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ABSTRACT 

Lifelong learning enables working professionals to increase their knowledge, skills and competencies, which in 
turn increases their value to organisations and industries. However, little is known on the issues and challenges 
in managing engineering-based lifelong programmes. This paper raises several points for consideration, based 
on the experience of a school of professional and continuing education in Malaysia. Responses were obtained 
from staff managed the part-time engineering programmes through a focus group discussion. Respondents cite 
challenges in four domains: human resource management, time management, facilities management, and 
learner and staff experienced management. Findings facilitated the school in identifying areas for future 
exploration in order to better support the lifelong learners enrolled under the part-time engineering 
programmes.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Lifelong learning has been a prominent theme in the Malaysian higher education landscape. The enculturation 
of lifelong learning is the sixth thrust under the National Higher Education Strategic Plan 2007 [1]. The 
Blueprint on Enculturation of Lifelong Learning 2011-2020 sets a target of 50 percent participation from 
potential lifelong learners between the ages of 15 to 64 [2]. Lifelong learning is also the third shift under the 
Malaysia Education Blueprint (Higher Education) 2015-2025 [3]. Polytechnics and community colleges are the 
major players in the provision of lifelong learning, recording 59 percent enrolment in lifelong learning out of 
total enrolment figures nationwide, as compared to 27 percent for its peers at the public university sector [3]. 
The lifelong learning agenda is also a focus area under the 11th Malaysia Plan 2016-2020, which underscored 
the importance of skills upscaling through lifelong learning [4]. These policies highlighted the importance of 
lifelong learning in socioeconomic development of the country, and the investment and commitment accorded to 
the sector by the federal government.   

The UTM School of Professional and Continuing Education (UTMSPACE) is one of the early players in 
lifelong learning, with over 138,000 learners experiencing various lifelong learning opportunities with the 
school since its inception in 1993 [5]. Out of its current enrolment of 18,000 learners, 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 [6]. Its 
signature lifelong learning product are part-time programmes, delivered on behalf of Universiti Teknologi 
Malaysia (UTM), an engineering and technology focused public research university. To date, it has graduated 
more than 16,500 lifelong learners through part-time diploma and degree programmes [5]. Other lifelong 
learning products on offer include professional development programmes, executive programmes, professional 
skills certification, joint programmes and international programmes, among others.  

This paper reports on findings of an exploratory study which aimed at investigating the implementation of part-
time engineering programmes at UTMSPACE. The part-time programmes are delivered in collaboration with 
four engineering faculties, comprising of civil engineering, electrical engineering, mechanical engineering and 
chemical engineering. The lifelong learners enjoy the same lectures, academic services and support systems as 
that of full-time UTM engineering students, and graduate with a UTM engineering degree at the end of their 
study. Of interest within the context of this exploration is the experience of UTMSPACE staff in managing 
these part-time engineering programmes. What are the issues and challenges faced by these staff, as they ensure 
optimum learning and access to the necessary learning resources and facilities for the lifelong learners?  
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The paper is divided into four sections. It starts by giving an overview of studies related to learner experience in 
lifelong learning. This is followed by a brief introduction to research design and data collection, and findings 
from the exploratory study. The paper concludes by offering several reflections related to the study, and 
recommendations in moving forward.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Studies on learner experience in lifelong learning focus on understanding how the individual learner learns, 
before exploring the implications of individual learner habits on teaching practices and management of learning 
experiences [7]. It is believed that lifelong learners learn based on four principles: having personal and social 
commitment to learning, as well as respect for truth and others' learning experience [8]. Their capacity for 
learning is contingent upon seven dimensions: growth orientation, or the belief that they can continue changing 
and adapting as a learner; critical curiosity, or the ability to find out what is going on; meaning-making, or the 
ability to link between what they already know and what they are learning; resilience and robustness, or the 
ability to persevere despite facing challenges in learning; creativity, or the ability to explore what they know in 
different ways; relationship/interdependence, or the ability to manage the public/private tenets of learning in 
groups; and strategic awareness, or the intuitive sense of knowing what they should learn and how they should 
go about learning it [8]. As each lifelong learner experience learning differently, the teaching staff would need 
to look at practical ways in developing effective learning orientation among the learners [8].  

The implementation of lifelong learning gained traction globally in the 1990s as a result of globalisation, the 
ageing society, and the rise of new information technology [9]. Nations adopt an economic narrative in 
promoting and reorganising lifelong learning, with the argument that lifelong learning enhances employability 
for the current workforce. Underlying learning for lifelong learners are two critical processes, that is, reflection 
and experience-building through practical sessions and communities of practice [9]. As such, the lifelong 
learners need to be given ample physical space to conduct or take part in activities so that they can learn from 
each other, and build the social capacity to interact and relate to their peers.  

Lifelong learners come from different social groups, such as people from mid to low income groups, early 
school leavers, individuals within the labour market who are seeking continuing education opportunities, and 
senior citizens, among others [10]. In this context, the academic support structures that facilitate learning for 
these lifelong learners becomes critical to avoid social exclusion [11]. This include access to advisory services 
related to information search, academic counselling, and project management skills. The teaching staff serve as 
facilitators to the learners’ learning [11].  

Information and communication technology (ICT) plays a vital role in transforming learner experiences in 
lifelong learning, and recent work has explored the technical architecture, models and systems needed to support 
lifelong learners in an ICT-enabled lifelong learning environment [12]. E-tools developed for the learners enable 
personalised and targeted support for lifelong learning, consequently empowering the learners to manage their 
learning process. It is also apparent that the role of open and distance learning (ODL), particularly through an e-
learning approach, is integral to the success of lifelong learning initiatives, especially amongst working adults 
[13]. Institutions can reach out to a wider audience by leveraging on the Internet to deliver education, by either 
e-learning or blended learning, through a flexible approach [13].  

RESEARCH DESIGN AND DATA COLLECTION 

The purpose of this exploratory study is to identify conditions and consequences underlying part-time 
engineering programme implementation, and how the staff involved navigate through the issues and challenges 
presented in their line of work. A grounded theory approach was undertaken for this study. This theory posits 
that a phenomenon is continually changing, and subjects involved in the phenomenon have the choice to 
respond based on the options available to them [14]. As such, change has to be built into the data collection 
process, and data collected should come from various sources, such as observations, interviews, and archival 
documents. The open-ended nature of a grounded theory research also encouraged the development of emergent 
conceptual analyses for future explorations [15].  

A group of six staff tasked to manage part-time engineering programmes provided input to the study through a 
focus group discussion. The focus group discussion took approximately one hour to complete. Respondents 
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provided an overview on the programmes concerned, the student body and learning centres involved, and unique 
challenges faced under the part-time engineering programmes. Responses obtained were coded and analysed in 
order to discern emerging themes and points for discussion.  

The next section presents key findings of the focus group discussion.  

FINDINGS 

The respondents’ input can be categorised into four major domains, that is, human resource management, time 
management, facilities management, and learner and staff experience management. 

In terms of human resource management, respondents explained that they encountered issues in terms of 
staffing. There is a limited number of faculty members involved in delivering part-time engineering programmes 
at the faculty level. As UTM strived to maintain a healthy student to staff ratio, the limited number of faculty 
members restrict the number of students that can be enrolled in each programme.  

With regard to time management, respondents noted on challenges in managing academic schedules and duty 
rolls. For example, the Johor Bahru learning centre conducts classes on Fridays and Saturdays as the state of 
Johor practices Friday-Saturday weekend. Lifelong learners from the private sector encountered challenges in 
managing class schedules, as their organisations practices Saturday-Sunday weekend. Respondents have to also 
make sure that learning facilities and laboratories are manned from Fridays to Sundays, as the learners’ 
academic activities are scheduled on these days.  

On facilities management, respondents observed that faculty requirements on learning space and laboratory 
hours necessitated rental of lecture halls and laboratories based on student headcount, the students’ academic 
schedules and faculty member availability. The learning spaces also have to be easily accessible to students, 
especially at the learning centres outside of the UTM Johor Bahru and Kuala Lumpur campuses. As such, staff 
encountered challenges in managing rental fees for the part-time engineering programmes. They would also 
have to manage academic schedules of students and faculty members more efficiently.  

In relation to learner and staff experience management, the respondents explained that the part-time engineering 
programmes were in high demand from the public for three reasons: one, mechanisms in quality assurance from 
participating engineering faculties; two, face-to-face time experienced by the students during their weekend 
classes and laboratory sessions; and finally, programme recognition and accreditation by the Board of Engineers 
Malaysia (BEM). As such, the respondents recommended that existing academic support services should be 
further enhanced so as to maintain competitiveness of UTMSPACE in the market. Learner feedback on their 
learning experience are limited to exit surveys conducted at the end of the learners’ study period. As the exit 
surveys focused on assessing general customer satisfaction, it is unsure if the feedback is used in improving the 
learners’ academic experience. There are also no attempts made in assessing staff experience in part-time 
engineering programmes, which could be a good area for exploration in the future.    

CONCLUSION 

This paper describes findings from an exploratory study which aims at identifying issues and challenges faced 
by staff managing part-time engineering programmes, drawing experiences from a school of lifelong learning 
under a Malaysian public research university. It argues that lifelong learners require comprehensive support 
from faculty members and university administrators throughout their studies.  

The four domains identified from the focus group discussion, that is, human resource management, time 
management, facilities management, and learner and staff experience management, presents many potential 
areas for exploration, which can be empirically investigated in the future in order to improve the learners’ study 
experience.  
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