
sions for collaborative learn-

ing.  Online discussions do not 

automatically lead to collabo-

ration. Collaborative learning 

is more likely to take place 

when there is a degree of:  

a. familiarity – students need 

time to become comfortable 

with each other and with the 

expectations and limitations of 

the environment. Collabora-

tive tasks may not be success-

ful in first couple of weeks; 

b. maturity – collaborative 

tasks may be more successful 

with mature age or later year 

students. 

You might like to try setting 

some learning tasks or assign-

ments that require collabora-

tion in research, writing, sum-

marizing or presenting a topic.  

Debates can also work quite 

well in the online learning 

environment. Richard Ascough 

recommends using online 

debates and concludes:  

“The spacing of the debate 

over a week allowed for reflec-

tion and interaction at a level 

not often seen in face-to-face 

class settings.” (Ascough; 2002) 

 

Find out how to run an online 

debate plus more ideas about 

getting your students actively 

learning and collaboratively 

learning online and refer-

ences cited in this article at:  

Designing An Engaging Online 

Course 

In Part 2 of “How to make 

good use of online discus-

sion forums” we look at en-

couraging critical thinking 

and collaborative learning: 

Critical Thinking  

We want to encourage and 

develop critical thinking and 

facilitate deep processing in 

our online units and programs. 

(SCD Distance Education 

Handbook, Section 3.4)  Fac-

ulty can encourage depth and 

sharpness of thinking by asking 

good questions, both in discus-

sion forums and in the set as-

signments. Anderson (2009)

points out that in online learn-

ing the instructor’s design of 

discussion forums and ques-

tions is more important for the 

effectiveness of the course in 

achieving higher/deeper learn-

ing than the technology that is 

used.  

In her article, “Teaching Criti-

cal Thinking through Online 

Discussions”, Carol McKnight 

offers the following criteria for 

designing good questions that 

help stimulate critical thinking: 

Good questions: 

- are carefully designed and 

defined to focus thinking; 

- drive an idea; 

- encourage reflection; 

- seek clarification or elabora-

tion; 

- question reasons, evidence & 

assumptions; 

- question implications & con-

sequences (McKnight; 2000) . 

We could also add to this list: 

Good questions:  

- relate to module objectives (& 

unit learning outcomes); 

- are specific, e.g. related to 

idea in readings; 

- encourage students to grap-

ple with complexities of issues 

- ask students what to do 

rather than what they think 

about the issue. 

By taking the time to carefully 

craft questions that help stu-

dents grapple with the central 

issues of the unit, you will find 

that discussion forums can lead 

to deep learning and help your 

students achieve the desired 

learning outcomes.  

 

Collaborative Learning 

The Australian Quality Frame-

work sets expectations about 

graduate’s abilities to work 

collaboratively and in teams.  

Feedback from students in 

SCD courses consistently 

shows that we need to improve 

efforts to organise learning 

activities that help students 

develop ability to work as a 

team member. 

One way of doing this is 

through using online discus-
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Randy Edwards writes 
about his experience over 
many years in teaching at 

ACOM & elsewhere: 

I began teaching biblical stud-
ies in 1977 with Kenmore 
Christian College, one of two 

colleges that formed ACOM in 
1999.  Over those years I have 
taught using traditional lec-
turing, short term intensives, 

distance education through 
distribution of hard copy ma-
terials and more recently dis-
tance education online.  They 
each require a different skill 

set and approach to teaching, 
and each require a different 
focus in relationship to the 
student. 

What is your philosophy of, 
or approach to teaching? 

I have always tried to be stu-
dent focused.  For me, this has 

required careful consideration 
of two important approaches.  
The first is the recognition 
that students learn best when 

they are ready to learn 
(sometimes called “just in 
time” learning).  Because all 
students are not ready to learn 
at the same time, it is impor-

tant to provide both the ra-
tionale and the motivation to 
students so that they are ready 
to learn something new and 

different.  The second is that 
learning something new al-

most always involves unlearn-
ing something old.  Thus, there 
is a need to be sensitive to the 

learning process and how that 
affects students both emotion-
ally and theologically.  I also 
want students to be “affected” 

by what they learn and there-
fore I am constantly trying to 
assist them in applying their 
learning to their present situa-

tions in life.  Finally, the key to 
good teaching is to help stu-
dents to think critically, and, as 
much as possible, objectively in 
terms of their own identity, the 

church and the world. 

What do you think are the 
benefits and disadvantages 
for students of studying the-

ology by distance? 

While some would suggest that 
distance education is primarily 
about convenience, for ACOM 

distance education is primarily 
about contextualization.  Stu-
dents who learn by distance are 
studying within the context of 

life, ministry and social interac-
tion.  They do not rely primarily 
on the teaching institution for 
their community and support, 
and this is more likely to enable 

them to learn skills that will 
produce life-long learning.   
Most of our students are al-
ready involved in some type of 

ministry, so they already have 
familiarity with the context for 

application.  Also students can 
fit their study around life rather 
than fit their life around study.  

To a large degree the timetable 
is not set around lecturers or 
college programs; along with 
this comes the added benefit of 

learning self-discipline rather 
than programmed discipline. 

The greatest disadvantage is 
that students do not always 

have opportunity to develop 
face-to-face relationships with 
their teachers.  Because model-
ling is so important, this has to 
be developed in different ways, 

and distance education provides 
significant challenges to this 
process.  There is also a disad-
vantage to those students who 

find reading and processing 
written material difficult.  Al-
though creative distance educa-
tion provides many ways of 

circumventing this problem, 
most content providers do not 
take the time to learn and pro-
duce creative materials. 

Do you think theology stu-
dents’ expectations of learn-
ing by distance are changing?  

I think students’ expectations of 
learning by distance are chang-

ing in every field of study.  Their 
access to resources online and 
their busy schedules are de-
manding a change in educa-

tional approaches.  Our stu-
dents have welcomed distance 

Spotlight on Teaching: Randy Edwards on student-focused teaching 

Spotlight on SCD Professional Development for Online Learning 

topic. He would 
like to connect with anyone 
from the SCD who might be 

interested in developing this 
learning sequence further, so 
that it could be made public for 
others to review/use. If you 

want to follow this up with 
James contact him at: 
james.dalziel@mq.edu.au 

Management System) James led 
us through a sample scenario of 
using problem-based learning 

in theology courses.  LAMS 
allows lecturers to structure a 
sequence of learning activities 
for students, which may be 

online, face-face or a combina-
tion of both.  James’ example of 
a learning sequence which ad-
dressed the topic of a Christian 
approach to pacifism and war 

was well-received by partici-
pants.  James is keen to get 
some feedback on this sequence 
from someone who knows this 

Professional Development 
for SCD staff on online teach-
ing continues:   

Following a successful work-
shop held in May, a second 
workshop designed to equip 
faculty for online teaching was 

held on September 9. 

James Dalziel, Director of the 
Macquarie University E-
learning Centre of Excellence, 
led a very informative and inter-

esting session on online learn-
ing.  Using an example from 
LAMS (the Learning Activity 

Randy Edwards cur-

rently teaches bibli-

cal studies at ACOM.  

Here he shares his 

insights into the joys 

and challenges of 

online teaching. 

Can you contribute to 

this newsletter?   

We’d love to have your 

input or suggestions for 

inclusion in future issues. 

Please send any ideas, links 

to interesting websites, or 

suggestions for topics to 

Diane Hockridge at: 

dianeh@scd.edu.au. 

The next issue will be 

published in November.  

The deadline for 

contributions is Friday 4 

November. 

Previous editions of this 

newsletter are  available 

online at the Coursework 

Sandpit Wiki. 

Oops!  Sorry... 
Unfortunately we had 

some problems (ironically) with 

the technology on the day 
which resulted in poor sound 
quality for online participants. 

mailto:James%20Dalziel%20[james.dalziel@mq.edu.au]
mailto:dianeh@scd.edu.au
http://courseworksandpit.wetpaint.com/page/SCD+Distance+%26+E-learning+Newsletter
http://courseworksandpit.wetpaint.com/page/SCD+Distance+%26+E-learning+Newsletter
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education overwhelmingly, and 
online learning has made this 
extremely convenient for them.  

This is not only in terms of 
access to the subject content, 
but for their own exploration 
of ideas and concepts which 

can be encouraged by links to 
websites that will take students 
into a whole new world of 
learning and thinking.   While 
they desperately need assis-

tance with discernment, the 
contemporary student does not 
want to be “restricted” by the 
content provider’s approach or 

views.  Instead, they want the 
freedom to explore very differ-
ent ideas and approaches to 
the same ideas and thoughts.   

Some will see this as danger-
ous, but we are educating 
adults not children, and we 
must respect their right to 
explore and learn beyond our 

own limits. 

I believe you use podcasts in 
your online courses?  Why do 
you do this?  Do you have 

any advice about podcast-
ing? 

I use podcasts in several differ-
ent ways and for several differ-

ent reasons.  The primary rea-
son for using these is to estab-
lish a healthy relationship with 
students.  When they hear my 

voice they sense that they are 
getting to know me.  When I 
meet students face-to-face at 
our “facilitations” they often 
greet me warmly as if they have 

known me for years simply 
because they have heard my 
voice.  I also use podcasts as a 
guide for each session.  It is 

here that I try to give the ra-
tionale and motivation for 
studying a particular topic, and 
it is here that I help students to 

identify the most significant 
issue/s that arise out of this 
particular session. (“lecture” in 
previous approaches to teach-
ing).  Thus, I have a podcast at 

the beginning of every session.  
I also utilize podcasts from 
others which can be found 
online at various sites.  At 

times this may even be a sig-
nificant part of the content of 

the session and assists those 
students who learn better audi-
bly than they do by reading.  

Podcasts found online can also 
supplement the content and 
provide students access to 
scholars outside our college. 

My advice is to keep it brief 
(most of my podcasts last only 
about five minutes) and simple.  

I always write out my podcasts 
in full so I do not ramble, and 
so that I can ensure that the 
presentation makes good logical 

sense.  I don’t try to do too 
much with each podcast, and 
have a clear goal in mind for 
each one.    I also always pro-

vide a written copy of the pod-
cast for those who like to read 
rather than listen or for those 
who may be technologically 
challenged and find it difficult 

to work out how to listen to a 
podcast.  Finally, I would advise 
others to include at least one 
podcast (or vid cast if you have 

the technology) for each session 
so that students have a variety 
of learning styles rather than 
just the written word. 

Are there advantages of 
online learning over tradi-
tional distance education? 

One great advantage is the abil-
ity to provide visuals to stu-

dents easily.  For those who 
learn better by seeing objects, 
illustrations or pictures rather 
than reading, the ease with 

which this can be done is amaz-

ing.  It can trans-
form the learning experience 
for students. 

Another advantage is the ease 
with which changes can be 
made.  While computers and 
printers have greatly aided 

this, online changes merely 
require one entry and all stu-
dents immediately have access 
to the change. 

Probably the biggest advantage 

is the ability to use discussion 
forums where students who are 
separated by distance can still 
interact with each other and 

with the teacher.  This helps to 
build community and provides 
students with a sense of the 
classroom without actually 

having to be present at set 
times. 

What do you find most satis-
fying and most challenging 
about teaching in an online 

environment? 

The most satisfying thing 
about online teaching is the 
ease with which I can put stu-

dents in touch with such a vast 
array of information found 
online.  It makes me less ma-
nipulative of the learning proc-

ess and frees students to take 
greater responsibility for their 
learning.  It transforms my 
responsibility into more of a 

guide and mentor rather than a 
teacher, and I think this is the 
mandate for future learning 
and education. 

The biggest challenge for me is 

creativity.  Learning new ways 
to assist student learning is 
difficult for one who loved the 
face-to-face encounter with 

students.  It means adopting a 
new role and new assessment 
of who I am as a teacher; it 
requires a constant learning 

not only of the subject content 
but of the methodology of 
content delivery.  In the end it 
has made be a better teacher, 
but the journey has been both 

time-consuming and role-
changing, and it is a transition 
that some will find very diffi-
cult to accommodate. 

 

The most satisfying 
thing about online 
teaching is ....  

“the ease with which I 
can put students in 
touch with such a vast 
array of information 
found online.  It makes 
me less manipulative of 
the learning process and 
frees students to take 
greater responsibility for 
their learning.  It trans-
forms my responsibility 
into more of a guide and 
mentor rather than a 
teacher, and I think this 
is the mandate for future 
learning and education.” 

Randy Edwards 


