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ABStrAct

Professional development for academic staff in higher education is receiving increasing attention. The 
focus has been on providing an opportunity for academic staff to enhance their effectiveness in meeting 
changing needs and roles in higher education. Inherent in this changing role has been meeting the chal-
lenges of technology-infused learning environments available for use today. This chapter explores the 
potential of online academic development programmes to increase collaboration and dialogue amongst 
participants through integrating opportunities for online interaction. By spotlighting two particular 
postgraduate programmes in Ireland and Australia, the chapter reports on present experiences of inte-
grating international guests and considers the future of connecting people and technology for academic 
development in higher education.

IntroDuctIon

Around the world, there are increasing university 
and government pressures on academic staff to 

engage in professional development to improve 
their teaching and learning practices (Gibbs, 
2004; Kezar, 2001; Knapper, 2004; Knight, 2002; 
McAlpine & Emrick, 2003). Demands are also 
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being placed on academic development units to 
enable staff to realise the potential of flexible 
modes of learning for their students. Many higher 
education institutions have adopted an e-learning 
strategy whereby academic development is at the 
forefront of promoting adoption of new technolo-
gies to support learning and teaching. The Dublin 
Institute of Technology’s (DIT) strategic plan 
illustrates this:

The common objective, in all elements of the Strate-
gic Plan, is the achievement of excellence, through 
processes of continuous improvement of staff and 
programmes…to develop modularized eLearning 
programmes…to foster career development for 
staff…to train staff to deliver web-based and other 
learning programmes to students internally and 
externally in Ireland. (DIT Institutional Strategic 
Plan, 2001-2015, pp. 15, 17, 19, 21)

So, too, in the Australian context, the Univer-
sity of Queensland’s (UQ) Teaching and Learn-
ing Enhancement Plan identifies “exploring new 
forms of educational interaction supported by 
information and communications technology” 
as part of its key goal of developing “flexible and 
engaging teaching practice,” and commits the 
university to developing “a university approach to 
the support of Web-based teaching and learning 
materials and interactions” (UQ Teaching and 
Learning Enhancement Plan, 2003-2007, p. 8). 
Delivering on these kinds of imperatives requires 
those in academic development units to be increas-
ingly creative and open to new perspectives and 
collaborative opportunities.

This chapter first explores the impetus for the 
creation and implementation of online academic 
development programmes, paying specific atten-
tion to the small amount of scholarly discussion 
on incorporating international guests into these 
fora. The challenges of running international 
online development are linked theoretically to 
models of professional development specifically 
for blended learning (the combination of face-

to-face workshops and online learning activities 
and interaction). In particular, this chapter adapts 
Sharpe’s (2004) professional development model 
for designing e-learning to these case studies. 
In order to set the scene for our experiences of 
involving international guests in our academic 
development programmes, the details of the 
contexts, curriculum design, and delivery of two 
diverse case studies are then presented. These case 
studies are in the fields of e-learning design and 
remote postgraduate supervision. In particular, 
we present evaluative data about these approaches 
based on a range of semistructured participant 
interviews from each programme over a period 
of 2 years. Finally, we discuss the implications 
of these teaching and learning strategies for 
academic development and for enhancing the in-
ternational collaboration of academic developers. 
We also make some recommendations for future 
research directions.

the IMPAct of e-LeArnInG In 
hIGher eDucAtIon 

The pressure to embrace e-learning technologies 
in higher education has arisen from a number of 
factors beyond the mere availability of increas-
ingly sophisticated technologies. Of particular 
importance have been the learning preferences 
and styles of the so-called Internet generation, also 
known as Net Gen or digital learners (Donnelly 
& O’Brien, 2003; Oblinger, 2006). The aptitudes, 
attitudes, expectations, and learning styles of 
these Net Gen students reflect the environment 
in which they were raised: one that is decidedly 
different from that which existed when academic 
staff were growing up (Oblinger & Oblinger, 
2005). As Oblinger continues to argue, today’s 
younger student learners are digital, connected, 
experiential, immediate, and social with pref-
erences for learning that include peer-to-peer 
interaction and engagement and for learning 
resources that are visual and relevant. So, too, in 
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higher degree teaching and learning, a range of 
online technologies are increasingly available for 
postgraduate supervision purposes. Supervision 
in this case refers to the guidance of research 
students in Ireland, Australia, the United King-
dom, and other countries by academic mentors 
that are referred to as dissertation supervisors in 
Canadian and American contexts. An increasing 
number of research students are now enrolled 
in higher degree studies, including masters’ in 
research and PhD programmes, that are at a 
distance from their supervisors and universities. 
In addition, many research students travel for 
extended periods of fieldwork and require ways 
of maintaining communication with their super-
visors. Online supervision raises a whole range 
of diverse teaching and learning challenges that 
require very different supervision approaches 
from those used in face-to-face settings and for 
which ICTs offer great potential (Rodger & Brown, 
2000; Wisker, 2000).

It has been recognised that this increased 
uptake of e-learning technologies in both under-
graduate and postgraduate coursework and for 
remote postgraduate supervision has not neces-
sarily translated into excellent outcomes for all 
students (Ferrier, 1992). Indeed, there is still 
considerable apathy and confusion about the ef-
fectiveness of e-learning course delivery amongst 
students and academics alike (Shivkumar, 2006). 
Abrami, Bernard, Wade, and Schmid (2006) 
report that there has been scepticism about the 
use of technology to improve learning, including 
suggestions that it represents a threat to formal 
education. A number of studies report that students 
are dissatisfied with lecturers’ use of technology 
for learning (Mering & Robbie, 2005; Weaver, 
Chenicheri, & Spratt, 2005).  

In many cases, academic staff may seek to 
simply transfer the teaching techniques they are 
currently using to the new technologies, often with 
unsatisfactory results (Kearsley, 2000). Successful 
online teaching cannot be achieved by doing what 

lecturers always did in the classroom. In many re-
spects, teaching online is not the same as teaching 
face to face. Supporting learning online through 
synchronous and asynchronous conferencing 
(bulletin boards, forums) requires teachers to have 
a wider range of expertise compared to working 
with face-to-face learning groups (Salmon, 2000). 
In the United States, Surry and Land (2000) sug-
gest that enabling lecturers to use technology in 
their teaching means providing training that is 
motivating, attention gaining, and relevant, and 
results in confidence building. In particular, it 
has been demonstrated that online environments 
are far less conducive to didactic approaches to 
teaching and learning (Bowles, 2004). 

In addition, Donnelly and O’Rourke (2007) 
argue that many academic staff lack the online 
experience of the Internet generation, and so do 
not feel as confident in an online environment as 
they do in a traditional classroom or postgraduate 
supervision setting. In this context, the problem 
is a social as well as a pedagogic one because it 
revolves around developing different kinds of 
communication skills and becoming adept at 
using the considerable array of available online 
communication tools. In many instances, lec-
turers may need to experience being an online 
student themselves in order to gain the necessary 
confidence to operate effectively in an online 
environment.   

InternAtIonAL coLLABorAtIon 
In BLenDeD AcADeMIc  
DeVeLoPMent ProGrAMMeS 

There is, therefore, a clear rationale for providing 
academic staff with professional development 
that allows them to enhance their teaching and 
learning practice and gain confidence in using e-
learning technologies simultaneously (Donnelly 
& O’Farrell, 2006; Panda & Juwah, 2006). There 
are a range of approaches to online academic 
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development programmes already reported in the 
literature (Brew & Peseta, 2004; Kandlbinder, 
2000; Mainka, 2007). They include fully online 
programmes, such as that offered by the University 
of Sydney for postgraduate supervisors (Brew & 
Peseta), and blended learning approaches incorpo-
rating both face-to-face and online components, 
such as the two programmes described in this 
chapter. So, too, they encompass fully accred-
ited programmes, such as graduate certificates 
or diplomas in education, as well as voluntary 
academic development workshops.

All advertise similar benefits of increased 
flexibility and high-quality academic development 
support. Brew and Peseta (2004) indicate that 
evaluations of their online programme provided 
evidence of improved supervisory skills and 
greater knowledge of university postgraduate poli-
cies and processes. Kandlbinder (2000) argues that 
if online academic development programmes are 
designed to take an inquiry-focused approach, they 
are likely to “evolve into entirely new practices, 
in forms conducive to critical inquiry” (p. 376). 
More recently, an online professional develop-
ment course at Napier University (Mainka, 2007) 
claims to provide opportunities for sharing prior 
knowledge, practicing new skills, supporting 
peers, and collaborating, and these can become 
the driving forces for empowering participants to 
identify the potential of technology in learning, 
teaching, and postgraduate research. 

There is also a sense from the literature that 
some learning models driving academic develop-
ment programmes in general are not making use 
of the shift in focus from “the sage on the stage” 
mentality of spoon-feeding knowledge to those 
who remain passive in the learning environment 
to the “guide on the side” concept of facilitating 
active and student-centred knowledge construc-
tion. Kandlbinder (2000) in particular refers to 
the tendency of some academic development 
units to adopt an information-centred transmis-
sion approach to online technologies. In order to 

achieve this shift toward student-centred learning, 
collaboration among students needs to be encour-
aged and modeled as an essential ingredient in 
effective teaching. As Harasim (1989) argued, 
students need to be “involved in constructing 
knowledge through a process of discussion and 
interaction with learning peers and experts” (p. 
51). Better use needs to be made of online academic 
development programmes to model these effec-
tive approaches to student learning for academic 
staff and to encourage them to discuss, argue, 
negotiate, and reflect upon their existing beliefs 
and knowledge about pedagogy. 

The assortment of communication technolo-
gies made available in online programmes can 
enable this greater collaboration and interaction 
between academic developers and participants, 
and among participants. In particular, communica-
tion technologies, such as asynchronous discus-
sion fora, synchronous chat sessions, and video 
and Web-cam interactions, broaden the pool of 
experts academic developers can include in their 
online programmes. Few scholars have investi-
gated the impact of involving international guest 
lecturers in online programmes generally and in 
academic development programmes specifically. 
Referring to online student learning, ChanLin 
and Chan (2007) reported on the introduction of 
interdisciplinary experts into an online problem-
based learning (PBL) course. Students in this 
study reported that online interactions with their 
peers, the teacher, the facilitator, and these experts 
greatly enhanced their knowledge.   

Janes (2000) wrote specifically about online 
academic development programmes, emphasising 
some of the benefits of linking with international 
guest lecturers in an online environment. These 
positive features included allowing participants 
in many countries, with varying experiences and 
levels of expertise in technology-based distrib-
uted learning, to share and learn from each other. 
Since the beginning of the certificate programme 
described by Janes, participants have visited 
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each other on special occasions across cities or 
continents, collaborated on projects outside the 
course and after its completion, and coauthored 
papers based on their collaborative work in the 
courses, which have been published in peer-re-
viewed journals and conference proceedings. As 
a result, these opportunities often generate long-
term teaching and research collaborations.  

This chapter argues that the participation of 
international guest lecturers in online course dis-
cussions can allow academic developers to model 
for their academic participants active and student-
centred approaches to teaching and learning. In 
particular, through evaluative data collected from 
two diverse case studies in Ireland and Australia, 
we suggest that the involvement of international 
guest lecturers in academic development pro-
grammes provides additional opportunities for 
academic staff and their international guests to 
recognise, investigate, and critique their assump-
tions about teaching and learning; understand di-
verse international higher education contexts and 
perspectives; and enhance their capacity for clear 
communication and respectful, attentive listening. 
Developing such collaboration between courses 
in different institutions also allows academics to 
establish ongoing international research collabo-
rations on e-learning and other areas of learning 
and teaching, and to embed academic developers 
themselves in a supportive, enriched community 
of academic development practice. The fact that 
these approaches are able to enhance academic 
staff learning in two very different forms of 
higher education pedagogy (e-learning and remote 
postgraduate supervision) further substantiates 
these claims.  Before we can outline these two 
case studies and because there has been so little 
written about incorporating international guest 
experts into academic development programmes, 
this chapter will now outline the professional 
development models for blended learning that we 
have adapted for use in designing our approaches 
to the two case studies.

APPLYInG ProfeSSIonAL  
DeVeLoPMent MoDeLS for 
BLenDeD LeArnInG

There are a number of models of professional 
development for blended learning and e-learning 
that we found useful in designing our approaches 
to interinstitutional collaboration. These models 
can be classified into the following categories. 

Practice models, where examples would be 
Salmon’s (2000) five-step model of online 
learning, Laurillard’s (2001) conversational 
model, and the CSALT (Centre for Studies 
in Advanced Learning Technology, 2001) 
networked learning model.
Theoretical accounts developed in a research 
context and designed to provide coher-
ent explanations of learning phenomena. 
Examples would be accounts written from 
the perspective of activity theory (Issroff & 
Scanlon, 2005), cognitive and constructiv-
ist theories (Thompson, 2001), or theories 
of individual learning differences or styles 
(Sense, 2007).
Taxonomies and ontologies and other practi-
cal accounts exist that do not seem to fit any 
modeling framework such as case studies, 
action research reports (Zuber-Skerritt, 1992), 
project findings, or staff development materi-
als. They are published through a variety of 
learning and teaching groups such as JISC 
(Joint Information Systems Committee) and 
the Higher Education Academy in the United 
Kingdom.

It is the third type of model listed above that 
has been selected for this book chapter because 
it seeks to explore the possibilities and problems 
inherent in interinstitutional academic develop-
ment collaboration through a case-study meth-
odology.

In supporting e-learning practice, Sharpe 
(2004) has proposed a typology consisting of 

1.

2.

3.
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consideration of the following characteristics to 
provide effective support for practitioners wish-
ing to develop and design e-learning: usability, 
contextualisation, professional learning promo-
tion, community work, and good learning design 
promotion. The curriculum design applied in these 
two online case studies addresses each of these 
categories, especially the issues of promoting 
professional learning and working within national 
and international academic communities. More 
recently, a six-stage generic model was developed 
for e-learning professional development (ePD) 
within the further education sector in the United 
Kingdom that is intended to support the raising 
of e-learning capability within the teaching and 
learning environment (Learning and Skills Net-
work, 2007). With particular reference to an Aus-
tralian context, Anderson and Henderson (2004) 
suggest a model within a pragmatic approach to 
extend the traditional boundaries of face-to-face 
training and sustain professional development for 
teachers in the use of e-learning. The key prin-
ciples embedded in these models have also been 
applied in the construction of these two online 
academic development programmes, as will be 
highlighted below.

InternAtIonAL coLLABorAtIon 
In ActIon 

Two case studies are presented: one from the 
Dublin Institute of Technology, Ireland, and one 
from the University of Queensland, Australia. 
The international collaboration that took place 
in both programmes will then be discussed in 
terms of designing relevant activities to maximise 
the effectiveness of the participation of the guest 
lecturers. The intention is not to directly compare 
the cases per se as the subject and contexts are 
different. Table 1 shows a number of key variables 
for the two cases as it is useful to see at a glance 
the scope of each module. 

case Study 1: Designing e-Learning 

A postgraduate diploma module in third-level 
learning and teaching entitled Designing E-Learn-
ing is offered via blended delivery for academic 
staff in higher education in Ireland. Higgins and 
O’Keeffe (2004) speak of effective e-learning and 
good content, and express a belief that most if not 
all learners learn best through blended learning. 

Module Title Designing E-Learning Remotely Interested: Supervising Off-
Campus Research Students

Number of Participants 17 academic teachers 27 postgraduate supervisors

Context
Irish higher education Academic 
development Postgraduate diploma 
programme on e-learning 

Australian higher education
Academic development
programme on remote supervision

Virtual Learning Environment WebCT™ Blackboard™

Other Technologies in Use

Audio tools 
Blogging
Discussion forum & chat
Interactive whiteboard
Videoconferencing

Discussion forum
Online quizzes

Online Activities

Individual
Paired
Small-group problem-based 
learning

Individual, self-paced learning
Asynchronous participant interaction and 
discussion

Table 1. The scope of the two case studies
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Blended learning, as the name suggests, consists 
of a blend of at least two pedagogical approaches. 
Within the context of this Irish case study, blended 
learning is the integration of the face-to-face PBL 
in a classroom with e-learning technologies. For 
example, the classroom is used by the PBL group 
to discuss critical concepts, and the discussion 
boards, e-mail, and synchronous chat room in the 
online environment WebCT are used to encourage 
the international dimension to participant dialogue 
around the concept. In addition, where relevant, 
guest lecturers have recommended resources for 
the e-library and provided important contextual 
and background information for their profile area. 
See Figure 1 for an illustration of the module 
design, with specific components that have been 
utilised for international collaboration highlighted 
in blue. There are four main components to the 
online site: resources, module information, the 
PBL collaborative area (where the participants 
and the guest lecturers dialogue), and the prob-

lem work space (where the participants work 
iteratively together to produce the end product 
of the module).

This module is part of an accredited profes-
sional development programme for academic 
staff. A specific approach was taken to the design 
and delivery of this module by using PBL as the 
dominant pedagogical model. An international 
dimension was integrated into the design of the 
problem by introducing online collaboration 
with peers in Australia over the 10 weeks of the 
module’s duration.

Activity features at the heart of the design of 
the module. Communication and collaboration 
activities in the module included peer, lecturer, 
and international guest-expert communications, 
which all supported the participants in their 
questioning, challenging, and constructing of 
knowledge about the design of e-learning. Strands 
of recent thought about effective learning and pro-
fessional development stress the primacy of peer 

Figure 1. Schema of the international dimension to the designing e-learning module
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interaction, continuing reflection, the importance 
of experience, and the grounding of theory in 
practice (Kolb, 1984; Schön, 1990; Wenger, 1998). 
Figure 2 shows the different levels at which activity 
takes place. Participants begin the module with 
a number of activities designed to allow them to 
become well acquainted with each other and build 
trust and collegiality in their PBL groups. This 
evolves into a widening of perspectives by interact-
ing with international guest lecturers. Central to 
this is the sharing of experience and perceptions 
as academics working in different disciplines, but 
all with the same intention of wishing to design 
e-learning and PBL courses. Tasks have been 
designed to enable the participants to engage with 
conceptual frameworks in the field of e-learning 
and PBL, and through the PBL experience, they 
begin the journey of applying theory to practice. 
The tools used to support this learning process 
are asynchronous discussion boards, synchronous 
chat rooms, reflection through blogging software, 
and the face-to-face PBL tutorial itself.

Liberman (2000) believes that the building of 
teacher networks or communities is increasingly 
seen as a way of fostering the conditions in which 
this type of development can take place. An ex-
periential view of learning informs the way we, 
as academic developers, design and modify our 
courses as we believe that there is no substitute 
for our own experience delivering these courses. 
However, inherent in this is our belief in provid-
ing ourselves with opportunity for reflection and 
research and to allow both to feed into subsequent 
stages of course design.

case Study 2: Supervising  
off-campus research Students

An online module on remote supervision, entitled 
Remotely Interested: Supervising Off-Campus 
Research Students, is offered as part of a non-
accredited academic development programme 
on postgraduate supervision at an Australian 
university. This full-year programme, Becoming 

Figure 2. Activity in the module
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an Effective Supervisor, also adopts a blended ap-
proach to learning, containing three face-to-face 
interactive sessions on aspects of postgraduate 
supervision, one online e-learning module, and 
one mentoring module based within the partici-
pants’ school or disciplinary area. The content 
and style of delivery are deliberately matched, 
particularly in the online module, which is about 
the pedagogical issues and strategies involved in 
supervising students from a distance using the 
growing array of available online technologies 
(Manathunga, 2002). In Australia, off-campus re-
search students are officially classified as remote. 
They may be off-shore or international students 
who are located at some distance from the cam-
pus; they are enrolled in or based externally due 
to work and/or family commitments.

The rationale for this module is derived from 
a number of factors. First of all, remote or online 
supervision is likely to become an increasing fea-
ture of postgraduate supervision work for many 
supervisors as more international students elect 
to remain in their own countries while undertak-
ing higher degrees in research and as mature-age 
students with a range of work and/or family com-
mitments increasingly enroll in research studies. 
Even for on-campus students, the availability of 
a myriad of e-technologies that can support post-
graduate supervision has led to a rapid increase 
in supervision via e-mail, online chat sessions 
and discussion fora, and a number of Web-cam 
technologies. Second, many supervisors lack 
experience in online teaching and technologies, 
and this module presents them with the oppor-
tunity to engage in online learning. The module 
participants are also from a range of disciplinary 
and professional backgrounds, including the health 
sciences, sciences, engineering, social sciences, 
and humanities. While the programme is largely 
designed for new or intending supervisors, many 
participants have supervised research students for 
considerable periods of time, ensuring that there 
is a full spectrum of supervision experience levels 
in the group. In this particular module, some su-

pervisors are already supervising remote research 
students while others are interested in future 
remote supervision; others supervise students 
who engage in lengthy periods of fieldwork and 
require extended periods of remote guidance.      

In a similar way to the design of the Designing 
E-Learning module described in Case Study 1, the 
2-week module on remote supervision requires 
the participants to engage in a range of activities, 
including reading course materials and readings, 
listening to example audio files, and engaging 
in online activities in the discussion forum (see 
Figure 3). In the first week of the module, which 
explores the issues students and supervisors face 
in remote supervision, former remote student and 
supervisor Dr. Ted Brown along with Associate 
Professor Sylvia Rodger joins the discussion 
forum. Rodger and Brown (2000) jointly wrote 
“Enhancing Graduate Supervision in Occupa-
tional Therapy Education through Alternative 
Delivery,” which is used as a key reading in 
this part of the programme. They are able to 
provide the participants with additional insights 
into these issues from personal experience and 
from the research they conducted for this article. 
Figure 3 outlines the three main components of 
the online Web site. These include resources for 
self-directed learning, which are described above; 
tasks and modules, which explain the programme’s 
stimulus material and online activities; and com-
munications, where lecturers, participants, and 
national and international guest lecturers carry 
out the online activities and discussion. Figure 3 
has also highlighted the location of the specific 
national and international components within 
the programme.

Strategies for effective remote supervision 
are explored in the second week of the module 
and are supported by the involvement in the 
discussion forum of Professor Roly Sussex, who 
provided an example audio file as an indication 
of the ways technology can be used to provide 
remote research students with feedback on their 
writing. It is also at this point in the programme 
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that one of the authors, an Irish practitioner on 
e-learning and my coauthor in this book chapter, 
joins the discussion forum and provides advice 
on the use of innovative technologies for effective 
remote supervision. When the programme was 
conducted in 2005 and 2006, she was also a remote 
doctorate student herself, ensuring that she could 
provide additional insights into the issues faced 
by remote research students (see Figure 3).

evaluation of the International  
collaborative Approach  

Networking with other academics and academic 
developers internationally is a strong feature of 
these modules, and practice in designing e-learn-
ing and e-supervision is enhanced by the multiple 
perspectives this collaboration brings. In recent 
years, through the Designing E-Learning module, 

communities of practice have been developed 
with colleagues in Scotland, Finland, and most 
recently, Australia. In the Remote Supervision 
module, international online collaboration has 
occurred at several locations within Australia 
and with Ireland. The essence of these modules 
involves participants being brought together by 
joining in common activities.

In the first case study, the group meets online 
with the asynchronous feature of the online learn-
ing environment WebCT, which is designed to 
scaffold participants as they organise their PBL 
group task then synthesise, post, and critique the 
results of their deliberations. Real-time online 
events occur throughout this model through the 
WebCT Synchronous Chatroom tool, which is 
used for problem-solving areas of the curriculum 
so that the lecturer can help students on a one-
to-one or one-to-small-group basis. In the second 

Figure 3. Schema of the international dimension to a module on remote supervision
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case study, participants are joined by national and 
international guest lecturers from Melbourne and 
Ireland in the asynchronous discussion forum pro-
vided by Blackboard. In both cases, participants 
interact with each other through posting e-mail 
and discussion-board questions. The strengths 
of this approach are the online collaborative 
discussions, presentations by participants, and 
interaction between online lecturers, participants, 
and international guest lecturers from Australia 
and Ireland.

The purpose of an asynchronous link via a 
discussion board was to rejuvenate the groups’ 
work and discussions by introducing, in the 
first case, two guest lecturers from TEDI in the 
University of Queensland, Australia, and, in the 
second case, guest lecturers from Monash Uni-
versity in Melbourne, Australia, and the Learning 
and Teaching Centre in the Dublin Institute of 
Technology, Ireland. Through such expansion of 
physical classroom boundaries, an MP3 audio file 
adds live interaction to asynchronous distance 
learning. Such guest lecturers can be invited in 
to join the conference so students can interact 
directly with experts in their fields (Cotlar & 
Shimabukuro, 1995).  

In the first case study, some of the varied in-
teractions between participants and international 
guest lecturers included discussions about how to 
assess online participation, how guest lecturers 
can keep up with the volume of online postings, 
how to maintain participant motivation for e-learn-
ing and collaborative learning, how to make the 
most of e-learning in visual disciplines, the use 
of online role play, and how a guest lecturer can 
pick up on early signs of problems for first-year 
students.

The inclusion of one short vignette of guest-
lecturer intervention in online discussions clearly 
shows the development of a key issue in the De-
signing E-Learning module. The topic that arose 
for discussion centred on the cause and impact of 
online bullying between students.

Participant: These questions have being troubling 
me since I started reflecting on my experience as 
an online student. How does or can a lecturer 
recognise online bullying, is it peer pressure or 
intimidation?…could silence or non/minimum 
participation in online chats and discussions be 
perceived as peer intimidation if for no other 
reason than a lack of confidence by the timid 
individual? [In a group learning scenario] can 
people who seemingly reply to each other on an 
individual basis throughout all online discussions 
be seen as not listening to the other individuals in 
the group? It would appear that seeing a friend-
ship form F2F is more acceptable and obvious 
than seeing it form online. 
Tutor: I think you’ve raised really important and 
difficult issues that are so different from face-to-
face teaching. I think it is extremely difficult for 
us as lecturers to recognise online bullying, peer 
pressure and intimidation. There’s also the whole 
issue of lurking and silence and what that means 
and how we interpret it. Silence can mean all 
sorts of things like busy workloads (like you say), 
wanting to reflect and respond to a full debate at 
the end, lacking confidence, lurking and getting 
lots from the conversation and using it in other 
ways etc.
For some quieter people, the online environment 
is great because they can carefully construct their 
responses and re-read them to make sure they 
make sense before sending them and it means they 
don’t have to try and jump into fast free-flowing 
discussions like you do in face-to-face settings. 
I’ve heard that students whose second language 
is English often feel more comfortable with email 
and other online types of communication for those 
reasons.
Participant: Thanks! You have given me a new 
insight into how online responses or lack of does 
not always mean that the individual is being nega-
tive or over controlling. The tutor’s [lecturer’s] 
responses has now prompted me to think about 
my own personality and how I might be perceived 
online by others in my learning group.
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In addition, by sharing a number of professional 
and personal experiences with this participant, one 
of the authors was able to convey her meaning 
about the important issue of online bullying in a 
coherent and meaningful way.

The use of audio messages in this module was 
well received by the participants:

Thank you for your very generous contributions 
and the wonderful sites and knowledge you have 
given us. I have just finished listening to the 
recorded messages. The use of the MP3 gives 
another dimension to eLearning, as it brings the 
other person to life. (online posting from DIT 
module participant, 2006)
One guest lecturer introduced us to the use of an 
MP3 Player to record her responses and provided 
the group with audio feedback to individual ques-
tions. At first I did not see the value of this and 
assumed it as a gimmick rather than a teaching 
technology to aid learning. I now believe that the 
wizardry of delivery tools can be used to comple-
ment instructional design. It was only after the 
event that I discovered how extremely important 
the voice recordings were and saw this as an 
alternative to live chat and video conferencing. 

Replacing the typed word with voice recorded 
messages could make participation easier for 
some of my students, who can feel embarrassed by 
the type of difficulties they struggle to cope with 
such as literacy skills, slower mental processing, 
attention and organisational difficulties which 
can lead to internalized negative labels which 
can result in a lack of confidence. The students 
can verbally express their perspectives using the 
audio recordings and can instantly record their 
thoughts and feelings. (online reflective posting 
from DIT module Participant, 2006)

In the second case study, a range of remote 
postgraduate supervision issues were debated 
by the lecturer, participants, and the national and 
international guest lecturers. Table 2 describes 
this list of topics when the module was delivered 
in 2005 and 2006. 

As a result of the debate, participants were able 
to gain many useful insights into the issues and 
dilemmas associated with this breadth of topics 
and learn about a variety of effective online super-
vision strategies and technologies from national 
and international experts. As one participant in 
this module indicated, national and international 
guest lecturers helped students “consider some 

2005 2006

Missing subtle nonverbal cues about students 
having difficulties
Recommended frequency of contact with 
remote students
Positive aspects of remote supervision (written, 
recorded interaction, international collaboration, 
etc.)
Research methodologies in online courses
Modes of interacting with remote students 
including audio and video

•

•

•

•
•

Costs for students of remote vs. face-to-face 
study
Keeping student motivated and procrastination 
issues
Required continuity of contact
Negotiating with remote principal and local 
associate supervisors
Possible lack of commitment by remote 
students given their other responsibilities
Similarities between remote and on-campus 
student issues
Breaking the ice with remote students
Using audio for supervision interactions
Useful online activities for supervision 
interaction

•

•

•
•

•

•

•
•
•

Table 2. Online interactions with national and international participants
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of the complexities remote students have to face 
when conducting their research away from a 
traditional campus setting” (Remote Supervision 
module participant, 2006).

Benefits of the International  
collaborative Approach

Open-ended qualitative questionnaires were used 
in both modules to collect evaluative data and 
selected quotes from participants are included to 
illustrate the range of perceived impacts felt by 
the participants as each module came to a close. 
Participants emphasised some key benefits in 
using the international collaborative approach 
adopted in the two cases: including the provision 
and broadening of multiple perspectives, opening 
up the potential for networking, expanding the 
sense of being part of an international commu-
nity of practice, and very importantly tackling 
the issue of isolation that many academics feel 
in their practice, revealing that colleagues from 
other countries and disciplines were also facing 
similar problems and coming up with strategies 
to cope with them. Each is now discussed in 
more detail with supporting evidence from the 
qualitative questionnaires.

Interacting with peers from higher education 
institutions internationally was regarded as impor-
tant for providing multiple perspectives to learning 
collaboratively: “Being in a blended community 
of like-minded individuals was a positive and 
exciting experience—especially having interna-
tional guest professionals. Experiencing live video 
conferencing, online discussions, and podcasting 
have left me with a great sense of achievement as 
a learner” (DIT module participant, 2006).

Bringing internationality into the groups to 
discuss the variety of ways of using different 
media in education proved highly influential 
to broadening perspectives for the participants 
in the module: “It was wonderful to be able to 
communicate with such knowledgeable academ-

ics from halfway round the world” (DIT module 
participant, 2005). Another participant said,

What I really enjoyed was having other people 
coming in to speak with us. For example, the 
international guest tutors [lecturers] who joined 
our online discussions, which was a huge input 
and gave us great variety in our debates on 
topics. They introduced new perspectives and a 
touch of the exotic to our learning. (DIT module 
participant, 2005)

Similar feedback was received from 2005 
and 2006 participants in the Remote Supervision 
module. In particular, participants emphasised 
the effectiveness of guest lecturers: “Hearing the 
perspective from people from other institutions 
and also from people from different countries 
provides new perspectives and insights…and 
dimensions” (Remote Supervision module par-
ticipant, 2005).

They also suggested that national and inter-
national guest lecturers provided an 

opportunity to see how other institutions (and 
individuals) manage remote student supervision. 
They gave me suggestions for managing remote 
students that I had never previously considered, 
e.g. using online chat [and]…helped me to ap-
preciate other ways in which students and super-
visors can interact. (Remote Supervision module 
participant, 2006)

An external evaluator of the module on remote 
supervision also emphasised the value of incor-
porating multiple international perspectives. In 
particular, she commented on the pedagogical 
benefits of including “remote students and ex-
perienced supervisors…(including a supervisor 
of students whose second language is English, 
who also has suggestions for new and innovative 
technological tools) and an online learning expert, 
who are all able to contribute different perspec-
tives on remote supervision” (external evaluator, 
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UQ module, 2006). She also highlighted the vast 
potential for networking and broadening the sense 
of being part of an international community of 
practice. She commented, “The effect of having an 
expert based in Ireland and on leave in Spain is to 
extend the ‘research community’ and suggest the 
benefits of online access.” Similarly, the external 
examiner for the Designing E-Learning module 
drew attention to the importance of the interna-
tional collaboration between module participants 
and the international guest lecturers: “From the 
participants’ perspective, this is an innovative 
and exciting use of the technology to place their 
learning in an authentic academic context and 
enhance their experience of eLearning; they are 
truly seeing the value that technology can bring 
to a learning event.”

Another benefit identified by participants in the 
Remote Supervision module was the reassurance 
that remote students and supervisors all around 
the world were dealing with similar problems and 
challenges. As one participant indicated,

If the same problems are encountered by people 
across the board (including external and interna-
tional participants) then it adds to the evidence 
that some issues might be universal and not just 
due to problems/oversights/procedures at your 
own university. So essentially [this]…allows you 
to evaluate better the “uniqueness” of the issues 
encountered (i.e. common, institute-specific, 
field-specific etc).…[It] might not help you to 
solve the issue but makes you feel better if you 
know everyone has the same problem;-). (Remote 
Supervision module participant, 2006)

The technology also facilitated a burgeoning 
network within the module and beyond with the 
international guest lecturers, and this is poten-
tially a positive force for change in practice. The 
participants themselves believe that digital tech-
nologies will progressively extend opportunities 
to engage in collaborative reflective PBL practice 
across disciplines:

For me the video conferencing sessions on 
the module with the international guest tutors 
[lecturers] were activating events for my learn-
ing. We had things in common with them as 
fellow educators and they got us to consider key 
learning issues as their postings were very deep 
and really got you to think through an issue. We 
continued to liaise with them for weeks after the 
module closed and one of the Australian tutors 
[lecturers] invited us to participate in their own 
online courses with fellow teachers from there. 
(DIT module participant, 2006)

Limitations of the International  
collaborative Approach

It is also important to highlight some of the 
limitations involved in inviting external national 
and international guest lecturers into online aca-
demic development programmes. First, a sense 
of pressure can pervade both sides of the online 
communication. In interacting with experts from 
a discipline, participants in a module can feel they 
are under scrutiny. There can also be pressure for 
international guest lecturers inherent in dealing 
with what can be a large number of often vague 
queries from participants. This can make it diffi-
cult to craft suitable responses for each participant 
query when, quite often, the guest lecturers are 
brought into the module after it has begun and are 
lacking knowledge about participants’ contexts 
and backgrounds. Also, technical problems can 
arise at any time, and timetable issues can be 
a problem, especially if the international guest 
lecturers are from different hemispheres. Each of 
these limitations is now discussed in more detail 
with supporting evidence from the qualitative 
questionnaires.

While participants in the Remote Supervision 
module did not identify any problems with the 
involvement of national and international guest 
lecturers, it is possible to reflect upon the nature 
of some of the online interactions between par-
ticipants and guests and to draw upon our own 
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experience of being international guests. Some 
of the initial interactions between participants 
and guests in the Remote Supervision module 
appear to suggest that participants can feel under 
pressure, at least at first, to think of something to 
ask the international guest just to make them feel 
welcome and included in the online dialogue. This 
can result in very open-ended requests for informa-
tion or perspectives. For example, one participant 
asked the guest lecturer, “From your experience, 
do you have a list of suggested online activities 
that work well for interactions between students 
and advisors? Are there some activities that do not 
work well?” (Remote Supervision module online 
discussion forum, August 15, 2006). The guest 
lecturer, in her response, clearly recognised the 
underlying purpose of the question and acknowl-
edged the invitation to join the discussion by the 
participant: “many thanks for the question, and 
for bringing me into your discussion this week” 
(Remote Supervision module online discussion 
forum, August 16, 2006). It was important to 
recognise that such a broad question needed to 
be broken down in order to give a focused and 
meaningful response. However, this question was 
able to generate considerable further discussion 
and debate and, in many senses, even face-to-face 
discussions often begin broadly and then delve 
down into specific issues and perspectives.  

Looking at this same issue from another 
perspective, it can also be difficult to avoid the 
discussions that may simply be a one-way chan-
neling of resources and advice from experts by 
participants instead of a two-way exploration of 
key issues. In the Designing E-Learning module, 
a number of participants opened their dialogue 
with such requests.

What are your views and advice re the evaluation 
of eLearning courses and can you suggest some 
useful websites?

I’ve two questions I’d like to ask you. It would ap-
pear from the volume of literature from Australia 

in the field of online learning that you guys are 
pretty much world leaders in this. Is that so? The 
other thing I’d like is any resources you can give 
on learner assessment. (online postings from DIT 
module participants, 2005)

It is important to convey to participants that 
the opportunity for collaboration need not turn 
into an inquisition. One participant in particular 
set a series of long and sometimes very discipline-
specific questions for the guest lecturer.

I have been wondering how difficult is it to start 
an online module or programme if there has been 
no experience of it in one’s institute. What do you 
feel are the initial essential requirements? Are 
there real benefits for the Management?

What type of assessment works best in a learning 
support site such as ours?

I find the on-screen comments can be a little con-
descending after a while. Is there another method 
of feedback that is low on labour, yet effective?

Is online learning very popular “down under”? 
Has it been successful in construction educa-
tion?

Do you have any research on what students think 
before, during and after information skills online 
modules? (online postings from DIT module par-
ticipants, 2005-2006)

From a participant perspective also, there 
may exist what can be termed a novice-expert 
gap. In the Designing E-Learning module, some 
of the participants who had previously identified 
themselves as novices as regards their knowl-
edge or experience of e-learning were initially 
wary of electronic discussion exchange with the 
guest lecturers and expressed fears of appearing 
inadequate in the public discussions in front of 
the international experts: “The guest lecturers 
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posted encouraging introductory messages and 
these removed my fear of interacting with expert 
practitioners in the eLearning field. I learnt that 
the human touch is possible in this environment 
despite the cool nature of electronic delivery” 
(online posting from DIT module participant, 
2006).

However, as suggested here, this can be 
tempered by a thorough introduction made by 
the experts to the participants highlighting their 
own journey on this pathway. Once this unease 
is overcome, the participants settle into a mutual 
development of ideas with the guest lecturers: 
“We look forward to your comments; it’s really 
great to have an international dimension to our 
learning” (online posting from DIT module par-
ticipant, 2006).

As an international guest, you can feel like 
you lack a lot of information about the partici-
pants’ contexts and backgrounds. This can cre-
ate concerns that you may be overly general or 
simplistic in your response or that you may have 
given a response that is completely irrelevant to 
the participants’ contexts. As an international 
guest, one of the authors has felt that she has 
had to rely on the patience and good will of the 
participants to respond generously to her lack 
of understanding about their context and issues. 
In particular, this highlights the need in online 
academic programmes for cultural sensitivity and 
an understanding of educational practices in other 
countries (MacKinnon & Manathunga, 2003). 
These intercultural communication skills are, 
however, a vital part of teaching and researching 
in globalised higher education and, as a result, 
provide participants with an excellent opportunity 
to enhance their own skill levels.

In some ways, these limitations can be partly 
addressed by incorporating in the module content 
as much information as possible about the back-
ground and expertise of both the international 
guests and the participants. It also helps to provide 
the international guest with an indication of the 
projects or assessment topics being explored by 

participants. As outlined in Figures 1 and 3, the 
authors have factored these considerations into 
the design of their online modules. The other 
way these issues can be addressed is to emphasise 
the importance of generosity, patience, respect-
fulness, and good will in online discussions. 
While these characteristics assist in the effective 
flowing of discussion in any face-to-face session 
(especially in intercultural learning settings), 
they are even more vital in online programmes, 
where misunderstandings may more easily occur 
because of a lack of nonverbal and other contex-
tual information.    

On a more pragmatic note, there may be a 
number of technical difficulties and limitations in-
volved in incorporating national and international 
guest lecturers into online academic development 
programmes. One of the significant things we 
have learnt about online technology is to try and 
keep it simple. Technical problems tend to grow 
when crossing country borders. However, these 
difficulties are gradually being resolved as the 
technology develops. For example, until quite 
recently, videoconferencing was an expensive, 
labour-intensive, and unreliable technology. Over 
the past 5 years, this has dramatically changed 
so that now video over IP (Internet protocol) has 
become cheap, simple, and effective.

Time-tabling can also prove to be another 
obstacle. Many different course-calendar arrange-
ments exist in our international academic world, 
making joint time-tabling quite a hassle. In addi-
tion, different time zones, even in asynchronous 
online communication, can sometimes create 
confusion and may increase expectations of how 
long international guests need to be involved in 
online discussions.

DIScuSSIon 

Embedding an international dimension in the 
learning and teaching process, with special refer-
ence to the potential role of ICT in that process, is 
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more complex than it first appears. Whilst theo-
retical models of professional development (e.g., 
Sharpe, 2004) emphasise a number of different 
levels such as usability, contextualisation, profes-
sional learning promotion, community work, and 
good learning–design promotion, we have found 
in practice that integrating international collabo-
ration needs to be infused throughout all aspects 
of curriculum design. Through international 
collaboration between participants on academic 
development programmes, there certainly is po-
tential to contribute to the creation and transla-
tion of knowledge about learning, teaching, and 
supervision. This contributes toward a flexibility 
of bridging across structures in such social and 
academic networks. We believe that the model of 
exchange between participants and guest lecturers 
in both case studies has been fruitful in unpacking 

the relationship between theory and practice in 
the pursuit of knowledge about learning, teaching, 
and remote supervision.

The value of international collaboration as 
experienced in the cases detailed in this chapter 
is illuminated through a consideration of how the 
educator can design relevant discussion activities 
to enhance the engagement of the guest lecturer(s) 
with the module participants. Brookfield and 
Preskill (1999) have claimed for many years to 
be unwaveringly committed to teaching through 
discussion and point to the benefits consistently 
enjoyed through practice. Of the 15 advantages 
the learner experiences from participating in 
discussion, a number have appeared in these 
case studies, particularly as evidenced by the 
participant quotes previously: an increase in 
the breadth of discussions, participants becom-

Value of International Online Discussions Relevant Activities

Helps participants recognise and investigate their assumptions With the group’s knowledge and permission, assign 
different roles to participants with some being asked to be a 
respectful “devil’s advocate”
Encourage international guest lecturers to respectfully 
unpack  
participant’s implicit assumptions about e-learning or 
remote supervision 

•

•

Encourages attentive, respectful listening Set ground rules for respectful communication in the course
Model inclusive practice and respectful listening in the 
lecturer’s own postings

•
•

Helps participants explore a diversity of perspectives Deliberately choose international guest lecturers who you 
know have very different perspectives from your own

•

Increases breadth and makes participants more empathetic to 
the experience of online students

Ask students or former students to join in discussions of 
online learning
Provide case studies and readings that highlight students’ 
experiences of online learning

•

•

Shows respect for participants’ voices and experiences Set ground rules for respectful acknowledgement of 
participants’ perspectives

•

Helps participants develop skills of synthesis and integration Model how to effectively summarise and weave together 
participants’ postings in the lecturer’s contributions to 
online discussions

•

Increases participants’ awareness of and tolerance for ambiguity 
or complexity in a topic

Deliberately choose international guest lecturers who you 
know have very different perspectives from your own 
Present arguments for and against the use of particular 
online technologies to prompt debate and higher order 
understanding

•

•

Table 3. International online critical discourse
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ing aware of the need to be more empathetic to 
the experience of online students, participants 
becoming connected to a topic, and raised aware-
ness by participants of tolerance for ambiguity 
or complexity in a topic. Table 3 shows all the 
rewards experienced by participants in the online 
discussions. Recognising the importance of criti-
cal discourse within professional development, it 
is argued that experiencing these benefits can lead 
toward improvement in academics’ approaches to 
e-learning and e-teaching. 

As a result, participants are given the opportu-
nity to engage in the final two stages of Salmon’s 
(2000) model of computer-mediated conferencing: 
knowledge construction and development. This 
is not only valuable for students’ own learning 
about e-design or remote supervision, or whatever 
topic the academic development programme is 
emphasising. It also models for them how effec-
tive e-moderators can encourage students to reach 
these higher order levels of engagement in online 
learning. Therefore, their comfort levels with on-
line technologies are greatly improved (Donnelly 
& O’Rourke, 2007) and their own approaches to 
online teaching and learning are enhanced through 
experiential learning (Biggs, 1999; Brookfield, 
1990). In particular, this experiential form of 
academic development enhances academics’ 
ability to respond to the learning needs of the 
Internet generation and to make the most of the 
pedagogical and technical possibilities afforded by 
e-learning technologies (Oblinger, 2006; Oblinger 
& Oblinger, 2005; Seely Brown, 2000).   

Specifically, the academic participants ex-
perience firsthand the benefits of incorporating 
external national and international guest lecturers 
in online programmes and are, therefore, more 
likely to adopt this approach in their own online 
teaching. This chapter confirms the work of Janes 
(2000) on the value of linking with international 
guest lecturers in an online environment. It has 
provided evidence from the voice of the partici-
pants themselves as to the coherence and depth 
reached in their online discussions. It also extends 

Salmon’s (2000) ideas about how to broaden 
online conference experiences, in particular by 
the provision of examples of online discussion 
activities to attain critical discourse amongst a 
group of interdisciplinary participants. 

Academic participants involved in online 
academic development programmes that incor-
porate national and international guest lecturers 
also have the potential to develop ongoing teach-
ing and research partnerships with academics 
around the world, as Janes (2000) also found. 
This chapter reveals a number of case studies of 
such long-term international collaboration. This 
is beneficial to encourage long-term partnerships 
among academic staff working in disciplines. It 
also enables the building and strengthening of 
academic developers’ knowledge and enhances 
the effectiveness of the academic development 
international community of practice.     

Teaching in higher education has often been 
characterized as an isolated activity, yet oppor-
tunities for lecturers to work and learn together 
are slowly increasing. Underlying this shift is 
the view that as academic staff work on new 
practices and teaching challenges together, they 
will reveal different teaching styles and experi-
ences, express varied perspectives, and stimulate 
reflection and professional growth. The two case 
studies discussed in this chapter raise questions 
about how lecturers participate and learn in their 
professional development programmes and how 
to structure such collaboration to maximise lec-
turer learning. 

future reSeArch DIrectIon

There is still a great deal to be thought about, de-
bated, and researched in the area of international 
involvement in online academic development 
programmes. In particular, more case studies of 
the flow-on effects of online academic develop-
ment and the inclusion of external participants to 
online student learning programmes need to be 
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written. As part of the former, it may be important 
to explore large-scale rollouts in the undergradu-
ate curriculum to move toward a more sustainable 
training and development culture in an institution. 
So, too, it would be useful to have more case stud-
ies of long-term teaching and research collabora-
tions between academics that have occurred as a 
result of interacting with external participants in 
online academic development programmes. There 
also need to be more intensive evaluations of the 
efficacy of this approach and more longitudinal 
studies to confirm its effectiveness.

concLuSIon 

This chapter has argued that the impact of in-
ternational collaboration in online academic 
development programmes was important in these 
case studies. We have argued that the quality of 
online academic development programmes was 
enhanced by involving national and international 
guests in online discussions. A review of the 
literature in the theoretical and practical field of 
academic development and intra-institution inter-
national collaboration suggested that the presence 
and participation of guest speakers was important 
because it would allow diverse perspectives to 
be explored and debated. This chapter indicates 
how this strategy can be effectively applied to 
the online teaching environment, which links 
with the aims of this book to support academic 
staff in experimenting with e-learning and to 
value e-teaching. In particular, these case stud-
ies demonstrated that international collaboration 
in online academic development programmes 
enhances participants’ abilities as teachers to 
help their own students recognise and investigate 
their assumptions, develop respectful listening 
and other communication skills, increase their 
cognitive agility, develop their capacities for 
critical thinking and synthesizing information 
and viewpoints, and increase their tolerance for 
ambiguity or complexity in various topics. As a 

result, it emphasises the importance of teachers or 
lecturers experiencing e-learning from a learner’s 
perspective before engaging in e-teaching, which 
is a key theme of this book.

While there is still a great deal of research 
needed into this issue, this chapter has confirmed 
a number of implications of incorporating national 
and international guest lecturers into academic 
development programmes that enhance online 
learning and teaching and strengthen an inter-
national academic development community of 
practice.
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