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IT literacy not restricted to elite segnent of society

Sanat h Sukumar an
RECENTLY, Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad | aunched the
Nati onal I T Awareness Canpaign thened "I T As a Culture”.

Whi | e nost Mal aysi ans are excited about this whole idea of MSC
Cyberjaya, etc, we nust not allow ourselves to be caught in this wave of
technol ogi cal hype. | feel that many Ml aysi ans have failed to grasp what
the Prime M nister said.

Hs aimis to nobilise society, the young, the old, the urban and the
rural people to join arns in supporting the nation's initiative in
har nessi ng i nformati on technol ogy.

However, this cannot be said of the present society. Dr Mahathir's
nmessage was clear - | T literacy is not restricted to an elite segnent of
our society, it nmust reach the nmsses.

The Government has played its part but public response is anything but
satisfactory. It is inportant for the public to understand t he fundanental
need for IT literacy and what is expected of them

Having said that, it would be nisleading to define IT literacy in a
broad sense since it varies fromone to the other. For exanple, today's
executives nust be able to e-mail and do word processing. These two skills
are the mninmumthat an executive nust acconplish before he or she could
termhinself or herself conputer-literate.

On the other hand, sal es executives who often give presentations should
be capabl e of using and mastering presentation software such as M crosoft
Power Poi nt or Lotus Freelance in their day-to-day activities.

Tengku Mohd Azzman Shariffadeen, president and CEO of M nps Berhad, in
an interview w th Managenent Tines (NST, Cct 28), reveal ed an excell ent
benchmark with respect to creating an I T-literate society. He stated that

there were essentially four levels of IT literacy - operational literacy,
information literacy, know edge literacy, and social and cultura
literacy.

The Governnent's initial target is to achieve the first level which is
operational literacy - the ability to operate a personal conputer, the

network and send mail via the Internet. In addition to that, the
operational level of literacy should al so enconpass the need to acquire
addi tional skills along the lines of technol ogical advancenent.

The ultimate goal towards creating an I T-literate society was well
sumed up by Dr Zoraini Wati Abas, chairman of the Ml aysian Council of
Conput er s-i n- Educat i on.

She stated that one nust have the ability to understand and take
advantage of I T to cone up with innovative applications that convert into
cost savings or productivity increases for the organi sation. She al so
stated that nore than anyone el se, those i n managenent need to have the
"feel" towards IT.

When we tal k about creating an IT-literate society, an issue that
crosses our nminds is education. Education is undoubtedly a key elenent in
shapi ng our society with respect to IT literacy. Malaysia's overall IT
manpower requirenent is expected to grow at 10 per cent over the next five
years. Al universities in the country offer IT-related studi es. Many
colleges and institutions al so offer short-durati on courses and degree
pr ogr amres.

The currency probl em should not be a stunbling block for those intending
to pursue their studies in IT-related fields. It does not nmean that going



abroad will make one any better than one studying |ocally.

Many col |l eges and all the universities in the country have the
facilities and expertise to provide quality education. For instance, an IT
institution, Asia Pacific Institute of Information Technology - a joint
venture between the Ml aysi an Gover nment and Sapura Hol di ngs - was awar ded
the M5 1SO 9002 in recognition of its quality education.

Mal aysi ans nmust have a comon vision. Avision that is best quoted by
Shai f ubahri m Sal eh, chai rman of the Association of the Conputer Industry
Mal aysi a. He argued that we Ml aysi ans woul d have realised our IT
potential "when kanpung fol k design their Raya cards using a PC, when the
taxi driver stops at a public kiosk to get the latest traffic situation,
when our children turn on the interactive TVto do a virtual chem stry
experiment, when the fisherman uses the conmunity PC to inquire about sea
conditions, when our IT professionals are called to virtual internationa
foruns to discuss howto informati se devel opi ng econoni es, when | oca
busi nessnmen go into big-tine I T exports leading to their conpani es being
|isted as overseas technol ogy counters, when we co-operate with renote
teans to wite world-class software, when a Ml aysi an studio gets credit
as part of the Disney aninmation team when a Ml aysian | T device takes the
worl d by storni.
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