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ABSTRACT:

In this thesis, ‘iISeminary’: Christian theological and leadership development in the online
environment. A Practical Theological study, Rev. Meekins seeks to focus on the issue of
leadership development within the method of online learning and teaching. , He focused
specifically on how mentoring may occur within such environments. The study explores how
various institutions have attempted to address online learning and teaching as well as looking
into the history of mentoring as a concept within church history and how this related to the
issue he focused on. Meekins suggests a pathway that could possibly help to bridge the gap
for those who are resistant to the idea of true mentoring taking place within a disembodied
context. The study also makes a valuable and relevant contribution towards the field of

Trinitarian ontology in the context of the online training of church leaders and pastors.
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‘iSeminary”. Christian theological and leadership development in the online
environment. A Practical Theological study

Chapter 1:
Introduction

1. PROBLEM STATEMENT AND SUBSTANTIATION

1.1 Background

It may be said that the education movement has been altered forever in the Internet age. In
2010, with the arrival of the iPad and the fact that tablet technology became easily
accessible, that change was accelerated even more. As their slogan suggests — ‘everything
changes, again! Now, educational institutions - sacred and secular; primary and tertiary are
starting to embrace this new environment (Sharma, 2013:56-58; Kolowich, 2013:04). E-
Learning (electronic) and M-Learning (mobile) are becoming more popular in South Africa
as well (Mwanza, 2014). Students are more mobile, connected and remote than ever before
and this presents some unique challenges to the traditional institution. In fact, Harden
(2013) suggests that half of the Universities in the USA, around 4500, will have ceased to

exist in the not too distant future.
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He goes on to explain why he thinks this will happen:

Because recent history shows us that the Internet is a great destroyer of
any traditional business that relies on the sale of information. The Internet
destroyed the livelihoods of traditional stock brokers and bonds salesmen
by throwing open to everyone access to the proprietary information they
used to sell...Well, get ready to see the same thing happen to a university
near you, and not for entirely dissimilar reasons (Harden, 2013:n.p.).

Nagel (2013) has suggested something similar by pointing to a marked increase in online
students in the US from 2009 to a projected intake in 2014. This increase is represented in

the diagram below (see also Annexure E).

Online class growth in the USA from
2009 to 2014. See also Annexure E

WHERE STUDENTS ARE TAKING CLASSES: 2009V.2014
The majority of students in higher education today
50 take all of their courses in physical classrooms. By

| il 18.65 2014, the majority |
will be taking a

M
combination of

16 online and
“'m in-room.

Allin Some All
Classrooms Online Online

via Webinar

Online education brings a broad disruption to the education industry in much the same way
that Amazon and Kindle disrupted the traditional bookstore. As Harden (2013) suggests
above, when paradigms of delivery change (such as from a paper book to a digital e-
reader), the expectations shift from the person consuming the ‘product’. What they want
may be the same (a good book), but how they expect to receive it, where they receive it, the

speed at which it is received and other value added propositions have been fundamentally
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changed. To label this a disruption is not to say that this reality is to be resisted or feared.
The challenge is to adapt in the face of this kind of disruption and consider the new
advantages they may give us that were not there in the previous paradigm. This challenge is
felt not only in the broad educational world in general but, which is the focus of this study,
within Christian leadership development in the online learning space in particular.
Leadership development within theological education has often been achieved through the
process of ‘discipleship’ (following ‘patterns’ seen in such passages as Mt 28:19-20; 2 Tim
2:2 and so on). Termed slightly more broadly it would be phrased as ‘mentoring’ (Selzer,
2008:25; Moore, 2007:155-157). It is perhaps not overstated to suggest that mentoring is
seen as the key (Selzer, 2008:25) to developing leaders in traditional theological education.
Some, like Gortner (2009:120) have emphasised the fact that the ‘church’ as a whole has
not always developed leaders as well as they ought to have. Notwithstanding the fact that
formal educational programmes will never be a ‘catch-all’ for leadership development, the
academy should at least have strategies for achieving these mentoring aims (Gortner,
2009:120-127).

Kay & Wallace (2010:01) make mention of how mentoring relationships are often the key to
developing competent leaders to ensure future organisational health. Thus, while the ‘other’
components of education — teaching content, crafting creative lessons, creating
assessments, programme development, etc. — are possible within the traditional and online
classrooms, the question that will be discussed under the broader topic of leadership
development here will be: can the same be said of mentoring? If mentoring is critical within
education and online education has begun to change the traditional paradigm of delivery,
then answering this question, especially for Christian leadership development, becomes all

the more vital.

To understand fully how to approach this topic one must engage in a robust discussion of
what ‘mentoring’ is. How mentoring has been understood from a Biblical, historical and
societal perspective is very important. Moreover, the more relevant question for those

involved in online Christian leadership development becomes: How do we mentor effectively
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in online spaces? Is it even possible? The challenges posed to those in Christian leadership
development are even more pronounced because the ‘classroom’ has been treasured as
the place of spiritual formation, discipleship and mentoring. Even though the latter is
common practice in many other disciplines as well, it is often seen as critical to the
development of future Christian leaders as stated above (Biehl, 1996:1-21; Gortner,
2009:119). If the reality is that online Christian education is a growing reality and mentoring
is an essential aspect within leadership development, then it follows that these questions

simply need to have answers.

These questions and others like it will be discussed at length and in various nuances
throughout this study. Furthermore, for theologians, these questions also need to be
informed by a Biblical/ theological understanding. In this study in particular the specific
doctrine of the Trinity as a ‘bedrock’ theological foundation and its application to this field will
be discussed. More detail as to the rationale of why a Trinitarian perspective is important for
this study is briefly given under 1.3 below and in greater detail as an ‘Afterword’ at the

conclusion of Chapter 4.

1.2 The importance of mentoring in leadership development

Stetzer (2010:16) indicates in his research of the US church that up to 93% of US pastors
see leadership development as critical for the church. However, they are less convinced of
their ability to help in developing such leaders — only 52% strongly agreed that the church
was doing well in this area. Osei-Mensah (1990:08) points out that there is a need for
pastors to be ‘omnicompetent’ in today’s world. How these pastors receive their training and
indeed what they are trained to know and do will greatly influence their ability to be
omnicompentent (Meekins, 2011). There appears to be an increasing uncertainty within the
realm of Christian education as to what paradigm of education would be most effective in
the twenty-first century. Banks (1999:04) states that theological education as a whole is
‘...in part...going through culture shock and in part is undergoing a painful transition’

(Banks, 1999:04). Part of this transition is that institutions are wrestling with the ongoing
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debate of balance between orthodoxy and orthopraxy in their curricula. But this issue
becomes even more convoluted when trying to define (and mentor) orthopraxy in a virtual

environment.

Therefore of critical concern is how the technological advancements that we are now
experiencing will affect the development of leaders for the church of tomorrow and those
institutions that would develop them. Thompson et al. (2010:305) have suggested that ‘E-
mentoring’ or even other terms such as ‘telementoring,” or ‘cybermentoring,” will soon be
commonplace and state that these processes may even be preferential (Thompson et al.,
2010: 306), an idea expressed by Boyle et al. (2010:116-117) as well. In this study | will
explore the idea of Christian leadership development with an emphasis on mentoring as a
discipline informed by the notion of a Trinitarian ontology and the impact the concept of
Trinitarian community might have upon effective mentorship within a digital age. To examine
the complex topic of mentorship further, the historical perspective on these matters will need
to be examined, with special attention to some Christian historical understandings

mentorship and the Trinitarian ontological undergirding needed with respect to mentorship.

1.3 What is leadership mentoring with a “Trinitarian Perspective’?

It is hoped that with a grid of a ‘Trinitarian perspective’ in mind, a contribution can be made
with respect to Christian leadership development in the online reality. As Cunningham
(2004) has asserted: ‘if the doctrine of the Trinity is as central to the Christian faith as
theologians have often declared it to be, it should have an impact on every element of
Christian life and thought’ (Cunningham, 2004:250). If that is true, then how we think about
Christian leadership development in the online realm should be duly ‘impacted’ as well.
With this perspective in place, it should be expected that our methods and processes
should bear a ‘Trinitarian’ character. Because the Trinitarian understanding is additionally a
mysterious as well as magnificent reality, one must guard against becoming overly

pragmatic in its application to a particular field as if it was simply a formula to be applied.



14

Therefore this study attempts to show throughout how a Trinitarian understanding is helpful
when applied to various nuances within online education without attempting to become
overly prescriptive. In essence, it is about framing our questions to think about how this is
Trinitarian rather than debating whether it should be. Mentorship within Christian leadership
development becomes far more than passing on a body of knowledge (experiential or
otherwise), but is about partnership with God together — in community, an essential quality
of the Triune Godhead.

What is this “Trinitarian” community? As the Father, Son and Spirit work together in
Trinitarian synergy, so we ought to model the same in our communities of faith. This
‘synergy’ can for example be seen in creation (Gen 1:2 — ‘let us make..”); in the start of
Jesus’ earthly mission (Mt 3:16ff) and in the commission of His disciples (Mt 28:19-20) as a
few examples. In the NT, Paul’s use of the plural ‘you’ in his letters especially in Phil. 3:17
and 2 Thess. 3:9. In 1 Thess. 1:7 is most enlightening. His reference to the church as a
whole (‘and so you have become a model...” | Thess 1:7 — emphasis mine) as participating
in the work that God is doing is important when discussing the role and responsibility of
leaders. The particular emphasis that Paul places on the noun romo¢ (tupos) as ‘example’,
‘model’ or ‘pattern’ (Kittel et al. 2006), expanding its use from simply an ‘impression’ (Jn
20:25) is not to be missed.

Consider the following passage as well, where Paul states:

You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering,
you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit. 7 And so
you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia

(1 Thess 1:6-7).

The idea being that as the community modelled (“‘imitators”, from the GK uiuéouai)
themselves after Paul and God, so they too became models for others. Leadership must
exemplify and model (rurro¢) community and interdependency, not individualism and

independency. The Trinitarian perspective needs to undergird our efforts in demonstrating
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the true spirit of ‘communitas’, perhaps even more now than ever, as we enter a digital age

of mentorship.

Exactly how one might foster Christian leadership with the Trinitarian perspective in mind,
whilst maintaining excellence in distance programmatic output becomes the conundrum. As
we will see throughout the study, it is not a new issue. In the early days of online education
there was this critique of the form itself — that it would be convenience at the expense of
excellence. It was perceived that online education was a ‘lessor’ form of education and thus
leadership development would be hindered in this process if this form was used. Hess
(2006:02) summarises and refutes this succinctly in her excellent work when she rather
refers to the challenge faced as an “adaptive” (Hess, 2006:02) one for the user (educator
and learner alike) rather than the form of education being the issue. She essentially
changes the posture from lament to engagement and solution-oriented approaches to the
challenges that face us in Christian leadership development. In addition, others (Thompson
et al., 2010:306) have been quick also to argue for the benefits of this mode, especially for
the millennial generation of today (Evans, s.a. :397). Those early naysayers! who predicted
an early demise of online learning as a legitimate platform have been proven wrong as it

continues to grow worldwide.

Additionally, the brief development of the Trinitarian perspective and infusion of its broad
implications in this study are not without foundation. Various others (Grenz, 1994; Erickson,
1998; McVay, 2006:285-315) have also sought to offer a critique of the individualistic and
largely ‘Western’ paradigms that exist for Christian ontology and praxis. The very fact that
God is Triune, means we, as beings created in His image ought to understand this reality
and realise the implications — in all areas of life - of such an understanding. This
perspective is of course vast and as has been stated above, it is not the emphasis of the
study, but rather a ‘bedrock’ doctrinal understanding which is nuanced within this study. It is
postulated that the Trinitarian perspective has something to say to notions of best practice

in online education and in particular what Lehman and Conceig¢ao refer to as ‘presence’

! naysayer. “a person who habitually expresses negative or pessimistic views”: Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com
Unabridged. Random House, Inc. http://www.dictionary.com/browse/naysayer (accessed: April 14, 2016)
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(Lehman & Conceicdo, 2010:11). They argue for the importance of cognitive, social and
instructor presence (Lehman & Conceigao, 2010:11-12) as critical to the development of
students in the online space. Their research strongly addresses the design of humanity as a
social being and the Trinitarian perspective would further add the dimension of the ‘Imago
Dei’ (Image of God) as being critical in the online theological learning space. Learning is
best facilitated when it meets the design of who we are - social beings- and this is because

God is a Triunity of three Persons in one - a social entity.

It should be noted again though that the Trinitarian perspective is not the main emphasis of
this study and in fact this author has made mention of the importance to research this more
(Chapter 6). However, one will note throughout that this understanding is mentioned as a
‘reminder’ and most especially in Chapter 4 in dealing with Osmer’ s (2008) normative
aspect of this study as a necessary part of the puzzle. The author does acknowledge
however, that more robust study must be done in the development of this perspective and
its application to this field before one can speak with more authority on its application to this
field.

1.4 Summation:

Therefore, whilst traversing the unknown waters of how to mentor effectively in a digital age
and acknowledging that it is a jumbled and at times, confusing, task, it is precisely because
of the precariousness of it that those who currently are privileged to lead the way must do

so with great skill and critical reflection.

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTION

All the above leads to the following research question:

How should a contemporary theological academy fulfill the strategic task

of leadership development in the online environment and reflect a
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Trinitarian ontology, in order to move towards the goal of producing

competent leaders?

The above guestion leads to the following individual questions that must be investigated in

order to provide a strategic answer to the above:

e What can be learned from an empirical study of the present situation with regard
to online theological education and mentoring?

e What can be learned from the human sciences through a relevant literature review
of the present situation with regard to online theological education and mentoring?

e What insight can the Biblical and theological perspectives give regarding the
definition /role of a mentor and the Trinitarian perspective?

e What sort of model may be developed from interplay between the empirical study,
the human sciences and relevant literature as well as the Biblical/theological
perspectives?

1.6 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The primary aim of the study is to research how the theological academy of the future will
continue one of its primary leadership development tasks of mentoring (function) in a online
environment (form) with a possible model of how the theological academy might adapt with
a view to producing leaders who are competent in this complex matrix. The following must

therefore be accomplished:

e To conduct a qualitative empirical study on the current situation within a sample of
theological institutions who offer a robust online education programme

e To research what the human sciences and related literature may contribute that will
help to develop the understanding of Christian theological and leadership development

e To examine how a Biblical and theological perspective can inform the process of

mentoring online within Christian theological and leadership development
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e To propose a model that may assist in the Christian theological and leadership

development

Based on the interplay between the exegetical bases, literature study and field research,
effective strategies will be formulated and a model proposed for the task of developing

leaders in the new reality.

1.7 CENTRAL THEORETICAL ARGUMENT:

The contemporary theological academy must fulfil the strategic task of leadership
development in an online environment and reflect a Trinitarian ontology, in order to move

towards the goal of producing competent leaders.

1.8 RESEARCH METHOD

The challenge of Practical Theology is immense. One must be proficient in engaging several
fields of study and yet also be able to produce a praxis-oriented solution that will be of benefit
in real-world settings. This challenge however, is especially appealing to this author who is
himself an online educator at present and sees the need to explore first-hand the issues of
mentoring in the online space. Cowan utilises the term ‘community of faith’ in his description
of Practical Theology. It is precisely this community-driven approach that undergirds my

theological premise and hopefully my outcomes as well. Cowan (2002:02), states:

So this is what we mean by ‘doing practical theology’: discerning and
articulating a current concern, attending carefully with our heads and
hearts to the world as it is and to the world as our faith traditions teach us
it should be, asking ‘what must we do?’ in the light of that attention, doing
it, and then evaluating what we have done. This disciplined rhythm of
reflection-action-reflection by members of a community of faith is practical
theology. It is at the centre of the vocation to which members of
communities of faith are called (Cowan, 2002:02 — italics mine).

Richard Osmer’s volume is especially useful for the type of research that this study calls for.

Osmer (2008:4-12) proposes a model of practical theological interpretation with four tasks:
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The descriptive-empirical task asks, ‘What is going on?’
The interpretive task asks, ‘Why is it going on?’

The normative task asks, ‘What ought to be going on?’

A

The strategic task asks, ‘How might we respond?’
I will use Osmer’s (2008:4-12) heuristic, with its descriptive, interpretive, normative and

strategic elements. This methodology can be diagramed as follows (Osmer 2010:7):

The fourfold task of Practical Theology in Osmer

Descriptive Interpretive
Task Task

Strategic Normative
Task Task

Osmer’s model, as suggested in this diagram, sees the interpreter of the data in distinct yet
connected tasks or ‘spiral’ that allows for each spiral to inform the other as we move
towards pragmatism. In keeping with the paradigm suggested by Osmer in this diagram,
this study has therefore taken the posture of study for each stage in in the following

manner:
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Task Descriptive Interpretive Normative Strategic
Question What is Why is it What ought How might
going on? going on? to be going we
on? respond?
Function Priestly Sagely Prophetic Servant
listening wisdom discernment leadership

1. Descriptive-empirical: What is going on? Gathering information to understand particular
episodes, situations, or contexts better. (Chapter 2 of this thesis — The current gap in

mentoring within the online theological education environment: An empirical study’).

2. Interpretive: Why is this going on? Entering into a dialogue with the social sciences to
interpret and explain why certain actions and patterns are taking place. (Chapter 3 -
Leadership by way of Mentoring: A cursory glance at the development of the field with

special reference to Augustine and Kierkegaard).

3. Normative: What ought to be going on? Raising normative questions from the
perspectives of theology, ethics and other fields. (Chapter 4 of this thesis — Leader as
enabling function: Towards a new paradigm for local church leadership in the 21st century
A concept paper in honour of Prof. George Lotter?* & ‘Afterword — An explanation of the
Trinitarian perspective’.)

4. Pragmatic: How might we respond? Forming an action plan and undertaking specific
responses that seek to shape the episode, situation, or context in desirable directions.
(Chapter 5 of this thesis — ‘Christian theological and leadership development in the online

environment’ & ‘Chapter 6 — Conclusion and areas for further research’).

2 Published in July 2015. See: Elkington, R., Meekins, D., Breen, .M. & Martin, S.S., 2015, ‘Leadership as an enabling
function: Towards a new paradigm for local church leadership in the 21st century‘, In die Skriflig 49(3), Art. #1911,
14 pages. http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/ids.v49i3.1911
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1.9 OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

e The ESV Bible is used for references, unless otherwise indicated.

e This study is done in accordance with the guidelines required by the Research Ethics
Committee of the North-West University. All pertinent documentation will be kept by
the author and is available upon request of the examiner.

e When reference is made to the male gender, the female gender will also be included
and vice versa.

¢ My modus operandi in hermeneutical considerations is to exegete according to a
literal/historical/cultural/grammatical hermeneutic that is normally branded as ‘literal’
hermeneutics (Virkler, 2007:79). | also acknowledge that my background in ministry
and education is from a historically Baptist perspective and whilst | endeavor to
maintain objectivity as much as possible | also have to allow for my own
presuppositional blind spots in the study. It is hoped that through the various
readings analysed, Biblical foundations uncovered and objective opinions sought the

findings of this study will show how it would be broadly useful to the Kingdom.
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1Seminary’” Christian theological and leadership development in the online

environment. A Practical Theological study

Chapter 2

The current gap in mentoring within the online theological

education environment: An empirical study.

In this chapter the researcher will discuss the initial descriptive question that Osmer
(2008:04) asks: ‘What is going on?’ This has to do with gathering information that helps us
distinguish patterns and dynamics in particular episodes, situations, or contexts (Osmer,
2008:4). Thus the descriptive-empirical task of practical theological interpretation is grounded
in a spirituality of presence. It is a matter of attending to what is going on in the lives of
individuals, families and communities. This then provides the framework for subsequent
chapters to deal with the interpretive question (Why is this going on?); the normative question
(What ought to be going on?) and the strategic question (How might we respond?). The

diagram below shows where this chapter fits in with relation to the study as a whole:



Descriptive-empirical: What is
going on? Gathering information to

better understand particular
episodes, situations, or contexts.

/

In order to accomplish the descriptive empirical task of this chapter, the researcher has set
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out the chapter in the following manner:

1. Introduction and brief analysis of the terms that need to be understood within the

context of online education today.

2. A brief history from a prior empirical study that the researcher was involved in that

serves as a motivation for the current study.

3. Explanation of methodology employed for the current empirical component that was

done in accordance with NWU Ethics procedures?®.

3 http://www.nwu.ac.za/content/research-support-research-ethics
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4. Empirical component comprising of a qualitative interview analysis of online
theological educational programmes within the author’s delineated parameters. Meta-
themes will be formulated and discussed.

5. Summation

2.1 Introduction:

Technology has without doubt changed the way we live our lives (Borgmann, 1984:03) and
education is no different. According to Mwanza (2014), tablet computer usage in South Africa
increased by at least 100% from April 2012 to April 2013 which exemplifies the fact that tablet
technology is not only in the realm of the elite. Technology such as the tablet and smartphone
experience more organic growth in developing nations who have less hardwire infrastructure
that can inhibit new technologies seeking to change the way people interact and work. Online
education is not as recent as some may think and there are those who have been doing it for
some time now. For example, Schlosser et al.(2009:10) state that, ‘both credit and non-credit
courses have been offered over computer networks since the mid-1980’s, but it has evolved
significantly over the last ten years and has gone from being a fringe concept to a mainline

offering at many Universities’.

In its early development, e-learning was seen as a ‘lesser’ form of education and that the
‘traditional’ classroom could never be replaced. Some still hold to this. However, the
components as well as the technology involved in e-learning have developed to such a
degree that the quality of the programme is rarely challenged anymore (discussed in more
detail in Chapter 3.5). Those who would still prefer to hold to the traditional classroom
modality are doing so for other reasons. Briefly, those reasons include primarily a preference
of face to face interaction and the ability to know a student’s character and not just their
‘avatar® as well as concerns over true ‘community’ building in a virtual space. Theological

educators have not been caught unawares amidst this maelstrom in educational modality in

4 Avatar: “ a graphical image that represents a person, as on the Internet”. Dictionary.com Unabridged. Random House, Inc.
14 Apr. 2016. Dictionary.com http://www.dictionary.com/browse/avatar.
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Christian leadership development. Indeed, Liberty University in Virginia (USA) claims to have
100 000 students in their over 230 online programmes which, they claim, make it the largest
‘Christian University in the world’ (Liberty, 2015).

Therefore, times have changed and technology has been at the forefront of that change. The
guestion that remains now is how best to utilise this technology to further the aims for which
the programmes exist. Before that question is addressed however, one needs to understand
the various terms that are used when discussing non-brick and mortar classroom based
education today. This is important because, as we will see, they are not always defined the
same way around the world. It can become confusing to talk about these issues without a
clear definition of what we are talking about and what not. Thus, what follows is a brief
discussion on these various terms and how they are understood generally in the field and

specifically in the South African context.

2.2. E-Terminoloqgy

It has been this author’s experience within Higher Education circles in South Africa that
although there is an awareness of ‘the online learning world’ there is equally much confusion
about what constitutes true ‘E- Learning’. Thus it is important to specify exactly what is meant

by these terms.
2.2.1 Distance learning

According to Schlosser et al. (2009:01), distance learning is ‘institution-based formal
education, where the learning group is separated and where interactive tele-communicative
systems are used to connect learners, resources and instructors’. In South Africa the

Department of Higher Education and Training (DoHET) have defined distance education as:

A set of teaching and learning strategies (or educational methods) that
can be used to overcome spatial and/or temporal separation between
educators and students. However, it is not a single mode of delivery. It is a
collection of methods for the provision of structured learning. It avoids the
need for students to discover the curriculum by attending classes
frequently and for long periods. Rather, it aims to create a quality learning
environment using an appropriate combination of different media, tutorial
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support, peer group discussion, and practical sessions (Van Staden

2012:04).
Moore and Kearsley (2012:01) simply define it as ‘teachers and students (who) are in
different places for all or most of the time that they teach and learn’. What is important to note
in these definitions is that distance learning requires a separation between the ‘learner’ and
the ‘teacher’. This spacial separation is overcome by utilising various tele communicative
systems to communicate the information needed. The word tele communitive may imply
various e-technologies to some, but the word itself does not imply this. In fact, tele
communitive instruments can be anything that allows communication to happen at a distance,
so this includes the postal service, telephone and other such systems. Although not
specifically stated, distance learning implies asynchronous learning due in part to the
modalities used. Schlosser et al. (2009:03) make the point that distance learning is
connected to a particular institution and that learners engage in this form of education

because they ‘are physically separated from the institution that sponsors the instruction’.

Distance learning as a concept is not new at all (might it be suggested that the Apostle Paul
was among the first to make use of ‘distance education’ in his letters to various churches and
individuals?). In reality, the earliest known examples of formal distance education come from
the late 1800’s with Colleges like Skerry’s College in Edinburgh (1878) and lllinois Wesleyan
being the earliest examples. Both of these institutions and many others like them in
subsequent years were correspondence institutions which relied upon the postal service to
service their needs. Many in South Africa will know that UNISA utilised this same
infrastructure for many years, especially before computers became readily accessible to most
students. In theological education circles, Moody Bible Institute first began their
correspondence programme in 1901 and it still continues today. As time progressed and
technologies evolved, so did the modalities used in educational institutions. By the 1920’s —
the radio had become a ‘new’ way to administer education and by 1957 New York University
(NYU) had begun their ‘Sunrise Semester’ television show (Schlosser et al., 2009:09). So, it
should come as no real surprise to those involved in education that now the Internet and all
that it offers will again force a paradigm shift in the way things are done. Perhaps the chief
difference between all the prior modalities (paper, radio and television) and ‘e-learning’ is that
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the latter puts the educational control in the hands of the learner and thus changes the way
people think about education and is not merely adapting to a new form. In the light of this
therefore, there are some new terminologies that we need to consider and understand.

Learner-driven education will be discussed in more detail in a later chapter.
2.2.2. Open and Blended Learning:

The DoHET defines blended learning as: ‘structured learning opportunities provided using a
combination of contact, distance, and/or e-learning opportunities to suit different purposes,
audiences, and contexts’ (Van Staden, 2012:05). Blended learning has sometimes
erroneously been referred to as ‘mixed-mode’ which is not official nomenclature to the
DoHET (Van Staden, 2012) or indeed around the world (Moore et al., 2012:02). To be clear
the main difference between ‘blended learning’ and ‘e-learning’ per se is that the former
encourages and makes use of computer technology whereas the latter is dependent on it.
For example — many Universities today encourage students to make use of internet
resources for their assignments (such as Google Scholar or EBSCHO etc.) but the student is
not necessarily required to do so. They could simply go down to their Library and find paper
sources and journals should they desire to do so. True e-learning however, requires that
students must utilise online sources and a LMS (learning management system like Moodle,
Blackboard, etc.) or otherwise they will not be able to complete the work they need to do. Itis
online resource-dependent. This is an important distinction to make when we consider that
education is moving towards a true ‘e-learning’ approach. From the instructional and
institutional side, this move necessitates that the faculty not only is aware but consists of
practitioners within the online learning world that require a new set of meta-skills not
previously required. (This fact was mentioned by several in the empirical interviews and is

discussed later in this chapter under heading 2.4.4).

Open learning is a relatively new term on the lexical horizon. Again, the DoHET defines it

thus:

An approach which combines the principles of learner-centredness,
lifelong learning, flexibility of learning provision, the removal of barriers to
access learning, the recognition for credit of prior learning experience, the
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provision of learner support, the construction of learning programmes in

the expectation that learners can succeed, and the maintenance of

rigorous quality assurance over the design of learning materials and

support systems (Van Staden, 2012:05).
This is a rather cumbersome definition and in some ways moves it away from the way it has
been understood elsewhere (Schlosser et al., 2009:06) although the main thrust of ‘learner-
centredness’ is at the heart of the open learning paradigm. To try and put it simply, open
learning is a move away from a ‘mass market’ approach to education that distance education
seeks to provide. Open learning is ‘open’ in the sense that it is oriented towards the specific
needs of the learner and is acutely aware of contextual realities. By way of example — a
course that is offered in ‘Christian Leadership’ by a traditional distance institution would be a
package of notes, discussions and assignments that would be the same whether the student
was from Afghanistan or Zimbabwe. However, in an open learning environment there would
be a desire to custom design the materials to best service the need of the student. Perhaps it
is best summarised in the phrase: ‘any time, any place, any path, any pace’ (Schlosser et al.,
2009:01).

2.2.3 E- and M-learning:

E-Learning is the word that is used to describe the use of a variety of internet-based tools to
facilitate the learning process. Elsewhere in the world this is also commonly referred to as
‘online learning’ (Moore et al., 2012:02). E- and M-learning (Electronic and Mobile) are
essentially one and the same; the only difference is the mobility of the devices used in the
process. M-learning most commonly refers to Tablet computers and smartphones. The rise of
M-learning (Mwanza, 2014) is important, however, as students are more mobile, connected
and remote than ever before and this presents some unique challenges to the traditional
institution. Tools that are used in E-Learning include: video, text-based sources, websites,
discussion forums, live Skype lectures, virtual ‘office’ hours and tutorial sessions and various
other synchronous and asynchronous modalities. To the extent that a user can access these
and other elements on mobile devices, these are also tools used in M—learning as well.

Although the issue is not quite as simple as one may think, as there are still ‘grey areas’ in



29

terms of defining, the one constitutes ‘contact’ versus ‘distance’ as Van Staden (2012:07)

observes:

Online asynchronous discussion forums, for example, reflect an instance
where the spatial separation between educator and learners is removed
by the ‘virtual’ space of the Internet, but where there remains temporal
separation. However, as a discussion forum allows sustained, ongoing
communication between academics and students, it is clearly a form of
‘contact’ not a form of independent study. Thus, there may be cause to
introduce a new descriptor for educational methods of direct educator-
student contact that are not face-to-face, but are mediated through new
communications technologies (Van Staden, 2012:07).
One of the questions that one may ask is: ‘How does e-learning differ from distance learning?
Can one not use these tools in distance programmes as well?’ This is a good and often
asked question. The answer is simple enough. Whereas distance programmes may include
such tools in the learning process; E-learning is dependent on such tools. In other words — if
you don’t understand or cannot access the required technology you simply cannot enter the

programme.

This is partly the reason why so many theological institutions are struggling with this
paradigm shift. They either do not have access to (many Christian leadership development
sites remain poorly resourced) or do not understand the technology required to make the shift
and thus face redundancy. In addition to the terms listed above, there are many other terms
and words that those involved in online leadership development will simply have to become
familiar with. Words like: Avatars, Blog, Crowdsourcing, Kindle, Flash, Listserv, Mashup,
Podcast, Really Simple Syndication (RSS), TED talks, etc. are commonplace in this new
reality and this new “language” must be learned and understood by faculty in order to be
effective. Some online learning textbooks (Prensky, 2010) have dictionaries that allow people

to learn these terms and many others that can be useful tools in the online classroom.

It is also important to note that the purpose thus far in this chapter is to provide some clarity
into the definitions and terms that are used in the conversation on this topic. It is not intended

to be exhaustive or overly detailed. It is acknowledged that further discussion could be
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entered into as to what terms like ‘media’; ‘technology’; ‘teaching and learning’ can be taken
to mean. However, | believe that the material covered thus far is sufficient for my purposes in
this study. If this study were more pedagogical in nature, dissect