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editor’s note
In this 17th issue of inspired, all the regular columns are in: “Quick Stats” 
which captures in an image an aspect of OUM demographics; “Important 
Dates” to remind those involved in teaching and learning that time 
flies; and “my_philosophy” to put a face and an educational philosophy 
to the featured OUM academics. The first feature for this issue is a 
timely piece on sustainability in open and distance learning penned 
by OUM’s President/Vice-Chancellor, AP Dr Ahmad Izanee Awang; 
while the second feature by Tengku Amina Munira is a short take on 
microlearning for better retention. Lastly, inspired is excited to introduce 
“In Conversation With,” a new column of interviews with luminaries 
in education and related disciplines. The first appearance of the new 
column features Prof Tian Belawati, a leading figure in open and distance 
learning. 

The inspired team hopes you will enjoy reading this issue and wishes you 
a productive semester ahead.
 

Best 

Dr David Lim, Editor 

Copyright © Open University Malaysia 2022. All Rights 
Reserved.

No part of inspired may be reproduced in any form or 
by any means without the written consent of the Editor 
of inspired.
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For many of us, sustainability is a word we 
normally associate with environmental concerns. 
Unsurprisingly, talk of sustainability often revolves 
around reducing carbon emissions, consumption 
of fossil fuels and single-use plastics, as well 
as identifying eco-friendly solutions to everyday 
human activities.

What may not be as commonly known is that 
sustainability as a concept extends beyond 
environmental protection and conservation. The 
UN Sustainable Development Goals 2015-2030 
(SDGs) frame this so coherently with 17 targets 
to tackle climate change, end poverty and other 
deprivations, achieve social, economic, and 
gender parity, improve health and education, and 
spur economic growth.

I had a chance to talk about sustainability in the 
context of open and distance learning (ODL) at 
the 11th World Urban Forum (WUF11), held in 
the southern Polish city of Katowice last 26-30 
June. Specifically, I spoke about how an open 
university like Open University Malaysia (OUM) can 
contribute to a more sustainable urban future.

feature

continued on next page...

OF SUSTAINABILITY & OPEN AND 
DISTANCE LEARNING
by Assoc Prof Dr Ahmad Izanee Awang
President/Vice-Chancellor
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deploying an online teaching 
model achieves carbon profiles 
that are almost 90% lower than 

face-to-face teaching.
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study spaces, e-learning materials, and online 
assessments. I believe OUM can become a truly 
sustainable university, provided we commit to 
making consistent, long-term, tangible changes in 
the way we operate, teach, and learn.

For a start, academics and tutors can lend 
ideas towards reorienting university curricula 
and embedding sustainability in pedagogical 
approaches. Think of the body of knowledge you 
already possess in your own field, and ask yourself 
how you can introduce sustainable development 
elements into what and how you teach. Look 
around you, and learn from the many examples of 
how this has already been done worldwide.

Slovenia, for instance, has since 1999 adopted 
a multidisciplinary approach to environmental 
education in early childhood education. Released 
that same year, The Guidelines for Education for 
Sustainable Development details how this Central 
European country emphasises the development 
of environmental sensitivity and awareness, even 
among kindergarteners.

More recently, sustainable development has 
been widely introduced in other disciplines, 
often through MOOCs and online courses, 
e.g., Harnessing Digital Financial Innovations 
for Sustainable Development (UN Institute for 
Training and Research), Islamic Finance for the 
SDGs (edX), Ecological and Energy Transitions in 
Southern Countries (Coursera), Climate Change 
and Resilience in Food Systems (FutureLearn), 
Work and Employment for a Sustainable Future 
(SDG Academy), and Carbon Taxation (One UN 

The Forum is a highly anticipated biennial global 
event convened by the UN Human Settlements 
Programme, and its main theme of urbanisation 
is an essential companion topic to that of 
sustainable development. Almost 11,000 people 
from 155 countries attended the WUF11 in person, 
so it was an honour for me not only to be part of 
the Malaysian contingent, but also count among 
the speakers at the Malaysian pavilion in Katowice.

So, why is sustainable urbanisation such a global 
concern? Here in Malaysia, the Department 
of Statistics reported that about 25 million 
Malaysians lived in urban areas in 2020, and 
this figure is expected to surpass the 30-million 
mark by 2030. This alone should indicate that 
there’s a pressing need for everyone, especially 
urbanites, to live more sustainably, in ways that 
could mitigate ever-worsening issues in densely 
populated areas. These may include sanitation 
and waste disposal problems, high energy 
consumption, and pollution-induced health 
hazards.

Looking back now, I concede that this topic would 
not have become a priority had Covid-19 not 
appeared so surprisingly two years ago. The true 
aftermath of this global pandemic is not yet fully 
known, but at this point we cannot deny there 
have been a few positive aspects to it as well.

How so, you might ask? Well, in the context of 
education, Covid-19 has given researchers a 
chance to study the environmental impact of 
online learning, and early findings have been 
encouraging. For example, the UK-based Digital 
Innovation Group reported that deploying an 
online teaching model achieves carbon profiles 
that are almost 90% lower than face-to-face 
teaching. This is thanks to the reduced need for 
travel and energy consumption, as well as for the 
smart use of digital materials and IT equipment, 
and a pragmatic approach to campus operations.

Everyone at OUM knows this: adopting fully online 
learning during Covid-19 lockdowns has not only 
allowed studying to continue at home, it has 
helped us save on precious resources too, both 
financially and materially.

Moving forward, I hope we can reap more than 
just the obvious benefits derived from virtual 

...continued from previous page

OUM can become a truly 
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Climate Change Learning Partnership).

On a more practical level, we could try to make 
better lifestyle choices. We could, for instance, 
choose devices and technological tools that are 
more durable and consume less energy. We could 
minimise e-waste by repurposing old devices, 
or by looking for cloud computing alternatives 
to replace bulky and energy-guzzling servers. 
We could also consider investing in green 
infrastructure development by installing solar 
panels and rainwater harvesting systems at our 
facilities.

In addition to all this, there are a thousand other 
sustainable options we can incorporate into our 
everyday lives, not just as people who teach and 
learn, but as responsible citizens of the world. 
So, I hope this conversation doesn’t simply end 
here. I hope that by sharing these thoughts with 
inspired readers, we can pick up a little inspiration 
to see sustainable development as more than just 
a green agenda, and find ways to bring something 
valuable and feasible to the table.

...continued from previous page
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Hermann Ebbinghaus may not be the 
most prominent name in psychology, but 
his experimental studies on memory have 
nevertheless had profound impact on 
understanding how easily we forget what we 
learn, and consequently, how we can improve 
information retention.

In a nutshell, back in 1880 Ebbinghaus 
experimented on his ability to remember lists 
of words over time. He tested different lists 
and learning intervals, and kept a record of the 
speed of learning and forgetting. Plotting data to 
determine the rate of memory loss, he ended up 
with a graph that looked roughly like this:

 

The “forgetting curve”, as this has come to be 
known, shows that as soon as we learn something, 
we begin to forget it at an exponential rate. In fact, 
Ebbinghaus discovered that there is a very rapid 
loss of recall within the first hour of learning. After 
nine hours, about 60% is forgotten, and after a full 
day has elapsed, that figure climbs to about 67%.

This raises the question: If we’re seemingly not 
very good at remembering things, is there any way 
we can fix this and become better at learning?

The answer, according to Ebbinghaus, is yes and 
the way to do it is to leverage on the “spacing 
effect”.

Think of the spacing effect this way. If you water a 
plant too much all at once, it will die. If you leave it 
to fend for itself, it will die. If you are forgetful and 
only water it sporadically, it will die. The best thing 
to do if you want your plant to thrive is to give it 
just the right amount of water at regular intervals.

In short, the best way to learn is to spread 
out repeatable study sessions over extended 
periods of time. Done right, this gives learners the 
opportunity to process and internalise information, 
thus increasing the likelihood they will remember 
what they learn better and for longer periods.

So, how can the spacing effect be used in an 
online setting? One such option is microlearning. 
As the name suggests, microlearning involves 

feature

BEATING THE FORGETTING CURVE: 
A CASE FOR MICROLEARNING
by Tengku Amina Munira 
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Figure 1: Hermann Ebbinghaus’ “forgetting curve”
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breaking down a complex or lengthy topic into 
bite-sized chunks that are then delivered in short, 
digestible lessons. Each lesson has one specific 
learning outcome, and learners can complete 
lessons in their own time, and revisit them as and 
when needed.

Pairing microcontent with online learning means 
nuggets of content can be delivered in a variety of 
digital formats: videos, infographics, simulations, 
podcasts, webcasts, games, and interactive PDFs 
are all practical options for microlearning.

More progressive companies have begun 
introducing industry-specific micro-credential 
courses for on-the-job training and upskilling. 
Many such courses, delivered via microlearning, 
are particularly useful in highly technical fields and 
industries like healthcare and computer science.

Others, including the retail industry, have also had 
success deploying microlearning for employee 
training. One example is the jewellery giant 
Pandora, which in 2016 piloted a microlearning 
course for its sales employees in Australia that 
yielded excellent learning and business outcomes.

Many online micro-credential courses today are 
specialised and come with coveted certification 
badges from globally recognised providers like 
Google Digital Garage, Formstack, Salesforce, 
Tableau, The Mind Lab, and Hootsuite. (As an 
aside, these badges tend to also look pretty 
impressive on one’s résumé.)

Going back to the forgetting curve, what 

microlearning offers is an alternative to attending 
hours-long lectures, or poring through pages of 
text, and then subsequently not remembering 
the lessons or content very well anyway. Though 
seemingly compact, microlearning can be an 
effective way for people to actually keep acquiring 
and hopefully retaining new knowledge.

In actuality, most people are already engaged in 
some form of informal microlearning; they just 
don’t realise it. Ever watched a YouTube video to 
try out a new recipe? That’s microlearning. Ever 
used an app to learn a new language? That’s 
microlearning too.

So, don’t think of microlearning as something 
new, just think of it as a potentially easier, simpler, 
and more impactful way to learn. It may not be 
the magic bullet for all educational needs, but for 
those interested in using the spacing effect to 
improve information retention and also in making 
continuous learning a big part of their lives, 
microlearning is certainly one option worthy of 
consideration.
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ON SERVICE AND SERVING 
SOCIETY WELL
In Conversation with Prof Tian Belawati
by Dr David Lim

A professor at Universitas Terbuka (UT; Indonesia 
Open University) and Editor-in-Chief of the Asian 
Association of Open Universities Journal (AAOUJ), 
Tian Belawati has held multiple top positions in her 
illustrious career dedicated to promoting online and 
distance learning. She was Vice Rector for Academic 
Affairs at UT (2001-2009) and subsequently Rector 
(2009-2017). She was Secretary General (2007-
2009) and then President (2009-2010) of the Asian 
Association of Open Universities (AAOU). And she 
was President of the International Council for Open 
and Distance Education (ICDE) (2012-2015) before 
joining the ICDE Board of Trustees in 2017. Among 
the awards she has received for her contributions to 
the field of education include the AAOU Meritorious 
Service Award in 2012 and the Distinguished 
Individual Promoter of the ODL from the African 
Council for Distance Education (ACDE) in 2014.  
  
Dr David Lim (DL): In 1995, you earned a PhD 
from the University of British Columbia for 
your dissertation titled Increasing Persistence 
in Indonesia Post-Secondary Distance 

Education. Since then, you have gone from 
strength to strength in your career to become 
recognisable today as a leading figure in 
online and distance learning (ODL).
  
How do you self-relate to being a role model 
that you are, especially for Asian women 
seeking to make their mark on the global 
stage and to be recognised for the merits of 
their service? How would you characterise 
the present-day challenges and opportunities 
of the upcoming generation of Asian leaders 
and leaders in the making in the field of 
ODL, in comparison to the challenges and 
opportunities you faced in your early days? 
What advice, if they were sought, would you 
offer these upcoming Asian leaders and 
leaders in the making, especially the women, 
so that they may carry the torch into the future 
with an open mind and a courageous sense of 
purpose?
  
Prof Tian Belawati (TB): I never think or consider 

continued on next page...
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myself as a role model for anything or anyone.  
What I do is just what I am supposed to do in my 
work position, either as an academic or as an 
administrator. I just try to do my best based on 
my capacity, authority, and, of course, my own 
personal beliefs and values. To me, the most 
important thing is to always be truthful to yourself 
and loyal to your organization and passions. Be in 
the present, look forward to the future, and don’t 
be bothered by the past (achievements as well as 
mistakes and disappointments). Let the excess 
baggage go. If you fail or face problems (no matter 
how serious or hard they might be), try to find 
their root causes and solve them. If you can’t, 
that is not the end of the world. Remember that 
everything will pass. So, nothing bothers me too 
much. That way, you are always ready to think or 
try something new no matter what problems you 
may be facing at the time.

DL: In the various capacities you have filled 
throughout your career, the work you have 
done in the field of ODL has earned you 
valuable insights into ODL practices and 
policies across time and space. 

Given what you have seen and learnt, and 
without essentialising the subject, how would 
you characterise the distinctive advantages 
and challenges facing ODL in contemporary 
Asia today in comparison to other geopolitical 
regions? 

How important is it for you that, aside from 
referencing the West when the occasion calls 
for it, Asian ODL stakeholders (scholars, 
researchers, the state, communities, and the 
like) also commit to inter-Asia referencing – 
that is, to use the idea of Asia as an intellectual 
anchoring point by way of mobilizing the 

diverse experiences and rich practices of 
Asian ODL to provide alternative horizons and 
perspectives?

As a beacon of ODL in Asia, how would you 
encourage and incentivize that practice? 
  
TB: Asia is the biggest player and beneficiary 
of ODL. The uneven distribution of conventional 
education facilities within many Asian countries 
has made establishing mass distance education 
a necessity. And with limited access to good 
internet connection, ODL in many Asian countries 
is to this day still applying the correspondence 
model of distance education to some extent. 
So, I think that characterizes Asia’s ODL. There 
are also challenges related to the not-so-good 
internet connection in the more-developed Asian 
nations, and to the insufficient digital literacy 
and self-directed learning competency of many 
Asian people. Therefore, first, governments need 
to prioritize the development of IT infrastructure. 
And we need to enhance students’ readiness 
in pursuing independent learning before they 
graduate from middle school. Only then can 
Asia optimize the benefits of the ample learning 
resources and opportunities that are available 
digitally in this era. With several colleagues, I 
have recently finished developing an instrument 
to measure high school students’ readiness for 
independent online learning. Hopefully, once we 
know their level of readiness, we can develop a 
programme to enhance their readiness through 
integrated high school learning activities.

DL: The Asian Association of Open Universities 
Journal (AAOUJ), of which you are the Editor-
in-Chief, is one of the very few scholarly 
journals in existence with a primary focus 
on online and distance education (ODE) in 
Asia, even though the Asian emphasis is not 
explicitly spelled out in its statement of aims 
and scope. The other two main ones with 
an Asian emphasis that immediately come 
to mind are the ASEAN Journal of Open and 
Distance Learning (AJODL) and the Asian 
Journal of Distance Learning (AsianJDE).  

Are there other similar journals one ought to 
mention alongside these?  

continued on next page...
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In all, would you say that there are more 
quality research manuscripts on ODL in Asia 
that are being produced today than there 
is space in existing reputable journals on 
Asian ODL to accommodate them all? Or is 
the situation the reverse, or are quantity and 
space in equilibrium?
  
Of all the ODL-related published papers you 
have read in recent times, were there two 
or three which, when you first came across 
them, immediately excited you because of the 
particularly fresh or thought-provoking ideas 
they contained? If there were, could you share 
what they are about and what it was about the 
ideas that made you take notice?
  
TB: Actually, I don’t know whether we have too 
many journals or too many quality research 
papers. What I know is that, in the early years of 
the AAOUJ, we often did not have enough good 
articles to publish. We had to postpone publication 
many times in the past. But now, as more people 
have come to know about the journal, we have to 
be really selective as we receive a lot of articles.

On recent publications that have excited me, 
one would be the Handbook of Open Distance 
Digital Education, to which I contributed as one 
of the editors and also as author. The book is 
still in the pre-publication stage but the ready 
chapters (totalling 73) are already available under 
the Living Reference Work of SpringerLink. It can 
be freely accessed at https://link.springer.com/
referencework/10.1007/978-981-19-0351-9. The 
complete book consists of six sections, each 
containing 12 to 14 chapters.

DL: Scholars operating out of open universities 
(OUs) who conduct research and publish 
scholarly works on matters relating to online 
and distance higher education (ODHE), which 
encompasses teaching and learning, are 
from wide-ranging disciplinary backgrounds. 
Some, like myself, are from, the Humanities 
and Social Sciences. A majority, though, it 
seems to me, come almost exclusively from 
the broad field of Education Studies, or at 
least completed their PhD in an area within the 
field, while a number, like yourself, did their 

doctorate specifically on online or distance 
education.

Would this be a fair profile of the varied 
disciplinary backgrounds of scholars who 
research and publish on ODHE matters 
today, based on your experience as the 
Editor-in-Chief of the AAOUJ and on your 
encounters with a multitude of scholars in 
ODL-related circuits such as conferences and 
symposiums?

I’m asking this because I was hoping you’d 
then be able to share your thoughts on the 
following two related questions on knowledge 
production, at least from the standpoint of 
your own training and output.

First, to what extent do scholars’ original 
disciplinary training tend to inflect the 
methodological and intellectual approach they 
take to researching, thinking and writing about 
ODHE matters?

And second, what are the factors that tend to 
mediate and reshape the relationship between 
scholars’ original disciplinary training and 
their ODHE research output?

TB: I think that all disciplinary backgrounds can 
feed into ODL research. Scholars can study 
many angles and aspects of ODHE, including the 
philosophical approach of instruction, the use 
of the most effective media, the challenges of 
content delivery, operational issues for conducting 
practical work for certain subjects, ethical issues, 
and so on.

DL: Disciplines are artificial constructs and are 
hence contingent and contested. But they are 
also concrete insofar as we tend to organise 
our practices around what we understand 

continued on next page...
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as our shared disciplinary aims, concerns, 
methods, and values.

With this pre-qualification, one way of 
schematising things is to see online and 
distance education (ODE) as a subset of 
Education Studies, the latter being an umbrella 
term that covers all educational subsets, 
each with its distinct content foci, including, 
for instance, educational theory and critical 
education studies.

Educational theory is a term often used 
interchangeably with educational philosophy, 
while critical education studies is generally 
understood as primarily concerned with the 
intertwining of education with power relations 
associated with culture, ethnicity, identity, 
gender, disability, class and poverty, the 
reproduction of (dis)advantage, and other 
categories of concern.

On top of content foci, there is also the 
question of approach. Some approaches are 
more traditionally monodisciplinary, while 
others vary in degrees of inter-, multi-, or 
trans-disciplinarity.

Given this scheme of things, how would you 
describe the predominant content foci and 
approaches of the mainstream ODHE output 
that you have encountered, including those 
published by the AAOUJ?

Would you argue that there is sufficient 
diversity in ODHE output? Are certain foci 
and approaches under- or over-represented 
in mainstream ODHE output? Do we see, for 
instance, any number of OHDE papers that 
deal substantially with philosophical theorising 
and speculation, and those taking approaches 
that seek to dissolve traditional boundaries? 
Would you agree that papers of such foci 
and approaches are as important as papers 
taking the pragmatic approach to ODHE to 
investigate what works or doesn’t?

TB: There is less focus on philosophy and 
theory, I think. A lot of research is now looking at 
application and R&D [research and development].

 
DL: To round things off, what are the items 
on the top of your list of areas in ODHE that 
you would personally like to see improving or 
levelling up in quality in the near term – areas 
that are particularly close to your heart as a 
result of your long-standing service? 

TB: I would like to see if society has been served 
well by what we have done.

DL: Thank you, Prof Tian, for taking the time to 
share your views and insights.

...continued from previous page
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my_philosophy profiles OUM academics, facilitators, 
tutors, and subject-matter experts, as well as the personal 

educational philosophy that drives each of them.

my_philosophy
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my_philosophy

Name

Dr Amiraa Ali Mansor

Position

Lecturer, Faculty of Social Sciences and the 
Humanities (FSSH); Director of the Bachelor 
of Psychology Programme

Discipline
Health Psychology 

Areas of Expertise 

Physical Well-Being; Psychological Well-
Being;  Social Support; Quality of Life

Educational Philosophy

I do my best to get to know my students so 
I can best meet their needs. I pay attention 
not just to their intellectual growth but also 
to their emotional and social well-being, 
all of which are equally important for the 
process of learning to take place.
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Name

Dr Wan Mohd Al Faizee Wan Ab Rahaman

Position

Lecturer, Faculty of Social Sciences and 
the Humanities (FSSH); Director of the 
Postgraduate Diploma in Islamic Studies

Discipline
Islamic Social Finance; Islamic Studies 

Areas of Expertise 

Risk Management; Waqf; Islamic 
Management & Takaful

Educational Philosophy

The most complete gift of God is a life based 
on knowledge.
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