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Abstract: Quality is the most important corr..,onent of any comprehensive 
continuing professional development programme. This was addressed in a 
teacher education programme to further address the growing need for quality 
teacher education in the South Asian Region. Keeping this in view, the 
Department of Education at the Open University of Sri Lanka (OUSL) with the 
assistance of the Commonwealth of Learning (COL) launched a Master of Arts in 
Teacher Education (MATE) - International Programme in February 2005. This 
paper describes the development of this programme and how it supports 
collaboration and networking among institutional partners, individuals, as well as 
countries, at various levels including programme design, pedagogical design and 
programme implementation. A unique feature of the programme is its 
pedagogical design, which uses authentic learning scenarios to situate learners 
in various key roles with challenging tasks to perform. This story-centered 
approach enhances development of critical skills and knowledge of teacher 
educators, while encouraging collaborative learning. 

The learning environment for the programme consists of offline as well as online 
resources, local study centre support with library, computer and Internet 
facilities, continuous assessment leading to the final evaluation, continuous 
monitoring, guidance and counselling which are designed to facilitate student 
learning, while encouraging communication among staff and students. The 
collaborative learning design of the programme and the supportive learning 
environment facilitate networking among individuals as well as institutions. Once 
offered offshore, this network will expand further. 

Keywords: Teacher Education, Professional Development, Programme Design, 
Reflection, Collaborative Learning. 

Introduction 

Teacher education is an area of great significance in any country. Yet, in most 
instances, priority is given for professional development of teachers, over 
professional development of teacher educators, who would be training teachers. In 
Sri Lanka too, this aspect was somewhat neglected and a need for professional 
development programmes for teacher educators has been identified (National 
Education Commission, 1995). Addressing this unmet demand, in year 2000, a 
professional development programme especially designed for teacher educators in 
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the country - the Master of Arts in Teacher Education (MATE) programme - was 
launched by the Department of Education at the Open University of Sri Lanka 
(OUSL), under the World Bank-funded Teacher Education and Teacher 
Development (TETD) Project at the Ministry of Education, Sri Lanka. 

Later, recognizing the need to improve the quality of the programme, and to align it 
with the requirements of a prospective overseas clientele of teacher educators, the 
existing MATE programme was substantially revised and transformed into a unique 
practitioner-oriented programme, with the assistance of the Commonwealth of 
Learning (COL). The transformation of the Programme continued throughout 2003-

2004, and MATE- International (MATE-I) Programme- was launched in February 
2005, initially with a pilot group of local teacher educators as the first cohort of 
students. 

This novel programme is built upon the vast experience OUSL has in teacher 
education since its inception. By taking an innovative, practitioner-oriented approach 
to the professional development of teacher educators, it aims at enhancing quality in 
teacher education. Collaboration and networking is a key feature seen at different 
stages of MATE-I programme. This paper describes the development of this 
programme and how it supports collaboration and networking among institutional 
partners, individuals, as well as countries, at various levels including programme 
design, pedagogical design and programme implementation. 

Innovative Approaches in Professional Development of Teacher Educators 

Educators face many new challenges today, such as adapting curriculum to meet new 
standards, adopting innovative teaching-learning approaches, changing from 
traditional assessment practices, and integrating technology into teaching and 
learning. Preparing the teachers to meet these challenges and enhancing the quality 
of teacher performance through alternative modes of professional development of 
teachers is q1rrently an essential need. The role of teacher educators, who would not 
only be training teachers, but also engaging in many other related activities including 
material development using new strategies and creating an active learning 
environment for their teacher trainees using appropriate techniques and resources, is 
of prime importance. They need adequate professional competence to function as 
effective teacher educators. Thus, quality professional development of teacher 
educators becomes critical to ensure quality teacher performance. 

Effective educators are life-long learners, and their professional development must 
be an on-going process of gaining new knowledge, refining skills, adopting new 
methods and technologies and improving their decision making competence in varied 
contexts. Innovative approaches such as collaborative, reflective practices and use of 
Open and Distance Learning (ODL) and Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT) are considered essential to replace the existing conventional 
approaches in professional development programmes for educators (Menon, 2004 ). 
Professional development must facilitate engagement of each educator in a 
collaborative dialogue with other educators and education partners to broaden their 
knowledge and expertise needed. Further, adoption of collaborative learning designs 
is identified as an indicator of quality teacher education (Naidu, 2004). Integration of 
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cooperative and collaborative learning practices into the teaching and learning 
transactions in a professional development programme will benefit the learners in a 
significant way. 

To meet the growing needs of training and re-training of teachers and teacher 
educators, teacher education institutions all over the world are seriously considering 
use of ODL approaches in professional development programmes .. In a distance 
education professional development programme, where the need to address the issue 
of ensuring the desired levels of interaction among trainees and trainers is critical, a 
list of good principles to practice. would be: make students well-informed of the 
courses, maintain good teacher-learner contact, apply an active learning process, 
encourage peer-supported learning, provide regular feedback, allow for appropriate 
pacing of learning through different tools and for mapping learning pathways to suit 
different learning styles (Dhanarajan, 2004). 

ICT is a powerful tool in professional development as it allows educators to be 
.creative thinkers, problem-solvers, risk-takers and innovators (Koufman-Fredrick et 
al, 1999). It can also easily support collaboration among educators via computer 
mediated collaborative learning environments. Use of online discussion forums are 
particularly valuable for continuing professional development courses, where 
participants can share and draw from each others' relevant professional experiences, 
especially, between individuals from different countries (Bates, 2003). 

Enhancing Quality in Teacher Education through 
Collaboration and Networking 

Professional and academic networking and collaboration among individuals and 
organizations engaged in teacher education will have a great impact on enhancing the 
quality of the training-related processes (Menon, 2004). Collaboration is seen as a 
process of participation through which people, groups and organizations work 
together to achieve desired results, involving the sharing of individual expertise and 
experience. Potential relationships of collaborators could be at five levels: 
networking (dialogue and common understanding), cooperation or alliance 
(matching needs and providing coordination), coordination or partnership (sharing 
resources to address common issues), coalition (sharing ideas and be willing to pull 
resources from existing systems), collaboration (accomplishing shared vision and 
impact benchmarks, building interdependent system to address issues and 
opportunities) (Bergstrom et al., 1995). Networking will initiate building up 
organizational and functional linkages among individuals, groups of people or 
organizations, who would in tum work together in collaboration to achieve the 
desired results. 

Collaborations in the field of teacher education may exist in various ways, for, 
instance, institutional collaboration, professional collaboration, collaborative 
learning and technology-supported collaboration. Institutional collaboration involves 
sharing resources of any type such as knowledge and expertise, infrastructure, human 
resources, services and costs with one or more partner institutions, within the same 
country or region, or anywhere in the world (Sharma & Chaudhary, 2003). This is 
possible to occur in any area, including curriculum design, development and 
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implementation, administration, student selection and admission, student support, 
and evaluation. 

Networking and collaboration among teacher education institutions using alternative 
modes of course delivery will be beneficial to all partner institutions. Various 
possibilities of networking institutions for quality assurance in teacher education are: 
collaboration for sharing experiences, joint offer of courses, developing and 
implementing ODLIICT -based professional development programmes, documenting 
flexible and innovative practices for teacher development, developing self­
instructional courses, sharing of resources and exchange of personnel involved in 
teacher education (Menon, 2004). Hence it is evident that through institutional 
networking and collaboration, quality human, academic or technology resources can 
be developed or shared focusing on providing quality services in teacher education. 
It will also help institutions implement progressive, innovative ideas, allowing 
infusion of a 'global' culture, instead of relying solely on a local, campus-based 
culture (Sharma & Chaudhary, 2003). This will also reduce the burden on an 
institution which attempts this endeavour alone, with limited resources - physical or 
human, especially when collaboration occurs among countries with more and less 
resources. 

Institutional collaboration will invariably lead to professional collaboration among 
individual educators engaged in teacher education. This necessitates that educators 
cooperate and share their knowledge and skills with colleagues in their institutions 
and with professionals from other institutions within and across countries .. Team 
work of educators can make complex tasks more manageable, while stimulate new 
ideas, and encourage innovative practices. The extent of collaboration among 
individual educators may range from a basic level of sharing academic expertise in 
the teaching-learning process to higher levels of team teaching or planning together 
for programme development. The chances of success are greater when there is a 
sense of shared responsibility and the collective ownership of such activities, among 
the collaborators. 

Encouraging learner collaboration in professional development programmes is 
another aspect of collaboration contributing to enhance quality of teacher education. 
Especially in most distance education systems where opportunities for students to 
meet frequently are limited by time, distance or resources, different types of student 
support groups, which may or may not include a teacher, are included to facilitate 
learner interaction (Robertshaw, 2000). 

Unlike cooperative learning which proceeds through empathetic sharing of old 
knowledge, collaborative learning proceeds through empathetic discovery of new 
knowledge co-constructed by the participants, and thus all participants become 
owners and knowers of the new knowledge (Kawachi, 2003). Hence, collaborative 
learning promotes the development of a learning community where learners share 
common interests and work together toward their common goals. 

As Jonassen, Peck and Wilson (1999) desGribe that learning communities can be 
fostered by having the learners research and share. information in the pursuit of a 
meaningful, consequential task. In such situations, emphasis should be placed on the 
social and cognitive contribution of a group of learners, with students collaborating 
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_and supporting each other towards commonly accepted learning goals, rather than 
forcing students to conform to pre-packaged instructional requirements. Hence, 
while all learners become owners of the new knowledge in a learning community, it 
also supports reflection on the knowledge constructed and the processes used to 
construct it by the learners (Jonassen et al., 1999). 

Scenario-Based Learning (SBL) is a learning design that offers opportunities for 
collaborative learning. In SBL, learners are presented with authentic situations (i.e., 
scenarios) in the form of a storyline in which students are required to assume a key 
role that they might actually perform in real life, and engage in challenging activities 
leading to achievement of the desired learning outcomes. Students may work in 
small groups with the help of detailed information about the simulated context, 
supporting resources and mentors available to guide them (see Naidu, Menon, 
Gunawardena, Lekamge & Karunanayaka, 2005a, for a more detailed discussion of 
SBL). 

Technology can be effectively used to support interaction and socialization among 
individuals, enhancing collaboration. Especially in distance education systems where 
opportunities for students to meet frequently are limited by time, distance or 
resources, ICT can play a major role. Tools such as tele-conferencing, e-mail, 
conferencing and chat rooms facilitate a variety of collaborative and group learning 
possibilities. Conferencing could be both synchronous and non-synchronous and 
both have their own advantages. Computer-based conferencing can support 
discussions, debates and collaborative efforts among groups of people who are at a 
distance, and it also enables learners to reflect on their ideas or responses before 
making them (Jonassen et al., 1999). 

However, for any successful technology integration in professional development 
programmes, factors such as ICT availability and accessibility, technology literacy 
and a commitment to ICT use are essential. Any technological solution for 
collaboration such as audio conferencing, video conferencing or virtual discussion 
groups would require identifying necessary skills and providing suitable training, and 
the additional burden this places on the learners could be a disincentive to 
participation unless benefits are quickly realized (Robertshaw, 2000). Further, 
despite the fact that introducing electronic networking systems to facilitate 
collaborative learning is significant, the institutions need to ensure that courses are 
well designed, and that the use of networked technologies adds value and is integral 
to learning (Haughey, 2000). 

The MATE (International) Programme: Innovative Features 

The MATE-I Programme is a unique practitioner-oriented professional development 
programme offered to teacher educators, in the distance mode. With the overall aim 
of 'making a reflective teacher educator', it is envisaged that as a result of following 
this programme, the teacher educators will develop competencies in the areas of 
teaching and learning, use of educational technologies, design, development, and 
evaluation of curricula, management and leadership, research and evaluation and 
teaching· a:s a profession (see a)so Gunawardena, Menon, & Naidu, 2004; 
Karunanayaka, Lekamge, Gunawardena, Naidu, & Menon, 2005; MATE-
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International Programme Handbook, 2004; Naidu, Menon, Gunawardena, Lekamge 
& Karunanayaka, 2005a; Naidu, Menon, Gunawardena, Lekamge & Karunanayaka, 
2005b). 

MATE-I. programme consists of six compulsory courses and a portfolio project. 
Printed materials and multimedia resources including a Study Guide with detailed 
study schedules and a Resource Pack, comprise the major forms of student support 
while contact sessions with the local tutors provide opportunities for closer 
interaction. In addition, local study center support with library, computer and 

Internet facilities are provided. Electronic media such as web pages on pr�grarnme 
information, on-line provision for tutor support and assignment submission, and an 
online discussion forum to facilitate student interactions are also provided. There is 
no final examination, while continuous assessment leads to the final assessment in a 
course. Continuous feedback, monitoring, guidance and counselling for students are 
provided. An ongoing monitoring and evaluation procedure is also being 
implemented, concurrently with the programme. 

The first cohort of students in the pilot programme consists of Sri Lankan teacher 
educators from different institutions throughout the country. The collaborative design 
of the programme, and the supportive learning environment facilitate networking 
among individuals as well as institutions. Once offered offshore, this network will 
expand further. 

In this professional development programme, tqe concept of collaboration and 
networking is seen at three main levels - programme design, pedagogical design and 
programme implern.entation. 

Collaboration and Networking: Programme Design 

In programme design, collaboration and networking commenced from the point of 
planning and developing the curriculum to its fruition as a completed programme 
viable to be offered to students which took place in several stages over a period of 
two years. 

In Stage 1, towards December 2002 the collaboration was limited to that between the 
Programme Development Team and Sri Lankan experts from other conventional 
universities engaged in teacher education. With the entry of the Commonwealth of 
Learning (COL) as a major sponsor, interested in enhancing the quality of the 
programme to international standards to be offered off-shore, in Stage 2, February 
2003, international experts from COL, India, Bangladesh and Australia joined the 
OUSL academics and their Sri Lankan counterparts at an Experts' Meeting on 
internationalizing the MATE Programme. Close collaboration among the members 
of the group enabled the review of exiting curricula to be carried out successfully. 

Recognizing the ·need to orient the programme to be more learner-centered and 
practitioner-oriented and in order to develop an innovative, constructivist learning 
design, in Stage 3, August 2003, an Advanced Training Workshop was held with the 
facilitation of an international expert from Australia. At this Workshop, the Course 
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Development Team realized the strength of the Scenario-Based Learning (SBL) 
approach, and decided to adopt this learning design for each course. 

Stage 4, March 2004, witnessed the development of specific courses of the 
programme, development of and further refinement of detailed study schedules, 
learning scenarios, learning and assessment activities by OUSL Course Development 
Teams monitored by an international expert from Malaysia, to be finalized at a 
workshop facilitated by the international expert from Australia. 

At the next stage, Stage 5 (September, 2004), finalizing of all course materials such 
as Essential Readings, inclusion of other resources such as Additional Readings that 
had been identified in Resource Packs could be completed at a Workshop facilitated 
by the Australian expert. 

· 

Stage 6 (September 2004-January 2005), represented the final stage of the 
development of the Programme. Reviewing, and editing of course materials by 
identified experts from UK, India, Singapore and Australia and improving course 
materials by OUSL Course Development Teams took place during this stage. 

Collation of course materials - the Programme Brochure, the Study Schedules and 
the Resource Packs -ready for distribution to the students, was the culmination of a 
prolonged collaborative effort, signifying a partnership between two major 
institutions, the Commonwealth of Learning and the Open University of Sri Lanka, 
dedicated to distance education. In this process, the determination of the beneficiary 
institution matched the financial resources allocated to the task by the funding 
institution. Collaboration between these two institutions gradually grew into a 
collaboration among a group of individuals, who came together, embarking on a 
journey, to share their expertise and varied experiences from different parts of the 
world, to develop a programme for teacher educators which they believed would be 
truly international and worthy of their diligent perseverance over a lengthy period of 
time. 

Collaboration and Networking: Pedagogical Design 

A unique feature of the MATE-I programme was its pedagogical design - Scenario­
Based Learning (SBL) - which offers opportunities for collaborative learning. It 
focuses on the various roles of a teacher educator - a teaching-learning specialist, 
curriculum developer, educational technologist, educational manager and leader, 
researcher and a professional, rather than on specific subject matter content. In this 
approach, authentic learning scenarios, those reflecting the kinds of situations that 
students are likely to confront as teacher educators, are used to situate learners, and 
these situations are used to orchestrate the learning and assessment activities in each 
course as challenging tasks to perform. 

Completion of a learning portfolio is another requirement that promotes reflective 
learning of students. Through compiling and reflecting upon the work they complete 
in achieving learning outcomes of each course, each learner will critically reflect on 
his/her individual work as a teacher educator, which will result in developing a 
culture of critical reflection among the group, and together they will be able to learn 
from their successes achieved and mistakes made. 
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The collaborative learning design of the programme, and the supportive learning 
environment facilitate networking among individuals as well as institutions. 
Focusing students' attention on critical reflection and problem-solving activities 
promotes a more learner-centred focus and encourages <:ollaboration among learners, 
by way of sharing ideas, experiences and resources. In addition to facilitating face­
to-face student group discussion at contact session held at study centres, an online 
discussion forum moderated by the programme <:oordinator, is also provided to 
enhance student interaction. 

Collaboration and Networking: Programme Implementation 

The pilot programme was implemented with a group of Sri Lankan teacher educators 
from different institutions throughout the country, representing all nine provinces. 
Although the first cohort of students are only local, the collaborative design of the 
programme, facilitated networking among these individuals representing different 
teacher education institutions, from different parts of the country. 

The limited number of contact sessions also adopted a new collaborative approach, 
where two or more of the course team members participate in a session rather a 
single lecturer making a presentation, encouraging students to participate actively, 
without inhibition and as equals with the academic staff. 

When the MATE-I programme is offered offshore, this network will expand further. 
OUSL is currently in the process of identifying partner distance education 
institutions from other countries in the South Asian region, and Sub Saharan Africa. 
Once initial networking is done with the intere�ted institutions, these will need to 
function as local study centres with tutor, libniry and computer laboratory facilities 
for overseas students, and numerous collaborative activities will have to take place. 
Country coordinators should be appointed in each institution, and local tutor training 
should take place. 

Continuous monitoring and evaluation of the initiative has been continuing since the 
commencement of the pilot programme, with the facilitation of an international 
expert under COL support. The evaluation focuses on finding out the challenges 
faced by students as well as academic staff in adopting this new approach to 
professional development of teacher educators. 

Lessons Leanit 

The collaborative design employed in the development of the MATE-I programme 
has succeeded in producing an innovative professional development programme for 
teacher educators, which is truly practitioner-oriented. Acceptance of the new 
instructional approach - SBL - by staff and students was evident. 

The course team approach adopted in designing and developing the MATE-I 
programme was very effective in producing six innovative courses. It enabled 
cooperation and sharing of knowledge and skills among academics from different 
institutions, who had divetse expertise and experiences. 
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Continuous facilitation of foreign experts at various phases of the planning stage, 
further enhanced this professional collaboration. Team work of professionals res�lted 
in developing a sense of shared responsibility and a collective ownership of the 
courses developed, among all engaged in the task: 

The learners are increasingly engaging in collaborative, reflective and self-regulated 
learning. This collaborative learning experience is of immense value to the group of 
learners who are in the pursuit of a common goal. Especially for the isolated learners 
in the distance mode, where frequent student interaction is limited, facilitation of 
collaboration via carefully designed learning activities, and online support was very 
useful. The experiences they gain are not only mastering the concept of SBL, but 
also extend to learning as a group, about the varied scenarios that the teacher 
educators are confronted with as the delivery of the programme takes place in the 
form of multi-mode interactions/discussions rather than one-way communication. 
While learning together about the SBL approach which was novel to all learners, a 
sense of achievement is observed to be developing among the learners, as a group. 

Concluding Notes 

The MATE-I programme is a unique professional development programme for 
practicing teacher educators. Development of global partnerships is a key feature 
observed in this programme. 

Collaborative designs and networking that has been applied to the programme has 
had significant implications on enhancing quality professional development of 
teacher educators. 

Collaboration and networking is significantly observed throughout the design, 
development and implementation of the programme. In each stage· of this 
programme, a high sense of empowerment of teachers as well as learners is observed ·· 

to be taking place in several ways. One of the most significant benefits that accrued 
to academic staff that engaged in this endeavour was the opportunity to learning 
together about SBL and moving towards the single direction of situated learning. The 
learners, in turn, are becoming more confident in being situated in authentic 
scenarios, and facing challenging tasks as they proceed with the study programme. 
The final result, it is hoped, would be the development of a learning community, 
with a shared understanding and ownership of this exciting and challenging learning 
experience. 
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