
 

OCWTP Common Ground, February 2014 
Distance Learning:  Interview 
 

Hear From Your Peers!  

Sally Fitch, Institute for Human Services  

 

Early in January, when much of the state was bunkered down due to the “polar vortex,” Sally 

Fitch sat down - virtually that is – with two OCWTP trainers to discuss their experiences with 

distance learning. Both trainers, Janice Morabeto and Stacy Simera had lots to share. 

Sally: Before we jump to your distance learning experiences, I’d like to hear a bit about the 

types of distance learning you’ve both done. 

Janice: Well, I’ve done a variety of OCWTP trainings online – GAP sessions (Guided 

Application and Practice) and content trainings that I had first offered in traditional classroom 

settings. I’ve even done some coaching sessions online.  Some of my favorites have been 

blended courses where participants do some asynchronous self-directed work and then join a 

virtual classroom where we communicate via a phone line or by writing in a chat box. 

Stacy: In the Ethics online course I offered through the OCWTP I used GoToMeeting as the 

virtual classroom where, like Janice’s course, everyone called in and also typed questions and 

responses in a chat box. Through Stark State College, I have also taught over 20 web courses – 

all asynchronously.  

Sally: If the course is all asynchronous, how do you connect with everyone?  

Stacy: For the first two weeks, I make sure everyone follows a similar syllabus and are literally 

“on the same page.” I’ve found this makes discussions more meaningful for the remaining 

weeks. In these asynchronous courses students watch YouTube segments, read resources, 

complete assignments and discuss what they have learned with fellow classmates and with me 

as the instructor.   

Janice: I teach some courses for Ashland University and we use a similar platform for 

asynchronous courses. Sometimes I record content as a podcast or use voiceover PowerPoint.  

Students are also expected to post responses to assignments and respond to classmates and 

the instructor.  

Sally: Trainers reading this are going to be wondering how you engage with a student without 

any face-to-face time.  

Stacy: A favorite ice-breaker is to have students tell us how we would recognize them if we ran 

into them on campus. The descriptions are usually very rich and are a great reminder that 

classmates are real people. I find students are more sensitive after this exercise.  

Sally: What’s most challenging for you when doing distance learning? 
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Janice: For me, it’s knowing that people can be reluctant to share. We want to engage and get 

them interacting. I try to create a neutral environment, but I think the lack of eye contact can 

make folks initially reluctant to speak up.  

Stacy: I have actually found participants are more interactive. In live courses, I find only a few 

who speak and sometimes dominate the conversation. In a web-based course, everyone is 

required to “speak.” They interact more because they can reflect and then type responses. I 

love teaching online. I think a challenge for me is the amount of preparation it takes to train well 

online.  You cannot prepare at the last minute.  The first time you teach a course online will 

require more preparation. 

Janice: And, of course, we can’t talk about challenges without talking about glitches - videos 

won’t stream, students can’t log on. Something is going to go wrong when doing live distance 

learning. That’s why I love asynchronous courses that use digital bulletin boards. They are more 

seamless. 

Stacy: I agree that tech glitches are a challenge. So, always have a backup plan. For example,  

make sure participants have your PowerPoint as a handout as well as online. 

Janice: When doing online training, I work with multiple computers so I can log on as the 

instructor as well as a student. This way I am always sure of what the student is seeing. I also 

prepare some sort of exercise that participants can complete on their own in the likelihood that I 

need to restart my computer or fix some other problem. 

Stacy: That’s a great idea. We think about preparing ourselves, but it is just as important to 

prepare your participants in terms of expectations and how to interact.  

Janice: What’s nice about working with the RTCs is that you have someone working with you. 

This allows you to concentrate on providing content, knowing there is someone monitoring class 

participation – who’s written a question that needs answered, letting you know you haven’t 

heard from someone in a while, etc. 

Sally: I want to talk more about engaging your participants in distance learning courses. 

Research is clear that this is vital. 

Janice: I like to use polls whether your platform has that built in or not. If it doesn’t have that 

tool, poll your audience by having them respond in the chat box or make a mark using a writing 

tool.  

Stacy: I agree. Polls really help to engage your audience. You can poll without using any tools 

by asking folks to respond verbally. In a recent ethics course, I showed a screen shot of a 

Facebook post that raised an ethical dilemma and asked everyone to write their opinion in the 

text box. The responses were great. 

Sally: What’s been most surprising about training virtually? 
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Stacy: I was most surprised by how rich conversations can be. There have been really good 

conversations between students. I am also surprised by how much I learn from students each 

time I teach whether it’s foster parents, grad students, or caseworkers. 

Janice: I’m surprised the OCWTP is not doing more distance learning. It feels like the rest of the 

world is ahead of us.  

Sally: I think there is still a lot of doubt that people can learn as much online as they can in a 

traditional classroom. 

Janice: Certainly they can learn as much, as long as trainers are doing their job. It’s our 

responsibility to create a process that facilitates learning. 

Stacy: I agree. Engaging learners is a simple process but so important. You engage by having 

rich, relevant content they can apply in their jobs. 

Sally: So, what advice would you give fellow trainers about distance learning? 

Stacy: Take the jump and approach your RTC about doing a course via the computer. I found 

everyone very helpful in getting you started and building good distance learning skills. 

Janice: Practice, practice, practice. I recruit someone and do a dry run the first time presenting 

a new training.  I’d also recommend that you know your tools.  

Stacy: Yes, but don’t think that you have to be a technology whiz. I can send an email with an 

attachment, but don’t expect much more. I think folks are reluctant to try to teach a distance 

course for the wrong reasons. You do not have to be tech savvy. 

Janice: That’s true, but it’s also more than simply loading a PowerPoint you use in a traditional 

classroom.  Remember that a good online course will require good preparation.  

Sally: This might be a good time to remind everyone of our online course for facilitating distance 

learning. There are lots of good recommendations in the course along with a great resource tab 

that has even more information for first timers.  

Note: Click here to learn more: It’s Still Training – Best Practice Facilitation of Distance 

Learning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Take the next step in learning to facilitate a distance learning course! Join us at the OCWTP 

Trainer Conference (March 3-5, 2014) and register for the afternoon session Best Practice 

Skills for Facilitating Distance Learning. Led by Sally Fitch and Jodie Hembree, participants 

will learn strategies to gain technical competence and confidence; build effective distance 

learning training designs, and engage participants in distance learning events. Register now 

through E-Track using the learning number 661-TC14-CNF2. 

 

http://www.ocwtp.net/It's%20Still%20Training/story.html
http://www.ocwtp.net/It's%20Still%20Training/story.html

