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ABSTRACT 

The study reported in this dissertation is concerned with how course 

writers manage the process of writing distance education materials. 

Research on management of the writing process from the course writer's 

perspective was undertaken in a tertiary institution by means of a case study. 

Grounded theory methods of data analysis were used in the study. 

Four major interrelated propositions emerged from the data analysis. First, 

course writers perceived that the nature of the writing process for study materials 

was not fully appreciated_ at an institutional level. Secondly, this failure to 

understand the process was reflected in the inadequate or inappropriate allocation 

of resources to complete the task. Thirdly, course writers believed that existing 

institutional arrangements were unlikely to change and, as a consequence, they felt 

it was left to them to find ways to best manage the task. Fourthly, course writers 

felt that, despite the difficulties associated with writing course materials, engaging 

in the process had some positive outcomes at both the personal and student levels. 

No attempt was made to generalise from the findings of the case study. 

However, insights into how course writers manage the process of writing distance 

education materials can illuminate the reader's understanding of the process and 

also guide further research. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

INTRODUCTION 

Since the late 1980s, a major trend in educational developments in Australia 

has been towards increasing demand for access to higher education. In the four 

years from 1987 to 1991, the number of Australians in higher education increased 

by approximately 30 percent, from 394,000 to 535,000, while the total population 

increased by only 7 percent (Marginson, 1993). People are seeking to obtain 

qualifications, up-grade qualifications or undertake professional development and 

training programs to improve employment prospects or to fulfil personal goals. To 

accommodate personal preferences, location, lifestyle, and work and family 

commitments, many people are choosing to study by distance education. In 1991, 

total enrolments in distance higher education in Australia were almost 57 ,000 

(Johnson, Lundin, & Chippendale, 1992). 

With the expansion of distance education, issues concerning the quality of 

available courses have been recognised as a high priority at a national level. In 

1988, the Australian Federal Government issued a policy statement on higher 

education which foreshadowed the rationalisation of the number of distance 

education providers from over thirty institutions to eight (Dawkins, 1988). The 

main thrust of the policy was to enhance distance education by reducing 

duplication, fostering cooperation between institutions and improving the quality 

and efficiency of external study courses. At that time there was no stated intention 

that educational principles and methods of distance education would be applied in 

any substantial way to face-to-face teaching and learning. However, a subsequent 

report, released in 1992, recommended that expenditure patterns and structures be 

altered to enable institutions to engage more fully in using distance education 
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materials, methodologies and technologies to improve the quality of on-campus 

teaching and learning (Johnson et al., 1992). 

The potential of distance education techniques to enhance the educational 

experience of students in both off-campus and on-campus modes is recognised at a 

national policy level. To optimise the advantages distance education has to offer, 

increased attention has been focused on the broader issues of appropriate costing 

models for distance education, access, and technology initiatives (Evans & King, 

1991; Holmberg, 1989; Jevons & Northcott, 1994; Nouwens, 1995; Nunan, 

1993). Within this framework, concerns over the quality of distance education 

courses have also arisen and have been extensively researched (Atkinson, 

McBeath, & Meacham, 1991; Stewart, 1995). Since the majority of courses in 

Australia are currently delivered in print-based form, most of the research literature 

has focused on examining materials production processes used in tertiary 

institutions (Dekkers, 1991; Jackling, 1991; Parer, 1989). 

It is an assumption in this study that issues of quality cannot be addressed 

solely by concentrating on functional aspects of developing course materials for 

distance education as evident in the current research literature. Rather, it is argued 

that course writers are the primary source of influence on the quality of distance 

education study materials produced. To improve the quality of courses, therefore, 

it is necessary to address the needs of writers and know something of how they 

approach the task. To date these issues have been largely ignored or overlooked. 

The study reported in this dissertation seeks to advance the field's knowledge base 

by focusing specifica11y on course writers' perceptions of the process of 

developing study materials for distance students and how they manage the task. 
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It is anticipated that the real-life context of the case study presented, and the 

substantive theory that emerges from it, will be recognisable to other course 

writers, to administrators, and to the wider research community. There is no 

intention that the findings of the case will be generalisable to similar situations. 

However, the investigation may offer insights and illuminate the reader's 

experience of a complex process and contribute to further research in the area. 

This introductory chapter outlines five major areas of discussion. First, the 

purpose of the study is explained. Secondly, it provides a general overview of the 

research relating to the writing of distance education materials, the central research 

question, and the theoretical framework within which the study is located. 

Thirdly, a brief description of the research methods used in the study is provided. 

Fourthly, the scope of the study is presented. Finally, the research setting and the 

structure of the dissertation are described. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The aim of this study was to investigate course writers' perceptions of the 

process of developing distance education materials and how they go about 

managing the task. The focus is on course writers who have had little or no 

specific training in preparing instructional materials for distance education. Since 

the emphasis is on how course writers 'manage' the task of preparing materials, a 

process is implied, thus locating the study within the boundaries of qualitative 

research. Bodgan and Biklen (1992) use qualitative research as an 'umbrella' term 

to refer to several research strategies that share certain characteristics - data 

collected are rich in description, topics are investigated in all their complexity and 

in context, and researchers are concerned with understanding behaviour from the 

participant's own frame of reference. The specific strategy chosen for this 

research was a case study. This strategy allowed a detailed examination of a 
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specific phenomenon in order to uncover the interaction of significant factors 

characteristically associated with it. In essence, the aim was to gain insights into 

what course writers thought and felt as a basis for understanding how they manage 

the process of writing study materials. To achieve this, the case study approach 

was deemed the most appropriate research strategy. Grounded theory methods of 

data gathering and analysis were used. 

RESEARCH RELATING TO WRITING DISTANCE EDUCATION 

MATERIALS, THE CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTION, AND THE 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Literature relating to the preparation of distance education materials has 

generally focused on the 'official' development processes of institutions, such as 

management issues, the team approach, and questions of editorial and 

typographical style (Dick & Carey, 1985; Jackling, 1991; Nouwens & Towers, 

1994; Parer, 1993). Despite the central role of course writers in the development 

of study materials, little attention has been paid to their perceptions of the process 

and how they actually go about the task. 

In a study reported by Joughin and Johnston (1994) of 225 distance 

education articles from five prominent distance education journals, only 24 related 

to the experience of teachers (or lecturers) as course writers. Of these 24, only a 

few were considered as research contributing to the development of theory. The 

main study in the area is by Riley (1984a, 1984b, 1984c ), who investigated the 

problems associated with writing distance education materials at the Open 

University in the United Kingdom. The impetus for this study was Riley's 

identification of a lack of fit between theories of materials development and what 

was actually being done. Findings in the study interpreted the writing process in 
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descriptive terms to enable individuals involved in similar writing tasks elsewhere 

to anticipate problems and develop strategies to deal with them. 

While the Riley study provides considerable insight into the writing 

process, it does not deal with aspects that are unique to the Australian setting. 

Development of a subject in a typical Australian university would take the writer 

between 280 and 300 hours (Nouwens & Towers, 1994 ). In the UK Open 

University system, writing time can be as much as 2,000 hours for one subject 

(Nouwens, Smith, & Towers, 1996). The writing of study materials in the 

Australian context has mainly been studied by Nouwens and Towers (1994, 1995) 

and Nouwens, Smith and Towers (1996). Their study focuses on the time needed 

to write distance education materials and the rewards writers should receive for 

their work. Issues such as appropriate support structures for distance educators, 

and the design of staff development practices to meet the needs of writers, were 

also explored. 

The present study seeks to build on the work by previous researchers to 

gain a greater understanding of the phenomenon of creating distance learning 

materials from the perspective of the central people involved, that is, the course 

writers. The study is primarily concerned with how the task is managed by 

lecturers who have had no specific training in writing distance education materials. 

The development of substantive theory about the process, grounded in data 

gathered from course writers, could inform other individuals who find themselves 

in similar situations or are required to undertake the task at some time in the future. 

At a policy level, the implication of this study is that institutions need to manage all 

facets of the materials development process if the quality of learning resources is to 

be improved. This includes management of the writing process to provide course 

writers with the conditions they need to work effectively. 
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Bogdan and Biklen (1992) claim that an research, whether stated or not, is 

guided by some theoretical orientation. Theoretical orientation is defined as "the 

way people look at the world, the assumptions they have about what is important, 

and what makes the world work" (p. 33). Awareness of this theoretical base helps 

the researcher co11ect and analyse data in a systematic, coherent manner. The 

theoretical perspective underpinning this research stems from the tradition of 

symbolic interactionism. The basic premise of this perspective is the assumption 

that individuals give meaning to their experience and construct meaning through 

interaction. People do not simply respond to stimuli, rather they act according to 

the meaning or definition they attach to a particular phenomenon. 

To select symbolic interaction as a theoretical approach underlying this 

study is to argue that it is important for the researcher to enter into another person's 

perspective - to explore the course writer's understandings of the phenomenon of 

creating study materials, how they act towards it, how they act towards others in 

relation to it, and how their actions change over time. It is from an understanding 

of the dimensions of the phenomenon that it becomes possible to identify the 

processes involved. In the present context, the aim was to gain an understanding 

of how course writers 'manage' the task. 

RESEARCH METHODS 

The research method selected for this study arose from the nature of the 

central research question. The question raised was how course writers manage the 

task of preparing distance education materials. The focus is on 'how', indicating a 

complex process consisting of multiple variables of potential importance in 

understanding the phenomenon. Qualitative case study method offers a means of 

investigating the research problem and questions being asked in this study (Yin, 

1994). 
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The features of case study research that provide the rationale for its 

selection for this study centre around three main considerations. First, the inquiry 

presented is particularistic in that it focuses on a specific phenomenon - the 

process of creating study materials. Secondly, the case study aimed to provide a 

holistic account of the course writer's situation with a consideration of the 

interaction of multiple variables. While the findings do not extend beyond the case 

itself, it is contended that the insights gained may illuminate the reader's 

understanding of the process. This, in tum, may advance the field's knowledge 

base and help structure further research. Thirdly, the case study method does not 

rely on the verification of a predetermined hypothesis. Rather, the propositions 

presented emerge from an examination of data - data grounded in the context 

itself (Merriam, 1988). Research of this nature is therefore exploratory and 

inductive, with the researcher being interested in interpreting 'meaning', that is, 

how course writers make sense out of their experience, how they interpret those 

experiences, and how they structure their world as a result. 

The meanings course writers attach to their experience of writing are not 

directly observable. To gain insight into the process it was necessary, in this 

instance, to ask questions. Interviewing is recognised as a major source of data 

needed for understanding the phenomenon under study (Merriam, 1988). Data for 

this study were primarily gathered through in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

with course writers over a period of five months. Interviews were guided by a list 

of questions, but neither the wording nor the order of the questions was rigid. 

This enabled the researcher to respond to the situation at hand and to the emerging 

world view of the respondent, and explore new ideas on the topic. Each of the six 

interviews lasted approximately one hour and was recorded on tape. Two of the 

participants were interviewed twice, with an interval occurring between the 

interviews to enable the researcher to verify the categories that emerged from the 

first round of interviews. 
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The general strategy for data analysis in this research study was based on 

the grounded theory model developed by Strauss and Corbin (1990). Data were 

analysed using the three coding methods, namely open, axial, and selective 

coding. Open coding analysis involved breaking down data into discrete parts to 

compare similarities and differences. Patterns or regularities emerging from the 

data were organised into categories into which subsequent items were sorted. 

Axial coding provided the means of refining categories and their properties to 

establish relationships between them and tentatively hypothesise how they may be 

linked together. Selective coding moved towards building substantive theory to 

explain the data in terms of how categories may be related. In this study, a set of 

interrelated propositions was finally developed. This process of developing 

categories and integrating them into a theory was achieved by coding data, writing 

memos, and diagramming. Throughout the data analysis stage, participants were 

invited to comment on the extent to which the categories, and the emerging theory, 

were credible representations of their view of the writing process. 

SCOPE OF THE STUDY 

In 1991, approximately 57,000 students were enrolled in 140 distance 

education courses offered by 27 tertiary institutions across Australia (Johnson 

et al., 1992). Most of these institutions offer courses in dual mode. This means 

that lecturers are often required to prepare lecture notes for on-campus students and 

develop more comprehensive study materials for off-campus students in the same 

subject area. 

The focus of this study encompasses a small number of academic staff 

(lecturers) who prepare study materials exclusively for distance students in the area 

of taxation law. While the program for which they write is embedded within a 

wider university setting, it operates as an independent entity specifically designed 
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to cater for tax professionals who can only study in distance mode due to 

constraints of employment and geographic location. There is no on-campus 

teaching component associated with the delivery of subjects, although lecturers 

maintain regular contact with students during orientation visits, audio conferences, 

and telephone interviews. 

The unique features of an exclusively distance program provided an ideal 

opportunity, in terms of setting and conditions, to conduct this research. The 

program selected for the case study was only available in distance mode, with 

print-based materials being the primary form of delivery of subjects. 

Consequently, significant resources and energy were devoted to the materials 

development component. Accordingly, it was judged that the program would yield 

a richness of data such as would provide insights into course writers' perceptions 

of the writing process and how they actually manage the task. 

A purposive sampling technique was used to target lecturers in the program 

who had written new study materials or substantially revised existing subjects. 

This approach provided the best opportunity to gather relevant data and access a 

wide variety of perspectives about the process of preparing learning materials. 

THE RESEARCH SETTING 

The study was undertaken with course writers employed by the Australian 

Taxation Studies program, commonly known as AT AX. AT AX is a national 

taxation law program offered on a part-time basis, in distance mode, through the 

University of New South Wales (UNSW). It is available primarily to Australian 

Taxation Office (ATO) employees across the country, although non-ATO students 

may apply for enrolment. 
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ATAX, which commenced operation in 1991, currently offers taxation law 

subjects to approximately 850 students. The program employs 20 full-time 

academic staff who are involved in the preparation of study materials for subjects 

and the delivery of those subjects via audio conference, telephone contact with 

students, and scheduled regional visits at the beginning of each semester. 

Each of the six academics interviewed for the study had different levels of 

experience in preparing study materials. One had written three new subjects over a 

period of four years and had been involved in the revision of numerous others. 

Another academic had recently commenced employment in the program and had 

been involved only in the major revision of a subject in the previous semester. 

This diversity provided insights into a broad range of perspectives regarding the 

process of creating or revising study materials. 

All participants in the study were known to the researcher, who was an 

instructional designer for the program over a period of three years. Each of the 

course writers had experienced working with the researcher in her role as 

instructional designer at least once. The advantage of this contact was that the 

researcher had previously established a rapport with course writers and shared a 

common understanding of the materials production process as it applied to the 

program. Nevertheless, while the researcher was we11 aware of standard 

publishing procedures, the position of instructional designer did not afford insight 

into how authors actually manage to write manuscripts in the first instance. It was 

variations in the quality of materials produced, and the frequent lateness of 

manuscripts, that highlighted the need to investigate in more detail the process 

whereby materials are created, thus forming the basis of this study. 
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SUMMARY AND STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION 

This chapter provides a brief overview of the study undertaken in this 

dissertation. The remaining chapters provide a more detailed and in-depth 

coverage of the study. Chapter Two contains a description of the scope and nature 

of distance education provision in Australia from an historical perspective. It also 

highlights the implications of current government policy relating specifically to 

distance education. This background places distance education within a broader 

tertiary education context which is critical for examining the central research 

question of this study. 

Chapter Three presents a review of the literature relating to the preparation 

of study materials. Research in this area is limited. The main studies in the area 

are from Riley (1984a, 1984b, 1984c) and Nouwens and Towers (1994, 1995) 

and Nouwens, Smith and Towers (1996). To gain further insights into the writing 

process it was necessary to review related areas of research. The first dealt with 

studies of teacher planning, with the assumption that there would be some 

similarities between the pre-active planning stages of distance educators and 

classroom teachers. The second body of knowledge related to writing in general to 

gain an appreciation of the writing task as it applied to a range of different 

audiences. 

Chapter Four outlines the methodology used for the study. The rationale 

for the selection of the case study approach is explained, as well as methods of 

data collection and analysis. Issues of reliability and validity are examined. 

Chapters Five and Six report the findings of the study. Chapter Five 

provides descriptive findings on aspects of the writing process, such as the 

position of the writing task in normal workloads of a course writer, experience of 
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the writing task, time allocated to writing, and the main stages of the writing 

process. These findings provided a context within which the theoretical findings 

could be viewed. Chapter Six presents the theoretical findings of the study. The 

findings emerged as four interrelated propositions that related to course writers' 

perceptions of the process of writing distance education study materials. 

Chapter Seven contains a summary and discussion of the study, including 

the identification of its limitations, and suggested areas for further research. It 

should be noted that the academic conventions used in this dissertation follow the 

editorial style and referencing system of the "Publication Manual of the American 

Psychological Association" (AP A, 1994 ). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

BACKGROUND TO DISTANCE EDUCATION IN AUSTRALIA 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter provides a background to the nature and scope of distance 

education in Australia. This background is necessary to provide a context in which 

the central research question can be viewed. The chapter is divided into five main 

sections. First, the general meaning of distance education is explained with 

reference to dominant trends and changing perceptions of this mode of study. 

Secondly, the development of distance education in Australian higher education 

from a historical perspective is briefly described. Thirdly, the position of tertiary 

level distance education in the broader context of Federal Government policy is 

discussed. Fourthly, various models of distance education provision are identified 

and an example is presented to illustrate the model relevant to the case under study. 

Finally, the implications of differences in the way distance education is currently 

provided on the preparation of study packages are explored. 

THE MEANING OF DISTANCE EDUCATION 

Teaching and learning by correspondence is the origin of what is today 

called distance education. The earliest known correspondence courses were started 

by Isaac Pitman in England in 1840, when a national postal system was introduced 

throughout the country. The first tutoring technique used in this course required 

students to copy brief passages from the Bible in shorthand and return them for 

marking (Kaye, 1989). As media other than the written word became more 

prevalent, the term 'correspondence' was deemed to be too narrow. Since the 

early 1970s distance education is the designation that has been adopted in most 

countries. By 1989, the International Council for Distance Education estimated 
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that there were in excess of ten million students taking degree courses at a distance 

around the world (Kaye, 1989). 

The term 'distance education', in contrast to traditional classroom or 

campus-based education, is generally used to describe teaching and learning 

arrangements in which there is a clear separation in space and time in the majority 

of activities undertaken (Holmberg, 1989). Attempts to define distance education 

tend to conjure up a vision of education being provided to remote, isolated areas 

with limited opportunities for interaction between teachers and students and even 

less between students and other students. In some instances this is still true. 

However, many distance education students actually live in metropolitan areas. In 

Australia, for example, over half the students enrolled in tertiary courses live 

within easy reach of a major educational institution (Johnson, Lundin, & 

Chippendale, 1992). Increasingly, it appears that the choice of study in distance 

mode is not limited to geographic separation, as the term distance education would 

imply. Other factors, such as employment and family commitments, temporary or 

chronic physical impairment, and personal preferences, are also evident in the 

selection of the distance mode study. 

Another trend in the perception of distance education is that it is now 

considered a viable alternative to on-campus education. For many years distance 

education was generally regarded as a 'second-best' or inferior option to 

on-campus teaching (Shaw, 1995). Degrees conferred via study distance mode 

were not well regarded. Over the last fifteen years, attitudes towards distance 

education amongst students, tertiary educators, institutions and governments have 

changed significantly. Students are increasingly opting for distance education as a 

first choice, particularly mature age, part-time students who gain access to 

specialist courses at a postgraduate level (King, 1993). Academic staff are 

competing to develop off-campus courses, and universities such as Monash and 

14 



Wollongong have become prominent in this field despite no previous tradition of 

off-campus teaching (Inglis, 1995b ). At a national level, universities have been 

urged to adapt methods of distance education to on-campus teaching (Johnson 

et al., 1992), and the Commonwealth has invested heavily in off-campus 

initiatives such as the Open Leaming Agency, OpenNet and Education Network 

Australia. 

The previous discussion highlights the fact that distance education extends 

beyond simply meeting the needs of people in rural or isolated areas. A notable 

trend has been the availability of the external mode of study to residents in 

metropolitan centres. Students tend to be of mature age, taking postgraduate 

courses on a part-time basis in a specialist field for professional career purposes. 

Advances in distance teaching practices, the quality of study materials, and the 

availability of interactive communication technologies have also seen, in recent 

years, a radical shift in thinking about the advantages of distance education to cater 

for the educational needs of an increasing number of learners who are seeking to 

enrol in tertiary level studies. 

DISTANCE EDUCATION IN AUSTRALIA - HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES 

There was a time in Australia's education history that distance education (or 

correspondence studies) was seen as a temporary phenomenon and as one lacking 

in any real academic merit. Interest was limited to a small, vocal interest group 

concerned about the provision of education for rural outback Australia (White, 

1982). However, distance education in Australia has endured and expanded to 

encompass not only the rural outback but also a significant proportion of students 

located in metropolitan areas who want greater flexibility in educational access. In 

1991 there were about 27 institutions providing distance higher education with 

over 140 subjects offered and enrolments of around 57 ,000. Clearly, distance 
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education must be regarded as a significant feature of the overall tertiary education 

scene in Australia. 

Tertiary level distance education has existed in Australia since the 

foundation of the University of Queensland in 1910, when it was commissioned to 

provide the opportunity for further studies and qualifications to teachers who were 

spread over the State. It was the second university in the world (after the 

University of London) to make provision for distance education. 

At different dates, each State Education Department established 

correspondence schools to provide for students isolated by geography, illness or 

other circumstances, and in the 1930s the radio-based Schools of the Air were 

established. During the two world wars, Australian universities made various 

arrangements to enable men and women in the armed services to pursue studies. 

The University of Queensland provided distance education through a Department 

of External Studies, which had academic staff in the various disciplines offered. 

Arrangements at Armidale University College (now University of New England), 

consisted of academics teaching both on-campus and external students. The 

Armidale 'integrated model' or dual mode system became very well known and 

now dominates distance education provision in Australia. 

By the 1970s, activity in the distance education field expanded 

dramatically, with the number of higher education providers rising from six to over 

thirty. Many of these, and those with most enrolments, were regional institutions 

in such cities as Rockhampton, Toowoomba, Bathurst, Wagga Wagga and 

Geelong. The proliferation of all these distance education providers led to the 

Commonwealth Government introducing a policy to officially recognise eight 

Distance Education Centres (DECs) in 1989 (Dawkins, 1988). A more recent 

policy recommended funding models and structures be altered to enable institutions 
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to use distance education materials, teaching practices and technologies to enhance 

on-campus teaching and learning (Johnson et al., 1992). 

Distance education has a long history in Australian universities. The 

situation since 1965 has been characterised by significant changes in the extent and 

methods of delivery. As a result, distance education is no longer regarded as an 

inferior mode of delivery compared to on-campus education. Over the last ten 

years there have been major interventions in the provision of university level 

education by the Federal Government. Policy initiatives have directly targeted the 

external study component of tertiary institutions and represent both a recognition of 

distance education and an attempt to shape its future in Australia. 

GOVERNMENT POLICY ON DISTANCE EDUCATION 

Over the last decade there have been a number of Federal Government 

initiatives designed to bring about changes in the provision of university education 

through structural changes to the component of distance education. Initially, 

distance education was seen as potentially addressing the emerging problems of 

increasing enrolments, pressure on existing infrastructure, shortages of academic 

staff, unmet demand, and the long-term declining rate of funding per student 

(NBEET, 1992). In its policy statement on higher education in July 1988, the 

Federal Government set out objectives for enhancing the provision of distance 

education by reducing duplication, fostering cooperation between providing 

institutions and improving the overall quality, availability and efficiency of external 

studies courses (Dawkins, 1988). 

To achieve these objectives eight Distance Education Centres (DECs) were 

officially recognised in 1989. The plan was to allow the eight nominated 

institutions to concentrate on developing quality courses that would be accessible 
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to other institutions in a National Unified System, thus avoiding duplication and 

costly infrastructure. According to Campion and Renner (1992), the future 

envisaged by the government in the 1980s was essentially Fordist. Fordism is 

used in the sense of creating a system of mass production and mass consumption 

of education. By creating a DEC system, the government was attempting to 

improve the quality and availability of external teaching, and reduce the unit costs 

of providing distance education courses through economies of scale. King (1993) 

challenged this underlying assumption by arguing that distance education should 

not be viewed as a panacea to solve all the problems facing the higher education 

system and also that there was no basis for believing that distance education could 

be delivered more cheaply than on-campus provision. 

The DEC system achieved only partial success, and it was essentially 

abandoned after less than a year of operation. Most of the institutions that were 

offering courses in 1989 are still active, and there has been no significant 

movement towards rationalisation of course offerings or course sharing amongst 

institutions. According to King (1993) the main reason for the limited achievement 

of the DEC system was its failure to recognise the 'dispersed model of Australian 

distance education' (p. 131 ). This model allows for the delivery of programs by 

autonomous and competing institutions which, in some cases, rely on distance 

education enrolments to remain viable and resent the perceived interference of a 

DEC system. 

In December 1992, the Federal Government made alternative 

arrangements. They were clearly dissatisfied with the failure of the DEC system to 

respond quickly to the pressures on the higher education system and published a 

report which recommended that there should be greater use of distance education 

materials and methods for both off-campus and on-campus teaching and learning 

(NBEET, 1992). Again, King (1993) argues that this recommendation failed to 
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recognise a number of factors. First, the preplanned nature of distance education, 

which requires decisions to be made well in advance of delivery, cannot 

accommodate a time scale of less than a year for implementation. Secondly, and 

more significantly, the claim that distance education principles and methods can be 

introduced into face-to-face teaching without major cultural change, is unrealistic. 

Overall, it appears that the government expected distance education institutions to 

recognise and implement major changes in their practice over a very short period of 

time. 

Federal Government policy on distance education has now changed 

towards focusing on the potential of 'open education' to provide new opportunities 

for the various stakeholders in higher education and the role of technology in the 

delivery of courses. The Open Leaming Initiative saw the establishment of the 

Open Leaming Agency of Australia (OLAA) by Monash University in 1993. 

Increasingly, the government is supporting technological solutions to perceived 

educational problems, such as Professional and Graduate Education (PAGE), 

which offers segments of courses via television production on SBS. In 1995, the 

government contributed three million dollars to establish STARLIT Multimedia 

(Systematic Training and Research in Leaming with Interactive Technologies), 

which is a collaborative venture between three Australian Universities and private 

enterprise to provide access to 'best practice' methodology in multimedia delivery. 

There have been two major interventions by the Australian Government in 

the organisation of the delivery of higher education to other-than-conventional 

on-campus students between 1989 and 1993. The first was the establishment of 

the DEC system and the second the Open Leaming Initiative. In both instances, 

the government sought to reduce the cost of delivery by the mass production of 

learning materials for a mass audience. Clearly, the government is concerned 

about the costs associated with the development and delivery programs and is 
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searching for ways to reduce them through changing existing structures. It is 

within this general context that the central research question of this study arises. 

By highlighting concerns over costs of the provision of educational programs, the 

government is signalling declining funding for tertiary institutions. In this 

competitive environment, it is those institutions that are able to provide high quality 

courses, both on-campus and off-campus, at a minimum cost that will attract 

enrolments and retain their viability. The question then for the government and 

various institutions is, what structures will promote the development of high 

quality, low cost courses? Part of this study speculates on the conditions course 

writers in distance education need if they are to produce high quality learning 

materials, and argues that these conditions should be present in any structures 

created to achieve broader policy objectives. 

MODELS OF DISTANCE EDUCATION PROVISION 

The way in which distance education is provided in tertiary institutions 

varies. Holmberg (1989) identifies two general models that seem to characterise 

most distance education organisations worldwide. The first is large-scale systems 

that offer a large number of courses for many students. The British Open 

University is often cited as an example. This single institution caters exclusively 

for distance education students, has enrolments of over 170,000 students per year, 

and employs over 2,800 staff (Kaye, 1989). It has total responsibility for finance, 

accreditation and examinations, curriculum development of course materials, 

delivery, and student support services. The second type of institution represents a 

sma11-scale approach whereby lecturers develop courses for their own students. 

The University of New England (UNE) in Australia is often used as an example of 

a sma11-scale distance education institution with enrolments of around only 6,000 

external students. 
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Compared to world standards, distance education providers in Australia 

operate on a small scale. However, there are a large number of institutions, 

approximately 30, offering distance education courses to around 57 ,000 students. 

All institutions operate in what is best described as 'dual mode', that is, the same 

academics prepare and teach distance education courses concurrently with their 

on-campus equivalents (Evans & Nation, 1989). Initially, teaching materials 

supplied to external students were primarily transcriptions of actual on-campus 

lectures. The high attrition and failure rates that were typical of courses offered by 

distance resulted in increased attention to the quality of teaching materials. Since 

1978, most dual mode institutions have adopted a more systematic approach to the 

development of courses and materials for external students (Inglis, 1995b ). This 

involves the appointment of instructional designers to work with faculty staff to 

produce materials, the establishment of course teams, and materials production 

facilities to support the typesetting and printing of course materials. The example 

that follows in the next section provides a more detailed description of the 

approach used to produce course materials in an Australian university. 

In summary, models of distance education provision tend to be classified in 

terms of the way external studies are offered. At one extreme are large-scale single 

institutions that teach exclusively to large numbers of students at a distance. At the 

other extreme are small-scale or dispersed institutions that deliver programs 

autonomously and compete with other providers for enrolments. The latter 

describes the model of provision in the Australian setting. Other features of the 

Australian model are the dual mode of delivery of courses and the use of a 

systematic approach to the development of course materials. 
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An example - distance education at Central Queensland University 

The purpose of this section is to highlight in more detail the operation of a 

small-scale, dual-mode institution involved in the provision of distance education 

in Australia with a specific focus on the nature of the materials development 

process. The institution selected is Central Queensland University (CQU). CQU 

became one of the eight distance education centres (DECs) designated by the 

Federal Government in 1989. It provides one of the few examples of a DEC 

working in the way envisaged by the government rationalisation of the distance 

education, since one third of the income of the CQU/DEC is generated from 

external project work. The major project for the CQU/DEC is the Australian 

Taxation Studies Program, AT AX, which provides taxation law subjects for 

distance students across Australia. AT AX was also the case study selected for this 

research. 

Central Queensland University is a multi-campus institution with campuses 

in Rockhampton, Mackay, Gladstone, Bundaberg and Emerald. The University 

has approximately 10,000 students, 65 percent of whom study by distance 

education (Smith, 1995). Over 50 award courses are offered in distance mode, 

ranging from masters degrees to associate diplomas with some 600 units available. 

Distance education commenced at CQU in 1974, when courses in Applied Science 

were introduced. It is now the largest Australian provider of science at a distance 

and a major provider of postgraduate business courses. 

CQU's distance education operations are coordinated through its Division 

of Distance and Continuing Education (DDCE), located at Rockhampton. The 

Division employs 100 staff, including professional academic staff, and offers 

services for the development and delivery of education and training materials. This 

includes project management, instructional design, editing, multimedia 
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development, electronic publishing, student support services, and printing and 

dispatch systems. A typical materials development cycle for internal CQU units 

involves liaison between DDCE management and faculty representatives to identify 

unit offerings. On the appointment of a lecturer to prepare materials, an 

instructional designer from DDCE is aIIocated a workload for the coming semester. 

The nature of the relationship between the lecturer (content expert) and 

instructional designer is highly variable depending on the type of development 

undertaken and the time-lines imposed. IdeaIIy, the two main participants 

collaborate extensively on all aspects of development over a six-month period (one 

semester) and co-opt other expertise in the areas of multimedia and television/audio 

production as required. Since the majority of the materials produced in this 

institution are print-based, services available are geared to this form of production. 

Once instructional design, production, printing and dispatch processes are 

complete, the Division also has a student support system which coordinates the 

delivery of the courses and deals with student enquiries. This system deals with 

enrolments, dispatch of materials, student enquiries, recording assignment grades, 

and keeping students informed of administrative matters. Approximately 600 

distance education subjects or units are produced per year at Central Queensland 

University. 

This simplified description of the materials development process serves to 

highlight the integrated and systematic approach to producing materials in 

operation at CQU. Course provision for distance students is not a matter of a 

subject specialist working in isolation to produce a set of lecture notes which they 

send to students. While the lecturer assumes primary responsibility for the validity 

of the unit, a network of people and processes exists to facilitate the development 

of units from an instructional design perspective and also to coordinate the 

administrative aspects of materials production. 
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Production of course materials for external clients of the University follows 

a similar pattern. In the Australian Taxation Studies Program (AT AX), the 

University of New South Wales (UNSW) undertakes all the activities associated 

with course provision, with CQU providing expertise in the areas of instructional 

design and print production. For this project the materials production process 

involves the client (UNSW) nominating subjects it wishes to develop and 

appointing a lecturer to the task of writing the materials. CQU sends instructional 

designers to UNSW to conduct Writers' Workshops to assist lecturers in the 

process. Draft manuscripts are evaluated by instructional designers and 

amendments are made in conjunction with lecturers using electronic means of 

communication. Operators in the materials production unit at CQU then undertake 

the layout of the materials and provide a first proof for checking by the 

instructional designer and author. After the corrections are completed, materials 

are sent to a quality assurance officer who checks for consistency of style and 

corrects any minor typographical errors before going to print. UNSW undertakes 

its own printing and dispatch of materials and operates a separate student support 

service. 

The description of the materials production process at CQU reflects the 

application of a systematic approach to the design and development of course 

materials for both internal and external clients. CQU made a strong commitment to 

off-campus teaching by investing heavily in the instructional design aspects of 

materials development, and by providing student support and specialised 

administrative systems designed to cater for distance education students. This 

system of development is also evident in the University of Southern Queensland, 

the University of New England, Monash University and Curtin University, which 

are also major distance education providers in Australia (Inglis, 1995b ). 

Increasingly, the traditional approach to the development of materials for external 

students, which involves the adoption of an instructional design model, has been 

24 



challenged (Evans & Nation, 1989; Inglis, 199Sb; Nunan, 1983). However, it is 

the systematic model which still dominates the development of materials for 

distance education courses in Australia today. 

IMPLICATIONS OF MODELS OF DISTANCE EDUCATION FOR THE 

DEVELOPMENT OF COURSE MATERIALS 

The previous discussion identified two general models which typify the 

provision of distance education internationally. To reiterate, the first model 

represents single, large-scale institutions offering courses to large numbers of 

students. At the opposite end of the continuum are a large number of small-scale 

institutions which cater specifically for their own external students. These models 

have implications for the way course materials are produced, and it is this aspect 

which is significant for this study. 

In a large-scale, single institution model, such as the Open University in 

the United Kingdom, the production of course materials involves a course team 

approach, whereby a range of personnel, including subject specialists, 

instructional designers, multimedia specialists, librarians, and editors, are all 

involved in one project. Teams may be as large as twenty people, with budgets of 

several million dollars for one course and development time extending over two to 

three years (Moore & Thompson, 1990). The use of this system embodies the 

belief that mutually critical interaction between team members results in better 

materials, since ideas are not limited to a single author. 

By contrast, the system used to develop course materials for smaller scale 

institutions, such as those in the Australian setting, involves a systematic 

instructional design approach (Inglis, 1995b ). In this type of system, a content 

expert is required to provide on-campus lectures and prepare course materials for 
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external students, with varying amounts of input on these materials from 

instructional designers. Television, recording and other media specialists may be

brought into the process if required but, generally, the development process for 

external course materials is dominated by the lecturer and instructional designers. 

Usually, individual institutions provide facilities in the form of distance education 

centres to assist the author by coordinating the production, printing and dispatch of 

materials to students. The cycle of development usually takes place over a period 

of six months and budgets are considerably less than those in the UK Open 

University model. 

The purpose of examining different models of materials development is to 

establish the position of course writers within a system. In Australia, course 

writers are at the core of the development process for distance education materials, 

with considerable control over the conceptual development of the subject and the 

writing process. Despite this central role, little is known about how these writers 

actually go about their task. The study presented in the following chapters seeks to 

illuminate the materials development process by focussing specifically on its core 

element - that is, the role of the course writer. It is this aspect that has the 

greatest potential to influence the quality of the materials produced. 

SUMMARY 

This chapter has served to highlight the major features of distance 

education provision in Australia in order to provide a context in which to examine 

the central research question. This question focuses on the role of the course 

writer in preparing distance education materials. Distance education in Australia 

has grown significantly and is now a permanent feature of tertiary education 

provision. This has been recognised at a national level with the introduction of 

policy initiatives to address funding concerns and to maximise the benefits of this 
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form of educational delivery. Most attention has been directed towards 

implementing cost-effective structures for the delivery of distance education 

courses. For the most part, rationalisation of distance education centres to reduce 

duplication has not been successful and the focus has moved towards technological 

solutions to the problem of increased demand for access to tertiary level courses. 

The outcome of this direction remains to be determined. At this stage, the 

dominant system for the provision of courses to external students in Australia is 

characterised by a large number of dispersed, small-scale institutions which all 

provide similar courses, usually in print-based form. Within each institution, 

academics play a central role in the preparation of course materials for external 

students, and yet little is known about how they approach the task. Since the role 

of the lecturer as a writer is critical, any further moves to restructure the system to 

achieve greater efficiency or effectiveness in distance education must take into 

account this core element. The study presented here attempts to provide insights 

into the development of distance education materials from the course writer's 

perspective, which will contribute to a better understanding of the process and 

may, in tum, inform decision-making concerning distance education. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

INTRODUCTION 

There is very little literature focusing specifically on how course writers go 

about the task of preparing instructional materials. It was therefore necessary to 

investigate related areas of research that could offer some insights into the process. 

This chapter reviews three main bodies of literature and draws together common 

threads that illuminate the central research question of this dissertation. The first 

relates to studies of teacher planning, based on the assumption that teaching, 

regardless of the mode of delivery, requires planning in the pre-active stage. The 

second body of knowledge reviewed involves studies dealing specifically with the 

process of writing distance education materials. Two main studies were identified 

as significant to the area under study, since they elaborated on the process of 

writing learning materials from the writer's perspective. The first, by Riley 

( 1984a, 1984b, 1984c ), investigates problems experienced by course writers at the 

UK Open University and the strategies they use to deal with these problems. The 

second study, by Nouwens and Towers (1994, 1995) and Nouwens, Smith, and 

Towers (1996), focused on the institutional constraints facing authors operating in 

the Australian context. The third body of knowledge consulted for this chapter 

focused on theories of writing in general to gain a different perspective on 

cognitive processes associated with writing and how they influence what authors 

do. In addition to reviewing these three areas of knowledge, the fi·nal section of 

this chapter offers a commentary on perceptions of future directions in tertiary 

education and speculates on the implication of changes for the preparation of 

distance education materials. 
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STUDIES OF TEACHER PLANNING 

The way in which knowledge is transmitted has varied throughout the 

ages. From the story-tellers of ancient civilisations to the use of the latest 

communication technologies, the means to acquire knowledge has undergone 

significant change. But the focus for this study is not on what teaching and 

learning looks like now or in the past. Rather, its interest lies in the preparation 

and planning that goes on prior to that event. Planning is an activity in which all 

educators engage, whether for delivery face-to-face or via distance education. 

Most of this planning is done in private, which Jackson ( 1966) labels the 'hidden' 

world of teaching. It is by revealing this hidden side of teaching that it becomes 

possible to understand "how and why the process of teaching looks and works as 

it does" (Clark & Peterson, 1986, p. 256). In other words, there is a critical link 

between teacher planning and the visible actions that teachers take in the 

classroom. Similarly, planning by distance educators influences the teaching 

approach adopted through the materials they produce. Any attempt to change the 

way teaching occurs in the classroom or via learning materials rests on an 

understanding of the thought processes, including planning, which underlie that 

event. 

Educational theorists first began to speculate on the likely features of the 

planning process in the early 1950s. In an age of rationalism there was a firm 

belief that all decision-making followed a rational and logical sequence of defining 

goals, formulating alternatives, predicting effects and evaluating outcomes. This 

underlying philosophy was adopted and extended to the study of planning in 

education. Thus, it is not surprising that the rational-linear model first proposed 

by Tyler (1950) and later elaborated by Taba (1956), Popham and Baker (1970) 

and by direct instructional theorists like Gagne, Briggs, and Wager (1983), had 

widespread appeal and was prescribed for all types of educational planning. 
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Briefly, the model is based on four basic tenets: specifying objectives, selecting 

learning activities, organising learning activities, and evaluating the outcomes. The 

assumption inherent in the model is that there is a linear relationship between ends 

and means - that is, that planning will progress in a logical, orderly sequence 

from identifying aims to evaluating results. From this perspective, planning in 

education is a highly predictable activity with measurable outcomes, particularly 

since all objectives are stated in behavioural terms. 

An alternative to the rational model of teacher planning was proposed by 

MacDonald (1965), who believed that teachers focus first on the type of learning 

activities that they will provide for students. MacDonald contends that setting an 

activity enables students to choose their own learning experiences and pursue their 

own objectives. In this type of model, ends are integrated with the means. In 

other words, objectives only arise from and exist within an activity. The model 

presented by MacDonald may well be representative of what educators did in the 

planning stage of teaching. However, the fact remained that, prior to the 1970s, 

there were no comprehensive studies of the actual process of planning in education 

to confirm or dismiss the models proposed by various researchers. 

While the topic of what teachers actually do when they prepare to teach has 

never been extensively studied, there is now some evidence to suggest that neither 

the rational-linear model nor the integrated ends-means model provides an accurate 

representation of teacher planning. In 1970, Taylor conducted a study of teacher 

planning in British secondary schools. He found that teachers wanted to begin 

with a consideration of the subject matter in terms of its selection and sequencing, 

the time to teach it, and the approach to be employed. Of secondary importance 

was the learning situations which were most likely to interest students. 

Furthermore, it was only after these two steps were complete that teachers 

considered the purpose or aims of their teaching. Evaluation appeared to receive a 
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relatively minor consideration in the overall planning process. Later findings 

reported by researchers such as Clark and Peterson (1986), Yinger (1980), and 

Zahorik (1975), seem, with some variations, to confirm the notion that setting 

objectives is not a first nor central part of teacher planning. Instead, the largest 

proportion of teachers' planning time was making decisions about content or 

subject matter. The next largest proportion of planning time was devoted to 

decisions about instructional process (strategies and activities). Clark and Peterson 

(1986), like Zahorik (197 5), found decisions on objectives conspicuously absent. 

This does not imply that objectives were absent in the planning process. As 

McLeod (1981) noted, objectives are often embedded in actions and become so 

routinised that they tend not to be explicitly stated. John (1993) provided an 

argument for repositioning objectives in the planning process and linking them 

more closely with context-bound considerations such as those described above. 

Investigations of actual teacher planning practices leave us with an 

overwhelming impression that preparation for teaching is not a simple, 

straightforward activity. It is a complex task for which the rational-linear model 

has no real meaning. Set formulas or prescriptions for teaching cannot 

accommodate the diverse problem solving nature of the profession. As Clark and 

Peterson (1986) note, the practice of teaching is as "complex and cognitively 

demanding as the practice of medicine, law or architecture" (p. 312). There is 

therefore general agreement in the literature that the rational-linear model is not 

capable of describing the planning behaviour of teachers, or at least experienced 

teachers. Research findings by Taylor (1970), Zahorik (1975) and others support 

an alternative view - one that identifies content considerations as having the 

strongest influence on teacher planning processes. Studies by Yinger (1980) and 

Clark and Yinger (1979b) also contribute to the notion of a 'cyclical' planning 

model for teaching. This model describes phases of planning, moving from initial 

problem conception through to implementation of the plan. Each planning event 
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can be influenced by prior experiences and this in turn impacts on future planning 

and teaching processes, representing a continuous cycle. 

Other information that emerged from studies of teacher planning related to 

the types and functions of planning. Clark and Yinger (1979b) identify eight types 

of planning, with unit planning (which describes the content to be taught) being the 

most important. These eight types of planning are not independent of each other 

but are nested and interact within a larger construct. The idea of planning being a 

nested process is supported by a study undertaken by Clark and Elmore (1979) of 

five elementary teachers. This study showed that during the first five weeks of the 

school year, teacher planning was mainly concerned with setting up the physical 

environment of the classroom, assessing student abilities and establishing the 

social system of the classroom. It is within this framework that teachers planned 

activities and units. Findings on the functions of planning also indicated a number 

of reasons for planning. Clark and Yinger (l 979b ), for example, identified that 

planning was not exclusively linked to transforming and modifying curriculum to 

fit a particular instructional episode. It also encompassed other aspects, such as 

meeting the personal needs of the planner, that is, reducing uncertainty and 

anxiety, and preparing the teacher cognitively and instrumentally for the 

instruction. 

Studies of teacher planning provide support for the view that linear-rational 

models of teacher planning are too narrowly focused to be representative of a 

complex process. Other researchers have proposed alternative models, and in so 

doing have provided a number of insights into an elaborate process. However, 

investigations to date have limitations. Clark and Peterson (1986), for example, 

draw attention to the fact that most studies on teacher planning have been done 

with experienced teachers at an elementary (primary) level rather than secondary or 

tertiary level. Further, the authors call for more comprehensive studies on "the 
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whole process of teaching or on the relationships between, for example, teacher 

planning and interactive thoughts and action in the classroom" (p. 292). It appears 

that planning is only one part of teachers' thought processes. To fully comprehend 

the actions teachers take and their effects on students, all aspects need to be 

considered. 

The next section reviews the available literature relating specifically to 

planning processes for distance educators. This literature is compared to research 

on planning for classroom teaching to ascertain the extent of 'fit' between the two 

bodies of knowledge. 

RESEARCH ON WRITING DISTANCE EDUCATION MATERIALS 

The preparation of learning materials is a fundamental activity for the 

distance educator. It is through this medium that most teaching and learning takes 

place. Essentially, teaching at a distance becomes writing, and, since the primary 

method of delivery is print-based study packages, most distance educators write 

learning packages which embody not only subject content but also their own 

teaching style. Interestingly, there are relatively few studies that deal with how 

lecturers, or course writers, actually approach the task of writing learning materials 

for distance education students. The failure to focus on the experience of the 

teacher as a writer is highlighted by Joughin and Johnston (1994), who report that, 

in an analysis of 225 distance education articles from five prominent distance 

education journals, only 24 related to teachers, and of those only "a minority could 

be considered as research contributing to theory" (p. 7). 

If there is a distinct lack of attention given to the course writer's experience 

and perceptions of writing, there is, by contrast, a plethora of literature on 

functional issues relating to the materials development process in distance 
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education. Topics such as costs associated with distance education, appropriate 

management structures, the design of systems for materials production, including 

desktop publishing and printing, and technology selection, are common 

(e.g., Dekkers, 1991; Evans & King, 1991; Holmberg, 1989; Jackling, 1991; 

Jevons & Northcott, 1994; Nouwens, 1995; Nunan, 1993; Parer, 1989). 

Another prevalent topic is 'how to' write distance education materials, and 

there are a number of handbooks, guides and manuals on this subject. Riley 

( 1984a) cites a number of titles worldwide and comments on their broadly similar 

contents - that is, the importance of stating clear objectives for students, the need 

to break down content into small chunks, and the inclusion of exercises to enable 

students to check their understanding of a topic. Most of the manuals promote a 

'tutorial in print' style as the most effective and appropriate way of writing distance 

teaching materials. More recent publications, such as those by Rowntree ( 1994 ), 

Race ( 1991 ), and Kember (1991 ), also highlight the necessity to plan for non-print 

media inclusion, with issues of choice and resources being raised. However, 

prominence is given to the priority of defining objectives first. 

The 'objectives first' approach of most manuals and training guides reflects 

traditional instructional design models from theorists such as Romiszowski 

(1981), Dick and Carey (1984), and Gagne, Briggs, and Wager (1986). The 

Gagne et al. model refers to a list of instructional events to be carried out by the 

teacher, ranging from setting objectives to evaluating outcomes. For distance 

education, the use of instructional designers is advocated to translate these learning 

events into written form to overcome any difficulties associated with the actual 

writing process. Instructional designers structure the work of content experts into 

messages that communicate with learners following the objectives-first system. 

Instructional designers are responsible for the conceptual development of the 

course and communication of concepts to learners, while subject matter experts 
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simply supply the infonnation. Transferring infonnation between the two groups 

is not seen as problematic. 

In the Australian context, this instructional design model is rarely used in 

the production of learning materials due to the enonnous cost implications and also 

the diverse, small-scale system that characterises distance education provision. 

However, many institutions involved in the preparation of distance learning 

materials base their development procedures on the prescriptive and linear 

approach of traditional instructional design models. Writing is generally regarded 

as a simple, logical and straightforward process. There is a belief that, with a 

good plan and a sequential, objectives-first model, teachers (as writers) should be 

able to produce the required materials. The approach has intuitive, logical appeal 

and is often reflected in both training sessions and instruction manuals provided to 

writers at the commencement of the task (Nouwens & Towers, 1995; Parer & 

Benson, 1990). However, the reality is that the process of writing learning 

materials is far more complex than is acknowledged by the traditional models of 

materials development for distance education. 

One of the few studies relating directly to writing learning materials was 

conducted by Riley (1984a, 1984b, 1984c) at the Open University in the United 

Kingdom. In her experience with the preparation of distance education materials at 

the University, Riley was "struck by the lack of fit between the prescriptions of the 

traditional models of instructional design and what is actually done" (p. 192). 

Despite familiarity with the recommendations of 'how to' manuals, writers largely 

ignored them. They found the task of drafting material difficult, as demonstrated 

by the late arrival of manuscripts and compromises in the quality of scripts due to 

time pressures. Riley decided to concentrate her study on what authors actually 

did in the process of preparing learning materials and the factors influencing those 

drafting behaviours. 
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Findings in the Riley study identified three main tasks of drafting ( or 

writing) materials: finding and selecting sources, sequencing the materials, and 

finding the words (Riley, 1984a). Within each task there are a number of 

problems which are perceived and handled differently by each author. For 

example, in addition to their existing knowledge of a subject, an author may want 

some new or additional materials, so problems of "finding the necessary materials" 

and "knowing when they have enough" arise (Riley, 1984a, p. 194). All three 

tasks were interlinked, with some authors gathering content before planning a 

tentative sequence, or finding it necessary to locate new materials and reordering 

topics during the writing stage. In essence, authors chose strategies and tactics to 

"determine the order in which they approach the three tasks and how they tackle 

the problems they meet" (p. 202). 

According to Riley the most important consideration for authors during the 

process of writing is the audience for which the materials are being produced. 

Riley identifies "public and private" categories that influence writing (p. 203). The 

public category represents writers' concerns over doing justice to the content and 

getting it right for the students' benefit. The private category represents more 

personal concerns over protecting professional image with colleagues. In 

recognising these public and private factors, Riley found expressions of strong 

feelings of fear, desperation and difficulty amongst authors, which led her to 

acknowledge the "deep, personal involvement they had in drafting learning 

materials" (p. 204). 

In the series on the process of preparing distance education materials, Riley 

( 1984b) also refers to the task of revising materials as an integral part of the 

drafting process. In the UK Open University model, most units must go through 

at least two drafts before final printing. A course team is responsible for 

commenting on the drafts and providing written and verbal feedback to an author, 
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usually at a group meeting. Riley's study of the process indicates that 

commentators tend to focus their reactions on subject matter, teaching approach, 

expression, and degree of 'fit' into the original design brief- although there is a 

different balance of aspects in each commentator's reaction (p. 209). From the 

author's point of view, Riley notes a considerable amount of anxiety, particularly 

since criticism is delivered in a very public manner during whole team meetings. It 

seems that the author's image of what he/she is trying to achieve is constantly 

evolving and becoming more sophisticated during the revisi�g stage. This often 

created a tension between participants, since commentators only get an occasional 

'snapshot' impression of the work and react to differences in the first agreed 

specifications, while authors have already moved to a new conception of the 

material. Riley describes this as an "out-of-step" phenomenon (p. 224). The task 

for the author then becomes one of justifying changes and deciding which 

changes, if any, to accommodate. Basically, Riley's interpretation of revising 

behaviours was that authors "follow their own characteristic patterns of behaviour" 

(p. 225). In other words, authors take the approach of doing what they think is 

best or easiest according to established patterns. 

There are some parallels between the description of the drafting behaviours 

of teachers as writers and studies of teacher planning. Studies in both areas reveal 

a common focus on 'content first' rather than 'objectives first'. This being the 

case, the prescriptive, rational-linear model has limited application in describing 

the planning behaviours of teachers both for classroom instruction and for 

materials preparation in distance education. Yet, the application of this model still 

appears to dominate the materials development process of most distance education 

providers, as indicated in a study by Parer and Benson (1990) . 

Parer and Benson (1990) conducted an extensive survey of the policies and 

practices for professional preparation and staff development in distance education 
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across 22 institutions in Australia. A variety of activities were identified as 

providing on-going professional development in distance education, although 

implementation was often described as "ad-hoc" or "piecemeal" (p. 31 ). A typical 

form of activity was the provision of short (usually half-day) non-compulsory 

workshops or seminars addressing topics such as the materials development 

process, course writing, distance teaching techniques, use of technology, and 

administration requirements. In relation to course writing, it was common to find 

that participants were given a package of materials containing guides on 'how to' 

write good materials with samples from existing courses. Much of the exemplar 

material was based on traditional instructional design models where the focus is on 

following a pattern of defining behavioural objectives, selecting and sequencing 

learning activities, and finally evaluating outcomes and providing feedback. 

Additional information on typography, linguistics, manuscript presentation, and 

technology delivery options, also feature in the package. The study reports on the 

perceived limited value of these types of packages for professional development in 

distance education because staff rarely refer to them and content is frequently out 

of date (Parer & Benson, 1990). Such an observation is consistent with the view 

that, regardless of whether they are preparing for classroom instruction or for 

delivery at a distance, teachers do not tend to follow the traditional objectives 

model, as explained by Gagne, Briggs, and Wager (1983), Taba (1956), and Tyler 

(1950). This then raises the question of developing appropriate and suitable 

professional development for academics undertaking the task of writing distance 

education materials. In designing such activities it is essential for those involved to 

have an understanding of how writers go about the task, the strategies they use, 

and the skills they need to be successful. 

Another area that indicates common ground between teacher planning and 

writing learning materials is the notion that the types of tasks involved are 

interrelated and operate within a larger context. Clark and Elmore ( 1979) describe 
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teacher planning as a nested process, meaning that planning events do not occur 

independently but are interlinked and shaped by prior experiences. Riley (1984a) 

also refers to the tasks involved in writing and revising as fluid, with a continuous 

cycle of adjustment as the author grapples with new ideas, materials and changing 

perceptions of the content. Again, there is the sense that preparing for teaching for 

delivery via the print medium is equally as complex as pre-active planning for 

teaching in a face-to-face mode. Both are clearly not mechanistic processes that 

can be easily solved by the application of formulas or recipes. There is also a 

highly personal involvement with the process of writing, as there is with planning 

for teaching, and there are strong emotions associated with it. The primary 

motivation to undertake tasks in both areas appears to be to minimise anxiety and 

reduce uncertainty rather than fulfil any set objectives or meet assessment criteria 

as suggested by traditional models of curriculum development. 

The advantage of the Riley ( 1984a, 1984b, 1984c) study is that it offers 

empirically-grounded theory about the process of writing rather than a logical 

analysis of what must be the case. However, despite the considerable insights 

provided by the research undertaken by Riley, the study is limited to the drafting 

behaviour of authors in the UK Open University system. As indicated in the 

previous chapter, this system is characterised by teams of academics who are 

specifically employed on a full-time basis to produce courses for more than a 

thousand students, with development times extending over two to three years, 

during which at least two drafts of materials are produced and critically reviewed, 

and budgets of millions of dollars. These conditions are not evident in the 

provision of distance education in Australia. In the Australian system, 

development times are usually less than six months. Due to time constraints, the 

first draft is often the final draft, with little or no commentary being provided or 

acted upon prior to printing and dispatch of materials to students. Furthermore, 

academics are preparing distance materials and lecturing in the same subject to 
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on-campus students. Under these conditions it is likely that the Australian course 

writers' experience of the writing task is different to that of their counterparts in the 

UK Open University system. 

The only study dealing specifically with the writing of distance materials in 

the Australian context, and from the writer's perspective, is reported in a series of 

three papers by Nouwens and Towers (1994, 1995) and Nouwens, Smith and 

Towers (1996). The first paper provides a broad view of the writer's involvement 

in the development of learning materials. The second paper adds more detail to the 

findings of the initial survey, with in-depth interviews of six writers to explore the 

issue of rewards for writing. The third paper reports outcomes of a third survey to 

70 writers which investigated topics of writing time, writing patterns, rewards, 

and support needs of writers. The main findings of this research were that writers 

in a typical Australian university spend between 280 to 300 hours in preparing new 

subjects, that writers prefer blocks of time for writing, and that release from 

normal duties was considered the most appropriate reward for writing. Nouwens 

et al. (1996) concluded that the traditional formula of a four-hour reduction in 

teaching load per week for academics to prepare new distance education subjects 

was not meeting the writers' needs and that greater flexibility in allocating 

workloads to accommodate the block pattern of writing was critical to the 

preparation of distance education materials. Another interesting finding was that 

writers preparing new subjects reported almost 30 percent less writing time than 

those revising or rewriting existing subjects. While the authors did not speculate 

on the likely cause of this result, they highlighted it as an area requiring further 

investigation. 

Again, the studies by Nouwens et al. offer valuable information about the 

materials development process in distance education from the writer's perspective. 

The recommendation to make blocks of time available is undoubtedly the preferred 
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option by those who undertake the task in Australia, and, if institutions are really 

concerned about the quality of their product, they may do well to consider this 

change in practice. However, the investigation stops short of examining the 

cognitive processes that influence how course writers actually manage the task of 

preparing or revising distance education materials in the Australian context. The 

study presented in this dissertation attempts to build on the work of previous 

researchers and contends that improving the quality of distance education materials 

requires more than just allocating sufficient time to the writing task. It also 

requires an understanding of how authors manage that time and the way they go 

about the process of writing distance materials. 

The third body of literature consulted in this dissertation concerns writing 

in a more general sense, rather than instructional material per se. The aim of 

investigating this area was to gain a knowledge of different views and theories of 

writing, regardless of its form or genre, and establish their applicability to the topic 

under study. 

RESEARCH ON WRITING IN GENERAL 

In reviewing theories of writing, Doyle (1986) distinguishes between two 

dominant views of writing - a "knowledge-telling process" or a 

"knowledge-transforming" process (p. 367). Writing as a knowledge-telling 

process requires the author to report, in list or essay form, all that they know about 

a given topic. In contrast, knowledge-transforming writing is where: 

A large amount of time is spent planning, both before and during 

writing, and notes and outlines ... serve as mental work-spaces for an 

internal dialogue about the substance of the evolving text. During 

writing the author learns new things about the topic and struggles to 
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achieve coherence. Revision is continuous, and ideas are rearranged 

to fit emerging conceptions of what the topic really is. (p. 367) 

According to Doyle, writing for many students focuses on knowledge-telling. In 

this type of writing, planning time is usually brief and the outline is typically in full 

sentences which often becomes the final text. For this type of writing, the teacher 

sets the topic, provides isolated instruction in the components of writing, such as 

grammar and word choice, and serves as the sole audience and judge for the final 

product. Doyle argues that if knowledge-transforming is the ultimate goal of 

writing-instruction, then students must be given both the "rights and 

responsibilities of authorship" and allowed to communicate with an audience 

beyond the teacher or the classroom, with the teacher only assisting students as 

they struggle through the process of planning, revision and editing (p. 368). From 

a teaching perspective, the implication is that teachers need to design tasks that 

enable students to engage in the full process of writing. 'Conference writing' in 

the primary school curriculum is an example of the application of a theory of 

writing to the classroom. In this method of instruction for writing, the teacher and 

student communicate with each other about topics through a written journal. 

Teachers provide technical assistance and feedback during individual conferences 

with students as they go about writing the text. 

Most views on writing tend to describe it as an elaborate, complex and 

cognitively demanding process that requires some transformation of knowledge. 

Hayes and Flowers (1980) describe writing as a process of generating ideas, 

organising ideas and translating them into meaningful language. Within these main 

tasks of writing lie a number of sub-processes, each of which requires smaller 

decisions to be made. For example, once a topic has been identified as useful, a 

writer then determines how to organise it by making a series of smaller decisions 

on order, subordinate concepts and categories. In the act of composing, writers 

often move back and forth between planning, translating and reviewing their work. 
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It is a recursive process that enables the writer to discover a way to reach an 

audience. Again, as with the Riley (1984a) study, writing in any fonn, or at any 

level, is seen as a highly personal task which engages the author in an internal 

dialogue as a means to sorting things out to achieve a purpose. 

Berkenkotter (1989) conducted a lengthy naturalistic study of the planning 

and revising strategies of a professional writer, Donald Murry. This study 

identifies two types of planning activities - process goals and rhetorical goals. 

Process goals involve detennining procedures or "thinking plans" in order to write 

and often to generate a series of subplans to carry out a larger plan (p. 260). An 

example is making a list of titles or lead-in sentences. The second kind of planning 

activity involves editing and revising materials based on personal evaluation and 

comments from outside sources. Within this stage, the scope of revision varies 

from simple copy editing to "completely reconceiving" the text (p. 262). Where 

substantial alterations are made, it is difficult to clearly distinguish between the 

tasks of planning and revising. The study again reiterates the recursive nature of 

the writing process and the necessity to make a series of decisions to complete the 

task. Descriptions of the drafting behaviours of writers in general confinn the 

work of Riley (1984a), who also finds that a writer will relocate topics during the 

drafting phase, or look for new materials. This in tum suggests that the process of 

writing distance education materials involves more than simply telling the facts of 

the subject matter. The difference between the Riley study and the theories of 

writing is that Riley observes that individual course writers have "distinctive 

patterns of strategies and tactics" that influence the order in which they approach 

writing tasks and how they tackle problems arising from the process (p. 202). In 

other words, course writers differ in the way they handle the decisions that have to 

be made during the writing process. 
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Review of research into the writing process in general has elaborated on the 

cognitive processes associated with writing. Theories of writing distinguish 

between knowledge-telling and knowledge-transforming as involving very 

different cognitive processes. Writing distance education materials tends to fall 

into the latter, more complex, category. To accomplish the task, authors must 

spend large amounts of time in planning, revising, and editing scripts to transform 

knowledge into a format that is meaningful to both themselves and, if successful, 

the audience. This knowledge has implications for the way distance education is 

managed at an institutional level. It means that sufficient time and appropriate 

support are required if materials produced are to meet expectations of quality. 

FUTURE PERSPECTIVES IN TERTIARY EDUCATION 

The 1990s represents an era of profound change in the tertiary education 

sector and perhaps even the emergence of a new educational paradigm. Student 

numbers in higher education have increased dramatically and pressures for reduced 

unit costs plague the institutions involved in delivery. Concerns over how to meet 

the challenges without compromising quality are at the forefront. In response, the 

catchcry of this decade has become 'flexible learning'. This term signals a shift 

from formal, whole-class didactic teaching towards individual or group 

management of learning. In this environment, students have the opportunity to 

take greater responsibility for their learning and engage in activities that meet their 

own needs within a framework of appropriate support (Wade, 1989). Beyond this 

broad description, the concept of flexible learning still has different meanings for 

different people, perhaps indicating a transition phase: a state of organised flux 

where new directions are evolving. 

In this cloudy environment, there seems to be a growing sense among 

researchers that the availability of interactive technologies is blurring the traditional 
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distinction between classroom-based and distance education. Inglis ( l  995a) 

suggests that methods of teaching in distance education and mainstream on-campus 

education are beginning to converge, and that traditional teaching methods are 

being abandoned or modified in favour of a different model which no longer 

emphasises the teacher as the main source of knowledge. Kaye (1989) believes 

that computer-mediated communications (such as on-line provision, audio/video 

conferencing, computer conferencing, email, audio graphics) will "forge a new 

educational paradigm based on a combination of independent and group-based 

learning" (p. 9). Further, the result will represent more than just a merging of 

classroom and distance education techniques. This line of thought is also reflected 

by Nipper (1989), who presents a vision of "third generation" distance learning. 

In Nipper's view, the use of electronic information technologies in courses will 

move the locus of control from the teacher and the materials to the group. There 

will be a greater facility for two-way interaction between teachers and students and 

also between students. The high costs of materials development will be reduced 

and the revision of existing material will be quicker. There is even scope for 

individually tailored courses. 

New technologies are often being seen as a panacea to overcome all 

problems associated with distance learning. Bates (1991) acknowledges their 

potential but urges caution. He suggests that third generation technologies must be 

used to do more than just enable people to communicate. Instances can occur 

where the exchange between participants becomes nothing more than "chit-chat 

without any reference to any conceptual or pragmatic development" (p. 14). Bates 

also argues that the effective use of such technologies requires radical changes in 

the management and structure of some tertiary institutions - a view shared by 

Wade (1994), who points to the need for institutions to be flexible enough to 

support moves towards innovations in teaching. There are many issues 

surrounding the use and integration of new technologies in education. However, 

45 



as the comment by Inglis ( l  995a) indicates, significant change in the 1990s is 

looming: 

The move towards the integration of new communication media 

represents more than just the normal diversification of a range of 

approaches used in the delivery of courses - there is reason to believe 

that the shift may be more fundamental than this. (p. 364) 

And what of teaching and learning in this new environment? Bates ( 1994) 

presents a vivid portrait of learners accessing information and communicating with 

teachers, other students, and other subject experts outside their own institutions, 

through multimedia telecommunications, from home, the campus, and the 

workplace. Furthermore, technology will allow students to "engage in learning 

whenever they want, in small chunks or as a whole program" (p. 26), thus making 

learning more flexible and accessible to people of all ages. Arguably, Bates thinks 

that this vision will become a reality in a few years. If this is correct, then it will 

not be possible to categorise learners as either campus-based or distance education 

students, nor will teaching be the same. Speculating on the changing role of the 

teacher, Nipper (1989) argues that there is likely to be a merging of the 

traditionally separate functions of course development and tutoring or lecturing. 

Teachers who will be most successful under these conditions are ones "who see 

their role as facilitating learning and networking, that is, putting students in touch 

with the resources they need and engaging in the type of dialogue that supports the 

learning process" (p. 72). 

Laurillard (1993) also argues that as higher education expands and 

becomes less elitist, university teaching will become fundamentally different. It 

will involve much more than imparting knowledge, and teachers will need to know 

more than just their subject content - they will need to know "the ways it can 

come to be understood, the ways it can be misunderstood, and what counts as 
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understanding" (p. 3). In this changing environment, the uni-directional 

transmission model of teaching, epitomised by the on-campus lecture method, is 

not regarded as appropriate, nor is the exclusive use of print packages for distance 

students. Laurillard explores the notion that designing the best teaching strategy is 

likely to require the integrated combination of several media ranging from print to 

tutorial simulations and tutoring systems. Selection of the media will be based on 

a more elaborate understanding of student learning needs, "what the teaching is 

trying to achieve, and a clarification of the learning activities _which are most likely

to need support" (p. 208). Laurillard's view of teaching and learning in the future 

of higher education invites academics to think differently about the way they teach 

and the introduction of media based on knowing what students do when they 

learn. She also argues that thinking differently needs to be supported by an 

institutional context that enables teachers to "act differently by using effective 

teaching approaches" (p. 9). 

This section has signalled the likelihood of significant change in the 

university sector in this decade. The full integration of a range of media options 

into the teaching and learning situation for students represents a major innovation 

in professional practice for many academics. Laurillard argues that the 

implementation of such a change requires teachers to have some understanding of 

the way students learn, coupled with enabling institutional factors that allow and 

encourage different teaching strategies to be adopted. Clark and Peterson (1986) 

would also argue that to influence what teachers actually do it is also necessary to 

understand the "thought processes by which teachers perceive and define their 

responsibilities and situations" (p. 256). Some knowledge of the cognitive 

processes associated with classroom teaching is already available and this will be 

useful as a starting-point for building methods to meet the challenges facing the 

university system. However, the whole area of how academics teach through 

distance materials, and how they plan these materials, has been largely neglected in 
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research to date. It is likely that print-based packages will remain an integral part 

of the way courses are delivered in the future. Further investigation into this area 

is imperative to contribute to the research base required for the implementation of 

significant change that incorporates multi media into the teaching and learning 

situation. 

SUMMARY 

This chapter has reviewed three separate bodies of knowledge and drawn 

parallels between them to illuminate the central research question of this study -

that is, how course writers go about writing distance education materials. Each 

provides insights into the process of materials preparation from a different 

perspective. Studies of teacher planning reveal that, as teachers plan to teach, they 

are more concerned about the content to be taught rather than setting objectives. 

Decisions on the selection and ordering of subject-matter also appear to dominate 

thinking plans for course writers (Riley, 1984a). In further comparing studies on 

planning how and what to teach with the findings of the Riley study, other 

similarities, such as the recursive and nested features of the planning process, were 

evident. These features were also referred to in studies of the writing process in a 

more general sense. However, with only one study focusing specifically on the 

writing process for course writers, it is difficult to generalise and claim that 

descriptions of writing process in the Riley study must be the same for all writers. 

The only other empirical study on preparing distance education materials is that by 

Nouwens et al. This study examines the time taken to complete various stages of 

writing, but does not explore the issue of whether restrictions in the time available 

to course writers in Australia influence the way they handle the task. The study 

reported in the remainder of this dissertation seeks to address omission and build 

on the work done by other researchers to come to a better understanding of how 

course writers go about writing distance education materials. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

METHODOLOGY 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter describes the research methodology used for this study. Initially, 

the chapter reaffirms the research background and central research question as a 

basis for justifying the selection of the case study approach as the most appropriate 

research methodology for this study. Secondly, the methods of data collection are 

described. Thirdly, reliability and validity issues are addressed and, finally, the 

data analysis process used in the research is outlined. 

THE RESEARCH BACKGROUND 

Discussion in Chapter One highlighted the potential of distance education to 

cater for the diverse and changing educational needs of Australians. For reasons 

such as personal preference, location, desired lifestyle, or work and family 

commitments, individuals are placing a greater emphasis on 'flexibility' in 

educational provision. As a result, matters concerning the quality of distance 

education courses have increasingly come to the forefront. A critical factor 

influencing the quality of courses is the input of lecturers who actually prepare 

distance education materials, generally in the form of print-based study guides. 

Despite the central role of the lecturer, little is known of the process whereby those 

materials are created. It is in this context that the central research question in this 

study was constructed. 
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THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 

As indicated in Chapter Three, research has tended to explore the functional 

aspects of producing distance education materials, including management of 

materials development and efficiency of production systems. To date, however, 

the topic of materials preparation from the writer's perspective has been large I y 

ignored. Yet, it is this critical aspect that has the potential to influence the quality 

of courses and, indirectly, student performance. This study �eeks to address this 

omission. 

The primary purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the how 

a writer of tertiary-level distance education material goes about the task. Given the 

nature of the problem, a case study approach was deemed appropriate because of 

its potential for discovering the thoughts, interests, and beliefs that are important to 

the participants. As Yin (1994) confirms, "case studies are the preferred strategy 

when 'how' and 'why' questions are being asked" (p. 1). 

THE CASE STUDY 

The term 'case study' implies a single case comprising a subject, group, 

program, institution, event, or phenomenon (Stake, 1994). Case study research 

focuses on a single case to provide insights into the significant variables related to 

that phenomenon (Merriam, 1988). Overall, the aim is to examine a case in detail 

to find out what can be learned. As Yin (1994) observes, a case study 

"investigates a contemporary phenomenon within a real life context" (p. 13), 

indicating that the case study approach is particularly suited to situations where 

contextual conditions are highly pertinent to the phenomenon being investigated. 

50 



Given that this study is dealing with writers' perceptions of the entire 

writing process, case study research design provides the opportunity to gain a 

holistic view of the writer's situation. Specifically, the case study allows the 

researcher to get as close as possible to the subject of interest and gain insights into 

the phenomenon under study. 

There is no intention that the generalisations made will extend beyond the 

population investigated. Rather, the study seeks insights into writers' perceptions 

of the writing process for distance education materials. Findings may initiate 

further research into related aspects of the area. 

The case study setting 

The unit of analysis or case focused on academics involved in preparing 

materials for distance education students in the Australian Taxation Studies 

program, commonly known as AT AX. The program provides high quality tertiary 

education in taxation law to adult learners who are working in the field. Courses 

are offered nationally on a part-time basis. 

The concept of AT AX arose when the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) 

recognised an unmet need in the education of taxation professionals in Australia 

(Mills, 1991 ). Investigations revealed that the existing level of undergraduate 

education on taxation in many tertiary institutions was decreasing, with a high 

proportion of accounting graduates obtaining their degrees without completing any 

substantial study in the area of taxation law. This, together with the complexity 

and frequency of changes to taxation law and its administration, meant the ATO 

was compelled to devote increasing resources to training programs which would 

inform newly employed graduates and update the professional knowledge of 

existing personnel. In this setting, the ATO decided to sponsor an education 
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program that would cater to the needs of tax professionals across Australia. This 

program is called AT AX. It represents a national taxation studies program offered 

only in distance mode through the University of New South Wales (UNSW). 

AT AX commenced operation in February 1991 and now offers an 

undergraduate taxation degree and three postgraduate degrees: Diploma of 

Taxation, Master of Taxation, Graduate Diploma in Advanced Taxation and 

Graduate Diploma in Taxation Studies. AT AX currently offers over forty subjects 

and skills workshops to approximately 850 students who use 26 Leaming Centres 

at ATO offices across Australia. All subjects are offered on a part-time basis to 

ATO employees and also to non-ATO students, who comprise about 37 percent of 

total student numbers (Macmullen & Smith, 1995). The program employs 30 

full-time staff, including 20 full-time academic staff. Various combinations of 

delivery mechanisms exist and the program boasts the creation of a unique 

'national classroom' by integrating the use of a range of interactive teaching 

methods and technologies (Grbich, 1995). 

The core content of each subject or workshop is predominantly delivered in 

print-based 'Study Guides' containing lecture notes, activities, feedback and 

readings (where applicable). These are developed by leading academics who are 

recognised for their expertise in particular areas of taxation law. The materials 

development process represents a collaborative effort from staff located both at the 

ATAX/UNSW and Central Queensland University (CQU). ATAX/UNSW staff 

are responsible for writing and updating subject content and teaching the subjects. 

Instructional design staff at CQU provide critical reviews of the teaching approach 

of the materials and editing. The development process for new materials typically 

involves a conceptual development phase, initial drafting of materials by the writer, 

instructional design on the manuscript, typesetting, author proofs of the first type 
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set, final changes that include a quality assurance check, and printing and dispatch 

of materials to students. 

In addition to new subjects, AT AX has a strong commitment to regularly 

updating existing print materials to reflect changes in tax law and remain at the 

forefront of both content and pedagogy (Macmullen & Smith, 1995). All subjects 

undergo revision on an annual basis as part of a standard four-year cycle, which 

allows for complete rewriting of the subject every fourth year. The procedures for 

rewrites of existing subjects are similar to those outlined for the development of 

new materials. 

Despite the decentralised nature of materials development, the process is 

highly coordinated and carefully monitored. By 1996, the majority of the 

proposed subjects had been completed and revised at least once. The emphasis of 

the program has now shifted towards quality enhancement of existing materials 

and the increased integration of educational technologies to create an optimal 

learning environment for students. Quality enhancement refers to the targeted and 

systematic appraisal of all components of study materials with the intention of 

undertaking significant revision to improve their quality (Smith, 1995). The 

phasing in of electronic rather than print media is part of the focus of this process. 

AT AX is administered from a sub-campus of the University of New South 

Wales, where academic and administrative staff employed in the program are 

based. In addition to teaching responsibilities, all AT AX academic staff are 

actively involved in organising and delivering seminars, conferences and 

workshops to those in the tax industry. With increasing interest from overseas in 

the AT AX program, opportunities for consultancy are also expanding. 
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The Sample 

A purposive sampling approach was used to select lecturers who had 

actually written or substantially revised subject materials offered in a distance 

education course. This approach enhanced the possibility of accessing a wide 

variety of perspectives. Purposive sampling is based on the assumption that the 

researcher wants to discover, understand, and gain insight into a phenomenon. 

Therefore, selection of a sample from which most can be lea_rned is vital and, as in 

this case, deliberate (Merriam, 1988). 

As a result of the purposive sampling approach, each participant 

interviewed had experience in the preparation of distance education materials. The 

extent of this experience varied between five years or more to less than one year. 

In terms of materials development, this equated to the lecturer writing an entire 

subject and/or substantially revising one or more subjects. A total of six lecturers 

were interviewed, two females and four males. Participants were either the 

original author of the study package or had substantially revised an existing 

package for which they may not have been the first author. All participants were 

lecturers in a subject they had written or revised. This involved contact with 

students through audio conferences and other interactive technologies, and 

responsibility for assessment. 

DATA COLLECTION 

The interviews 

In this study semi-structured, in-depth interviews were chosen as the most 

suitable method for gathering data. The researcher spoke with individuals who 

talked about their experiences in writing educational materials in a free-flowing, 
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open-ended discussion lasting approximately one hour. Yin (1994) identifies the 

interview as one of the most important sources of case study information. In 

qualitative research, it provides factual information and also allows the respondent 

to "offer opinions or propose insights into a situation or event" (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1992, p. 96). By analysing the meaning that participants attach to their experience, 

the researcher was able to better understand and interpret a social reality. Given 

the potential of the interview to elicit valuable information, careful attention was 

given the developing suitable interview procedures, particularly the framing of 

questions. 

The questions 

The development of the interview procedure used in this study initially 

involved a literature review to identify the general themes related to the writing 

process in educational and more general settings. On the basis of the researcher's 

own professional experience of the materials development process, coupled with 

the issues raised in the literature review, initial interview questions were generated. 

These questions were reviewed by colleagues to ensure clarity and familiarity of 

language. Further refinements were made during the first round of interviews to 

assess their capacity to illuminate the central research problem. Given that the 

research problem in this study requires information ranging from experience to 

feelings and opinions of the respondent, a wide variety of questions was designed, 

including 'hypothetical', 'devil's advocate', and 'ideal position' questions (Patton, 

1980). 

During the interviews, the questions were used as an aide-memoire

(Burgess, 1985) to jog the memory of the researcher about the major issues. They 

consisted of the following: 
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1. What experience have you had in preparing (including writing and revising)
distance education materials at AT AX or in other instances?
Have you had any specialist training in preparing educational study
materials? If so, what did this training consist of and how useful was it to
you?

2. What do you see as the main tasks associated with writing or revising
materials? Approximately how much time does it take to complete each task?
How much time does it take to complete the writing or revising of an entire
subject?

3. What are the conditions under which you write or revise materials
(e.g., are there any external or organisational constraints, expectations or
policies that need to be accommodated, what resources do you use or have
access to)? Describe what you feel would be the ideal conditions under
which to write or revise materials.

4. Are there any problems or difficulties associated with writing/revising
materials? If so, what are they? How do you deal with them? Which is the
most difficult? How do you deal with this problem? What is the easiest thing
about writing?

5. Has the way you approach writing or revision changed over a period? If so,
what has changed and why? [Alternative question for writers with limited
experience in materials preparation: If you were involved in writing or
revising another subject, what would you do differently and why?]

6. If you were given the choice either writing materials from scratch or revising
existing materials for which you were not the original author, which would
you choose and why?

7. Some people would regard writing/revising materials as easy and
straightforward. How do you respond to this claim?

8. For you, what are the rewards, if any, associated with writing/revising
material? What should they be? If you had a choice, would you continue to
write or revise materials? Why, or why not?

To allow flexibility, the wording and the ordering of the questions was not fixed. 

As themes arose in the interviews, they were developed in order to elicit the widest 

possible viewpoints from participants. 
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The pre-interview stage 

Initial access to participants was possible due to the researcher's 

employment as an instructional designer for AT AX. In this setting, the role of an 

instructional designer is primarily to provide critical review of the instructional 

features of the subject (teaching approach, range of objectives, location and 

frequency of activities, provision of feedback), preparation of manuscripts for 

desktop publishing, and editorial support prior to printing. The position does not 

involve commentary on the content of subjects, as this is determined solely by the 

author. 

As a result of holding this position, all the participants interviewed were 

known to the researcher. Involvement in the AT AX program in the capacity 

described above for a three-year period afforded the opportunity to develop a 

rapport with participants and a mutual understanding of the materials development 

process as it is structured for this particular program. In this process, the 

instructional designer only receives the final version of the manuscript from the 

author for review. Thus, while the designer has extensive knowledge of the 

outcomes or end-products of the writing process, the position did not afford 

insights into the process that actually creates these products in the first place. 

However, the central research question in this study arose from the researcher's 

experience of the materials development process. Variations in the quality of 

manuscripts, and the frequent failure to submit initial manuscripts by the due date, 

pointed to the problematic nature of the writing process. In order to better 

understand the process, it was necessary to find out how authors actually go about 

writing educational materials. 

Formal permission to conduct this study was obtained by means of a letter to 

the Director of AT AX. This letter was tabled at a management meeting where 
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permission to proceed was given and noted in the minutes. A letter notifying the 

researcher of the outcome was subsequently received. Participants were 

approached individually via email or telephone contact and asked to participate in 

the study. Initial concerns over the time required to participate were raised; 

however, all consented to interviews lasting up to an hour. Most expressed a 

preference to be interviewed during the semester break but most were willing to 

accommodate other times if possible. 

A total of six interviews were conducted, each lasting between 45 minutes 

and one hour. Of the six interviews conducted, two participants were interviewed 

in both rounds of interviews to allow verification of categories emerging from the 

first round of interviews. The group consisted of two females and four males. All 

interviews were conducted in the office of the participant. 

The interview stage 

Since it was necessary for the researcher to travel from Queensland to New 

South Wales to conduct the interviews, some restrictions on the location and day 

of the interviews were inevitable. However, a suitable time for the interview was 

negotiated with participants and accommodated as far as possible. All interviews 

were conducted on the campus site. 

Participants were interviewed individually. Each interview lasted between 

45 minutes and one hour. The specific intention of the research design was to 

create an environment in which the lecturers felt they were managing the interview 

process. The rationale for this was that, within the broad parameters of the topic, 

lecturers would illuminate what they perceived to be important issues regarding the 

preparation of educational materials. Consequently, lecturers were advised prior to 

the commencement of the interview that the prepared questions served only as a 
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guide and they were welcome to interpret the questions on their own terms and 

within their own understandings. The purpose of the research was explained, and 

it was stressed that the researcher's role was primarily to get to know the 

perceptions of the lecturer rather than to evaluate them in any way. Participants 

were also reassured of confidentiality and anonymity. 

During the course of the interview, 'probes' were used to encourage 

interviewees to describe their experiences in detail and to constantly seek 

clarification of their words. Cross-check questions were asked to elicit an honest 

account of how they saw themselves and their experiences. As various themes 

arose, they were pursued with the lecturer, who often took the opportunity to 

canvass the issue thoroughly. 

With the prior permission of the respondents, interviews were 

tape-recorded and later transcribed. Notes were also taken during the interviews, 

again with the prior consent of the participants. 

RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY 

As Merriam (1988) points out, for research studies to have any effect on 

theory or practice, they must be "believed and trusted; they need to present insights 

and conclusions that ring true to readers, educators and other researchers" 

(p. 164). Therefore, issues of reliability and validity are highlighted. In 

addressing these issues to enhance the quality of the findings, careful consideration 

was given to research design, especially the way data were collected, analysed and 

interpreted. 
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Reliability 

Reliability is concerned with the notion that if a subsequent researcher 

conducted the same case study by following exactly the same procedures as an 

earlier researcher, they would arrive at the same findings and conclusions. In 

other words, reliability is viewed in terms of the extent to which findings can be 

replicated (Yin, 1994). This criterion has been given the greatest attention in 

experimental and quasi-experimental research where conditions in which 

phenomena occur are controlled. 

It is unlikely that replication would ever yield the same results in qualitative 

studies due to the highly contextual, fluid and multifaceted nature of the research 

and the extent to which it relies heavily on the skills of the researcher. Reliability 

must therefore be viewed from a different perspective. Guba and Lincoln ( 1981) 

suggest that "dependability and consistency" are more appropriate criteria for 

assessing the quality of research design (p. 288). That is, the focus changes from 

seeking to achieve the same results to one of ensuring that, given the data 

collected, others concur that the results make sense. 

Several techniques can be applied to enhance the dependability and 

confirmability of a study. Guba and Lincoln (1981) advocate an audit trail 

involving meticulous reporting protocols which document the researcher's 

movement through data collection, analysis and interpretation, as well as providing 

an appropriate explanation of the salient features of the research methodology. 

Another technique is known as triangulation, whereby the use of multiple methods 

of data collection and analysis strengthens both reliability and internal validity. 

Goetz and LeCompte (1984) advocate clarifying the investigator's position in the 

research in terms of assumptions and theory behind the research, position in the 
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group under study, basis for selecting participants, and the social contexts from 

which data were collected. 

The issue of reliability in this study was addressed in a number of ways. 

In terms of internal reliability, the researcher initially conducted an extensive 

literature review to clarify her own knowledge of the area. This review uncovered 

various topics relating to the process of creating educational materials. These 

issues were accounted for in the development of the interview framework and 

became part of the interview schedule. The relevance of the interview questions 

was assessed and modified on the basis of discussions with colleagues and 

responses during the first round of interviews. The purpose of this was to more 

effectively elicit participants' perceptions of the research topic. Where possible, 

member checking of categories identified from the data was undertaken in the 

second set of interviews to ascertain the extent of fit between the recorded data and 

what was actually occurring in the setting (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). In addition, 

consistency was maintained by following the same procedures in each interview 

situation. 

Measures to enhance the external reliability of this study included providing 

a detailed report of the steps and procedures followed as a guide to other 

researchers contemplating replicating the study. Initially, the research paradigm 

and the context in which the research arose were discussed. Methods of data 

collection were also outlined. The researcher's role in developing the interview 

framework were described, with both the pre-interview and interview stages being 

characterised by the provision of information regarding the researcher's position 

and conduct. The nature of the questions used to elicit participants' perceptions 

also received attention, as did the topic of subject selection. Finally, strategies for 

data analysis, in the sequence they occurred, were outlined. 
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Validity 

Internal validity in qualitative research examines the extent to which the 

investigator's findings "capture and portray the world as it appears to other people 

in it" (Merriam, 1988, p. 167). Judging the validity of a study involves the 

investigator showing that findings in the study are credible representations of how 

informants actually view themselves and their experiences. The challenge of 

establishing the internal validity of a study can be met in a number of ways, 

including triangulation, member checks, long-term observations, peer 

examination, and outlining researcher bias. 

In this study, participants' perceptions of the writing process were their 

own and were not constrained by rigid interview structures. These perceptions 

were elicited in an informal, naturalistic setting and preserved in their original form 

as much as possible in the analysis. Opportunities for member checks were taken 

in the second set of interviews to establish the degree of plausibility of the data to 

the participants. As indicated previously, interviews occurred in two stages with a 

five-month period elapsing between each stage. Colleagues were invited to 

comment on the findings as they emerged. 

Efforts were also made to enhance the validity of the study by minimising 

researcher bias. The researcher specifically adopted a position of critical 

self-awareness at each stage of the research. During the process of reviewing the 

literature, developing and conducting interviews, and analysing data, the 

researcher continually noted personal reactions to what was experienced, 

assumptions made in regard to research issues, and any conclusions made in the 

course of the research. 
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External validity is concerned with the extent to which "the findings of one 

case study can be applied to other situations" (Merriam, 1988, p. 35). Merriam 

further suggests that the concept of "reader or user" is particularly useful in case 

study research (p. 177). In effect, this means that it is the reader who will 

determine the extent to which a study applies to his/her own situation. 

To increase the external validity of this study's findings, the researcher has 

provided a rich, thick description of the case. This may enable another person 

who is interested in transferability to have a base of information upon which to 

make an appropriate judgement. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Data analysis is the process of examining and recombining the evidence 

collected to address the central research question of a study. Essentially, it 

involves making sense out of the data collected. 

The general strategy for data analysis in this research study was based on 

the grounded theory model developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967). This model 

assumes that theory is "inductively derived from the study of the phenomenon" it 

represents, that is, theory must be grounded in data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 

p. 23). Application of this model requires the researcher to formulate a broad

research question which becomes more focused as the research proceeds. 

Categories or codes are allowed to emerge from the data, rather than from 

preconceived ideas or beliefs held by the researcher. 

Transcribed data collected in interviews were analysed using the three 

coding methods of the grounded theory model, namely open coding, axial coding, 

and selective coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Open coding refers to the process 
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of breaking down data into discrete parts to compare similarities and differences. 

The aim of this analytic process is to discover patterns or regularities and develop 

categories. Axial coding refers to refining categories and their properties to 

establish relationships between them and tentatively hypothesise as to how they 

may link together. Selective coding moved towards building substantive theory to 

explain data in terms of how categories may be related. By analysing the data in 

this manner, a set of interelated propositions began to take shape. These 

propositions are outlined in Chapter Six. 

Coding procedures, memo writing and diagramming were used as data 

analysis strategies. During the conduct of the first round of interviews, the 

researcher was able to identify similar patterns and themes arising in 

conversations. A memo was written to record the observation. These were noted 

when the interviews were transcribed. Preliminary coding and diagramming were 

used to identify categories and linkages between categories. In the second set of 

interviews, specific attention was paid to the emergence of new categories or new 

dimensions associated with existing categories. Code notes, memos and diagrams 

became progressively more detailed. 

Analysis during this study was an on-going, recursive process which 

became more intense in the final stages of data collection. Overall, it was the 

intention of the researcher to classify the data systematically into categories that 

described and interpreted the data. The outcome of the application of these analytic 

procedures is outlined in the next two chapters. 

SUMMARY 

This chapter was concerned with the background to the research, the 

central research problem and research methods. First, the context in which the 
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research question was constructed was outlined. Secondly, the research question 

was again considered, to provide a rationale for the selection of an appropriate 

methodology. In describing the research methodology, topics of data collection 

and analysis were addressed, as well as issues of reliability and validity. In the 

next two chapters, descriptive and theoretical findings associated with data analysis 

are presented. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DESCRIPTIVE FINDINGS 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of the study reported in this dissertation was to investigate how 

course writers go about managing the task of preparing distance education 

materials. In pursuing this question, in-depth interviews were conducted with six 

writers, along the lines outlined in Chapter Four. The data co11ected were analysed 

in terms of descriptive and theoretical findings. 

This chapter presents the descriptive findings of the study in the form of 

course writer profiles. The findings are presented in three main areas. First, the 

position of the writing task within normal workloads of an academic is identified. 

Secondly, background details on the author's experience of the writing task are 

discussed. Thirdly, specific aspects of the writing task are addressed, such as the 

scope of the task, writing time and a11ocations of writing time, main writing tasks, 

and writing conditions. These findings are provided in order to build a composite 

picture of course writers and broaden the perspective within which the theoretical 

findings can be viewed. 

FINDING TIME TO WRITE 

To develop a better understanding of how writers found time to write, data 

were gathered aimed at comparing the amount of time devoted to the writing task 

within each participant's total workload. A11 participants agreed that workloads 

could be categorised into four main academic tasks: writing/revising, teaching 

subjects, research/scholarship, and administrative tasks. The total time reported to 

be spent on these tasks exceeded the 36.25 hours per week ( or 7 .25 hours per day) 
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set under industrial award conditions for the tertiary education sector. Estimates of 

time spent on these activities were around 50 hours or 6 days per week. These 

estimates are consistent with a study conducted by Nouwens and Towers (1994), 

where 29 writers indicated that approximately 51 hours were spent on the four 

areas. 

The present study also asked writers to indicate the allocation of writing time 

between the four tasks. On average, writers indicated that, of the 50 hours spent 

on academic tasks, approximately 40 percent of time was spent on teaching 

distance education students, 27 percent was spent on administration, 18 percent 

was spent on research and scholarship, with the remaining 15 percent being 

devoted to writing study materials. It was evident that the least amount of time 

was devoted to preparing distance education materials. 

The time distribution associated with academic tasks varied markedly 

between participants. It appears that workloads were directly negotiated as a 

condition of employment and updated on a yearly basis. No set formulas are 

imposed by the University in regard to the standard workload of a full-time 

academic over a year. Some academics, for example, opted for higher teaching 

and writing/revising workloads for one semester in favour of uninterrupted 

research time in another. Others with greater administrative responsibilities, such 

as coordinating the undergraduate and postgraduate programs, had lower teaching 

and writing workloads. One writer in this study reported no teaching 

responsibility in one session but a writing load of two new subjects and one 

workshop, plus three major revisions on workshop materials in the subsequent 

session. Generally, however, each full-time academic had total responsibility for 

teaching at least one subject per session (covering 14 weeks). This included 

revising materials at the end of the session and assisting in the teaching of another 

subject or workshop. Writing new subjects was usually done in conjunction with 
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teaching another subject over one session and contributing to a workshop. Where 

course writers were carrying a normal workload, most agreed that, as a general 

rule, they spent the least amount of time on preparing study materials, with the 

majority of time spent on teaching and administrative duties. 

THE AUTHOR'S EXPERIENCE OF THE WRITING TASK 

All academics employed in the AT AX program hold tertiary qualifications in 

law or commerce and had undertaken, or were undertaking, postgraduate studies 

in these areas. Appointment to AT AX is typically based on recognised expertise 

and specialised knowledge in a particular field of taxation law. As a result, many 

academics were actively involved in professional bodies, contributed to journals 

and conference presentations, and provided consultancy services to industry and 

government organisations. 

Given this education background and professional experience, all writers 

interviewed had extensive knowledge of a writing process, albeit for a range of 

audiences. Writing distance education materials was regarded by most as different 

from other forms of academic writing, such as for research papers or journal 

articles, but generally, the same techniques of research, structuring and editing 

were applied to the task. As one participant explained: 

Research is critical because no matter what you are writing, it is 

likely to be the seen or used by other people ... you know accuracy is 

really the key but you still have to change the tone to suit the 

audience; learning materials have a much less formal tone than the 

other things I write. 

Most authors supported the view that distance education materials were, by 

necessity, more informal than other forms of academic writing, such as journal 

articles, conference and research papers, and textbooks. 
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There was evidence in this study that all writers had direct experience of an 

extended and complex writing process. Most felt that while this background did 

not totally prepare them for writing an educational program, it did mean that they 

had acquired a language which enabled them to engage in the task. In this regard, 

there is some evidence to suggest that the background and experience of most 

course writers who prepare distance education materials for tertiary studies are 

similar to those reported in other studies (Nouwens & Towers, 1994, 1995; 

Roberts, Jackson, Osborne, & Somers Vine, 1994 ). In other words, most 

academics who are writing distance education materials are specialists in their 

chosen field and have had experience in a writing process. 

In terms of specifically writing educational materials for distance education 

students, no respondent had engaged in this type of writing before commencing 

employment with AT AX. Their preparation activities were at a lower level: the 

majority of those interviewed had prepared hand-out material for various teaching 

purposes or had prepared lecture notes. The specific training they had been given 

for writing distance education materials consisted of a half-day Writers' 

Workshop. Responses on the value of these workshops varied. One respondent 

indicated that they were of limited value: 

The only suggestion I got from the workshop is that I should 

consider using a diagram instead of just words. Well, I've already 

written stuff before. I know when to use diagrams; it wasn't adding 

anything new. 

Another said, "I don't remember what we did [in the workshop] but I remember it 

being a pleasant experience". The issue of the timing of the workshop was also 

raised by some participants. "I was lucky", claimed one participant, "I had a 

session very early in my appointment. Most of it I could have learned by default 

over a six-month period but it was a lot less stressful not to have to." Again, there 

was nothing unusual about these experiences. It appears that short, 
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non-compulsory workshops characterise staff preparation programs for distance 

education in the tertiary sector (Parer & Benson, 1990). 

In terms of direct experience in the writing process for distance education 

materials, academics in this study indicated that they had prepared and delivered a 

subject to distance students enrolled in the course at least once. All had contributed 

to writing or revising a Skills Workshop package, four had written at least one 

new subject, and two had undertaken a 'substantial revision' of more than one 

subject. Substantial revision was described as rewriting major sections or modules 

in a subject, deleting and inserting new reference materials, altering the teaching 

approach for activities and feedback, and changing the order and number of 

modules. As a result, most authors interviewed could be regarded as having had 

experience in the writing process for distance education materials. This experience 

indicates a rich source of data to elaborate on the process of writing those 

materials, an area which will be explored further in the next chapter. 

SPECIFIC ASPECTS OF WRITING STUDY MATERIALS 

This section addresses some specific questions relating to the writing task: 

How much was written? How long did this writing take? What were the main 

tasks involved? How much time did they take? When did course writers write? 

And where did they write? 

Scope of the writing task 

The outcome of the writing process in this case was the production of a 

Study Guide or a Skills Workshop file. A brief document survey indicated that 

Study Guides for each subject varied in length, but the average was around 280 to 

300 pages (not including readings). Organisational policy limits packages to a 
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maximum of 600 pages, including readings (Grbich & Smith, 1994). The policy 

is based on cost considerations and also a recognition of students' workloads over 

one semester or session. Information provided in the study guide advises students 

to allocate between 150 and 180 hours (10-14 hours per week) to completing the 

subject. Study Guides are designed to extend over one session of approximately 

14 weeks, with the last week allocated to student study revision. The number of 

and size of modules varied across subjects but, on average, there were between six 

and eight modules per subject, each of about 20-30 pages in length. 

In producing Study Guides, course writers were required to follow a 

standard format which included the following components: a profile containing 

author, course and assessment information; and a series of modules containing an 

overview page, objectives, introduction, text, activities, conclusion, feedback and, 

where applicable, readings on tax law cases or extracts from other relevant 

references. Skills Workshop packages were considerably shorter compared to 

study guides, usually being around 50 pages. They contained the same 

components as study guides. 

Overall, a standard study package contained approximately 280-300 pages 

of material. This appears to be consistent with findings in the study by Nouwens 

and Towers ( 1994 ), where 29 authors indicated that the average size of materials 

produced for a 14-week study period was around 250 pages. 

Writing time 

Course writers in this study were unable to accurately quantify the time taken 

to complete writing and revising tasks, as no records of this nature were 

maintained. In a study by Nouwens and Towers (1994), writers indicated that 

they spent an average of 280 hours writing approximately 250 pages worth of 
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study materials. This equates to approximately eight weeks of full-time work. In 

the case reported in this study, policy issued by AT AX management required that 

the preparation time for new study packages was around four months, plus an 

additional two months for production (i.e., instructional design, typesetting, 

proofing, printing, packaging and dispatch). For example, in a typical materials 

development cycle for a new subject to be delivered in July of any year, authors 

would usually be appointed to the task at least six months prior to delivery, that is, 

in January. Full submission of materials was expected to take place four months 

later, in April. During this time, authors were also allocated teaching duties and 

other administrative responsibilities. As a general guide, however, it would appear 

that the time taken to write a study package of 250 pages was around eight weeks, 

but in this case the time was spread over a four- to six-month period to 

accommodate other duties. 

Writers indicated that the nature of the subject being produced determined 

whether the official allocation of writing time was sufficient. Where the writer had 

the option of building a subject around an available textbook, writing time was 

apparently sufficient, but all writers interviewed experienced staggered submission 

dates over the full six-month period. In other words, not all modules were 

finished at the end of four months. Also, there was always, as it was generally 

termed, a "rush at the end". Where no appropriate textbooks were available, or the 

writer was breaking new ground for which very little reference material existed, 

writing time required was well in excess of the official allocation of six months. In 

these instances, materials were often sent to students in two separate phases - the 

first at the commencement of the session and one during the session. One writer 

commented on the frequency of late materials in the program: 

We have seen countless times here of materials being produced late. 

It's because nobody, not even the experienced writers, really 

appreciate how big the task is before they sit down to do it. 
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This observation hints at the possibility that the task of preparing distance 

education materials is more complex than is suggested by traditional instructional 

design models (e.g., Dick & Carey, 1985; Gagne, Briggs, & Wager, 1983; 

Romiszowski, 1981 ). It is not simply a technical matter of writing objectives first 

and then setting the assessment. If this were the case, then it would be more likely 

that the materials would be completed on time, quality would be similar, the author 

would experience minimal frustration, and there would be no tension between 

authors and others involved in the process. 

In terms of completing revisions, there was variation in the amount of time 

writers indicated they required. For major revisions, the official policy allowed for 

two months with one month allocated for materials production. It would appear 

that most revisions took about 4-6 weeks to complete, but this depended on the 

type of changes being made. Where several modules were being completely 

rewritten, or the reviser was not the original author of the materials, writers 

experienced considerable difficulty in meeting the deadline, and generally time 

taken extended into that allocated for the production stage. Again, this time of 4-6 

weeks did not represent a block of time devoted to the one activity. Some writers 

indicated that, in reality, revising took longer than four weeks because they were 

also recording areas of difficulty as they arose during the teaching period and 

incorporating them into the formal revision at a later stage. Interestingly, most 

writers indicated that they felt "having a break and reading it fresh again" was 

valuable but not always possible in the time available. 

Allocating writing time 

The actual organisation of time for the writing task depended on individual 

preferences and habits but was generally constrained by other responsibilities and 

subject commencement dates. A typical time allocation pattern centred around 
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block writing. This involved writers trying to find 'blocks of time' to complete the 

majority of the first draft - usually during session breaks, holidays, while 

students were sitting examinations, or at times other than the beginning of session 

and assignment marking. Daily writing was not common in writing new subjects. 

As one writer commented: 

I find half an hour quite inadequate to do anything, quite frankly -

you know it takes you at least half an hour just to order your thoughts 

and work out where you had reached last time you sat down. 

This confirms findings in the study by Nouwens, Smith and Towers (1996), 

which identified the dominant pattern of writing in the phases of research and 

conceptual development as requiring extended periods of time for immersion and 

full attention to the task. 

The preference for major revision of existing materials was also for blocks of 

time. However, the instance of weekly writing was more common. Some writers 

indicated that they were able to allocate one or two days per week to a revision and 

that this was sufficient to enable them to complete "something substantial". Only 

one writer in the sample indicated that writing for one hour or less per day was 

possible for a major revision, but only as a strategy to record changes while 

actually teaching the subject. 

Tasks in the writing and revising process 

Most advice on writing good distance education materials recommends 

stating objectives first and then writing to support these objectives (Kember, 1991; 

Race, 1992; Rowntree, 1994). However, the actual process writers use is quite 

different. Writers in this study were asked to identify major tasks associated with 

the actual writing process. One writer of a new subject identified a first stage of 

"sweeping the field", which involved researching the area to gather as much 
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information on content as possible. The time spent on this task varied depending 

on the writer's familiarity with the area and the time available. Next, writers 

referred to "structuring the content" in a meaningful way to form a mental picture 

or plan of how topics would link together. Participants indicated that these two 

tasks represented the most difficult part of the writing process. "Actually writing" 

the first and final draft of the manuscript appeared to consume the majority of 

writing time with, lots of adjustment and refining taking place before the work was 

presented to others for review. The final "picking up mistakes" or proofing stage 

was regarded as "taking more time than expected" but it was not seen as a 

particularly demanding exercise. 

These perceptions of the tasks or stages of writing are consistent with 

findings by Riley (l 984a). In this study the drafting process was described as 

having three main tasks: 'finding and selecting sources', 'sequencing the 

materials', and 'finding the words' (p. 20 I). Editing the final draft was not 

considered part of the actual drafting process but recognised as a minor stage 

involved in producing materials that may or may not be done by the author. In the 

study reported here, editing of the final script was highlighted as a more important 

phase of the writing process - one that consumed up to a third of the total writing 

time available and was primarily the responsibility of the author. As one writer

stated: "Distance education students have this expectation that learning materials 

don't contain any errors". To explain this point, the writer provided an anecdote 

of a student who had spent two hours trying to work out why his solution to an 

accounting problem did not match the one given in the learning materials. It turned 

out that the solution in the materials had been wrong due to a typographical error. 

Clearly, while proofing was not seen as a particularly demanding task for the 

writer, it was seen as a critical and time-consuming aspect of the writing process. 
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Another observation made in the Riley study was the recursive nature of the 

writing process. Authors move back and fourth between tasks of planning, 

translating, and reviewing during the drafting process. A similar movement was 

highlighted in this study, and summarised in a comment made by an author: 

If you discover you've gone horribly wrong, it means going back 

and revising the plan and then going back again to make sure 

everything still makes sense. 

Another writer described writing as an iterative process where, as she put it: "I go 

back to it [a plan] countless times, and I really think quite hard about what I'm 

trying to do and how it all fits together". Other studies of teacher planning 

similarly refer to such a cyclical planning model, where teachers move between 

initial problem conception to implementation, with each planning event being 

influenced by prior experiences (Clark & Yinger, l 979b; Yinger, 1980). Thus, 

there appears to be some common ground between planning for teaching and 

planning for writing in terms of its recursive nature. 

The work of Nouwens and Towers (1994, 1995) builds on Riley's study by 

looking at the level of difficulty and level of support provided at each stage of 

writing in an Australian distance education system. Results of this study indicate 

that conceptual development stages (i.e., gathering information and structuring· 

materials) are characterised by "major demands on time, high levels of difficulty, 

and perceptions [by writers] that they receive a low level of support or 

inappropriate support" (Nouwens & Towers, 1994, p. 5). Again, the high level of 

difficulty associated with "sweeping the field" and "structuring the content" was 

also evident in this study, as was the perceived lack of appropriate support during 

these phases. 

In looking at the process of revising existing material, as distinct from 

creating new materials, the stages of writing appear to be similar but also 
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distinctive. Sweeping the field equates to what writers described as "reading the 

whole thing first" in a revision. This meant getting an overview of the materials 

that were to be revised. The next stage involved "deciding what to change" and 

then "making the changes". Editing and proofing the changes was seen be most 

writers as more time consuming in the revision process. The main reason for this 

was that they found it difficult to visualise how their changes would impact on the 

flow or sequence of the materials. They had to "see what the changes looked like" 

and make final adjustments before they felt comfortable with the result. Overall, 

however, revising existing material was seen as less conceptually demanding than 

writing completely new course materials. 

Conditions of writing 

This section looks at the conditions under which authors write. No common 

pattern was identified in this area. Rather, a range of conditions experienced by 

writers were highlighted. The physical location where writing took place 

depended on individual work habits and could change throughout the writing 

process. Some writers preferred working in their offices; others preferred to work 

away from the office, usually at home. Factors influencing the choice of the 

workplace environment centred around access to equipment, such as a computer, 

telephone, and photocopier, and also reference books and library loans. Most 

writers indicated that they were sufficiently proficient in the use of computers to 

draft materials directly onto the screen. However, one writer indicated that 

because he was "not confident on the computer", he relied on secretarial support to 

make changes. The impact of this was described as follows: 

In a sense, it almost forces me to make as few changes as possible 

because if I try to make too many, I become somewhat fearful; it 

becomes complex. Having said that, I do make changes; I just try to 
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keep it to a minimum. Maybe if I was a more experienced typist, I 

would make more. I don't know. 

It appears that familiarity with the use of computers is increasingly becoming a 

requirement in the development of materials in distance education and this has 

potential implications for the writing process, although this aspect is beyond the 

scope of the present study. 

Non-work environments were usua11y selected on the basis of convenience 

and lack of interruption. As indicated initia11y, some writers changed their location 

during the writing task. Final proofing was often done outside the workplace, but 

initial planning and gathering resources was done in the office. Once writing 

commenced, some found the home office more conducive to extended periods of 

uninterrupted work. Again, it was difficult to establish clear patterns in this 

regard. The main theme emerging from a11 those interviewed was that finding a 

place and time, free of interruptions, was crucial in the writing task. This 

corresponds with the findings of Nouwens et al. (1996), where writers indicated 

that quiet conditions were most conducive to writing. 

SUMMARY 

This chapter provided descriptive findings on various topics associated with 

the writing process adopted by academics employed on the AT AX program at the 

University of New South Wales. Findings emerging from this study indicate that, 

genera11y, course writers are familiar with a writing process, although they have 

had little or no experience in specifica11y preparing distance education learning 

materials. Most writers spend, on average, 300 hours preparing new material 

around 280 pages in length. Major revision of existing work takes approximately 

half this time and varies in length. It appears that the actual writing task is 

fragmented and tends to take place concurrently with other professional activities. 
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While not explicitly aware of writing in distinct stages, course writers seem to 

move back and forth between the tasks of finding information, structuring content, 

drafting, and editing, with the first two tasks taking the most time. Fina11y, course 

writers complete the actual writing task under a range of conditions, but the highest 

priority was finding places and times which caused the least disruption to their 

creative energies. The primary aim of presenting these descriptive findings is to 

enable readers to contextualise the analysis offered as theoretical findings in the 

next chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THEORETICAL FINDINGS 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter is concerned with the presentation of theoretical findings which 

emerged as a set of four interrelated propositions from analysis of the data. First, 

course writers perceived that the nature of the writing process for study materials 

was not fully appreciated at an institutional level. Secondly, this failure to 

understand the process was reflected in an inadequate or inappropriate allocation of 

resources to support the task. Thirdly, writers perceived that the existing 

organisational arrangements and resource allocations for writing or revising course 

materials were unlikely to change; as a consequence, they felt it was left to them to 

find ways of best coping with the task. Fourthly, course writers felt that, despite 

the difficulties associated with writing course materials, engaging in the process 

had some positive outcomes at both the personal and student levels. Collectively, 

these propositions form the central narrative of discussion in this chapter. 

PROPOSITION 1 

Course writers perceived that the nature of the writing process for study materials 

was not fally understood at an institutional level. 

A starting-point for dealing with this proposition was establishing exactly 

what course writers believed to be the nature of the writing process for writing 

distance education materials. All participants described the task of writing course 

materials as the most difficult and demanding part of their academic work. In 

exploring the reasons for this perception, five major features of the writing task 

were identified. First, writing was regarded as a highly personal activity due to the 

very public nature of the documents produced. Secondly, pre-writing or 
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conceptual development was the most difficult and intense stage of writing 

materials; it was this stage that was most time consuming and least supported. 

Thirdly, writing study materials was seen as a complex, creative process that 

required attention to content accuracy and educational aspects simultaneously. 

Fourthly, writing was generally considered an isolated and solitary process, parts 

of which could not be easily shared. Finally, levels of difficulty associated with 

writing study materials were described as variable, depending on the type of 

package being produced. Each of these five features will now be considered in 

greater detail before moving on to a discussion of how an incomplete appreciation 

of the total writing process can manifest itself in the inappropriate or inadequate 

allocation of resources at an institutional level. 

The factor that appeared to be foremost in the mind of an author in 

preparing study materials was the very public nature of the final product being 

produced - 'public' not only in terms of students but also, and perhaps more 

importantly, availability of work for scrutiny by colleagues, other professionals in 

the field, and other academic institutions. One writer described the public display 

of her work in this way: 

You are acquitting your writing style, you're putting your English 

expression, your grammar, your thought processes, your ability to 

think logically- so much of your inherent self is on paper for others 

to criticise. 

Most course writers interviewed made mention of this feature of the writing 

process. For some it represented a "somewhat overwhelming" aspect of writing. 

One writer went to the extent of describing writing study materials as taking "too 

much of your soul". A comment offered by another writer, who was revising a 

work of which he was not the original author, was that the process was easier 

because he had no "emotional investment" in the materials, thus indicating an 

awareness of the demanding nature of the writing task. Overall, course writers 
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seemed to be saying that, because the outcomes of writing are so visible, writing 

became a commentary on academic competency and skills. Therefore, writing was 

perceived to be highly personal and had associated with it a number of strong 

emotions which combine to make it a demanding activity -one that takes a "lot of 

energy". 

The issue of the public and private nature of the writing process is raised in 

Riley's (l 984a) work, although viewed from a slightly different perspective. 

Riley contends that the writer's choice of tactics in drafting materials were 

influenced by public and private factors. The public category represents concerns 

over doing justice to the content or getting it right for the benefit of students. The 

private category is one of more personal concerns -over protecting one's image 

with colleagues or making the task less tedious. An example of the application of 

these factors in a writing context is that an author may express concern about 

putting all possible references in the study materials because it may overload 

students, yet too few references may open the author to criticism by academic 

colleagues. Herein lies a dilemma for the author-which audience to cater for? 

The Riley ( 1984a) study established that course writers are cognisant of 

there being more than one audience, and this raises the challenge of writing to 

accommodate all audiences simultaneously. Similarly, in the present study, 

writers were acutely aware of the multiple audiences viewing their materials. The 

necessity to cater for these audiences required them to find a delicate balance, and 

this was felt to add another dimension and complexity to the task of writing that 

was rarely appreciated. 

The second feature which seemed to characterise the writing process was 

the time-consuming nature of the pre-writing or conceptual development stage as 

identified in the descriptive findings section of the previous chapter. The notion of 
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pre-writing is a well documented phenomenon associated with most major writing 

tasks (Doyle, 1986; Haynes & Flowers, 1980; Murry, 1989; Riley, 1984a). It is a 

very creative and messy process whereby the author attempts to make sense of a 

jumbled array of materials and thoughts. In referring specifica11y to the 

development of learning materials, Britton, Guloz, and Glynn (1993) note the 

difficulties of the process by claiming that "inventing content elements is hard to do 

well and arranging them in an optimal configuration is still a mysterious art" 

(p. 38). In this study, course writers also highlighted the challenges associated 

with creating study materials, particularly in the early stages of the process. One 

writer described identifying structures as "desperately important" in compiling 

materials, with constant rearranging and redrafting necessary before any "real 

writing" took place. Another writer identified "coming up with a detailed plan 

right down to topic headings and subheadings" as dominating all thinking in the 

initial stages of writing. 

Within the conceptual development phase, it appears that 'getting started' is 

less problematic in writing study materials in the Australian context then was 

suggested in the Riley (l 984a) study. Course writers in the UK have up to two 

years to complete the task and are employed exclusively to write materials. This 

long lead time often causes writers to delay the writing task. Time-lines in the 

Australian system are less than six months, with most authors undertaking other 

duties concurrently with writing. As a result, the course writers interviewed in this 

study reported very little difficulty in getting started. Rather, it was the creative 

component of putting together the information co11ected into a coherent form that 

provided the greatest challenge and consumed the most time. When asked how 

this was achieved, most writers referred to the "intuitive" nature of the writing 

process. No formulas were applied to the task of revealing the structure for the 

work. It appears that writers relied heavily on their intuition to "get it right", and 

there was considerable uncertainty and anxiety surrounding the process. 
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The conceptually demanding aspect of writing also appears to apply to 

revising existing material. In describing the revision process, authors indicated 

that there was a constraint of trying to build alternative structures and sequences 

within an already given framework. One writer commented that revising existing 

materials was "difficult because you have to fit the new bits into someone else's 

design". Another writer indicated that he had not appreciated the intricate structure 

of the materials until he tried to change it. In the end he decided not to "tamper too 

much" because one small change was going to have major implications for the 

whole subject. 

The process of finding a sequence that works for study materials or altering 

an existing structure places heavy demands on authors' thinking skills. It requires 

them to draw on intuition, and tests their creative abilities. Many authors reported 

needing uninterrupted, extended periods of time to become totally immersed in the 

subject and pay full attention to the writing task. It is not surprising, then, that 

many writers reported experiencing exhaustion after two or three hours of intense 

work in the pre-writing phase. One writer described it like this: 

It's like trying to do a jigsaw puzzle without the picture. Actually 

people say to me, What have you done in three hours? And, goodness 

me, it may not seem much, but it's all I really could have done. 

Writers felt there was little recognition of the demanding nature of the pre-writing 

stage in terms of workload or conditions. Frequent interruptions to the process 

were reported, with writers indicating that once the pattern was broken for any 

length of time "it was very hard to get back, back into the habit and the flow". As 

one writer said: 

You are forever losing your flow, so it's a very piecemeal and patchy 

process. You keep going off on tangents, and that's not very 

satisfying. It's just tedious. 
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Writers also felt that, although conceptual development was the most difficult and 

critical phase of writing, little effective support was provided. There was no 

easing of other teaching or administrative responsibilities, and no input or 

assistance from others involved in the process, such as instructional designers or 

content validation groups. The issue of appropriate support is addressed in more 

detail later in this section. 

A third characteristic of writing study materials was that authors perceived 

it as extremely complex because it required attention to content and educational 

approach simultaneously. On responding to a question on the difficulties of 

writing, one author indicated that writing the content was not the problem; rather it 

was the "need to identify where activities are required and framing those activities 

so that they are meaningful". Another writer highlighted the difficulty of "turning 

complex thoughts into simple messages that get the point across to students 

without corrupting the meaning". Consideration of the instructional components 

of the package appeared to add to the complexity of the writing task. For distance 

education, all participants indicated that study materials had to be designed to 

'teach through writing'. It was not enough to just present the content, it had to be 

presented in such a way as to actively engage students in learning, allow for 

incremental learning, and also maintain learner interest. One writer described the 

development of learning materials in this way: 

Textbooks tend to get you to read, show you a question and a 

solution, and assume you've learnt it. ATAX [course] materials are 

not like that. You have to progressively increase knowledge, so you 

have to know what your entry level is like [prior knowledge of 

students] and what the exit level wi11 be, and somehow you have to 

maintain interest. 

For many writers, the task of preparing study materials was regarded as equivalent 

to producing a major extended piece of writing. However, time-lines for 
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completing this task were not considered remotely comparable with the task. As 

one writer suggested: 

Writing fresh materials is as difficult, if not more difficult, than 

writing a book, reany, and I think time-lines ought to reflect this. 

Here you've got just six months, which is absolutely ludicrous, 

especiany when you have to teach as wen, plus an the administrative 

stuff. 

Clearly, there was a strong perception that the effort required to produce study 

materials was being underestimated. 

A fourth feature of the writing process was that it was regarded as 

essentiany a very isolated and solitary process, parts of which could not be easily 

shared. Collaboration with others does occur in phases of the writing process, but 

there comes a point were the writer feels, as one expressed it, that "it is just me; 

no-one else is interested any more". Or, as another writer put it: "The buck stops 

with you; it's something you just have got to get down and do". This represented 

the point at which writing usually commenced. 

When writers were "sweeping the field" in preparation for writing, some 

approached coneagues, usually someone they knew wen, to get ideas or reference 

material. However, this was not a general pattern. Some writers indicated that 

they were considered experts in the field, so other input was not sought. On 

completion of a first draft, some authors approached colleagues to critically review 

materials but often they were wary of responses. As one author explained: 

If they endorse your approach, you are immediately suspicious that 

they have not really looked at the materials; if they criticise it heavily, 

it is often because their approach is different - not better, just 

different. 
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For some authors there was also simply insufficient time to get any feedback at all, 

or they felt it was not necessary. 

Generally, writers indicated there were stages in the writing process when 

they felt completely alone. These stages are conceptual development and writing 

the first draft. Although writers acknowledged that some aspects of the writing 

task had to be done in isolation, they felt that the most critical stages of the process 

attracted virtually no support or recognition. 

The question then raised is: What would constitute effective support? Two 

writers indicated that a team approach was preferable. This would involve three 

writers, with expertise in the same area, collectively deciding on the macro issues 

like content and teaching approach, then dividing up the writing tasks with 

everyone providing regular feedback on the materials produced. One writer 

mentioned that she felt that "understanding the end-product and all that goes into it" 

made the writing process easier, but that this knowledge was only gained from 

actually experiencing the process and reflecting on it. This raises the possibility of 

novice writers working with expert writers initially to observe rather than directly 

participate in the actual writing process. There was reluctance to discuss the 

potential for support from an instructional designer, as the researcher was fulfilling 

this role for many of the participants interviewed. Also, there was no expectation 

that the input of colleagues could be more extensive, since others were perceived to 

be already working to tight schedules. As one writer indicated: 

No one else has it in their job description to look at the educational 

approach of the materials. You would be lucky if someone has the 

knowledge and time to look at the content alone. 

Most writers felt it was an imposition to ask colleagues to review their work. 
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The fifth characteristic of the writing process related to different levels of 

difficulty, depending on the type of package being produced and the experience of 

the author. Where materials could be designed with reference to a textbook or 

other readily available reference materials, course writers found they could expand 

rather than repeat content and structure learning activities to refer students to this 

material. For experienced writers, the task of writing become fairly 

straightforward, or, as one described it, "simply a matter of filling in the gaps". 

However, for less experienced authors who were not familiar with a subject, even 

the availability of a textbook had only a marginal impact on the perceived level of 

difficulty of the writing task: it was still regarded as difficult and demanding. In 

situations where no textbook was available and reference material was limited, 

authors were forced to draw on all their own know ledge of the subject area, 

usually acquired over many years, to write the package. The time commitment and 

effort required to produce such a major work was perceived as considerable, and 

there was no indication that writers without sufficient background in the area could 

contemplate the task. 

The level of difficulty associated with completing major revisions of 

existing materials was also considered variable, based on familiarity with the 

subject area. Some authors were undertaking major revisions of materials for 

which they were not the original author, which they had not taught previously, and 

the subject matter of which was outside their area of expertise. This scenario was 

more problematic and time consuming for writers, since it required them to build 

up an understanding of the materials while completing the revision. One writer in 

this situation said, "I had to reinvent the wheel here; then I had to find the problem. 

You have to know there is a problem before you can fix it." Another concern 

raised by course writers who were doing revisions related to the sensitivities 

associated with changing someone else's materials, particularly if the person in 
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question was still employed at the same institution. One writer described it this 

way: 

One of the hardest things about this [revision] is that it's somebody 

else's work. They have invested their heart and soul into it, and you 

want to change it! You really have to liaise with the person who 

wrote it in the first place and justify your actions very carefully - is 

this change better or is it just a personal preference? 

The topic of revising existing course materials is becoming more prevalent in 

distance education as we move towards a situation where the focus is on 

expanding and improving existing courses rather than introducing new ones. 

This area requires further investigation, but is beyond the scope of the present 

study. 

According to course writers, some study packages are more difficult to 

write than others, depending on the availability of a textbook and the experience of 

the writer. However, there appears to be little recognition of the differences in the 

time and effort required to produce different types of packages. The same 

deadlines apply regardless of whether there is a textbook or not, or whether the 

writer is familiar with the content or not. This often creates a situation where draft 

manuscripts are submitted well after the due date. There is also an implication that 

authors must develop procedures and strategies to enable them to deal with 

differences in the difficulty of producing study packages. 

In summary, it appears that course writers perceive that the writing task has 

at least five dominant features: it is personal, it is conceptually demanding, it is 

complex, it is isolated, and it is variable in terms of the level of difficulty. Against 

this background, it is now possible to discuss the way in which an incomplete 

appreciation of the total writing process can manifest itself in the inappropriate or 

inadequate allocation of resources at an institutional level. 
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PROPOSITION 2 

Course writers felt that failure to fully understand the writing process associated 

with preparing distance education materials had resulted in an inappropriate or 

inadequate allocation of resources to support the task. 

Course writers in this study firmly believed that the University expected 

them to produce high quality materials. As one writer indicated: "There are two 

things that are stressed here - produce high quality materials and, secondly, have 

assignments back to students on time". Other writers regarded the emphasis 

placed on the quality of the materials as a unique feature of the AT AX program. 

From an institutional point of view, the quality of the study materials was 

regarded as the cornerstone of the program. This was evident from a variety of 

sources including: regular evaluation of study materials (Dekkers, Gallagher, & 

Gallimore, 1994 ); documentation on the Quality Enhancement Process (Smith & 

Teague, 1995), which focused on the incremental improvement of study materials; 

resources that were specifically targeted towards employing instructional design 

expertise; and promotional brochures containing comments such as "extensive, 

specially written, and comprehensive study guides" (UNSW, 1996, p. 4). 

The concern and demonstrated support for the production of high quality 

study materials had filtered through to staff employed at ATAX. However, 

authors also believed there was a limited understanding of what actually goes into 

producing high quality study materials and, as a result, resources allocated to the 

writing task were often inadequate or inappropriate. There were two main ways in 

which this became evident: first, in the allocation of insufficient writing time and 

the inflexibility of development time lines and, secondly, in the limited value of 

support structures designed to assist the writing process. 
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Of utmost concern to all writers was the insufficient time allocated to 

writing and revising materials. When asked to estimate the amount of time spent 

on the writing task one writer responded: "Sad isn't it. Essentially it's [writing] 

the most important task and yet it gets the least time." Another author indicated 

that workloads did not reflect the difficult and demanding nature of the writing 

task: "You know you shouldn't be marking, you shouldn't be teaching, it really 

needs to be time devoted to that one activity - writing". Again, there was a call 

for more writing time but, as previous analysis has revealed, uninterrupted, 

extended periods of writing were most critical in the early stages of the process. 

The immediate and interpersonal nature of teaching activities was perceived 

to be the main cause of interruptions to the writing process. However, writers also 

indicated that it was crucial to have an understanding of the students' abilities prior 

to taking on any writing task. In this regard, contact with students appeared to be 

both an enabling factor and constraining factor in the writing process. All authors 

indicated that they found a knowledge of the students' backgrounds, abilities and 

learning conditions was a significant factor in helping them write materials. At the 

same time, the constant interruptions caused by teaching were a source of 

frustration and considered detrimental to the quality of the final work. 

Generally, it appears that the issue of lack of time dominated authors' 

perceptions of the writing process. Interestingly, while no author specified how 

much time was actually necessary to complete the task, all commented on the 

importance of a deadline. As one writer put it: 

It's human nature to leave difficult things to the last minute, and you 

know if you have got to hand something in on Friday, it is most 

unusual to hand it in the previous Friday. 

Another writer said, "Writing a subject takes exactly how long the deadline is". 

Overall, writers seemed to be arguing that deadlines were necessary, but they also 
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had to be reasonable. The issue of setting and monitoring writing goals should be 

considered in the design of support structures for writers. 

Related to the issue of time to complete writing is the notion of lack of 

'flexibility' of time-lines. As indicated earlier, all authors believed that the level of 

difficulty of producing a package was variable, depending on the type of package 

and their level of experience. Unfortunately, it was not possible to accurately 

predict the amount of time needed prior to starting a job, and this was especially 

true in a revision. One writer recounted an experience of looking through a 

module and thinking it was quite good. However, after closer examination, the 

whole module had to be rewritten at the last moment. 

Despite the variations in time needed for different packages, deadlines are 

exactly the same for each subject. This rigidity was deemed to have a profound 

impact on what was done and how well it was done. This was evident in 

comments like: "I hope for a 100 percent improvement in the materials but I won't 

be able to do that in the time I have"; "I'm not even trying to do a global, fix 

everything job"; "I ran out of time so I did the material to a satisfactory level". 

Authors adjusted their perceptions of the task to suit the constraints imposed by 

time allocations. 

Another indication of the lack of understanding of the nature of the writing 

process was the inappropriate support given to writers both prior to the 

commencement of the task and during the actual writing process. In regard to 

preparation for the writing task, all writers indicated that they were invited to attend 

a half-day Writers' Workshop. As mentioned in the discussion on descriptive 

findings, the value of these workshops was considered limited because the focus 

was primarily on writing procedures and other technical matters. A similar 

response was reported by Parer and Benson (1990), who conducted a survey of 
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22 tertiary institutions in Australia on professional preparation for distance 

education. In the Parer and Benson study, writers often received a Writers' 

Manual at the workshops which contained exemplar materials and descriptions of 

traditional instructional design models advocating setting objectives first. Course 

writers in this study also received such a package, but most could barely recall the 

package being distributed at their workshop. If they did remember it, it was not 

referred to at all during the writing stage. The only positive outcome of the 

Writers' Workshop was described by one author in this way: 

What it got across to me was that there was an understanding in the 

institution of what the writer was going through, or at least an 

understanding from the ID [instructional design] people, and there 

was a sense of common effort and collegiality in this exercise. 

Again, this benefit should be considered in the design of appropriate support 

structures for course writers. 

In terms of support during the actual writing phase, most course writers 

felt that support was minimal or non-existent. In the critical phases of conceptual 

development and first-draft writing, authors indicated that no support was given in 

these areas at all. One mentioned that content validation groups did exist but that 

they "wouldn't expect them to go through the materials in full". The writer went 

on to say: "I might expect them to scan the materials and maybe offer some advice, 

but not really make a significant contribution to the work". Once again, however, 

this support, in the form of critical review from colleagues, was only forthcoming 

on the completion of the first draft, not during critical phases of conceptual 

development prior to writing. 

The only other possible source of support for writers was from the 

instructional designer assigned to the subject. Noticeably, most writers in the 

study rarely referred to such support. Those who did felt that instructional design 
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support was of limited value. The reasons for this attitude varied. One writer 

said, "I'm sure instructional designers have an enormous contribution to make, but 

because of the limited time we have to do anything, it's just not possible". 

Another writer simply said: 

There isn't anything from the instructional designer in my revision, 

so I can't comment. I'm not sure I'd expect it anyway: instructional 

designers don't have expertise in [the subject]. 

One author commented that she was initially unfamiliar with the whole idea and 

place of instructional design and, before experiencing it, felt it to be very intrusive. 

There is now a growing body of literature on the role of the instructional 

designer in development of study materials and the relationship between 

instructional designers and course writers (Joughin and Johnson, 1994; Meacham, 

1989; Murphy, 1991; Parer, 1989, 1993). However, very few studies look 

specifically at the levels of appropriate support given by instructional designers 

during various stages of writing. In a study by Roberts, Jackson, Osborne, and 

Somers Vine ( 1994 ), reference was made to frequency of contact made with 

instructional designers and whether that contact was 'helpful', but the question of 

suitability of support during particular phases of writing was not raised. Findings 

by Nouwens and Towers (1994) provided greater insight into the area of writers' 

perceived support from instructional designers, with 15 percent of authors 

indicating that they thought designers could not contribute support to the 

conceptual development stage of writing, but 67 percent feeling that they received 

'good' support during the proofing or correcting stage, which was also perceived 

to present the least difficulty in writing. Clearly, the area of whether instructional 

designers can contribute to the more difficult areas of the writing process requires 

examination in further depth. 
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To recap, Proposition 2 investigated the impact of the failure to fully 

appreciate the writing process. Specifically, writers felt that little recognition was 

given to writing distance education materials, and this was reflected in inadequate 

time allocations, unreasonable workloads, and lack of incentives. Writers also 

raised the issue of inadequate preparation for the writing task and felt that support 

through the process was generally unsatisfactory. Discussion of these aspects of 

the writing process also revealed strategies that course writers used to deal with 

problems associated with the writing task. These strategies will be elaborated 

upon in the next section. 

PROPOSITION 3 

Course writers perceived that the existing organisational arrangements and 

resource allocations for writing or revising course materials were unlikely to 

change; as a consequence, they felt it is left to them to find ways of best coping 

with the task. 

There are two main reasons for writers' perceptions that institutional 

arrangements and resource allocations for writing or revising course materials are 

unlikely to change; namely, the constraints arising from operating within a wider 

organisational context and the dominant culture inherent in a university setting. 

AT AX operates as a separate sub-campus within the University of New 

South Wales (UNSW). Funding for the AT AX program comes from a source 

external to the University - in this case, from the Australian Taxation Office. 

However, despite its monetary autonomy, AT AX maintains strong links with 

UNSW, and it is the University which monitors academic standards and confers 

degrees on students undertaking AT AX courses. Under this arrangement, AT AX 

operates independently but must observe certain procedures established by the 

University. For example, courses offered at AT AX are on a semester basis, 
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coinciding with those of UNSW. Examinations for students also occur at the same 

time. In addition, academics who work at AT AX are employed by UNSW and 

their teaching loads are defined in a similar way to those of academics employed in 

other faculties at the institution. 

According to course writers, an exclusively distance program such as ATAX 

should not be subject to exactly the same timetables and formulas that are evident 

in the wider University setting. They strongly argued that teaching by distance 

was not the same as on-campus, face-to-face teaching and therefore should not be 

subject to the same set requirements. In particular, distance educators believed 

they needed more time to prepare study materials because they were much more 

comprehensive than lecture notes and were often used by wider audiences. As one 

writer observed: 

The work involved in writing far outweighs and far exceeds the 

work involved in producing the handout lecture notes for students. 

It has to be far more precise. It has to be of publishable quality 

because it is distributed far and wide. 

However, course writers perceived that preparation time for distance 

teaching was being calculated in the same way as preparation for lecturers 

in a face-to-face situation. 

According to the study by Nouwens, Smith and Towers (1996), 

the standard formula used by some universities to calculate workloads is 

that a three-hour lecture for one unit requires 4.5 hours for preparation and 

delivery. If one semester is 23 weeks, after provision for leave, the total 

preparation and delivery time for a unit or subject is 103.5 hours per 

semester. Writing a unit is regarded as equivalent to teaching two units, so 

the total provision of writing would be about 207 hours. In the descriptive 

findings chapter, course writers reported that the average time taken to 
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complete the writing of a subject was between 280 and 300 hours. 

Estimates on writing time for distance education materials that are based on 

on-campus teaching equivalents do not reflect estimates by those who write 

the materials. There is some argument for establishing benchmarks that are 

actually based on the average time taken by course writers to complete the 

task, rather than use one standard formula for different types of work. 

Another concern raised by course writers was that traditional institutional 

arrangements, which are geared mainly towards on-campus provision of courses, 

are not flexible enough for distance education. Some writers felt that writing 

would be more effective if done in teams where experts in the field collaborate on 

all aspects of the writing project on a contract basis over a short period of time. In 

commenting on this point, one writer explains: 

I think the nature of the institution is such that you can't afford to 

have more than one member of staff addressing the same materials. 

It doesn't happen; it would be a luxury if it did. 

With proposed funding cuts in the tertiary sector, most writers were of the opinion 

that it was unlikely that changes to the existing system of course writing would 

ever be forthcoming. 

A second reason for the perception that existing organisational arrangements 

and resource allocations for writing or revising course materials were unlikely to 

change can be traced to the writers' view of the dominant culture inherent in a 

university setting. According to most course writers, the focus of the university 

system is on academic pursuit in the area of research and scholarship. Resources 

are channelled into this area, and it is highly regarded in terms of promotion and 

status. The work of the academic in preparing study materials for distance 

students is not considered the equivalent of research and, as such, it does not 

attract the visible rewards of other academic work. So, while writing is still 
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there are no glaring errors in content" or "improving the technical inadequacies of 

the materials to bring them up-to-date with the current state of the law". Attention 

to other aspects of the package, such as the teaching approach or learning 

activities, does feature in the writing process, but appeared to be a secondary 

consideration. To ensure accuracy of content, most course writers reported 

"sweeping the field". In other words, they spent a considerable amount of time 

researching the area, confirming or identifying current trends in thinking, and 

establishing the availability of resources upon which to build the subject. In 

addition, one writer found it useful to "talk to anyone that might know something" 

in order to gather information or to enable her to confirm that she was actually "on 

the right track" and make sure nothing substantial had been missed. Once they 

were satisfied that the collection phase was complete, they moved onto organising 

the material, and their thoughts, into order. At this point, some authors drafted a 

preliminary plan of the content of each module. 

The notion of 'content first' closely mirrors findings in studies of teacher 

planning. Clark and Peterson (1986), Yinger (1980), and Zahorik (1975) confirm 

that the largest proportion of teachers' planning time is spent making decisions 

about content or subject matter. It appears that planning for distance education is 

similar to planning for teaching, in that the first priority is to determine content. 

Another parallel that can be drawn between teacher planning for a classroom lesson 

and the writing task of the distance educator is the cyclical nature of the process 

(Clark & Yinger, 1979b; Yinger, 1980). In face-to-face teaching, plans are trialed 

in the classroom and outcomes subsequently impact on future plans in a 

continuous cycle. A similar pattern was reported by distance educators in 

preparing study materials. Initial plans or outlines of subjects were constantly 

being reviewed and modified as new ideas or alternative pathways were discovered 

or evolved. 
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In revising existing subjects, writers indicated that plans were developed 

and modified in conjunction with teaching. As one writer explained: 

I annotate the materials while I'm teaching. I take notes on where 

students come across problems or where new legislation has been 

introduced; then it's just a matter of coming back and fixing it [the 

materials] up. 

Like planning for classroom teaching, it appears that writing or revising for 

distance teaching is a cyclical process rather than linear. What appears to 

distinguish the distance educator in this process, particularly for writing new study 

materials, is the long-term nature of the task. In this case, the course writer was 

producing a package in a final form, often without the opportunity for any trialing. 

For this, writers must anticipate, well in advance, the likely background, abilities 

and interests of students, and this may or may not be accurate in reality. This 

dimension adds to the complexity of the writing task. 

Other strategies used to deal with the problems of course writing varied 

among authors, depending on individual preferences, level of experience, and 

whether a new package or a revision was being done. One author of a new subject 

made arrangements for other experts in the field to complete the writing of certain 

modules after he had set their structure. For some writers it seems that a 

considerable amount of personal time was spent writing, possibly at the expense of 

professionally more productive research. "You stop sleeping," said one author. 

"No, really, everything else gets dropped and writing becomes the number one 

priority, and you keep working until you've met the deadline." 

A strategy used by a more experienced author, who had written several 

study guides, was "writing straight into a template". This meant that material did 

not have to be "massively reworked" to get it into the standard format of a distance 

package with overviews, objectives, activities, and feedback. In other words, the 
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writer was familiar enough with a template to use it as a guide to structuring her 

own work. As another experienced writer indicated: 

Now I write far more into its final form. Before I had to rework the 

draft until it fitted the template. Now I take it all on board: it's 

automatically part of the writing process. 

The writer in this instance had established a routine approach to writing study 

materials. 

The notion of 'routines' is also raised in literature on teacher planning. 

Yinger ( I 980), for example, describes an implementation stage in a planning 

model where teachers try out plans in the classroom. If successful, routines are 

established and become part of the teacher's repertoire, and this eases the burden 

of planning. As indicated in the previous paragraph, course writers may also 

establish routines, but this assumes they have the opportunity to experience the 

writing task on more than one occasion. In some instances, course writers are 

specialists in one particular field and therefore unlikely to write more than one 

subject. Establishing routines and building a repertoire in these circumstances 

becomes more difficult. 

Strategies used by lecturers who are responsible for revising existing 

materials are different from those used to develop new materials. One lecturer 

engaged in a major revision simply stopped when time ran out. On this, he said, "I 

will do what I can in the time period. If I get told that April is the cut-off, that's all 

I can do, and presumably it will be enough." Another author described a 

"pinpointing" technique, where particular areas were targeted for revision and the 

rest was left alone. Most writers aimed for perfection in the writing process. This 

was defined as getting everything right and fixing all components of the materials, 

including the accuracy of content, modifying the sequence and structure of 

modules, deleting unnecessary content or adding new content, adjusting the 

101 



frequency and value of self-assessment activities, and improving formal 

assessment. However, all this was not always possible under strict time 

constraints. Instead, most writers wanted to be satisfied that materials were at least 

an "improvement on what students currently have". In some instances, authors 

grappled with the question of how much was acceptable in a revision. One writer 

said: 

I really only had time to do it [the revision] to a satisfactory level. 

That's a necessary part of the revision, and one I find most stressful. 

I am not entirely happy with what I have done, but I'm not unhappy 

with it. 

This uncertainty of knowing what is enough is a theme that has been identified 

previously. In the study by Riley (1984a), this was clearly one of the problems of 

writing new distance education materials. It appears from the present study that a 

similar problem occurs in the revision process. 

Interestingly, no course writer raised the possibility of introducing new 

media, other than print, to deliver the subject. One writer suggested: 

I think you overestimate the importance of the media revolution that's 

coming. Sure it will happen, and there will be a lot more 

down-loading of materials from CDs and the Web, but print is still 

going to be around for a long time. 

If new media are going to be incorporated into distance education packages, then 

more attention needs to be focused on the role of the distance educator, particularly 

in the area of preparing study packages. 

Clark and Peterson (1986) take up this point by highlighting the link 

between research on teachers' thought processes and curriculum change research. 

This link implies that teachers are unlikely to implement any experimental teaching 

method or curriculum if they believe that it is contrary to their "mental image" of 

102 



effective teaching (p. 292). According to this research, timing of an innovation is 

critical, since it is unlikely to be introduced into the classroom if it occurs after a 

teacher's yearly and term planning was complete. In the context of distance 

education, it appears that timing is also critical, with the only window of 

opportunity being in the conceptual development phase of the writing task, which 

is some six to eight months prior to students starting the course. 

Proposition 3 describes the perceived constraints on the writing process 

that occur at an institutional level. These constraints centre around the failure of 

existing arrangements to accommodate the unique nature of distance programs and 

also the lack of recognition given to the writing process in terms of promotion and 

status. Given that course writers believe that conditions are unlikely to change, 

they found ways to best cope with the task. A range of strategies was evident 

depending primarily on the experience and preference of the author and the type of 

writing task being undertaken. 

PROPOSITION 4 

Course writers perceived that, despite the difficulties associated with writing tasks, 

engaging in the process had some positive outcomes, in the longer term, at both 

the individual and student levels. 

The difficulties surrounding the writing process for the course writers 

appeared to be in the areas of insufficient time, inappropriate support, and lack of 

recognition. These have been elaborated upon at some length in the preceding 

discussion. Despite these difficulties, most course writers felt that the experience 

of writing provided some benefits at a personal level and also for students. 
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On a personal level, the process of writing distance materials enabled them 

to improve writing skills, keep informed of changes in the subject area, and have 

something tangible at the end of the process. As one writer suggested: 

For me, writing a11ows you - no, forces you - to become clearer 

about the things you are teaching. It improved my knowledge level. 

I think writing helps me to be a better academic, and it's more 

rewarding at the end of the day to actua11y physica11y have something 

to show. 

These sentiments were echoed by a number of writers, who also referred to the 

cha11enging and frustrating aspects of actually writing but, at the same time, to a 

sense of achievement on completion. However, there were some exceptions to 

this view. One writer described the whole process as: 

Horrendous - if I rea11y wanted to be an author I would have 

become a journalist or got a career with CCH or Butterworths 

writing materials all the time. I enjoy teaching, but I don't want to 

place too much emphasis on the writing side. 

Another writer found it difficult to be positive about the writing process because it 

received no recognition in terms of publications and promotion. 

Clearly, there is a range of views concerning the benefits associated with 

the writing task. These views were also evident in a study by Roberts et al. (1994) 

concerning the attitudes and perceptions of academics in preparing distance 

education materials at the University of Tasmania. In this study, respondents 

indicated that writing distance materials helped them to clarify their thoughts about 

the subject and prepare better materials for on-campus students. Thus, for 

academics teaching in dual mode (i.e., preparing and lecturing the same unit to 

on-campus and off-campus students), this was considered the most valuable 

benefit they derived from writing distance education materials. Interestingly, most 

teaching staff felt that external teaching assisted internal teaching more than vice 
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versa. Disincentives to writing distance education materials revolved around the 

lack of appropriate recognition in terms of time, workloads, and promotion. 

For both the Roberts et al. study and the present study, it seems that there 

are similarities with regard to the perceived benefits of writing distance education 

materials. This is despite the fact that the former study refers to academics 

teaching units to both on-campus and off-campus students. The study presented in 

this dissertation refers to academics teaching in one mode; that is, teaching units to 

external students only. How widely these views are held by educators in other 

tertiary institutions genera11y would require further investigation. 

Course writers expressed the view that they persisted in the task because of 

the perceived link between writing 'good' study materials and student learning. In 

research on teachers' thought processes, Clark and Peterson ( 1 986) described a 

reciprocal relationship between teacher and student behaviour and student 

achievement. In their circular model, the teacher's actions influence student 

behaviour which, in turn, influences teacher behaviour and ultimately student 

achievement. In distance education, it appears that the relationship is more 

unidirectional, particularly for writing new materials. That is, teachers' actions, as 

demonstrated.in written materials, influence student behaviour and achievement but 

there is limited reciprocal feedback from students about the package before they 

commence working on it. A study by Britton, Gulgoz, and Glynn (1993) explores 

the impact of good and poor writing on learners and their achievement. They 

attribute the difficulty of writing effective "learnable" texts to the problem of 

"correctly predicting the effect of the text on the mind of the learner" (p. 38). The 

writer must initially invent the elements of the text (content and instructions), then 

see how well this fits into their mental model of the learner (i.e., learners' mental 

programs, habits, and prior knowledge). Usually the first draft does not produce 

the desired result, so the writer tends to reconfigure the elements and revise the 
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draft. This is repeated until the writer is convinced that the text matches his or her 

perceived image of how students approach their learning. As Britton et al. (1993) 

point out, writers are often not familiar with learners and therefore cannot predict 

the likely impact of materials, as a result, the process of repetition is frequently not 

undertaken. This problem is compounded by time constraints and writer's 

inexperience. Consequently, some learnable texts represent compromises that are 

not effective for learners. Nevertheless, the Britton et al. study concludes that, 

while not all attempts at writing are successful, there is potential for the final 

product of course writers to improve student learning. 

To recap, Proposition 4 discusses what academic authors believe to be the 

benefits derived from engaging in the task of preparing distance education 

materials. Due to the lack of recognition of the writing process in the wider 

educational community, these benefits tend to be of an intrinsic nature. However, 

course writers often persist in the task because of the perceived benefits to distance 

students who rely on these materials to assist their learning. 

SUMMARY 

Analysis of the interview data revealed four major interrelated themes 

concerning course writers' perceptions of the materials preparation process for 

distance education. First, course writers believed that the nature of the materials 

preparation process was not fully understood at an institutional level. Secondly, 

the failure to understand the process resulted in an inadequate and inappropriate 

allocation of resources to support the task. Thirdly, course writers perceived that 

existing organisational arrangements and resource allocations were unlikely to 

change and, as a consequence, they felt it is left to them to find the best ways of 

coping with the task. Fourthly, despite the difficulties associated with writing 
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distance materials, course writers perceived that there are some positive benefits, 

both at the personal and student levels. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSION 

The basic premise underpinning this study is that the quality of distance 

education courses depends primarily on the input of course writers who are 

responsible for preparing the learning materials. Despite this critical link between 

author input and quality, little is known about the writer's experience and 

perceptions of the task in preparing distance education materials. Chapter Three 

provided a review of the available literature relating to the writing of learning 

materials. It identified a study by Riley ( 1984a, 1984b, 1984c) on the problematic 

nature of the writing process for writers at the Open Univesity in the UK as the 

main work in the area. Consideration of the Riley study indicated that there are 

some similarities with the writing process in the Australian context. A crucial 

difference, however, is that course writers in Australia are often required to 

undertake the task concurrently with other academic duties, such as teaching and 

research, and the time lines for development are much shorter. As a result, the 

Australian course writers' experience of the writing task is very different to that of 

their counterparts in the UK system. 

The only studies dealing specifically with the writing of distance education 

materials in the Australian context appear to be those by Nouwens and Towers 

(1994, 1995) and Nouwens, Smith, and Towers (1996). These studies focus on 

the time needed to write teaching materials in distance education and the rewards 

writers should receive for their work. Issues such as appropriate support 

structures for distance eductors and the design of staff development practices to 

meet the needs of writers are also explored. Again, while the studies are valuable 

in that they highlight the link between supporting writers and the quality of the 

materials produced, they fail to elaborate on the writing process in general. 
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To shed further light on the writing process, two other bodies of literature 

were consulted in the present study. The first relates to studies on teacher 

planning, with the assumption that teaching, regardless of the mode of delivery, 

requires preparation in the pre-active stage. Therefore, there is an expectation that 

there would be some similarities between the planning processes for both distance 

educators and those delivering courses in face-to-face mode. A common feature in 

both forms of teaching is the attention given to content-first rather than the 

objectives-first approach. Studies of how educators actually prepare for teaching 

confirm the complex nature of the task - one that does not necessarily follow 

linear or rational patterns where objectives are articulated first and applied without 

deviation (Clark & Elmore, 1979; Clark & Peterson, 1986; Yinger, 1980; Zahorik, 

1975). The study presented in this dissertation also supports the notion of the 

creative and cognitively demanding process associated with the preparation of 

materials for distance teaching. 

A second body of knowledge that provided some insights into the writing 

process for learning materials focused on writing in a more general sense; that is, 

writing for textbooks, journal articles, newspapers, and narratives. These works 

describe writing as an elaborate and iterative task. As the writer learns new things 

about a topic, ideas are continuously rearranged to fit emerging conceptions and to 

achieve coherence (Berkenkotter, 1989; Haynes & Flowers, 1980; Murry, 1989). 

A similar cyclical pattern is reported in studies of preparation for direct teaching 

where planning events are shaped by prior experiences (Clark & Yinger, 1979b ). 

For the distance educator, preparation of materials also appears to require a 

continuous cycle of adjustment to fit personal perceptions of what the content 

really is. The difficulty in this process is that it is often not possible to test 

materials on students prior to delivery and to make modifications as a result of 

responses. Distance educators are virtually locked into an approach which may or 

may not be suited to the audience for which it was intended, at least until the next 
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revision. This raises the issue of the need for a systematic and continuous 

approach to the revision of course materials, something which appears to have a 

very low priority in distance education systems. Certainly no evidence was found 

of this area being included as part of professional development activities for 

distance educators, nor does any literature focus specifically on the area of revising 

learning materials. 

Considering the lack of empirical information about the process of writing 

or revising materials for distance education, it was decided to adopt a case study 

approach to investigate how course writers actually go about managing the task. 

The selection of a single site case study was the deliberate outcome of conducting a 

review of the scope and types of distance education operation in Australia. 

Chapter Two revealed the considerable variation in the provision of distance 

education in the Australian tertiary sector. A broad description was presented of 

the existing system which encompassed academics offering both on-campus 

subjects, usually in lecture form, and off-campus subjects that require the 

preparation of print-based materials. This dual mode of delivery is often supported 

by the existence of distance education centres, located within the University, which 

provide instructional design support, typesetting, editing, photocopying, and 

dispatch facilities. Although there appear to be large differences in the amount of 

support academics receive for distance education, the dual mode of delivery 

appears to characterise most tertiary institutions. 

The site selected for this case is unique in that it is designed to cater 

exclusively for distance students. Thus, significant time, energy and resources are 

devoted to the preparation of materials, suggesting the potential for gathering a 

richness of data on that process, which was the subject of this study. Specifically, 

the study was concerned with gaining a better understanding of the writing process 

from the course writer's perspective. Given that a holistic view of the writing 
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process was required, it was decided that the most appropriate data co11ection 

technique to be used would be in-depth, semi-structured interviews with individual 

course writers. A total sample of six course writers were interviewed on site, with 

two participants being interviewed twice to ascertain the validity of the categories 

created by the researcher in the first round of interviews. The data were then 

analysed using the three methods from the grounded theory model; namely, open, 

axial, and selective coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Details of the data co11ection 

and analysis techniques were outlined in Chapter Four of this dissertation, with 

specific reference to issues of reliability and validity. 

The data co11ected were presented as descriptive and theoretical findings in 

Chapters Five and Six respectively. The descriptive findings provided background 

details of the position of the writing task within normal workloads of an academic, 

their experience of a writing process, and specific aspects relating to the writing 

task, such as the main stages in writing and conditions for writing. From these 

findings a composite picture of the course writer's task emerged - one that 

genera11y described a fragmented, difficult process, which course writers try to fit 

in amongst competing demands on their time. This profile was presented to enable 

readers to contextualise the theoretical findings offered in Chapter Six. 

Data analysis in the chapter on theoretical findings resulted in the 

development of four major propositions in relation to the course writer's 

perceptions of the writing process at the case study site. First, it appears that 

course writers believe that the nature of the writing process for distance education 

is not fu11y understood at an institutional level. In describing the nature of the 

writing process, they referred to the pressure associated with exposing their 

thought processes and level of content knowledge to critical review by co11eagues, 

other practitioners, and students. The conceptua11y demanding aspects of the 

pre-writing stage were also highlighted by authors, who indicated that this received 
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little support or recognition. Another perceived feature of the writing process was 

that it is a complex task due to the requirement to attend to content and educational 

aspects simultaneously. In completing the writing task, authors pointed to its 

isolated and solitary nature, which had implications for the extent to which 

support, if available, could be effective. Finally, writers acknowledged that the 

level of difficulty associated with writing was variable, depending on the type of 

package being produced and their level of familiarity with the subject. These 

factors, which describe the perceived nature of the writing task in distance 

education, combine to present a view of the process as demanding for writers in 

terms of energy, emotion and time. 

The second proposition contended that the failure to fully appreciate the 

writing process, as it applied to distance education materials, resulted in the 

inappropriate and inadequate allocation of resources to support the process. Many 

course writers believed that existing practices of the institution were geared more 

towards traditional on-campus provision of courses, with little regard for the 

unique situation of the distance educator. For example, there was minimal 

recognition of the writing task in the allocation of workloads for course writers, 

thereby perpetuating the view that writing learning materials was equivalent to 

preparing for face-to-face lectures. In addition, there was a requirement that 

course writers continue to teach while undertaking writing tasks. This does not 

recognise the need for blocks of time while writing. Course writers were clearly 

frustrated by the apparent indiscriminate application of certain rules that had been 

primarily designed for on-campus delivery of courses to distance education 

programs. 

While all writers articulated what they perceived to be the needs of distance 

educators, few felt confident that institutional policy and operation would change 

to reflect those needs. This related to the third area of concern for course writers. 
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It found expression in the proposition that existing organisational arrangements 

and resource allocation for writing or revising course materials were unlikely to 

change and, as a consequence, course writers felt that it was left to them to find 

ways of coping with the task. Most felt that existing practices would continue and 

that there were relatively few effective forums to express concerns or raise issues 

relating to the writing aspects of distance education. The main reason identified for 

this is that distance education was usually embedded within a wider organisational 

setting- one which does not necessarily recognise distance education as a 

mainstream activity. Consequently, writers felt that it was unlikely that the 

university view would expand to recognise the special requirements of distance 

educators and their role in producing course materials. 

With this in mind, course writers had developed their own strategies to deal 

with the writing task in a university setting. Some writers reported concentrating 

on the accuracy of the content first, before any consideration of the teaching and 

learning approach to be used in the materials and, even then, only as time allowed. 

Experienced writers managed to establish planning routines that increased 

efficiency in the writing process and allowed more time for other academic tasks. 

Others simply avoided making writing or revising distance materials a priority, 

while still others reported spending significant amounts of personal time to 

complete the task. 

Clearly, the ways course writers respond to conditions surrounding the 

provision of distance education materials are highly variable according to 

individual preferences. However, a common view shared amongst course writers 

is that the profile of distance education in the tertiary sector is not sufficiently high 

to compel administrators to instigate any comprehensive review of current policies 

relating to the preparation of learning materials. In light of the growing numbers 

of students who are opting for the distance education mode of study - students 
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who are not constrained by location in searching for the course with the best 

reputation for quality- the need to address the concerns of lecturers who actually 

prepare the materials may become unavoidable in the future. 

The fourth proposition contended that course writers perceive that, despite 

the difficulties associated with the writing task, engaging in the process has some 

positive outcomes, in the longer term, at both the personal and student levels. 

Most writers identified intrinsic incentives, such as improving professional 

knowledge or providing equity of access to students, as the motivation for writing 

distance education materials. Very few tangible rewards in the form of promotion, 

reduced workloads, academic privileges (conferences, travel), or permanent 

employment were identified by course writers. Despite the lack of extrinsic 

incentives, many indicated that they would continue to write materials because it 

was considered a necessary part of their job. 

The issue of appropriate incentives for writing distance education materials 

raises many questions at an institutional level. Currently it appears that there are a 

limited number of reward options for writers of distance materials. This ultimately 

has the potential to negatively impact on the quality of the final products produced. 

Needing to be addressed is the fundamental question of whether distance educators 

are entitled to special recognition and, if so, what would constitute appropriate 

incentives. Perhaps greater flexibility by the institution in terms of workload 

allocations and recognition of publications would lead to staff to being more 

satisfied, and this, in tum, may benefit the institution as a whole. 

While each of the four main propositions identified in the preceding 

discussion are instructive, it is also important to recognise the limitations of this 

case study. First, the research only focused on one case - a single organisation 

providing distance education for taxation law students exclusively. The focus of 
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this organisation is on the preparation of learning materials, thus making it an ideal 

site to gather data. However, the case is not representative of the dual mode of 

delivery which characterises distance education provision in the tertiary sector. It 

only illustrates the distance education mode of delivery of courses, not a 

combination of on-campus and off-campus delivery. Also, the size of the sample 

was very small considering the range of subject areas and number of universities 

involved in distance education provision. Differences between institutional milieux 

and values make it impossible to generalise the findings of this study beyond the 

case itself. Further research would need to consider a broad range of institutional 

factors and their impact on the writing process. 

At the same time, however, the case study developed here should prove 

valuable for both course writers and administrators. In-depth case studies of 

course writers' perceptions of the writing process serve to inform and clarify 

issues which directly impact on the quality of education delivery. For example, a 

scenario of a course writer who does not have sufficient time or incentive to write 

can perpetuate a downward spiral in which the quality of teaching and learning 

suffers. If writers cannot find the time to write, the materials are likely to have 

more faults and errors, leading to more students having problems with the 

materials and needing more support. This, in turn, would mean even less time for 

writing. Awareness of this problem surely must have implications for 

policy-makers in planning for distance education, even if a primary motive is 

efficient use of resources rather than educational considerations. 

In addition, case studies can guide further research. A number of areas 

emerged out of the case study reported in this dissertation that could be the focus 

of worthwhile research. One issue relates to staff development for academics 

preparing distance education materials. A review of professional preparation in 

distance education by Parer and Benson ( 1990) revealed that a typical form of 

115 



activity was short, non-compulsory workshops addressing technical aspects of 

materials production and linear development models such as those of Gagne, 

Briggs, and Wager (1986). The present study indicated that course writers feel 

that this type of activity is genera11y inappropriate. They emphasise that writing is 

not a straightforward, linear process. Rather, it is messy and frustrating at times, 

and requires a different kind of support, the nature of which is yet to be 

determined. The whole issue of support for revising learning materials also 

deserves attention. As universities appear to be moving towards rationalising 

course offerings and trying to improve existing courses to attract enrolments, the 

area of revision is also likely to assume a more prominent status. 

Related to the notion of support for writers is the role of instructional 

designers in the process. There is scope for investigating the input of instructional 

designers in critical phases of the writing process, such as conceptual 

development. Potentially illuminating also would be a comparison of the 

approaches of experienced and novice writers in the writing process. This would 

also have implications for the design of staff development activities and the level of 

support required by writers. At the same time, it may be pertinent to examine in 

more detail the structures and communication channels, or lack thereof, through 

which issues concerning course writers are expressed to policy-makers and 

administrators at an institutional level. 

In conducting this study, specific mention has been made of external 

factors which impact on the writing process. For example, the a11ocation of 

workloads, writing time, and writing conditions have a11 been identified as 

potentially effecting the quality of the final product. A larger study, covering a 

range of institutional settings, would be needed to ascertain the extent to which 

these conditions influence the writing process. Understanding factors external to 

the process may also be a precursor to further research into the cognitive processes 

116 



associated with writing learning materials. Such research may also identify trends 

that can be applied to the development of learning materials using media other than 

print, that have increasingly come to the forefront in the design of distance 

education materials with the development of technologies such as the World Wide 

Web. Clearly, there are a number of issues arising from the study presented in this 

dissertation that deserve further investigation and analysis. It was never the 

intention to provide a wide ranging analysis of all the issues. Rather, the 

contention is that the insights drawn from the case will provide a framework for 

developing awareness of a complex process that can assist others working in the 

field to assess their perceptions and sharpen their viewpoints. 

Course writers, through preparing learning materials, play a critical role in 

influencing the quality of the educational experience for distance students. Any 

effort to improve the quality of that experience must therefore take into account the 

perceptions of the course writer in regard to the writing process. Given that these 

perceptions appear to have been largely ignored in the development of policies and 

practices relating to distance education provision, there is a great danger that the 

promise of distance education to contribute significantly to personal, industry, and 

community objectives will go unfulfilled. Hopefully, studies such as this will 

contribute to the discussion required to avoid the potential loss of distance 

education as a valuable and effective medium through which to achieve positive 

educational outcomes and goals. 
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