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Abstract 

 
Education in Malaysia is undergoing changes in policy, teacher training, teaching 
methodology to keep up with the present trends in English language teaching and learning to 
prepare skilled and well-educated human resource. Despite the claims that e-training 
promotes self-paced and continuous learning experience, there are still some issues to 
address in fostering a learning culture among academicians in higher learning institutions. 
This paper reports the challenges faced by academicians in an online training program known 
as Online English Language Training (OLELT) to help them improve their English Language 
proficiency. Data from in-depth interviews and observation from lecturers from various 
disciplines in a public university provide an insight in developing an effective online English 
Language Training for lecturers to propagate life long adult learners and to foster creative 
and critical professional adult learners. This result of this case study found that online 
training is efficient, cost-effective, and motivating if the barriers and constraints faced by the 
participants are addressed. (159 words) 
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1.0 Introduction 
 
The demand for knowledge workers to support the knowledge-based economy (Ahmad, 2001) calls for 
academicians to keep abreast with the technological upgrading and be familiar with the latest teaching 
and learning innovations. Many businesses (even a public university like UiTM) have their own intranet, 
where employees have access to company policies, events and activities as well as learning that can be 
shared through chat rooms and emails. The changing lecturers’ roles demand changing in thinking and 
working which need to be ingrained in educators in higher learning institution so that they can catch up 
with the diversity of the media where teaching education and training are “characterized by actively 
evolving elements” (Kabilan, 2001). Technology has significantly provided more options for non-
conventional training approach for professional educated adult learners. Responding to these rapid 
changes in propagating life long learning can be challenging and daunting for academicians at higher 
learning institutions. Integrating technology in continuous professional development is not merely setting 
up the physical infrastructure, but also in  embracing the change and challenges in a more meaningful and 
positive manner. Thus, academicians should direct their own professional development by self-
experiencing, indulging in the Internet by extending their networking and participating on online 
discussion and conferences, sharing experience and ideas with lecturers from other parts of the world and 
participate in scholarly activities (Kabilan, Yusfarina & Masni, 2002). Using a case study, this paper 
reports the barriers and constraints faced by professional educated adult learners in a public university 
enrolling in an online English language training course. Results from the in-depth interviews and 
observation will address some key issues to be considered when implementing e-training.   
 
2.0 Literature Review 
 
There are many learning opportunities provided by non-educational sectors of society namely 
corporations and other providers of learning opportunities for experienced educators to develop or acquire 
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the necessary knowledge and skills for continuous professional development. However, the conventional 
training mode is inefficient because language learning is a process that cannot be mastered overnight. 
Web based training fits the characteristics of late modernity to overcome the issue of time and space in 
continuous professional development among professional adult learners. Technology has lead to the 
functioning of many elements of society to be organized and distanced from everyday live with a new 
emphasis upon individual rather than the group (Jarvis, 2004). As lecturers have more opportunities to 
utilize web-based learning, they need to learn from the Internet to advance their knowledge and 
professional development (Carlson and Gadio, 2002 and Engelbrecht, 2005). Ramboll Management 
(2005) study on innovative learning environment in school education reported teachers’ doubt on the 
capacity of these innovative procedures. E-learning now accounts for 15 percent of all training delivered, 
which is a two-fold increase from just one year ago, and signifies that e-learning is here to stay as a 
mainstream training delivery vehicle (Training magazine, 2006).  

Although the conventional classroom training has dropped from 70 percent to 62 percent, it still 
remains the dominant form of training. Balanskat, Blamire and Kefala (2006) classifies three categories 
of barriers for ICT integration in European schools namely teacher-level barriers, school barriers and 
system-level barriers with teacher-level barriers found in their lack of motivation and confidence in using 
these new technologies, may be due to inappropriate or insufficient teacher training. Despite increasing 
opportunities for teachers to use the information technology to enhance their learning, studies on the 
nature of teachers' web-based learning have not kept pace with their usage with the WBL (Kollias, 
Mamalougos, Vamvakoussi, Lakkala and Vosniadou, 2005; Liaw, Huang & Chen, 2007). There is a great 
need to train and provide adequate support for teachers to work with these technologies using e-training 
because teachers’ behavioural belief and attitude towards web-based learning  are significant predictors 
for their acceptance and usage of web-based professional development (Lu, Zhou and Wang, 2009; Teo, 
2008; Kao and Tsai, 2009). Understanding teachers’ needs and attitudes toward web-based professional 
development can help planning a suitable online continous professional development that caters to their 
professional needs 

 
3.0 Research Methodology 
 
Initially 31 lecturers voluntarily signed up for OLELT, (Online English language Training)1 a self 
directed web-based training program designed for professional educated adult learners.  Participants are 
required to perform a variety of learning-related task using internet and computer applications such as 
email, web searching and surfing, browsing lessons and managing information electronically. The case 
study was used to study the online training participants' barriers and constraints. Data from OLELT 
participants are collected through in-depth semi-structured interview protocol and observations during the 
12 week online training. Observations were made while they work and their comments and other 
noteworthy incidents are recorded to study the learning process. The interviews at the participants' 
respective offices were taped recorded and transcribed verbatim. The narrative analysis was used to 
unearth the participants' barriers and constraints.  
 
4.0 OLELT Barriers and Constraints  
 
Despite UiTM Policy in using English Language as the medium of instruction, lecturers admit in not 
using the language either due to their lack of competence in the language or to accommodate students' 
understanding. That explains the need for them to constantly use the language in professional settings as 
echoed by one respondent:  
 
" .don't have much practice here because nobody here speaks English except Mr. X" 

[Participant A. 9 July 2008. In-depth interview] 
 

"I want to some guide to be good in writing to write English essay, like proposal, article.. . something like 
that. I should improve… I know." 

 
1An online training module for academicians.  
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[Participant B. 11 February 2009. In-depth interview] 

Participants believe that OLELT can help them to certain extend to improve their English 
Language proficiency if they put more time and effort in it. However, they face personal constraints in  
continuing their learning on their own. After the workshop, participants delayed in getting started and 
incorporating OLELT as part of their daily tasks, or planning on going through OLELT at least 2-3 times 
a week, 20 minutes to an hour. Failure to plan is planning to fail. After getting caught with other matters, 
they realized that a few weeks have gone. Some participants emailed the moderator and asked her to 
come to their office to help them to get started. This means helping them to save the OLELT website 
address in "Favourites" so that every time they surf on the net, they can go to OLELT website without 
having to type the address. The researcher also encouraged them to paste a small reminder near their 
computer screens so that they make it a habit to check on OLELT and achieve their learning objectives by 
doing some tasks. Participant B also agrees on the importance of OLELT to help them improve their 
English on their own as voiced out by other participant: 
 
this will be my really critical year if I want to produce my proposal this year. In fact I tried to withdraw 
from being “coordinator”, try not to be active with admin work. I think about me...can’t do two things at 
one time. 
 

[Participant D. 28 January 2009. In-depth interview and observation] 
 

"This mode is quite suitable for lecturer...with our flexible teaching. For me…It’s whether you see to 
really participate in the program… I think the need is not to maximum, but maybe. It come to certain 
target..we have to.." 

[Participant B. 11 February 2009. In-depth interview] 
 
 It is undeniable that every adult learner has to carry out their personal duties as husband/wives, 
mothers, daughters, caregivers which takes a lot of time and effort. On top of that, their official duties as 
head of program / unit, members of various committees in the campus such as Audit or Quality unit, 
lecturers (teaching more than one subject for 18-22 hours per week), researchers and mentors are as 
demanding as well and require their time and energy. As one participant emailed, "sorry, I haven't started 
the engine" at Week 6. However no matter how busy they are, they can find time to improve their EL 
proficiency by incorporating OLELT in their schedule. This is done by putting aside some time either in 
the beginning of their day or at the end or in between, depending on their schedule for OLELT. They have 
to be constantly aware that they are participants of an e-training program to improve their English 
Language.  
 
"So, the first thing you have to help me get started…ok...I will explore... Actually I have no problem 
exploring all the websites… I also teach the students to surf the internet...surf the internet…searching for 
information... I think it's time for me to start." 

[Participant A. 9 July 2008. In-depth interview] 
 
"…to get it started is difficult’. 

[Participant D. 28 January 2009. In-depth interview and observation] 
 

During the fieldwork, similar problems as reported by Moorison (2006) in Cohen, Manion and  
Morrison (2007) were discovered that are in finding enough willing participants for the sample and 
unwillingness to participate as sample due to workload.  Despite many participants who signed up for the 
workshop, there is also a high rate of drop out. There were also five participants who left during the 
course to further studies in local and foreign universities. For instance, Participant A, despite his interest 
in OLELT, during the course he got a scholarship to Australia, so he had to focus on IELTS and did not 
have much time to dedicate on OLELT.  
 
“…in the beginning I want to improve my English but at the same time I got scholarship to further 
studies. That distracted me  at the same time OLELT running so can’t really explore.” 
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 [Participant A. 9 July 2008. In-depth interview] 
Participants also did not allocate time for online self directed learning in their schedule and just 

do it anytime they feel like surfing OLELT. Failing to plan learning time makes learning ineffective and 
not well-planned. So, despite having less teaching hours, lack of time can be attributed to other duties at 
the campus and personal barriers such as getting pregnant, moving to a new house or giving birth (three 
respondents). Participants' lack of interest in using OLELT to improve their English language proficiency 
can be explained lack of management enforcement as mentioned by the lecturer:  
 

In terms of English if she or he is a lecturer, she or he has his or her own ego - I'm a 
lecturer – why should I learn? That’s my personal view. One more thing, it doesn't create 
fun, something exciting, sketchy [or] something vogue, glamour[ous] just [let] remind 
you of school days - learning about words, pronunciation English Language could be a 
boring thing to do for lecturers since they are also teaching. That’s my personal view. If 
you want to ask, maybe among the lecturers, that is the social culture unless there’s an 
incentive. Money or like the direct selling system, what do they call it - pyramid. But I 
believe whatever it is, just the same. The way I look at it, things like this, of course human 
being or lecturer any program without any  incentive in terms of force as in the 
government, if you want to do anything, make it compulsory or if you ban something. if 
they attend the program, it gets to their  CV, or  performance appraisal. No lecturer or 
staff can reject or mess around. Since there is no element of reinforcement or something 
like that, even the leaders are not concerned.  
  

[Participant A. 9 July 2008. In-depth interview] 
 

 
"Don't know where to slot. I consider OLELT as minimal thing, not a priority. I just don’t voice it to you. 
I know this but i just don’t tell you about it. I want to stop this OLELT, should’ve told you that I can’t 
carry on". 

[Participant A. 9 July 2008. In-depth interview] 
 

"I'm in charge of  the Quality unit and a committee in the Vice Chancellor Quality Award, Head of 
program…considering my duties and me being pregnant". 

 
[Participant D. 28 January 2009. In-depth interview and observation] 

 
OLELT lacks of immediate incentive or reward and the absence of directive from the 

management make the participants unwilling to spend more time and effort despite the benefits that they 
will gain in long run. One participant feels that if the management stresses on the importance of English 
language and being involved in research among lecturers, they would take learning and improving their 
English language proficiency seriously: 

 
Unlike when George2 was the vice director, one good thing about him is, he encouraged 
lecturers to do research in English. He used to force each lecturer to propose a research 
proposal. What can we do [in order to get everyone] involved, [they] must submit [a] 
proposal and we work with each other. Edit….of course [when it comes to] editing. [If all 
of us do it, there will be a lot of work]. The consequence will be on your committee [he's 
referring to UiTM Academy of Language Studies lecturers who will be busy helping out 
with translation and proofreading works when more lecturers are involved in research due 
to lack of English Language proficiency].We used to have all this. But now there’s lack of 
effective enforcement (from the management). [Participant A. 9 July 2008. In-depth 
interview] 

 

 
2 pseudonym  
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[Participant A. 9 July 2008. In-depth interview] 

Participation is one of the more thoroughly studied areas in adult education. Why those 
professional educated adult educators participate or do not participate is an important question with 
implication for both theory and practice. Houle's (1961 and 1988) works on determining an underlying 
structure of motivational orientations can provide explanations on participation from a psychological or 
sociological perspective.  Finally, people's decisions to participation have less to do with their needs and 
motives than with their position in society and the social experiences that have their lives.  Participant A 
voiced his uneasiness to use the mailing list created under OLELT because he is not comfortable posting 
his message because when submitting his entry, he wants it to be perfect because it will be read by other 
OLELT members. 

 
One thing about OLELT, I have some negative thoughts about your mailing list…open to 
everybody. I prefer face to face have a bit….with privacy. Meaning just you and me 
aware of it...[Participant A. 9 July 2008. In-depth interview] 

 
[Participant A. 9 July 2008. In-depth interview] 

 
A study indicates that of those who do sign up for an online course, between 50% and 80% never 

finish the course (Delio, 2000). The reasons include initial design issues, instructional design and 
development issues, dissemination and implementation issues and the issue of being self-directed 
(Romiszowski, 2004).  Jenkins and Visser (2007) estimate from 50% to 80% of e-learning participants 
fail to finish their courses. During the field work, similar factors described by Romiszowski (2004) on 
elearning success and failure namely technology, needs, management and learning are found. Despite the 
enthusiasm and heightened awareness of the self directed learning concept explained in the workshop, 
participants fail to incorporate the training into their busy schedule. Reasons given are having to attend 
meetings, no time, busy, moving to a new house, on vacation, school holiday, attending PTK (UiTM 
competency evaluation course), constructing examination questions  and  the list goes on. These are 
common barriers other than the others as explained in the following section. This lack of privacy in the 
mailing list under UiTM Lotus Note also deters participants to post any notes that can be read by other 
OLELT members and their real names are exposed as voiced out by a participant. 

 
* Respondents’ responses have been translated in English Language and indicated in italic. 
 
5.0  Findings and discussion 
 
Although the concept of self directed learning is popular and has long been practiced in western countries, 
it is not the Malay culture for learners to be independent, resourceful, motivated due to the national 
education system which create spoon-fed rote learners. Changing the mindset of these adult learners 
cannot be done overnight or in 14 weeks but can be done by going out to reach and listening to them, 
telling them what to do rather than expecting them to come to me for help. This is a new dimension which 
is not found in previous studies and should be further explored. Malaysian education system is very 
structured and examination-oriented while OLELT is flexible and not examination-oriented, a system 
totally opposite from what the participants are used to. This is particularly when they have to make 
decisions, construct their learning objectives and tasks, plan and manages their own learning system and 
fitting it into their schedule. They are used to having programs constructed for them and their ideas of 
taking a course is a two or three day course in a nice environment which nice food and accommodation 
provided, a get away from their routine or a paid holiday even though at the end of the course, they might 
not apply what they have learned or in other words, the course is ineffective or not fulfilling their needs or 
does not improve any skills or knowledge for their professional development. It takes time to make them 
realize and adopt learning for the sake of learning  and  the love of knowledge, to experience novelty 
themselves so that they can adapt and adopt teaching via internet with their students, overcome their fears 
by sharing and solving problems in the learning group. This is not the culture of the lecturers here, but it 
can be cultivated through education, encouragement and support. If let unaddressed, this can lead to 
boredom (Woodill, 2004) which reported by participants who are drifted from OLELT. 
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 Web based training demands these professional adult learners to perform a variety of learning-
related task using internet and computer applications such as email, web searching and surfing, browsing 
lessons and managing information electronically. Although learning occurs from a constructive process of 
reflection on the material provided and interacting with it (Farham-Diggory, 1990), working on the web 
poses different challenge and can be daunting for them. While online learning is designed to open up 
access, and does so for thousands of adults who need the flexibility of time and space for their learning, it 
may also be widening the gap between the haves and the have-nots. In a study of rural learners who had 
access to computers in community setting, Page (2005: 334) finds other sociocultural and psychological 
factors that impeded their use such as "uncertainty about change, fear of technology, need for guidance, 
inexperience, relevance, the social context of the persistently impoverished county and the perceived 
need" revealed the complexity of the digital divide. Brander in Egbert and Petrie (2005) stresses that 
educators must acknowledge the cultural influence on teaching and learning.  Despite the various claims 
on what technologies can offer, lecturers’ reluctance to adopt and adapt the technologies can be traced to 
their fears, concern, level of comfort and familiarity (Wan Zumusni, Supyan Hussin and Norizan Abdul 
Razak, 2007). 

Online training, which occurs in formal, nonformal and informal settings, presents both 
opportunities and challenges to adult educators. They need to think how the intent is facilitating adult 
learning in all three settings and how we can maximize its potential. Access issues have haunted the field 
of adult education since its inception. E-training fits the characteristics of late modernity to overcome the 
issue of time and space in continuous professional development among professional adult learners. The 
World Wide Web has the most extensive “library” of learning materials and opportunities that can be 
accessed instantaneously at any time without requiring the participants to travel for courses or be at a 
certain place at a specific time. However, the concept of e-training is novel among Malaysians adult 
educators as non-western professional adult learners, although there have been abundant studies on 
Malaysian students using internet or e-learning. Similarly, there have also been rich literature on 
instructional design or content of e-learning; however, studies on the learning process are scarce. Thus, 
there is a great need to train and provide adequate support for academicians to work with these 
technologies using e-training.  

As a continuous effort towards achieving its vision to be a world-class university (WCU), UiTM 
now is active in training the lecturers to prepare their lessons online. There is also a need to upgrade the 
knowledge of the lecturers as the people who play active roles in moulding and training the students, as 
the products of the university. Being the largest public university in Malaysia, UiTM has the largest 
number of young lecturers under Young Lecturer Scheme. These lecturers are located in various branches 
all over Malaysia and since they are adults, most of them have just started families and traveling to attend 
courses at the main campus in Shah Alam would be troublesome for them. As adults, they face time 
constraints in putting aside some time or to travel in order to attend a course or to learn something new 
although it is relevant to their work. This is especially true for women with young children, just starting 
her career and have to work hard to prove her capability and at the same time juggling work and personal 
obligations. Traveling even for a day or two would require a lot of planning and arrangement for 
babysitter. In addition, not many of them have the luxury of time or having maids at home to help them 
with house chores. E-training gives them the flexibility to learn anytime and anywhere.  

Globalization and internationalization of the world economy posit a great need for educators to 
possess sound English language proficiency particularly in writing and reading skills. Technology has 
also lead to the functioning of many elements of society to be organized and distanced from everyday live 
with a new emphasis upon individual rather than the group – upon the self and self-identity (Jarvis, 2004). 
As a result, individuals are able to follow their own pursuits, at their own time and in their own space and 
to be self-determining individuals without waiting for management instructions to be sent to courses. This 
can foster harnessing human capital in propagating learning organziation (Wan Zumusni Wan Mustapha, 
Supyan Husin and Norizan Abdul Razak (2009). With management support, they can take up e-training 
courses without any financial or moral implications. Such option would facilitate the growing number of 
new lectures who just completed their masters degree and planning to pursue PhD on their own or 
embarking on research as a requirement for promotion or confirmation in their post. Online materials are 
available for them to do so; lifelong learning process can take place beyond formal setting, regardless of 
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time and space. Accreditation, which functions as the extrinsic motivation can give some weightage to the 
course and the course can be made as an intervention program or prerequisite for those who wish to 
pursue their studies under scholarship since e-training demands some form of self-directedness among the 
participants which are observable and measurable.  
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