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HK institute thrives in “open' world

Kamal i a Abdul | ah
IN 1989, the Open Learning Institute of Hong Kong faced a conmunity
unconvi nced of the validity and credibility of open and di stance | ear ni ng.

"They were still saying that the on-canpus student was getting better
education than the of f-canpus student, even though in many cases the
opposite was true," said Associ ate Professor M chael Robertshaw, who has
been with the institute since it started. It was accorded university
status in May this year.

"Tertiary education at that time typified the closed nature of
traditional ivory towers. Existing standards were perceived as dependent
on high entry standards and the quality of conventional education was
taken for granted.

"The introduction of an open education system produced di sbelief that
anyt hing of value coul d be produced there," he said.

"Aware of this, the institute's staff worked hard to address this
m sconception," he added.

The university now offers nore than 50 distance | earni ng degrees and
sub- degree programres to 70,000 adult | earners.

The institute was set up to neet the need for greater access to tertiary
education for working adults and to retrain workers to neet the changes in
i ndustrial and commerci al sectors.

Robert shaw was speaki ng during a pre-conference workshop at the 11th
Annual Conference and Exhi bition of the Asian Association of Open
Universities at the Putra Wrld Trade Centre in Kuala Lunpur.

This was the first time that the conference, on the thenme "Quality
Assurance I n Distance And Qpen Learning”, was being held in Mal aysia. It
was hosted by Institut Teknol ogi Mara and was | aunched by Prine M nister
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad | ast Wednesday.

The New Straits Times is the official newspaper for the conference.

Robert shaw sai d t he Hong Kong Governnment gave the founders of the
institute four nonths to prepare for the first intake.

"There was al so pressure fromstudents for the speedy devel opnent of
programres. They were eager to inprove their qualification and earning
power qui ckly. Many hoped to em grate before the change of sovereignty to
Chi na and educati onal background played a major role in an individual's
eligibility."

He added that the institute used standards and quality systenms from
ot her established di stance education providers and this was a key factor
in the speed with which the school achieved recognition as a provider of
qual ity education

The British Open University played a big part during the early years
t hrough the provision of courses, consultants and sone senior staff.

The institute | ooked to the conparable British OQpen University system
for a starting point, although its indirect influence decreased as the
institution matured.

Robert shaw said that the institute has 60 full-tinme acadeni ci ans who are
hel ped by 750 part-tine tutors. Each tutor supports between 30 and 35
students through tutorials, assignnments and tel ephone contact. "The first
161 students graduated in 1993 and nore than 1,000 graduated in 1995. In
the future, we hope to produce at |east 2,000 graduates every year."

Robert shaw al so said that the perception of quality often depends upon
t he person bei ng asked.



"For exanple, institutions mght think that quality graduates were being
produced but often the enployers feel that students had not been trained
for the job they were supposed to do."

Robert shaw said that the institute established a quality inprovenent
teamto review quality across the institute and to foster a quality
culture in which people took responsibility for quality rather than relied
on formal systens and procedures.

He said one could argue that the institute's managenent shoul d have
proceeded slowy to allowtinme to train staff, evolve quality systens and
encourage a culture of "getting it right the first tinme".

"However, a slower pace would have required “quality' time - sonething
that none of the custoners would allow or could afford, " he said.

"The Governnent wanted an expansion in adult education quickly and at
m ni mal cost.

Students wanted to graduate quickly, external reviewers wanted quality
systems in place i medi ately and conpetitors were always ready to take
over the market." Robertshaw said the institute's solution to the
questions of quality during the first few years m ght not have been the
best, but they ensured that students were provided with a high quality
education of international standing.
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