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Abstract

This paper presents the experiences of The eLearning Centers Project, a project initially mooted by the
Basic Education Research Unit, the School of Educational Studies, Universiti Sains Malaysia to the
Penang State Government as one of several efforts to realize the state’s objective of achieving the vision of
the k-economy and e-society in Penang. Launched officially in June 2003, the project has evolved and
expanded as its potential to bridge the digital divide between the different socio-economic populations has
been recognized. Hence, its focus now is more on providing access to eLearning opportunities to the rural
and marginalized school-going children, with a mobile eLearning unit being included as its new thrust in
reaching out to these groups. The paper will describe how the project was promoted to various parties in
the community to tap on their respective resources, be it time, expertise, service, hardware, software or
even moral support so as to synergise the efforts of all interested parties to sustain the project and ensure
the achievement of its targets and objectives.

Introduction: What is the eLearning project?

The eLearning Centers Project, is a project undertaken by the Basic Education Research
Unit (BERU), the School of Educational Studies, Universiti Sains Malaysia for the
Penang State Government as one of several efforts to realize the state’s objective of
achieving the vision of the k-economy and e-society in Penang. Briefly, the Basic
Education Research Unit is a unit set up in 1990 by the university and placed under the
auspices of the School of Educational studies to conduct research and development
initiatives focusing on basic education. In addition, the Unit also provides consultancy
and support services to external parties involved in educational projects.

In tandem with the current trend of increasing use of information and communication
technology (ICT) in almost every aspect of life, including education, the State
Government of Penang has drawn up a blueprint to develop the ‘knowledge worker’ as its
main thrust in human resource development for the new millennium. Several projects
which target different groups ranging from those already in the work force to those still in
schools, rural communities, the unemployed, and special marginalized communities were
proposed. To reach out to the school going children and more specifically those who
were from the lower income groups, the eLearning Centers Project was mooted and well
received as a project worthy of funding by the State Government. It was especially



attractive to the State government as it incorporated the concept of joint funding or
sponsorship in kind by the private sector as well as by any interested benefactor, and
hence meant a project which wouldn’t be too financially demanding on limited
government resources.

Rationale

Generally in the state of Penang, a large proportion of students are lacking in exposure to
computing and eLearning facilities, and also, knowledge and skills to prepare themselves
for the knowledge-based economy. Despite the best efforts of the Education Ministry,
not all schools are equipped with sufficient computers. Schools are still expected to find
their own resources if they wish to have enough computers and accompanying facilities
that can cater sufficiently to the needs of all their students. This problem is compounded
by the fact that in many homes, especially those in the lower income bracket, there are
also no computers.

On the other hand, there are some schools well equipped with computing facilities. These
schools are usually those whose parent-teacher associations are very strong and generally
consist of those whose student populations come from the higher income families.
However, majority of the students attend those schools currently without sufficient
computing facilities and therefore unfortunately do not have easy access to the computing
facilities available there. It is also noted that hardware alone is insufficient for eLearning
to take place. Equally important is the availability of software, courseware and
appropriate educational materials. In this respect, even those schools which are well
equipped with computers face this problem of having appropriate educational materials
for eLearning.

At the same time we have a situation where there are Multi-National Corporations and
large private corporations willing to contribute in helping these students to prepare for the
knowledge-based economy. Similarly, there are existing educational portals with
developed eLearning materials but these materials are not being well utilised by students
for one reason or another. Thus it seems only logical and sound to bring together those
with the resources through a well coordinated and concerted effort to hook them up with
those who need these resources for the maximum benefit of students, and especially those
who are disadvantaged.

In the initial stage, the project would make use of the new computer laboratories
available in some schools, where the existing computers could be installed with the
already developed eLearning content. These facilities then could be made available
during weekends for the use of all school students (including those from other schools)
living in the vicinity. No additional major investment cost would thus be needed for use
of the computing and eLearning facilities already readily available.



Objectives

The general objective of this project is to enhance the ICT knowledge and proficiency
among students by equipping them with the necessary skills required for the digital era,
consistent with the objectives of the Penang K-ICT blueprint, as embodied in our national
Vision 2020.

More specifically the project aims to set up eLearning centers where students are able to
make use of available computing facilities and eLearning contents during weekends. The
project aims to inculcate and propagate the eLearning culture among students by:

» enhancing and strengthening cooperation amongst the State Education
Department, representing the schools, and community based institutions to assist
in the development and use of ICT in education;

extending and encouraging skills in the use of ICT related facilities such as the
use of CD-ROM and internet amongst students;

demonstrating and providing eLearning through CD courseware based on the
official school curriculum, covering all subjects, to all school students;

change the mindset of students from learning only through books to leaming
through CD and online education portals;

bridging the digital divide by providing free and easy access to information and
knowledge;

making learning fun;

encouraging students to learn at their own pace and to be independent and self-
reliant in their pursuit of knowledge; and

encouraging interaction among students on the Internet.
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Methodology/Activities

The main principle guiding the approach taken by the project is to enlist the support and
assistance of any party who believes and is willing to contribute to the achievement of the
project’s objectives. To this end, the project in its initial stage involved a collaboration
between the BERU as the coordinating body, the State Education Department (SED), the
State Educational Resources Center (SERC), and the State Government (SG).

Role of BERU

The project head and project manager are staff of the Basic Education Research Unit. Their
responsibilities are:

» To coordinate the resources of the various parties towards the successful implementation
of the project: SED, schools with good IT facilities, Corporate sponsors, Content

providers, and most importantly, the students who will benefit from the project.

» To liaise, organize, establish and manage the eLearning centers.



» To plan, formulate and implement a comprehensive promotion and publicity campaign
and road-shows to reach out to all students.

The project head and project manager are assisted on the ground by project assistants who are
university students working part-time. They manage the operations of the elLearning center on
weekends, as well as help in the promotional and publicity activities on other days. Besides these,
they also assist in carrying out continuous evaluation and monitoring of the operations at the
center. Based on feedback obtained through formal questionnaires as well as informal interviews,
conversations and observation, the effectiveness of current procedures, ways to improve and
enhance services are investigated and reported in monthly reports.

Role of SED

To advise and support in terms of facilitating the promotion to schools, encouraging the
use of the centers by students, as well as assisting in kind or spirit the involvement of
their personnel in all activities organized by the project. Also to advise on how the project
can supplement and complement the Education Ministry’s efforts to avoid duplication. At
the same time this may involve sensitivities, as schools might indicate that areas that
should have been covered by SED has actually been less than effective and hence the
need for our project to serve as a compensatory or retraining programme.

Role of SERC

The SERC plays a very important role as they are main provider of content in the initial
stage. The content is in the form of CDs containing courseware covering topics in the
national school curriculum. Besides the courseware, the SERC is also facilitating the
project by allowing the teacher activity centers (TAC) to be used as the physical premises
for the setting up of eLearning centers.

Role of SG

The role of the State government is mainly as funding agency, and persuader of corporate
sponsorship.

Operations of the eLearning center

The eLearning center is open on weekends from 10 in the morning until 4 in the evening,
and remains open on weekends that happen to also coincide with public holidays.

Membership
Students who live in the vicinity of the eLearning center can sign up as members after

paying a nominal deposit fee(fully refundable), which serves as a deterrent for loss of CD
borrowed or CDs returned after due date.






