
Theological institutions need to 

be clear on who their students 

are, why they are offering (or not 

offering) distance education, 

what is going to be taught, and 

what pedagogical approach will 

be used in teaching, 

2. Be totally systematic.  

Good distance education re-

quires a systems approach that 

recognizes that distance educa-

tion requires different models 

and has different requirements 

and demands on faculty. 

3. Adopt a situational and 

significant pedagogy.  

A situational approach recog-

nises the church and life context 

of the learner, then develops 

exercises and assessment that 

requires engagement with that 

context.  It also seeks to embed 

application and reflection in 

learning.  Situational learning 

will be more effective not only 

for distance learners but also for 

on campus learners. 

“Significant” pedagogy comes 

from Fink’s (2003) book which 

suggests 6 elements that lead to 

learning for significance (fig. 1). 

4. Offer a deliberately forma-

tive curriculum.  

This may be achieved through 

the inclusion of compulsory 

spiritual formation subjects, as 

well as the development of  

assessments and activities care-

fully designed to foster forma-

tion in students. 

5. Have an unashamedly 

transformative orientation . 

Finally, Mark suggests that all 

theological education should be 

transformative.   > Cont. p2. 

A recent seminar on excellence 

in theological distance education 

was attended by around 20 SCD 

faculty and staff. 

 

Mark Nichols, formerly lecturer 

and manager at Laidlaw Bible 

College in NZ, and currently 

Executive Director Faculty at the 

Open Polytechnic of NZ, ad-

dressed the seminar.   

 

Distance Learners, Spiritual 

Formation & Situational 

Learning 

Before discussing the topic of 

excellence in distance theological 

education, Mark addressed a 

commonly expressed concern 

about learning theology by dis-

tance; that distance learners may 

be disadvantaged, and less likely 

to experience spiritual formation 

than on campus students.  

Mark’s current PhD research on 

this topic is leading him to con-

clude that, in fact, distance stu-

dents of theology are not disad-

vantaged in terms of spiritual 

formation. He has found that  

distance students, (defined as 

those who are physically sepa-

rated from the instructor for the 

duration of the course), tend to 

be part-time, older, more mature 

believers, and are often well 

established in their local commu-

nities and ministry contexts.  It is 

in these contexts, Mark suggests, 

that spiritual formation can be 

fostered.  The real life contexts of 

students provide a “situational 

authenticity” upon which teach-

ers can build their assessments 

and learning activities with the 

aim of fostering deep learning 

and spiritual formation.   

 

Mark suggests that theological 

educators take a “situational” 

approach to learning  which aims 

to connect learning to everyday 

experience, and which frees us 

from the constraints of the class-

room.  

 

A traditional distance approach 

to teaching students about, for 

example, the Trinity might ask 

students to read about the topic 

and  write an essay about it.  

Whereas, a situational approach 

might ask students to interview 

Christian friends about it and 

then relate what they find to 

orthodoxy. 

 

Distance education, done 

well, is cognitively transfor-

mative and spiritually forma-

tive. 

Mark next moved on to consider 

how can we best serve the needs 

of distance students.  He sug-

gested 5 ways ahead for theologi-

cal distance education: 

 

1. Know what you’re about.  

How do we make distance theological education excellent? 
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“Distance 

education, done 

well, is cognitively 

transformative and 

spiritually 

formative.” 
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3. Affirming and 

connecting, and 

finally to; 

4. New perspectives.   

 

When a student is 

able to develop a 

new perspective, 

they have learned in 

a way that has been 

transformational of 

the whole person. 

 

Similarly, Parker Palmer in his 

book, Courage to Teach, sug-

gests learning will be more 

transformative when teachers 

take a “subject-centred” ap-

proach, rather than either a 

content-centred or student-

centred approach. 

 

Mark’s thoughtful presentation 

was much appreciated by those 

in attendance, and led to a 

stimulating discussion.  Mark 

challenged us to see that there 

can be far more to distance 

learning than simply uploading 

content, setting reading and 

running online discussions. 

Transformative learning focuses 

on how you know, rather than 

what you know. 

 

Mark suggested that the four 

steps toward transformation pro-

posed by King (2009) can assist 

teachers in developing courses 

that lead to transformation in 

their students.  King suggests that 

we take students through stages 

of: 

1.Fear and uncertainty, which 

leads to; 

2.Testing and exploring, then; 

How do we make distance theological education excellent? (cont. from p1) 

SCD distance & e-learning news 

Welcome to Theron Young, 
recently arrived in Australia to 
take up his appointment as the 
new Academic Dean of Emmaus 
Bible College.  I asked Theron 
about his background;  
 
“After completing a Ph.D. in 
Hebrew and Semitic Languages 
at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison (USA) I served at the 
College of Evangelical Theologi-
cal Education (CETE) near Lis-
bon, Portugal where I taught 
Biblical Languages and Old 
Testament for 15 years.   

Joyce, my wife of 36 years, and I 
raised our five children in Por-
tugal and they are now grown, 
several with families of their 
own, and all settled in the USA.   

My main purpose in working in 
Portugal was to train graduate 

students to take over the teach-
ing work at CETE and other 
institutions.  The work was suc-
cessful, and in 2004 it became 
clear that we could exit Portugal, 
leaving CETE, and other institu-
tions in a stable condition.   
 
While in Portugal I was also able 
to teach Old Testament to some 
of the more than 90,000 Ukraini-
ans who moved into Portugal as 
laborers. Many of these came 
from persecuted evangelical 
churches during the days of the 
former Soviet Union.   This then 
led to an itinerant teaching min-
istry in Portugal, the Ukraine, 
Latvia, Brazil and the USA.  For 
five years I traveled for three 
months of every year to teach - 
often in remote communities, 
away from the central campuses.   

During this period I also served 

on a revision of a 
modern language Bible version 
in Portuguese which was pub-
lished in 2009. 

I have always believed in the 
value of distance learning, espe-
cially since I have been active in 
that area now for many years. I 
have experience in developing 
learning materials in video, and 
for online using “Moodle”. 

At Emmaus, for my own course 
in Greek, I hope to put some 
things online, such as vocabulary 
and grammar drills and tests so 
that students can practice, self-
assess and then take the tests 
when they are ready.   

I am happy to be serving among 
the academic community of 
Sydney and look forward to 
meeting more of my SCD col-
leagues in the months ahead.” 

Participants went away with new 

insights into the potential for 

distance teaching that fosters 

both cognitive transformation 

and spiritual formation. 

 

A number of participants ex-

pressed interest in continuing 

discussion of these issues.  So we 

have set up a new Discussions 

page on the SCD wiki to consider 

these issues, informally in an 

ongoing way.  To join in click on 

this link: Discussion Topic. 
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Figure 1.  Fink’s 6 elements for 

learning for significance. 
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Newsletter Contributions 

Contributions from all faculty 

and staff are encouraged.  

Send your contributions, 

comments and suggestions to 

Diane Hockridge, SCD 

Distance & Online Education 

Coordinator at 

dianeh@scd.edu.au.   

The next issue will be 

published in April.   

Deadline for contributions 

will be Friday 8 April. 

Newsletter is available online 

at the Coursework Sandpit 

Wiki. 

The DE Hub Summit on 

Global Challenges and Per-

spectives of Distance Educa-

tion was held in Sydney 

from 15-18 February. Diane 

Hockridge reports on the 

highlights. 

Is distance education dead?  

Have distance education provid-

ers lost their way?  What is the 

future of mobile learning?  These 

and many other topics were 

canvassed at the DE Hub Sum-

mit.  Around 200 delegates from 

around Australia and 17 other 

nations were treated to 4 days of 

talks, symposiums and papers on 

the challenges facing institutions 

offering distance education. 

Keynote speakers included such 

luminaries of distance and online 

education as Terry Anderson and 

Mohammed Ally, (Athabasca 

University, Canada), Diana 

Laurillard (London Knowledge 

Lab), Grainne Conole (Open 

University, UK) and Australian 

educators Bruce King and Colin 

Latchem, among many others.  

The summit opened with an 

address from Dr Denise Bradley, 

providing a broad overview of 

the context of higher education 

in Australia. 

The DE Hub member universi-

ties (CSU, UNE, USQ, CQU and 

Massey Uni in NZ) gave exam-

ples of how they were addressing 

the challenges of distance educa-

tion and technology enhanced 

learning in their institutions. 

While there was agreement that 

distance education is far from 

dead, the summit identified a 

number of significant chal-

lenges for 21st century distance 

education: 

Impacts of technologies on 

teaching and learning: 

The widespread introduction of 

technologies into learning is 

changing the context for learning 

and perhaps even the nature of 

learning itself.  The development 

of Web2.0, various social media 

and the growth in mobile devices 

bring disruptive change, chal-

lenges to privacy, educational 

values and indeed to traditional 

understanding of the role of for-

mal education.  How institutions 

address these challenges over the 

next decade will be crucial.  

How to effectively support 

student learning 

The wide scale adoption of 

“flexible delivery” over the past 

decade and the immediacy of-

fered through these technologies 

means that students and courses 

can no longer be classified simply 

as distance or on campus.  How-

ever the needs of genuine dis-

tance learners remain and we 

need to ensure we continue to 

support those students as they 

study with us.  Various speakers 

addressed the need to address 

student retention issues, focus on 

the student experience and de-

velop effective methods of stu-

dent support, including induc-

tion, analysis of student readi-

ness for distance learning, and 

assisting students to develop 

information and digital literacy 

skills. Accessibility for disadvan-

taged or disabled students is also 

an area for further development. 

How to effectively equip fac-

ulty to teach in new environ-

ments: 

Distance and online education 

requires the development of new 

skills sets for faculty and often 

leads to a reassessment of teach-

ing approaches.  Faculty need to 

be well-supported and prepared 

in educational design to make 

the most of new learning envi-

ronments.  

The  LDSE project led by Diana 

Laurillard, seeks to develop a 

model for an effective learning 

design support environment, 

that may be helpful for faculty. 

How to assess quality in dis-

tance learning: 

There remains much work to be 

done on developing quality stan-

dards for distance and online 

learning. Colin Latchem chal-

lenged delegates to not be satis-

fied with meeting minimum 

standards, or attempting to make 

distance education  as good as 

conventional education, but to 

strive to make it better. 

Other challenges:  

Include the internationalisation 

& globalisation of education, the 

development of Open Educa-

tional Resources and associated 

challenges of copyright, and the 

potential of mobile learning. 

A full report on the implica-

tions for the SCD will be avail-

able soon.  More details next 

newsletter. 

Can you contribute to this newsletter?   

The topic for the next issue is “Good practice in distance and online education”.  

How would you define “good practice”?  What examples of good practice do you know of, in your own 

context or others?  Send your comments or examples to dianeh@scd.edu.au by 8th April. 
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