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In 1984 USP teaching staff were asked to complete a questionnaire about 
their attitudes to teaching by the extension mode. One of the questions 
was, "Would you prefer to work in a course team or individually?" The 61 
responses (80% of the teaching staff at Laucala Bay Campus) were as 
follows: Prefer team approach - 35.4%; Individual approach - 18.5%; No 
particular preference - 40.0% (Naidu 1985, 134). The high percentage of 
staff falling into the "No particular preference" category is interesting, 
and, it is suggested, reflects a certain lack of understanding and/or lack of 
experience of what the team approach to the writing of extension courses is 
all about. 

This short paper arises from a seminar conducted for USP teaching staff in 
May 1987 and attempts to do four things: 

1 to explore the concept of the course team; 
2 to examine some models of course teams; 

3 to highlight some of the advantages and problems of using the course 
team approach; 

4 to suggest ways and means of ensuring that course teams at USP are 
effective. 

The concept of the course team 

The concept of a 'course team' can best be explored by trying to answer two 
questions. What does a course team do? Who are the people that make up 
a course team? In thinking about the first question it is useful to identify a 
number of stages through which all extension courses go. For purposes of 
continuity it would seem advantageous for all members of the team to be 
concerned with all stages. Figure 1 below presents the evolution of an 
extension course diagrammatically. It is important to note that evaluation 
is seen here as something that is continuous. Team members should under-
take evaluative procedures before the extension course is ever produced, 
and continue to do so during the teaching (formative evaluation) and after-
wards (summative evaluation). 
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Figure 1 The cyclic and continuous evaluation of extension courses. 

As shown in Figure 1, a course evolves through a number of stages from 
the initial planning through to production and finally to teaching. 
Evaluation is a continuous process that results in the course being revised 
(often only a very minor revision) before being taught again. A course is 
therefore dynamic rather than static, since decisions are being made 
throughout the years of its life. The course team has the responsibility for 
making the necessary decisions, seeing that the course is produced on time 
and in accordance with team wishes, and finally seeing that it is taught and 
evaluated effectively. Since this is a continuous and evolutionary process it 
makes sense to have a number of key people involved continuously for a 
number of years. In effect this group becomes a 'course team'. 

But who are the people that make up a course team? The answer to this 
question depends upon which of three conceptions you have of a course 
team. An extension course, unlike an on-campus course, involves a great 
many people in the different stages of its life. During the initial planning 
stage (Figure 1) only the teaching staff is concerned. At a later stage course 
developers are included and later still the expertise of a great many others is 
sought, depending on the instructional design of the course. For example, 
it may be necessary to call in a photographer, an audio technician or media 
staff with expertise in video production. All extension courses require the 
assistance of graphic artists, word processor operators, typists, copyright 
clearance staff, printers and despatch unit staff to enable the final 
production and distribution to take place. Once the course is ready to be 
offered to students another set of people becomes involved. Centre staff 
counsel students, and administer enrolments, tutor visits, and the receipt 
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and return of assignments; local tutors and markers may be appointed to 
assist the course tutor; and so it goes on. 

In the widest sense it could be argued that all these people are important 
and that together they make up the course team. This inclusive conception 
could be simply known as the 'full' team. Certainly,the co-operation of all 
these people is essential at the appropriate time, but since many of them are 
fulfilling only a service function, and become involved only briefly and 
occasionally during the life of the course, their membership of the course 
team is qualitatively different from that of, say, the course writer. 

A second conception of a course team I shall refer to as the 'core' team. The 
core team consists of those personnel who are involved in most of the 
decisions most of the time with regard to the planning, production, 
teaching and evaluation of a course. Included here are the course writer or 
writers, the course developer, the course co-ordinator and other teaching 
staff. Between them, these people are instrumental in making all the major 
decisions about the way a course is presented, designed and taught. 

A third conception of a course team I term the 'flexible' team. In the 
flexible team approach the core team calls upon the expertise of specialist 
staff to join the team if and when required. It is important that such 
specialist personnel be involved in discussions with the core team at the 
appropriate times and that they be given proper recognition for their 
services. However, their input is limited to certain times and to certain 
aspects of the production and evaluation processes. Their potential impact 
should not be underestimated and for this reason I find the flexible team 
approach the most acceptable since it accords full (temporary) member-
ship of the team when necessary. Included under this flexible team 
approach are such specialists as the graphic artists, audio and video 
production managers and other non-service personnel. The 'full', 'core' 
and 'flexible' teams are shown diagrammatically in Figure 2. 

Course team models 

Figure 2 represents the course team concept as it applies to the University 
of the South Pacific. Course teams of various types have of course been 
established throughout the world in many other distance education 
institutions. Kevin Smith has described in some detail the various course 
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team models in existence elsewhere (1980). A short account of Smith's five 
course team models is included here in order to put the USP's approach 
into better perspective. 

Before 1970 the small number of universities and tertiary colleges that 
offered what was then referred to as 'correspondence' education followed 
what Smith describes as "the intuition model". Essentially, the on-campus 
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Figure 2 Diagrammatic representation of the full, core and flexible team models 
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lecturer wrote up his/her lecture notes in a rather fuller format than was 
necessary for delivering a lecture, gave this to a typist who then had it 
printed, bound and sent out to the students. In effect a student received a 
set of lecture notes and a list of assignments to be completed. There were 
no attempts to provide the interactive materials that are supplied to 
students today and it was largely left to the student's intuition as to how 
best to cope. 

Arguably the most significant development in tertiary teaching occurred in 
1968 when the British Labour Government, under Harold Wilson, 
launched the United Kingdom's Open University (UKOU). Branded by 
many as the second chance university, it sought to help solve some of the 
problems brought about by a highly selective university entrance system 
that had existed in Britain for many years. The University was 'open' to 
anybody over the age of 18 who wished to enrol. The UKOU established 
"a systems approach" to distance education. In close liaison with the 
British Broadcasting Corporation (television), degree courses were offered 
to tens of thousands of students all over the British Isles. Large course 
teams were established for each new course. Consisting of as many as 30 
merribers, these teams spent around two years writing and perfecting their 
courses. Once written they were expected to run for several years before 
renewal. A comprehensive network of tutor-counsellors was appointed 
throughout the country to provide a student support system. The entire 
university staff (academic and non-academic) was involved solely in 
distance education. Within this systems approach, course teams would be 
found to have a number of academic staff, one or two educational 
technologists (course developers), an editor, a BBC producer, a layout 
specialist, secretarial support and media specialists. Everything was on a 
grand scale; large teams working for a long time to produce high quality 
materials for huge enrolments. 

It was not long before the impact of this exciting innovation was reverbera-
ting around the world. Most countries thought about establishing their 
own Open Universities and many have made the plunge. Open Universities 
based largely on the UKOU systems approach have been founded in Italy, 
Holland, Venezuela, Spain, Canada, USA, Colombia, Sri Lanka, 
Malaysia, Israel and Iran (closed following the Revolution). A new Open 
University that eventually expects no less than one and a half million 
students is the Open University of India. 
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The scale of operations that the Open Universities have established is not 
suitable for many other tertiary institutions that are teaching on-campus 
students as well. These institutions nearly all began as on-campus 
providers and most have only recently (i.e., within the last 20years) moved 
into the distance teaching mode. A fairly unusual course team approach is 
that found at Fernuniversitat in Hagen, West Germany. Here, the 
"contract author/faculty model" prevails. When a teaching faculty at 
Fernuniversitat decides it wishes to offer a new extension course it seeks an 
outside expert in the field, usually someone of international repute. This 
person is contracted to write the course and submit it to the University 
faculty for approval of content. Once approved, the faculty passes the 
course on to an editor who does layout, checks and proofs the manuscript 
and arranges for printing. At no stage is a course developer involved; the 
team consists of members of faculty, the expert writer and an editor. 

A somewhat similar pattern is that termed by Smith "the author/editor 
model". Practised by such institutions as Penn and Wisconsin Universities 
in the United States, a course developer is again not included. The pattern 
here is for a very small course team of an author or authors and an editor to 
do all the work. The author, who is a member of the teaching staff, submits 
his/her work directly to the editor who again does layout, checking and 
proofing. Valuable as the editorial function is, it does not provide any 
instructional design expertise so essential for the production of effective 
self-instructional materials. 

The final model described by Smith is "the educational adviser approach" 
to course production. Typical of many Australian tertiary institutions, it is 
the closest to the system currently in operation at USP. It is similar to the 
author/editor model except for one significant difference. Instead of an 
editor there is an educational adviser, or course developer as we call it at 
USP. Certainly the course developer at USP fulfils an editorial function, 
but a great deal more is also expected. To be just an editor in course 
development work requires a largely passive role. The editor does not 
become involved until the course is written and then only in the sense that 
he/she tidies it up and prepares the manuscript for printing. The educa-
tional adviser or course developer, on the other hand, becomes involved 
right from the planning stage and is actively involved in advising on the 
design of the course from the outset. The course developer is an academic 
member of staff with a specialist knowledge in instructional design. 
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Advantages and problems of the course team approach 

Having argued that at USP we tend to favour the concept of the flexible 
course team and to adopt the educational adviser model, it is now time to 
highlight some of the advantages and disadvantages of using the course 
team approach. In an analogy that has some merit, Malcolm Crick has 
likened course teams to families (1980, 128). "Happy families do exist, but 
others fall apart when rebellious children leave home or when parents 
separate; most survive, but not without varying elements of antagonism 
and resentment." 

Working in course teams is purported to have the following advantages 
over the lone academic working in isolation. 
1 Two or more heads are better than one in that different ideas, 

content, and approaches may arise. 
2 It is an effective way to develop multi-disciplinary perspectives for an 

area of study (e.g., Rural Sociology, Ecology, School Librarianship, 
Education and Society). 

3 A number of members in a team may provide a more balanced, 
unbiased view of an area of study provided the team is carefully 
selected and can co-operate (e.g., Economics, History/Politics). 

4 The work-load involved in actually writing may be reduced if there 
are several contributors. 

5 A team can develop its own internal momentum whereby each 
member is motivated to get on and produce his/her part on time. 

6 There is a sense of shared responsibility and a feeling of security in 
that what finally emerges is a team effort, not the toil of only one 
person. 

7 Should one or more member of the team leave there is still some 
continuity. 

8 No one academic becomes over-possessive and feels it is his/her 
course. 

No doubt most of us applaud these advantages as educationally sound. In 
theory this surely is the way to go. However, as Crick has explained, in 
practice it does not always work (1980). There are a great many things that 
can go wrong, as listed below. 

1 Personality and/or ideological differences may be so strong as to 
deter co-operation between members. 
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2 A chairperson is usually appointed. If the chairperson does not 
understand the dynamics of the team or is ineffectual in getting work 
completed problems may arise. 

3 There is a tendency for academics to write for their peers rather than 
to write for their students. 

4 Occasionally team members let the team down by not submitting on 
time. 

5 It is sometimes thought that it is sufficient for each member of the 
team to submit his/her own contribution, without need for other 
team members to read and react. (If the team is to be a team in 
practice then each contribution must be read and discussed by all 
other members.) 

6 Academics are not trained to work in teams, as an anonymous Open 
University Editor notes: 

Academics are trained to search for truth, to be meticulously accurate, to 
question assumptions, to have a high regard for academic integrity, to follow 
an individual path. They are not trained to compromise, to co-operate, to 
work to timetables, to be cost-conscious, to act on the judgment of others, to 
allow for human fallibility. This is stated, not to attack academics but to 
point out that their training, evolved within the conventional university 
system, is in many ways quite unsuited to the tasks they are set to perform in 
the OU and to working in the sort of organisation that the performance of 
these tasks requires (cited in Crick 1980, 182). 

7 On occasion the final manuscript may lack an overall structure 
because of a failure to ensure an overview. At times poor overall co-
ordination also results in inconsistencies and/or unnecessary 
repetition. 

Course teams at USP 

For a number of years various 'teams' have come and gone at USP. Not 
many have lasted very long, largely because the job has been considered 
finished once the initial production is completed. Some, masquerading 
under the name of a course team, have really only been a loose association 
of teaching staff who divide but do not share the tasks. Only a few teams 
have been really successful. 
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Generally speaking the advantages of a course team approach outweigh 
those of the single academic approach. At USP we should continue to 
encourage the flexible course team approach. The following recommenda-
tions are offered to USP staff who may be planning such an approach in 
future. 

1 Determine the team members two semesters before the course is to be 
offered. Whereas much can be gained by the team approach, the 
work does take longer to complete. 

2 Ensure that team members are enthusiastic and committed, at least 
when they start on the task. 

3 Ensure that team members know what distance education is about 
and realise what they are letting themselves in for. 

4 Keep the team small. Three or four is quite sufficient. Having more 
than four members often creates problems. 

5 Enlist the course developer as a full team member from the outset. 
6 Remember that the instructional design of a course is as important as 

the content. 
7 Select a chairperson who has the function of giving the team clear 

tasks to be completed by such and such a date. To some extent the 
chairperson is also responsible for trying to see that all team 
members keep to their schedules. 

8 Plan a time-line from the outset. 
9 Use the checklists that course developers have devised for 

establishing early priorities and decisions. 
10 Ensure that team members read and have sufficient opportunity to 

comment on everyone else's drafts. 
11 Department Heads should see that the team members are given time 

to carry out the work. 
12 Team members should be properly acknowledged for their efforts 

(e.g., departmental recognition, recorded as academic writing, 
mention made in staff reports). 

13 Teams should be encouraged to perceive themselves as ongoing, not 
finishing as soon as the first effort has been produced. This approach 
is in keeping with the concept of an evolving course depicted in 
Figure 1. 

14 In selecting team members it is important to remember that the best 
university teachers are almost without exception also the best course 
writers. 
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Conclusion 

The list of recommendations is a long one but working in a course team is 
not as easy as people often think. To return to the family analogy, there is 
no recognised training, only the advice of those who have been down the 
track before. Working in course teams can be a most exhilarating 
experience offering many rewards to the team members and eventually to 
the students. As Crick says, however, there is a great deal more to learning 
about working effectively in course teams than we are yet fully aware of 
(1980, 141). 

. . . there is an important socio-psychological dimension to the life of course 
teams which universities and colleges should study more closely. What is at 
stake is the quality of life of the team members themselves, and the servicing of 
students. 

Perhaps, in time, USP will add its five cents' worth to the overall picture. 
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