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Abstract

Given that Remote Multimodal Teaching and Learning (RMTL) in Higher
Education (HE) acknowledges that students represent different generations,
personality types, and learning styles, instructional designers should seek to
use multiple approaches, including distance education and online technologies
to meet the needs of a broad spectrum of students. In order to successfully
implement multimodal models, it is, therefore, paramount to consider what we
refer to as students' sense of splace. As a multidimensional, complex construct,
sense of place is used to define the relationship and connections between
people and spatial settings. For most, if not all people, their sense of place has
been affected to some degree by the promulgation of the COVID-19
regulations in both the international environment and South Africa. At the
same time, the shift to RMTL due to these restrictions has also expedited
subconscious changes in students and academics. Changes brought about by
RMTL were at psychological, cognitive, social, and emotional levels, as
teaching and learning transitioned from the physical and face-to-face to the
remote and virtual. In this chapter, we argue that existing cybergogies could
be reinforced by a particular sense of place and could generate a more holistic
framework, namely, a sense of splace, that may be more useful in improving
engaged teaching and learning. Sense of splace takes into account our
intertwined connections to the real, physical place and the virtual space in
which we currently work in higher education under COVID-19 regulations.
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A Response to Remote Multimodal Teaching and Learning

Although a sense of splace has now become integral to the teaching and
learning environment, it is easily overlooked, under-emphasised, or dismissed,
while educators continue to privilege the present curriculum as planned. As a
result, teaching and learning have become content-driven, instrumental, and
technical. We argue that university educators should re-examine their current
cybergogies and be cognisant of students’ sense of splace in RMTL.

Keywords: sense of place, splace, cybergogy, distance education, remote
multimodal teaching and learning

1 Introduction
A concerted effort under way since 2015 to establish a curriculum in South
African higher education that is sensitive to students’ cultural contexts, while
transitioning beyond the mere replication of physical classroom environments,
needs to be critically scrutinised if we are to invoke in students from diverse
backgrounds the capacities necessary to function in a 21st-century
environment. While the need to prepare students for the world of work has
economic implications, the reality is that universities in South Africa continue
to function based on the industrial model of education (Le Grange 2016).
Although functioning within a developing nation and a democracy, the current
higher education system in South Africa continues to conform to a social
structure premised on neoliberalism (Maistry 2014). Any predetermined
curriculum that fails to take into account the values and needs of students from
diverse socio-economic and cultural backgrounds, is certain to be contested by
students who are marginalised and silenced (Freire 2006). The nationwide
#FeesMustFall student protests during the 2015-2016 period served as a
vindication of this resistance by a cohort of students who argued for free,
guality, decolonised education in South African universities. During the time
that student protests were significantly disrupting higher teaching and learning,
certain universities resorted to online and blended forms of learning in
response to this higher education crisis (Czerniewicz, Trotter & Haupt 2019).
It should be noted that the South African Department of Higher
Education and Training (DHET) is acutely aware of the growing influence of
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) on the provision of
distance education (DHET 2014). However, a significant concern exists
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around the use of terms such as ‘blended learning’, ‘flexible learning’, and
‘mixed provisions of learning’ that may cover a wide range of possibilities and
challenges facing distance education, and these may often be overlooked
(DHET 2014). We observe that the South African government has been fairly
cautious concerning the use of online learning in its response to the COVID-
19 pandemic. Many education researchers and analysts have observed that
online learning may be welcomed by students who prefer to enjoy the
flexibility of learning without being confined to a classroom (Bernard,
Borokhovski, Schmid, Tamim & Abrami 2014; Chigeza & Halbert 2014;
Northey, Bucic, Chylinski & Govind 2015; Israel 2015; Potter 2015; Nortvig,
Petersen & Balle 2018). However, the reality is that any form of online learning
may come across as a learning barrier to the majority of students who are either
accustomed to traditional classroom environments or who do not have access
to the internet (Mahlangu 2018). We surmise that the South African
government adopted the term ‘remote multimodal teaching and learning’
(RMTL) as a ‘neutral’, desensitised approach to learning that would appeal to
students who oppose what they perceive as dominant forms of online learning.
While it may be the South African government’s prerogative to expect public
universities to ensure that its slogan of ‘no student should be left behind’, and
this may come across as political rhetoric, there are obvious underlying
disadvantages attached to this slogan that the reality may come to reveal for
universities, students, and university educators.

Despite RMTL having a connection with distance education, a clear
distinction exists between such an approach to teaching and learning and what
Hodges, Moore, Lockee, Trust & Bond (2020) call ‘emergency remote
teaching’ (ERT). While distance education programmes and online courses
have been designed from the onset, ERT in contrast, is a temporary shift of
instructional delivery to an alternative mode of delivery in response to a crisis
(Hodges et al. 2020). While a rapid approach towards ERT is perhaps needed
to address a crisis in higher education, it may have adverse effects on the
quality of the curriculum (Hodges et al. 2020). Hence, calls for a universal
design for learning is needed in order for curriculum designers of remote
learning programmes to develop an enabling environment that is flexible,
inclusive, and student-centred (Hodges et al. 2020). However, replacing one
medium with another, without identifying the purpose and value of such a form
of learning, may have the opposite effect on the learning process in terms of
quality education for all students.
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Furthermore, the use of any teaching and learning approach in
response to a crisis that fails to recognise the social, cognitive, emotional, and
transactional elements of learning may undermine meaningful learning
(Cleveland-Innes & Campbell 2012). Failing to take into account these factors
of learning and sense of splace in RMTL, we infer, risks such teaching
conforming to the industrial model of education. The idea of establishing a
community that transcends the mere transmission of information through
multimodal forms of learning, we argue, is needed if such forms of learning
are to remain relevant to the context of the current cohort of students in South
Africa. However, this would require that university educators take students'
sense of splace into consideration during teaching, learning and assessment
(Ontong & Waghid 2020). The absence of an RMTL policy further offers many
universities the flexibility in determining which resources are suited to their
particular context. Of course, this presents residential universities which are
unfamiliar with distance learning with distinct multimodal approaches that
would most certainly render varying degrees of success or failure. Hence, the
need to explore the cognitive, social, emotional, and transactional elements of
learning more deeply is an essential point of departure if we are to [re]imagine
the pedagogical approach of RMTL as a response to a higher education crisis.

The danger of allowing universities to decide on remote multimodal
teaching and learning may lead to teaching that is more instructional than
transactional (Bozkurt & Sharma 2020). With the wide selection of traditional
paper-based and new technologies available under the guise of RMTL, such
autonomy may present educators with further challenges in trying to make
sense of and evaluate, the most meaningful and effective teaching and learning
strategies in relation to revised programme demands and students' needs.
Students as a result of the pandemic are currently finding themselves in
unfamiliar integrated physical places and virtual spaces of learning. These have
had a direct impact on their cognitive, emotional, spiritual, and social
wellbeing (Bozkurt & Sharma 2020). New relationships with their immediate
spatial settings (physical and virtual) developed instantaneously with the shift
to RMTL. These relationships, also known as a sense of splace, we argue,
should be taken into consideration. If not, teaching and learning could become
inauthentic, and the planned curriculum ‘placeless’. It is, therefore, pivotal that
educators rethink their pedagogy and cybergogy, and create conducive
opportunities for integrating students’ sense of splace with RMTL.

However, despite the fact that a RMTL approach was introduced by
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the South African government as an appeal to dominant forms of online
learning in higher education, the implementation thereof proved to be rather
challenging. One of the main challenges with the implementation of an RMTL
approach, besides redesigning curricula and service delivery, we argue, is the
absence of a transactional presence. Although various strands of research
regarding RMTL have been conducted, we argue that a few pivotal aspects
have been overlooked. For example, Roberts (2017) focused on the use of
images in teaching and learning, while Costley & Lange (2017) and Lui (2016)
investigated the use of audio and video to support student engagement in online
learning environments. Guo and colleagues, on the other hand, examined the
length of time students took watching streaming videos within four edX
MOOQOCs, analysing results from 6.9 million video-watching sessions (Guo,
Kim & Robin 2014). While these research efforts have contributed to our
understanding of multimodal learning in higher education, none of them
actually looked at the integral notions of sense of place/splace. Place, we argue,
has always been implicit in pedagogy, curriculum design, and in education in
general, yet the current pandemic has once again highlighted its importance in
(remote) teaching and learning. In this chapter, we discuss how existing
cybergogies employed by university educators could be strengthened by the
integration of sense of splace, resulting in a new theoretical framework which
could offer more support to lecturers in navigating teaching and learning
remotely. The abrupt transition from traditional face- to-face teaching to that
of remote teaching, affected university educators differently. Some did not
necessarily know where to start in translating the syllabus, course materials,
and pedagogy to an online platform. The rationale underpinning this chapter is
thus twofold: a) to present a new and more robust theoretical framework for
academics that might be useful in preparing them for RMTL, and b) to enhance
the development of a transactional presence throughout the process.

Based on this, we explore the theory of cybergogy, and demonstrate
how it could generate a renewed holistic framework. In other words, should
sense of splace be amalgamated with the sense of place concept? This
framework, we further argue, could increase student and educator engagement,
and boost academic outcomes under RMTL. We draw specifically on the
original thoughts of Wang & Kang's (2006) cybergogy framework that
explores the cognitive, social, and emotional elements within an engaging
online learning environment. Furthermore, we use Ardoin’s (2006) and
Ardoin, Schuh, & Gould’s (2012) notions of sense of place to demonstrate how
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elements of this sense of place relate to cybergogy. We further offer an account
of integrating a transactional presence by drawing on some aspects of online
network learning (ONL) theory. However, instead of an either/or scenario, we
suggest that sense of splace as a holistic integrated framework could strengthen
ONL theory in RMTL practices, and vice versa. In conclusion, we propose that
the new cybergogogical theoretical framework (sense of splace) may be useful
in assisting university educators in addressing the challenges they face as a
result of a higher education crisis, and we offer a few guidelines for using this
framework.

2 South Africa’s Remote Multimodal Teaching and Learning

Response to the COVID-19 pandemic

Distance education continues to play a significant role in South Africa by
affording access to education to a large cohort of students from distinct back-
grounds. The South African White Paper on Education and Training (1995:70)
is descriptive concerning the range of multimodal methods to teaching and
learning. These include the use of study guides, videos, computers, news-
papers, audio-cassettes, experimentation Kits, broadcasting, charts, and re-
source packs, coupled with student support services, all of which are intended
to ensure all students are provided with access to education. Of course, in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic, these methods have transformed in line
with the status quo concerning the available technologies. The idea of the unit
and cost-benefit factors in line with RMTL has meant that such methods
remain favourable within the South African higher education context.

In the past, print-based learning packages formed the core method
under distance education. Michael Moore (1972:76) in the early seventies,
described distance education as:

... the family of instructional methods in which the teaching behaviors
are executed apart from the learning behaviors ... so that
communication between the learner and the teacher must be facilitated
by print, electronic, mechanical or other device.

However, the physical absence of the educator who would be available
for diagnosing any misconceptions meant that students had little spaces to
receive corrective feedback (Garrison 2015). Instead, ‘feedback’ usually came
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in the form of an examination to determine whether students would progress
or fail. This one-directional approach to teaching, and the use of one form of
summative assessment as a feedback mechanism meant that distance education
at the time followed the industrial model of education (Garrison 2015).

The South African Department for Higher Education and Training’s
(DHET) Policy for the Provision of Distance Education in South African
Universities in the Context of an Integrated Post-school System (2014)
provides a statement for the provision and expansion of quality distance
education at higher education institutions in South Africa. The policy in its
overview of the higher education context in South Africa is fairly detailed,
highlighting the rationale for distance education and the mechanisms needed
for cultivating an enabling environment for quality distance education (DHET
2014). It acknowledges the need for student engagement, through ICT in South
Africa, to supplement existing RMTL practices. This is based on the
assumption concerning its affordability and availability to them (DHET 2014).
It is expected of universities to plan course designs through having increased
support systems in place to assist underprepared students who have no
experience with distance learning. However, the shift to RMTL at universities
presents academics with a challenge concerning their need to select appropriate
pedagogies to enhance both spatial and transactional distance (DHET 2014).
The policy further acknowledges that distance learning is an appealing and
flexible option to mature and mid-career students, including students with
disabilities, which, in most instances, makes contact education challenging
(DHET 2014). However, for a university student who is unfamiliar with the
context of distance learning, significant challenges are presented to them. It
becomes an even greater challenge for those students who come from
historically disadvantaged communities.

Prior to 2013, the University of South Africa (UNISA) was the only
higher education institution amongst the 26 public universities in South Africa
that offered distance education. UNISA remains the largest open distance
learning institution in the country and in Africa, and is one of the world’s top
30 mega-institutions, with close to 400 000 students (UNISA 2018). However,
despite the university boasting such a large student population, approximately
only 30 000 students graduate annually, a fact which further outlines the many
challenges that students experience with distance education (Mittelmeier,
Rogaten, Long, Dalu, Gunter & Prinsloo 2019). Significant inequalities among
groups of students concerning physical isolation, social community develop-
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ment, and access to timely feedback seems to disproportionately hinder many
students, particularly those from historically disadvantaged communities with
fewer resources (Mittelmeier, Rogaten, Long, Dalu, Gunter & Prinsloo 2019).
It is, therefore, in this context, crucial that university educators critically
rethink their teaching and learning practices and find innovative ways of
providing the necessary support to such students.

The South African government’s theme ‘Save The Academic Year
Save Lives’ can therefore be seen as a bold approach towards ameliorating the
social ills that have, for decades before the COVID-19 pandemic, plagued the
majority of historically disadvantaged students concerning lack of digital
access. In 2020, in response to the global pandemic, the DHET in South Africa
aimed to provide the most vulnerable and impoverished students who were
registered with the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) with the
digital devices they needed for RMTL during the lockdown period in the
country. The DHET, in collaboration with other state departments, further
negotiated with mobile network operators to provide zero-rated educational
content sites to all public universities in the country. This meant that access to
university websites would be free, although some of the embedded content,
such as videos, would incur data costs. The department further provided
education data bundles to NSFAS students, including Funza Lushaka bursary
students. They would receive a limited amount of data for three months
subsidised by the government. While these approaches and intentions are
welcomed, all public universities have the autonomy to determine their own
detailed strategies concerning RMTL during the lockdown period. The
rationale for such an approach was further vindicated by the government’s
unwillingness to follow a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach. Instead, universities
were encouraged to develop strategies that would include the delivery of paper-
based teaching and learning resources to students who do not have the
resources to engage electronically or online.

Letseka & Pitsoe (2014) acknowledge several challenges to distance
learning in South Africa that include articulation (theory), learner support,
recognition of prior learning, and reduced throughput rate. While these
challenges are, of course, significant, and worth exploring, within the scope of
this chapter we focus briefly on poorly theorised distance learning. Garrison
(2000: 3) claims that theory is described as ‘a coherent and systematic ordering
of ideas, concepts, and models with the purpose of constructing meaning to
explain, interpret and shape practice’. The idea of a theoretical framework may,
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therefore, assist educators and researchers in reducing complexity by assisting
in predicting emerging trends and how, for instance, effective RMTL can be
implemented effectively. This is what Garrison (2015) proposes concerning
the value of theory to education institutions in clarifying for them terms such
as RMTL, and assisting them in coping with the complexity of establishing
learning communities.

Both research and policy literature indicate that the absence of a clear
theoretical framework may have significant implications for the implement-
tation of RMTL in South Africa. However, those university educators who are
detached from the context of RMTL risk implementation of such an approach
as a technical reproduction of ‘chalk and talk’ styles of teaching which would
have a significant implication for what Aoki (1987) averred as the student in
his/fher becoming. A possible way to mitigate this risk is for educators to
determine, acknowledge, and embrace their own and their students’ sense of
splace as a means of enhancing the teaching and learning experience for them.
Aoki (1987) further calls for mindfulness of the situation that allows the
educator to recognise that application is a hermeneutic act. An educator who is
not able to recognise a situation in which students’ voices are not heard, will
silence students in RMTL. Aoki (1987) argues that application cannot
materialise when educators are not able to view the ‘rightness’ of a situation,
and for one to recognise the rightness of a situation would require of one to
view the right orientation internally. According to this argument, application
of RMTL guided by theory thus requires mindfulness of the situation in order
to ameliorate, or rather avoid, the reductionism of instrumentality. Only then
would university educators be able to vivify the relationship between the
educational technology used and the RMTL situation (Aoki 1987).

3 Towards a Revised Cybergogy for Remote Multimodal

Teaching and Learning
Cybergogy is an adapted approach to online teaching and learning within a
distance education context (Scopes 2009). A central element of cybergogy is
its specific aim to combine central tenets of both andragogy and pedagogy
towards reaching a novel approach to learning in a virtual space (Cronin,
McMahon & Waldron 2009; Scopes 2009). These authors perceived the bene-
fits of good practice concerning cybergogy to include positioning the student
at the focus point of the teaching and learning experience, cultivating an engag-
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ed learning environment, and in creating spaces for student reflection (Goody
& Malone 1999; Laurillard 2002; Carrier & Moulds 2003; Tishman & Palmer
2005; Boettcher 2007; Wang 2007; Cronin, McMahon & Waldron 2009).

Wang and Kang's (2006) original cybergogy framework specifically
aims at engaging the learning experiences of distance students, particularly
those students with diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds, through
activating their cognitive, emotional, and social faculties. Within the context
of teaching and learning the cognitive domain points to the factors that initiate
students’ construction of knowledge. Whereas a curriculum-as-planned,
guided by traditional pedagogy, is dependent on the educator for designing a
course curriculum and assessment according to students’ needs, cybergogy, in
contrast, through self-regulated learning, places the students at the central point
of their learning. Students, through pedagogical spaces, are therefore afforded
autonomy as part of a collaborative process in selecting the learning course,
and in designing and developing the curriculum and assessment. Critics may
argue that such an approach would not be realised in the context of RMTL. In
response to this, one could point to a case where students may feel anxiety,
isolation, and confusion, the emotive dimension which is foregrounded on the
notion that teaching and learning work best in a classroom environment
premised on mutual affection and respect, may address these tense feelings
(Wang & Kang 2006).

According to Wang and Kang (2006), under the emotive factor, four
underlying conditions are necessary for university educators and their students
to function collaboratively: first, the need to cultivate students’ competence in
terms of being useful in learning valuable things; second, the creation of a
respectful and connected learning atmosphere; third, assisting students to
develop favourable attitudes toward the learning experience through personal
relevance/meaning assigned to them and their life experience, and choice, and
lastly, creating challenging and thoughtful learning experiences that are
consistent with students’ beliefs (Wang & Kang 2006). The framework views
the social dimension concerned with those social acts that involve interaction
with the self and others (Wang & Kang 2006). One of the critical elements of
the social factors is linked to the need to cultivate a community through
establishing group identity, trust, interaction, and through constructing shared
knowledge (Wang & Kang 2006). A social factor may further be necessary for
enhancing a transactional learning experience that is a collaborative, recursive,
and a mutually beneficial experience to students — and educators - in RMTL
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settings (Garrison 2015). The need to establish a community through a robust
social factor is essential in establishing deep connections between students in
RMTL (Garrison 2015).

A cybergogy framework cultivates the conditions necessary for
collaborative learning by enabling the student to share the experiences and
knowledge (Muresan 2015). Such a framework may, therefore, serve a
valuable function in RMTL practices, particularly in creating those spaces
necessary for autonomous and collaborative learning, spaces in which students
are afforded opportunities to achieve their learning objectives flexibly and in
line with their profiles and time management (Wang & Kang 2006). If RMTL
is to be effective in South African universities, in line with the cybergogy
framework, Wang & Kang (2006) suggest that students ought always to have
sufficient prior knowledge, be motivated to learn, be positively engaged in the
learning process, and should always feel comfortable with the learning
environment by developing — or being helped and encouraged to develop - a
sense of community and social commitment.

While the cybergogy framework may serve useful in creating mean-
ingful and engaging learning experiences for students in remote contexts,
Wang & Kang (2006) acknowledge the absence of a transactional presence in
the framework that aims to address the connectedness between educators and
students. The notion concerning transactional is derived from the original
thoughts of John Dewey (Dewey & Bently 1949). Informed by Deweyan
thought, Moore (1993:21) submitted that transactional distance as a theory
describes the universe of teacher-student relationships that exist as a result of
a separation of space/and or by time. The extent of transactional distance in
educational programmes is thus a function of three-set variables that include
the structure of instructional programmes, the interaction between students and
educators, and the degree of autonomy of students (Moore 1993). While Wang
& Kang (2006) explore the three underlying social, cognitive, and emotive
factors in creating spaces for student autonomy, the absence of a physical
teaching presence presents students who are unaccustomed to working on their
own with significant challenges in RMTL settings.

Garrison (1987; 2000; 2015) argues that, while there is no compre-
hensive explanatory theory which justifies student dropout rates through
RMTL, the absence of a teaching presence is a significant contributing factor,
particularly in terms of the collaborative thinking and learning experiences
accompanying such a presence, and one that aims to engage students critically.
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Garrison (2015) links the lack of ‘quality communication’ - mainly in terms of
opportunities for feedback and interaction - as the factors driving student drop
out of course programmes in RMTL. In their framework Garrison, Anderson,
& Archer (2000) describe teaching presence as the third element and key to a
successful and sustained Community of Inquiry (Col). The teaching presence
provides the essential leadership dimension necessary in sustaining the
functioning of a community effectively and efficiently (Garrison 2015).
Although the Col framework does not take into account a separate emotive
factor as the cybergogy framework of Wang & Kang (2006) does, the literature
suggests the presence of emotion in learning online or other modes of learning
(Campbell & Cleveland-Innes 2005; Derks, Fischer & Bos 2007; Marchand &
Gutierrez 2011; O’Regan 2003; Lehman 2006; Perry & Edwards 2005;
Cleveland-Innes 2012).

Moore (1993) claimed that students with high cognitive capacities
appear to be quite comfortable with fewer dialogic programmes with minimal
structure and are, in turn, autonomous in their learning. By contrast, other
students prefer to rely on the informal structure that resonates with them as a
result of a close relationship/rapport they may have with their educators. If one
goes with Moore’s (1993) view, the idea of the cybergogy framework should,
therefore, be dependent on the transition from a steady teaching factor and
depending on whether students are less likely to understand, for instance
complex terminology, towards a more robust social factor where students
become more comfortable working as an online community. The presence of
a robust emotive factor may in due course materialise as well through the role
of the educator in supporting students during RMTL. It further makes sense to
argue that the presence of a teaching factor in cybergogy may afford students
greater motivation and responsibility towards correcting, not only many
misconceptions that others may have in online encounters, but also their own
misconceptions. In their work 40 years ago, Argyris &Schon, 1978 described
double-loop learning that occurs when an error is identified and corrected in
ways that involve the modification of the underlying norms, policies, and
objectives of an entity. Although Argyris & Schon (1978) refer to
organisational behaviour theory, it is a theory which have been applied to
students in educational contexts (Hase & Kenyon 2000; Hornshy & Maki
2008; Blaschke, Porto & Kurtz 2010; Cochrane & Bateman 2010; Junco,
Heiberger, & Loken 2010; Blaschke 2012).

Of course, students ought to be encouraged to think laterally in their
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learning contexts, which is why we argue for an active teaching factor in a
cybergogy. Garrison (2015) also submits that the distributed responsibility
amongst a number of students and their educators through a teaching presence
has significant implications for learning and thinking collaboratively that
includes the development in students of a metacognitive awareness and ability
to manage thinking both collaboratively and individually. The development in
students of an ability to critically scrutinise and reflect upon complex problems
both individually and collaboratively by critically and mindfully examining the
context in which the problem is situated, we argue, may lead to a significant
level of knowledge co-construction rather than a one-way, online, presenter
‘top-down’ approach to learning.

Considering that distance education can be described in terms of the
delivery of learning to those who are connected by time and space, it makes
sense to integrate a fourth factor into the cybergogy framework. Thus, we argue
that as university educators, our acknowledgement of our sense of splace,
together with our students, is key in the successful implementation of RMTL.
Using a sense of splace as a guiding principle in the redesigning of courses and
re-curriculation processes, we argue, has the potential to narrow the
psychological and emotional distance between ourselves and students, and
revive a sense of presence.

3.1 Extending Cybergogy: From a Sense of Place to a Sense of

Splace
According to Ardoin (2006), sense of place is a holistic concept comprising
connection to psychological, social, cultural, biophysical, political, and
economic systems. It broadly describes the human connection to places,
including place attachment and place meaning (Stedman 2003; Farnum et al.
2005; Smaldone et al. 2005). Resor (2010) claims that it is only when we start
to acknowledge the inter-relationship of these dimensions that sense of place
as a multidimensional and integrated concept is adequately understood.
According to Relph (1976:25), places that lack a sense of place, become
placeless, and are seen as ‘non-places’, as Augeé (1995) later referred to them.
To fully comprehend how important a sense of place is, one must first
understand the encompassing concept of place. According to Augé (1995),
place is organised space that has been ordered in some way to serve some
human need. Furthermore, place a refers to a bounded symbolic, social, and
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material domain, to which humans are emotionally attached, and the meanings
of which are constitutive of their identities (Kudryavtsev, Stedman & Krasny
2012; Garrard 2010; Bonnett 2013; Wattchow & Brown 2011). According to
Hill and Brown (2014), Nicol (2014), and Thorburn & Marshall (2014), place
evokes notions of a direct, significant experience and imbuement with the
more-than-human world. Gruenewald (2003) provides five dimensions of
place, namely, the perceptual, sociological, ecological, political, and
ideological dimensions, to demonstrate that the concept is multidimensional
and consisting of, or amounting to, more than mere coordinates on a map (for
a more detailed discussion on this see Ontong & Le Grange 2016; Le Grange
& Ontong 2018; Ontong 2019).

Due to increased human mobility in a cosmopolitan world, the scale(s)
of what people consider their place(s) may be a crucial variable in our
understanding of place connections (Massey 1991; Stedman & Ardoin 2013:
Chapin & Knapp 2015; Armstrong & Stedman 2018). However, connecting to
one’s surrounding, including one’s work environment, does not only establish
knowledge of, and appreciation for, its resources. It also supports the
development of personal identity, inspires stewardship, and nurtures empathy.
In other words, a sense of place is crucial to developing strong and healthy
connections to one’s environment.

In Ardoin’s (2006) conceptual sense of place framework, the
biophysical dimension provides the setting for all interactions to occur. This
dimension includes the landscape and the plant and animal species that interact
within the ecosystem and are one of the fundamental components of sense of
place (Stedman 2003; Trentelman 2009). Following the literature, three
additional dimensions are also considered. First, the sociocultural dimension
involves cultural practices and demographic conditions. Second, the
psychological dimension refers to those characteristics internal to a person and
a person’s relationship to place, for example, a feeling of ‘belonging
somewhere’ (Stokols & Shumaker 1981). Third, the political-economic dimen-
sion entails job opportunities, financial considerations, and political boundaries
(Ardoin, Gould & Schuh 2012).

As mentioned earlier, the cybergogy framework, advocated by Wang
& Kang (2006) is premised on strategies for creating engaged learning online.
We argue that the cognitive dimension which relates to the construction of
knowledge intersects with the psychological dimension of sense of place. One
should also keep in mind that effective learning is directly linked to the
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emotional state of a student. Educators therefore need to create an atmosphere
of mutual affection and respect in which to teach and learn (emotive factors),
rather than one of fear and intimidation. The social domain is the domain in
which the social acts involving interactions with self and others take place, and
relates to the social-cultural elements of sense of place. Here it is important to
note that places are essentially socially constructed entities: people make
places, and places make people (Gruenewald 2003).

Recently, a popular question circulating among university educators
is, how can students be more meaningfully engaged to enhance their remote
learning experiences? For Bangert-Drowns & Pyke (2002:27), engagement

. is a multidimensional phenomenon that varies from setting to
setting: time-on-task, self-regulated learning, intrinsically motivated
involvement of integrated cognitive process, learning environment
(quality of the dialogue), and production of tangible results.

We argue that a re-examination of currently employed cybergogies,
together with theacknowledgement of students’ sense of splace during remote
learning, might be a good starting point for educators to engage more
meaningfully and effectively with students. Bangert-Drowns & Pyke (2001)
also claim that diverse perspectives around the relationship between ‘place’
and learning relating to RMTL exist. They further assert that, in any learning
environment, truly engaged students are behaviourally, intellectually, and
emotionally involved in their learning tasks.

It is no surprise that the way sense of place as a concept develops in
the education context, and what it represents, has shifted in light of the current
pandemic. This is even more so in the case of RMTL. While a sense of place
is related more specifically to physical places, sense of splace acknowledges
the intersection of both the physical and virtual spaces as profound settings for
engagement and meaning-making. While sense of place would pertain more to
contact or face to face education, a sense of splace (see Figure 1) would apply
more to online and distance education in RMTL, where the student is
entrenched in the integrated social-ecological-political-psychological and
virtual dimensions of their learning sites.

In Figure 1, the biophysical dimension, as well as the political-
economic dimensions, together form the foundational settings on which the
other dimensions function.
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Figure 1: The sense of splace conceptual framework

During RMTL each student finds him/herself entrenched in the
biophysical and political-economic dimensions of place. However, not all
students’ individual connections to these dimensions are necessarily positive;
in other words, not all of them have a strong sense of splace due to various
factors. As Adams (2013) claims, sense of place may conjure contradicting
emotions — the warmth of community and home juxtaposed with the stress of
dense urban living. Some students might experience structural racism,
violence, gender discrimination, and financial issues (political-economic).
Others might experience a lack of resources, such as internet connectivity,
infrastructure, running water, clean air, and so forth (biophysical). Irrespective
of whether students have a secure or a negative connection to the places where
they currently reside, the biophysical and political-economic dimensions are
the macrocosms over which they have little control.

Further, the psychological dimension of sense of place relates to the
cognitive and emotive dimensions of cybergogy as the former relies on a high
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level of intellectual abstraction of cognitions, beliefs, attitudes, or other mental
representations about the physical, social, or personal qualities of a (learning)
setting (Vanclay et al. 2008). Thus, student and educator have an equal
responsibility to ensure that knowledge is constructed, achievable goals are set,
the learning activity is understood, and a learning style that works is chosen.
Sense of splace is formed based on the nature of the educational setting, the
kind/amount of experience with that setting, and the sociocultural,
psychological, cognitive, and emotional characteristics of the individual (Sted-
man 2003). A focus on the relative contribution of the different dimensions of
sense of place would demonstrate not only the holistic nature of the concept,
but also the close relatedness of students, culture, and the environment in the
human-nature relationship. The concept of ‘situated cognition’ is one way to
understand this conjoining of people and place. Situated cognition refers, in or
argument, to how meaningful actions are spatially and temporally located (i.e.
situated) (Chemero 2009) alongside socially and culturally constructed mean-
ing (Lave & Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). For example, how decisions con-
cerning the speed at which students learn or master a concept are shaped by the
students’ characteristics as individuals. These would be based on and include
the following:

e whether the student is in good physical and mental shape, and
whether he/she is generally risk-averse or risk-seeking;

e the visual perception and representation of the learning process
including the content, styles, and pace in specific courses (e.g.,
whether the topic is content laden, the nature of the potential
potholes that he/she might fall into);

e the student’s previous experiences of learning tied to deeply held
place/splace meanings and the social expectations of significant
others accrued over time (Raymond et al. 2018).

Such dynamic relations imply an inseparability of subject and object,
i.e. the student and the learning activity (Maturana & Varela 1987; Lakoff &
Johnson 1999). This inseparability could also relate to learning networks which
Lusher & Robins (2013) perceive as a collection of ties between people or
between people and learning objects. According to Lusher & Robins (2013),
networks can organize themselves into certain patterns because the existence
of some ties encourages other ties to come into existence. Such ties, we argue,
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are essential in establishing a transactional presence. Carvalho & Goodyear
(2014: 264) claim that learning networks are,

... providing educational contexts [formal, non-formal or informal]
where certain pedagogical interactions take place and where people are
exchanging views and experiences related to knowledge and knowing.

Although certain elements of (online) learning network theory promise
to be useful in RMTL approaches, one should be cautious of relying solely on
any of these as a theoretical framework. We contend that such frameworks
often de-emphasise macro-structure measures, such as density, network size,
and the effects of these networks on quality learning. Such a framework often
also neglects the emotional, spiritual, and psychological aspects of teaching
and learning. Hence, we suggest that any theoretical framework could be
enriched and made more meaningful by the cybergogical approach of splace,
just as the latter could be theoretically strengthened by some aspects of learning
network theory.

We further propose some general guidelines for university educators
to consider when designing online courses. First, we suggest that instructors
should provide clear and well-structured opening questions regarding the
students’ splace of living and learning. This would indicate to students that
their instructors show sincere interest in the splace-making of students, for
example, finding out how their ‘becoming’ has been affected by the spatial
intersections of the virtual learning space and the physical living place. Also,
they could encourage active and consistent participation in remote teaching and
learning as far as possible, and this could also serve as an incentive to promote
the development of a transactional presence, for example, when designing
courses instructions could include that each participant contribute at least two
posts or two comments on documents/posts. Instructors could also ensure that
they provide enough workload and study material to be cognitively challenging
yet emotionally and physically achievable. Furthermore, they could formulate
open exploratory questions so participants are motivated to learn (in academic
and non-academic ways) from others through online blog/dialogue or Zoom-
type meetings. Setting up a base group discussion forum at the beginning of a
course, in the course of which participants can get to know each other and ask
general questions, could also serve a useful function. Last, but not least,
instructors could also embed learning and assessment activities, such as peer-
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review, to avoid these becoming the centre of discussions. The main goal is to
humanise the RMTL approach by centralising students’ sense of splace
throughout teaching practices - from curriculum and course material designs
to assessments, discussions and general communication.

4 Concluding Remarks

In this chapter, we have attempted to demonstrate some ways in which existing
cybergogical approaches in RMTL can be re-examined and creatively
enhanced by integrating the concept of sense of place. In doing so, we consider
our chapter to have generated a renewed holistic framework, a sense of splace,
one which has the potential to foster profound and more meaningful engaged
teaching and learning. We offer some final recommendations concerning
RMTL in line with a sense of splace framework.

It is essential that university educators first and foremost do not lose
sight of the diverse, cosmopolitan, interconnected human and the more-than-
human world in which we live, work, and play. According to Rui Olds (1979:
41),

... the motivation to interact with the environment exists in all [stu-
dents] as an intrinsic property of life, but the quality of the interactions
is dependent upon the possibilities for engagement that the (physical/
learning) environment provides.

In the context of RMTL, teaching and learning splaces should be the
foundations for resilience and adaptation to cognitive, social, psychological,
emotional, economic, and political challenges, all of which factors are inter-
related in terms of students’ learning. For this purpose, we argue, university
educators should consider the promotion and nurture of a pragmatic sense of
splace. This implies that academic programs can directly influence the ‘learn-
ing splace identity’ of students.

Although not always explicitly stated, sense of (s)place is inherent to
all learning initiatives (Thomashow 2002). A just cybergogical approach which
recognises a sense of place would, for example, involve students in projects
where they serve as experts on specific topics. Valuing students’ contributions,
respecting their viewpoints, and recognising their efforts as ambassadors of the
local and global environment has the potential not only to foster engaged
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learning, but also to embed deeper meanings of learning and identity in
dynamic RMTL splaces. In such an environment, students ought to always be
free from any form of coercion from their educators or peers which, in contrast
to traditional rigid, authoritarian classroom settings, prohibit autonomous
decision-making and critical inquiry (see Waghid 2016). As in physical
classrooms, ‘muted’ students online could quickly become accustomed to
being told what to do, serving as passive recipients of information which
undoubtedly exacerbates a high level of non-criticality amongst such students
(Waghid & Waghid 2018).

We suggest that traditional modes of assessment, such as standardised
tests, ought to be re-examined, not only in distance learning, but also in face-
to-face teaching and learning. For example, Gruenewald (2005) suggests that
educators should redefine education and research as forms of inquiry that are
identifiably place-responsive, and afford a multiplicity of approaches to define
and describe students’ relationships to their learning environment. Thus, we
have argued that for the need for all university educators to engage in reflective
activities that provide them with opportunities to learn about their sense of
splace, including what they value about the natural, human, and virtual
environment. Demonstrating one’s continued learning and learning challenges
would significantly aid in the process of facilitating students in developing
their own strong sense of splace in diverse learning settings. Through sharing
our own experiences and challenges as educators of RMTL with students, we
can together deepen our awareness of, and sensitivity to, our new teaching and
learning environment and to each other. Such awareness and receptivity to
place can positively influence those collective and individual actions that could
help in creating dynamic, flexible, and sustainable remote teaching and
learning splaces. In this regard, we advocate for a sense of splace framework
that could support university educators in their attempts to connect students,
and teaching and learning with the primary goals of increasing student
engagement, boosting academic outcomes, impacting communities, and
promoting conscious understandings of the world around us. This framework
is, of course, still at the theoretical stage. Thus, it is envisaged that further
empirical studies could validate the elements of a sense of splace framework
in RMTL settings.
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