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Overview

The 4Cs (collaboration, 
communication, creativity, and 
critical thinking), which have 
become the key priority in 
the educational transition, are 
integrated into 21st century 
learning skills (known as 21st 
CLS).  The Malaysian Education Blueprint’s 
concepts have been introduced and 
supported by the Ministry of Education 
Malaysia (2012). Teachers in schools or 
higher learning institutions are responsible 
for advocating the 21st CLS. In the 21st CLS, 
educators must use a variety of strategies. 
For example, role-playing, games, and 
other learner-centred learning activities 
are appropriate for the subjects and skills 
acquired during the teaching and learning 
sessions. 

Creativity emerges as the essential element 
that enables educators to use as many 
approaches as possible for producing ideas. 
The integration of information technology 
and media mainly facilitate and support the 
student’s progression towards the 21st CLS 
by making it pertinent to pedagogy and 
instructional methods (Rahim & Abdullah, 
2017). Technology integration offers students 

the chance to gain 21st century skills like 
information literacy, collaboration, and self-
access learning (Walser, 2008; Amran & 
Rosli, 2017). Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
online distance education has become the 
new norm, replacing face-to-face teaching. 
The fi rst university in Malaysia to offer open 
distance learning (ODL) is Open University 
Malaysia (OUM). It has been putting ODL into 
practice for quite some time now. Developing 
a competency-based learning framework with 
its learners is more challenging nowadays as 
everything is online. 

However, students are taught the OUMH1603 
Learning Skills for 21st Century course in their 
fi rst year of an undergraduate programme. 
The course covers all four of the 4Cs: topic 
fi ve on creativity and innovation, topic six on 
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critical thinking and reasoning skills, topic 
seven on communication skills, and topic 
eight on collaborative skills.

The pandemic has had a signifi cant effect 
on education in addition to changing how 
individuals interact with one another. OUM 
has always offered open and distance 
learning, but this is now considered the new 
normal for traditional methods of instruction. 
Until recently, at least 20% of teaching and 
learning activities at OUM took place face-
to-face. Everything must be online in the 
new normal. Instilling the 4C knowledge and 
abilities in students is, therefore, challenging. 
Prior research revealed that technology 
could improve higher-order thinking abilities 
(Ganapathy et al., 2017; Poppy, 2013). 
However, there is not enough research that 
studies how knowledge translates into skills 
and attitudes. Besides, in the post-COVID-19 
era, limited studies examined competency-
based learning models, including critical, 
creative, collaborative, and communication 
knowledge, even if there were a few studies 
on competency and distance learning (Ang et 
al., 2017; Sistermans, 2020). Therefore, it is 
crucial to investigate how much competency-
based learning in the post-COVID-19 era may 
improve OUM students’ acquisition of critical, 
creative, collaborative, and communication 
skills. In addition, it also considers how 
knowledge translates into attitudes and skills 
among OUM students.

There are fi ve themes of 
literature under review, which 
are competency-based learning, 
attitude towards the 4Cs, distance 
learning, 4Cs in the 21st century 
learning skills and description of 
4Cs. These themes are crucial for 
in-depth understanding of 4Cs 
and distance learning which is 
the main elements in this study. 
Besides, the competency-based 
learning (CBL) framework is also 
presented.   

Literature 

Review

research projects).
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A method for developing 
academic programmes that places 
more focus on competencies, 
such as knowledge, skills, and 
abilities, than on classroom time is 
CBL (StrategyLabs, n.d.). 

The Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) through 
PISA (Program for International Student 
Assessment), in defi ning CBL, as “…a 
competency that is more than just knowledge 
and skills. It involves the ability to meet 
complex demands, by drawing upon and 
mobilising psychosocial resources (including 
skills and attitudes) in a particular context. 
For example, the ability to communicate 
effectively is a competency” (O’Sullivan & 
Burce, 2014). Simply put, CBL programmes 
are founded upon the idea that it is more 
important to focus on outcomes – what a 
student knows and can do than on inputs 
such as how the student learns, where 
the student learns, or how long it takes for 
a student to learn. CBL programmes are 
free to experiment with novel methods for 
assisting students in their learning as well 
as new facets of what a course actually 
is. Open educational resources (including 

Fatimah Yusooff  
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Competency-Based 

Learning

textual materials, videos, recorded lectures, 
etc.) or hands-on, project-based learning 
are sometimes used in CBL programmes to 
enable students to learn in several forms. 
Another benefi t of many programmes is that 
they allow students to develop at their own 
pace rather than follow a schedule determined 
by semesters or credit hours. Thus, highly 
motivated and productive students fi nish their 
degrees more quickly.

Attitudes Towards 

4Cs

It is inadequate to examine 
students’ critical, creative, 
collaborative, and communicative 
knowledge and skills. The study 
is also interested in seeing how 
students feel about having such 
knowledge and skills. A study done by 
Sueb (2015) found that younger generations 
are more tolerant and open-minded towards 
skills. Mahmoodi-Shahrebabaki and 

boa d o a ays a s Cou se g
Association.
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Yaghoubi-Notash (2015) supported this 
notion and reported that learners are more 
motivated to learn. However, the same study 
suggested that teachers feel distressed and 
dissatisfi ed with the new syllabus (Mahmoodi-
Shahrebabaki and Yaghoubi-Notash, 
2015). This is concurrent with a research by 
Kamarulzaman and Hashim (2018). They 
discovered that although teachers thought 
that teaching higher-order thinking abilities 
were crucial for students’ development, it was 
hard to do so while completing the school 
curriculum. On the same note, Chatterjee 
and Correia (2020) explored the correlation 
between collaboration and a sense of 
community and found that students have 
positive attitudes towards collaborative 
learning. It is similar to another study that 
reported that students have positive attitudes 
towards learning communication skills 
(Kovac & Sirkovic, 2017). The current study 
will investigate whether OUM students can 
produce similar results to those of these 
authors.

Distance Learning

There are several defi nitions of 
distance learning. Greenberg 
(1998:36) defi nes contemporary 
distance learning as “a planned 
teaching/learning experience 

that uses a wide spectrum of 
technologies to reach learners 
at a distance and is designed to 
encourage learner interaction and 
certifi cation of learning” (pp. 36). 
Teaster and Blieszner (1999:741) state that 
the teacher and the learner are separate in 
space and possibly time. Keegan (1995:7) 
gives the most thorough defi nition: “distance 
education and training result from the 
technological separation of teacher and 
learner, which frees the student from the 
necessity of travelling to a fi xed place, at 
a fi xed time, to meet a fi xed person, to be 
trained“. 

Valentine (2002) states that despite the clear 
benefi ts and promises of distance learning, 
there are still issues to be addressed. These 
issues include the quality of instruction, 
hidden costs, the misuse of technology, and 
the attitudes of instructors, students, and 
administrators. Each of these has an impact 
on the overall quality of distance learning as 
a product. Each of these issues is related to 
one another other in a variety of ways.

In the same argument, the students needed 
continuous human contact – the presence 
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of a teacher fi gure to guide their learning. 
The meaning of such frustrations is not well 
understood by many lecturers, possibly 
because a majority of them are products of 
a face-to-face (f2f) institution themselves 
(Hisham Dzakiria, 2012). He added that (i) 
they do not have any distance training and 
experience as far as developing distance 
course materials is concerned; (ii) they 
may be subject specialists, but with very 
little or no experience in ODL; (iii) they 
have not experienced the frustration that a 
distance learner does; and (iv) they may not 
understand what is involved for students 
when deprived of f2f interaction with their 
lecturers. The consequence is that the 
lecturers and educators have very little 
empathy for the learners (Markova et al., 
2017).

4Cs in the 21st CLS

COVID-19 pandemic is still 
affecting many institutions, and 
it appears that the educational 
trends are virtually entirely moving 
towards online education. The 
emphasis on learning skills has, most 
critically, been constructively steered 
towards the adoption of 21st century skills 
in teaching and learning. Many individuals 

and organisations have adopted learning 
standards that support cross-disciplinary 
skills at the beginning of the 21st century with 
the many advancements of technology and 
the economy (Levin-Goldberg, 2012; Alismail 
& McGuire, 2015, Stehle & Peters-Burton, 
2019). Understanding the entire transition from 
industry-based economy to service-based 
economy is necessary to comprehend the 21st 
century skills concept, and this will require 
additional research. 

The focus of education has shifted from 
being heavily cognitive to being noncognitive. 
The inclusion of noncognitive skills in the 
curriculum has been supported by a number 
of scholars. Additionally, Herrington and 
Kervin (2007) support this notion by saying, 
“A thinking curriculum provides a deep 
understanding of the subject and the ability to 
apply that understanding to the complex, real-
world problems that the student will face as an 
adult” (p. 64).

In order to support the importance of 21st 
CLS, many researchers across disciplines 
like education, social work, and psychology 



7

Critical Thinking and Problem Solving

A series of more complex mental operations are necessary for critical thinking, which improves students’ capacity to solve problems. Trilling 
and Fadel (2009) defi ned critical thinking as the ability to analyse, interpret, evaluate, summarise, and synthesise information. These processes 
can allow students to be successful. Knowlton (2003) mentioned that using problem-solving in teaching students can promote critical thinking 
skills that help them overcome challenges they may face in the real world. This approach allows students to learn through creative thinking and 
breakthrough thinking barriers to achieve unique 21st century learning skills. When teachers applied this strategy, they supported students’ 
capacities in critical thinking, self-directed learning, cooperation, and social interaction.

have an emphasis on some cognitive and noncognitive skills for academic success (Park, 2004; Tooley & Bornfreund, 2014; Jackson, 2018; 
Jinyan, 2022). Ultimately, the focus of this study is to explore the knowledge of 21st CLS as the more “essential” skills in education institutions. 
Under the main area of Learning and Innovation, there are FOUR essential skills, which are known as the 4Cs - (i) critical thinking and problem 
solving, (ii) creativity and innovation, (iii) communication, and (iv) collaboration. These skills are individual skills transferable from one assignment 
to another and later in life after school, college and university. National Education Association (2015) concluded that the 4Cs need to be fully 
integrated into learning and teaching to produce citizens and employees adequately prepared for the 21st Century. 

Creativity and Innovation

In solving problems too, it is necessary to transform information into new knowledge, which is to fi nd solutions to the problems. It is where 
creativity and innovation skills are essential. Other research has also reasoned that complex problems must be resolved with creative solutions 
(Kaufman, 2013). Creativity is related to the production of new and useful ideas on products, services, or processes that are both novel and 
potentially useful (e.g., Amabile, 2019; Luthans et al., 2021). In the working world, an employee’s creativity is subjected to an imperative for 
long-term organisational success (DiLiello & Houghton, 2008), thus, it has become a critical skill for organisations to lead or adapt to change. 
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Figure 1. Competency-based Learning (CBL) 
Framework

Communication

Communication skills are vital in the growing service sector and concern the ability to transmit information, ensuring that the meanings are 
effectively expressed by considering the audience and medium (Chalkiadaki, 2018; Van Laar et al., 2020). One must be able to effectively 
regulate one’s needs and goals with those of the larger society to successfully navigate in the current social world (Voogt et al., 2013). Because 
of the interconnectedness of our global economy, employers demand people with communication skills (Teo, 2019).

Collaboration

According to Herrington and Kervin (2007), researchers found that linking content with reality lets students engage in the learning environment 
effectively and promotes future skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, and collaborative learning. Students will be able to make sense 
of their learning and create meaning with more value in collaborative learning.

Competency-Based Learning (CBL) Framework

Figure 1 shows the competency-based learning (CBL) framework of 4Cs components (communication, collaboration, critical learning and 
creativity) towards knowledge transfer into attitude, skills and knowledge (ASK) through course learning outcomes (CLO) of OUMH1603 
Learning Skills for 21st Century; a subject taught in the fi rst year of undergraduate programmes.  

4Cs Components

Communication
Collaboration

Critical Thinking
Creativity

Course Learning Out-
comes (CLO)

OUMH1603 Learning 
Skills for 21st Century 

ASK

Attitude (know why)
Skills (know how)

Knowledge (know what)
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Objectives of the Research

This study was designed to measure the following four-fold objectives:

1. Learners’ prior knowledge of 4Cs (4Cs knowledge retained);

2. Learners’ 4Cs skills applied to attain selected course learning outcomes; 

3. Learners’ attitude towards the use of 4Cs in achieving course learning outcomes; and

4. The correlation between 4Cs skills and attitude.

Research Method

This study applied the quantitative approach using three different types of instruments: (i) multiple-choice questions (MCQs), (ii) components of the 
summative assessment, and (iii) a set of questionnaires.
 
The learners from the Written Communication course during the January 2022 semester were selected as the respondents for this study. These learners are 
generally in their third semester and have completed the OUMH1603 course (Learning Skills for 21st century) during their fi rst semester where they were 
taught the 4Cs skills. 

Based on attitude, skills and knowledge (ASK), this study was divided into three phases. 

1. During the fi rst phase, a test using multiple-choice questions (MCQs) was administered to determine the level knowledge on 4Cs that are retained by  
 the respondents from their learning experiences related to 4Cs during their fi rst semester when they enrolled in OUMH1603. 

2. In the midst of this study, scores from selected components of the Written Communication course assignment were retrieved. During the Written   
 Communication course, learners were guided through the use of 4C skills towards achieving the selected course learning outcomes (from the targeted 
  course learning outcomes). The course assignment for the January 2022 semester was carefully designed to enable scoring of 4C skills as part of the  
 assignment scoring. 

3. In the fi nal phase, the attitude of learners towards the knowledge of 4Cs skills for learning was evaluated using a perception-based questionnaire that  
 utilises the 5-point Likert scale measurement – 5 (strongly agree), 4 (agree), 3 (neutral), 2 (disagree) and 1 (strongly disagree). The three sets of data   
 were analysed using SPSS software to identify the level of knowledge retained, skills transferred, and attitude.
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Findings 

A total 73 respondents (N=73) provided clean data that were analysed for this study. The MCQ prior knowledge questions were developed based on the 
four topics in OUMH1603, topics 5, 6, 7 and 8 on Creativity and Innovation, Critical Thinking and Reasoning Skills, Communication Skills, and Collaborative 
Skills respectively. The questions were then cross-reviewed and edited before creating an online test paper (4Cs Prior Knowledge Test) using SurveyMonkey. 
The link to the survey was posted to learners enrolled in the Written Communication course at the beginning of the course. The results from the MCQ tests 
measuring Prior Knowledge of Learners in 4Cs that were scores using a scale from 0 to 5 are shown in Table 1. It appears that the learners only retained 
knowledge about communication skills. OUM learners will also enrol in a course titled Introduction to Communication in their sixth semester to reinforce their 
communication skills. The mean score for all other skills were below 2.5. This raised a concern even when critical thinking is reinforced through a course on 
thinking skills and problem solving during the fourth semester. 

4C Components Mean

Creative thinking 1.79

Critical thinking 2.11

Communication skills 3.71

Collaborative skills 1.85

Table 1. Prior 
knowledge in 4Cs

Source: Fieldwork, 
2022

The Written Communication assignment for the January 2022 semester was designed in a way that allows the 4Cs skills to be scored (one of the researchers 
is the course leader for Written Communication). After the assignment papers were scored, the marks for the 4C components were extracted for learners 
who have taken the 4Cs Prior Knowledge Test. The assignment scores were converted into a scale from 0 to 5. These scores that indicate learners’ ability to 
apply 4Cs skills in their assignment is much more promising as seen in Table 2. The values range between 3.32 and 3.57 with a small variation of 0.25. This 
is rather positive, suggesting that despite the limited knowledge retained by learners, they are able to develop the necessary skills needed to complete their 
assignment. This suggests the importance of competency-based learning.

4C Components Mean

Creative thinking 3.50

Critical thinking 3.57

Communication skills 3.32

Collaborative skills 3.49

Table 2. Skills in 4Cs

Source: Fieldwork, 
2022
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The questionnaire to measure attitude was developed based on a framework that was tested in a separate study. The questionnaire was also administered 
using SurveyMonkey. Only responses from the learners who have responded for the previous phases were analysed here. The highest score on the attitude 
of learners towards the use of communication skills matches the highest level of prior knowledge that the learners had. It is justifi able that the learners’ 
attitude towards communication skills is most positive with a mean above 3. However, it is only higher by 0.09 as the variation between all 4Cs is 0.24. 

4C Components Mean

Creative thinking 3.82

Critical thinking 3.97

Communication skills 4.06

Collaborative skills 3.95

Table 3. Attitude on 
4Cs

Source: Fieldwork, 
2022

The order of means in Tables 1 and 3 are exactly the same. Thus, the attitude of the learners with regard to the use of 4Cs skills in learning are very likely 
to be infl uenced by their prior knowledge. However, the same is not found between skills and attitude. This is proven by the Pearson correlation values 
recorded in Table 4.

4C Components Pearson Correlation Sig. (2-tailed)

Creative thinking -.013 .913

Critical thinking -.012 .922

Communication skills -.123 .301

Collaborative skills .027 .822

Table 4. Correlations 
between 4Cs Skills 

and Attitude

Source: Fieldwork, 
2022

Concerning prior knowledge test scores, the value 3.71 for communication skills demonstrates the course’s success in teaching this skill. Sadly, the 
same was not in the other 4C skills, notably creative thinking, critical thinking, and collaboration skills. Their results were less than 2.5 (1.79, 2.11, and 
1.85, respectively) and are somewhat disappointing, especially given that the learners had only completed one semester before enrolling in the Written 
Communication course. That necessitates a review of the three topics against the topic of Communication Skills.

For teaching improvement of the three skills (creative thinking, critical thinking, and collaborative skills), the module developer should update the module, 
review these skills’ reinforcement and consider the curriculum design. It is possible to improve the achievement of learning outcomes connected to the 4Cs 
and others. As part of an initiative, the Creative Media team is developing four OERs to improve 4C skills.

Skill assessment yielded highly positive values ranging from 3.32 to 3.57, with a 0.25 variance. While learners’ information retention within (creative thinking, 
critical thinking, and collaboration skills) is poor, their ability to develop these skills to complete their assignment revealed that the skills of learners are at 
a good level (above 3.3) for all 4Cs. This highlights the signifi cance of competency-based learning. The order of means, however, differs from the order 
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of knowledge (and attitude). The Pearson correlation values also reveal that the association between skills and attitude are not signifi cant for all 4Cs. This 
demands a re-examination of skill measurement. There is a requirement to link the information and essential skills under each of the four Cs.

The OUMH1603 assessment measures both knowledge and skills. In the second semester, these skills must be applied to achieve specifi c learning 
outcomes (Principle of Management course is suggested). Following the suggested revision of Topics 5, 6, and 8, both knowledge and skill (OUMH1603) 
and application of skills (Principle of Management) scores must be compared. This study should look for initiatives (self-learning or supported facilitation) 
that improve the use of 4Cs in the second semester. This would support the fi nding that learners may apply 4Cs skills to achieve specifi c course learning 
outcomes.  

The level of prior knowledge that the learners had (3.71) is matched by the level of learner attitude towards the use of communication skills. Learners with 
a positive attitude towards using communication skills have a mean score of 4.06, which is higher by 0.09 than 3.97, the mean for Critical Thinking; This 
corresponds to a fi nding from a previous survey among OUM learners that indicated a positive attitude towards learning.

The order between the means in Tables 1 and 3 show that the attitude of learners towards using 4Cs skills in learning is likely to be infl uenced by their prior 
knowledge. This is important because courses like OUMH1603 which focus on important 4Cs skills in the fi rst semester curriculum offered to all Diploma 
and Bachelor learners. Similar courses should be introduced at the postgraduate level to keep up with changes in global education and skills trends.

Impact of the Research

This study evaluates the CBL framework in a distance education programme. The importance of CBL in the post-COVID-19 era is to provide an effective 
and effi cient programme that promotes the 21st CLS in a digital education model. Despite the challenges faced in digital education, this model has broken 
some boundaries and expanded the global community. This study examined learners’ 4C skills using the Attitudes, Skills and Knowledge (ASK) model. The 
study also evaluated the relationship between knowledge, skills and attitudes using the ASK model. The ability to retain knowledge is satisfactory in one of 
the 4Cs, i.e. communication skills. While the use of skills and attitudes is above average among all 4Cs, there is a close relationship between knowledge 
and attitudes in this study. As suggested in the focus group session, there is a need to explore the lack of a relationship between knowledge and skills and 
between skills and attitudes. The effectiveness of the current curriculum can be improved through assessment and consideration of three additional themes 
(creative thinking, critical thinking, and collaborative skills) for the course module. 
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Introduction

The COVID-19 disease, fi rst 
detected in Wuhan, China, 
spread to other countries by 
the year 2020. As a result, most 
economic and educational sectors 
were affected as businesses 
and schools were compelled to 
shut down (International Labour 
Organization, 2022; Tadesse 
& Muluye, 2020). In Malaysia, the 
Movement Control Order (MCO) which was 
implemented starting 18 March 2020, led to 
the bloom of online-based work strategies. 
The educational sector experienced a sudden 
shift because schools and universities had to 
conduct all lessons and assessments online. 
Open and distance learning (ODL) institutions 
in the country were no exception. 

One of the most renowned ODL universities 
in the country, Open University Malaysia 
(OUM), responded to the shift by conducting 
all its educational activities online. Academics 
and students alike adapted to the change 
in a rather positive manner as classes and 
assessments could be conducted from the 
comfort of their homes. The implementation 
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in the fi eld. Her vast knowledge and 
unwavering commitment continue to 
positively impact the fi eld of education.

of online assessment during the pandemic 
conveniently encouraged the use of laptops 
and desktops to replace paper and pen 
exams (Kundu & Bej, 2021). 

Despite its convenience, the use of online 
assessments raised several concerns among 
academics (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; 
Newton, 2020). A plethora of research has 
been conducted to highlight the effectiveness 
and challenges of online assessment for 
teachers and students prior to the pandemic 
(Al-Maqbali & Hussain, 2022; Guangul et 
al., 2020; Schalk et al., 2022). However, little 
is explored concerning the implementation 
of online learning assessment in ODL 
universities during the pandemic. As OUM 
had successfully administered online 
assessments during the pandemic, it would 
be interesting to discover the practices and 
experiences of its academics in this matter as 
it has yet to be researched.  

positively impact the fi eld of education.
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This research paper aims to achieve the following objectives which will be part of the main 
research:

• Examine the academics’ conception of assessment at OUM;

• Review the academics’ assessment  practices at OUM before and during COVID-19;

• Identify the challenges of online assessments at OUM.
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Research Objectives

The research questions in this study are:

•  How do the academics conceive assessment at OUM?

•  What are the academics’ assessment practices of OUM during the COVID-19 pandemic?

•  What are the challenges of online assessment at OUM?

Research Questions
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Literature Review

In the modern era of education, assessment is an integral aspect of 
measuring a learner’s success and progress throughout a learning 
process. However, with the sudden outbreak of the novel COVID-19 pandemic, traditional 
modes of assessment were no longer feasible, and it became mandatory for educational 
institutions to switch to online assessments. The adoption of online assessments through the 
internet and technology has led to the introduction of various assessment methods, such as take-
home exams and online multiple-choice question exams. While various studies have reported 
on the effectiveness and challenges of online assessments before the pandemic, most of these 
studies were conducted by conventional learning institutions, leaving a signifi cant gap in research 
on online assessment in ODL. 
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Academics’ Conceptions

Academics’ conception refers to how teachers perceive the purpose 
and role of assessment in their pedagogical practices. Brown’s (2006) study 
found that teachers have four primary conceptions of assessment: (i) improving teaching and 
learning, (ii) holding students accountable for their performance, (iii) holding schools and teachers 
accountable for the quality of education, and (iv) being irrelevant and harmful to students. These 
conceptions infl uence how teachers design assessments and provide feedback to students. 
Brown (2008) developed the Teachers’ Conceptions of Assessment (TCoA) Model to explore 
teachers’ conceptions of assessment further. This model provides a more in-depth understanding 
of teachers’ perspectives on assessment and how it shapes their instructional practices. Similarly, 
Remesal (2011) identifi ed four aspects of assessment effects on teaching, learning, students’ 
certifi cation of learning, and teachers’ accountability.
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However, there is a lack of research on academics’ conceptions of online assessment, particularly 
in open and distance universities. With the sudden shift to online learning due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, there is a need to understand how academics in open and distance universities 
perceive online assessment and how they adapt their practices to meet the demands of the digital 
learning environment. 

Online Assessment Practices

The role of assessment in evaluating teaching practices and student performance is widely recognised. 
Ghaicha (2016) suggested that effective assessment practices can be measured through appropriate 
evaluation methods. In open universities, assessment is typically conducted through a two-tier system that includes formative and 
summative assessments. While both assessment forms are important, Chaudhury and Dey (2013) emphasised summative assessment in open 
universities. Summative assessment is used to certify student performance and occurs at the end of a course. Semester-end examinations are 
commonly used for summative assessment in open universities.
In contrast, formative assessment is conducted regularly throughout the course to provide the teacher and student with information on how the 
student is progressing. Bakerson et al. (2015) suggested that formative assessment is an essential part of the learning process as it can help 
teachers plan accordingly to meet the student’s needs. Most universities use assignments, in-text questions, and self-assessment activities for 
formative assessment.

Assessment practices are critical in ensuring the quality of education and the effectiveness of teaching and learning. To evaluate the quality of 
assessment practices, Norcini et al. (2011) proposed a set of good assessment criteria, including validity, reproducibility, equivalence, feasibility, 
educational effect, catalytic effect, and acceptability. These criteria provide a useful framework for evaluating assessment practices in online 
learning environments.

In the context of online assessment, Westhuizen (2016) provided a comprehensive guide for educators, covering various aspects of using 
technology for assessment. The guide included techniques for online assessment, criteria for good online assessment, principles of online 
assessment, and the use of learning management systems for online assessment. Some key aspects highlighted in the guide were the need 
for a balance between summative and formative assessments, the importance of authentic learning assessments, the development of 21st-
century skills, and the application of Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy. Furthermore, the guide emphasised the prerequisite for implementing online 
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assessment and best practice principles for online assessment. The different types of assessments and methods of assessments were also 
listed to provide teachers with a wide range of assessment techniques. 

On the other hand, preserving academic integrity in online assessment processes is essential. However, maintaining academic integrity can 
be challenging with online assessments (Gamage et al., 2020; Guangul, et al., 2020). Online assessments can be divided into two categories: 
proctored online assessments with time limits and open-book online examinations with restricted and unfettered time limits. Online proctored 
examinations are administered at a predetermined time and monitored using various learning management systems, such as Moodle, Microsoft 
Teams, Canvas, and monitoring software, such as Proctortrack (Joshi et al., 2020). Webcams were also suggested to detect suspicious activity 
among students during assessments (Fiano et al., 2021).

Challenges of Online Assessment

While online assessments provide several benefi ts, including fl exibility and convenience, they also present 
various challenges to educators. Identifying and addressing these challenges are crucial to ensure that the online assessment 
process is fair, reliable, and effective. Educators have reported various diffi culties, including adaptation to online practices, cheating and 
plagiarism, poor connectivity, and technical issues (Al-Maqbali & Hussain, 2022; Beleulmi, 2022). Teachers found it challenging to adapt 
to online practices when their subjects initially employed face-to-face assessment. Moreover, teachers encountered pressing issues such 
as students’ reluctance to turn their cameras on, the extensive time required to develop online assessment materials, and the inability to 
curb cheating and plagiarism among students during online assessments. Poor connectivity was another hurdle, which resulted in delays in 
submitting completed assessments, especially for students living in rural areas (Yulianto & Mujtahid, 2021)

Despite the challenges, some academics were satisfi ed with online assessments. In terms of quizzes, feedback systems, videoconferencing, 
and online test administration, they indicated they would continue the practice of online assessment (Schalk et al., 2022). The shift in academic 
perspectives is one of the online assessment’s most valuable achievements. 

To summarise, online assessments have both advantages and disadvantages. As a result, it is critical to identify the academics’ conceptions, 
practices, and challenges encountered when implementing the online assessment at OUM.
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Methodology

The research design for this study is a descriptive research design that aims to gather data on the 
academics’ conceptions, practices, and challenges of assessment at OUM during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This design will allow the researchers to describe the current state of assessment practices and identify challenges faced by academic staff 
at OUM during the pandemic. The research questions will be answered using quantitative and qualitative data analysis methods, such as 
descriptive analysis using SPSS and content analysis using thematic themes.

The study will use convenience sampling to select the participants from the entire population of interest, which includes 90 academic staff at 
OUM. Data will be collected through a Google Form questionnaire consisting of four parts: demographic information, academics’ conceptions 
of assessment at OUM using Brown’s (2004) framework, academics’ assessment practices during the COVID-19 pandemic using best 
practices from the literature, and challenges of online assessment at OUM using open-ended questions.
The study will adhere to ethical considerations such as informed consent, confi dentiality, and anonymity. The participants will be informed 
about the purpose of the study and their rights before they provide their consent to participate. The data collected will be kept confi dential and 
anonymous, and the participants will have the right to withdraw from the study at any time. 

Findings

The data in Table 1 presents demographic information such as gender, age, faculty, and teaching experience of the respondents. There were 
17 male and 20 female academics, representing 43.6% and 56.4% of the total. The majority of academics were aged 41 to 50, with 16 people 
accounting for 43.2% of the group. In terms of faculty, the Faculty of Education had the most responses (11) representing 30.8% of the group, 
followed by the Faculty of Business (10) with 28.2%. There was an equitable distribution of teaching experience across the different categories. 
The biggest age group was 11-15 years, with 12 people comprising 33.3% of the group, followed by below 20 years (23.1%) and 16 to 20 years 
(23.1%).

Demographics
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Characteristics Number Percentage

Gender Male 17 43.6

Female 20 56.4

Age < 30 years 0

31-40 years 9

41-50 years 16

51-60 years 9

>60 years 3

Faculty Faculty of Education 11 30.8

Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities 7 17.9

Faculty of Business 10 28.2

Faculty of Technology and Applied Science 9 23.1

Teaching Experience < 5 years 0

5-10 years 7 17.9

11-15 years 12 33.3

16-20 years 9 23.1

>20 years 9 23.1

Total 37Table 1. Demographics

Table 2 shows mean and standard deviation scores for 9 different dimensions of TCoA, rated on a Likert scale of 1-5. The dimensions with the 
highest mean scores are “Improve Learning” (M=3.95), “Student Accountability” (M=3.89), and “Diagnose Abilities” (M=3.86), indicating that 
these are the most important dimensions according to the OUM academics.

On the other hand, the dimensions with the lowest mean scores are “Relevance” (M=2.33), “Accuracy (Inaccurate)” (M=2.59), and “Analysis 
(Ignored)” (M=2.89), indicating that these dimensions are the least important according to the academics.

Analysis of Academics’ Conception and 

Practices of Online Assessment
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It is also worth noting that the 
dimensions with the highest standard 
deviation scores are “University 
Accountability” (SD=0.80), “Validity” 
(SD=0.75), and “Improve Learning” 
(SD=0.67), indicating that there is more 
variability in the responses for these 
dimensions compared to others. This 
suggests that respondents have varying 
opinions about these dimensions.

Dimension Mean Std Deviation

Improve Learning (3) 3.95 0.67
Student Accountability (1) 3.89 0.57
Diagnose Abilities (3) 3.86 0.71
Improve Teaching (3) 3.77 0.67
University Accountability (2) 3.68 0.80

Validity (3) 3.67 0.75

Analysis (Ignored) 2.89 0.96

Accuracy (Inaccurate) 2.59 0.70

Relevance (Intrude) 2.33 0.93

Table 2. Academics’ 
Conception of Online 

Assessment

Table 3 presents the mean and standard deviation of the academics’ assessment practices at OUM during the COVID-19 pandemic. The mean 
score is an average of the responses given by the participants on a Likert scale of 1 to 5, where 1 indicates the lowest level of agreement with 
the statement and 5 indicates the highest level of agreement. 

Dimension Mean Std Deviation

Grading 4.03 0.53

Security Prevention 4.02 0.70

Transparency 3.97 0.61

Validity 3.86 0.87

Feasibility 3.81 0.70

Security Detection 3.71 0.92

Reliability 3.67 0.75

Security Remediation 3.65 0.87

Security Investigation 3.60 0.79
Fairness 3.45 0.94
Flexibility 2.13 1.01

Table 3. Academics’ 
Assessment Practices 
During the COVID-19 

Pandemic

The results show that the academics’ 
assessment practices are generally 
rated positively, with the mean 
scores ranging from 2.13 to 4.03. 
The highest mean score was found 
in the dimension of grading (M=4.03, 
SD=0.53), which indicates that the 
academics were able to grade student 
online assessments effectively during 
the pandemic. The dimension of 
security prevention (M=4.02, SD=0.70) 
also scored highly, indicating that 
effective security measures were 
taken to prevent cheating in online 
assessments.
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The dimension of fl exibility (M=2.13, SD=1.01) received the lowest mean score, indicating that the academics were not given the fl exibility 
to conduct the format and types of online assessments during the pandemic. This could be due to the university’s policy in standardising 
the assessment formats and constraints of the online environment in maintaining academic standards while ensuring fairness and validity of 
assessments.

In this part, the thematic analysis of the fi ve open-ended questions of the survey are presented. The data are tabulated in accordance with the 
sequence of the open-ended questions.

Analysis of Challenges of Online Assessments

In this question, the tutors were asked about their positive experiences in relation to online assessment. The themes that emerged from the 
fi ndings of this question are presented in Table 4. 

Q1: What went well with online assessment?

Question Most Themes Salient Sub-Themes Frequency

What went well with the OA?
1. Assessment procedures Grading process 15

2. Convenience Submission fl exibility 8

Table 4. Themes on 
The Positive Aspects 

of Online Assessment

Table 4 indicates that the majority of the tutors felt that the assessment procedures were smooth during the pandemic with the grading 
process being the easiest as the theme emerged about 15 times in the open-ended questions. Meanwhile, others also believed that in terms 
of convenience, the submission of assessment was quite fl exible. This includes exam and assignment questions that were submitted for online 
grading. This fi nding is parallel to the study conducted by Abduh (2021) who found that the largest number of their tutor respondents perceived 
entering grades into the system to be relatively easier and quicker compared to paper-based assessment. 
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This question explored the negative aspects of online learning as perceived by the tutor respondents. The themes that emerged from the 
fi ndings of this question are presented in Table 5. 

Q2: What aspect of online assessment did not go well / had unintended consequences?

Question Most Themes Salient Sub-Themes Frequency

What aspect of OA did not 
go well/had unintended 
consequences?

1. Technical matters Internet connection; 
poor technical support

8

2. Academic dishonesty Cheating; discussion of 
answers;

7

3. Time Time management; 
inappropriate time 
allocation

6

4. None None; Not applicable 4

Table 5. Themes on 
The Negative Aspects 
of Online Assessment

Based on Table 5, the most common themes indicated that the tutors faced technical issues in terms of poor internet connection and little 
technical support. They were also concerned about the issue of academic dishonesty whereby students were reported to be cheating and 
discussing answers to exam questions. The third frequent theme also implied that the tutors did not agree with the amount of time given for 
the assessment. Overall, these results are similar to the fi ndings obtained by Ghanbari and Nowroozi (2021) in which their tutors reported poor 
technology access and cheating as issues faced during online assessment. 

The hurdles and problems teachers encountered when implementing online assessment are discussed in this question. The themes that 
emerged from the fi ndings of this question are presented in Table 6. 

Q3: What are the challenges faced with online assessment?



27

Question Most Themes Salient Sub-Themes Frequency

What are the challenges 
faced with online 
assessment?

1. Academic dishonesty Cheated from online 
sources; Student 
integrity

10

2. Technical matters Unstable Internet 
connection; Poor digital 
literacy;

7Table 6. Challenges 
Faced with Online 

Assessment

As shown in Table 6, the most pressing challenge faced by tutors was academic honesty. During the pandemic, students were reported to have 
cheated from online sources, affecting their integrity. This theme appeared 10 times during the analysis of the data followed by issues related 
to technical matters (repeated 7 times) such as poor digital literacy among the tutors and unstable internet connection. Yulianto and Mujtahid 
(2021) also reported that their teacher respondents felt that internet accessibility issues made it diffi cult for students to complete the online 
assessment and that there still were teachers and students who were not technologically competent.  

In this open-ended question, the tutors were asked what could have been done differently if they had to cope with online assessment again 
from the beginning. The themes that emerged from the fi ndings of this question are presented in Table 7.

Q4: If you had to do it all over again, what would you do differently for the online assessment?

Question Most Themes Salient Sub-Themes Frequency

If you had to do it all over 
again, what would you do 
differently for the online 
assessment?

1. Alternative assessment Different assessment 
types; open book; more 
quizzes and games

7

2. Academic integrity Plagiarism checker; 
detection of plagiarism

6

3. Time allocation Time allocation should 
match F2F teaching

3

Table 7. Themes on 
What Tutors Could Do 
Differently If They Had 

to Implement Online 
Assessment Again

The most dominant themes from Table 7 indicate that alternative assessment and academic integrity were among the issues teachers would 
tackle if given the opportunity to conduct online assessment again. Recurring 7 times, the theme “alternative assessment” comprises their 
preference for various types of assessment, open book exams and the addition of games and quizzes into their lessons. Meanwhile, under the 
“academic integrity” theme which recurred 6 times, the teachers would utilise plagiarism checkers and would take steps to detect plagiarism if 
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only assessment were repeated under the same circumstances. Similarly, Meccawy et al. (2021) revealed through their study the need to train 
teachers to detect plagiarism and make students aware of the consequences of plagiarism. 

Explored in this fi nal open-ended question were recommendations the tutors would make to their fellow counterparts who also conduct online 
assessment. The themes that emerged from the fi ndings of this question are presented in Table 8.

Q5: What recommendations would you make to others doing online assessments?

Question Most Themes Salient Sub-Themes Frequency

What recommendations 
would you make to others 
doing online assessments?

1. Overcoming plagiarism issues Copying and pasting of 
answers; authenticity 
check; action against 
cheaters

6

2. Alternative assessment types Promote HOTs; case 
study questions; 
creative assessment; 
open-book exam; 
interactive assessment

5

3. Time limit revision Limit to 5 hours; impose 
time limit

3

Table 8. Tutors’ 
Recommendations to 
Others Doing Online 

Assessments

In Table 8, most of the tutors recommended resolving plagiarism issues. They felt that copying and pasting answers, checking the authenticity 
of student answers, and taking action against offenders were essential ways to curb plagiarism among students. Other studies, however, 
recommended using online proctoring (Arnold, 2022) and changing the format of assessment (Erguvan, 2021; Nguyen, et al.,2020) to lower the 
risk of cheating although the latter is not deemed effective by some teachers (Reedy et al., 2021). 
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Overview

There has been a heightened 
awareness of the need to address 
workplace stress in the higher 
education sector. This is due to the 
competitive and demanding tasks and 
responsibilities that affect employees’ 
physical and mental well-being within higher 
education institutions. 

More specifi cally, workplace stress appears 
to be a signifi cant issue for lecturers at open 
and distance learning (ODL) universities. 
Academics working in ODL universities 
often rely heavily on technology to meet the 
demands of education and service delivery 
in contrast to academic staff from traditional 
universities. They are also required to work 
during weekends for online classes and 
conduct workshops.  Besides, when in 
the offi ce, they have heavy responsibilities 
and workloads for academic-related 
administration work. 

The work from home (WFH) policy 
implemented by the government during the 
Covid-19 pandemic also affected the teaching 
staff of higher educational institutions and 
this further infl uenced their job satisfaction, 
stress, and involvement in their work and 
families. This had the potential to reduce their 
quality of work-life balance (Francisca Sri 
Susilaningsih et al., 2021). 

The main objective of this study is to identify 
the stress levels among lecturers at an 
ODL university in Malaysia. It employed a 
cross-sectional survey by administering the 
Health & Safety Executive’s (HSE) Indicator 
Tools to measure the workplace stress level 
of academics at an ODL university. A total 
of 66 lecturers participated in this study. 
The fi ndings indicated that academic staff, 
regardless of the faculty they belonged to, 
experienced high levels of stress at work as a 
result of their workload and responsibilities.
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Literature 

Review

Workplace stress has become 
a rising phenomenon in every 
profession that we are involved 
in. It can be considered as an inevitable 
condition at least at one point in time or 
another; however, it can also be minimised 
to the extent that the productivity and 
health of employees are maintained, which 
could lead to a productive organisation. 
To a certain extent, workplace stress can 
cause harmful physical and emotional 
responses that happen when there is 
a confl ict between job demands on 
employees and the amount of control they 
have in meeting these demands. In general, 
the combination of high demands in a 
job and a low amount of control over the 
situation can lead to stress.

As we observed, the Covid-19 outbreak 
signifi cantly disrupted many facets of life 
around the world. The pandemic not only 
affected the physical health but also the 
mental health of many people around the 
world. The Covid-19 outbreak resulted in 
a great deal of anxiety and stress (Ozamiz-
Etxebarria et al., 2021) and university 
lecturers are one of the groups of people 
who have been affected by the outbreak of 

the pandemic (Miguel et al., 2021). 
This can be attributed to a number of 
constraints that the academic staff 
encountered, such as the abrupt replacement 
of classroom-based education with totally 
online teaching, as well as other ongoing 
responsibilities such as assessment 
matters, learning materials, supervised 
student research projects, and research and 
publication activities. 

In the past, academic careers used to 
be thought of as a relatively stress-free 
occupation (Opstrup & Pihl-Thingvad, 2016). 
They were also perceived positively in terms 
of manageable workloads and fl exibility, 
in addition to the perks that came with 
their jobs, such as attending international 
conferences and exchange programmes 
(Gillespie et al., 2001). Literature review, 
however, indicates that throughout the 
previous two decades, the academic 
environment has undergone profound 
changes (Way et al., 2019) and academics 
deal with a lot of workplace stress now 
(Kabito et al., 2020).

Meanwhile, academics working in ODL 
institutions largely rely on technology in 
order to keep their employability and meet 
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the needs of their students at any time of the 
day or night. They must be accessible round-
the-clock via computers, mobile devices, 
and email. As a result, one of the most 
frequently mentioned sources of stress in the 
context of distance education is the effort 
required to remain updated with information 
technology (Poalses & Bezuidenhout, 2018). 
These problems are further worsened when 
academics have little or no experience 
in online teaching, which may lead to 
technostress (Wang & Li, 2019).
Research by Safaria (2013) made several 
interesting fi ndings on work stress among 
lecturers. Based on the research, seven 
categories of stressors were found 
concerning lecturers’ work stress, which 
are inadequate role occupancy, increasing 
work demands, defi cient role preparedness, 
insuffi cient role support, role ambiguity, role 
confl ict, and work-family confl ict. According 
to other studies, most academics in other 
countries have similar levels of high stress 
due to their professions. Research by Shen 
and Slater (2021) in the United Kingdom 
reported that a large proportion of academics 
were stressed and had poor emotional well-
being. A study from China reported that 
almost all of the academic staff were stressed 
(Han et al., 2020). Similarly, the results of 
studies in Australia and Canada found 
increased stress to be a growing concern 
(Sabagh et al., 2018).
Hence, this research is intended to study 
work stress levels among lecturers in an ODL 
institution in Malaysia during the Covid-19 
pandemic.

continued on next page...

Objective

The main objective of this research is to 
analyse the level of work stress among 
lecturers at an ODL university in Malaysia.

Method 

In this research, an exploratory study using 
a cross-sectional online survey was carried 
out to examine work stress involving 66 full-
time academics at an ODL institution. The 
survey was conducted entirely online. The 
academics who took part in the research were 
from three faculties: Faculty of Education and 
Social Sciences (FESS), Faculty of Business 
and Management (FBM), and Faculty of 
Technology and Applied Sciences (FTAS). 

Participants

The Health and Safety Executive 
Management Standards Indicator Tool was 
employed as a research instrument for this 
study. This instrument is often used at the 

Research Instruments
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organisational level to identify work-related stress 
risks and consists of questions related to workload 
and responsibility, relationship with colleagues and 
relationship with the superior; and work condition 
and environment. The instrument consists of 39 items 
and 11 additional items that have been adopted and 
adapted to fi t the Malaysian academic context.

Research Procedures

The data were analysed using the statistical programme IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, 
Version 26.0. The instrument’s cut-off scores were used to categorise workplace stress into 
various levels (low, moderate and high). Firstly, both the frequencies and the percentages of the 
socio-demographic variables were described. Following that, analyses for mean and standard 
deviation were carried out for three different workplace stress constructs.

Data Analyses

The participants were given a Google Form questionnaire that included 
sociodemographic information, The Health and Safety Executive Management 
Standards Indicator Tool, and open-ended questions for feedback on how the 
organisation could improve in order to reduce stress. The participants were invited 
to participate in a survey by email from the Human Resource Department and were 
reminded periodically to complete the survey. The survey was fully voluntary, and the academics’ 
consent was obtained before the survey began. It was made clear to the participants that the 
confi dentiality of their responses would be maintained.
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The total number of participants in this study is 66, comprising 26 male participants (39.4%) and 40 
female participants (60.6%). As reported in Table 1, participants aged 41 to 50 made up the highest 
number of the sample, followed by those aged 51 to 60, 31 to 40, and 61 to 70. In terms of seniority, 
there were 31 senior lecturers (47%), 28 lecturers (42.4%) and 7 associate professors (10.6%). In 
terms of faculty, FESS had the highest number of participants at 24 (36.4%), followed by FTAS at 22 
(33.3%) and FBM at 20 (30.3%).

continued on next page...

Results 

Demographic of the participants

Frequency Percentage %

Age:

31-40 15 22.7

41-50 28 42.4

51-60 18 27.3

61-70 5 7.6

Gender:

Male 26 39.4

Female 40 60.6
Faculty:

FESS 24 36.4

FTAS 22 33.3

FBM 20 30.3

Seniority Level:

Lecturer 28 42.4

Senior Lecturer 31 47.0

Associate Professor 7 10.6

Table 1. Demographic 
Background of 

Respondents
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Table 2 presents the means and standard deviations of three workplace stress constructs based on three different faculties. The workplace 
stress constructs are workload and responsibility (WLR), work relationship with colleagues and superior (WR), and work condition and 
environment (WCE). Based on the analysis, all three faculties  demonstrated high WLR workplace stress construct where FESS (M=47.25, 
SD=4.829), FTAS (M=47.71, SD=5.72) and FBM (M=47.60, SD=5.040). For WR workplace stress construct, all three faculties scored an 
average level where FESS (M=39.20, SD=6.36), FTAS (M=38.38, SD=5.22) and FBM (M=38.60, SD=4.48). Lastly, for the WCE workplace stress 
construct, all three faculties scored a low level where FESS (M=21.79, SD=3.175), FTAS (M=20.95, SD= 3.81) and FBM (M=22.70, SD=2.47).

continued on next page...

Faculty Workplace Stress Constructs Scores Mean SD Workplace Stress Level

FESS WLR 47.25 4.829 High

WR 39.20 6.36 Average

WCE 21.79 3.175 Low

FTAS WLR 47.71 5.72 High

WR 38.38 5.22 Average
WCE 20.95 3.81 Low

FBM WLR 47.60 5.040 High
WR 38.60 4.48 Average

WCE 22.70 2.47 Low

Table 2. Mean and 
Standard Deviation 

Scores for Workplace 
Stress Constructs

Discussion

Overall, the research indicated that academic staff, regardless of the faculty they work in, experience high levels of stress at work due to their 
workload and responsibilities. This fi nding is aligned with the study conducted by Gebisa et al (2020). In that study, the research outcome 
demonstrated that current evidence indicates that the world of education is a highly stressful occupation. Clear variations are noticed in terms 
of workplace stressors, and it should be highlighted that workload and responsibility are the main contributors to workplace stress among 
academic staff at this ODL university compared to other stressors.

Furthermore, these fi ndings are consistent with other studies conducted since the onset of the pandemic, which suggest that academic staff 
suffered from stress during the lockdown (Besser et al., 2022). The current fi ndings are also consistent with a study conducted by Nor Amalina 
et al. (2016) at a different university in Malaysia, which may help to explain why academic staff are under a lot of stress given the same nature of 
their jobs in universities even before the Covid-19 pandemic.



38

continued on next page...

On the other hand, another  possible explanation is that higher education academics frequently perform multiple responsibilities at once, which 
makes it diffi cult for them to manage their workload and leads to stress (Isa & Palpanadan, 2020). This may be why most academics talked 
about heavy workloads, which include teaching, research, publications and community service. This, in turn, could be related to the fact that 
intensive work prolongs the high workload, interferes with leisure activities, causes too much physical and mental fatigue to perform to the best 
of their ability, and, as a result, increases the production of stress hormones (Maslach & Leiter, 2016).

Workplace stress is a risk that could end up being a liability for the organisation because it can lead to illnesses, which result in high absence 
rates, high staff turnover, and low productivity (Watts & Robertson, 2011). High levels of workplace stress have been linked to an increased risk 
of cardiovascular disease (Sara et al., 2018). Compared to those who reported low levels of work-related stress, those who reported high levels 
of occupational stress reported more than twice the risk of developing cardiovascular disease (Wilson et al., 2014).

Therefore, ODL institutions should develop wellness and stress management methods to reduce the amount of occupational stress experienced 
by their academic staff. Redesigning the academics’ job to promote role clarity and providing enough support resources are two potential 
strategies that could reduce the pressures that are inherently present in higher education institutions.

Conclusion

Although this study successfully provided essential data on work-related stress among academic staff, a number of limitations were observed. 
The likelihood of under- or over-reporting could not be ruled out as this cross-sectional study relied on self-reported questionnaire data. The 
study’s fi ndings also are only applicable to the faculty members of an ODL university in Malaysia. Despite these limitations, this study was able 
to produce a reasonably accurate assessment of the levels of work stress experienced by academic staff at the university researched. The 
fi ndings should alert the management of the ODL university on employee well-being as an important agenda to promote work-life balance.
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Overview

The purpose of this paper is to 
examine prospective learners’ 
perceptions on the usage of 
effective market segmentation 
strategies for advertisements 
related to open and distance 
learning (ODL). A descriptive study 
was conducted to assess the preferences 
based on generational cohorts. Self-
administered questionnaires were used to 
obtain meaningful data from 282 potential 
learners in Malaysia. The potential learners 
were working adults based on generational 
cohorts, namely, Gen Z, Gen Y, Gen X, and 
Baby Boomers. The study was conducted 
from October to December 2020. 
Based on the analysis, considerations 
of the substantiality of the market and 
accessibility between ODL institutions and 
the market were viewed by the majority 
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of the respondents as more effective 
than considerations of responsiveness 
and identifi ability. However, standardised 
path coeffi cients have shown that all the 
variables are signifi cant predictors of 
effective market segmentation. Therefore, 
it is important to develop creative and 
emotionally appealing advertisements to 
attract a wider audience’s attention and fi t 
in the context of their lifestyle. This study 
is signifi cant because it will be assisting 
ODL institutions to be more focused on 
designing their advertising messages and 
understanding the preferred types of ODL 
marketing communication. The study 
also adds to the literature of marketing. 
The fi ndings have strong implications 
for both academia and ODL institutions, 
particularly on the aspect of prospective 
learners’ opinions pertaining to effective 
market segmentation.
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Introduction

In a competitive business environment, 
market segmentation is crucial (Martin, 

2011). Market segmentation 
divides a consumer market 
into well-defi ned parts. A market 
segment consists of a group of consumers 
who share a similar set of needs and 
wants (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). 
Identifying relevant consumer segments 
and deciding which to serve is a prominent 
business challenge. Regardless of the 
type of market segmentation used by 
the organisation, the end objective is to 
create a marketing advertising initiative 
that works within the context of a specifi c 
segment.

Numerous statistical methods have been 
employed to develop the market segments 
(Grover et al., 2011). Typically, after a 
company has defi ned its market segment 
opportunities, it must decide which one 
to pursue and how broad it should be. In 
order to recognise clearer, better-defi ned 
target audiences, companies often 
combine multiple variables. However, 
not all segmentation schemes are useful 
(Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). An ODL 
institution, for example, could divide 
prospective students into male and female 
students, but not based on the colour of 
their hair, as this has no effect on their 

decision to pursue studies. As a result, the 
market is now only minimally segmentable 
from a marketing perspective.

Hence, to be successful, a company 
must pay close attention to at least 
four main market segmentation criteria. 
The criteria include considerations for 
substantiality, identifi ability, accessibility, 
and responsiveness (Donovan & Henley, 
2012; Lamb et al., 2011). A marketing 
programme must be developed based on 
the suggested key performance indicators. 
This is to ensure that the targeted segment 
will have a slew of advantages that will 
help the company stay afl oat in the 
marketplace.

The online distance learning has become 
a new learning trend since the outbreak 
of the Covid-19 pandemic (Bao, 2020; 
Favale et al., 2020). The learning process 
is currently moving beyond the existing 
physical classroom setting. On the positive 
side, ODL offers at least four benefi ts: 
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personalised lifelong learning programmes, 
valuable social networks, and time and 
cost savings for both institutions and 
learners. In fact, many conventional face-
to-face universities have advised their 
students to enrol for online courses to 
kick start a smooth transition into the new 
learning culture (QS Rankings, 2020). The 
number of existing online programmes 
also show an increasing trend. However, 
it is also important to understand that to 
market ODL programmes, effective market 
segmentation is crucial. 

Currently, only a few studies have looked 
into market segmentation criteria. Is 
effective segmentation solely based on 
factors such as substantiality, identifi ability, 
accessibility, and responsiveness? Or, 
are there other elements that are also 
important when segmenting customers? 
The fact is, higher learning institutions are 
competing with each other to obtain more 
students. Creativity in advertisements 
and effective market segmentation are of 
utmost importance, especially for ODL 
institutions. 

However, there are not many studies 
looking at the marketing aspect of ODL 
programmes (Faridi & Ouseph, 2014). 
Hence, this study is signifi cant for its 
evaluation of prospective learners’ views 
to determine a more effi cient way to 
group and choose an appropriate target 
market. In the end, this will increase the 

intake of ODL institutions in Malaysia, 
such as Open University Malaysia 
(OUM). Every year, OUM allocates a 
signifi cant amount of budget for marketing 
activities. Since its fi rst inception, OUM 
management perceived marketing as an 
effective technique to create awareness 
on its 55 academic programmes. The 
existing marketing strategy brought in 
26,000 active learners in the system, 
but the numbers are fl uctuating every 
year. To ensure a consistent fi gure, the 
management believes that there must be 
a strong mechanism related to market 
segmentation and promotional activities. 
The university is very serious in making 
strategic efforts. By harnessing the 
impactful usage of marketing resources 
known to be important in the ODL 
environment, it hopes to create and 
maintain sustainability through competitive 
advantage. Therefore, the fi ndings of this 
study may help ODL institutions to gain a 
better and more useful understanding of 
their future marketing strategies.
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Knowing the clients, offering them what 
they want or will want, establishing close 
relationships with channel affi liates and 
co-marketing partners, and engaging via 
extremely focused advertising channels 
such as event sponsorship, digital web 
pages, direct newsletters, and trade 
magazines are all examples of market 
segmentation (Lamb et al., 2011). To put it 
another way, it is a scientifi c approach to 
actually comprehend consumers.

When it comes to segmenting their 
prospective students, ODL institutions 
must take a distinct path. The market has 
been split into three segments: mature 
students, high school graduates, and 
recent foreign students, each of whom 
consider various considerations when 
selecting a university (Constantinides & 
Stagno, 2011). Nevertheless, although 
these three main segments are typical to 
a university, the marketing segmentation 

Understanding 

Effective Market 

Segmentation for ODL 

Institutions

Substantiality and 

Effective Market 

Segmentation

Substantiality refers to the segment that 
must be suffi ciently large and profi table to 
be economically viable for an organisation 
(Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). It typifi es 
that a segment should be the largest 
possible homogenous group worth 
going after with a tailored programme.  A 
segment should also be large enough 
to warrant developing and maintaining 
a special marketing mix (Lamb et al., 
2011).  Substantiality is a common way 
of directing the value of segmenting 
opportunity and, as a result, achieving the 

should further mean something, and must 
indicate the relevance of the programmes 
being marketed (Angulo et al., 2010). 

A number of authors have suggested four 
requirements for effective segmentation, 
such as substantiality, identifi ability 
and measurability, accessibility and 
responsiveness (Lamb et al., 2011). These 
four parameters will be explained further in 
the following sections.

education. 
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organisation’s goal. According to previous analysis, substantiality must explicitly address the 
organisation’s goals, to reduce the possibility of designing unsuccessful and ineffi cient targeting 
via segmentation (Pires & Stanton, 2000). Additionally, the organisation’s top management 
should be actively involved in the market segmentation process from the beginning. Previous 
studies have shown a positive and signifi cant effect between substantiality and the effectiveness 
of market segmentation (Finne & Grönroos, 2017; Foedermayr & Diamantopoulos, 2008). Other 
studies have also found a signifi cant effect, but they have also stated that the effect must be 
enhanced by another factor, such as integrated marketing communication and technology 
advancement (Finne & Grönroos, 2017; Tancharoen, 2016).  Hence, this study suggests the 
following hypothesis: 

H1: There is a positive and signifi cant relationship between substantiality and effective 
market segmentation for ODL institutions.

Previous studies have detailed that a higher household discretionary income would determine 
the preference for progressive goods and services, and the spending of a lower proportion 
of the household budgets on basic commodities such as food. There are also substantial 
differences between the urban and rural segments, particularly in terms of household income. 
Women’s participation and the reduction of child dependants would also infl uence a market. 
Interestingly, literacy rate would suggest a raising notice for education (Martins et al., 2017). 

Previous studies have profi led the university segments into categories such as suburban 
retirement, suburban empty nesters, low status family, urban retirement, suburban welfare 
and mid-status suburban (Rindfl eish & Sheridan, 2003). The application of segment profi ling is 
deemed to be a simple and cost-effective technique. Existing studies have shown a positive 
relationship between identifi ability and effective market segmentation. However, the relationship 
has been varied in magnitude, ranging from weak to moderate (Donovan & Henley, 2012; Grover 
et al., 2011). Thus, this study proposes the following hypothesis: 

H2: There is a positive and signifi cant relationship between identifi ability and effective market 
segmentation for ODL institutions. 

Identifi ability and Effective Market Segmentation
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Accessibility is the degree to which a segment can be effectively reached and served (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). This largely rests upon the 
ability of an organisation to direct its marketing efforts at a particular segment. Media coverage, distribution, and the infl uence of behavioural 
factors, all require evaluation. It is also important to choose a media mix that will reach the target segment both economically and effi ciently. 
Similarly, the distribution network chosen must be effective in reaching sub-segments. Using customised marketing mixes, the fi rm must 
be able to reach members of targeted segments (Lamb et al., 2011). The main concerns in accessibility are related to the optimisation of 
the budget at hand and reaching out to differentiated and mass targeted audiences. However, previous studies have shown a positive and 
signifi cant relationship between accessibility and effective market segmentation (Lissitsa & Kol, 2016; Martin, 2011). Therefore, this study 
proposes the following hypothesis:

H3: There is a positive and signifi cant relationship between accessibility and effective market segmentation for ODL institutions.

Accessibility and Effective Market Segmentation

Responsiveness and Effective Market Segmentation

Market responsiveness could be raised when the management sets emphasis on gaining customer response. To develop market 
responsiveness, the ODL fi rm should address customers’ needs, and take the actions needed to meet those needs. A formalised, disciplined 
process is required. It would enable a fi rm to identify what is most important for the customers, and create the opportunity to distinguish the 
fi rm against the competitors. Besides the management’s internal efforts to increase market responsiveness, consumers in the market segment 
need to also be responsive to the products and services that are intended for them.  Apparently, corporate credibility and endorser credibility 
have a signifi cant infl uence on consumers’ attitude (including consumers’ purchase intention) towards the advertisements and brands. This 
information may thus be used to develop an effective marketing communication strategy (Goldsmith et al., 2000). Previous studies have shown 
a positive and signifi cant relationship between responsiveness and effective market segmentation, but they have also stated that it must be 
enhanced by another factor, such as technology effi cacy and media channels (Lissitsa & Kol, 2016; Parment, 2013). Thus, this study suggests 
the following hypothesis:

H4: There is a positive and signifi cant relationship between responsiveness and effective market segmentation for ODL institutions.
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Each generation is commonly infl uenced by the time and environment in which they grew up. Existing studies have found that different 
generational cohorts will have different attitudes. They also behave differently due to the age gap and different social interactions. However, 
they will share the same outlooks and values (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). Marketers will develop an effective market segment to reach their 
targeted audience. 

This study is based on age groups to examine prospective learners’ perceptions of effective market segmentation and the preferred types of 
marketing communications for ODL institutions. The inclusion of generational cohorts in this study is important as a source of reference in the 
future. Any similarities in differences of opinion will be highlighted in this study. Table 1 indicates the common generational cohorts as proposed 
by Lissitsa and Kol (2016). 

Generational Cohorts

Generation Year of Birth

Gen Z 1995 – 2015
Gen Y (Millennial) 1980 – 1994
Gen X 1965 – 1979

Baby Boomers 1944 – 1964

Table 1. Groups of 
consumers based on 

generation (Source: 
(Lissitsa & Kol, 2016))

Objectives of the Research

The researchers have established two goals to be accomplished based on the study’s context. The following are the objectives:

 RO1:  To assess which market segmentation criteria is effective, as perceived by the prospective ODL learners.

 RO2:  To examine the most effective market segmentation criteria that would be focused upon by the ODL institutions in their marketing  
  communication activities.
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Research Method

This research focuses on the analyses that are relevant to achieve the aforementioned two objectives. As of August 2020, the total workforce 
in Malaysia, also the potential learners of ODL, was recorded at 15.9 million. Self-administered questionnaires were distributed to a sample of 
350 participants from the population. Convenience sampling technique was adopted as the method of collecting data, because this approach 
is convenient, accessible to the researchers, and requires a low budget. Data were collected from October to December 2020. A total of 282 
valid responses were obtained for this study and the response rate was 80.57 percent.  The measured items were adapted and modifi ed from 
past studies related to market segmentation. The respondents were required to provide background details related to age, gender, education 
level, and occupation. The other developed measured items were based on variables such as substantiality, identifi ability, accessibility, 
responsiveness, and effective market segmentation for ODL institutions. 

To examine the respondents’ profi les and their perception on market 
segmentation, data obtained from the questionnaire were analysed 
using SPSS Version 22.0. SMARTPLS was further used to examine the 
variance of the target endogenous variable, inner model path coeffi cient 
sizes, outer model loadings, indicator reliability, internal consistency, 
convergent validity, discriminant validity, and structural path signifi cance 
in bootstrapping.

Findings

A thorough analysis was conducted to understand the 
prospective ODL learners’ views on effective market 
segmentation.   

As can be seen in Table 2, the number of respondents 
who work in the public sector is as high as the number 
of those who work in the private sector. With the 
increasing number of civil servants in Malaysia, this 
statistic is common. However, it can also be seen that 
the percentage of respondents who are unemployed 
is considerably high. Perhaps, this could be because 
many of them are still searching for a suitable job or 

Demographic Characteristics Fequency Percentage

Generational Cohort (n=282)
Below 25 years old (Gen Z) 64 22.70

26 – 40 years old (Gen Y) 92 32.63

41 – 55 years old (Gen X) 85 30.14

56 – 76 years old (Baby Boomers) 41 14.54
Educational Level (n=282)

LCE/SRP/PMR 15 5.32
MCE/SPM 35 12.41
HSC/STPM 20 7.09
Certifi cate 18 6.38

Diploma 35 12.41

Bachelor Degree 101 35.82

Masters 58 20.57

Occupation (n=282)

Private Sector 103 36.52

Public Sector 101 35.82

Self-Employed 41 14.54

Unemployed 37 13.12

Table 2. 
Demographical 

Characteristics of the 
Respondents
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considering to pursue their studies. Meanwhile, easy access to education has brought about equal opportunities for many people to obtain a 
higher degree. This research discovered a good trend in education, with a total of 68.8 percent of the respondents having tertiary education. 
The remaining 31.2 percent still have an opportunity to pursue their tertiary education through ODL with admission through the Accreditation of 
Prior Experiential Learning (APEL).

Academic qualifi cation is important in this research as it may indicate how the potential learners look at effective market segmentation. The 
majority of the respondents are from Gen Y, between 41-55 years old (32.63 percent). For OUM, it is notable that the high percentage of Gen X 
(41 – 55 years old) and Gen Z (below 25 years old) offer a good opportunity for institutional sustainability.

Figure 1 indicates that the coeffi cient of determination (R2) for the EFF endogenous latent variable is 0.460. This means that the four latent 
variables (SUB, IDN, RES, and ACS) moderately explain the variance in EFF (46.0%). The inner model path coeffi cient suggests that SUB has 
the strongest effect on EFF (0.357), followed by ACS (0.220), RES (0.157), and IDN (0.110). The hypothesised path between SUB, IDN, RES, 
and ACS are statistically signifi cant. All standardised path coeffi cients are above 0.1. Hence, it can be concluded that SUB, IDN, RES, and ACS 
directly predict EFF.

Figure 1. SMARTPLS 
refl ective model for 

effective market 
segmentation, 

as perceived by 
prospective OUM 

learners

Note: SUB – Substantiality, IDN – Identifi ability, RES – Responsiveness, ACS – Accessibility, EFF – Effectiveness
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Latent 
Variable

Indicators Outer 
Loadings

Indicator 
Loadings

Composite 
Reliability

AVE

ACS ACS1 0.8744 0.7646 0.8317 0.7121
ACS2 0.8122 0.6597

EFF EFF1 0.7608 0.5788 0.7695 0.6257

EFF2 0.8202 0.6727

IDN IDN1 0.7753 0.6011 0.8141 0.5940

IDN2 0.7229 0.5226

IDN3 0.8115 0.6585
RES RES1 0.8635 0.7456 0.7703 0.6284

RES2 0.7150 0.5112
SUB SUB1 0.8131 0.6611 0.7787 0.5377

SUB2 0.7838 0.6143

Table 3. A summary of 
results for the refl ective 

outer model

Table 3 indicates that all composite reliabilities are greater than 0.70. This means that the measured items have internal reliability consistency. 
As for the convergent reliability, all average variance extracted (AVE) are higher than 0.50 (Hair et al., 2014).

Indicators AVE Square 
Root

ACS 0.7121 0.8439

EFF 0.6257 0.7910

IDN 0.5940 0.7707

RES 0.6284 0.7927

SUB 0.5377 0.7333
Table 4. Discriminant 

validity

ACS EFF IDN RES SUB

ACS 0.8439

EFF 0.5126 0.7910

IDN 0.3877 0.4923 0.7707

RES 0.3622 0.4885 0.7372 0.7927

SUB 0.5414 0.6070 0.5081 0.4779 0.7333

Table 5. Fornell-
Larcker criterion 

analysis for 
discriminant validity

Tables 4 and 5 show that the “square root” of AVE of each latent variable are greater than the correlations among the latent variables. This also 
indicates that the measure of constructs are not highly related to each other (Hair et al., 2014).
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Path T-Statistics

ACS -> EFF 3.7118

IDN -> EFF 1.9708

RES -> EFF 2.7675

SUB -> EFF 6.8387

Table 6. Checking the 
signifi cance level of 

the inner model using 
bootstrapping

Table 6 indicates that the ACS -> ENT, IDN -> EFF, RES -> EFF, 
and SUB -> EFF t-statistics are greater than 1.96. Therefore, all 
variables have shown the evidence of a signifi cant relationship. This is 
consistent with the earlier assessment using the refl ective PLS-SEM 
model. 

Hypothesis Statement Results

H1 There is a positive and sig-
nifi cant relationship between 
substantiality and effective 
market segmentation for ODL 
institutions.

Supported

H2 There is a positive and sig-
nifi cant relationship between 
identifi ability and effective 
market segmentation for ODL 
institutions.

Supported

H3 There is a positive and sig-
nifi cant relationship between 
accessibility and effective 
market segmentation for ODL 
institutions.

Supported

H4 There is a positive and sig-
nifi cant relationship between 
responsiveness and effective 
market segmentation for ODL 
institutions.

Supported

Table 7. Summary 
results of the 

hypothesis testing

Table 7 portrays a summary of results from the hypothesis 
testing. It was found that all hypotheses are supported. 
This is perhaps due to the reason that the prospective 
learners perceived that in order to be effective, the marketing 
communication must substantially reach the segment. 
Therefore, an integrated marketing communication must 
be properly planned to standardise the message across 
the media channels. The ODL institutions must ensure that 
the segment must be effectively reached and served. In 
the meantime, effective programmes must be formulated 
to attract and serve the market segment. Hence, the fi rst 
research objective is achieved.
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SUB IDN RES ACS

Gen Z 9.54% 3.05% 4.20% 5.34%

Gen Y 16.79% 3.44% 4.96% 7.63%

Gen X 18.70% 4.20% 3.44% 5.34%

BB 5.73% 3.05% 2.29% 2.29%

Total 50.76% 13.74% 14.89% 20.61%

Table 8. Generational 
cohort and perception 

on effective market 
segmentation

Table 8 portrays that all generations highly perceived 
substantiality of the market as an effective strategy in market 
segmentation. Meanwhile, accessibility between the ODL 
institutions and prospective learners is also found to be 
important enough to capture a signifi cant amount of attention. 
Another interesting fi nding is that Gen Z and Y viewed that the 
ability of the ODL institutions to reach them and respond to their 
questions is very important. This means that ODL institutions 
must be creative in their marketing communication strategy, 
especially by approaching the prospective learners via social 
media such as YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. This 
is also applicable to traditional media channels such as TV, radio, 
newspaper, and outdoor advertising. Thus, the second research 
objective is achieved.

Impact of the Research

With the growing concern about marketing communication strategies, ODL institutions have also stepped in to consider an effective market 
segmentation that would promote the university and its programmes to the right market. The results of this study portray a unique perspective, 
that of Malaysian prospective learners, towards market segmentation strategies in the media channels. An empirical investigation has 
confi rmed that the majority of the generational cohorts perceived that substantiality, accessibility, responsiveness, and identifi ability are 
important elements in market segmentation. This is consistent with the research fi ndings by Finne and Gronroos (2017) and Foedermayr and 
Diamantopoulos (2008). Hence, to attract more audience in the future, ODL advertisements must incorporate all the variables tested in this 
study. However, priority should be given to the substantiality and accessibility of the market segment. This is in tandem with research fi ndings, 
which have also discovered that the majority of Malaysian consumers would love to attach themselves with marketing activities, opinions and 
beliefs that are consistent with their own circles.
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Overview

In recent years, the use of virtual orientation has become increasingly 
popular in the higher education sector. The number of learners enrolled in 

online courses has grown rapidly over the last decade, and this number is expected to grow 
signifi cantly in the coming years. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, many educational institutions 
were seen to change their mode of learning from physical and traditional classes to online 
learning. Even in Malaysia, some universities still prefer to conduct their teaching and learning 
online for certain programmes.

Despite the increased number of learners enrolling in online courses, there is a concern 
that learners new to online learning can quickly feel lost and socially isolated. According to 
McInerny and Robert’s (2004) study, failure to address the feelings of loss and social separation 
experienced by students in online learning environments may result in them dropping out in 
subsequent years.

Orientation is the foundation for new learners in any higher educational institution as it helps 
them develop a positive learning experience, especially in online courses. The orientation 
programme is crucial for Open and Distance Learning (ODL) institutions like Open University 
Malaysia since our learners are non-traditional adult learners. Virtual orientation allows learners 
to access orientation programmes from anywhere and anytime. It allows learners to experience 
programmes at their own pace, which can be highly benefi cial. However, developing content for 
virtual orientation can be challenging and requires careful planning and execution. This article will 
explore the process, benefi ts and challenges of virtual orientation development for new learners.
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Key Concepts

Virtual orientation programmes have become increasingly common in 
online learning environments to facilitate learners’ adjustment to the 
virtual learning environment. These programmes provide learners with information on 
the institution’s policies, procedures, support services and an introduction to the virtual learning 
environment. Several key concepts are associated with the development of virtual orientation 
programmes. 

One critical concept is learner engagement. A study conducted by Cavanagh et al. (2016) found 
that virtual orientation programmes that emphasised learner engagement positively impacted 
learners’ satisfaction, motivation, and sense of community. The incorporation of interactive 
activities and social networking tools into the virtual orientation programme can enhance 
learners’ engagement.

Another critical concept is learner support. Zhang et al. (2020) found that virtual orientation 
programmes that emphasised learner support positively impacted learners’ satisfaction, 
retention, and academic performance. Education institutions should provide learners with 
information on available support services and establish mechanisms for ongoing support 
throughout the course.

Needs assessment is a critical component of virtual orientation programme development. 
Wang et al. (2019) found that needs assessment can help institutions identify the specifi c 
needs of learners and tailor the virtual orientation programmes accordingly. It is suggested 
that institutions should conduct a needs assessment before developing the virtual orientation 
programme to ensure that it meets the specifi c needs of the learners. 

Technology and platform are also critical considerations in developing virtual orientation 
programmes. A study by Zinskie and Meixner (2019) found that technical issues and 
compatibility with different devices and platforms can impact the effectiveness of virtual 
orientation programmes. Institutions should ensure the virtual orientation programme is 
accessible and user-friendly on various devices and platforms. Alavi, Yoo, and Vogel (1997) 
examined the role of technology in the success of virtual orientation programmes and found 
that multimedia and interactive technology effectively engaged learners and facilitated their 
understanding of the virtual learning environment.
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Finally, assessment and evaluation are also critical components of virtual orientation 
programmes. DellaVecchia and Bohnert (2016) found that ongoing assessment and evaluation 
can help institutions identify areas for improvement and ensure that the virtual orientation 
programme meets learners’ needs – the importance of continuous assessment and evaluation to 
ensure that the virtual orientation programme remains effective.

Many researchers emphasised the importance of orientation programmes for new learners, as 
these programmes can signifi cantly impact learner retention and persistence rates. For example, 
Engle & Schutt (2013) stated that orientation helps learners persist and increase retention rates. 
However, with the Covid-19 pandemic forcing universities to conduct orientation programmes 
online, it has become even more crucial to have an effectively designed virtual orientation 
programme.

In a study conducted by Conklin and Taylor (2014), the effectiveness of a virtual orientation 
programme for new online learners can be explored in this study. It was found that the virtual 
orientation programme successfully increased learners’ confi dence in using the virtual learning 
environment. It is suggested that virtual orientation programmes should include information 
on time management, communication skills, and strategies for online learning success. A 
recent study by Lowenthal, Dunlap, and Snelson (2017) explored the effectiveness of a virtual 
orientation programme that included socialisation and community-building activities. They 
found that the virtual orientation programme positively impacted learners’ sense of community, 
engagement, and satisfaction with the online learning environment. Hwang and Kim (2015) 
examined the impact of a virtual orientation programme on learners’ satisfaction and retention in 
online courses. They found that the virtual orientation programme positively impacted learners’ 
satisfaction and retention, particularly for learners new to online learning.
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Objectives of the 

Research

There are many benefi ts to having an online orientation 
programme. Firstly, virtual orientation programmes offer 
increased convenience and accessibility for learners, as they 
can participate from anywhere and at any time that suits their 
schedule. Secondly, a self-paced online orientation programme 
gives learners more control over their learning experience, 
enabling them to choose when and how they want to engage 
with the content. This fl exibility can benefi t learners who prefer 
to work independently and those who may have work or family 
commitments that limit their availability.

The primary objective of this research is to develop a virtual 
orientation programme using the ADDIE model (Analysis, 
Design, Development, Implementation, and Evaluation) and to 
explore its effects on new learners’ understanding of the content 
and their overall experience completing the programme. The 
ADDIE model is a widely used instructional design framework that 
allows for a structured and systematic approach to developing 
instructional materials. By using this model, we aim to develop 
a virtual orientation programme that is effective, engaging, and 
promotes self-paced learning.

Development 

Method
This project aims to develop an effective virtual orientation 
programme for new learners using the ADDIE model, a systematic 
and iterative process consisting of fi ve phases: analysis, 
design, development, implementation, and evaluation. The 
ADDIE model, as shown in Figure 1, is widely accepted and 
researched worldwide and is adaptable to different instructional 
environments, making it ideal for integrating technology into 
instruction.

Figure 1. ADDIE Model

Phase 1: Analysis

Phase 2: Design

Phase 3: Development

Phase 4: Implementation

Phase 5: Evaluation
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To begin the project, a need assessment and context analysis was conducted to identify the requirements of the virtual orientation. Four project 
goals were identifi ed: to welcome new learners, provide an induction to the programme, provide an overview of the learning environment, and 
introduce available academic and administrative support systems. The challenges learners face in online learning, such as adaptability, feelings 
of isolation, and self-directedness were also identifi ed.

The structure and content of the virtual orientation were designed based on the fl ow, as in Figure 2, that integrates several key areas to support 
the transition of learners from their current environment to online learning environments. Visual and instructional design principles such as 
balance, unity, proximity, contrast, emphasis, and alignment were used to create an intuitive navigation path for learners.

Figure 2. Structure of 
Virtual Orientation

A development team consisting of web designers, video creators and editors, a 360-video developer, and a graphic designer was set up 
to create the content. After approximately half of the project time was devoted to content development, a prototype was presented to the 
stakeholders for feedback and approval. 

The development phase has been completed and awaiting testing due to administrative constraints. The virtual orientation programme will be 
tested with new learners to evaluate its effectiveness. A survey was developed and built into the virtual orientation programme to capture their 
understanding of the virtual orientation contents, and learners will be required to give feedback to share their thoughts on the programme. This 
input will then be analysed to understand how the virtual orientation programme affects learners’ understanding of the learning environment, 
the types of support provided by the university, and how to get in touch should they need further support.

In addition, student attrition data before and after the introduction of the virtual orientation programme will be compared to determine the 
programme’s effectiveness. 

Ultimately, the fi ndings of this research will provide educators with practical strategies for creating effective virtual orientation programmes 
that engage learners and promote self-paced learning. By understanding the key factors contributing to the success of virtual orientation 
programmes, institutions can ensure that new learners have a positive experience and are equipped with the knowledge and skills they need to 
succeed in their academic journey.
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Output, Further 

Findings and 

Discussion

The project was successfully completed by developing a virtual orientation programme embedded with assessment, certifi cation and feedback. 
Feedback and further fi ndings from the delivery of the programme are expected to contribute to better understanding of the effectiveness 
of virtual orientation programmes in increasing learner engagement and retention rates. The research will provide insights into the factors 
contributing to the success of virtual orientation programmes and the challenges the development team faces in developing and delivering 
these programmes.

Preliminary fi ndings suggest virtual orientation programmes effectively increase learner engagement and retention rates. Learners appreciate 
the convenience and fl exibility of virtual orientation programmes, which allow them to complete the programme at their own pace. Additionally, 
the ability to repeat content and skip sections they feel could be more helpful enhances their learning experience.

The research also identifi es several factors that are expected to contribute to the success of virtual orientation programmes, including the 
quality of the content, design, and delivery. Effective virtual orientation programmes have engaging, informative, and well-designed content that 
is easy to comprehend. They also use interactive and multimedia elements to enhance the learning experience.

Several challenges in developing and delivering virtual orientation programmes have also been identifi ed. These include the need for more 
resources, technical issues, and the need to update and revise the content constantly. Various strategies were used to overcome these 
challenges, including collaborating with faculty members and leveraging technology to enhance the learning experience. Ideally, the programme 
should append a series of videos connecting learners to their programme directors for effective engagement. This can be initiated once the 
programme is tested and improved.
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Impact of the Research

The impact of this research is far-reaching, as it provides essential insights into the development and implementation of virtual orientation 
programmes. With the Covid-19 pandemic forcing educational institutions to shift to online learning, virtual orientation programmes have 
become increasingly important in ensuring learners have a smooth transition to their new learning environment. Educational institutions can 
use the fi ndings of this study to inform the development and implementation of their virtual orientation programmes. By conducting a thorough 
needs assessment, developing engaging and relevant content, selecting appropriate technology and platform, and implementing assessment 
and evaluation strategies, institutions can create effective virtual orientation programmes that enhance learners’ learning experience.

The impact of this research extends beyond education, as it also has practical applications in other areas where virtual orientation programmes 
are used, such as in corporate training and onboarding. By applying the principles outlined in this study, organisations can create effective 
virtual orientation programmes that improve the onboarding experience for new employees, resulting in increased productivity and job 
satisfaction.

Furthermore, the impact of this research goes beyond just the development of virtual orientation programmes. The study highlights the 
importance of needs assessment and evaluation in any educational initiative. By conducting needs assessment, educational institutions can 
identify the specifi c needs of their learners and tailor their programmes to meet those needs. Similarly, evaluation strategies can be used to 
assess the effectiveness of educational programmes and make necessary improvements.
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