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Abstract

The experience of International Telecommunication Union (ITU), Asia and Pacific Centre of 

Excellence (ASP CoE) in implementing human capacity building in the ASP region is reviewed in this paper, which focuses on a successful distance-learning course in Thailand. The article reveals that the key steps for achieving project success in E-learning and distance learning are organization and management (O&M) competency, innovative training content and the Virtual Learning Center (VLC). At the same time, effective application of deliverables must be technically sound and matched carefully to the users’ needs to sustain the human capacity building process. These findings provide important information for the introduction of distance learning in developing and least developed countries and include practical steps and lessons learned. However, in order to make distance learning function effectively, a collaborative and consultative approach between the course designers and the users must be created at the very beginning and maintained by a steering committee. 
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Introduction

Distance learning has clearly dominated the thinking of leaders in education and human resource development in many countries over the information age. The real issue in realising the information society is building a motivation for life-long education for their people and offering relevant skills-based training. Little distance learning implementation has been reported, particularly, from the least-developed countries and developing countries in the Asia-Pacific region where ICT facilities and skills are scarce. 

In order to fill this gap, this paper aims to identify the implementation steps of a distance learning programme in Thailand during a period of reorganization and transition to a new IT environment. A number of preliminary findings, e.g., responses from the participants, and strategies were identified to overcome constraints that impact upon the participant’s learning performance. 

The paper highlights that the success of implementing distance learning depends crucially on the motivation, understanding, collaboration and resources support from stakeholders including a steering committee and the organizations and individuals in charge of it. This is compatible with the vision of Mr. Hamadoun Touré, Director of the ITU Telecommunication Development Bureau (BDT). Management should consider carefully whether it has generated a good communication among all the parties concerned and given the participants the incentives to work with a group and individually. E-learning tools must be sufficient to support, motivate and sustain the self-learning process. 


Introduction to Centre of Excellence

Distance learning innovations increasingly influence the sustainability of telecommunications development projects, which are being confronted by rapid demands, choices of technology and extensive competition.

ASP CoE Project Manager

With more than 135 years of history and with 189 Members, the ITU is a UN organization that plays a leading role in the global context in Radiocommunication, Telecommunication Standardization and Telecommunication Development. 

From the implementation point of view, the administrative arm of the Development Sector is the BDT, which has generated more than US$1 billion for telecommunications projects in 140 countries since the 1950s.
It has long been accepted that the enhancement of telecommunication systems and services could lead to desirable and justifiable societal consequences. Human capacity building and the provision of skills for those personnel engaged in the determination of policies and the design, planning, and implementation of telecommunication systems and services are critical components for success.  

The increasing importance of human capacity building can be seen by the establishment of a TELECOM
 Surplus programme at the ITU Plenipotentiary Conference held in Kyoto in 1994. The most high-profile issue on the TELECOM Surplus agenda was an attempt to introduce innovative human resource training to facilitate the transition to the new telecommunications environment and ensure sustainable development. The Telecommunication Centre of Excellence (CoE) has emerged as an administrative body of this fund to help develop and strengthen expertise at the most senior levels and increase the capability to generate advanced level policies and regulations and enhance the corporate management and technical functions. Consequently, various CoE projects have been rapidly developed in five core regions i.e., Africa, Americas, Asia & Pacific, Arab and Europe.

The very diverse nature of the Asia and Pacific region and the large amount of expertise that exists within the region led to the idea that the best way to implement the ASP CoE would be to adopt a virtual approach without having a physical center at one location. Suffice it to say that ASP CoE is a pioneer of distance learning for human capacity building.

What is the Role of ASP CoE in E-Learning?

Generally speaking, ASP CoE attempts to develop telecommunications as a means to connect people and societies in the ASP region and the mission is to be a relevant forum for the development of human resource potential and to implement and to sustain a network linking acknowledged Centres of Excellence in the region.

The various roles of ASP CoE are supported by E-learning activities and examples are given for this in current practice in Figure 1.

	ASP CoE Function
	E-Learning Initiatives

	Satisfy the needs of senior level officials
	· Purpose built training programmes

· Unique self-development modules on ASP CoE website (http://www2.itu.or.th)

· Reading guide providing overview and key topics with brief description of the content for each reference

· Direct linkages to reference pages 

	Ensure the involvement from private and public sectors
	· Online materials including audio and video

· Experience sharing from ABU and AIBD, ACA, e-community, GetIT, OFTA, PECC, TRP, Waseda University, ACA (See URL in Figure 2) 

	Meeting the needs of Members of ITU
	· Studying and performing exercises in on –line settings 

· Support low bandwidth areas by CD ROM option

· Conduct distance learning on change management, distance learning course design, network planning using ITU VTC (http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/hrd/vtc/index.html)


Figure 1: The ASP CoE Function for E-learning

Probably the most prominent role for ASP CoE to play is to satisfy the needs of senior government officials and executive managers through the provision of unique self-development modules to support the learning and skills-building process, in their own time  and at their own pace. It is targeted at those who are responsible for formulating policies on liberalization, reform, regulatory matters, restructuring, technology, competition and business.

The second role of ASP CoE is to ensure the involvement from private and public sectors. Here, new cost-effective training solutions and online modules are introduced by means of partnership projects, and new activities are initiated with local organizations as co-organizers of activities. Local organizations are key partners and in response, play a role as implementers to cascade the modules down to their day-to-day operations. 

The ability to accommodate the interest identified by Members of the ITU is a further role, particularly in the fields of network infrastructure design, development and financing as well as spectrum management and broadcasting. 

	Organization
	URL

	ABU/AIBD
	http://www2.itu.or.th/coe/abu

	ACA
	http://www.aca.gov.au

	Ecommunity
	http://www.ecommplanet.com

	GetIT
	http://www.getit-multimedia.com/itu/index.htm

	OFTA
	http://www.itu-coe.ofta.gov.hk

	PECC
	http://www.pecc.org/edupact

	TRP 
	http://www.trp.org.hk

	Waseda 
	http://itu.int/itunews/issue/2002/01/waseda.html


Figure 2: URL for web references

Model of Distance Learning Implementation: Case study of Thailand Policy and Regulation Training 

A three-month programme of capacity development was implemented in Thailand in 2001 for fifty senior managers and directors. It was recognized at the outset that building effective human capacity in the rapidly developing field of telecommunications demands special attention, especially for senior officials and a range of training and development programmes to meet the needs had to be defined, planned and implemented. The training programme was arranged as an initial one-week workshop followed by ten-weeks on-line training using a Virtual Learning Centre and a final one-week workshop. 

With regard to this model, three main action steps in the design of a distance learning training programme have been defined (See Figure 3). 

Step 1: Organizational and Management Aspects of the Training

The organization and management of the training from the initial planning through to implementation and evaluation is critical and in particular, the active involvement of the stakeholders in all the stages in the training programmes is essential. This means the formal roles and relationships must be appropriate and clear for the key actors involved to enable them to act towards predictable, efficient and effective goals.

Since the beginning, ITU consulted the Director General of the Post and Telegraph Department (PTD) as the key stakeholder, and proposed the formation of a steering committee that would oversee the whole process of the training.  The proposal was accepted and a steering committee was formed, including directors of the human resource development and policy and planning departments from PTD and from two operating companies, TOT Corporation Public Company Limited (TOT) and Communication Authority of Thailand (CAT).

Experience has shown that the steering committee members have extremely important roles in taking responsibility and authority over key decision areas for the success of the training programme from the planning stage through to implementation and evaluation. These include the following functions. 

First, the selection of participants. The steering committee proposed that the participants in the training programme should be senior officials or managers with potential for advancement.  The participants should include those who are, or who would be in the future, concerned with implementing the regulations and providing the services to the customers. 

Each participant was nominated either by the Director General of PTD, the President of TOT or the President of CAT. The benefit to sign-off the participants at this level is to ensure their commitment and increase their accountability to the stakeholders. 

Secondly, the establishment of the mission and goals to develop their action plans and strategies. The steering committee considered that a combination of activities for the participants, including attending workshops, analyzing case studies, accessing information on the Internet, working in teams with on-line support provided by consultants at a distance, preparing comprehensive reports and making presentations. This would lead to significant skill enhancement and confidence building. To assure the quality of their work and commitment, a formal presentation would be made to their DG or the President of their company, at the end of the training.

Thirdly, the steering committee determined the number of participants based on the real needs of the three organizations. Factors considered by the steering committee included the current organization and deployment of human resources and future changes that were planned, the numbers of personnel in the organization responsible for policy and regulation, the experience of the personnel, their depth and breadth of knowledge on issues relating to regulation, their competence in English language and their career advancement potential etc. The needs analysis concluded that the number of participants from each organization should be eighteen from PTD, seventeen from TOT and fifteen from CAT. 

Lastly, all the participants were assigned to eleven Executive Learning Teams (ELTs). The steering committee also determined the subject themes that were chosen for the training and within the subject themes the specific topics that should be studied by the participants.  The subject themes and specific topics were directly linked to the day-to-day activities of the participants or to the future roles that the participants would be assigned within their organization.  

The Steering Committee also advised on practical matters, including the number of hours per day on average that the participants or ELTs should be able to devote to the training and the facilities that should be available for the participants to use, such as access to computer terminals with Internet connections.  The Steering Committee members were able to assist on matters relating to language, culture and communication during the course, including report writing and presentation methods and contributed to the resolution of any difficulties that could arise during the on-line (e-learning) part of the course.


Figure 3: Model of Distance Learning Implementation
Step 2: Training Content

Specific and detailed internal information was collected and discussed in the monthly steering committee meetings in order to develop case studies to cover the subject areas. Top management needed to review and supervise if necessity.  This procedure established the basic working methods that ensured that the objectives and demands of each organization were met. As a result, the themes were categorized into three subjects as follows: 

· 
Regulation of Telecommunications

This subject was selected by PTD, a policy maker, which deals with policy and regulation issues. The topics to be studied were Licensing, Industry Self-regulation, Costing of Individual Services, Convergence, IP Telephony and Voice over IP and Regulation “tools”.

· Consumer Safeguards and Numbering 

There were greater needs from TOT Corporation Public Company Limited to study their service delivery before transformation to a private company. The topics selected were Universal Service Obligation, Tariffs and Price Caps.

· Interconnection 

Interconnection is quite important for CAT, a company responsible for telecommunication infrastructure. The topics selected were Numbering Plan, Number Portability and Interconnection Pricing. 

After these topics had been settled, two subject matter experts with extensive experience of the subject themes and topics were selected as tutors. Two facilitators were selected with experience of organizing distance learning training programmes and e-learning. A company was contracted to provide a Virtual Learning Centre (VLC) for the training programme. 

The VLC provided a private learning space for the participants accessible by password and enabled the participants to access case studies and the complete information regarding the training programme, including a timetable for the initial workshop, an on-line timetable and support information for communication with other participants and the tutors. 

Four case studies were designed for presentation during an initial one-week workshop covering the topics “IP Telephony in China”, “Defining and costing universal service in the UK”, “Costing interconnection” and “Broadband access in Hong Kong”. Five case studies were designed for the on-line period of the course covering the topics “3G licensing framework in Hong Kong”, “OFTEL’s control over BTs retail tariffs and interconnection charges in the UK”, “The proposal for calling party pays in China”, “Hong Kong’s approach to interconnection” and “Numbering”. 

Step 3: Virtual Learning Centre (VLC)

A VLC is central to the effectiveness of distance learning. The VLC was not only perceived as a substituting cost-effective method but also for the important function to improve monitoring and enhance better communication with and among participants. 

Infocomm Development Authority of Singapore (IDA) appointed GetIT Multimedia.com Pte Ltd (GetIT) after a call for collaboration from many industry players in Singapore, to develop a VLC for ASP CoE. IDA has positioned Singapore to be an e-learning hub of the region, and there are many players on the market. GetIT was selected given their experience in the e-learning field, for the network of contacts they have and for their familiarity with the goals of the ITU, and a contract was awarded to GetIT to develop and implement a Learning Management System (LMS). 

GetIT launched a portal site for ITU and also ran demo courses on the learning management system, which was officially publicised during Asia Telecom in December 2000.  Several versions of a new home page with follow-up pages, for the policy and regulation course held in Thailand, were created. These new pages were linked to the ITU portal created in December 2000. The LMS contractor worked with the subject matter experts to conceptualise and work out navigation between the various sections, the Learning Management System (LMS) and home page. 

Creative services were provided to design web pages and package the subject matter experts’ content into the LMS, adding graphics and animation and providing some instructional design from the navigability point of view. Much of the work had to be done under pressure of time, and subject matter experts were constantly giving instructions virtually by e-mail or by telephone, and often needing the content to be uploaded as soon as possible. The other issue was the course had frequent updates and changes, and this led to more content work than had been originally anticipated. It was found that the LMS system was better suited for well-planned courses and not for on-the-fly courses.  

Unique user names and passwords were assigned for the 50 participants and the tutors. The LMS provided the following course features or options:  “Open Course”, “Course Notes”, “Shared Files”, “Course Calendar”, “Grades”, “Chat”, “E-mail” and “Discussion”.  On opening the course, participants would see a page with icons on the left of the screen.  Clicking on the icons  provided access to information on the Single Point of Contact (SPOC) for each ELT, timetables and a week-by-week timetable.  Clicking on the weeks provided access to the case studies posted by the tutors.
Evaluation of the Training Programme

Overall, the training was a success. All 50 participants successfully completed the course, and a questionnaire revealed that the majority felt they had achieved a good advancement in understanding Policy and Regulation theory and best practice after completing the course. Eighty three percent stated their ability to analyse case studies was much better than before and more than half agreed they could apply in their workplace a lot of what they have learnt. The most interesting finding is that almost all of the participants have more confidence in presenting their thoughts on Policy & Regulation in the Telecommunication Industry. 

Another finding is that successful training greatly depends on teamwork. Ninety per cent of participants agreed that they worked well as a team and all the members of ELT shared the tasks. The support from experts in various ways is relevant, for example, the references contained sufficient information to enable participants answer the questions (88%) and the participants received adequate information on feedback (73%). In regard to LMS as a tool for distance learning, 65 percent gave the medium rating and 22 percent gave the high rating on the contribution of LMS to the learning process. 

However, the success of distance learning implementation is also based on personal background, experience, and culture. It has been shown that the participants were not familiar with e-learning tools as only approximately twenty percent used the calendar, shared files, the threaded discussion and notes. The e- learning appeared to be a new challenge, which is rarely used in a formal education system. But about half used the chat facility (See chat functions in the Box Figure 4). The familiarity with the chat function could be explained by the widespread use of Internet shops and software during the Thai IT boom in recent years under the Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra’s new vision. With the help of chat facility, which gave the participants incentives to work in the on-line setting, the result shows that about 23 percent of participants spent more than 20 hours per week on each case study, which is considered to be one of key success factors. 

It was not surprising that only one participant still preferred face-to-face workshops and perceived the distance learning as being supplementary to the traditional workshop and would prefer to work in a physical rather than virtual setting. 

How Chat Works In Practice

Communication between the tutors and the participants during the ten-week on-line session was via the e-mail facility on the LMS and by audio conference and by "facilitated chat".  The facilitated chat was set up on a pre-determined date and at a specific time and for normally a three-hour period.  A pre-arranged agenda allowed participants to prepare for the exchange with the tutors, which concentrated on questions and answers related to a specific case study.  All participants could log on to the chat facility but to make administration easier, one hour was assigned to each organisation for their Q & A and for each organisation a Single Point of Contact (SPOC) was appointed to ask questions to the tutors on behalf of the members of their team (Executive Learning Team).  In this way we found that communications were facilitated effectively and a written record of the Q & A could be downloaded by each participant after the end of the chat session.  The facilitated chat was considered by tutors and participants to be an efficient way to deal with problems and over the ten-weeks period hesitancy on the part of participants to "open up" and ask questions was overcome.

Figure 4: Details of Chat Implementation
Apart from social perspective, we found that a sound technical system is also important to attract participants’ intention to study. The majority of them studied for the course after their full time job. A smooth Internet connection and fast downloading not only greatly assisted them but also increased their interest and motivation. As a result, 50 percent of the participants stated that by enjoyed Internet searching and 70 percent found other references to include in their case study reports. In order to make e-learning tools more technically attractive, some participants recommended that there should be

· More references with specific addresses or direct links to reduce their time for navigation; 

· CD ROM references should be provided;

· More examples of case studies conducted in other countries;

· Definitions of technical terms for non-technocrats;

· A web board facility to share their views and more debate session in the class;

· Regarding paper base, all documents should be posted on the website. 

After formally completing the training, 22 of the participants agreed to refine their course work with assistance from the tutors to produce self-development training modules. (See Self-development training modules based on Training in Thailand, 2001).

Lessons Learned

There are many lessons to be learned from this experience that can be used for future courses. 

From the LMS perspective, it is recommended that the LMS provider should be included into the process a little earlier on, so that they can better understand the needs and the learning methodology to be applied and recommend the most suitable LMS to meet the needs of the course to be conducted. The use of an LMS system as a learning tool was also a new cultural experience for both students and tutors. Just doing online learning on the Internet itself is a cultural shift.  It was only towards the end of the course, that students began to use the various features in the LMS such as document sharing, discussion lists, etc.  Many of the other collaborative tool features, calendar setting features as well as on-line assessment tools were not used as much.

More time should be assigned to test network connectivity issues before the start of the course to allow fine tuning of the application to meet the needs of that particular country and the location where the training is expected to be held or accessed. This will also allow time to do a survey of the students, to see where they expect to access from, and their ISP provider, so that issues, such as latency, can be anticipated and also proxy server filtering authentication processes, etc., can be resolved. 

From a course upload point of view, it is recommended that the course methodology should include consideration of caching solutions to local Intranets, to a co-location site or onto a CDROM, to ensure smoother functioning of the distance learning experience. The on-line experience could be reserved for the synchronous activities and not the asynchronous course content access. This will also save the users’ money for online access charges.  

From a course development point of view, more time should be allocated to plan work with the various contributors, including the creation of templates for subject matter experts to use to reduce the number of hours that would be required. This will help to reduce the overall cost of the project without compromising on the need to update and make changes accordingly. 

There was enthusiasm for the training from the Director General of PTD and the Presidents of CAT and TOT, who supported the programme initially by “signing-off” each participant, and they have agreed that nine of the participants could contribute their expertise on future ITU courses. There was support from the Steering Committee members, who cooperated extremely well to ensure the smooth implementation of the whole programme. A collaborative and consultative approach is essential for effective implementation of e-learning and the steering committee played an important and valuable role.  The establishment of a steering committee at the earliest possible stage in the planning would be recommended for future ASP CoE training programmes.

Future Training Programmes

ITU ASP CoE is planning to hold training programmes on policy and regulation for Philippines, Laos PDR, Cambodia and Vietnam and Mongolia in 2003.  These programmes will all differ slightly according to the specific needs in each country but based on the experience gained in the Thailand training programme, and with the ITU HRD VTC in Geneva, the future programmes, including those covering the transformation of telecommunication operating companies, will employ a combination of workshops with e-learning and real time communication with tutors.  
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