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died in Johannesburg for the sake of her 
son is the most extreme example of facilita-
tion. The notion a parent or guardian would 
risk life and limb to ensure a better future 
through access to education is difficult 
to grasp, especially when we consider the 
tremendous opportunities provided through 
free and public education in the United 
States. Nevertheless, as educators and 
parents or guardians know, preserving and 
promoting opportunity takes sacrifice and 
a coherent understanding of how to inspire 
learners, not just technical acumen for deliv-
ering and managing subject-matter.

Similar to Koller’s (2012) emphasis on 
coupling technical aspects of learning with 
community and opportunity, Smith (2013) 
articulates the need for teachers to act as 
facilitators in the context of designing web-
enhanced education for young students. 
Smith makes the point that web-enhanced 
and online education are less about promot-
ing effective interactions for learners, and 
more about teacher facilitation – though 
technology is necessary as well. The requisite 
skills for supporting learning, whether 
face-to-face, web-enhanced, or online, takes 
on even more significance when parents or 
guardians are unable or unavailable to kin-
dle a passion for learning. Yes, progressing 
through subject matter, performing well on 
assessments, and meeting learning objectives 
are the tangible expressions of achievement, 
but something more is needed. Students 
need someone to come alongside, whether 
at a distance or face-to-face, and kindle a 
persistent desire to go farther, to persevere.

In her TED Talk, Daphne Koller 
(2012) paints a powerful picture of the hu-
man desire to learn. She movingly describes 
how thousands of people stampeded the 
gates at the University of Johannesburg 
in a desperate effort to secure spots at the 
school - and she points out that for the first 
time in human history, we have the means 
to provide access to education to the global 
community using digital technologies. 

 “Big breakthroughs happen when 
what is suddenly possible meets what is 
desperately necessary.” 

- Thomas Friedman 

Koller is one of the pioneers of 
Stanford’s Coursera, which some say is the 
greatest human rights effort of the early 
21st century, since its purpose is to “give all 
citizens of the earth access to the best teach-
ers, the best universities, and the best tools 
for learning: in short, Coursera aims to give 
global citizens, regardless of their social and 
economic status, access to an Ivy League 
education.” Koller goes on to insist that 
education is “a fundamental human right” 
and certainly, most educators agree with 
this. But whether models like Coursera are 
examples of great human rights efforts is yet 
to be determined.

Nevertheless, online education has 
significantly broadened global access to 
learning and we do well to acknowledge 
its potential, not just for adult learners 
in countries far and near, but for K-12 
students right here in Washington. For every 
learner, the necessity of access to resources is 

obvious. What is less clear is how to ensure 
that the desire to learn will be nurtured in 
every student since desire is a fundamental 
component of motivation, engagement, and 
ultimately - achievement.

Human beings are curious: we need to 
learn in order to survive; we acquire new 
skills throughout our lifetimes in an effort 
to improve ourselves, our environments, 
and our circumstances. Learning comes 
naturally, but it also requires facilitation. 
This axiom is apparent to most, even when 
we do not explicitly say so. The most obvi-
ous examples of facilitation-for-learning are 
observed in schools. However, there are cer-
tainly other instances. Parents or guardians 
read to their children before bedtime and 
ensure homework is complete before board-
ing the bus. Grandparents take grandchil-
dren on learning excursions. Librarians help 
select books and docents explain a piece of 
art. Girl Scout and Cub Scout leaders teach 
collaborative skills, and religious ministers 
share spiritual insights. The list goes on. 
Young and old alike are always learning 
from their surroundings, and most often 
the learning is facilitated by other people 
through socio-cultural interactions (Pressley 
& McCormick, 2007).

Koller (2012) points out - quite mov-
ingly - that one of the women who died in 
the stampede at Johannesburg was a mother 
striving “to secure a better future” for her 
son. Like so many children, this son had a 
parent who firmly believed in the power of 
education; its promise of greater prosperity, 
happiness, and fulfillment. The mother who 
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The efforts of educators like Koller 
(2012) and Smith (2013) are entirely 
admirable, and promising. Use of digital 
technologies to improve access, promote 
opportunity, and engage learners is the way 
forward for relevant 21st century learning. 
However, there is always the danger that in-
novation serves as a red herring, distracting 
our attention away from considering eco-
nomic and social structures that exacerbate 
the digital divide, rather than span it. My 
optimistic side embraces technology and all 
that it may do for teaching and learning; my 
skeptical side wonders about all the ques-
tions that have yet to be answered, not the 
least of which are ensuring all learners have 
access to fundamental tools, like devises and 
Internet. Yet, I persist in believing that what 
matters most is meeting students where they 
are as a facilitator whether in an online, 
web-enhanced, or face-to-face format. 
Indeed, I am certain we can be educators 
who awaken a passion and desire to learn, 
regardless of our preferences for teaching 
format, instructional approach, or even use 
of technology.
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Most educators have experience with 
this idea, and know it to be true. A recent 
example of this principle happened as I 
observed a struggling reader initially resist 
Shakespeare, then after time, the same 
student embraced the text as I worked to 
cultivate interest. In another example which 
occurred simultaneously, I observed a stu-
dent who confessed he felt lost for most of 
his academic career, stating that he believed 
studying Humanities was a complete waste 
of time. Surely, even the most cutting-edge 
technology would do little to penetrate and 
remediate such an attitude. In some cases, 
having access to “the best courses from the 
best instructors at the best schools” (Koller, 
2012) is not going to be enough. As my 
examples infer and as every educator knows, 
facilitation is needed. Some researchers call 
this social presence, which Rourke, Ander-
son, Garrison, and Archer (2001) define as 
the projection of personality into course ac-
tivities, resulting in more participation and 
feelings of competence. This is what Smith 
(2013) alludes to by facilitation, and what I 
mean by kindling passion in every learner. 
Yet, as Koller contends, without access, 
there is no possibility for facilitation, and 
social presence manifests itself in other ways 
that may not include the goals and promises 
that come with learning. 

The temptation is to accept either ac-
cess or facilitation as solutions independent 
of one another, often choosing the option 
that suits our personal bias or philosophy 
of teaching and learning. Digital wonders 
like Coursera help us see the potential for 
using technology to achieve greater levels 
of access, and perhaps equity. Although, a 
case can be made that open-access learning 
management systems, like Coursera, are 
wondrous, they also work best when learn-
ers are motivated. Indeed, as one Online 
High School Student (OHS) said “everyone 
at OHS has a deep and abiding passion for 
learning” (Madnomad, 2013). Whether 
everyone really has a deep and abiding pas-
sion for learning at OHS is hard to say. It is 

mostly agreed, however, that learners with 
requisite knowledge and skill, along with 
motivation, will mostly likely achieve the 
most. Arguably, technology can improve 
this process, but whether it serves as a source 
of inspiration is also hard to say. Certainly, 
student motivation is key, and some feelings 
associated with motivation are inspired by 
teacher facilitation – especially enabling 
students to believe they can achieve and be 
in control of their own destiny. We admire 
technological innovation. Online High 
School and Coursera are amazing – but 
without the presence of fundamental human 
elements, keyboards and monitors go left 
unattended.

A question related to access and facilita-
tion is the primary currency educators use 
for engaging and motivating students. This 
question is relevant regardless of how the 
content is experienced, either first-hand or 
vicariously through digital bits and bytes. 
Perhaps the most prominent currency in 
education are grades. To many, they are 
a sign of more opportunity, more access, 
perhaps even more hope for a flourishing 
future. However, there are other currencies 
that can be discussed, especially in light of 
evolving technologies that provide more 
choices tailored to individual learners.

The question of currency was brought 
home in a recent experience 
at my current school. Experi-
enced teachers were telling me 
that students attend class and 
participate because they are 
interested in the experience. It 
occurred to me that perhaps 
classroom experiences matter 
more to many students, rather 
than grades. After all, grades 
are reified signposts of what 
might be, not the reality of 

what actually is. It also occurred to me that 
our collective perceptions of teaching could 
change, even if just a little, if we explored 
new ways to use technology to nurture 
inquiry, discovery, and self-realization. Just 
how this is done is a question for current 
and future educators, and I imagine it has 
been a question past educators from every 
era have considered.

And yet, there are some practical con-
siderations. Barbour et al. (2012) indicate 
that simply providing more Internet access 
is needed to close the digital divide. It is easy 
to imagine plenty of K-12 students who lack 
Internet access. For these students, access 
and facilitation in the context of digital 
learning may not mean much.
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