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The Journey

Setting the scene: Why are we here?

What is facilitation?

Onto online facilitation

What online facilitators do

A facilitation dilemma

Some advice for when it is wanted

A few tools



What is facilitation?

"the act of engaging participants in creating, 

discovering and applying learning insights" 

Huggett and Wilkinson (2014) in the ASTD Handbook: The 

Definitive Reference for Training & Development, 2nd Edition



What is facilitation?

“The facilitator’s job is to support everyone to do their 

best thinking. To do this, the facilitator encourages full 

participation, promotes mutual understanding and 

cultivates shared responsibility”. 

Kaner 1996, p32



Some 

resources 

for 

innovative

facilitators

http://www.liberatingstructures.com/



http://groupworksdeck.org/
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What is online facilitation?

“the process of encouraging interaction with and 

between students, supporting learning activities and 

helping make the use of technology 'easier' for the 

people we are working with, in order to foster 

greater engagement and learning”

Downing, Pittaway and Osborne, 2014



What is online facilitation?

“a balance between functions that enhance the 

environment and content, create openness and 

opportunity, and functions that protect the members 

from harassment. It involves the sacred rituals around 

freedom of individual expression while preserving 

something of "the common good. It is juggling, tight-

rope walking, often without a net”

White 2002, p5



Howard Rheingold: Art of Hosting

“like a host at a party”

“an authority”

“an exemplar”

“a cybrarian”

“the show is collaborative improvisation”

“members of a community of hosts”

Rheingold (1998)



From Gilly Salmon

http://www.gillysalmon.com/five-stage-model.html



http://www.gillysalmon.com/five-stage-model.html
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Community of Inquiry Framework

Garrison, Anderson and Archer 2010, p6



What online facilitators do



Capabilities 

of online 

facilitators

• supporting online learning 

• social skills

• online communication skills 

• technical skills 

• social networking skills

Carr, Jaffer and Smuts 2009, p4



The facilitative stance 

Self-awareness

Tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty

Ability to sense nuance and subtlety

Well-practiced questioning and “listening” skills

Ability to work with and across diverse cultures and 

styles.

Good judgment to deal with the “darker side” of online 

interactions

Selected from White (2010) p4



What would you do?

 A student who has been making very insightful and 

useful contributions to online discussions suddenly 

starts posting lots of messages advertising their 

freelance work and responds angrily when their 

peers object to this.

 What would you do as an online facilitator of the 

course?



What would you do?

 Its three days since the last face to face class on campus 

and you are receiving e-mails from several of your 

students complaining about the suspension of face to 

face lectures. One student said: "If I had wanted to do 

distance education I would have saved my parents a lot 

of money by going to Unisa instead." Some of the other 

messages use less polite language.

 What would you do as an online facilitator of the 

course?



The challenge of social media

"the use of social media matches a different 

perspective on learning focusing on co-creation, self-

directed learning by participants and the importance 

of interaction and conversation between participants. 

Social media encourage networking, sharing ideas 

and experiences”

Hulsebosch 2011
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Some recent research

https://www.flickr.com/photos/darkdragonvegas/7121612119/



Facilitators as co-learners

"The facilitators played a vital role in establishing a 

sense of community by creating, extending and 

modelling opportunities for conversation and 

exchange, showing interest and care through 

supporting learners as well as each other."

Nerantzi, Middleton and Beckingham 2014



Guidelines Towards Facilitation

teaching staff needed training to become familiar 

with constructivist and observational approaches and 

the use of social media which could enable them to 

facilitate student engagement

Mbati and Minnaar 2015



Student perceptions of peer versus 

instructor facilitation

the students generally preferred instructor facilitation 

to guide their learning and because of the instructor's 

authority "to keep the discussion on track". However 

peer facilitation was preferred when the participants 

wanted more ownership of the discussion or more 

experience of facilitation. 

Kew 2015



Affective feedforward in online 

tutoring

"it was centred on affective needs, was frank and 

trusting, and was one within which feedforward was 

given, received and acted upon.“

Chen, Chou and Cowan 2014, p705



Statements from online facilitators

Jolanda Morkel Esther Gacicio Gerrit Wissing

CPUT KICD Wits

studio connection voice, control



A professional development network

https://emergeafrica.net/
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Conclusion

Online facilitation has had a long run which isn't over 

yet …. 

Connecting students to each other, to educators and to 

learning

Becoming crucial to the effectiveness of mainstream 

university educators



https://emergeafrica.net/facilitating-online-2017/

https://emergeafrica.net/facilitating-online-2017/






Beyond Vula



Some advice for when it is wanted



Content is essential

Content isn’t enough



Know your students



Set your objectives



Set up the course network



Choose the right spaces and 

tools



Support students to achieve 

access



Test while the stakes are low



Frame your invitation



Show who you are



Stay connected



Show some empathy



Include student voices and 

perspectives



Hold the space



Ask generative questions



Be a coach



Make yourself available



Know your limits



Support peer learning



Set a heartbeat of regular 

updates for the course 

community



Keep the doors open



You are not alone



Your feedback

 What are your takeaways?

 Insights?

 Reflections?

 Questions?

 Anything that you want to do?
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