time on coaching and less time on giving 
instruction. That means there is no longer a need for persons who are only content 
experts, but for teachers who also act as organiser, facilitator, structure provider, 
coach, learning route recorder or quality controller (Koekkoek et al., 1996). 
This concerns face-to-face learning as well as tele-learning. 
 
These findings are similar to Harasim (The Open University, 1998). 
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She states that with computer conferencing, the teacher doesn't have a tutoring 
position anymore. She speaks of the role of facilitator, moderator and instructor.  
The environment is a learner centred environment, where the peers have a very 
powerful role. The moderator has the role of tutor. The teacher is in the background 
as a facilitator. 
Harasim thinks that she needs other qualities. She is not allowed to intervene 
between the students, but has to manage the balance between all the contributions 
and participants. 
    
Ljoså (1998) explains why it is necessary to change from teacher centred learning to 
student centred learning (See msg#177, 107). 
In the new digital era an increased amount of information exists. The need of skills of 
information handling leads to the necessity for learners to take responsibility for their 
own learning activities. From now on teachers and learners have a shared 
responsibility for the goals and methods of learning. 
 

 
 
4. Education model and learning principles. 
 
The H802 course is a distance education (DE) course of the so-called third 
generation. 
Nipper (1989) describes the different stages as follows. 
 
The first generation DE courses consist of written and printed material and are also 
called 'correspondence teaching'. 
 
The second generation DE material contains multimedia packages with audio and/or 
videotapes, written material and sometimes slides.  
 
In both generations storing information (content) and storing the didactic approach is 
a main teaching activity. In the Netherlands we call this the principle of the 'canned 
teacher'. Everything has been designed in advance. 
The learning process is individual and consists mainly of acquiring and reproducing 
the stored information in the required way. 
Important teaching skills are structuring, designing and distributing the learning 
materials. There is little interaction between the teacher and the learner and between 
peers. 
 
In the third generation model of distance learning communication and learning as a 
social process is a substantial element. It has become possible to communicate 
intensively independent of place and time, asynchronous and also synchronous. 
 
In the discussion about the need for other skills it is possible to compare the former 
distance teacher with the new one. It's obvious that the designing is no longer the 
most important skill, but that communication abilities have become more important  
One could also compare the online tutor with the face-to-face teacher from the 
classroom. This has been an important subject of discussion between the H802 
students (see msg#130,107 et seq.). 
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Collis (1999, pp.334 et seq.) shows that in the comparison between face-to-face 
teaching and on-line teaching, one is comparing two different situations.  
In the face-to-face situation, online teaching is an add-on to the classroom situation, 
with students who are familiar with the instructional strategy of the teacher.  
It frequently happens that the teacher chooses for this addition, and that he/she has 
little (technical) support from the institution. 
In the distance education situation, the teacher gets support from the management 
(financial support, technical staff, development team and so on). 
The students have no face-to-face contact with the teacher, but they are aware of this 
before they start the study. Online learning and contact can be an essential part of 
the course. 
The education environment may change substantially, by introducing communication 
methods. 
 
 

 
 
5. Collaborative learning and social constructivism 
 
Rowntree (1995) describes his first experience as an online tutor and is amazed 
about the possibilities of computer conferencing (see msg#122, 107). He is especially 
enthusiastic about the opportunity of collaborative learning. The students learn as 
much from each other’s as from course materials and the interventions of the tutor. 
The results of learning are no longer products, but processes. The students work 
together in the group, pose ideas, get comment and critic and develop their thoughts 
in this way. 
It is the principle of social constructivism 
Constructivism is based on results of Piaget’s research (Dougiamas 1998) and the 
premise of this theory is that children construct their knowledge actively, instead of 
absorbing it from educators. They assimilate new information to simple notions and 
into more complex idea's later.  
Social constructivism means collaborative learning, constructing the knowledge with 
peers and teachers or other people of the social environment.  
Collaborative learning is getting more and more important in education. 
The experts of the interview (The Open University, 1998) are surprised that it is 
possible that some students finish school and have never done a collaborative 
learning project, in a world, where everyone has to work with others. 
  
 

 
 
6. Roles of the participants of the debate 
 
All group members have different roles. 
The moderator gives comment, puts questions, encourages contributions and 
makes links between the messages. This is a task, which traditionally could be 
performed by a teacher. 
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In the learner centred environment this is a student role. Most students have to 
practice with this task. 
Gerry Prendergast states in the interview (The Open University1998), that practice is 
the only way to be a good tutor yourself. The future tutor has to learn to manage 
information overload, to read between the lines what's going on and to handle 
interventions carefully. 
Rowntree (1995) also states that the only way to learning online tutoring is to be a 
student first  
The proposer puts an amplifying statement about the topic in the conference. 
 The others can comment it. 
The main reaction is the answer of the opposer. This person counters the proposer's 
message and defends the opposite or an other vision, and of course others can 
reply. 
During the debate everyone argues and finds the statements with references to 
readings and books. The researcher looks papers and articles, and if necessary 
summarises them. 
At the end of the debate the rapporteur has to make a summary of the debate.  
 

 
 
7. The students  
 
Most of the participants are or have been employed in the adult education sector and 
/or Higher Education. The average age is about 40 years. Some students are 
computer illiterates. Others do not have experience with computer conferencing, 
collaborative learning or other forms of new learning. 
The group consists of five students, three females and two males, who live in 
different European countries and have different nationalities. 
A rather heterogeneous group with the resemblance that the participants are adult 
students working in higher or adult education. 
 

 
8. The debate 
 
 
The proposer states (msg#95,107) that a good teacher will be good, whatever the 
medium. This depends on the teacher and not on the medium. 
The next question is: ' What is a good teacher?' 
She refers to Collis (Open University, 1998) when she enumerates attributes of a 
caring and involved teacher. 
Finally the proposer thinks that an online tutor will need new technical skills, but that 
it is of minor importance to his effort and acting. 
 
The opposer argues that you don't have to discuss the attributes of a good teacher, 
but that the teacher's actions have to be judged. So you have to question how a good 
teacher teaches. He refers to the types of sculptor, entertainer, coach and manager. 
Some of these types will not find themselves happy with online learning, but that 
doesn't make them bad teachers. 
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The first discussion was focused on the question 'what is a good teacher then?' 
In first week the students had to place a contribution about their own experience in 
relation to the topic. 
I have placed a message (msg#117,107) about my experiences as a co-ordinator 
when I had to manage and coach teachers and had to work with a great diversity of 
talents. I had to work with natural born good teachers, who performed excellent on all 
aspects. But I also was confronted with the opposite. 
My experience is that you can help people to perform better. I also know that most 
people have talents for different tasks and roles. 
I think that nowadays a good teacher has to anticipate on new developments in 
society and education, without running after the newest events. It means that 
teachers need to use developments effectively in their teaching where possible, 
without uncritically using new technology, merely because it’s new. 
Student centred teaching demands new attitudes from many teachers, but it is also 
possible that they are being confronted with new contents. In the student centred 
environment this is a shared responsibility between teachers and learners. This 
demands teachers who are not afraid of new, unknown developments.  
And good teachers are teachers, who dare to let their students go, to independence, 
step by step. It demands a combination of personality, role perception and skills.  
 
Another sub theme concerns the relation between Web Based Instruction (WBI) 
and collaborative learning. 
The cause of this theme was a message (msg#141,107) about the similarities and 
differences between WBI and the traditional classroom. Relan and Gilanni (1999) 
describe three instruction models:  
• Traditional Instruction - teacher centred curriculum 
• Traditional Instruction - student centred curriculum 
• Web Based Instruction 
 
The question is: 'Is Web Based Instruction collaborative or not?' (msg#158,107). 
In msg#177,107 I state that there are different ICT-based learning models and that it 
is possible to use 'teacher-centred' or 'not-student-centred' models in online learning. 
The starting point is the learning model. When it is student centred, you can use 
technology or not. 
In a teacher centred course you can also use the web. In this case the teacher can 
decide what the results have to be. 
Some new learning models can be terrifying for some teachers because they think 
they loose control. 
Linda Harasim told (The Open University, 1998) that some teachers don't know how 
to handle it, when the learners ask something they don't know. They have to get used 
to the idea that information is not available, but has to be searched for. This will be 
the reality more and more in instances, when the tutors are not the content experts.  
In the primary school for instance, this has been the case for a long time. Because a 
teacher has to know a lot about all the subjects (in the Netherlands). Even little 
children can sometimes have more knowledge about some subjects than the teacher. 
 
Another important sub theme is about tutors and skills.  
After about two weeks the moderator has set a new thread in the discussion, 
(msg#182, 107) this has been the main discussion. 
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Soon the discussion focuses on the amount of intervening actions of the tutor in 
general and the own tutor specifically. 
Some students do not like to be 'spoon fed' (msg#225,107 and msg#232, 107). 
Adult students however, can appreciate some help. Some students have not studied 
for a long time, and in a system where an inexperienced student performs the 
moderator’s role, it can be necessary that the tutor intervenes in a discrete way. 
 
In my role as researcher I have found some authors who have clear ideas about the 
tasks of the tutor (msg#243,107): 
In Beaudoin (1996) one can find the next tasks:  
 

• Diagnosing the student’s readiness to learn. 
• Monitoring the student progress toward objectives sought. 
• Recognising and discovering a students learning difficulties. 
• Stimulating and challenging students of further efforts. 
• Evaluating the quality of a student’s learning. 
• Assigning a grade to estimate learning outcomes. 
 
Hiemstra, R. (1992) also points to the help with learning skills and learning styles. 
And I agree with Mason (1991) that 'CMC in the hands of an expert can be a 
powerful tool '. 
 

 
 
Conclusion: 
 
At the moment there are all kinds of innovations in the field of education. 
Student centred learning, collaboration with peers; constructivism and the use of new 
technologies offer teachers interesting challenges.  
Online learning is one of those challenges. 
Teachers have to acquire new skills. Not in behalf of the technological demands, but 
of the new era with new demands on the behaviour, skills and competences of the 
learners. 
In the case of online learning teachers or tutors will have to act in the background 
and be almost invisible. 
If necessary the tutor takes actions if the students are too shy or too noisy, are 
inexperienced with the new system and learning methods, or when the teacher 
monitors that the learning process does not continue successfully.  
It will be more and more important that teachers are willing to participate in 
innovations on pedagogy, learning theories and instruction technology and are willing 
to alter their roles and attitudes.  
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Part Two: Online system support on 
teaching and learning at distance 
 
 
 
1. Introduction. 
 
This part of the essay will outline the way in which online systems can support the 
process of teaching and learning at distance. 
It consists of: 
 
• A description of the EBBS conferencing system. 
• A review of the functionality of the system to issues of teaching and learning. 
 
The issues of teaching and learning are discussed in part one of this essay and are 
about student centred learning, collaborative learning and third generation distance 
learning. 
 
 
 
 

2. Online systems. 
 
Collis (1999, p.9) defines tele-learning as: 
 

'making connections 
among persons and resources 
through communication technologies 
for learning-related purposes' 

 
The main point of 'connecting' is the interactivity and the deliberateness.  
In part one has been written about the new opportunities for communication in 
distance education.  
The new technology supports two-way communication. The learner and teacher can 
receive feedback.  
 
The chosen system of Course H802 is often called a Computer Conferencing 
System. Actually it is a Bulletin Board System (BBS). 
De difference between the two is more gradual than functional (Collis, p.60). The 
BBS is an older form of an integrated communication and information environment. 
 
Harasim (1989) calls computer conferencing a new domain of educational interaction. 
It is an asynchronous (time independent), place independent, many to many 
interactive medium. It differs from face to face and distance education. 
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3. Features of the BBS 
 
The system is called 'EBBS', that stands for Extended Bulletin Board System and is 
developed by Matthew Stratfold for the Institute of Educational Technology, to create 
conferences and forums (The Open University, 1999). 
It contains a plenary room, tutor group areas and an alumni room 
In the rooms a tree structure is used. The staff members or tutors have placed 
messages. Under those messages the participants may put their answers. These 
reactions may also be answered.  
The message line from the top to the root is called a thread. In a conference you will 
have different threads. 
 
The system is easy to use. It has a simple menu structure.  
One can write the message in one's own word processor. This message can be 
placed in the thread with the use of some buttons.  
 
A system with different symbols helps to see where new messages have been placed 
since the last visit. It also shows which messages have a thread. 
If one is reading a message, then a summary of the thread is shown in blue colours. 
This should people help not to loose the thread.  
 
You can choose to read a specific message, to give an outline of a topic, look at all 
the messages of a topic or only at new messages. It's very easy to download the 
messages and not having to read them during the connection time. 
The system has a special bookmark section, where one can keep interesting 
bookmarks and keep notes. 
 
The system uses buttons to jump, or one can use links to other messages and web 
links. This is functional when there is a need for information about some specific 
topic. 
 
There also are possibilities to see the history of the message and information about 
the system. 
For moderators there are special functions .For instance, only moderators can place 
a new thread. 
 
 

4. Educational functionality. 
 
A chosen or developed system has to support different educational activities. 
In H802 it comprises a distance learning system based on the principles of 
collaborative learning, social constructivism and student centred learning. 
These principles may be supported by computer conferencing.  
 
With co-operative learning the peers have to achieve a common goal (Harasim, 
1989). For instance to formulate a common statement about a subject. 
This may well be accomplished by a BBS. 
The BBS also supports active learning through discussion and interaction with peers 
about written articles and topics. It also helps to perfect debating techniques. 
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In a many to many communication system, such as the EBBS, there are occasionally 
many threads. Many people want to react and sometimes it can be very confusing to 
find ones way through the threads. The blue lines can be a help.  
The system cannot prevent, that there are people who not participate in the 
discussion. In this case it is important to have a good moderator.  
It is also important that the tutor has good tools to have oversight of what is 
happening: a kind of management information. It is not clear in which way this system 
provides in this. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The EBBS of Course H802 is very easy to learn and to use. The functions support 
the educational and learning principles. 
However, for learners inexperienced with computer conferencing, it can be difficult 
not to loose the way in the discussions. It has more to do with the moderator’s 
functions, than with the features of the system.
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Messages: 

 
 
Msg#95,107 posted by dodo-s: Proposer's statement.  
 
Msg#99,107 posted by stephen-m: Opposer's statement. 
 
Msg#117,107 posted by mieke-dw: Theme and experience.  
 
Msg#122,107 posted by mieke-dw:Rowntree summary. 
 
Msg#130,107 posted by stephen-m: It's teaching Jim but not as we know it. 
 
Msg#141,107 posted by dodo-s: chap 11. 
 
Msg#158,107 posted by chris-h: WBI does not have to be collaborative, does it? 
 
Msg#177,107 posted by mieke-dw: WBI collaborative yes or no. 
 
Msg#182,107 posted by chris-h: The specific skills that online tutors need. 
 
Msg#225,107 posted by chris-h: Are minimalist facilitations part of the online tutors 
arsenal? 
 
Msg#232,107 posted by dodo-s: Minimalist facilitations again. 
 
Msg#243,107 posted by mieke-dw: Skills and tutors. 
 
 

Other own messages about the subject 

 
Msg#176,107 posted by mieke-dw: No need to explain the same thing more than 
once. 
 
Msg#191,107 posted by mieke-dw: Specific skils: resources 
 
Msg#218,107 posted by mieke-dw: Hello group P. 
 
Msg#219,107 posted by mieke-dw: Hello group Q. 
 
Msg#245,107 posted by mieke-dw: Students distress. 


