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ABSTRACT The use of regular contact sessions, where groups of facilitators present lessons under professional
guidance of a leader, has emerged as a popular mode of delivering education to distance education students in South
Africa in recent years. To date, not much has been written about the role that facilitation group leaders play during
such contact sessions in distance education institutions. Drawn from external service providers such as educators
and other experts in education, facilitation group leaders are selected and appointed on the basis of their prior
experience in teacher education as well as their current understanding of leading teams of facilitators during contact
sessions.  Their role as team leaders is critical for a successful organisation and effective education service delivery
through the contact session model. This study sought to examine the role of facilitation group leaders in the
distance education contact sessions. In this study, the researcher followed a qualitative research approach to collect
data through interviews with purposely selected leaders of facilitation groups in two South African provinces. The
results indicate that  a positive relationship prevailed among the team members which was ascribed to experience,
competency and commitment. Recommendations were that group leadership be done on a rotational basis since
excellent leadership of facilitators depended on all facilitators’ competency and skills which minimised the work of
the group leader. These findings may inform organisations using group leader components at DE contact sessions
about strategies to use when assigning facilitators to group leadership.

INTRODUCTION

This paper examines the leadership roles of
the distance education facilitator group leader
(FGL) for effective contact sessions within the
Distance Education (DE) programme. Distance
education provides an opportunity to those stu-
dents who are unable, or cannot participate in
campus-based and fixed time study and there-
fore requires DE leaders guidance through mech-
anisms that steer and create an enabling envi-
ronment for student learning (Ogina and Mam-
pane 2013). In South Africa, DE is provided by
facilitators at public universities and universi-
ties of technology at contact sessions where
students engage with learning materials and the
facilitator (Matsilisa 2007: 1; Ogina and Mam-
pane 2013). There is a demand and need for val-
ue and quality in educational distance learning
programmes in colleges and universities as well
as an increased demand for more talented facili-
tators for learner success (Department of High-
er Education and Training 2014). The purpose
of this study is to ensure that the leadership
roles of FGLs result in effective delivery of the
DE programme through information communi-
cation, interpersonal relationships, and mana-
gerial roles and activities. FGL activities also in-

clude displaying exemplary leadership skills such
as outlining of team goals and encouraging and
motivating team members to deliver a valuable
and quality teaching and learning programme
that displays distinct competencies for lasting
competitive advantage.

The DE factors that contribute to success or
failure of a DE programme include the extent to
which all facilitators have been trained, prepared
and supported before the contact sessions, as
well as the facilitators’ ability to interact with
team members and students at DE contact ses-
sions (Mampane and Ogina 2012). The presence
of effective distance education group leadership
in DE could well make the difference between
success and failure. FGLs are a new interven-
tion for a group of facilitators to be led by a
selected facilitator leader at contact sessions.
This type of leadership differs from other types
of leadership in education in that it creates a
collegial and supportive environment at contact
sessions. With appropriate training, the level of
understanding and experience of the FGL is en-
hanced and FGLs become highly competent and
deliver quality leadership. If the facilitator is not
adequately trained, abilities may be curtailed and
interaction with team members may be difficult
(Abrami et al. 2011). It is, however, not apparent
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as to what criteria is used to appoint FGLs, but,
the new facilitator role however requires of the
group leader to be more receptive and adaptive
to opportunities for improving the success of
DE to can endorse, articulate and facilitate dis-
tance education goals crafted by the institution.

Leading DE Facilitation

The concepts leadership and management,
in South Africa, though different, are used inter-
changeably in the context of schools and or-
ganisations (Bush 2008). Leaders influence the
attainment of goals while managers attain goals
through structures and processes put in place
in the organisation. Leadership requires compe-
tency to influence and should result in the
achievement of goals entrenched in the vision
and values of the organisation, or else mediocri-
ty or failure may result (Yeager and Nafukho
2012). Good leadership and management is es-
sential for the functioning of organisations (Bush
2010), thus  the selection  and appointment of
leaders in Distance Education should be done
according to correct implementation of princi-
ples, criteria and procedures (Mampane 2015).
Before contact sessions, group leaders contact
the venue coordinator days in advance for a
meeting to get information about the venue lo-
gistics. The group leader, along with all the pre-
senters visit the contact session venue to en-
sure that the necessary signage and student
guidance is clear and that all plugs, projectors,
lights, and other relevant teaching materials are
in working condition prior to the facilitation of
contact sessions (Abrami et al. 2011: 86).

The reality in appointing DE group leaders,
however, does not always match facilitator ex-
pectations or promote group advancements
(Bush 2010). This often results in dissatisfac-
tions and tension (Glenn 2009). The University
is responsible for the selection, and appoint-
ment of leaders for DE management on behalf of
the Unit for Distance Education. Thus, candi-
dates who qualify and satisfy the criteria are
considered for appointment (Mampane 2009)
because appointing a competent person may help
improve the way the institution operates (Nort-
house 2010) to attain DE goals. Bush (2010),
however, argues that appointments in an insti-
tution cannot simply be taken as proof of com-
petence but that issues such as history, culture
and community should be considered.

Group Leadership at Contact Sessions

DE leader should possess experience and
internalised understanding of their own capaci-
ty to lead. Institutions practising DE should be
more open and adaptive to opportunities for
improving the success of DE. Leadership in DE
is a crucial factor for education effectiveness
and organisational success and improvement
and thus Distance education are marketed as
cost-effective ways to rescue struggling educa-
tional institutions in developing countries, par-
ticularly in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) (Muhirwa
2009). Higher Education Institutions continuous-
ly market their programmes to attract an increas-
ingly large number of in-service teachers to at-
tend traditional face-to-face contact sessions
during school holidays (Muhirwa 2009). As this
dynamic becomes more frequent and more prev-
alent, institutions have to be more receptive and
adaptive to opportunities for playing exciting
new roles in the education arena (Copeland
2010).

FGLs leading teams at DE contact sessions
require a set of attitudes and behaviours that
create conditions for improved success in the
delivery of DE to adults (Knowles 1980) because
DE has changed from mere facilitation and dis-
semination of information to team work under a
group leader (Yeager and Nafukho 2012).With
regard to DE at the University of Pretoria (UP), it
is important to note that effective group leader-
ship is mainly confined to administrative roles
since module coordinators are influential experts
of the content of their modules. The question
posed is: How do group leaders at contact ses-
sions ensure contact sessions are delivered ef-
fectively? Research and writing in this emerging
field has not given consideration to this dimen-
sion of team leadership at contact sessions and
its influence on the success and delivery of DE
contact sessions. The introduction of FGLs at
UP recognises and encourages the importance
of DE success and improvement and the way
facilitators and students should interact.

A significant amount of research has been
done  into the benefits of collaborative learning
in face-to-face learning environments conduct-
ed by facilitators at contact sessions (Copeland
2010; Gallen and Oomen-Early 2008; Johnson
and Johnson 2004), but, there are a few studies
investigating the role of group leaders in a DE
contact session for collaborative team work. With
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the increase of DE programmes, changes are
necessary in the design of instruction and sup-
port for the effective functioning and delivery
of the DE programmes.

The Role of a Facilitation Group Leader (FGL)

Having a trained team leader at the Distance
Education contact session encourages collabo-
rative team work and may lead to improved so-
cialization skills and enhanced critical thinking
(Barkley 2010; Jegede 2002). Other benefits of
collaboration include reflection, peer feedback
and the reduction of facilitator anxieties in DE
settings (Barkley 2010; Vos et al. 2011). Teams in
DE are involved in two types of interaction: in-
teraction with content and interaction with oth-
er people. The FGL is a member of a team and is
subsequently in charge of leading the team
though not in total control of the learning envi-
ronment. Members depend on each other to
achieve the learning outcomes for the DE cours-
es (Barkley 2010; Smith 2005).

One factor that affects the FGLs’ role in DE
is the transactional distance gap. Transaction-
al distance is the gap of understanding and com-
munication between the facilitators and the FGL
caused by geographic distance. The FGL en-
courages interpersonal interaction of all facilita-
tors at DE contact sessions from geographically
separated areas. The most important role of the
FGL is to accept the responsibility of keeping
the group united and to maintain group harmo-
ny (Copeland 2010). The FGL must be able to
bridge the gap through skilful leadership tech-
niques, distinctive leadership roles and the fa-
cilitation of interaction (Copeland 2010).

Meeting the Needs of the Manager and Other
Facilitators

Numerous studies have shown that having
a positive group leader usually results in higher
achievement of institutional goals and better
psychological connections between group mem-
bers and improved self-esteem (Yeager and
Nafukho 2012; Vos et al. 2011). Having a posi-
tive group leader usually results in the achieve-
ment of institutional goals and the completion
of collaborative tasks at DE. The FGL should
constantly communicate with the group to clar-
ify their roles and group tasks. A group leader
delegates tasks to team members and encourag-

es team support. Johnson and Johnson (2004)
specify five basic elements needed for effective
group collaboration: (a) positive interdepen-
dence, (b) promotive/supportive interaction, (c)
individual accountability, (d) appropriate use of
social skills, and (e) group handling. Supportive
interaction encourages group members to trust
the group leader and to act as trustworthy mem-
bers themselves.

Getting The Best From Individuals

FGLs who foster positive interdependence
between themselves and the team members com-
mit team members to the achievement of institu-
tional goals. Each member in a group can only
succeed if the group achieves. Where there is
trust, the group feels free to acknowledge and
challenge each other’s ideas, thus, facilitating
each other’s efforts. Trust in a leader also en-
sures each member’s active participation in
group tasks and individual accountability is tak-
en into account (Mampane 2012). Facilitator
group leaders (FGLs) who establish cordial group
cohesion among facilitators at DE Contact Ses-
sions (CS) also ensure that basic requirements
for DE module delivery are met. Clear communi-
cation and constructive conflict resolution in a
leader facilitates collaborative learning for im-
proved social skills such as social interaction,
reciprocal interaction and effective collaboration
(Van Emmerik et al. 2011; Barkley 2010).

Group leadership centres on communicating
information through technologies and commu-
nication systems available in the institution such
as short message systems (sms), e-mail, cell
phone and telephone calls to support the deliv-
ery of DE programmes at contact sessions. FGLs
guide, monitor and develop all members’ at DE
to ensure time is used appropriately for improved
quality education of DE learners. Cooperation
among team members guarantee trust and re-
spect through the skills and experience of a FGL.
A group leader who respects each individual
contribution of the group members can handle
group dynamics (Vos et al. 2011; Yeager and
Nafukho 2012). Such a FGL who has the ability
to lead diverse people will also strengthen group
skills which according to Mampane (2012) re-
quire incorporating well-planned collaborative
activities into DE to benefit both the FGL and
the facilitators.
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Facilitator Administration

Before travelling to the contact session ven-
ues, the FGL communicates telephonically or via
sms to the facilitator team members about his/
her contact details, the venue they are travelling
to, the travel times and the meeting place and
time. After all facilitators are informed, the group
then travel together to the contact session
through hired cars or by plane. On arrival at the
contact session venue, the FGL holds a meeting
with the facilitators to guide them about the ac-
tivities of the week. The meeting starts with in-
troductions of group members from different ar-
eas. Facilitators then work together with the FGL
in organising the venue logistics. All members
travel to the venue the day before to put up
signs that will guide students to the modules
and classes they have to attend. The venue
classrooms are checked for all the necessary re-
sources for facilitation, such as, overhead pro-
jectors, data projectors and the availability of
electricity at the venues. In the event of electric-
ity being gone during facilitation, charts, mark-
ing pens and prestik/bostik adhesive are used
as back up resources. The class time table and
module time table, evaluation list, registration
forms for class attendance and for exam writing
are managed by facilitators who work as a team
with the facilitator group leader. Information
about the number of students who attended the
contact session, new students at the venue, and
registrations for the examination is recorded by
the different facilitators and given to the FGL to
report to the Unit of Distance Education at the
said institution. Administration queries are giv-
en to the Administration personnel travelling
with the team by the FGL (University of Pretoria
2012).

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of this study is
lodged in legislation/governance. The focus is
on policy, regarding the selection and appoint-
ment of personnel and implications for organi-
sational governance. More specifically, appoint-
ment policy aims at determining the quality of
procedures and processes for selection and ap-
pointments in organisations (Marmor 2005). The
process of appointing FGLs should provide an
appropriate balance between all contesting can-
didates. Thus the principles, equity and diversi-
ty require that the interests of persons, who are
part of the society, even if different from each

other, be compared and weighed (Marmor 2005).
Equity and representivity, however, are often not
easy to achieve because individuals are usually
cognitively biased towards their interests and as
a consequence, controversy over the principle of
equity and diversity often reflects such conflicts
(Mampane 2009). Failure to consider the common
good of a particular person may therefore imply
that the person concerned ignores his/her own
distinct interests (Marmor 2005).

Informing this purpose is the assumption
that if the procedures followed are genuinely
democratic, the outcomes would not only be jus-
tifiable but also just because authority would be
grounded in the decision-maker/s (Naidoo 2004).
According to Saunders (2011), current appoint-
ment policies do not necessarily enhance great-
er participation and, may in fact, contradict
moves towards equitable practices. If appoint-
ment policies disregard individual rights in de-
mocracy, conflict may arise over competency in
leadership and management.

RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY

A qualitative research design within the in-
terpretive paradigm was used. Ten purposely
selected participants (eight facilitators and two
group leaders) volunteered to be interviewed in
this study. The participants came from each of
the two provinces, Gauteng and Limpopo, dur-
ing the long contact sessions for the Bachelor
of Education Honors degree (Education Man-
agement) programme. Data was collected
through semi-structured interviews to identify
research gaps in skills and competences neces-
sary for leading groups of facilitators at DE. Par-
ticipants ranged in age from 40 to 65 years in age
because the policy of the University is that fa-
cilitators should not be over the age of 65 years.
The main question asked was: How are distance
education group leaders selected for leading fa-
cilitators at contact sessions? The sub questions
were: What are the expectations of selected FGLs
of DECS? What are the experiences of leading
facilitators at a DECS? How are FGLs supported
by facilitators at the DECS? How is teamwork
ensured at the DECS? and What are your opin-
ions about the leadership and management of
DECS?

Data Collection

The researcher invited the facilitators for an
interview of about 45 minutes on a voluntary-



EFFECTIVE GROUP LEADERSHIP 107

basis. Participants’ profiles were based on gen-
der, age and experience to get a better under-
standing of the leadership role of the selected
facilitator, their expectations, and successes of
collaboration and challenges of working as a
group.In depth individual interviews were con-
ducted using a semi structured interview sched-
ule as an instrument. The participants were
asked questions the researcher perceived as
important for facilitator group leadership.

Data Analysis

A qualitative data analysis of the responses
to semi-structured interviews (Rourke and
Anderson 2004; Wilson 2001) was done. Based
on qualitative data analysis of semi-structured
interviews, five leadership and facilitative fac-
tors were identified, namely: (a) individual ac-
countability, (b) affective team support, (c) the
presence of a positive group leader, (d) consen-
sus building skills, and (e) clear instructions. An
iterative process was used to code and categor-
ise responses to identify themes from facilita-
tors’ responses and from literature. Codes were
organised around the following categories: In-
dividual accountability; The presence of a pos-
itive group leader; Affective team support; Con-
sensus team building skills. The biographical
information of all participants involved in the
study is given in Table 1.

RESULTS

Leadership roles of FGLs for effective deliv-
ery of the DE programme focuses on the display
of exemplary leadership skills outlined in group

leadership roles. Selected group leaders are males
and have been in this position for several years.
The group leaders are not trained but have a
booklet that reminds them of their roles and re-
sponsibilities. They are required to lead teams
to achieve team goals and to deliver quality
teaching and learning at Contact Sessions. Fe-
male participants interviewed in this study felt
that qualifying facilitators were denied equality
of opportunity and that the selection criteria was
not transparent and fair since they had the same
group leaders for years and other skilled facilita-
tors were not approached. Both male and female
facilitators and the group leader agree they are
all experienced and competent in facilitation
skills. Data below present discussions accord-
ing to the aims of the study and the research
questions. The gap identified in literature is lack
of structure or process for the selection of facil-
itator group leaders for DE contact sessions.

Theme 1: Individual Accountability

Participants interviewed in this study gave
mixed reactions about being approached for lead-
ing facilitators at DECs. Some were approached
while others did not know how some facilitators
came to be group leaders. The participants cited
individual accountability as the main reason they
were approached for leading facilitators at a dis-
tance education contact session. These were
the responses from the FGLs:

I was approached because I have a good
track record. I am hardworking, committed and
passionate about facilitating to DE students
(FGL1).

Another participant who felt he was a hard
worker commented as follows:

I am hard working and always get positive
comments from students’ evaluations. I was ap-
proached telephonically to replace an incom-
petent group leader (FGL2).

There was also a participant who felt the se-
lection of facilitator leaders was not fair because
he was not approached nor has he ever heard of
a selection process for FGLs. This is what she
said:

I was never approached and I have never
heard of facilitators going through a selection
process to become group leaders. I just see peo-
ple being called group leaders but do not know
how it happens (Facilitator7).

Table 1: The biographical information of all
participants involved in the study

Participant Gender    Age Facilitation
experience

Facilitator (Group Male 60 9 years
  leader) 1
Facilitator (Group Male 60 10 years
  leader) 2
Facilitator 1 Male 58 8 years
Facilitator 2 Male 56 5 years
Facilitator 3 Female 48 6 years
Facilitator 4 Female 58 12 years
Facilitator 5 Male 49 5 years
Facilitator 6 Male 44 6 years
Facilitator 7 Female 52 8 years
Facilitator 8 Female 50 7 years
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Theme 2: The Presence of a Positive Group
Leader

Regarding facilitators preparation to address
facilitator expectations for facilitator leadership,
the facilitator mentioned the following:

We were invited to a training workshop
where the unit manager gave power point pre-
sentations about what is expected of a FGL. He
emphasised leadership and management skills
which entailed being pro-active, approachable,
organised, a good communicator who can man-
age time (FGL1).

Another facilitator stated that it was not a
training as such, but a formal explanation of how
they should make prior preparation, do adminis-
trative tasks like notifying facilitators of the travel
and venue logistics. This facilitator commented
as follows:

The Unit manager said he expected all of us
to be knowledgeable about what should hap-
pen at distance education and that we should
have leadership skills and be committed to cre-
ating a climate conducive to teaching and
learning (FGL2).

All facilitators and the group leaders under-
stood what should happen at the distance edu-
cation contact session even though they had
never been trained. This is what one facilitator
said:

So far all group leaders are good leaders.
There is team spirit and we are all involved in
the preparation tasks at the contact session.
We all travel to the venues and assist in putting
up notices of the module venues and the times
(Facilitator 8).

Theme 3: Affective Team Support

According to all facilitators the group lead-
ers perform their roles well and display leader-
ship and management skills. They are support-
ive and understand the different facilitators. The
following responses were made:

I have always had a group leader who is
committed and dedicated to his work. My group
leader is empathetic, active and approachable.
I like the fact that he is always organised and
communicates everything to us (Facilitator1).

Another facilitator also indicated the posi-
tive and supportive character of the group lead-
er as follows:

As soon as we get to the contact session, we
are allowed to settle in and then come to a

meeting. There the FGL outlines the tasks of all
facilitators start helping with the given task
and then we start working as a team. All facil-
itators are mature and responsible. They show
administrative and leadership skills (Facilita-
tor 2).

The group leaders were also confident and
assertive of the fact that they do the best when
coming to their roles as leaders. One of them
commented:

As a FGL my role is clear because this was
outlined to us at the group leader meeting. I
have been a FGL for several years and we have
a booklet that reminds us of our roles and re-
sponsibilities. I have good time management
skills because I prepare in time (FGL1).

Theme 4: Consensus Team Building Skills

The facilitators stated that there were har-
monious relationships among all team members
because of the good leadership and manage-
ment, expert facilitators, required resources
which result in a cohesive team. One facilitator
said:

We are a strong group because all of us are
mature and work as a team. We are never re-
minded about our tasks because we enjoy the
contact sessions (Facilitator 3).

There is great team spirit, friendliness and
camaraderie. All facilitators are supportive and
praise me for the good logistical arrangements
(FGL 4).

On the contrary, one facilitator was not hap-
py and said that the FGL did not allow them to
use the hired cars when they needed to get food
or medication. This however, indicated that the
FGL did not trust them but needed them to help
in tasks.

We are given good cars for transportation,
however, the FGL owns the cars and do not
want us to use them even if it is for important
matters such as getting medication from the
chemist. He would rather accompany me to get
the medication. I think this is silly (Facilitator
6).

Another facilitator was not happy that the
message about the travel logistics was commu-
nicated the day before they had to depart for the
contact session. This is what the facilitator said:

I only received the message that we are leav-
ing the next day in the afternoon when I came
from work. The FGL said that he tried me sever-
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al times but  I had no missed calls on my phone
(Facilitator 5).

Theme 5: Clear Instructions

All participants indicated that they were pro-
vided with clear instructions though there was
no policy. This is how one facilitator comment-
ed:

I am satisfied with the leadership, the lead-
ership selection, leadership role and selected
facilitators are the best group for the DE con-
tact sessions. That is why the contact sessions
are a success (Facilitator 1).

Research Questions and Themes

The research questions and the themes re-
flected in the following table are followed by a
detailed explanation as indicated in Table 2.

Findings from the participant responses re-
vealed that facilitator leaders had good interac-
tions with facilitator groups. The cooperation
between the FGL and the led facilitators is as-
cribed to the facilitators’ experience as well as
knowing what was expected of them, hence the
recommendation that group leadership be rotat-
ed among facilitators. Findings further indicate
that facilitators have excellent and skilled group
leaders who maintain a healthy relationship with
the facilitators with less impeding factors. Facil-
itators acquire some leadership skills from par-
ticipating in the collaborative decision making
they have with the group leader.

DISCUSSION

FGLs are collaborative leaders who cannot
exist without a group. To succeed they should
have strong support from their groups. A FGL is

a temporary task leader who takes care of tasks
at the Distance Education centre. FGLs engage
their groups to get the group to work as one.
The FGL is also a facilitator who understands
the group and builds a relationship that enables
everyone to work collaboratively. Since facilita-
tive skills are needed to become a group leader,
anyone moving into a leadership role should be
a facilitator first. In leading, the group or team,
both the FGLs and facilitators should have the
ability to communicate so as to manage conflict
and make the group successful. Both are suc-
cessful only when the team is successful. FGLs
discover facilitative factors through collabora-
tion and impeding factors such as late commu-
nication of DE contact session information, and
technology are problems.

CONCLUSION

Running a support group for students
through FGL and facilitators is not as easy as it
seems. It is very useful to understand how peo-
ple behave in groups and how helpful they can
be to one another in a group setting. Leading an
effective group begins with a commitment to
three basic assumptions: each member can make
a contribution, each member is the ultimate au-
thority on their needs and what will work for
them, and communication must be open and
honest to promote a positive group experience.
FGLs should ensure that there is a healthy rela-
tionship and group cohesion among facilitators
at DE Contact Sessions (CS) for better facilitator
delivery of modules..

RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendations were that payment be the
same for all facilitators and the FGLs because all

Table 2: Research questions and themes

Research question Themes

1. Were you ever approached to be a group leader and Individual accountability
  are you one? If yes/no what do you think are the
  reasons? Explain in full.

2. What facilitator preparations were provided to The presence of a positive group leader
  address facilitator expectations for group
  leadership?

3. What were the experiences of leading facilitators Affective team support
  at a DECS?

4. How do group leaders ensure teamwork at contact Consensus team building skills
  sessions?

5. What more can you recommend for group leadership? Clear instructions
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had individual accountability and worked as a
team, instead of the FGL alone getting paid extra
for group leadership. Individual accountability
is an essential element for facilitator group lead-
ership and a competency necessary for delivery
of an effective DE program. Facilitators feel that
group leadership should be on a rotational ba-
sis since excellent leadership resulted from ex-
perience, commitment, teamwork and support of
all facilitators. Since the group leader’s duties
are minimised by the cordial relationship and
participative decision-making, the FGL is left with
fewer tasks to perform and there is a minimal
need for micromanagement by the group leader.
It is further recommended that FGL training pro-
gram satisfy the changing role of the FGL. This
should include facilitator communication skills
and interaction with facilitators; constructive
and timely feedback to facilitators; facilitators
guidance in methods of effective teamwork to
improve strengths of collaborative work with
others to produce effective DE delivery. The find-
ings of this study may inform institutions using
group leader components at DE contact sessions
of strategies to use when appointing facilitators
for group leadership at DE contact sessions. The
findings in the paper have the potential to cre-
ate an awareness of this type of leadership in
comparison to other types of leadership in
education.
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