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0.  Introduction


This Interim Report is part of the work of the MECPOL Project (Models for European Collaboration and Pedagogy in Open Learning) taking place under the SOCRATES Programme.


Workpackage 1 is concerned with networked cooperation between institutions and organisations, looking for models where institutions share the responsibility for the administration of students, of courses, recognition of qualifications, joint R&D work between professionals, and the exchange of copyright material and products.  The model may be called one for a Virtual Learning Institute.


In undertaking (first phase of) this task, there have been three main sources of data:


1.	preliminary findings from some existing collaborative university networks for course sharing and student exchange;


2.	outcomes of a recent project on distributed research communities;


3.	data through electronic mail from project members and other in answer to a set of questions.


In the follow-up to this preliminary study, it is hoped to be able to obtain data directly from students who have experienced mobility in their learning or have followed course modules provided by institutions other than their own.


1.  some Reported work in the field


1.1  European experiences in the context of ERASMUS


The major source of European student mobility has come from the ERASMUS initiative and, related to credit transfer, from ECTS.  It is not proposed to cover either of these programmes in detail but certain key lessons will be discussed.  In the context of this project and the 'virtual mobility' of students, interesting work has been reported by the ERASMUS-supported Inter-university Cooperation Programme (ICP OnLine).  The coordinator of this programme has written recently of its experiences of working with 10 European universities.





"The European Community-funded ERASMUS programme was launched in 1987 to foster links between universities in different EU member states, pre-eminentlty to enable students to spend periods of study in other European universities.  The links are formalised in Inter-University Cooperation Programmes (ICPs) which group university departments together in subject area-specific networks; the four types of activity for which ICPs may apply for funding are Student Mobility, Teaching Staff Mobility, Joint Curriculum Development, and Intensive Programmes. . . . .





[one subject area included was Informatics and Artificial Intelligence but . . ]  After two years of disappointingly low mobility (an optional rather than necessary part of the home courses), the ICP partners observed that, in the light of the very few students we are able to move annually in the Student Mobility programme, even an ad hoc cost-benefit analysis clearly showed a disproportion between the considerable time and effort invested in developing the curricula and teaching materials and the meagre benefit accruing to the partner institutions and their students as a whole.





In the third year, the decision was therefore taken to enable and support 'virtual mobility' by porting the programme to the Internet, and building it into the students' home institution taught course.  Yet since the programme could now in principle be made accessible to anyone with access to the Internet, whether or not a member of any one of the partner universities, we were further led to the notion of a truly public access distance education no longer tied to the traditional residential university. The principal criteria underscoring and guiding the direction of our initiative were:





COST OF IMPLEMENTATION: it should be implementable at minimal cost.  We were constrained by a tight budget -- an ERASMUS grant of 9,600 ECUs awarded for the academic year 1993-4 to fund the administration of both the Student Mobility and the Curriculum Development programme, and which precludes the purchase of kit, software, books, and other durables, as well as staff costs.  The relatively 'low-tech' option of the Internet/World Wide Web was therefore an obvious choice.





COST OF ACCESS: consistent with the aim of extending the opportunity for 'virtual mobility' to many more than the few students who would normally be able to physically move to a host institution, it should allow low cost public access to the programme.  Effectively anyone with a computer and a modem, wherever they are physically located, should be enabled to participate. This meant that, at least in the short term, we should avoid high-cost high-tech media such as video-conferencing or interactive television.





SCALABILITY/VALUE-ADDED STUDENT PARTICIPATION: it should enable the portfolio of training materials and learning resources to be expanded at minimal cost to include new partners and increased student 'virtual mobility'.





FLEXIBILITY: releasing learning from the time and space constraints of the physical lecture or workshop enables learners to work at their own pace and with just those resources that the s/he needs rather than those that the structured nature of the traditional lecture course imposes. This flexibility then further supports distance learning in continuing education.





REUSABILITY: there should be no unnecessary 'reinventing the wheel'. It should wherever possible, for reasons of sheer commonsense as well as of cost of development, seek to use resources that are already out there in the public thoroughfares of CyberSpace in a cost-efficient customization of the student learning environment.





QUALITY ASSURANCE AND CONTROL: subject experts - for example, from residential universities or from professional societies - would be responsible for examination procedures and for conformity with national and international standards





CREDIT-WORTHINESS and ACCREDITATION: Potential candidates for such validation bodies are the traditional residential universities and the professional societies (such as the Royal Society of Arts, British Computer Society, British Psychological Society, and so forth).  In a many ways the latter option would mark a novel return to the old methods of validating one's professional competence.





Two further advantages we perceived in porting the programme to the Internet were that:





·	the teaching and resource materials may be updated, extended or otherwise modified regularly at minimal cost since only a single electronic copy - rather than multiple paper copies - need be changed, and


·	while the ICP co-ordinator would remain responsible for ensuring the global coherence of the programme, the distributed nature of the resource ensures that individual institutions would be able to add further materials reflecting their native expertise (e.g. linguistic engineering from Münster, logic programming from Milan, formal methods from Leipzig, expert systems from Paris, neural networks from Limerick, . . .).





A prototype version of the ERASMUS ICP 'ICP OnLine' was launched in the Summer of 1994.  The World Wide Web (WWW), in providing the simplest and most user-friendly access to the Internet through browsers such as Mosaic and Netscape has been adopted as the student interface to the 'ICP OnLine', with its entry point via an ERASMUS 'home page' on a server located at Kingston University.  The primary objective of the project is to support 'virtual student mobility' such as to extend the linguistic and cultural benefits of mobility from the tens of students in an institution who can move physically to the potentially many hundreds of students who, with access to the Internet, can participate as 'virtual movers'."  (Hutchison, 1995)





Hutchison, however, recognises certain limitations to this form of student mobility:





"That telecommunications and computing technologies enable the creation of a 'virtual university' is not in itself a justification of its use or demonstration of its effectiveness.  The most common objection raised against the concept of 'virtual mobility' in the context of our ERASMUS programme, for example, is that it falls far short of the experience of physically immersing oneself in the language and culture of another country.  A virtual croissant and café crème just don't taste the same as the real thing, a virtual rose can never smell as sweet.  While this is true (and remain true pending the arrival of fully immersive virtual reality!), we believe that there may for the participating student be great benefit in the vicarious electronic experience as a hypermedia resource complementary to the home institution courses in European languages and culture.  Among our plans for future developments, we will expect to address in greater depth the issue of enhancing the student's learning experience."


1.2  Perspectives from North America





A recent paper by Acker (1995) talks generally about telepresence and the collaborative working before presenting briefly three models of 'collaborative universities'.





"Universities are responding to the culture of urgency using various strategies to allow people to be in two places at the same time.  One strategy centers on improving on-line access to a university's libraries, Internet point-of-presence, and individual class resources (faculty-student e-mail, bulletin boards, web pages), typically using modem pools and client-server technologies. A second strategy focuses on managing time, specifically time students must be in a particular place at a given time. Faculty are videotaping lectures so that individual students can attend lectures during their available time either in their own homes or at a central media laboratory.  A third strategy promotes academic groupware, to allow students and faculty to be members of groups that meet from independent places either synchronously (Nunamaker et al., 1991), or asynchronously (Acker et al., 1994).





In many respects, these innovations could be considered as parallel to efforts to accommodate the time/space crunch of individuals in other work environments. However, the innovations in academic work space are elevated to a contest for institutional survival as these technologies have weakened the 'natural monopoly' of educational institutions once afforded by physical presence.  The birthing of this new work space will have its most pragmatic manifestations and fiercest battles in defining what is an accepted education, the purview of accreditation.  Accreditation, a process that itself has relied on a sense of place for its enforcement, is ill-prepared for this contest.





We can see at least three models by which telecommunications-mediated education is contesting educational turf.  The Open University in the United Kingdom represents one approach: a single educational institution invents and invests in a vision that from the beginning is organized as using external space in the form of the student's home, or in the case of the U.S.' National Technological University, the student's workplace.  The principle challenge of extra-terrestrial organizations is academic credibility; will the student find the education valuable in her/his own eyes and in the eyes of her/his employers?  (The answer appears to be yes, at least in the two examples cited).  One significant advantage held by these outreach institutions is that in their relative youth and inaugural commitment to co-locating education and work or residence off-campus, they do not possess an established tradition or culture based on internal space to contest this approach.





The situation at the University of Maine system in the United States illustrates one possible outcome when an institution founded on internal space tries to externalize its educational offerings.  Under the title Professor battling television technology (Honan, April 4, 1995,) The New York Times details the resignation of Maine's Chancellor Orenduff for proposing an "eighth campus, this one without buildings or professor".  The resignation was motivated by a vote of no confidence from the University of Maine's faculty that opposed how the consultative process was conducted and the proposal that the two-way video program deliver accredited degrees from the University.  The faculty complaints were about both the technology and job security.  The University of Maine's experience represents opposition to a change in educational delivery marshaled from a history of separated education, work, and residence.





The third model of co-locating physical and electronic space is the collaborative model between two or more universities.  This collaboration can be understood as founded on the broadcast model of distance education in which one locale delivers its expertise to a collaborating institution.  Alternately, the conversational model emphasizing parity between contributing partners can be implemented (Acker and McCain, 1992).  This approach can be structured to avoid competition for students and the state and federal resources based on enrollments.





Whichever approach is followed to meet the student/consumer's implied need for co-location of physical and electronic space, we are entering an era in which the contests will be substantial and played for large stakes. It is very likely, that collaborative education will be cast as competitive education from the perspectives of many institutions and their faculty.  We have passed the stage in the diffusion of innovations where the organization takes a wait-and-see attitude toward the innovators.  The implications for the early and late majority are now imminent enough to spark, debate, resistance, and impassioned calls for change."


(Acker, 1995)


Acker concludes his paper with a Coda:





"The generalizations with which this article ended directly above may be accurate, but they are also too abstract to generate either response or controversy.  This coda is a pointer to an international collaborative project between Ohio State University, U.S.A. and the University of Amsterdam, the Netherlands.  If you follow this link you will see an argument for one view of the 'great, good place of collaboration; (following Oldenburg, 1989), because it involves travel as well as telecommunications, and because in the process it transplants people into new physical environments, whether those environments are the 1,300 or so restaurants and bars of Amsterdam, or the baseball field of Columbus on the Fourth of July with a crowd dancing to The Temptations.  This collaborative relationship is based on short three week visits supported by telecommunication links during the rest of the year.  The two partners are equals and engaged in reciprocal host-guest relationships, not host-remote relationships.  It claims to capture both the sense of place and the efficiencies of telecommunications.  It supports the time-constrained schedules of committed adults by telescoping semester-away programs into three weeks, and as a great gift from the Dutch, lessons in how to take time rather than make time.





At this pointer [a URL], we discuss the incentives for all levels of commitment: institutional, faculty, student, library, and computer services needed for collaboration, demonstrate shared resources that exceed the capacity of either institution acting alone, present the students and their collaborative work, . . . "





Very concrete experiences in linking two pairs of universities are reported by Wheeler et al. (1995).  One used desk-top video-conferencing, the other linked two lecture theatres by video but with asynchronous access to lecture material and discussion.  The fields of study in both cases were MBA courses in the first case by part-time students following the topic 'technology-enabled distributed teamwork'.  The collaborations were initiated by faculty members, in the second case after face-to-face interaction over one year on unrelated issues.





Case 1 (between University of Maryland at College Park and Indiana University) was seen as a "strategic opportunity to change the MBA program topic of 'technology-enabled distributed teamwork' from a conceptual teaching experience for the students to a hands-on learning experience through the use of an emerging technology.  The experience is quoted as:





"Differences in curricula, students, scheduling, and infrastructure between the two universities greatly complicated the process of orchestrating a synchronous class project.  For example, at Maryland, the faculty member had complete control in selecting class topics and projects while Indiana used a highly integrated curriculum among the core classes which did not permit changes to accommodate the project.  Thus, student participation in the project had to be done on an out-of-class volunteer basis.  Also, the Indiana students were full-time MBA students who lived near campus and were on campus four days a week.  Maryland had part-time students who commuted to campus only one or two evenings per week for a fixed-period evening class.  These differences between class content and student availability placed tremendous constraints on the design of the project.  Additionally, infrastructure differences necessitated that the DVC systems at one university could be housed in the College of Business but they had to be setup and stored between each session.  The other university could permanently set up the equipment, but it was housed in a building across campus and only available in the evenings.  These constraints, however, did not render the project infeasible.  The students at both universities were highly motivated and were willing to spend the extra effort (e.g. walking to a different building to access the DVC units or making extra trips to the campus) to work on the project.





The technical and logistical constraints paled in comparison to designing meaningful, curriculum-relevant collaborative learning exercises for the student teams.  The faculty met face-to-face in early January for a two day session to develop the learning exercises.  After much brainstorming and further explicit recognition of the many constraints at each university, the faculty chose to author two business cases in the context of a management consulting firm.  The premise of the case was the consideration of investing in advanced technologies to support intraorganizational communication and distributed teamwork.  Assignments were made for writing the cases and seeding them with curriculum-relevant topics.  After two weeks of development, the concept of the management consulting firm was abandoned as too abstract for student learning.  The case scenario was switched to the more tangible (i.e. product-oriented) grocery industry and two cases were written to represent different firms.  To accommodate all the students registered in the courses, it was decided that student teams would have two UMCP and two IU members and that each team would meet for three sessions via the DVC systems to resolve the case.  A formal, big screen video conference was held between the student groups at the two universities to kickoff the project.  Faculty from both institutions and MBA program administrators spoke to both groups of students via the videoconferencing link.  The ceremonial kickoff meeting was used to help create excitement and lend credibility to the new and unproven project.





Evaluation: The student team linkages between universities were very popular with the students due to the novelty and uniqueness of the project and use of the advance information technology (DVC units).  As one student wrote on his evaluation form, "A particular strength of the project worth noting was the participation of the Indiana University MBA students.  Our colleagues at IU brought different perspectives to the sessions and added value to this experience of learning a new technology." The faculty at both institutions were pleased with the learning outcomes of the project and the visibility it had generated in the business schools and at the campus level.  The faculty realized, however, the enormous opportunity costs (in terms of faculty time) in coordinating an inter-institutional project.  The faculty met for a second face-to-face work session to review the student assessments of the project and to analyze some objective measures."


(Wheeler et al., 1995)


In the second case was opportunistic and symmetrical between the University of Maryland at College Park and the University of Arizona.  It capitalised upon each university's high-technology lecture theatre aiming to "demonstrate the viability of technology-mediated collaborative learning environments and enable distributed student learning activities".  It was planned to create a joint syllabus for a graduate MBA elective course.





"The course established two levels of technology-enabled collaboration.  The first was synchronous (same time / different place) teaching between the two theaters via videoconferencing and linked learning support software.  . . . The learning support software provided the students electronic access to the instructors' lecture notes.  Each student could then augment the notes in real-time during the class.  The software also provided for quick polling on discussion issues.  Software provided joint idea generation and commenting facilities to all students.  Additional software provided an electronic seating chart with a queuing mechanism for proposing questions from either site. One of the faculty members taught each class (or subsession of a class) to both groups. The second level of the project was for asynchronous (different time / different place) collaboration for analyzing a Harvard Business School case between distributed student teams. Each team used Lotus Notes to analyze and formally write a case analysis for the project."





"Both the faculty and students have observed the value in terms of heterogeneous perspectives brought by having two faculty members teach the class at the same time.  Similarly, the student projects benefited from the heterogeneous perspectives contributed by each university's students.  From the faculty's perspective, the coordination costs have greatly escalated the time required to plan and deliver the courses.  However, the total number of hours spent on lecturing by the individual faculty member were reduced.  The faculty plan on continuing the collaboration in teaching their courses in the future."


(Wheeler et al., 1995)


The experiences of these two projects helped to create a framework for collaborative telelearning which was an adaptation of the "characteristics of successful partnerships" as put forth by Cash et al., (1992) to guide the design of inter-organizational business relationships.


The relevance of this framework to the MECPOL project is sufficiently pertinent that major extracts from the paper by Wheeler et al (1995) are included below.


-----------------------------


1.2.1  Shared Vision at the Top


A key to successful inter-institutional relationships is dedicated champions at all collaborating institutions.  These champions must define shared goals and objectives.  Also, these goals and objectives must consider the diversity of each institution and thus have meaning and importance to local constituents.


Since faculty members (or groups of faculty) usually have very broad control of the content and conduct of their courses, change in this area must necessarily be championed by faculty members.  Shared vision by deans or other top level administrators who are resource gatekeepers will be required for institutionalization (see discussion below), but may not be required for startup projects.  The shared goals and objectives of the project must point towards some viable payoff for each faculty member.  The value of these may be mediated by the career stage the faculty member and may take the form of intrinsic rewards (e.g. enabling a 'better' learning environment for students) or extrinsic rewards (e.g. research toward promotion, improved teaching evaluations, etc.).  Since the reward structures and allocation processes vary greatly by institution, it is important that the early vision for the project explicitly address desirable payoffs for each champion.  Once goals are defined, local champions can 'sell' the concept to those in control of local resources such as courses, curriculum, and technology.  As with projects within most organizations, without champions and clearly defined goals, little success can be realized.


In the case of the two projects described, the shared vision was initiated and enacted by the faculty champions.  The institutions provided no additional release time or graduate assistants for the projects.  Much of the work was done at great personal cost (e.g. many extra hours on evenings and weekends, foregone opportunities for other research projects, direct financial costs, etc.), but the champions were willing to "gamble" on the opportunity based on their shared vision and belief that anticipated payoffs (e.g. research publication, favorable teaching evaluations, institutional visibility, etc.) would ensue from the collaborative project.


There are numerous obvious questions that must be answered when developing a shared vision for any relationship.  Table 1 presents several representative questions that emerged during the establishment of our relationships.  There were, of course, different questions for the project champions to consider from those of administrators at each institution.


Table 1: Representative questions when developing a shared vision at the top


Questions for champions to consider:


·	What objectives and rewards do you want to achieve? - What risks are you willing to accept?


·	How much time and energy can you allocate?


·	How will decisions be made and disagreements resolved?


Questions for institutions to consider:


·	How will students, other faculty, and the organization benefit?


·	What are the startup and ongoing costs and risks?


·	What is the potential of the project to generate incremental resources and benefits?


·	How does the project align itself with organizational mission, goals, and objectives?


·	What is the duration of the project and when will major events occur?


·	What roles will all individuals and organizations play in the relationship?


·	What is the duration of the relationship?


In the case of the two projects described in this essay, the primary benefit was to enhance students' learning experience while increasing institutional visibility.  The projects lasted from several weeks (the UMCP-IU project) to a full semester (the UMCP-UA project).  The faculty involved in the projects spent considerable time (about twice as much as it would take to teach the courses in the traditional way) in planning, coordinating, and delivering the courses.


1.2.2  Reciprocal Skills and Infrastructures


A second characteristic of successful partnerships is the need for complementary skills and resources.  Within this context, complementary skills primarily relate to the abilities and motivations of the individuals at each institution.  Similarly, complementary resources refer to the technological infrastructures at each institution.  In sum, all participants must 'need each other' in order to motivate individuals to expend the required effort to make the project successful.  However, the need for each other is a necessary but insufficient requirement.  Organizations must also have the technological infrastructures to successfully support the project.


In terms of the UMCP-IU project, a distant institutional partner engaged in MBA-relevant education was an absolute necessity for creating distributed teamwork via DVC.  While artificial distance could have been simulated via physical separation into different rooms, a key objective of the project was to enable collaborative learning by linking heterogeneous student teams (heterogeneity in terms of differences in MBA curriculum between the two schools due to IU's relatively more structured and integrated core MBA curriculum).  Thus, collaboration with another university was essential.  Symmetrical technological infrastructures were also essential for both projects.  The UMCP-IU project necessitated that both institutions buy newly emerging DVC technology.  With no institutional budget available for the project, each faculty champion pursued opportunities in his or her own environment for obtaining the necessary infrastructure.  Faculty at each university were successful in finding small one-time funding sources to get a small number of the DVC systems.  The UMCP-UA project had a jump start in that both institutions already had high technology teaching theaters, but some software development, reconfiguration of the computer networks, and establishment of communication links between the two local area networks (LANs) was required.  Fortunately, both of the departments had the in-house expertise for orchestrating the required infrastructure changes. Both projects required a high tolerance from everyone involved when the inevitable technology failures were encountered.  Sometimes work-arounds were possible, but in other cases, a small failure of one component of the technological link caused an on-the-fly revision of the educational content for the class session.  Table 2 provides guidance for answering reciprocal skills and infrastructure questions from both the champion and institutional perspective.


Table 2 Representative questions defining reciprocal skills and infrastructures


Questions for champions to consider: 


·	Who is responsible for project definition, design, development of materials, and execution of project activities?


·	What are you willing and capable of doing?


·	To what extent are project assistants available?


·	To what extent do activities and events need to be synchronized by time, content, and technology?


Questions for institutions to consider: 


·	What are the number of students or classes involved in the project?


·	What current resources are needed?


·	What new resources are needed?


·	How will resources be utilized over time?


·	Who schedules resources and monitors their use?


·	Are there costs for not investing in the project?


·	What are the ramifications of this project on other faculty, classes, and students?


In the cases described here, the primary responsibility for project definition, design and development of materials resided with the faculty.  Faculty at the three universities were assisted by graduate students and support staff for technical implementation and trouble shooting.  The project involved 178 students on the three campuses (120 students in the UMCP-IU project, and 58 students in the UMCP-UA project).  Both projects required development and utilization of advanced information technology infrastructure as described before.


1.2.3  Concrete Plans for Early Success


Cash and colleagues state that "partnerships grow from strength to strength" (1992, p. 226).  This means that projects must have early success to quickly demonstrate their value to internal and external agents.  Without early success, the desire to support larger, more encompassing projects will be unlikely.  For example, the initial UMCP-IU project was constrained to a relatively small scope in order to learn the necessary requirements for a larger project and to also have an early success.  The initial project was run on a "shoe string" budget with very little formal organizational support. Achieving an initial success with the first phase of the project resulted in gaining a significant infusion of resources from both internal and outside sources for a second project phase.  Without initial successes to build on, the acquisition of the substantial resources for later project phases would not have occurred.


Table 3 Representative questions defining concrete plans for early success


Questions for champions to consider:


·	What is the simplest project design?


·	What is the most encompassing project design? - What activities must a project have to realize individual and institutional goals?


·	What must the project achieve to be considered a success? A quick success?


·	What activities must the project have in order to attract additional resources?


Questions for institutions to consider: 


·	What successes can be anticipated with the current infrastructure?


·	What is the exposure if the project is unsuccessful?


The phased approach to execution of the UMCP-IU project was highly effective in establishing the feasibility of the concept and securing the needed resources for the full-scale implementation in a subsequent semester. In the UMCP-UA project, a relatively simple technical configuration for data sharing between the two videoconferenced classes proved to be highly effective in provision of interactivity between the video linked classrooms. In both cases, the simplicity of the project and technical designs and well-defined objectives lead to the ultimate success of the projects.


1.2.4  Coordination of Procedures


All faculty sponsors involved in the two example projects view the coordination issues as the most difficult aspect of enacting collaborative telelearning projects. At least three issues exacerbated this issue for the UMCP-IU project. The synchronous nature of the four, concurrent collaborative student sessions (i.e. four student teams were meeting through eight DVC systems at one time) meant that all of the technology, business case handouts, room scheduling, and student team rotation to use the machines had to be precisely planned and coordinated between the two institutions. A second issue was coordinating documents to support both the pedagogical and research goals of the project. Coordination of the paperwork required for the case analysis and some research measurement of satisfaction etc. was a challenging issue. A final coordination difficulty was working within the asymmetrical curricular environments of the two institutions. For both projects, our experience unequivocally demonstrates that extensive, ongoing, real-time coordination is a prerequisite to success.


Table 4 Representative questions defining coordination procedures


Questions for champions to consider: 


·	How will you share information? - How will you synchronize curricula and syllabi?


·	How will differences in student populations influence activities?


·	Will all partnership activities occur during "class time"?


·	How will students working with remote colleagues communicate and coordinate deliverables?


Questions for institutions to consider: 


·	Will technology resources only be used during fixed scheduled times or will they need to be available on an ongoing, as-needed basis?


·	How do support personnel at each location coordinate activities (e.g. schedule video test connections) and who is "in charge"?


In the UMCP-IU project, students used DVC units to collaborate and communicate during pre-specified and pre-arranged time periods.  Faculty and support staff used e-mail extensively to coordinate their activities during the projects.  In the UMCP-UA project, the two faculty used almost identical syllabi and similar pedagogies in teaching their courses.  Both faculty members were present during the videoconferenced class-time and took turns in lecturing and leading the class discussions.  In both projects, differences in cultural climates and ideosyncratic student body demographics at the institutions enhanced learning by bringing different perspectives into the process.  In the UMCP-UA project, students working with remote colleagues used Louts Notes to communicate and coordinate their activities outside the classroom.


The willingness of the faculty and support staff involved in these projects to work cooperatively and be flexible in teaching, scheduling, and delivery of the courses greatly facilitated project coordination and execution.


1.2.5  Appropriate Partnership Architecture


"Partnering companies must establish structures and guidelines that ensure fairness and profit on both sides" (Cash et al., 1992, p. 227).  This means that when defining the partnership agreement, the risks and rewards of the relationship must be structured in a way that all partners only contribute what they are able.  In other words, since it is unlikely that all organizations will have the same abilities to allocate resources to a project, these differences must be recognized at the outset of the relationship.  Also, it must also be recognized at the outset that different institutions and individuals will have different incentives and objectives.  These differences must be recognized so that ongoing and post-project rewards can be defined and allocated most appropriately.


Since the formation of inter-institutional collaborative projects is still a risky process, the choice of a partner is a key issue.  While the a priori activities of defining a shared vision and goals can be done before the project begins, each faculty member exposes his or her own local reputation to the ability of the remote faculty champion to deliver whatever the situation requires at the moment.  Thus, our experience completely reinforces the need for establishing a partnership with a faculty member who can be trusted to deliver whatever is needed at the moment - which can often exceed what was envisioned or promised.


Table 5 Representative questions when developing a partnership architecture


Questions for champions to consider:


·	What outcomes does each partner expect for a their level of involvement?


·	What outcomes must occur?


·	What are the distinctive competencies of each partner?


·	What activities are each partner capable and willing to perform?


Questions for institutions to consider: 


·	What short and long-term commitments must be made to make the partnership a success?


In this case, the faculty involved in the projects expected well-defined learning and research outcomes from the projects.  More specifically, the faculty felt that enriching the students' learning experience was a necessary outcome of the projects.  Research outcomes in form of conference presentations and research publications were viewed as desired outcomes from the projects.  The faculty involved in the case offered distinctive competencies toward achieving the project outcomes.  For example, one of the faculty involved in the UMCP-UA project presented the course content from a macro and organizational perspective while the other faculty member presented the material from a micro and individual perspective.  These complementary perspectives lead to synergy, delivering high-value to the students.


1.2.6  Insights and Applications


The continuing emergence of advanced communication technologies is enabling new opportunities for collaboration among educational institutions.  These opportunities are taking many forms with requisite impacts on the processes of research, teaching, and service.  For example, the Internet has long enabled collaborating authors at multiple institutions to electronically exchange data, manuscripts and messages via File Transfer Protocol (FTP) and e-mail.  This has improved research collaboration and improved the turnaround time for authors' revisions.  Inter-institutional messaging via electronic mail systems has also become a pervasive form of communication for scholarly activity. Inter-institutional collaboration in the teaching and learning process, however, is less well developed. With the exception of a few consortial arrangements such as the National Teaching University (NTU), most classes continue to invoke the same teaching and learning approaches as those of centuries gone by - students physically gather at academic institutions for classroom instruction to be delivered at prespecified times.


Emerging communication technologies such as computer conferencing, videoconferencing, distributed document databases (e.g. Lotus Notes), and others are enabling new forms of learning opportunities which extend beyond the walls of the university.  As technology creates new possibilities, administrators, students, and especially faculty must carefully question the value and payoff of these new educational forms, yet, must also be willing to reassess longheld assumptions of the current educational paradigm.  One such longheld assumption that significantly influences the establishment of inter-institutional relationships is how the competition for students and resources has changed.  Universities have found themselves under greater scrutiny by legislatures, parents, alumni, and students.  This shift for universities is similar to how nonacademic institutions go from operating in a near monopolistic environment to a market environment.


The intensity of competition among universities for bright students and resources has escalated in recent years. As an explicit example, competition among professional business schools has become especially keen with the popular business press publishing regular rankings of the various schools (see Business Week, October 24, 1994 - The Best Business Schools).  One clear implication of these ranking is that the rich schools get richer and the poor get poorer.  Universities that have historically well-respected business schools continue to fair well in the rankings while historically less-well recognized schools find it difficult to improve their position.  While the validity of the various ranking schemes is beyond the scope of this essay, the clear implication is that students and employers are aware of the rankings and are willing to pay economic premiums to these institutions.


Given the competitive state for students and resources, what are the implications for technology-mediated collaborations given these changing market conditions? Questions arise with respect to competition through cooperation (e.g. institutions competing as alliances at some level), benefits of bridging heterogeneous student populations for collaborative learning, and implications for long term adoption.


In this essay, we have described the evolution of two inter-institutional relationships and have presented a framework for guiding their design and assessment. In this section, we conclude by sharing some insights and conclusions from our experiences.


Institutional Costs


One conclusion is that the type of activity engaged in between institutions greatly influences numerous factors about the relationship.  In other words, not all activities are the same, which also implies that not all relationships are the same.  We have described how numerous factors influence the inter-institutional relationship (e.g. relative competencies, resource availability, faculty motivation, etc.).  One factor not yet discussed is the type of activity facilitated by a relationship.  Activities can range from passive one-time events where little integration of curricula and schedules are needed (e.g. a demonstration video conference between two sites), to completely integrated curricula. Intermediate levels might be joint projects where the delivery of some course content and deliverables must be synchronized, or a fully integrated course being taught across institutions.  In sum, inter-institutional relationships can have low-levels of activity (i.e. events), moderate-levels of activity (i.e. projects and courses), and high-levels of activity (i.e. integrated curricula).  As the amount of "activity" increases, so do the costs of establishing and maintaining relationships.


 . . . as activity rises so do the costs of establishing and maintaining the relationship but such relationships could be non-linear or step-function, especially for acquiring needed technology.  Nevertheless, it is clear to us that as inter-institutional coordination increases - from events to projects, from projects to courses, and from courses to curriculum - the costs of this relationship - faculty time, infrastructure improvements, opportunity costs, etc. - also increase.  This factor must be considered before entering in any relationship.


Individual Champion Costs


Since numerous opportunities vie for the time of individuals poised to be champions of inter-institutional relationships - teaching, research, service, consulting, writing textbooks, and so on - costs incurred by individual champions must also be considered.  In other words, the structure of institutional incentives must be examined.  For more traditional faculty activities, the reward structures are relatively clear. For example, greater research productivity leads to greater rewards.  Additionally, formal mechanisms such as summer research grants are provided to individuals to encourage these more traditional behaviors.


Yet, what mechanisms are in place to encourage individuals to engage in non-traditional behaviors such as establishing inter-institutional relationships?  Within our own institutions, for example, no formal mechanisms were in place to help individual evaluate the tradeoffs between the risks and rewards of establishing an inter-institutional relationship.  Further, no formal support mechanisms were in place to facilitate this behavior.  This meant that each individual needed to expend considerable effort to "make things happen" with no promise that this activity would lead to rewards.  In a broader context, potential champions might find themselves asking, "How will I be rewarded for this activity relative to publishing another article?"


Such uncertainty in rewards, and the potential risks of failure, may discourage many from engaging in the building of inter-institutional relationships.  This concern may be especially true for junior faculty members where engaging in non-traditional behavior may be viewed as being very risky.  Thus, we feel that until more formal mechanisms are put into place - mechanisms to encourage, support, and reward - that only those individuals with a strong entrepreneurial spirit will engage in establishing relationships.  This begs the point that institutions must develop support and reward structures to encourage this partnering behavior if it is indeed desired.


Given the relationship between institutional costs, champion costs, and activity level, a clear next question must be "what is the relationship between benefits and activity level?" In other words, do benefits also increase as activity increases? We address this question next.


Choosing Your Partners Carefully


What is the relationship between benefits and activity level? Do benefits increase as activity increases?  The answer to this question is not as clear-cut as costs.  As with costs, benefits can be divided into two primary categories: benefits to individual champions and benefits to the institution.  Benefits to the individual champions will vary by local reward structures and career stages.  Therefore, our discussion will focus primarily on institutional benefits, since there will be little incentive for maintaining a relationship without long-term institutional benefits.  In this section, we argue that the benefits from inter-institutional relationships will vary and will primarily depend upon distinctive competencies of the partners.  More specifically, we believe that the relative competencies - skills, resources, and specialties - of a partner will greatly influence benefits.  Partnering with an institution with fewer competencies will likely yield fewer benefits than when partnering with an institution with relatively more competencies.  This suggests that an institution will likely strive to establish relationships with institutions that possess equal or more competencies.


A second issue is the extent to which benefits increase with activity level.  By increasing the activity level of a relationship, do more resources, more visibility, better pedagogy, and so on result from an increased level of activity?  We would argue that this too would be contingent upon the competencies of the partner.  It is likely that all inter-institutional relationships would yield some benefits to each institution at lower levels of commitment, but that increasing commitment may result in declining, unchanging, or increasing benefits based upon the relative competencies of each organization.


 . . . [there are certain possible scenarios]





a)	when partnering with an institution with high-competencies relative to the needs of the project, increased activity will lead to greater benefits for the institution with relatively low-competency in the project-required areas.  Thus, organizations of relatively low-competency should strive to escalate the activity level of their inter-institutional relationship with higher-competency partners.


b)	when partnering with a relative peer or lesser-competency institution, the benefits of increasing activity will likely plateau (or decline) at some point.  This suggests that it may be advantageous to partner on modest events and projects, but that it is not in the best interest of the institution to allow commitment to move beyond moderate levels of activity when a partner is a peer or lower competency institution.  Following this logic, it may be wiser to search out new relationships with other institutions than to escalate an existing one.


A third issue relates to the extent to which individual champions have the ability to individually and independently engage in inter-institutional relationships.  The essence of this point focuses on at what level of activity does the institution need to take responsibility for a relationship? 


[There is] a continuum of institutional commitment in which an individual champion is likely to be able to manage and at what point the institution itself must become active in managing this relationship.  From our experience, we believe that individual champions are able to manage commitments at the event and project levels.  However, if the level of commitment goes beyond project activities, formal institutional processes beyond those controlled by the individual champion will be needed.  For example, to integrate a course across institutions will influence practical issues such as room scheduling and curricula, but also how a course fits within the larger context of degree requirements.  Resolving these types of issues will likely go beyond the control of an individual champion.  Thus, it is at the point where coordination levels go beyond the realm of an individual champion that coordination costs will significantly increase and have a greater affect on other institutional actors.  Given these factors, it will be important for all organizations to gain an understanding of the robustness of the relationship between activity level, costs, and benefits.


Furthermore, we posit that the maturity of a given communication technology also relates to the responsibility realm and level of activity. . . -  emerging and unproven technologies are suitable for events and projects in the realm of individual champions.  In fact, it is the entrepreneurial activities and visions of champions which can demonstrate the viability of these technologies.  Courses and integrated curricula in the realm of institutions are better-suited to more mature technologies.





----------------------------


1.3  Reflections - to be written in this phase


{{based on the extensive quotations above, I intend to analyse the key issues required for inter-university collaboration.  These will then be mapped onto the set of questions used so far - see Section 3; the current answers to those questions; and perhaps a new (better) set of questions will be created then for a broader elicitation of attitudes and experiences.}}


{{Given more time (AND HELP from other WP1 members), I wish to extend the literature resources used as those above are mostly from one issue of an electronic journal (thanks to a first link provided by David McConnell.  I also intend to include more on ERASMUS experiences.}}


Please can MECPOL members provide me with more references.


I do not personally have the MECPOL resources to do much more in this phase of the work.  One task for the future will be interviews with students who have experienced 'mobility' in order to look at the ways that their studies away from home have (or have not) been integrated into their overall programme of study and the ways in which host institutions have (or have not) made provision for them in that overall context.


2.  distributed research communities


2.1  Introduction


In the context of the MECPOL notion of a Virtual Learning Institute, it is likely that much of the work of setting up the cooperative framework for the sharing and tutoring of course modules will be undertaken at a distance using information and communications technology.  For this reason, it is useful to review some of the work on CSCW (Computer-supported Collaborative Working) and a recent DGXII Human Capital and Mobility study (Virtual Mobility and Distributed Laboratories - VMDL) provides some important pointers to the necessary conditions for collaboration even though the context was research focussed rather than connected with intentional learning.


The domain for the research was the use of information and communications technologies (ICT) and software systems to stimulate and support collaborative pan-European research.  The project can be viewed as one of situated action research as the partners have applied the research methodologies to their own functioning and have iteratively and reflexively piloted the outcomes of the research.


The objectives of the project were to:


·	assess and come to an understanding of the conditions necessary for collaborative working in a community comprising researchers from different disciplines and traditions;


·	assess ways in which advanced ICT can meet certain of the needs arising;


·	draw together the expertise which has developed in the two communities of researchers in computer-supported collaborative work (CSCW) and computer-support cooperative learning (CSCL) both of which are concerned with the complexities of applying ICT to support human interaction, and developing a synergy in their experiences and goals;


·	experiment with knowledge support systems aimed at enhancing the effectiveness of collaborative, distributed working teams;


·	evaluate the cross-cultural implications of the changing patterns of work in the use of ICT;


·	evaluate the necessary organisational management requirements to facilitate the effectiveness of such changing patterns.


The metaphor for the research was well expressed by the notion of virtual mobility and the aim has been to seek ways to complement the aims of the Human Capital and Mobility (HCM) and the new Training and Mobility of Researchers (TMR) programmes which focus on human mobility, by creating distributed research laboratories through adding conceptual, organisational and instrumentational value to existing communications infrastructures.


In summary, the research has considered the general question: what factors influence the success of a distributed research community?  A particular focus has been: what may be the role of various communications channels in human-human interaction within distributed research communities?


Other work undertaken without a technology focus is also of relevance in the VMDL context.  Hughes and Christie (1995) examined the goals and effectiveness of collaborative research in an analysis of UK and European science research policy.  Amongst the variables which they included in their studies were:





·	Management


(style and role: degree of managerial control (tight, medium and loose))


·	Structure of the network


·	Aims of the network


·	Researchers' motivations in joining the network


(perceived benefits and extent of interaction)


·	Funding level


·	Characteristics of researchers involved


·	Characteristics of the scientific field


·	Distance


Based on the VMDL case studies of existing networked communities, three 'cross-case' analyses were carried out under specific themes drawn from the variables identified by the VMDL Project in addressing its overall research question.


The three 'cross-case' analyses focus upon the use of communication media and how they may be used in distributed research communities, from the perspective of the variables:





·	the nature and stages of the research task;





·	individuals and their engagement in the community.





·	management and organisation;


2.2  the nature of the task


The focus was on the nature of tasks that distributed research communities perform, and media that may be used to support the carrying out of these tasks.  While such tasks may be distinguished from one another on many dimensions, a specific view on 'nature of task' was taken: the complexity of group tasks in terms of the interdependence of group members.


Two theories, Activity Theory (Leontiev, 1978; Kaptelinin, 1996) and Information-Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1984), were linked to the data from the case studies in an attempt to yield insights into task/media fit for distributed research communities that may guide designers of media support for such communities (Heeren & Lewis, submitted).


Activity Theory distinguishes three levels of processing relative to human activity.  If human activity is limited to group tasks, and even further to the group members' interdependence in such tasks, a parallel may be drawn with a major concept used in Information-Richness Theory: equivocality as determining group task complexity (Daft et al., 1987).  This suggests a relationship which is outlined below.


The development of a shared understanding of the central research questions is an example of a group activity at the intentional level, which is a highly equivocal and is thus a complex group task.  The definition of a research methodology is an example of a group task at the functional level, and can be viewed to be of moderate equivocality.  Conducting the investigation according to the selected methodology is a relatively unequivocal task at the operational level.





Level of group activity	Equivocality in group tasks


	Intentional level	High equivocality�		        ½�	Functional level	        ½�		        ½�	Operational level	Low equivocality





Fig. 1  Relationships between levels of human activity and equivocality of group tasks


According to Activity Theory, the focus of human activity shifts over time between highly equivocal tasks at the intentional level, moderately equivocal tasks at the functional level, and relatively unequivocal tasks at the operational level.  Given that one of the main information tasks of groups is reduction of equivocality, according to Information-Richness Theory, tasks which can be characterised as being relatively equivocal are best achieved by the use of relatively rich media while group tasks of relatively low equivocality are best served by the use of relatively lean media.


Integrating Activity Theory with Information-Richness Theory gives the latter a dynamic character which results in a dynamic framework for understanding and recommending task/media combinations.


The framework suggests that relatively rich media should be chosen for mediating group activities at the intentional level in order to achieve effective equivocality reduction, while relatively lean media should be chosen for supporting group activities at the operational level to avoid efficiency losses.  Examples from the case studies show that using a rich medium such as face-to-face meetings is important in the start-up phase of a project, so that shared understandings at the intentional level can be developed effectively.  Results of higher-level activities will provide context to later lower-level activities which thus involve less equivocality, and which will therefore require less rich media for effective and efficient collaboration.


Although the framework described seems useful, it should be noted, however, that task/media fit as viewed according to the group-task complexity perspective outlined above is only one of the many perspectives that can be applied to media-selection decisions.  First of all, practical issues will be an important factor.  For example, from an Activity Theory/Information-Richness Theory point of view it is possible that using other rich media such as video conferencing would be potentially effective in developing shared understandings of research questions.  However, from a practical point of view video conferencing between more than four locations can be confusing.  Costs are another, obvious, practical issue.


Furthermore perspectives such as Adaptive Structuration Theory may be taken.  This theory hypothesizes that users will adapt their working style to the characteristics of the media available to them, and adapt media characteristics to their own preferences (thereby 'reinventing' the medium for their own purposes), so as to achieve maximum possible effectiveness and efficiency.  The results from the case studies show support for this theory, which in a way subsumes Information-Richness Theory.


2.3  motivational factors influencing collaborative work


When establishing a collaborative group consideration should be given:





·	to the social aspects of working in a group, for example, to have a face-to-face meeting first before using an asynchronous way of communication;





·	to expectations of members;





·	to various cultural issues, for example, language skills and dominancy;





·	to abilities in using technology; and





·	to the individual motives of group members.


Satisfaction of the individual with the technology is important.  Various media should be considered in terms of availability to and capability of the users, and in terms of userfriendliness and the ease of use.


Individuals might be encouraged to discuss their preferred degrees of complexity and uncertainty, such that the nature and the degree of uncertainty of the task can be managed to most people's satisfaction.  Some people can work with uncertainty, but other people need more structure.


It is important to define all the roles and responsibilities of the community members before the project starts, and to continue to openly redefine them as the project develops to meet the changing needs of the group and the task.  Also emerging group norms should be clearly discussed and monitored, for example, etiquettes of behaviour in a computer conference can be useful.


Time should be taken to form a shared understanding and a shared language, especially in international collaborative projects.  In the first stage of the project members should discuss the content of the project in terms of terminology, outcomes, etc.


Special consideration should be given to the transfer of knowledge and information from the small groups to the whole community, otherwise exclusion and inclusion issues will appear.


The issue of non-response in asynchronous media should be taken care of.  What happens if someone is not responding.  Does it mean the person is not participating, does it mean agreement, or disagreement?


Different rules for decision-making are necessary in distance situations.  Consideration should be given to the timeline for decision-making, and the number of people who should decide.  Tools for decision-making in computer mediated communication seem to be very important.  Asynchronous discussion first with a final synchronous kind of decision-making may possibly be a different solution.


When decisions are likely to change over time confusion is likely to happen among the members of a community.  Members do not know which tasks to perform which in turn causes frustration, and this will of course influence the success of a community.  If a decision has been made this should be stated explicitly.


In addition to these points, and more generally, this work points to the need for some awareness of, and willingness to work explicitly with, those aspects of group process and motivating others that tend to be 'hidden' in face-to-face work.  For some involved in the technological growth associated with collaborative work at a distance this 'need' for 'soft skills' appears to be almost contradictory, and for many, the meeting of this 'need' is challenging and confusing.  This work has, however, pointed to several areas of 'awareness' that are associated with this need, and if attention is paid to the explicit discussion of these areas, then individual motivations within the project might be enhanced.  These areas are:





·	the importance of discussing and understanding the role that withdrawal and 'lurking' (especially in a computer conference - see Perkins & Newman, 1995) play within the collaborative work;


·	the importance of discussing and understanding the ways in which group members influence the emerging group norms, and the ways in which this changes over time;


·	the importance of discussing and understanding feelings of inclusion/exclusion and the implications these have upon individual motivation and for the working of the group;


·	the importance of discussing, understanding and managing the need for social facilitation in groups.


. . . changing patterns of collaborative work, attention paid to individual motivation during the project might not only aid the 'success' of that project, but might also enhance the likelihood that members seek further collaboration at a later date.


2.4  a management and organisation perspective


. . . some reflections were made about leadership and management aspects of the communities studied.  There is a particular focus on the following two questions:


·	how were leadership roles created and maintained in the communities?


·	how were management decisions made?


The reason for distinguishing between leadership and management is that they represent conceptually two quite different phenomena.  The term 'leader' may be taken as a role which is not formally defined, but which is (often implicitly) attributed to someone by other members of a community on the grounds that the person generates commitment towards certain goals among members.  'Management' on the other hand, should be seen as more of a formally allocated role in which a person is primarily responsible for making sure that the goals of the organisation are achieved.  Maybe for this reason, 'management' tends to be seen as a more functional, operational role, and leadership is seen more as being symbolic in nature.  Probably for the same reason, 'leaders' are seen more as generators of culture in a group or in an organisation.  Of course, this distinction does not exclude the possibility that 'managers' can also be seen as 'leaders', which will be the case when the personal qualities of a manager are instrumental in generating commitment among members.


This distinction may seem unnecessarily academic, which it might be if the object of the study was large, formal organisations with given management structures.  However, distributed research communities distinguish themselves from formal organisations, partly by the commitment of members to be guided by personal goals and social norms.  Therefore, management in distributed research communities is likely to rely much more on consensus than management in large, formal organisations.  Not only does this concur with a number of observations, such as those made in voluntary organisations and predictions of 'knowledge' organisations, but interviews in the VMDL case study communities point in the same direction.  It has been suggested that the use of electronic communication media removes (or minimises) hierarchical structures in communities, but research suggests that this is a myth and existing structures are reinforced rather than changed by the use of the new channels of communication (Mantovani, 1994).


Rather than discuss whether or not electronic communication is suitable for decision-making, it seems potentially more useful to explore conditions under which electronic decision-making is possible.  Although there is limited data from this small project, it is suggested that further work is warranted in this direction.


The first condition may be labelled managerial legitimacy.  Certain members may, for certain issues, be generally regarded as legitimate decision-makers by the other members having demonstrated their commitment to the community goals.  It is quite possible that given a certain legitimacy, appropriate members may make decisions which other members abide by and support, although they may not necessarily be in full agreement with what is proposed.


The second condition relates to what is conceptually possible, given that in networked communities the community is manifest only in the text of the conference.  It may be labelled the constraint of shared meaning.  Decisions may be made if the issue at stake is well within a shared understanding of what it is about.  For example, the trouble with making decisions in the first phase of one case study project seemed to stem from lack of shared repertoire of meaning among members.


The third condition relates to the collectively perceived need for making a decision.  It is likely that the probability of being able to decide through electronic communication is higher if there is general discontent with the present situation among central members.  Whereas this point is not new in organisation studies, case study data point towards a similar explanation.  A decision to take turns to moderate a debate was made in the electronic conference after it had been recognised that the existing system did not work satisfactorily.


Certain findings from the VMDL research map quite closely to the other work reported earlier.  Of particular concern is the role of individuals in the community and their expectations of others.  In what might be considered an 'ideal world', the community comprises a group of equals.  It should not be necessary to have a hierarchical structure when common goals, established through the development of a common language, have been set.  Reality is a bit different.  A major issue arising from research in VMDL and other naturalistic projects is the question of management structure, leadership or control - use whichever term seems to fit.


The outcome of VMDL research indicates that during the activity related to a group task, at Activity Theory levels 1 and 2 certainly and probably also at level 3, the leadership/organisational structure must change.  There are times when a flat, 'democratic' structure is adequate for decision making but at other times this structure has to change - someone has to take the lead, to become the leader and assist the collaborative process.


The outcome of thematic analyses from the VMDL case studies revealed key organisational issues some of which are shown in Fig. 2.








·	social interaction; building of trust and maintaining motivation;





·	sharing tacit knowledge to maintain common understanding; builds trust and reduces feelings of exclusion;





·	changing group management structure (as the nature of the immediate task changes) requires to be made explicit;





·	changing roles and leadership expectations;








Fig. 2.  Key factors in distributed research communities


It is clear that the technology can only be used effectively if it is supported by the members of the various communities and appropriate organisational structures and attitudes are created.  Certain issues stand out as requiring careful attention:





individual autonomy


reciprocity


status


role and leadership


expectations of self and others


personal and organisational goals


Handy (1995) rightly emphasises trust as a key ingredient in 'virtual organisations' and suggests:





"For trust to work, large organizations need fairly constant, smaller groups."





"Paradoxically, the more virtual the organization, the more its people need to meet in person."





"Membership can replace a sense of belonging to a place with a sense of belonging to a community."


The research described identifies key conditions for the successful sharing of knowledge but trust amongst members of the organisation seems to be paramount.


2.5  Back to MECPOL


It is suggested that the factors identified for distributed working communities are directly related to the tutors and their institutions involved in setting up and running shared courses for their students.  Hence, any model for a Virtual Learning Institute will be incomplete without having elements reflecting these issues and preoccupations.


3.  Current survey  work underway - analysis to be done


In line with the preliminary reports reported elsewhere (Section 1) and drawing on the experience of university research collaboration (Section 2), present MECPOL research includes a data-gathering exercise on current perceptions of possible actors in a Virtual Learning Institute.  The first phase of this work has been based upon answers, electronically elicited, to a set of questions.  The analysis is underway and at this time only the questions can be presented.


3.1  The initial set of questions


A scenario:


A group of universities have agreed to create a Virtual Learning Institute.  Certain departments or groups in those institutions all offer students courses in a certain discipline and agree to make some of their courses or course modules available using Internet and WWW functionalities.  They also agree to provide local tutoring and tutoring through computer conferencing.  Students from any of the universities may select a course module from another university; any course credit that they are awarded is recognised as counting towards the diploma or degree.


-------------------------





Why should tutors, their immediate 'department' or their university decide to collaborate in this way?





What might be the 'political' or 'operational' barriers to such a collaboration?





-------------------------------------


Amongst these a key issues is that of motivation; why should a tutor, department or university be interested in collaboration with another European university?  What benefits might accrue at the personal and institutional level?  What barriers exist to this happening now?





It will be necessary to ask questions of tutors (such as ourselves) but also, Head of Departments and other university 'managers' for their perspectives.


________________________________________________


Professional motivation





P1.	Do you think that if your students had access to course modules from other universities, their curriculum could be enhanced?





P2.	Is there a specific way in which this might happen?





P3.	Would you want or expect that a tutor who created the modules to also act as the tele-tutor for your own students or would you want/expect to do that yourself? or in collaboration?





P4.	How might the assessment of students take place?  Only from your own institution or could the assessment of the tele-tutor be accepted?





P5.	What might be the biggest barrier to such sharing?





P6.	At what academic level might sharing be most valuable (undergraduate, Master's/Diploma)?





P7.	Would you expect that the availability of 'external' course modules to be a selling point in attracting more students to your courses?


Economic motivations





E1.	How is your department or institution (which?) paid for the teaching which you undertake?  By government grant?  By personal student fees?





E2.	Is your department or institution (which?) a cost-centre which has to meet targets for numbers of students?





E3.	Would you expect/be able to pay for the use of course modules and/or any tele-tutor cost?





E4.	Would you expect a cost-saving to your institution in such sharing?





E5.	Have you been involved in physical student exchange (e.g. in ERASMUS)?  What economic benefits/costs did that entail?


General questions:





G1.	Have you been involved in course/student sharing already?  national or international?





G2.	If 'yes' under what sort of conditions?  what do you see as the benefits?





G3.	Is there an administrative person or role in your department/institution who would be engaged in negotiation of course module sharing?





G4.	Would you consider that personal tutor-tutor contact is essential for collaborative agreements to be reached or could this be done (or supported usefully) by someone with an administrative role.


--------------------------------


3.2  Analysis of replies


{{This section will analyse the replies to the current set of questions and relate them to the experiences reported in (an extended) Section 1 and also to research collaboration experiences (Section 2).}}
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