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• Online conferences use a website as a 
conference venue.

• Remediation occurs as online conferences  both 
echo and refashion f2f conferences.

“Attempting to construct equivalence between online 
and face to face conferences is difficult as the 
medium offers an entirely new way of “doing”
conferencing, one which is not widely exploited 
because we don’t really know how (Laurillard 2006).”

• This presentation reflects on what we in CET, as 
hosts of e/merge, have learnt from “doing” online 
conferencing.
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• An online bi-annual conference over a  2 week 
period.

• Focus - the use of ICTs in education
• Orginal scope southern Africa, spread to 

Anglophone Africa, includes all with an interest 
in developing country contexts

• Shared context of developing countries, digital 
divides and diversity, unequal access of both 
technology & education 

• Generally emergent ito of educational 
technology

• Higher education and the schools sector



http://emerge2004.net

http://emerge2006.net

http://emerge2008.net
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• To build a community of those working in ICTs in Ed (as 
professionals and scholars)

• To grow and extend local and regional communities of 
practice

• To share practice 
• To build and share knowledge esp the knowledge 

domain of in developing contexts
• To link with the global context of the growth of the field 

and the rapidly emerging possibilities internationally
• To model the possibilities of online communities and 

activities
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• Bounded, bi-annual
• Phased clusters over 3 day periods
• Specific conversations
• Pre-conference opening space
• Use of multiple strategies to achieve aims
• Assumption - participants have different 

expectations and arrive with different abilities 
• Different elements of the conference structure 

meet these needs and abilities in a variety of 
configurations
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• Formal scheduled conversations in response to 
presentations and presented papers

• Informal conversations, through specific forums 
such as the Welcome and Farewell spaces, and 
the Café

• Participant Initiated Conversation through the 
Open Space Forum.

• Synchronous interaction through scheduled 
Chats

• Workshops
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• Do not design for the  lowest common 
denominator 

• Do not specify or require specific (high) ICT 
standards for participation

• Design for  range of technological possibilities, 
make it possible for boundaries to be pushed 
depending on multiple starting points, also 
modelling new possibilities
– It’s unfortunate that some of us have poor internet connections, but all 

the same I have been closely following the activities and have learnt 
quite a lot through Virtual Learning. R, Zimbabwe
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• An online conference offers flexibility 
• It reconfigures  time  and time zones
• Location is irrelevant
• Activities can overlap and can be 

simultaneous
• It allows for different levels and types of 

participation
• Immediacy 
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• People can operate at different times of day.
– At this time in Windhoek (3.30am), I am....X, Namibia

• Conference sessions are longer (3 days)
– Even the shy but very resourceful persons are contributing enormously and there 

is no time limit to the contributions

• Participants can engage synchronously while in different 
time zones

• The conversations extend beyond the bounded 
conference space
– I was not able to participate in e-merge 2008 as fully as I wished, but it 

was exciting fun. It was also very informative. My consolation is that the 
site and its contents would still be accessible even after the conference 
is over, and, in any case, as far as this medium is concerned, we can 
always be in a sort of conference, even if unofficially. X Nigeria
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• Immediate on-the-go feedback, sharing 
and reflection

• Participant 
blogs
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• Participants attend the conference from 
anywhere (with connectivity)

• They can attend while on the move
– Despite a domestic problem before emerge started I was still 

able to participate. I did so from several locations but none of
them was at my University in Jos or Cape Town. Exactly what 
emerge can do which regular conferences cannot. Y, Nigeria

– I am logging on from Vancouver, Canada, at 4:30am. I am sitting 
in my living room, and can see the early morning light in a 
cloudless sky. X Canada

– Great to be at emerge again…I will be connecting from Cardiff, 
Munich and London W South Africa
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• It is possible to attend an online conference at the same 
time as being involved in other activities
– Just registered yesterday for emerge …from ED-MEDIA .. in 

stinking hot Vienna Y, South Africa

• Even participating while on holiday
– I'm writing from Augrabies Falls, over a somewhat intermittent 

GPRS connection. We have a view over the gorge, and at the 
moment my daughter is sitting on the stoep, watching a tame 
laughing dove sitting not two metres away from her. Z. South 
Africa

• Daily chores intrude
– I am excited about what I have already been involved with during

e/merge. I had to take a break so I could get some other chores 
done and also so I could prepare for my presentation too, Z, 
USA 
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• It is also possible to attend parallel 
sessions
– All along i have only known F2F conferencing, 

believe me emerge has been great, you really 
can be every where, in all rooms. Z, Uganda

– Imagine, I am able to experience all sessions 
something which is quite difficult in face to 
face conferences
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• Simultaneity has both pros and cons
• The flexibility and ability to multitask allows 

for partial commitment, and some 
engagement

• It may be difficult to make a time 
commitment

• Others around the participant may not 
consider the participation a valid activity
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• The challenge is to design and facilitate a 
conference, meeting its stated aims, using the 
attributes and affordances of online 
conferencing
– How does one build a community online?
– How does one create a sense of online presence?
– What about the types and quality of engagement and 

interaction? 
– Can the conference grow and extending a community 

of practice?
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• A quarter of participants are repeats
– I am very excited to be here again as the previous 

Emerge directly resulted in my online learning 
fascination and learning journeys. W, South Africa

– Every emerge conference is a milestone in e learning 
and online pedagogy! I look forward to 2010 Z, 
Zimbabwe

– i cant wait for the conference to (really) kick off on 
monday! my third…really looking forward to all the 
discussions, meeting new people, old "faces", voices?
Z, UK 2008
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• Every conference has newcomers
– I am excited to be participating in my first E/merge 

conference. I just logged in now to find very many 
messages. I am in Kampala, Uganda where I will be 
participating from. Y Uganda

– This is, of course, my first year of participating in the 
emerge conference...or to put it blatantly, it it really 
my first experience of an online conference...so as 
you can imagine, everything is magic for me! V South 
Africa
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• Traditionally understood as multiple 
communication channels

• Enhanced by presence indicators
• Informal conference spaces essential
• Rich media theory argues that online presence 

created by successful task achievement
– This confererence has changed my perspective 

regarding the potential of ICT to foster high quality 
human engagement. As I say goodbye, I feel like one 
waving at a community that I talked, dined, and 
stayed under the same roof with. X, South Africa
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Dumelang BoMma le BoRra(with ending in "-ng" palatalization sound)equivalent to Hello 
everyone."BoMma"=Ladies, "BoRra"=Gentlemen

O kae? (How are u - singular) Lekae (How are you -plural)in Setswanalanguage(also known as 
Western Sotho) 
Other sesotho languages are Sepedi (Northern Sotho) and Sesotho-sa-Borwa(Southern Sotho)
Ke motswana (My mother toungue is Setswana). 
Sello

posted by S on 2006-07-10 10:42Re: Our languages hits: 18

In The Netherlands we say:
dag
goedendag
hallo
So herewith I greet all of you and compliment you with this conference.

posted by T on 2006-07-11 15:54Re: Our languages hits: 9

Pachi pamwe this is a manyika (my mother tongue)word for saying hello again used when you have 
already greeted each other and are seeing each other again but thanks for the french version this is 
really helpful. I was stranded whem i visited Morrocco to find that its only us southerners and a few 
easterners who do not speak this language. I guess its time we should start

posted by M on 2006-07-17 15:54Re: Ten ways to say hello hits: 6
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• Can “flatten” power relations
– People from different levels engaging with 

each other eg a VC and a school teacher

– Engagement with keynote speakers
• From the field: eg Howard Rheingold, Gilly

Salmon, Stephen Downes
• Ministers, VCs
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• Some research suggests higher quality of 
engagement online
– I was extremely impressed this time with the quality of 

the discussions, the presentation and the level of 
meaningful interactions with participants and 
presenters. Y, USA 2008

– I noticed a high standard of discussion, presentations, 
papers, and workshops. I can't single any one of 
these out, as they are all great pieces of work in their 
own right. Z, Australia
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• Activity ratios of around 70:30, i.e. 30% of 
participants generated 70% of activity.

• Some intensive participation
– Some were online permanently, others parachuted in 

and out for concentrated times, and some multiplied 
themselves virtually. .. I'm sure their partners can't be 
too impressed with the amount of neglect for 
everything but e/merge they've shown these past 
weeks! V, South Africa 

– Can’t believe this, I'm glued over here for the last 
close to 90 minutes, and not about to leave. Z, Kenya
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• Legitimate peripheral engagement
Passive participation not considered negative “lurking”
– I often thought it best to simply 'lurk and learn‘, S Australia
– I did not participate as much as I would have wanted but I walk 

away richer in e-knowledge , Z, Zimbabwe
– The highlight for me has been to dip my toe in and be 

encouraged and welcomed, Y, UK
– This was [ government department]’s first experience with 

something like this. We have learned a lot and have not 
contributed a lot and we feel a bit shy about that. Next time 
around we would also like to give something back. Q, South 
Africa
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• A peer - reviewed research paper track
• Examples of sharing (uploading) of research 

papers during discussions
• A selection of papers in a post-e/merge Special 

Issue of a journal
• Support for emergent researchers

– Presenting and writing papers is a fairly new thing for 
me and one easily feel a bit intimidate/worried ... I 
think the e/merge conference really creates a very 
positive forum for exchanging points of view with 
more experienced people out there Z, South Africa



"$
����	
�
�����
• Much evidence of sharing of practice

– I also learnt the value of sharing information and 
taking a journey to other people's strongholds to find 
out what they are doing. I was in this journey and 
have found out that most of the things that I scratch 
my head thinking of, are faced by a couple if not a 
dozen more people. Z, South Africa

• Practice beyond e/merge
– the future will primarily emerge in each of us 

individually in our various communities. I know that 
will be the case as far as I’m concerned. I have 
already submitted a glowing report of the conference 
to my bosses and suggested how what I have learnt 
at e/merge should be taken forward in my work. T,  
South Africa
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• Participants with an interest in developing 
contexts

• International keynotes who can add value to 
local debates

• Creating a sense of a broader community 
– If I have to choose a highlight, I would say .. I think 

the sense of complete commitment one gets from the 
team who organised the event makes one feel that 
we are all involved in something very big and 
worthwhile Z, Australia
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• Specific professional development activities
– Jungle Tour, Teachers Toolkit

• Development by example  modelling
– E/merge catapulted me into the future of the virtual 

conference and its limitless possibilities for the learner 
and the mentor Z, Zimbabwe

– . .. also ideas about using Breeze (or similar systems) 
in formal education. In presentation mode in big 
classes; in interactive mode in small classes or with 
post-grads. Ideas, ideas, ideas. Z,  Hong Kong 
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• The technicalities
• The funding
• The people
• The training
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Decide what is needed from the technology

• Asynchronous conversational spaces
• Synchronous meetings
• Easy navigation
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• Open source environment
• Customisation for online conference
• Integration with synchronous collaboration 

environment
• Benefits of investing in development
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• Lower that a f2f conference (no travel  or venue 
costs) but not free

• Technology
– Proprietary conference software, or cost of adapting 

and supporting open source conference software
– Server and bandwidth costs for hosting conference

• People costs
– Project management, software customisation and 

maintenance, technical support, online facilitation and 
day to day management
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• Reviewers 
• Presenters 
• Conference Hosts 
• Production Team 
• Project manager
• Programme manager
• Programme (Advisory) Committee
• Facilitation manager
• Facilitators (conference hosts)
• Content manager
• Graphic design
• User interface (HTML/Graphics/Javascript/php)
• Back-end programming (php/database)
• System administrator(s)
• Live events producers
• Presenter liaison and support
• User support
• Registration support (invoices, payments, etc.)
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• Conference facilitators play an important role 
overcoming fears and enabling participation. 

• Roles
– Welcoming participants
– Communicating a sense of community
– Low level technical support
– Regular summaries of conversations
– Enabling questions
– Validating feedback to participants

• Pre -conference facilitation course
– 5 weeks
– Course available as OER
– Capacity building
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• Last word from a participant

– We've had a range of content, in a range of formats, 
on a range of topics. Much that was thought 
provoking... even where presentation was live and 
one was prevented from being present, recordings 
and other artefacts allowed participation 
asynchronously...
Asynchronous participation also allowed for more 
reflective, reflexive participation , for threaded 
discussion and for lurking... 
People agreed & disagreed, explored & debated, 
bringing both academic & practitioner perspectives 
and creating a very richly textured discussion .
V, South Africa
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• An online conference may be perceived as a 
“poor cousin”, a graft of a f2f.

• Rather, it is a unique configuration still in the 
process of being thoroughly understood and fully 
exploited.

• In the right context, appropriately designed and 
properly supported, it is a valuable mechanism 
in its own right and on its own terms for growing 
and supporting communities of scholars and 
professionals.
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Laura Czerniewicz, Cheryl Brown and Tony Carr
laura.czerniewicz@uct.ac.za

See you at the next e/merge!


