In: Collaboration in distance education: International case studies  1993;- ed. by L. Moran and I. Mugridge;- London: Routledge;- pp 1- 11

Collaboration in distance education

An introduction

Louise Moran and Ian Mugridge

Inter-institutional collaboration was the subject of lengthy discussion more than a decade ago, at the British Open University’s tenth anniversary conference in 1979.  In a chapter of the conference book devoted to the subject, Michael Neil defined such collaboration as ‘an active working partnership supported by some kind of institutional commitment’, based on formal agreement between two or more organizations (Neil 1981: 25).

This definition forms the basis of the present collection, which further seeks to consider inter-institutional collaboration within the four motivational categories that Neil (1981: 142-4) established as emerging from the conditions he was describing.  These were:

1
The desire to make ‘better or more extensive or new use of resources that are available within one or more communities’.

2
The opportunity to improve ‘the quality of learning materials ... [to increase] educational opportunities for a wider student population, and [to ensure] . . . the relevance of studies to student needs’.

3
The need to respond to political pressures of various kinds.

4
The perceived need to guide or initiate changes of various kinds in particular societies.

Thus, the contributors to this collection have been asked to report on collaborative activities at their own institutions, in which they actively participated, and to discuss the wider implications of these undertakings for inter-institutional collaboration in general.

In a short article describing features of collaboration among distance education institutions in Canada, one of the editors of this collection, Ian Mugridge, agreed with Neil's comment that,
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although inter-institutional collaboration was to all appearances not merely a useful but also a simple undertaking, it had been attended by only irregular success and that ‘there seems to be a rather high chance that [efforts to collaborate] will atrophy or collapse after a depressingly short time’. (Mugridge 1983: 23 citing Neil 1981).  Mugridge went on to note that, up to the point of writing, Canadian experience seemed to confirm this view and to hold out only a rather insubstantial hope of change.

The efforts at collaboration discussed in this collection have largely taken place in the decade since these comments were made.  In this period, the question of inter-institutional collaboration has come to occupy a central place in the discussions of distance educators.  The pressures to collaborate on institutions in all parts of the world, both developed and developing, which produced the four conditions for collaboration listed above, have increased dramatically.  These pressures alone have helped to ensure that the collaboration described here, contrary to the flaccid image projected in the early 1980s, is in general vital and upstanding.  Besides these examples, there is evidence to suggest that institutions at all levels are changing, albeit slowly, their views about working with others.  Increasingly, they and even their faculties are viewing collaboration as a realistic means of continuing to provide service to growing numbers of students, who make greater and more varied demands of the institutions they attend.

This development is contrary to many traditions of the educational world, particularly those of the universities.  Universities have always sought to maintain their own autonomy, standards, and identity.  They have been wary of extensive collaboration with other institutions, imposing on their students requirements which ensure that the institution's imprimatur will be firmly placed on the credentials it awards.  As a result, they are often ill-equipped to deal with demands from governments, students, or even their own administrations for the kind of rationalization inherent in the drive for a more comprehensive service to students and thence to collaboration.  Nevertheless, this drive - impelled by a variety of forces: economic, social, technological, and educational - is moving universities towards a degree of interdependence that earlier might have been considered neither desirable nor possible.  It is probably over-dramatic to maintain that the day of the totally independent University is done; but it might well be argued that most institutions in all jurisdictions are beginning to find that they
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can teach more effectively through collaboration (see Calvert 1992; Mugridge and Maraj 1992).

To this point, some of the most noticeable collaborative successes have been achieved by distance education institutions or institutions with substantial distance education programmes. in such institutions, the economic pressures to Collaborate are bolstered by the mandate that is at least implied for all of them, namely to improve access to educational opportunities.  Collaborative ventures strengthen their ability to achieve this goal and at the same time provide them with the legitimacy, both in the eyes of government and of fellow institutions, that many of them still seek.  Moreover, the techniques and approaches familiar to distance educators lend themselves well to co-operative projects.  Distance education institutions typically share a commitment to improving educational access and, in consequence, have often led the way in encouraging portability of credit.  By separating course development from teaching, and by developing packages of learning materials, courses are made readily transportable across time and space.

The increasing emphasis on collaboration that characterized the 1980s has prompted some attention in the literature to its advantages and disadvantages.  Neil's definition of inter-institutional collaboration has already been quoted as the broad assumption on which this collection is based.  He discussed collaboration in general terms, but other scholars have specified types of collaboration whose inherent risks range widely.  In an ascending order of complexity and institutional risk, collaborative projects may include exchanges of information, experience, and consultants; collaboration on development, adaptation, and evaluation of learning materials; establishment of credit-transfer arrangements; and creation of new management structures, both within and among institutions (Moran 1986; Anderson and Nelson 1989).  Konrad and Small (1986) suggested that collaboration occurs at three levels of formality - which range from informal, ad hoc arrangements through formal agreements to the creation of new agencies, typically involving a number of collaborating  institutions.

Collaboration may indeed cover a multitude of activities.  Its effects on an institution's identity and operation may vary from peripheral to profound.  The consistent thread running through all these types of collaboration, and exemplified by case studies in
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this book, is a partnership, in conditions of trust, for the mutual benefit of the partners.  Konrad and Small (1986) have gone so far as to propose that such an arrangement may become essential to the continued existence of distance education institutions faced with escalating costs and diminishing access to resources.

Discussions of examples at each of the three levels noted above have been included in this text.  Three of them are from Canada, which up to this point has led the distance education field in experimenting with collaborative ventures (Mugridge 1983, 1989; Moran 1986, Konrad and Small 1986,1989; Anderson and Nelson 1989).

These writers, among others, have argued that there are many potential advantages to inter-institutional collaboration (see also Neil 1981; Moran 1990; Pritchard and Jones 1985a).  Most particularly, collaboration may expand an institution's capacity to provide breadth and depth in particular subjects. More pedagogical and technological strategies become available as approaches, facilities, and materials are shared; and these factors may, in turn, raise the standards of learning materials and teaching across institutions.  Co-operative course development may help to build a critical mass of scholars, otherwise scattered in fairly small institutions, and may thus enhance research effort and output (though this assumption has yet to be demonstrated).  In addition, there are cost advantages in using human and material resources effectively and economically, and political advantages in demonstrating that such things can be accomplished.


The fact remains, however, that inter-institutional collaboration is an extremely difficult and complicated undertaking, even in its simplest forms.  One of the most successful examples of an uncomplicated collaboration is the course-sharing agreement between two Canadian institutions, Laurentian University in Sudbury, Ontario, and the Open Learning Agency in Burnaby, BC. Under the agreement, each institution's courses are made available to the other at minimal cost, thus adding a substantial body of learning materials to the programmes of both.  Only recently, after several years in operation, has this agreement become of significant benefit to both institutions.  And although the course-sharing whose prospect was part of the original agreement is now important to each institution, collaborative development and redevelopment have proved much less simple to implement effectively (Croft 1992; Davis 1992).  This example illustrates the
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frequently made point that the rhetoric of collaboration frequently outstrips the reality (Mugridge 1983; Pritchard and Jones 1985b; Calvert 1986).

Many factors may militate against the success of even the most carefully designed collaborative arrangements.  The tradition of institutional autonomy among universities, until recently almost universally accepted, can be translated into specific obstacles to inter-institutional collaboration.  Several writers have alluded to the common mistrust of teaching methods and academic standards elsewhere, the 'not invented here' factor (Jevons 1976; Mugridge 1983; Bynner 1985).  This has frequently, albeit seldom explicitly, been the cause of strain or even breakdown in collaborative arrangements.  Often, this barrier is made more formidable by the addition of incompatible organizational structures and administrative processes between institutions, a factor that may give the appearance of intrusion by one of the partners into the internal workings of another.  Since teaching at a distance is almost always easier than development at a distance, other difficulties include practical problems of inter-institutional communication; failures of implementation due to inadequate funds; lack of clarity in specifying the terms of an agreement; or the absence of real commitment on the part of one or more of the partners.

Above all, successful co-operation depends on trust - between institutional partners, and among the individuals involved.  Trust -in these circumstances rests on a willingness to eschew competition, and to change one's style and methods of operation.  It is easy neither to develop nor to sustain.  The technical and human problems involved in the kind of collaboration discussed by contributors to this collection are considerable; and they can easily lead to the breakdown of inter-institutional agreements.

This said, it remains true that the number of effective working examples of inter-institutional collaboration is growing.  In Canada and Australia, the countries with which the editors are both most familiar, several undertakings have been reported in the distance education literature in addition to the essays in this book.  In Canada, these include the Open Learning Agency's coordinating activities (Mugridge 1983, 1989); bilateral arrangements between Athabasca University in Alberta and North Island College in BC (Mugridge 1983; Tayless 1986; Paul 1989), though these may be coming to an end; the Ontario Educational Communications Authority (Waniewicz 1979) and other educational broadcasters
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such as the Knowledge Network in BC and Access Alberta; and five educational consortia in Alberta (Moran 1986; Paul 1989).  In Australia, five universities combined in the ‘Toowoomba Accord’ to facilitate credit transfer (Pritchard and Jones 1985b; Polhemus et al. 1991), and an inter-university major in Women's Studies was developed and offered to considerable acclaim (Maclean 1986; Maclean et al. 1987; Moran 1990).  By the late 1980s, the (then) colleges of advanced education were reporting more than one hundred co-operative distance education projects in sharing of information resources and facilities, teaching, course materials, student services, credit transfer, and research and evaluation (ACDP 1988).

Further, there is a growing number of examples of local and national collaboration elsewhere that deserve attention.  These are notably to be found in Europe, where a popular strategy for provision of education at a distance has been to establish consortia of traditional institutes of higher education to develop, produce and/or teach courses at a distance (Commission-of the European Communities 1991).  Perhaps the oldest consortium is France's Federation Interuniversitaire de I'Enseignement à Distance, which began in 1963.  Other examples include Denmark's Jysk Aabent Universitet, and the Norwegian Association for Distance Education.  In Italy, the Consorzio per l'Università a Distanza brings together universities, large corporations, and semi-government instrumentalities to co-ordinate course development and delivery. In Britain, the National Extension College provides tutorial services for external courses of the University of London.  Further afield, the Open Learning Institute of Hong Kong acquires the bulk of its course materials from off-shore as well as local providers and is making institution-to-institution credit transfer arrangements for students.  These and many other collaborative ventures have yet to be evaluated or described in the literature; however, they are increasingly alluded to in papers presented in forums such as the International Council for Distance Education.

More interesting, and perhaps more important, is the growing international collaboration among distance education institutions or institutions with major distance programmes.  These shared endeavours, funded through commercial arrangements or by overseas aid donors, reinforce the view that collaboration among distance education institutions is increasingly a significant component of their activities, perhaps even a criterion of legitimacy in
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the distance education field.  Even though little evaluative literature has been produced to this point, it is appropriate to mention some of these undertakings here.  At the low-risk end of such activities there have been numerous instances of consultancy projects linking individuals and institutions of different nations.  The work in the 1970s at the UKOU's Centre for International Cooperation and Services, and the activities of the International Extension College, are cases in point. Though of incalculable value in themselves, such links typically involve a relatively straightforward transfer of knowledge, skills, or materials, thus avoiding the fraught issues of institutional intermeshing in more elaborate ventures.

Bilateral projects multiplied in the 1980s, spurred by changing international political climates (see Timmers 1988 for examples).  Some are semi-commercial arrangements, enabling the courses of one institution to be taught by, or in conjunction with, ail institution in a second country.  Such examples have become common in Asia as western countries have seen opportunities for financial gain as well as genuine improvements in educational access.  The danger here is always that the former will drive the latter.  Although bilateral activity is not confined to 'north/south' relationships, some aid agencies have recognized the potential impact of distance education on economic and social affairs in developing countries.  The Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), for example, has funded several long-term projects notably links between British Columbia's Open Learning Agency and the Universiti Sains Malaysia, between OLA and Indonesia's Universitas Terbuka, and Athabasca University's ties with Thailand's Ramkhamhaeng University and with the Indira Gandhi National Open University in India.  Similarly, CIDA's Australian counterpart has funded 'train the trainer' programmes incorporating distance education in the South Pacific and in southern Africa for much of the 1980s.

Dodds and Inquai (1987) report successful, if small-scale, multilateral collaborative projects in Africa for exchange and sharing of materials, joint programme and material development and production, and staff training.  An ambitious proposal to create an open university to serve nine southern African countries, however, has yet to be implemented (Jevons et al. 1986).  Other multilateral collaborative ventures of the late 1980s include the Disted Consortium, which groups the private Malaysian Disted College (based in Penang) with Australian, Canadian, and

English institutions to
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deliver courses of the latter three to students in Malaysia, Singapore, and Brunei.  The Consortium explicitly sought to avoid duplication and encourage credit transfer and co-operation among the supplier institutions while enabling students to progress through matriculation to degree studies.  In Europe, the changing political climate is accelerating trends toward multilateral collaboration in distance education.  The European Community is sponsoring numerous projects that are directly or indirectly related to course development, credit transfer, and satellite and other communications networks (Commission of the European Communities 1991). The European Association of Distance Teaching Universities, formed in 1987, is working toward facilitating multilateral co-operation among the western European institutions and assisting similar institutions in eastern Europe.

The major agency of international collaboration in distance education is, of course, the Commonwealth of Learning (COL), established by the Commonwealth Heads of Government in 1988 and based in Vancouver, British Columbia (Briggs et al. 1987; Commonwealth Secretariat 1987; Hubbard et al. 1987; Daniel et al. 1986).  COL's brief is bold and wide-ranging.  It incorporates sharing, exchanging, and jointly developing learning materials; facilitating international credit transfers; and strengthening national capacities in distance education through staff training, improved communications, and collaboration in research and evaluation.  The politics of such a venture are intricate and the practical problems enormous: it is premature to evaluate COL's impact on Commonwealth distance education institutions.  Nevertheless, COL's creation, and the establishment of regional collectives such as the European Distance Education Network, coupled with today's ease of global communication, indicate that such international collaborative mechanisms will soon play a major role in distance education.

In 1986, the Commonwealth Secretariat commissioned a former president of Athabasca University, W.A.S. Smith, to develop a position paper on collaboration in distance and open learning.  With the assistance of three colleagues, he attempted systematically to evaluate the potential, pitfalls, and requirements for collaboration among distance education institutions (Daniel, Mugridge, Smith, and Snowden 1986).  A starting point for this analysis was Michael Offerman's study of three failed American
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consortia, ‘The Pitfalls of Cooperation’ (Offerman, n.d.). The three consortia had each existed for more than five years and had been through more than one short-term funding cycle - in other words, they had all been in effect long enough to demonstrate their viability and durability.  From this review, Offerman identified nine potential pitfalls of co-operation, summarized as follows:

1. Lack of funding policy.  There were no public policies that advocated collaboration.  Instead the consortium was formed as a means to attract potential funding agencies, which then placed stipulations which resulted in consortium goal displacement.  The consortium was forced to pursue short-term goals to justify funding rather than to concentrate upon goals relevant to member or constituent needs.  Potential funding more often defined consortium goals, rather than the other way around.

2. Institutional commitment and support.  Member institutions gave the consortium only limited support, which never included any funding.  There was little ownership for consortium activities.  One respondent saw a consortium used as a means to 'appease real co-operation' and to avoid the real work necessary to make collaboration work.

3. Mission clarity and articulation.  There was pervasive failure to establish clearly and articulately consortium mission and goals.  No concise statements were established, nor was there ongoing reassessment of goals.  Institutional representatives complained of the lack of direction and of discussion which superseded action.

4. Organizational structure. The consortia ranged from almost no definable structure to a massive ‘behemoth’ that tried to imitate its member universities.  The former was both incompatible and dysfunctional while the latter was both ineffective and inefficient

5. Effectiveness.  Every consortium was perceived as ineffective by members, funding agencies, or communities.  Nevertheless, member institutions took full credit for consortium accomplishments.  There was usurpation and co-option of consortium achievements and innovations.

6. Leadership.  Described as 'weak' or 'charismatically' driven, the management of the three consortia was ineffective, particularly at the board level.  Part of the problem was the reliance on institutional presidents as board members.  The presidents had neither the time nor the interest to provide leadership for collaborative, innovative ventures.  Indeed, the presidents were
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more capable of and more comfortable with institutional leadership, which involves managing a mature, stable organization.

7
Institutionalization.  Each consortium was viewed with suspicion by its members.  There were concerns about loss of autonomy, about domain (legitimacy to operate in a given area), and about cost.  The consortia were denied a 'life of their own' and were perceived as projects rather than as entities to be sustained over a long term.

8
Community support.  The two community-based consortia failed to generate support within their communities due to perceptions of ineffectiveness and student identification with member institutions (presumably instead of identifying with the consortium).

9
Member complimentarity.  There was dissonance among members due to perceived status, resource wealth, and levels of ownership and commitment to the consortia.  Some members believed other members gained more from tile consortium, either in status or in resources.  The mix of dissimilar organizations was also problematic.  Different missions, organizational structure, funding patterns, and abilities to contribute to the consortium led to incompatibility and frustration.  Eventually, this problem contributed to perceptions of ineffectiveness and weakened already tenuous institutional commitments

(Daniel et al 1986: 3-4).

In reviewing these findings, along with their investigations and discussions of other collaborative ventures, the authors of the COL position paper drew out a n timber of lessons applying to all forms of collaboration in distance education.  They noted that 'to us they seem self-evident, but deserve to be emphasized again':

1. Make sure that your purpose or 'mission statement' is clearly stated and contains both short-term and long-term goals.  A corollary to this lesson is the critical importance of ensuring that this statement and description of goals are communicated to all those participating in the co-operative effort.

2. Use the accepted statement of purpose to ensure that the institutional form the co-operative effort takes is consistent with that statement of purpose; use the statement of purpose further to assist in the definition of appropriate and necessary cooperative activities.  In other words, keep checking what you are doing against your reason for being.

3. Invent and develop organizational structures against a background of your statement of purpose and the operationalizing
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of the goal statement.  In this task, make provision for the major involvement of member institution administrators and faculty in significant roles.

4.
In establishing a governance structure for the co-operative effort, ensure that it fits the statement of purpose and that the people selected to implement the governance structure understand [and] support [it], and are prepared to make it work.  In the negative, this suggests that simply having a chief executive officer or senior officer of an institution as a member of a board of directors for some form of co-operation does not ensure the support of the people that will be required to make the scheme work.

5.
Make certain at the outset that members to be brought together in the co-operative effort have a commitment to the assignment and are sufficiently complementary to ensure that the scheme will work.  A good way to work toward this goal is by requiring each potential member to conduct a self-study as a prerequisite for membership. Among other things, the study should include anticipated benefits, contributions, and cost of membership.

6.
Require that each member of the co-operative effort contribute some resource to the endeavour - require membership fees or 'club' dues.

7.
Pursue the development of a supporting public policy that will provide funding as an incentive for voluntary co-operation

(Daniel et al. 1986: 4-5).

As the most succinct statement available of the pitfalls and principles governing the disparate collaborative activities that are increasingly undertaken by distance education institutions, we-Will return to this analysis in our concluding comments and review it in the light of the case studies which follow.
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