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the team editor’s note
In countless ways, our lives have been shaped by technologies that enable us 
to do things that would have been unimaginable in the distant past. The almost 
banal contemporary ubiquity of technologies, however, belies the lack of direct 
translatability of technologies in educational contexts. The features in this issue 
touch on precisely this nexus. AP Dr Nantha Kumar Subramaniam shares an 
affirming narrative on the use of chatbots to aid learning, while Prof Dr Rozhan 
M Idrus floats the notion of technogogy, which converges the elements of 
learner, content, pedagogy and technology. As well, Prof Dr Widad Othman 
talks about the challenges of implementing OUM’s digitalisation plans for 2020. 
Happy reading! 
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ON THE CONVERGENCE
OF LEARNER, CONTENT,

PEDAGOGY, AND
TECHNOLOGY

An Interview with
Prof Dr Rozhan M Idrus

The Azman Hashim Chair in E-Learning,
OUM

By Dr David Lim

supported by superior and well-articulated 
self-instructional content to facilitate ODL. This is all the 
more relevant in wake of MOOCs, OER and microlearning.

DL: From your past research, which one or two of them 
are closest to your heart, and why?

RI: The learners have always been my focus as they are the 
recipient of the programme, content and support system in 
ODL. This is accentuated by the fact that they study in 
asynchronous mode for most of the time, independent of 
real time. Flexibility and learner autonomy have put an 
added dimension to the providers to ensure meaningful 
educational transaction. We must be sensitive to the 
diverse demographic profile of the learners as this will 
affect the way many elements in the provision of the 

Dr David Lim (DL): There are multiple areas of research 
areas in open and distance learning [ODL] in Malaysia, 
as well as globally. Can you say something about the 
particular areas you're currently engaging with?

Prof Dr Rozhan M Idrus (RI): My area of interest and 
research has always been instructional design and content 
development, especially in the emergence of 
technology-enhanced learning. This is all the more of a 
pertinent consideration as ODL leverages on technology in 
the educational transaction with learners. As a result of 
ongoing research, I introduced the concept of technogogy 
in 2005 at the 5th International Educational Technologies 
Conference in Sakarya, Turkey. Technogogy is about 
converging the elements of learner, content, pedagogy 
and technology. It has been the mainstay of my research in 
ODL and the concept has evolved into a ubiquitous 
content development framework and resource architecture 
metadata input for the purpose of content design 
considerations and resource tagging as a search 
mechanism. A proposal to incorporate technogogy in OUM 
is forthcoming.

DL: What are the particular areas in ODL research you 
think Malaysia is lacking in and ought to prioritise?

RI: A quick glance at ODL research in Malaysia tells us 
that it revolves mainly around technology, the use of 
mobile devices, computer-mediated communication, and 
software. Learner perception is another popular research 
endeavour. We have saturated the technological tools 
angle and should now focus on real pedagogical issues in 
content or learning design. The learnability of the content 
is paramount as the freedom of space and time has to be 

continued on next page...
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back to the question of the appropriate use of technology. 
This must be clear. To employ a certain technology – say, 
FB – in an educational setting, one must be clear 
strategically as to why it is to be adopted. What issues will 
it solve? What will it facilitate? How does it improve the 
teaching and learning process in ODL? To this point, I have 
to say that technology is innocent, and I leave it to you to 
identify the guilty party.

DL: How do you see the future of ODL in Malaysia 
unfolding? 

RI: ODL in Malaysia has been grossly underrated; its 
concept and philosophy have yet to be properly 
understood. The promise of ODL can only be realised by 
promoting openness and removing barriers in education, 
such as those that limit learners’ choices, with respect to 
access and flexibility, for instance. Promoting openness 
and removing educational barriers will lead to a new 
educational landscape of personalised curriculum, an 
expansion of learner competencies, and the entrenchment 
of a knowledge-based society. 

programmes being offered. Content design follows, 
perhaps coincidentally as I was initially trained as an 
instructional designer for self-instructional materials for 
distance learning. When you put yourself in the learner's 
shoes, you get a feel of the need for clear instructions and 
didactic skill to facilitate for their learning. Content of this 
nature is highly researched and structured with clear view 
of the learner and learning outcomes to fulfil. My focus on 
content design has also led to my contribution of the 
concept of technogogy.

DL: On research in ODL and educational technology, how 
would you respond to the charge that very little of the 
experimental in technology actually filters down to 
everyday teaching-learning practice, at least in 
Malaysia?

RI: It is easy to join the razzmatazz in the use of 
technology in teaching and learning, and to boast that 
one’s provision of ODL is on par with global providers. 
There’s a reason why technologists emphasise the 
appropriate use of technology in education. Its use ought 
to be considered in relation to the needs and objectives of 
the country, in this case, Malaysia. Here’s the thing: What 
works elsewhere may not be applicable here, and vice 
versa. To ensure technological and pedagogical 
applicability, one has to do an in-depth pilot study. This 
process takes time and specialised human resource, and 
unless these are attended to, the charge – that very little of 
the experimental in tech actually filters down to everyday 
teaching-learning practice – is probably true.

DL: How would you respond to the claim that common or 
everyday technologies that enable the masses to 
interact online on such platforms as Facebook [FB] and 
WeChat do not translate well in educational settings? I 
ask this because many appear to have this expectation 
that, because an overwhelming majority of people are 
well-versed and comfortable interacting online with 
content and other users, they ought to be similarly active 
in ODL. 

RI: The act of being active and interacting online – on FB 
or Telegram, for instance – and the act of an educational 
undertaking are two different processes altogether; in the 
same way that one cannot equate the logging in to an 
online course with actual learning. To me, there are no 
correlations as the functions are different, which brings us 
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Introduction: Artificial Intelligence in Online Learning 
Advancements in the field of Artificial Intelligence (AI) has 
had a clear spill-over effect on higher education, 
particularly online learning. In this article, I will be looking 
at an AI derivation to support “student-interface 
interaction”, a relatively new form of interaction in online 
learning that complements the conventional 
student-student, student-instructor, and student-content 
interactions. There are various ways through which 
student-interface interaction may be realised. For the 
purpose of this short article, I will focus on the deployment 
of intelligent chat robots, or chatbots, as a way of enabling 
student-interface interaction. And I will try to show that 
chatbots have the potential to make online teaching and 
learning much more engaging and effective. 

Chatbots to the Fore 
Student-interface interaction is defined as the interaction 
between the learner and the tools needed to perform the 
required learning task. In the student-interface dyad, the 
former in most cases requires active participation, while 
the latter may take the form of the chatbot. A chatbot is a 
computer programme that, through voice or text, simulates 
how a human would behave as a conversational partner.

Learning with
Chatbots

AP Dr Nantha Kumar Subramaniam
Head, Centre for Learning

Technology, OUM

A chatbot is a computer 
programme that, through voice 
or text, simulates how a human 

would behave as a 
conversational partner.

continued on next page...
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As part of my research, seven instructional-based chatbots 
were built to test how they might help students learn the 
Java programming language. A programming course was 
chosen because learning programming like Java is difficult. 
Most computing educators would be familiar with the 
struggles of their students as they battle in vain to 
understand the basics of programming concepts and 
constructs.  

The chatbots were designed to turn the commonplace 
lectures into a series of messages that look like a chat 
conversation. Each chatbot focuses on selected concepts 
covered in the course. All of them require students to 
learn-by-doing in a series of problem-solving steps. As 
well, the chatbots possess the following unique features: 

i.   They are self-contained yet interconnected to each other.  
     As well, they are able to initiate learning based on 
     selected learning outcomes and to provide feedback to 
     students as they work through the problems. 

ii.   They are able to engage students on a one-to-one basis, 
     conversing with them in a problem-solving process for 
     more than an hour. 

iii.  They support immersive learning via simulation of realistic 
     scenarios and environments, providing students with an 
     opportunity to acquire set skills while interacting with the 
     automated tutor. 

iv.  They support all the major learning domains, namely 
     cognitive, psychomotor, and affective.

The chatbots acquire their intelligence through a hybrid 
approach that combines pattern-matching, machine 
learning algorithm, and the retrieval-based model in order 
to formulate their responses and to propel learning. They 
support real-time human-like dialogue to help students 
learn Java in an interactive and engaging way via an 
automated tutor. 

...continued from previous page

In addition, the chatbots are able to carry a running 
conversation, complete with probing questions, positive 
and negative feedback, follow-up questions, and requests 
for explanation as to why something is correct or incorrect. 
As well, they are able to push interactive exercises based 
on the behaviour-recording approach. 

Pedagogically speaking, the chatbots built for my research 
to teach programming sought to promote self-managed 
learning, covering student self-awareness and 
self-evaluation of the learning process, independence, and 
self-direction. The chatbots also promote critical thinking 
and analysis, as well as problem-based learning. 

Conclusion: Widening Deployment 
Over a span of about three years involving over 150 
programming students who filled survey forms and sat for 
pre- and post-tests, my research into the educational 
application of AI, specifically intelligent chatbots, yields 
sufficient grounds for me to claim that AI holds great 
promise in enriching online learning, not only for 
programming courses but also for non-technical courses. 
Deploying chatbots to drive online learning is immensely 
cost-effective, cutting across, as it does, time-zones and 
geographical limits. A push for its wider deployment is 
certainly something I would advocate. 

AI holds great promise in 
enriching online learning, not 

only for programming courses 
but also for non-technical 

courses.
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my_philosophy profiles OUM 
academics, facilitators, tutors, and 
subject-matter experts, as well as 

the personal educational 
philosophy that drives each of 

them.
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Name
Associate Professor Dr Fatimah Yusooff

Position
Associate Professor, Cluster of
Education and Social Sciences (CESS);
Director of the Master of Counselling
(MC) Programme

Discipline
Counselling Psychology

Areas of Expertise 
Family Counselling

Educational Philosophy
We are the authors of our lives and we are
thus responsible for our choices. I live by
this aphorism which I impart also to my
students.
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Name
Professor Datuk Dr Mohd Tajudin Haji Md
Ninggal

Position
Professor, Cluster of Education and Social
Sciences (CESS) 

Discipline
Counselling Psychology

Areas of Expertise 
Individual & Group Psychotherapy;
Psychological Testing & Assessment;
Al-Ghazali Psycho-spiritual Counselling;
Child, Family, Marital Counselling;
Personality & Psychopathology; Stress
Management; Talent Management &
Career Coaching; Research &
Development in Psychometric Innovation

Educational Philosophy
I strive to maintain a classroom
atmosphere that is non-judgemental and
conducive to learning and active
participation. I believe that my students
have the potential to learn and grow
regardless of their background, race,
socio-economic status, and religion. I
learn every day that teaching is always a
new experience.
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2020 will witness the 
continuation of our effort from 
the previous year to increase 

the number of fully online 
courses offered to our students.
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Five Minutes with Prof Dr Widad Othman
Vice President (Academic), OUM

By Dr David Lim

continued on next page...

on-going effort which began with the 2018 cycle. Short 
videos that promote learning will feature prominently in the 
courses we offer. As well, we are looking into setting up 
virtual classrooms that will remotely and in real-time connect 
geographically-dispersed learners with their e-tutors. OUM’s 
Centre for Learning Technology will spearhead many of our 
effort this year.

DL: Many conventional universities across the world are 
seeing lower enrolment numbers due in part to the 
different ideas that millennials have on their personal 
aspirations and the pursuit of higher education. Would 
you say that universities operating in online and distance 
mode and catering mostly to working adults will see a 
different enrolment pattern? What challenges do you 
expect the latter type of universities to face in time to 
come?

WO: Actually, OUM as a university catering for adult has 
already seen changes in the enrolment pattern. They are 
getting younger! Years ago, most of our learners were from 
the 40s and 50s age-bracket. Today, the majority of the 
learners joining OUM are in their 30s. Millennials, also known 
as Gen Y, are more active in online learning. Where teaching 
and learning are concerned, they have a different set of 
demands. OUM’s digitalisation plan for year 2020 is designed 
to meet their aspirations. 

DL: Can you elaborate on your personal education 
philosophy or teaching philosophy? 

WO: My principle has always been to help learners acquire 
the key to learning and ignite a sustained sense of curiosity 
so that they may keep learning by their own volition over a 
lifetime. 

DL: Aside from what we’ve just covered, what changes, 
improvements, and enhancements would you personally 
like to see happening for OUM in the immediate future? 
 
WO: It bears emphasising that academics are the essence of 
the university, the heart that keeps the institution going. For 
that very reason, I want to see our academics thrive as 
content experts of their professed disciplines, as committed 
teachers, and as active researchers who contribute new 
knowledge to the world. When our academics excel in these 
areas, the university itself will be lifted with cutting-edge 
programmes, pedagogies, assessment tools and 
technologies. 

DL: Many thanks, Prof, for your time and responses.

adult learners to capitalise on their work experience and 
prior experiential learning to gain admission to our 
academic programmes. As well, it will allow them to earn 
credits for their prior learning, thus shaving off perhaps a 
semester or more from the standard study duration. Aside 
from the general market, we would also like to attract more 
adult learners of non-Malay backgrounds and those from 
Sabah and Sarawak to leverage on APEL, as they are 
currently rather under-represented. Aside from these plans, 
we are planning to fully deploy our Question Bank System 
which will allow us to add yet another dimension of 
flexibility to our learners in the form of exam-on-demand 
services. Last but not least, we will be piloting our 
micro-credentialing scheme for selected courses to enable 
learners obtain micro-credentials or certification for the 
attainment of a smaller set of learning in a narrow area of 
study and practice. 

DL: How will OUM’s micro-credentialing, commonly 
abbreviated as MC, work? 
 
WO: OUM’s MC scheme will enable learners to follow – in 
online mode, and for free – three bite-size topics of each 
course offered for MC. The topics constitute approximately 
thirty percent of a full standard course that OUM offers. 
Upon successful completion of three topics, learners will be 
awarded a certificate of completion. They may 
subsequently choose to complete the rest of the topics in 
the course at premium. And when they complete that, they 
will be awarded a badge worth three credits which will be 
kept in OUM’s MC Bank. Learners may continue to collect 
more badges which are equivalent to credits. When all 
badges are collected for all required courses in a given 
programme offered by OUM, learners may then petition to 
be awarded a degree. Micro-credentialing, in essence, puts 
value to learning leading to the award of a degree for a fully 
accredited programme. 

DL: On fully online courses which OUM launched in 
2019, what are the latest developments and how have 
learners responded to them?

WO: Preparation of learning materials, including e-lessons 
and video lectures, are on-going. We are still gathering 
feedback from the learners following our fully online 
courses. Early responses have been encouraging and we 
will employ them to finetune our offering. We are cognisant 
of the fact some learners may appreciate a more robust 
easing into the fully online mode and we are providing more 
support to enable them to maximise learning in this highly 
flexible mode. 

DL: Much ink has been spilt on the predicted 
obsolescence of certain jobs and on the need for 
universities to be vigilant about offering courses that are 
future-proof. What’s your take on that? 

WO: Changes in the work market is unavoidable and we are 
keeping a close watch with the help of subject-matter 
experts and industry consultants who are attuned to market 
sentiments. We cyclically review programmes and courses 
to ensure their relevance. We are rigorously enhancing and 
beefing up the contents of our learning materials as an 

Dr David Lim (DL):  New year, new plans on the academic 
side of things for OUM, Prof? 

Prof Dr Widad Othman (WO): 2020 will witness the 
continuation of our effort from the previous year to increase 
the number of fully online courses offered to our students. 
Rendering our courses online, complete with e-lessons, will 
not only help our learners learn better, it will also enable us 
to offer entire programmes internationally, broadening our 
reach beyond the various international markets we have 
entered such as Vietnam and Sri Lanka. Also on the agenda 
for 2020 is a more vigorous promotion of APEL or 
accreditation of prior experiential learning. This will enable 
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awarded a certificate of completion. They may 
subsequently choose to complete the rest of the topics in 
the course at premium. And when they complete that, they 
will be awarded a badge worth three credits which will be 
kept in OUM’s MC Bank. Learners may continue to collect 
more badges which are equivalent to credits. When all 
badges are collected for all required courses in a given 
programme offered by OUM, learners may then petition to 
be awarded a degree. Micro-credentialing, in essence, puts 
value to learning leading to the award of a degree for a fully 
accredited programme. 

DL: On fully online courses which OUM launched in 
2019, what are the latest developments and how have 
learners responded to them?

WO: Preparation of learning materials, including e-lessons 
and video lectures, are on-going. We are still gathering 
feedback from the learners following our fully online 
courses. Early responses have been encouraging and we 
will employ them to finetune our offering. We are cognisant 
of the fact some learners may appreciate a more robust 
easing into the fully online mode and we are providing more 
support to enable them to maximise learning in this highly 
flexible mode. 

DL: Much ink has been spilt on the predicted 
obsolescence of certain jobs and on the need for 
universities to be vigilant about offering courses that are 
future-proof. What’s your take on that? 

WO: Changes in the work market is unavoidable and we are 
keeping a close watch with the help of subject-matter 
experts and industry consultants who are attuned to market 
sentiments. We cyclically review programmes and courses 
to ensure their relevance. We are rigorously enhancing and 
beefing up the contents of our learning materials as an 
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Dr David Lim (DL):  New year, new plans on the academic 
side of things for OUM, Prof? 

Prof Dr Widad Othman (WO): 2020 will witness the 
continuation of our effort from the previous year to increase 
the number of fully online courses offered to our students. 
Rendering our courses online, complete with e-lessons, will 
not only help our learners learn better, it will also enable us 
to offer entire programmes internationally, broadening our 
reach beyond the various international markets we have 
entered such as Vietnam and Sri Lanka. Also on the agenda 
for 2020 is a more vigorous promotion of APEL or 
accreditation of prior experiential learning. This will enable 

Today, the majority of the 
learners joining OUM are in their 

30s.


