Supporting Distance Learners – Course Details and Overview of Online Learning Theories
The first unit familiarised participants with what some of the challenges online learners face when they learn at a distance and using technologies that may be new to them. If online tutors are to offer effective support to learners they need to have an appreciation of these challenges and devise best ways of support. Participants reflected fruitfully on hints given in the unit in the light of their contexts.

In Unit Two participants explored the relationship between open learning, distance learning and E-learning 2.0, concepts that are commonly associated with online learning. Participants also discussed how E-learning is being influenced by the pervasiveness of the web 2.0 technologies. Discussions of these technologies exposed participants to possible strategies that can be used to support learners online.

Unit Three dealt primarily with the pedagogical theories underpinning learning in general and E-learning in particular. This is what is unique about the online course participants were exposed to during the workshop- that E-learning is premised on a very sound pedagogical grounding which encourages collaborative construction of knowledge by learners. Through this unit participants discovered the range of theoretical perspectives that can provide guidance in designing E-learning and in supporting effective online learning. 

Online Learning Theories
The learning pathway in the course is informed by the WisCom (Wisdom Community) design model which draws from socio-constructivism.
 The epistemological grounding of socio-constructivism is that ‘cognition, knowledge, and expertise are not merely a property of individual minds but are distributed across individuals, environments, external symbolic representations, tools and artefacts”. Thus, learning is a social activity and online tutoring/support has to respect the principle of online wisdom communities. Online learning activities should be designed to encourage interaction, social negotiation of meaning and construction of knowledge. This message was imparted to the workshop participants through hands-on activities that took participants through the five stages defined above.

During the training workshop, participants were also exposed to a few other theories that guide online support. These include Gabi Witthaus’ (2009) quadrant model which explains, on one hand, the extent to which learning is learner- or teacher-controlled and on the other, the extent to which learning is individualised or shared. These two concepts of individualised versus group learning and learner-controlled versus teacher-controlled learning are pertinent to online teaching and learning and provide guidance on how tutors design activities for their online learners.

Participants were particularly fascinated by Gilly Salmon’s
 stages of online learning, which show the various stages through which learners go when they first come online. The model argues that when learners first come online, they are required to learn how to navigate their way on the platform using the various tools. At this stage they need a lot of support and motivation. Once they are familiar with the platform then they start socialising with other learners online. The process of sharing ideas with others commences. In the third stage, learners feel confident to exchange ideas on the content of the course. This stage typically characterises social constructivism. The next stage involves learners using what they have learned through their own engagement with the course and through interaction with peers to construct their own meanings. The last stage entails consolidating their knowledge by using or applying it.
The key message that was communicated through the theories is that online learning is not about posting content on the web, neither is it just putting technological infrastructure in place and directing students to it. On the contrary, it is a process that involves careful designing of learning materials and learner activities, and building into the course an appropriate learning pathway that takes learners through desired experiences. The role of online tutorial support in this process cannot be overemphasised. 
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