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ABSTRACT 

Malaysia is intensifying efforts in infrastructure development across the country. Lifelong learning provides 
opportunities for individuals to reinvent themselves, and add value to development of organisations and 
industries. This paper describes a case study of UTMSPACE, a school for professional and continuing 
education under an engineering-focused public research university in Malaysia, in enabling lifelong learning 
for the Malaysian community. It was found that at least 20 percent of graduates from each convocation session 
came from four engineering faculties. The institute produced more graduates from both the civil engineering 
faculty and the electrical engineering faculty. This enables UTMSPACE to support the tradition of the parent 
campus as the highest producer of engineering, science and technology graduates in Malaysia.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Engineering translates scientific knowledge and technology into practical applications that are beneficial to 
society through deliberate planning and design [1]. The engineering careers of today focus on technical know-
how and considerations of social impact in order to be more effective in developing smart, long-lasting solutions 
for the society [2]. Countries seeking to increase their performance in engineering, through raising the number 
of engineering graduates, improving infrastructure or expanding employment in engineering fields, are likely to 
experience better economic growth [3].  

The pathway towards a fulfilling engineering career thus begins with an academic endeavour at the tertiary 
education level. Individuals have the option of pursuing their four-year undergraduate education in a higher 
education institution, before obtaining professional certification through various certification bodies in the 
country [4]. That said, many find this option a luxury due to time and financial constraints, as well as other 
personal commitments. Working professionals who are keen on pursuing their education in engineering may 
find lifelong learning a feasible option in realising their career goals. They are able to build concrete linkage 
between education and employment, consequently enabling them to be better equipped in meeting the complex 
needs of the digital century. 

This paper uses a Malaysian institution of lifelong learning as a case study. This approach, which is grounded on 
exhaustive exploration of a phenomenon using a variety of data sources [5], will enable the academic 
community to understand the unique contexts stimulating lifelong learning, as well as the different narratives 
and lessons learnt from implementation.  

The paper is divided into three sections. It starts by giving an overview of Malaysia’s aspirations in education 
through lifelong learning, and recent developments in the sector. This is followed by a brief introduction to the 
case study. The paper concludes by offering several reflections related to the case study, and recommendations 
in moving forward.  

LIFELONG LEARNING IN MALAYSIA 

Malaysia is moving towards a knowledge-based economy by 2020. Towards this end, investment in education 
and talent development, particularly on lifelong learning, became a priority agenda. The country is not short of 
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policies supporting lifelong learning. For example, the 11th Malaysia Plan 2016-2020 [6] underscored the 
importance of skills upscaling through lifelong learning. Under the Ministry of Higher Education, lifelong 
learning is the sixth thrust under the National Higher Education Strategic Plan 2007 [7], and the third shift under 
the Malaysia Education Blueprint (Higher Education) 2015-2025 [8]. There is even a Blueprint on Enculturation 
of Lifelong Learning 2011-2020, which outlined the government’s aspiration on the implementation of lifelong 
learning in the country for 10 years [9].  

In general, Malaysia defined lifelong learning as learning undergone by individuals aged 15 and above with the 
exception of professional students, who have the distinct goal of entering the workplace for the first time after 
their time in school, college, training institutions and universities [9]. The cohort that is active in lifelong 
learning is between the ages of 15 to 64. In 2015, 20 million or 64.3 percent of Malaysia’s population is within 
this population, and the figure is expected to increase to 22.59 million or 65.9 percent of Malaysia’s population 
by 2020 [10].  

The government remains the major investor in Malaysia’s lifelong learning ventures, although industry players 
are gradually entering the market through financial incentives and mechanisms introduced by the government 
[12]. The agenda is implemented by at least 14 ministries and government agencies [11]. It can be done through 
three pathways: as formal education through various higher education institutions; non-formal programmes 
through various ministries and government agencies; or informal programmes through community outreach and 
educational events [9]. Institutions such as Open University Malaysia (OUM) championed lifelong learning 
through open and distance learning modes, leveraging on technology in delivering higher education to the 
masses [9].   

LIFELONG LEARNING IN ENGINEERING 

Popular academic programmes offered through lifelong learning are commonly non-laboratory intensive, such 
as education, language studies, and business administration and finance, among others. As such, there is a need 
to bridge the gap in terms of the provision of technical-focused lifelong learning opportunities. Malaysia’s rapid 
infrastructure development across the country also necessitates the development of skilled talent who are able to 
support the nation’s development projects. The existing workforce needs to be able to reskill (retrain oneself), 
upskill (improve one’s existing skills), deep-skill (undergo in-depth training of one’s specialisation) and second-
skill (find a second skill to master). Additionally, the push for Industry 4.0, where human operations are 
automated and replaced by robotics, further drives the need in aligning education and training opportunities 
across all spectrum, so that the current workforce remains relevant and competitive in their line of work [10]. In 
this context, higher education needs to be flexible and easily accessible, with the individual having the ability to 
plan their learning to suit their lifestyle and commitments [11].  

Since the UTM School of Professional and Continuing Education (UTMSPACE) opened its doors in 1993, over 
138,000 learners [13] have experienced various lifelong learning opportunities with the institute. Its current 
headcount stood at approximately 18,000, with over 30 percent of them are enrolled in part-time programmes, 
38 percent in professional development programmes, and 25 percent in franchise programmes in collaboration 
with over 18 collaborating institutions across the country [14]. As the private wing of Universiti Teknologi 
Malaysia (UTM), an engineering and technology focused public research university, the institute focuses on 
career and professional development by offering signature academic programmes of the university to the 
masses, widening access to higher education through both part-time and full-time study modes.  

Of interest within the context of this discussion are the part-time programmes offered under the institute.  
UTMSPACE is given the mandate to deliver part-time engineering programmes on behalf of UTM. To date, it 
has graduated more than 16,500 lifelong learners through part-time diploma and degree programmes [14]. These 
programmes are conducted at four learning centres in both Peninsular and East Malaysia.  

The part-time engineering programmes are recognised and accredited by the Board of Engineers Malaysia 
(BEM), and are among the most popular programmes among working professionals. The academic staff tasked 
to deliver lectures and laboratory sessions come from UTM faculties and schools, enabling the lifelong learners 
to undergo similar education experiences as that of full-time UTM engineering students. The lifelong learners 
also have access to on-campus learning resources and facilities, and are able to receive academic support and 
guidance from their respective faculties and student support centres. At the end of their studies, students 
graduate with a UTM engineering degree, together with their peers who undertake full-time study at the 
university.  
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At this juncture, it is appropriate to review figures of graduates from part-time engineering programmes. Table 1 
below illustrates the graduate roll for four engineering programmes over the past four years. Data for this table 
were derived from annual reports of the institute [15] [16] [17] [18], covering a span of eight convocation 
sessions.  

TABLE 1. UTMSPACE PART-TIME ENGINEERING GRADUATES (2012-2016) 

Engineering 
faculty 

2012-2013 2013-2014 2014-2015 2015-2016 
49th convo 50th convo 51st convo 52nd convo 53rd convo 54th convo 55th convo 56th convo 

Civil  37 91 57 73 40 59 47 92 
Electrical 40 75 55 53 88 98 74 83 
Chemical 2 16 9 16 6 7 3 19 
Mechanical 32 30 18 23 26 31 32 38 
Total engineering 
graduates 

111 212 139 165 186 195 156 232 

Overall graduates 499 518 475 559 380 491 454 573 
% engineering 22.24% 40.92% 29.26% 29.51% 48.94% 39.71% 34.36% 40.48% 
   

Based on Table 1 above, it was found that both the civil engineering faculty and the electrical engineering 
faculty consistently produced the most number of engineering graduates in every convocation session. At least 
20 percent of graduates from each convocation session came from engineering faculties. This enables 
UTMSPACE to support the tradition of the parent campus as the highest producer of engineering, science and 
technology graduates in Malaysia. The figures showed that it is possible for engineering programmes to be 
offered through part-time study modes, and students do have the resilience to complete their studies.  

CONCLUSION 

This paper describes professional development in engineering through lifelong learning, using a Malaysian 
institution of lifelong learning as a case study. It argues that a country is able to meet demands in skilled talent 
by widening access to engineering through lifelong learning opportunities. It also argues that with planning and 
organisational support, working professionals are capable of pursuing education in engineering through lifelong 
learning.  

The case study above highlighted two potential areas for future exploration. One, more investigation should be 
conducted to understand the study experiences of these part-time engineering students, and to determine if 
existing support structures are sufficient to help them in their academic endeavours. Two, greater research 
should be conducted in understanding the impact and value of part-time engineering degree on the lifelong 
learners. These areas were not fully explored in existing literature. Findings from these studies would enable 
UTMSPACE to provide better lifelong learning experience to its learners, and identify ways to increase 
enrolment in the part-time engineering programmes.  
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