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EDITOR'S NOTE

The world has entered the era of the fourth industrial revolution which is 
wrought with colossal technological challenges for the real-work environment. 
Many employers and businesses have had to accelerate their transformation 
plans to cope with fast-changing customer demands in the wake of the 
Covid-19 pandemic and lockdowns.

Gripping stubbornly on to how universities traditionally used to do things is 
no longer a viable option. What is needed is an understanding of the market 
forces and what students, as our customers, require for the higher education 
industry to stay afloat and thrive during these tough times.

WOU is hence taking stock of the situation and re-imagining and re-aligning 
its curriculum content and the delivery of higher education. The future 
demands personalised learning, stackable micro-credentials, multidisciplinary 
skills, collaboration, and the fostering of an outward thinking mindset to serve 
the community at large. In view of this, the University has instituted plans to 
differentiate itself and to excel as an ODL institution of choice.

WOU is focused on maintaining the quality and efficacy of its programmes and 
courses, rising to meet the tidal wave of challenges happening all around.  The 
University’s top management is strategising for the future, executing initiatives 
to cater to the needs of learners and the workforce who need to continually 
upgrade themselves to remain competitive.

Keeping in mind the prevailing problems and issues, and as part of its corporate 
social responsibility, the University organised several online talks to educate 
and inform prospective learners and the public, such as on managing mental 
health and speaking up against domestic violence. The different Schools also 
held talks on work-related areas like technopreneurship and getting ready for 
the digital economy. 

Last but not least, the WOU community congratulates its faculty members who, 
notwithstanding their busy teaching and learning schedule, have undertaken 
and published their research works and won accolades in the process.

As we face a challenging future, let us all not be weary of doing good, 
particularly in helping the students and disadvantaged members of society, 
by offering a listening ear, mentoring and rendering other forms of support 
or assistance.
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IN THE KNOW

A research underscoring the need to train students on time 
management skills when they embark on their university 
studies won the gold medal for Best Paper Award at the 
34th Asian Association of Open Universities (AAOU) 
Annual Conference held in Colombo, Sri Lanka, from 1 to 
3 June 2021.

The WOU study also highlighted the importance of having 
in-person learning sessions with tutors to foster closer 
relations and inspire peer-to-peer learning.

The hybrid conference was hosted by the Open University 
of Sri Lanka and attracted open distance learning (ODL) 
experts from AAOU member countries.

WOU’s research on Relationship between Learning 
Strategies and Academic Performance: A Comparison 
between APEL and Regular Entry Undergraduates was 
undertaken by academics from the School of Education, 
Humanities & Social Sciences (SEHS) - Dr Tan Saw Fen 
(project leader), Prof Dr Anna Christina Abdullah, Sean 
Ooi Li Hsien, Arathai Din Eak and Thoolasi Kanesin. It was 
funded with a RM26,933 grant from WOU’s Centre for 
Research and Innovation (CeRI).

The research involved comparing the academic 

performances (CGPA) and types of learning strategies 
(determined by online survey) of undergraduate students 
who had entered via APEL (Accreditation of Prior Experiential 
Learning) and regular modes. It covered 700 students – 290 
APEL entrants and 410 regular entrants – from the January 
2016 intake right up till their January 2019 semester. 

Regular entrants were found to perform slightly better 
than APEL entry students, while there was no significant 
difference between the types of learning strategies used 
by them. Those who performed better academically from 
both categories were students who observed proper 
management of time, study environment and academic 
tasks.

Research has shown that multimedia elements, like bright 
colours and interesting fonts, in e-learning content can 
significantly improve learning outcomes.

With this in mind, WOU in collaboration with Universiti Sains 
Malaysia (USM) recently created an award-winning teaching-
and-learning innovation model which features embedded 
emotive elements for interactive multimedia learning 
applications.

Titled Emotional Design and Development for Interactive 
Multimedia Aesthetics (EDDIMA), the innovation garnered a 
bronze award at the International Innovation ARSVOT Malaysia 
competition held in April this year. The event, meant to 
inspire innovation in teaching and learning, was organised by 
the Association for Research of Skills and Vocational Training 
(ARSVOT) and the Department of Skills Development (JPK) of 
the Ministry of Human Resources.

The EDDIMA project team members were Head of WOU’s 
Centre for Research and Innovation (CeRI) Prof Dr Balakrishnan 
Muniandy, and two senior academics from Universiti Sains 

Malaysia, Ts Dr Jeya Amantha 
Kumar and Prof Dr Wan Ahmad 
Jaafar Wan Yahaya. 

Indeed, attractive multimedia 
stimuli (multimedia aesthetics) 
can influence students' 
emotions to foster positive 
learning. By addressing 
students' emotions, the system 
reduces their anxiety, improves 
their motivation, enables 
them to be more creative and 
encourages them to take risk in learning. This was the rationale 
behind the EDDIMA framework which imbibed design 
strategies that can create a positive emotional outcome. 

Since a single design strategy does not necessarily fit all users, 
learning should cater to the user’s personality based on the 
experience-augmenting design. EDDIMA is applicable in all 
areas and levels of education as it is about learners and their 
experiences. 

 Arathai and Ooi. Dr Tan is the project leader.
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IN THE LIMELIGHT

Economies around the world are increasingly transforming 
due to the influence of technology and many jobs are 
becoming automated. However, developing a productive 
tech innovation ecosystem requires collaboration – between 
business, academia and civil society/service.

Tan Sri Andrew Sheng, Chairman of WOU’s George Town 
Institute of Open and Advanced Studies (GIOAS) emphasised 
that a new partnership between these three is needed 
to ensure the success of the country's digital economy. 
While innovation comes from the businesses that make the 
products and services, universities must get industry input 
or market feedback to transform their curricula in tandem.

“Businesses should be at the centre of the innovation and 
learning ecosystem since they would know what is required 
of graduates. Innovation is the key to increasing productivity,” 
he said at the virtual Northern Region Innovation Forum 
(NRIF 2021) organised by Dell Technologies on 5 March 
2021.

In his keynote address titled How to Get Out of the Crisis, he 
explained: “Academia includes private education platforms, 
like MOOC, hybrid training, with employer-designed 
curriculum and constant feedback. We need businesses, 
chambers of commerce and the unions to work on skills 
identification, training and mentoring programmes, and we 
need civil service/society to improve on all these areas.”

Indeed, Malaysia’s own strength lies in upgrading its physical 
technology, harnessing the full potential of social technology 
and adapting a new business model for the digital economy 
to produce great national wealth and compete globally.

Tan Sri Sheng pointed out that tech companies like Dell and 
Intel contribute to half of Malaysia’s exports and growth, and 
that local tech companies are now leading the domestic stock 
market revival. He also gave the example of China facing 
an ageing workforce and yet productivity is growing as it 
invests heavily on robotics and retraining. The government, 
academia and business there are working together to reskill 
the talents. 

“Formal education will no longer satisfy business needs as 
industry wants people with skills,” he stressed, lamenting 
that Malaysia does not spend enough to upgrade its 
workforce. “Malaysia is right in the heart of ASEAN, with 
Muslims, Chinese and Indians, enabling a good access into 
the Muslim, Chinese and Indian markets around the world. 
Malaysia can focus on these niche areas.”

He shared the four impacts of technology on business models 
– more intensified competition; shifting of demographics as 
rich countries get older and millennials control a larger share 
of buying power; clients having new expectations of more 
trustworthiness, better transparency, lower fees and faster 
service; and regulations becoming more complex (e.g., 
cyber-security, anti-money laundering and anti-graft laws). 
He said businesses should realise they must give back to 
society, and so adopt ESG – Environmental, Social and 
Good Governance – into their new business models as 
the old shareholder-value model to maximise profits is 
unsustainable. 

Tan Sri Sheng also said that the tech industry can take the 
lead as a responsible social stakeholder to help the local 
community grow in income, knowledge and happiness. 
“Physical technology (e.g., hardware, machines) plus social 
technology plus a right business model in the age of the 
digital economy will create national wealth and enable 
businesses to compete.”

As businesses deliver innovation, the social media 
platforms can be used to create community awareness and 
mobilisation, such as monitoring public facilities, initiating 
volunteer groups, and getting feedback to improve services, 
he said.

 Tan Sri Andrew Sheng.
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Having successfully 
juggled work and other 
demands towards 
attaining a doctorate, 
a senior lecturer 
recently shared the 
guiding principles 
towards fulfilling such 
a responsibility, to 
motivate students to 
similarly achieve their 
academic goals.

Dr Nur Ilianis Adnan from Universiti Teknologi MARA, 
Penang, was speaking on Killing two birds with one 
stone: How to juggle effectively between work and 
study. The online talk was organised by WOU’s School 
of Education, Humanities & Social Sciences (SEHS) 
and the Penang Regional Centre on 7 March 2021.

Dr Nur Ilianis offered 10 tips to juggle work and study. 
She began with the importance of having strong family 
support before deciding to pursue anything. She stressed 

IN THE LIMELIGHT

A video featuring the selfless commitment of a WOU 
academic in providing care and a home to children of 
different races has emerged as the winning entry under 
the single mum category of a video contest held in 
conjunction with the Penang State International Women’s 
Day celebration.

The video highlights how Jasmine Emmanuel, Head of 
WOU’s Centre for Foundation Studies, fostered students 
from diverse cultures, particularly from East Malaysia – 
providing lodging, love and support – as they pursued their 
studies in Penang. 

Emmanuel and her late husband, V Chanderasekaran, 
opened their home to the children many years ago and she 

continued this labour of benevolence as a single mother 
after he passed away. All in all, she took in 45 children under 
her wing, sometimes 5 to 8 of them at one time.

She was presented a cheque worth RM500 by Tan Lean 
Kee, the wife of the Penang Chief Minister, at the state-level 
celebration on 27 March 2021. 

A WOU academic for over 15 years, she mentored and 
nurtured the multicultural family with much love. Her wards 
have all grown up since, with families of their own, but still 
keep in touch and remain dear to her heart. 

In expressing her gratitude for the opportunity to share her 
family’s story, she remarked: “This family would not have 
happened without the grace of God, my late husband, 
and my precious children. May we continuously choose to 
become all that we were created to accomplish in this life 
and be a blessing to others.”

Emmanuel donated her cash award to single mother 
Parameswari Vijayasundaram, a school nurse from Penang 
with three children who is pursuing her degree at WOU. 
Parameswari’s husband passed away in 2013. 

on time management, suggesting that students have a 
to-do list and write down everything daily. She advised 
spending at least 90 minutes a day on weekdays and 3 
hours daily on weekends on studies.

Dr Nur Ilianis also recommended that students multitask and 
have a passion for their courses and research topics. “When 
you have passion, you will push yourself,” she said.

She emphasised on goals and motivation to drive the students. 
Her own goal was to have a ‘Dr’ to her name by age 35, and 
she achieved this feat while starting in her 30s. She suggested 
that one sets 10-year goals, breaking them down to what they 
aim to achieve by year-end, in 3 years and in 5 years. 

“Enjoy the ride,” she remarked, sharing how she seized 
every opportunity to join conferences all over the world 
during her postgraduate study. “It’s okay to make mistakes,” 
she continued. “Take what people say to improve.”

Finally, “pick a supportive research supervisor, reward 
yourselves when you achieve something, and exercise 
prayer and faith.”

 Emmanuel on left receiving her cheque from Penang Chief Minister's wife.
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Many managers do not 
realise it, but for a business 
to thrive there needs to 
be synergy between hard 
skills and soft skills. In fact, 
it is important for senior 
managers, or those aspiring 
for managerial positions, to 
themselves be equipped 
with both.

However, while hard skills 
can be acquired from 

training, soft skills are more experiential and environmental. 

School of Business & Administration (SBA) Dean Prakash 
V Arumugam explained that hard skills include content 
knowledge, computer skills, data analysis and language 
skills, and soft skills entail teamwork, problem-solving skills 
and work ethics.

In his online talk on Hard Skills versus Soft Skills: What 
Employers Really Desire?, Prakash highlighted the findings 
of a preliminary survey conducted on eight employers, each 
with a sizable workforce. The event was organised by SBA 
and the Penang Regional Centre on 28 March 2021.

He elaborated that content knowledge covers things like 
finance, accounting and human resources; computer 
skills cover computer literacy and information systems; 
and data analysis and language skills relate to effective 
communication.

“Managers must understand how information systems of the 
entire organisation work so that when a technical person 
explains something, they understand the rationale behind it.  
That helps them make decisions,” Prakash remarked. Data 
analysis, meanwhile, enables managers to make sense of 
data, thus providing access to critical information.

Problem-solving skills and critical thinking go hand in 
hand, while work ethics encompass owning up to mistakes, 
punctuality, tolerating different views, independent working, 
willingness to learn, working under pressure and paying 
attention to details.

IN THE LIMELIGHT

As electronic retailing – or e-tailing – revolutionises the 
shopping experience with more consumers going online, 
its entrepreneurs need to contend with several challenges 
that set it apart from traditional retail operations.

A key factor to determine an e-tailing entity’s success 
is distribution. While both physical retail and e-tailing 
businesses need proper location, store design, 
merchandising, pricing and customer service/
communication, e-tailing must additionally feature 
distribution in the mix.

According to WOU’s School of Business & Administration 
(SBA) Senior Lecturer Lilian Yap, people will not buy from 
the same retailer again if the delivery takes time.

She said that customers are attracted to an online 
retail store because of the price, followed by aspects 
like product presentation, product selection, shipping 
and handling, on-time delivery, ease of ordering and 
customer service.

“To retain your online customers however, first is customer 
service, second on-time delivery, and third product 
presentation,” she said in an online talk on Retailing to 
e-tailing: Evolution to Revolution organised by SBA and 
the Penang Regional Centre on 11 April 2021.

The other factors that attract online consumers are the 
privacy policy, ease of ordering, product information, 
website navigation, product selection and pricing.

“The world of retailing is turning very much into e-tailing,” 
she said. About 1.8 billion people worldwide purchase 
goods online while 63% of shopping occasions begin 
online. 50% of consumers shop on a mobile apparatus 
and 62% of online buyers shop at least monthly. 

Yap also shared that the online shoppers are mostly of 
age 25 to 40 years who are from the young-and-single 
and dual-income household with kids categories. They 
are also technologically competent, have high disposable 
incomes and serve as white-collar professionals.

... for a business to thrive there 
needs to be synergy between 
hard skills and soft skills.
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IN THE LIMELIGHT

Have you wondered why Google Plus, the social network, 
failed to garner a significant following while Facebook has 
been successful? The main reason for this stark difference 
between the two online platforms is that Facebook had 
a better understanding of users, was able to fulfil their 
demands and requirements, and could solve their problems. 

According to technopreneur Dr Behrang (Hani) Parhizkar, 
the contrast in fortunes of the two social media companies 
is reflective of a key challenge of software engineering 
– to identify the requirements and needs of the market. 
Practitioners must also be adept in performing analyses 
and problem-solving, as well as in undertaking design, 
development and testing of software.

Dr Parhizkar, the Founder and Chief Executive Officer of 
Chamrun Digital Group, a digital marketing agency, was 
speaking on From Software Engineer to Technopreneur 
on 13 March 2021. The online WOU talk was organised by 
the School of Digital Technology (DiGiT) and the Penang 
Regional Centre.

Indeed, the knowledge and technical skills gained from 
studying software engineering, as well as having the 
right mindset, are important to become a successful 
technopreneur, he said.

Software engineering teaches learners how to develop 
software to manage technologies and leads to a great 
career as a programmer, he remarked. As such, the top 6 
skills essential for software engineers are problem solving, 
attention to detail, clear communication, continual learning, 
teamwork and empathising with end users.

He explained that studying software engineering empowers 
students with nine advanced technological skills which are 
part of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. They are Simulation 
& Augmented Reality; Horizontal & Vertical Integration; 

Industrial Internet of Things; Cybersecurity; Cloud; Additive 
Manufacturing; Supply Chain; Big Data Analytics; and 
Autonomous Robot.

“Programming or coding is fundamental to create and build 
technologies. Technology needs software to operate it in 
digital space. Without software, your phone and laptop have 
no value,” he said.

He stressed that a successful technopreneur must not only 
possess the skills and knowledge from studying software 
engineering but also have the necessary mindset. “Stay 
focused. Do not give up on your dream,” he said.

In fact, Dr Parhizkar himself endured a daunting period in 
his career with tenacity prior to landing his first project with 
Chamrun. He had given over 75 presentations and opened 
companies seven times before finally finding success.

“The moment you want to give up, go one more round. 
Everything that happens is an experience that can help you 
move forward. You never fail, you gain more experience,” 
he said in calling on future technopreneurs to exercise 
a firm belief that they can achieve. “It should first happen 
in your mind. Then it will happen in reality. So, before you 
register for your software engineering study, see yourself as 
a successful tech CEO.”

Dr Parhizkar listed other attributes for successful 
technopreneurs. One should contribute to the lives of others 
as then more opportunities may open up, consistently 
keep moving, build a good team, and grow networks or 
connections through events and LinkedIn.

He said that technopreneurs should also excel in sales so 
that they can sell themselves, their brand and their products. 
“This is the only way to be successful in business; do it, try it, 
get the experience, know there is no failure, and then move 
on,” he asserted.

 Dr Parhizkar (left, standing) with his team.

 Dr Parhizkar shared his journey to technopreneurship success. (Facebook pic)
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COVER STORY

1.  INDUSTRIAL INTEGRATION 
 Meeting the demand for work-integration or experiential 

learning from students and employers, WOU has 
introduced two programmes under the School of Digital 
Technology (DiGiT) – the Bachelor of Digital Business 
(Honours) and Bachelor in Software Engineering 
(Honours) (Application Development). 

 “Under the WOU Industrial Integration professional 
training camp, WOU ProCamp, we provide intensive 
upskilling for specialised job readiness in Year One 
itself, where students work on real projects,” Prof Chan 
explained. “They gain enough experience to secure 
employment from the second year onwards.”

It is most providential that WOU introduced its new tagline ‘Think Tomorrow’ not only in 
tandem with the rise of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (IR 4.0), but also just as the world saw 
the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Both IR 4.0 and the pandemic have hastened changes in the higher education sector, requiring 
universities to future-proof curriculum and deliver a versatile education for the workforce.

‘Think Tomorrow’ reflects on the University’s foresight and focus to keep pace with the evolving 
technological advancements and to implement strategies that help build future-ready talents 
for the modern digital era and beyond. Indeed, learners must be digitally competent and 
technologically savvy to cope with the challenges of the new world economy. 

“The onus is on all open distance learning (ODL) institutions to deliver quality lifelong learning 
and empower graduates for the changing work environment. Let us therefore equip them 
with adaptability and flexibility, critical thinking, problem-solving, teamwork, leadership and 
most importantly, with the ability to communicate better as the majority of ODL learners are 
working adults,” said Chief Executive and Vice Chancellor Prof Dr Lily Chan.

 “We are in the midst of identifying our existing 
programmes and courses to make them relevant for 
the changing needs of the real-work environment,” 
she added. The new generation of students must be 
equipped with the right mix of technical know-how and 
soft skills to stay competitive.

2.  MICRO-CREDENTIALS & MULTIDISCIPLINARY AND 
HYBRID LEARNING

 There are students, especially from Gen Y or Gen Z, who 
may not want to take full-service degrees but prefer 
micro-credentialing or competency-based education. 
Some may prefer “nano degrees” and curated degrees 
or courses that deliver specific skills.

8  |  WAWASANLINK JUL-SEP 2021  
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COVER STORY

 The pursuit of multidisciplinary learning is financially 
and professionally worthwhile for students. Gone are 
the days when students learnt theoretical knowledge 
and then got tested through examinations. To succeed 
in tomorrow’s world, learners must be well-versed in 
different disciplines beyond their core specialty.  

 To reduce operating costs, the corporate world is 
trending towards embracing the gig economy which 
is based on flexible, temporary or freelance jobs, often 
involving individual short-term contracts. Learners 
with multidisciplinary skills and who pursue continual 
development will become sought-after by employers.

 Hybrid learning may become the ‘in’ thing as people 
get used to studying or working from home. Due to 
concerns about social distancing, some students can 
attend in-person tutorials while others follow the lesson 
virtually from home. This will allow universities to mix 
face-to-face tutorials with recordings of lectures and 
talks by industry experts. 

3.  REVENUE-DRIVEN COLLABORATIONS
 As universities aim to reach wider market segments, 

while remaining relevant and financially viable, it is 
important for them to forge strategic partnerships 
particularly with industries in the development and 
delivery of programmes and courses,

 “The right collaboration will provide the University with the 
needed expertise and resources for successful re-branding 
and transformation, and this can help reduce expenses 
and unlock growth opportunities,” said Prof Chan.

 Students will be able to work on projects or apply what 
they learn to real-world scenarios. In return, the industries 
will be able to tap into the talent pool of the universities.  

4.  PERSONALISED PROGRAMMES & FRESH CONTENT
 Since 5 January 2021, all WOU courses for open 

distance learning and on-campus learning are available 
on its new learning management system platform, 
FlexLearn. This interactive platform allows students to 
engage with their tutors and course leads. Its simple 
and organised interface allows students to easily view 
and navigate course contents, stay on track in their 
courses and view their study progression online.  

 Data analytics can be used for real-time understanding 
of students’ expectations and business operations, to 
enable universities to deliver a deeper personalised 
learning experience and build resilience for the future. 
“The application of big data analytics in teaching and 
learning will help identify and aid at-risk students to 
prevent student attritions,” said Prof Chan.

5.  INFRASTRUCTURE FOR MAXIMUM ACCESSIBILITY
 To improve the university’s delivery of education, 

investments are constantly needed in technology and 
digital infrastructure. Consideration must be given for 

students without reliable Internet access who struggle 
to participate in digital learning. Tertiary institutions 
must consider reworking their courses, without 
unduly affecting quality, to take up less bandwidth to 
accommodate learners with weaker Internet connections.

 “Institutions of higher learning that do not embrace 
technology in a big way will be left behind and become 
irrelevant,” cautioned Prof Chan. “We must invest in data 
analytics and technology to create personalised learning 
for students, equipping them with digital competency 
and producing holistic graduates with social, 
collaborative and communication skills. With digital 
technology infrastructure, we can provide intelligent and 
agile services and platforms to meet student needs.”

 The University needs to harness and utilise innovation 
and the suite of available technological tools to create 
imaginative, relevant content for remote learning. 
Both teachers and students must be trained on the 
technological tools to ensure effective remote teaching 
and learning through virtual platforms.

6. RECONFIGURE, OPTIMISE AND AUTOMATE 
OPERATIONS

 The University needs business manuals and operating 
procedures that can withstand disruptions, such as a 
pandemic or other technological changes as seen in 
IR 4.0. 

 “Students are our customers and we must provide 
the best services to them. We must reduce disruption 
to their studies, deliver an ideal learning experience, 
and because we are an ODL institution, we should 
offer programmes and courses that are relevant to the 
changing work environment,” Prof Chan highlighted.

 IT must play a bigger role in the university’s 
administration and services in the future, ensuring 
access and delivery of quality education to all. Since 
most students will be digital natives, WOU’s business 
model must heavily employ corporate websites and 
social media platforms – like Facebook, Instagram 
and YouTube – as well as game applications, along 
with other virtual and technological tools for delivery, 
marketing and promotions.

7. SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY AND COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT

 WOU has set up various scholarships and bursary awards 
for students, and provides reduced fees and flexible 
payments, including interest-free instalments. 

 Indeed, the University must engage and be relevant 
to the community, region and country from where it 
operates, by contributing to the growth of society.  “We 
cannot operate in a silo, with just profits in mind, and 
alienate ourselves from the plight of the community. 
We must operate with a Profit with Purpose mindset,” 
stressed Prof Chan.

 WAWASANLINK  JUL-SEP 2021  |  9



10  |  WAWASANLINK JUL-SEP 2021  

QIU works with multiple partners, especially industries, 
to enable students to experience quality education and 
enhance their skills through internships and continuous 
professional development programmes. 

Prof Zita touched on the need to diversify income as the 
university cannot depend on student fees to finance itself.  
“We have plans for the new campus, with strong technology 
support, with hubs for research and commercialisation, and 
opening up to different sectors to come in to learn, train and 
pick up recognised credentials,” she said.

She emphasised that the two most important elements for 
the future are incorporating a new learning ecosystem at the 
new campus, and secondly empowering its faculties to work 
closely with industries.

Tay Kay Luan, Vice 
Chancellor of International 
University of Malaya-
Wales (IUMW) stressed that 
the shelf-life of products 
in the education sector is 
getting shorter while the 
business model continues 
to evolve. Hence the need 
for private universities to 
have unique selling points. 

“If you don’t manage your cash flow, if you don’t manage 
your projects well, if you don’t ensure efficiency, you are 
bound to fall into the red and cannot get out,” he said. 
“The infrastructure developments required for a private 
university’s survival and prosperity depend on how well you 
make use of your investments and your facilities.”

He mentioned the need for universities to respond to the 
changing needs of industry by embracing technology 
and adopting the required culture to remain viable. A 
future-proof university should have a blended and mixed 
delivery system, and   most importantly possess “brand 
differentiation, being known for something”. After all, 
parents and adults consider a university’s reputation when 
choosing their place of learning.

FEATURE

It was a veritable meeting of minds when six stalwarts of higher education offered invaluable insights on how the 
industry can stay ahead while it anticipates the approaching changes in the horizon.

The Vice Chancellors’ panel session on The University of the Future was held during the 2021 National Education 
and Learning Summit in Kuala Lumpur on 23 March 2021. It was moderated by Guy Perring, Regional Director-Asia 
of i-graduate.

The hybrid event was jointly organised by KSI Strategic Institute for Asia Pacific, the National Association of Private 
Educational Institutions (NAPEI), and the Malaysian Association of Private Colleges and Universities (MAPCU).

Prof Dato’ Ir Dr Mohd 
Hamdi Abd Shukor, Vice 
Chancellor of Universiti 
Malaya (UM), cautioned 
that government funding 
for public universities may 
reduce significantly in the 
future. Public universities can 
still be financially sustainable 
as they have lots of assets 
which can be monetised. 

“You have to start diversifying what you do. Relying on 
student numbers would be difficult because they are mostly 
government-sponsored.  The government provides only a 
small emolument yearly to public universities,” he said.

He also emphasised on credibility. This means not 
compromising on quality going into the future. “As a 
research university, what will keep us surviving besides 
our financial strength are the quality and standards of our 
training, teaching and learning, research and our service. 
Our research output in the future should benefit government 
agencies, society and industries.”

He also pointed out that public universities, including those 
in remote areas, are now slowly shifting to online and hybrid 
learning. UM is also opening up classes to allow people 
from industry to come in and take specific classes or topics, 
with minimum charges, so as to reskill themselves. 

Prof Zita Mohd Fahmi, 
Vice Chancellor of Quest 
International University 
(QIU), Perak, spoke at 
length on digitalising the 
entire university ecosystem 
at the new QIU campus. This 
includes features related 
to management, quality, 
teaching and learning, 
assessment, co-curricular 
activities and capacity 
building.
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Collaboration, he added, or outsourcing may help some 
universities survive in a volatile environment. He however 
foresees takeovers and mergers as the market becomes 
crowded with many players.

The right investments and having the right people on board 
with the right skills and integrity will lead to success in the 
future, he said.

Prof Dr Lily Chan, Chief 
Executive and Vice 
Chancellor of WOU, 
highlighted that the 
University has launched the 
School of Digital Technology 
that offers programmes to 
provide digital skills right 
at the beginning, enabling 
the students to start working 
from their second year.

She aims to incorporate a foundation of digital skill sets 
across all programmes throughout WOU. She aspires to 
make the skills sets taught in the various programmes 
relevant so that the students get promoted or move on to 
better jobs.

She also touched on the importance of student engagement, 
and forming relationships and networks to make the distant 
learning experience a little more engaging. She is targeting 
80% to 90% of the open distance learning (ODL) students at 
WOU to finish their studies.

Prof Mushtak Al-Atabi, 
Provost and CEO of 
Heriot-Watt University 
Malaysia, said that the 
pandemic has forced many 
to reflect on what value they 
add as a university. He said 
universities help optimise 
the human potential by 
encouraging students, 
working adults, the 

community and future generations to have creativity and a 
sense of purpose. “Are we creative enough as lecturers and 
academics?  We can’t inculcate these skills to our students 
unless we embody them.”

He added that they are also focused on leveraging their 
global presence in Asia, the Middle East and Europe. “We 
are working through our partnerships within Malaysia, 
within the world, with other universities, and through 
trade unions and chambers of commerce, to build future-
looking policies in the countries where we operate. We 
are in a unique position to bring policies from Scotland, 
United Arab Emirates, and compare them to those in 
Malaysia and show the policy makers what is happening 
in various parts of the world.”

FEATURE

SIGNIFICANT CONCLUDING REMARKS

The session concluded with the Vice 
Chancellors sharing their rationale for 
optimism about the future. 

Prof Chan: “We need to cater to and 
understand the younger generation 
that is now coming on aboard. They 
learn differently, they look at things 
differently from our generation. So I am 
optimistic, if we make that connection 
with them.” 

Prof Mushtak: “Absolutely optimistic.  
Education is valued by society and it is 
up to us to take this trust, run with it and 
make it really great.” 

Tay: “Universities have survived many 
decades and centuries of ups and 
downs and I don’t see why they can’t 
have a great future ahead.” 

Prof Zita: “Extremely optimistic 
because universities are capable of 
change. The role of a university is still 
very important, but they must address 
the changes.” 

Prof Hamdi aptly concluded: “The 
public universities have been changing 
very fast.  The challenges are huge, but 
if we strategise our growth and have 
a very strong sustainable financing 
system, I think the future especially for 
public universities is very bright.” 
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Responders are expected to 
react adroitly and effectively 
to help individuals cope 
with trauma from a crisis. To 
achieve this, they must be 
trained in the basic techniques 
of psychological first aid (PFA).

Dr Chong Chew Wuei, a 
lecturer at WOU’s School of 
Education, Humanities & Social 

Sciences (SEHS), explained that PFA is “a way to help 
people deal with the early reaction to traumatic events”. 
He cited five key techniques for a responder/helper 
to render such aid – safety, calmness, connectedness, 
efficacy and hope.

He was speaking on Psychological First Aid: Helping 
Each Other during a Crisis on 21 March 2021. The online 
public talk was organised by SEHS and the Penang 
Regional Centre.

Firstly, the helper should follow the SOP on safety 
whatever the crisis, meet the person’s basic needs and 
recommend use of trusted sources of information. Next, 
the responder must be calm before he can help another 
person. “Speak slowly, maintain an active listening 
posture, have eye contact and no crossing of arms. Tell 
them that feeling distress is normal. Limit their news 
intake,” said Dr Chong.

The responder should encourage connectedness – for 
the person to foster and maintain contacts with friends or 
loved ones – and if needed refer the person to suitable 
NGOs. Efficacy, he elaborated, is helping the person lead 
a normal life. He urged participants to focus on meeting 
the person’s current needs, such as finances. This helps 
set realistic goals, prioritise tasks and schedule self-care 
in one’s daily routine. Religious routines like prayer can 
also help.

The most important element of PFA is hope. “Reassure 
they are not alone, we are all going through this, and 
the crisis will end. Be kind and show you care,” said Dr 
Chong.

KNOWLEDGE SHARING

 Norazmi, an HR expert.

Human resources expert Norazmi Ibrahim gave 10 important 
pointers to keep one’s mental health strong and guarded, 
at WOU’s online talk on Managing Storms in Life: How to 
Keep your Mental Health in Check organised by the Student 
Engagement Unit on 19 March 2021.

1.  Adapt to a new lifestyle by using technology such as 
video calls, online video conferencing and messaging, 
to stay engaged and connected with family or team 
members.

2.  Develop a positive mindset by filtering news and social 
media accounts to determine what to follow, so as to 
avoid negativity or fake news that aggravates your stress 
and anxiety. 

3.  Develop empathy when interacting to understand the 
struggles of friends and others. Provide a listening ear 
and/or financial assistance.

4.  Develop an attitude of gratitude by being optimistic 
and thankful as others may be worse off.

5.  Be resilient. It is about your mental toughness during 
hard times. Be creative, innovative and strive for 
improvement without giving up.

6. Practise continuous learning to upgrade your 
knowledge, skills and qualifications through online 
courses and e-books. 

7.   Exercise regularly.

8.   Develop new hobbies to challenge your mind for better 
mental health.

9.  Tighten your financial equity. Monitor cash flow, 
identify your needs and wants, and have at least 6 months 
savings or emergency fund.

10. Get enough sleep of 6 to 8 hours to help reduce anxiety.

It is extremely important for 
one to sustain not just physical 
well-being but also mental 
health during a major crisis like 
the Covid-19 pandemic and 
subsequent lockdowns.

Stress, anxiety and depression 
can result from experiences like 
working from home, separation, 
domestic violence and loss of job 
or business. 
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The global uncertainty in supply and demand is so massive 
that those involved in the supply chain are being challenged 
to meet consumers’ demand for a seamless and consistent 
buying experience.

Significant disruptions, such as that brought about by the 
Covid-19 pandemic, have put pressure on supply chain 
leaders to rethink traditional distribution and supply chain 
models to ensure a seamless process.

WOU’s School of Business & Administration (SBA) Senior 
Lecturer Stella Hoo Yee Hui cited a recent case of container 
shortages that led to longer transit time for rose onions 
brought from Chennai to Thailand, thus increasing the price. 

“Streamlining the operations of supply chain is the best way 
to bring down overall production cost,” she said at an online 
talk on Your Option in the Future: Supply Chain, organised 
by SBA and the Penang Regional Centre on 3 April 2021.

She also shared a prediction that China will be affected 
by lack of workers and increase in production price owing 

to the country’s strict birth 
policy and youngsters being 
reluctant to undertake 
factory work. This will have 
a global impact as many 
factories in China receive 
international orders and 
may not be able to produce 
on time.

Hoo also highlighted opportunities for Malaysian logistics, 
such as in the US-China trade war that spurred increased 
sea freight exports from Malaysia to the US, value-added 
manufacturing and growth of mega cargo ships. Automation 
reduces manpower at warehouses while big data enables 
better inventory forecasting to reduce cost.

The growing trend of online shopping has also created a 
demand for logistics in Malaysia.  “Artificial intelligence is 
transforming supply chains worldwide. With chatbots that 
operate 24 hours, you just log on to the website and trace 
your shipments,” she noted.

WOU aspires to create a startup ecosystem in Penang 
to accelerate the digital economy by producing talents 
equipped with necessary digital skills. Through the School 
of Digital Technology (DiGiT), the University seeks to 
nurture entrepreneurship by providing opportunities for 
students to start their own businesses or assisting them with 
industry placements to gain work experience.

DiGiT senior lecturer Dr Lee Heng Wei advised students to 
act now and prepare themselves for the digital economy 
wave by learning skills relevant for the next five to ten years. 
He was speaking at an online talk on MyDigital and Penang 
Digital Transformation Masterplan: Are you Riding the 
Wave? organised by the School and the Penang Regional 
Centre on 4 April 2021. 

DiGiT, through its new Bachelor of Digital Business (Honours) 
[BDBS] programme, confers digital skills, offers co-working 
space for startups, and connects students with experts and 
industry leaders to nurture entrepreneurial talents. The 
programme is 80% skills-based and frontloads digital skills 
in the first year through intensive, on-campus learning.

Dr Lee highlighted MyDigital (Malaysia Digital Economy 
Blueprint) 2021-2030, a federal government initiative 

to help people start up their own businesses as Malaysia 
pushes towards a digital economy in the next 10 years. The 
goals include creating 500,000 new jobs related to digital 
economy, ensuring 100% households with Internet access, 
enabling digital transformation of all businesses to increase 
productivity by 30%, and empowering the digital economy 
to contribute 22.6% of the nation’s GDP.

He also mentioned the state government’s effort to 
encourage more tech startups and help businesses 
embrace the digital economy under the Penang Digital 
Transformation Masterplan (2021-2023).

 Dr Lee (top left) 
and colleagues 
welcoming the first 
batch of  BDBS 
students.
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Victims of domestic 
violence should be 
given the correct advice 
and the appropriate 
support if they are to 
free themselves from 
the cycle of violence in 
an abusive relationship. 
Both the victim and 
perpetrator can be of 
any gender, ethnicity, 
occupation or social 
status.

In an online talk on Domestic Violence: Break the Silence!, 
Women’s Centre for Change (WCC) Advocacy Officer 
Hastiny Subramaniam highlighted the importance of 
helping victims, such as in advising them of their rights and 
accompanying them if they want to lodge a police report. 

“You can also take them to hospital to get medical treatment, 
approach a social welfare officer for aid, or contact any NGOs 
for counselling, shelter, legal advice and court support,” she 
advised participants of the talk jointly organised by WOU 
and WCC on 12 June 2021.

Most people may not be aware that there are 5 types of 
domestic violence – physical, emotional, financial, sexual 
and social abuse – under the Domestic Violence Act 1994.

Emotional abuse encompasses shouting and using words 
to humiliate or make the victim feel worthless, either 
directly or through online/social media platforms. Financial 
abuse is exerting power over the victim’s finances, such 
as withholding money for household expenses or access 
to the victim’s income, while sexual abuse involves using 
sex to control or humiliate the victim. In social abuse, the 
perpetrator controls the victims’ movement and contact with 
family and friends. 

Explaining the cycle of domestic violence, she said that 
it often starts with tension building and less severe forms 
of physical or verbal abuse, before proceeding to acute 
battering as the abuser’s anger escalates dramatically. Next 
is the honeymoon stage, where the abuser apologises or 
rationalises the violent incident, even putting the blame on 
the victim. The victim may believe the abuser’s promises to 
change and chooses to remain in the relationship. 

She said a victim may also remain with the abuser to keep 

REACHING OUT

the family together, or feels trapped by threats to harm her 
or the children, or is totally dependent financially on the 
abuser. 

Hastiny urged the public to be alert to potential signs of 
abuse – e.g. bruises, cuts, behavioural changes – and extend 
help if they sense a domestic violence situation.  “Do not 
blame the victim or utter discouraging remarks. Assure 
confidentiality so that they open up and share,” she said.

Responding to questions, she said that victims may withdraw 
their police report when the perpetrator apologises. “Once 
they abuser is not violent, they choose to go back and that 
is alright – but make sure the victim knows what to do if she 
is caught in a violent situation again. Lodging a report and 
taking legal action are important, but at the same time you 
have to think about the healing process of the woman.”

To another query, Hastiny clarified that victims can visit the 
emergency department of the nearest government hospital 
as they have a one-stop crisis centre, complete with in-house 
medical personnel to provide the necessary intervention, 
including temporary shelter and help to lodge a police 
report.

She also touched on enablers who advise victims to tolerate 
the abuse for the children’s sake or to avoid any social stigma. 
She described this as risky for the victim and a major factor 
why many victims remain stuck in abusive relationships.
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In spite of 1 in 2 Malaysian 
adults suffering from obesity 
or being overweight, there 
is still not enough awareness 
of the health risks that the 
condition entails. A weight 
management expert has 
called for a change in eating 
behaviour to curb the 
problem.

Dr Kirubakaran Malapan, 
General, Breast, Endocrine 

& Bariatric Surgeon of Gleneagles Hospital Penang, 
cautioned that obesity is found to double the risk of 
hospitalisation for Covid-19 and increase the risk of death 
by 48%. It is linked to over 50 different disorders such 
as asthma, gallstones, gout, thrombosis, sleep apnoea, 
diabetes, high blood pressure, stroke, congestive heart 
failure, coronary heart disease and cancers (such as 
colorectal, renal and upper stomach). 

“To lose weight, it’s helpful to change your thinking. Weight 
management is about making a lifestyle change. It’s not 
going to happen if you rely on short-term diets to lose 
weight,” he said at an online talk titled Take Charge of Your 
Eating Habits organised by WOU's Centre for Foundation 
Studies (CFS) and Gleneagles on 8 May 2021. “Be aware of 
the role that eating plays in your life, and learn how to use 
behavioural coping strategies to manage your eating and 
your weight.”

Dr Kirubakaran pointed out that foods high in 
carbohydrates and fats taste good but make us less full. 
The reward system in the brain increases our pleasure 
when we eat certain foods. “This reward system can 
over-ride satiety to increase our consumption of highly 
palatable foods,” he elaborated. 

He also said that hormones produced from the pancreas, 
intestines and fat cells cause satiety, but “unfortunately, 
whatever we eat now is not promoting the release of these 
hormones”. Additionally, fast food, social media, TV food 
channels, social events and stress can influence our eating 
behaviour. “Food influences our mood. Some people 
feel happy when they eat,” he said. “Others snack when 
studying or because of food cravings.”

He cited a consumer survey which listed the top 5 
influences on food choices – quality/freshness, price, 
taste, wanting to eat healthy and what one’s family wants 
to eat.

Individuals develop eating disorders due to a distorted self-
image, low self-esteem, non-specific anxiety, obsession, 
stress or unhappiness. He suggested consultation with a 
psychologist or psychiatrist to stabilise one’s weight and 
get rid of negative emotions, while seeking one-to-one 
psychotherapy.

In providing tips for healthy eating, Dr Kirubakaran stressed 
on the importance of regular exercise, and being attentive 
when eating and not while watching TV or working. Besides 
not skipping meals, one should plan meals/snacks ahead 
of time, keep track of eating habits, limit night eating, 
drink plenty of water, and try to distract oneself when 
experiencing cravings.

He further suggested eating in certain settings and at fixed 
mealtimes. One should watch the portion sizes, eat a range 
of foods, and have a support person to stay motivated. 
“Make healthy food choices as part of your lifestyle change. 
Weigh yourself not more than once a week. Dietary change 
is not easy, give yourself time,” he said.

During Q&A, he highlighted that the best time for dinner is 
between 6pm and 8pm. This allows 3 to 4 hours for food to 
get digested and for metabolism to drop.

Regarding the “yo-yo effect” when dieting, he explained 
that cutting caloric intake sends craving signals to the body, 
making a person feel more lethargic while the metabolism 
slows down.  Being unable to sustain this discipline, the 
individual ends up eating more.
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IN THE LIVES OF STUDENTS

Mohammad Ikhsan Mohamad 
Bahrin has been working in 
the civil engineering field for 
over 14 years.

After attaining the Bachelor 
of Technology (Honours) in 
Construction Management 
degree from WOU in 2018, 
he found that the academic 
qualification has given him 
a measure of respect from 
his peers. “They are more 

confident in making decisions based on my analysis and 
recommendations,” he said.

The 37-year-old from Kuching, who has been employed 
with Sarawak Energy Berhad since 2008, is also excited that 
he managed to get certified as a Professional Technologist 
with the Malaysia Board of Technologists (MBOT), owing to 
his undergraduate degree and considerable technical work 
experience. He also holds a Diploma in Civil Engineering 
from Politeknik Kuching (2006).

Inspired and driven to achieve even greater heights in his 
career, Mohammad Ikhsan is now pursuing his MBA in 
Construction Management (MBACM) at WOU via open 
distance learning (ODL). He has set a goal to wrap up his 
studies and graduate next year.

He decided on WOU because of the flexible learning, 
excellent facilities and most importantly, he stressed, “WOU 
is a recognised University and was recommended by my 
company.” 

He said that he enrolled in the MBACM programme to 
acquire new knowledge and to move up to the next level in 
management. “I also wanted to challenge myself and prove 
that I could balance my study and career,” he said.

He views the MBA as a launching pad that will propel him 
higher in his chosen field. “Maybe I can use my expertise 
to conduct technical training and offer project consultancy 
services.” He is also motivated to achieve his goals when 
he considers how much his parents had sacrificed for his 
education since he was a child.

At Sarawak Energy, he began as a technician before being 
promoted as environmental assistant in April 2011. He has 
served as a project technical executive since 2015 until now.
He presently deals with analysing environmental impact 
and socio-economic assessment data, preparing and 
submitting documents and reports, and making appropriate 
recommendations for the successful implementation of his 
company’s projects. 

 Mohd Ikhsan (3rd from left) and team at Baleh Hydroelectric Project site.


