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Session Learning Outcomes  
 
By the end of this session, delegates will be able to: 
 
Consider how a peer community approach to developing online staff development can 
contribute to its success. 
 
 
Session Outline 
 

Designing appropriate staff development for part-time distance staff can present challenges: 
staff often will have the time and motivation to participate only in events and activities which 
are timely for them, and directly relevant to their own working practices (Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 
2010).  In addition, staff developers do not always identify the same development needs as 
do the 'rank and file' who are engaging with day to day teaching, who may not feel supported 
(Cannell and Gilmour, 2013).   In this paper, we will describe how we addressed these 
challenges when developing and designing a one day online staff development event for part 
time distance science tutors in The Open University.   
 
The event incorporated a mixture of synchronous and near-synchronous sessions, which can 
enhance a sense of presence for participants (Campbell & Macdonald, 2011).  The design 
also can foster the building of a sense of community amongst distance staff (Kear, 2011; Perry 
and Edward, 2009), as well as allowing shared reflection on the topic at hand.  The particular 
strength of the format is to bring together a diverse range of staff across discipline areas and 
across geographic space.  
 
The overall theme of this event was how to use synchronous online tuition effectively for 
student learning.  Well in advance of the event, we brought together peer presenters, 
moderators and event organisers in an online community to plan live presentations and 
asynchronous discussion topics.  Extended discussion and reflection in an online forum 
allowed topics of interest to teaching staff to be identified.  This allowed presentations to be 
honed – so that they were relevant to teaching staff and distinct from each other, with little or 
no overlap. 
 
Examples of this discussion and reflection will be presented, and we will also show how this 
approach led to a successful event, using participant comments and feedback. 
 



 
Session Activities and Approximate Timings 
 
This will be a PowerPoint presentation with key points for discussion at various points 
throughout the presentation.  We anticipate that some of the questions may be: 
 

 How much should staff development be embedded in present working practices, and 
how much should be policy driven? 

 How can we make use of the deep knowledge and understanding of learning and 
teaching already within our teaching communities in our institutions? 

 Can we develop communities of practice to prepare for and develop events in our 
own institutions? 

 How could this sort of format for development be adapted to different contexts and 
institutions? 
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