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ABSTRACT

This paper describes the progress of a current research project and its value
in assessing the possible role of distance education in the professional
development of ‘commitment managers’. It provides details of the context of
the project, the research problem, the methodology adopted, and the
preliminary results of the analysis of interview and survey data. The project
arose from the need to carry out a review of an existing postgraduate project
management program offered in distance education mode at a regional
Australian university. Goodyear’s (1999) pedagogical model and Engestrom’s
(1987) Activity Theory were adopted as conceptual frameworks for the
analysis, and semi-structured interviews were carried out with students,
academic staff and support staff to identify a range of ‘disturbances’. These
were then explored further by means of a web-based survey to determine the
attitudes of students towards their experiences with distance education to
date. Although the context of the current project is project management, many
of the issues are similar to those that face professional development programs
in the poorly-defined context of commitment management. Preliminary results
are presented indicating those issues that lead to ‘disturbances’ in
professional distance education programs, and those whose importance
students rate highly. These critical issues will be explored more fully in the
balance of the research project.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper is a ‘work in progress’ and provides an overview of a research
study being carried out by the author to develop a conceptual framework to
guide the review of an existing distance education (DE) postgraduate program
for professional education. Although the context of the current study is project
management education, sufficient parallels exist in the areas of scope
management, quality management, cost management, risk management,
stakeholder management and procurement management for the principles to
be relevant to the emerging discipline of commercial contracting, referred to
by the International Association for Contract and Commercial Management
(IACCM) as ‘commitment management’. The setting of the research case
study is a regional dual-mode university where technological developments
and the changing focus towards transnational markets are challenging its
historical practices. The paper summarises the research problem and
objectives, the research methodology and the case study context of the
learning setting and the learners, with a view to identifying any lessons that
can benefit the teaching and learning associated with commitment
management.

Using established theoretical frameworks and the preliminary results of the
current research study, the paper looks at the likely attributes of commitment
managers and their needs and requirements for professional education and
training in a highly-constrained learning environment. It briefly considers the
nature and availability of education and training suitable for this emerging
profession and their alignment with the needs of students who are also the
practitioners and in most cases, already engaged in informal action learning.
From this analysis, some broad conclusions and recommendations are
provided for a conceptual framework to aid future empirical research.

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

Professional education for commitment management must be delivered to a
mature and globally-dispersed student population who are in full-time
employment and highly mobile. This raises the questions of what are the
circumstances, attributes and educational requirements of such ‘earner-
learner’ students (Stuparich 2001), and how can their needs be met? How
many higher education institutions truly understand their student bodies?
Sommerlad suggests that a ‘theory of pedagogy, as distinct from a theory of
learning, must encompass all the complex factors that influence the process of
teaching and learning’ (2003). Like project management, commitment
management is representative of many professional disciplines in that it
requires development of technical, strategic, organisational and leadership
competencies (Cheetham and Chivers 2005), but how can those professional
competencies be developed for students who are unlikely to be able to attend
the traditional weekly lecture, and whose circumstances necessitate a flexible
learning environment?



From a professional perspective, a commitment manager may often be a
project manager who is simply wearing a different hat on the day. Although
commercial contracting, or commitment management, has historically taken
place in a ‘hard-nosed’ technical and adversarial environment where
negotiators and contract administrators play ‘hardball’, a simple analysis of the
themes to be addressed in conference papers and the academic symposium
at the IACCM 2006 Conference in the United Kingdom suggests that the most
frequent themes to be addressed may be categorised as people management,
marketing, legal, education/training, financial/costing, risk, technology and
guality. The dominant themes are people- and management-related rather
than technical, with over twenty-six themes identified in that category, and this
has implications for training, education and the development of an appropriate
curriculum. Interestingly, only one or two of the themes identified relate to
ethics and governance issues.

Commitment management is in a similar position to project management — is it
a profession? Does it have a universally-agreed body of knowledge upon
which to develop a pedagogical framework for global education of its future
practitioners? How do we establish common frameworks and guidelines
across multiple boundaries of regulation, common practice and legal systems,
and what are the issues associated with distance education in this context? A
lack of pedagogic models and frameworks ‘tends to leave researchers and
practitioners without strong anchorage for concepts drawn from diverse
literatures’ (Sommerlad 2003). There is a substantial body of theory on
‘commitment management’ in the context of human resources management
(Lawrence 1992; Baird 2002) and the commitment associated with internal
relationships between employers and employees, but there is a much lesser
body of theory on ‘commitment’ in the context of external relationships
between individuals, organisations and/or external stakeholders in the context
of relationship building, whether for procurement or forms of alliance building
(Pfeffer 1998).

From an academic perspective, ‘commitment management’ is yet undefined -
there is no universal agreement on any body of knowledge to guide
professional practice nor is there an agreed definition of the attributes of
effective practitioners. In one of the few comments on this discipline,
commitment management has been defined as
"...an advanced method through which Contracts and Sourcing
professionals can meaningfully apply quality principles to business
terms, policies, practices and processes to drive improved negotiation,
contract performance and governance standards. It offers a systematic
way of ensuring that business requirements and capabilities are aligned
with formal commitments, to ensure that business relationships are
fulfilled as agreed’ (Heminway 2006).

In the shadow of more accepted professions such as law, medicine,
engineering, etc., the disciplines of project management and commitment
management both struggle to define suitable pedagogical frameworks for the
teaching and learning of professional competencies (Cheetham and Chivers
2005), let alone evaluate their effectiveness in the context of distance



education which represents an added ‘degree of difficulty’ to the
considerations.

The existing postgraduate program under study at an Australian university
evolved from an initial on-campus research-based Master of Business
program serving a small domestic market to a subset of a coursework Master
of Business Administration (MBA) program offered in distance education
mode. In response to further changes to the perceived market, it now exists in
its own right as a coursework Master of Project Management offered in on-
campus, distance and online modes with a high proportion of international
students — a trend which continues to grow. Personal observations by the
author as program coordinator suggested that the ‘correspondence school’
pedagogical model may no longer be appropriate for the development and
evaluation of graduate attributes for highly-mobile management professionals.
From a theoretical point of view, there appeared to be evidence of many
‘disturbances’ (Engestrom 1987) or conflicts between the educational and
professional needs and objectives of the students and what was being
provided, with many conflicts arising from the attitudes of academic staff
towards distance education and towards the students themselves, and from
the policies and processes of the learning institution. To encapsulate the
research problem, the overarching question for this research was posed as:
e What are the key principles to guide the development of a suitable
conceptual framework for postgraduate project management distance
education?

To answer this question, considerations included:

e What are appropriate pedagogical frameworks for analysis of distance
education for adult learners and vocationally-oriented distance education?

e What are the contextual issues that influence management education?

e What are the principles and practices guiding distance education?

e What are the characteristics and circumstances of the learners?

The study’s two-stage objectives are:

e tointegrate existing conceptual frameworks and Activity Theory for an
holistic investigation of the selected case study environment; and

¢ to formulate an appropriate pedagogical framework to guide the review of
the existing learning environment for postgraduate management distance
education.

THE PRELIMINARY CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

In support of this approach, a suggested framework (Dinham and Stritter

1986) for research into professional education suggests consideration of:

e aspects of the learning experience (e.g. attributes of the learner,
educational prerequisites, behaviours of the educator etc.

e professional characteristics to be developed including cognitive, technical,
attitudinal, psychosocial, socialisation and learning skills, and



e the profession to be studied (e.g. architecture, engineering, project
management etc).

Where development of theory is the objective of research, the appropriate
paradigm is qualitative research and this may involve the study of both
subjects and situations in order to produce ‘descriptions of a case, a group, a
situation, or an event, which is often called a case study’ (Krathwohl 1998)
and which allows the researcher to get at the ‘rich data’. The author teaches at
one of Australia’s large regional universities that specialises in distance
education and flexible delivery, and a case study approach to the research
problem was adopted and the following research methodology was
formulated:

e A literature review established the context of the study and generated the
preliminary conceptual frameworks as described below;

e Analysis of the university, faculty and program structure and of relevant
documentation have defined the existing context of the organisational
setting and the learning setting using Goodyear’s model (1999);

e Analysis of semi-structured interviews with academic staff, support staff
and students has identified recurring ‘themes’ of concerns;

e A web-based survey of the project management student population (being
undertaken at the time of writing) has provided data on student attributes
and analysis of that data will explore the themes and contradictions
identified in order to suggest a preliminary conceptual framework and
model for review of the existing program,;

e [Future focus groups with staff and students will further examine the
themes, contradictions and preliminary conceptual framework and model,
and

e The completed conceptual framework and model will then be submitted for
feedback from participants in the research project for validation of the
development procedures.

Existing conceptual models have provided a valuable starting point but the risk

is that they ‘simplify complex processes and relationships’ (Goodyear 1999).

An adaptation of Goodyear’s pedagogical model for open and distance

education by Nunes and McPherson (2003) illustrated in figure 1 provides an

appropriate preliminary analytical framework and comprises:

e the pedagogical framework (consisting of philosophy, pedagogy, strategy
and tactics);

e the educational setting (consisting of environment, tasks and student
activities which lead to learning outcomes); and

¢ the organisational context.
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Figure 1: The Continuing Professional Distance Education model
(Source: Goodyear 1999; Nunes and McPherson 2003)

These constructs are used in conjunction with Engestrom’s ‘Activity Theory’
(1987) as a conceptual tool for studying developmental processes, and his
‘structure of human activity’ in an activity system (refer figure 2) is being used
to better understand the learning setting and the interplay between members
of the learning ‘community’ comprising teaching and support staff, the
students themselves and members of their families and workplace.

Insbruments
A

Subject ™ » Object * Outcome

- - - »
Rules Community Division of Labor

Figure 2: Components of an activity system



(Source: Engestrom 1987)

In the context of this case study:

e ‘instruments’ include the many tools and artefacts used for teaching and
learning including technology, texts, language, assessment, etc.;

e ‘subject’ will vary from one instance of analysis to another and include
academic staff, support staff and instructional designers although the main
focus will be on the student as subject of the learning activity, and the
desired object and outcome of those activities;

e ‘object’ refers to the ‘problem space’ relevant to each subject (this could be
the study process itself, the learning objectives, program effectiveness,
learner motivation, etc.);

e the ‘community’ represents the multiple individuals and groups involved in
the various learning activities, including the students, academic staff,
support staff, employers, industry, family, etc.;

e ‘division of labour’ is the horizontal division of tasks between the members
of the community and the vertical division of power and status; and

e the ‘rules’refer to the explicit and implicit regulations, norms and
conventions that constrain actions and interactions within the activity system
(Engestrom 1987).

‘Disturbances’ typically indicate developmentally significant systemic
contradictions and change potentials within the activity (Engestrom 1987) and
the early stages of the study have been designed to identify the contradictions
and tensions that exist in the context of the learner and the learning
environment of this case study.

THE EDUCATIONAL CONTEXT

The purpose and value of a preliminary conceptual framework is to guide
improvements to an existing distance education program but many such
studies often have a ‘continuing preoccupation with the individual learner’
(Sommerlad 2003, p. 153) rather than the broader learning environment as
suggested by both Goodyear and Engestrom. Socially-situated theories of
learning suggest that ‘what one learns and how it is learned cannot be
separated out from the groups one belongs to, nor from the wider location in
the social structure’ and that a ‘theory of pedagogy, as distinct from a theory of
learning, must encompass all the complex factors that influence the process of
teaching and learning’ (Sommerlad 2003, p. 157). Activity Theory (AT) is a
way of analysing an educational system holistically by taking multiple
perspectives (Jonassen and Rohrer-Murphy 1999), and can also be used to
examine individual components as sub-systems.

In the early stages of the study, components of the existing program were
examined through semi-structured interviews with academic staff and students
as members of the learning ‘community’, and a recently-completed survey of
approximately thirteen hundred students of their experiences in the program
yielded a large number of open-ended comments from the four hundred
respondents. Analysis of the data using the Activity Theory nodes as a



framework has identified many instances where ‘disturbances’ were identified
including the following examples:

Object

Academics expressed the desire to progress students from an early state
of dependence to one of ‘independent learner’, and from novice to expert in
the discipline;

Both academics and students expressed the need to develop poorly-
defined ‘soft skills’ rather than traditional hard skills of a technical nature;
Students expressed a strong desire to personalise the learning experience,;
Students indicated the importance of the workplace as a focus for
undertaking study and contextualising the desired skills;

Students nominated breadth of learning as more important than depth of
learning with a narrow focus; and

Students stressed the importance of increased flexibility in the learning
process to accommodate personal and professional circumstances.

Subject

Academic staff placed little emphasis on the nature of individual students
and viewed them as an homogenous group with similar needs;

Academics desire to create an environment where students are actively
engaged with the learning process and with others, whereas many of the
students seek to have individual responsibility for their own style and
method of learning;

Students identified an extensive range of constraints on their ability to
study including lack of time, financial matters, access to technology,
language, cultural differences, entry characteristics, workplace experience,
and level of knowledge at commencement.

Large numbers of students in distance education courses create difficulties
for academics in providing a personalised learning experience for students.

Community

Academic staff have an increasing need to engage distance education
students in some form of interaction, communication, engagement and
collaboration, with an increasing dependence on technology.

The complexity of the learning environment has increased the need for
better integration across the various elements of the organisational setting
involving teaching staff, academic support staff, technicians, production
staff, distribution staff, and administrative staff.

Larger numbers of distance education student cohorts introduces issues
associated with the diversity of the student body, learning styles, learning
needs, modes of delivery, methods of assessment, and learning materials.
Both teaching staff and students see a need for a higher level of integration
with the workplace incorporating work-based problems and projects in the
learning process.

Division of labour



e Academic staff raise issues on the additional time involved in distance
education, the long lead times for preparation of study materials and the
lack of resources to deal with the increased demands

e Academic staff resent the ‘economic rationalism’, the sense of under-
resourcing and the ‘massification’ of distance education programs where
courses can have up to a thousand students enrolled in a single course
(subject).

e Larger cohorts in courses make it difficult for academic staff to support
students who are encouraged to accept a greater responsibility for their
own learning;

Rules

e Students resented the artificial constraints on entry requirements and rate
of progress, lack of recognition of prior workplace expertise, rigid program
structures and an overall lack of flexibility in designing learning solutions to
their own study needs;

e Students raised concerns regarding the requirements to purchase and use
expensive printed texts and study materials in an electronic age;

e students resented non-essential rules and requirements related to
submission dates for assessment, pedantic referencing requirements, etc.

Tools

e Students identified a range of inappropriate assessment practices,
excessive reading materials, language issues, etc.

e Numerous problems were identified by students with lack of access to the
required technology, and ineffective technology platforms provided by the
institution.

THE DISTANCE EDUCATION CONTEXT

The practice and nature of commitment management have parallels with
those of project management in that they require practitioners to be highly
mobile and to operate from remote locations - postgraduate learning must be
made ‘accessible at any time and from any place’ to overcome the problems
of ‘full-time careers, family obligations, and community requirements’ (Winters
2000).

Traditional institutional forms of learning ‘are no longer adequate and cannot
keep up with the contemporary demand for learning’ (Chappell 2004), and
distance education methods and systems are converging with those of face-
to-face teaching under the influence of new electronic educational
technologies (King 1999; Moran and Myringer 1999; Trindade, Carmo et al.
2001). Moran and Myringer suggest that the focus today is on flexibility,
student-centredness, networked learning, quality and efficiency, and the term
‘distance education’ may become obsolete as distance education ‘merges into
the so-called mainstream of educational systems’ (Ljosa 1993) or be
displaced by ‘flexible learning (Moran and Myringer 1999).



Although distance education has a long history, ‘there is a relative paucity of

true, original research dedicated to explaining or predicting phenomena

related to distance learning’ (Phipps and Merisotis 1999) and scholars have

called for a consistent, conceptual framework for research in distance

education as a basis for a ‘unifying’ theory (Berge 2001). Jarvis et al provide a

view of the major principles that underpin good practice in distance education

as:

e The organisation and administration of the system

e The educational relationships between teachers and learners, and

e The kinds of learning materials and modes of delivery most appropriate to
meeting distance students’ learning needs (Jarvis, Holford et al. 1998).

The university that is the subject of the case study describes itself as
‘transnational’ (University of Southern Queensland 2005) and has ‘embraced
the need for change implicit in a global educational environment that is highly
competitive and dominated by the evolution of communications technologies’.
Its stated intention is to ‘remain fast, flexible and fluid in meeting the needs of
learners throughout Australia and internationally’ (2005). Gibson (1998)
suggests that distance education in the twenty-first century should mean
education anytime, anywhere, for anyone, but that this should happen in an
educational paradigm of ‘education for each’ with a focus on the educational
needs and objectives of each student, requiring an almost infinitely flexible
model of learning. Given the growing focus of distance learning on the
individual learner, this flexible model may be best achieved in the distance
education mode.

The International Council for Distance Education (ICDE) has identified barriers
to change in educational paradigms for distance education which included
‘resistance to new learning theory and practice, rigidity of organisational
structures, the tyranny of time, persistence of faculty roles and rewards,
assumptions about learning content, constraints of regulatory and accrediting
practices, and traditional funding formulas’ (Moran and Myringer 1999). The
Open University in the United Kingdom and similar models of 'open learning’
have removed many of the constraints on entry requirements, choice of
programs, study pathways and progress, but ‘open learning’ is not
automatically synonymous with distance learning and is a relative concept
(Morgan 1990; Paul 1993). Holmberg stresses that ‘distance education can in
no way be regarded as a subset of open learning’ (1993) which differentiates
distance education programs provided by single mode universities such as the
Open University and those provided by dual-mode universities such as the
University of Southern Queensland (USQ) in Australia (where both distance
education and on-campus programs are delivered).

THE LEARNER CONTEXT

The profile of Australian university students has changed in that between 1994
and 1999, there was ‘...a 9% increase in the proportion of students who were
studying full time, yet who were also in paid employment’ (Stuparich 2001) —
the so-called ‘learner-earner’. Additionally many students who live close to
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universities offering on-campus programs ‘are choosing distance education
study not because it is the only alternative, but rather because it is the
preferred alternative’ (Thompson 1998), reflecting the significance between
‘geographic distance’ and ‘transactional distance’ described by Moore (1993)
and Garrison (2000).

As the demographic profile of professionals undertaking postgraduate study in
commitment management would arguably align with those of students in the
project management program under study, the requirement to address ‘the
whole person’ (Farivarsadri 2001) and to cater for the needs of a diverse body
of multi-national students presents a significant challenge for distance
education. Contemporary learning (including vocational learning) places more
emphasis on autonomy (Garrison 2000) and ‘the complete transformation of
individuals’ (Chappell 2004) and seeks to develop more than just a narrow
range of technical competencies. Although there is little research into the
suitability of distance education to develop what is commonly called
‘capability’ (Barrie, McAllister et al. 1996), a wide range of competencies is
considered in their research into professional competencies by Cheetham and
Chivers (2005). These are illustrated in figure 6 as comprising:
Knowledge/cognitive competence,

Functional competence,

Personal/behavioural competence, and

Values/ethical competence.

e.g. Communication, Creativity, Problem solving, Learning/ Self-development, Mental agility, Analysis, Reflection

Knowledge/Cognitive Functional Personal/Behavioural | Values/Ethical

Competence | Competence Competence Competence

Social/vocational Personal

—

cedback
f - )y others
. == Reflection (super meta) |—~"
we 6.1 The Revised Model -

Figure 3: Revised model of professional competence
(Source: Cheetham & Chivers, (2005, p. 112))

At postgraduate level, it becomes increasingly important for mature-age and
experienced students to situate their learning within their personal and
professional circumstances. Many educators regard the workplace as ‘the
most ‘authentic’, relevant and ‘situated’ site for vocational learning’ (Chappell
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2004). This desire to locate studies in the workplace is reflected in the
comments by students in the current study but this can be difficult to
incorporate into models of distance learning where ‘massification’ (or large
cohort numbers) is an issue. Communities of practice (Wenger 1998) provide
a valuable environment for professional learning, where effective learning
depends on access to experts and ‘the availability of peers and their
willingness to act as mentors and coaches’ (Wenger and Snyder 2001), and
where participation in that community of practice may be ‘a key premise to
understanding learning at work, including learning values and appropriating a
vocational identity’ (Billett 2002).

RESEARCH RESULTS TO DATE

A web-based survey of postgraduate management students as described
above has been carried out in two parts. Part A obtained demographic data on
the students and their professional and educational backgrounds. Part B
obtained attitudinal responses towards a range of issues related to their
experiences with distance education in the context of management education.

From a preliminary analysis of the data in part A of the survey, attributes of the

students are summarised below, and it is argued that a similar demographic

profile might apply to ‘commitment’ managers. Analysis of demographic data

indicates that:

e 32% of students are female and this reflects an increasing trend;

e 36% of students are aged between 25 and 34, 40% are aged between 35
and 44 and more than 20% are 45 or over,

e 35% of students do not indicate English as their native language;

e 20% of students do not regard themselves as being fluent in English;

e 7% of students have some form of disability that adversely affects their
ability to undertake study;

e 36% of students have family commitments that affect their ability to
undertake study;

e 68% of students have work commitments that affect their ability to
undertake study;

e 90% of students are working full-time while studying;

e 79% of students have an undergraduate Bachelor's degree prior to
undertaking postgraduate study;

e 57% of students are fully self-funded while only 15% have their studies
totally funded by other sources; and

e 57% of students are not resident in the country from where the program is
offered (Australia).

Results of preliminary statistical analysis of the responses to part B are
provided below. Of the sixty-two issues used in statements to determine
students’ attitudes towards their experiences to date, the top ten issues that
indicated ‘disturbance’ are:

1. lack of group and team work for learning;

2. too much set reading;
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3. lack of access to experienced practitioners from industry;
4. lack of pastoral support from the university;

5. lack of disability-friendly policies;

6. lack of opportunity to learn with, and from, other students;
7. lack of sensitivity to cultural issues;

8. excessive focus on theory rather than practice;

9. lack of consideration for student sense of isolation; and
10.restrictive university rules and regulations.

The top ten issues that were regarded as most important by students were:
1. appropriate knowledge and skills of teaching staff;

2. ability for students to maintain full-time employment during studies;
3. user-friendly technology platforms supplied by university;

4. adequate availability of study materials online;

5. clarity of course (subject) objectives;

6. adequate availability of study materials in print form;

7. development of sense of pride and self-satisfaction by students;

8. development of in-depth knowledge and skills in field of study;

9. development of critical/creative thinking skills; and

10. clarity of objectives of overall program.

These results are consistent with the views of Johnson and Thomas (2004, p.
312) who suggest that ‘...conceptions of educational effectiveness in the field
of postgraduate education...need to be broadened from student attainment to
include individual capabilities, individual performance at work, organisational
change and capacities generally in the body of development professionals’
and that ‘...opportunities to apply learning are particularly important’ (2004, p.
308).

WHERE TO FROM HERE?

As indicated, this research study is a work in progress and the next stage to
be undertaken is a more detailed analysis of the data from the student survey.
‘Disturbances’ will become more evident through the analysis and will be
addressed through the conceptual framework and model to be developed as
part of this study, which will then be examined further through the focus group
stage of the study. The final outcome of the study will be a framework that can
be used to guide a review of the existing postgraduate program. From there, it
may be possible to generalise the outcomes to other educational disciplines
and form the basis for more empirical studies to be carried out.

CONCLUSION

With a view towards the implications for professional education and training
for commitment managers engaged in commercial contracting, this paper has
provided an overview of a current research study to define a theoretical
framework and to develop revised guidelines for a learning environment
suitable for postgraduate education in a professional management discipline.
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The study highlights a wide range of issues that represent ‘disturbances’
within the existing learning system related to the use of distance education
mode for education of practising professionals. It emphasises consideration of
the specific needs of mature-age learners, the higher-order competencies to
be achieved as part of professional education, and pedagogical issues relating
to the delivery of education to highly-mobile multi-national students operating
in remote locations.
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