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UNESCO Asia and Pacific Regional Bureau for Education, SEAMEO Regional Centre for Higher Education and Development (RIHED) and Sukhothai Thammathirat Open University (STOU) co-hosted the Task Force Workshop on “Tourism Programme at a Distance and On-line for GMS” at STOU, Nonthaburi, Thailand during May 29-31, 2002.  The workshop followed up the previous “Expert Meeting on Formulation of Pilot Project for GMS Tourism Programme at a Distance and On-line”, held at Yunnan University, People’s Republic of China in January 2002, and the initial Sub-regional Workshop on “Feasibility Study for Establishment of Greater Mekong Sub-region Virtual University (GMSVU)”, held at STOU, Thailand in August 2001.  The workshop was attended by representatives of participating universities from Thailand, China, Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos, and delegates from the French Embassy, ADB, DLF, PATA, TAT and AMTA.

1. Opening Session

a) Welcoming Address

Dr. Tong-In Wongsothorn, President of STOU


Dr. Tong-In warmly welcomed the representatives attending the workshop and stated that he was highly honored that STOU had been selected to co-host the workshop and to be the focal point to play a coordinating role in developing and running the project.  He expressed his profound thanks to UNESCO and SEAMEO RIHED for their generous support, without which the workshop would not have been possible.  He traced the background of the project, from the initial meeting at STOU in August 2001, to the subsequent meeting in Kunming in January 2002 where it was decided to form a Task Force to design a one-year Tourism certificate programme.  He stated his expectation that the three days of the workshop would enable the delegates to develop a definite plan for the course and that it would provide a basis for further educational cooperation amongst GMS countries.

b) Opening Addresses

Dr. Padoongchart Suwanawongse, Director, SEAMEO RIHED

Dr. Padoongchart joined Dr. Tong-In in welcoming the delegates.  He highlighted the aim of establishing GMSVU in the future even if at present it was not yet possible to arrange everything on-line.  He reminded the delegates of the background to the project and how tourism had been chosen for a one-year program as the pilot project.  This workshop aimed to concentrate on the curriculum, mode of delivery and administrative matters and also how to offer existing courses in GMS at a distance and on-line.  


Dr. Padoongchart read a message from Dr. Arief Sadiman, Director of SEAMEO Secretariat. Dr. Sadiman wished to convey his regrets at being unable to attend and welcomed all the delegates.  He alluded to the possibilities provided by advances in communications technology, especially the Internet.  Unfortunately, in terms of access to the technology, there was a ‘digital gap’ between different countries and different parts of the world.  Therefore this course on-line was very important.  He stated how all countries were attempting to improve their human resources and that he believed in the information society, e-learning would be central, and that open learning would provide opportunities for all people irrespective of background.  Dr. Sadiman expressed his thanks to Prof. Wang and Dr. Schaeffer of UNESCO for their support and stated that SEAMEO would continue to support the project.

Prof. Wang Yibing, Program Specialist in Higher and Distance Education, UNESCO

Prof. Wang read a statement by Dr. Sheldon Schaeffer, Director, UNESCO Asia Pacific Regional Bureau for Education.  Dr. Schaeffer welcomed the delegates and expressed his sincere gratitude to Dr. Tong-In and his colleagues for their efforts in preparing the meeting.  He said that the meeting had a clear objective of materializing the decisions made in Kunming.  This involved working out a framework for the curriculum, courseware development and the division of labor between participating universities.  Bringing the project to fruition would not be easy.  However, with the expertise available in participating universities, the partnership built between them and support from national governments, he was confident that the meeting could fulfill its task.  As the project reached the implementation stage, funding was very important and UNESCO, as had been agreed, whilst supporting the workshop, could not continue to fund the entire project.  Donor countries and some NGO’s were interested, however, so he was confident that a well-formed proposal could attract support and UNESCO would help in this regard.  Quality and relevance were important to the project, and UNESCO would be happy to continue its partnership with STOU.

2. Special  Presentation

Presentation on Development of an On-line International MSc Programme in Biodiversity, Conservation and Ecotourism for Thailand and the GMS by Dr. Keith Syers, Naresuan University

Dr. Syers thanked Dr. Tong-In for providing the opportunity to inform the workshop about what they were trying to achieve in teaching ecotourism through the distance education system.  This was an on-line MSc 2-year programme in Biodiversity, Conservation and Ecotourism, developed as a joint project between Naresuan University and the University of Newcastle, England, and which would start in September 2002.  Its overall objective was to provide a holistic approach to ecotourism - the development of ecotourism in an environmentally sound way. 


Dr. Syers explained that the curriculum required study of four compulsory core courses, each of three credits, for a total of 12 credits, as well as a compulsory non-credit course in core-learning skills, focusing on IT.  Students would also choose elective courses from two groups: Environmental Science, and Social Science and Business.  Under Plan A, the student would choose 4 elective subjects worth 12 credits and would also undertake a thesis project worth 12 credits.  Under Plan B, 6 elective subjects would be selected, with the student completing a 6-credit independent study project instead of a thesis.  Under both Plan A and B students would complete 12 credits in the core courses.

As for delivery of the programme, he explained that approximately half would be on-line, supported by CD ROMs from Newcastle University and half would be by direct contact at Naresuan University.  All teaching would be at Naresuan and would be conducted in English.  The educational management system employed would be Blackboard, a managed learning environment, which was a web-based, course delivery and management system.  It interfaced extremely well with existing web material.

In terms of the issues to be faced, Dr. Syers cited the 6 or 7 hours time difference between Thailand and the UK; difficulties with the English language (a big issue - students would complete an intensive English course before beginning the programme); handling the diversity of student academic backgrounds; meeting QA requirements (especially those of the UK); and developing exciting case studies.  He also referred to the concept of Sustainable Tourism adopted by TAT for their future planning, that divided it into two groups, Natural Based Tourism and Cultural Based Tourism.

 
Dr. Syers stated that he would be pleased to contribute to the GMS project.  The programme offered by Naresuan University was however very specific. Responding to questions, Dr. Syers was asked by Dr. Padoongchart about the use of Blackboard and if it would be appropriate as an on-line delivery system for the GMS project.  Dr. Syers responded that at this stage they had only pilot-tested one module, so it would be difficult to say until next year.

3. STOU Task Force Presentation on Proposed Course Outline

Presented by Assoc. Prof. Dr. Ranee Esichaikul, STOU

See Document 1 (existing courses)

See Document 2 (new course)

Assoc. Prof. Dr. Vipa Jaroenpuntaruk of STOU explained the technology that could possibly be used to support GMS learning.  She outlined three types of media.  The first type was the printed traditional media where students studied the textbooks at home by themselves.  It also included CD ROMs; computer labs could be set up at study centers for the students who did not have computers at home.  The second type of media was satellite.  Live broadcasting could be used for existing courses, but there had to be some consideration of which countries could receive the signal.  On this point, DLF assured the meeting that the signal could indeed reach throughout the GMS area, including Yunnan.  Computer based media was the third type of media and included Web-based tutorials, audio and video on demand, email for communication, and software, such as Blackboard.  However, the investment costs had to be considered.  Overall, she said that the main concern was how the content was put together in order to make the course possible.

4. Discussion on Existing Programmes

This discussion was chaired by Assoc. Prof. Pimonjan Namwat, Vice-President for Operations at STOU.  Mr. Phosy Chanhming from the National University of Laos stated that this university was very new, and so it did not have a department responsible for tourism, but it did offer two courses on tourism.  One course was in the Department of Management and the other was in the Department of Geography.  However, these two courses did not cooperate.  Also, the National University of Laos was not officially connected to the Internet, but it would be within the next year or two.  The lecture mode was the mode of delivery and the students used textbooks.

Mr. Kuon Vannsy, a delegate from the Royal University of Phnom Penh informed the meeting that this university had a tourism course but it was only available in hard copy.  Also, this university had a Department of Tourism that worked with university experts from Italy and Australia.  Prof. Wang pointed out that tourism was a very important industry and this meeting was a good opportunity to exchange information.  For example, the Royal University of Phnom Penh had started some courses, and they had support from overseas, so it was a good opportunity for them to develop the text as a contribution to the GMS project.  Another delegate from the Royal University of Phnom Penh, Mr. Neth Baromey, declared that this university had the courses but lacked the capacity to put them on-line.  Similarly, the representatives from Laos told the meeting that The National University of Laos needed some assistance in that area as well, and so they did not want to be excluded from the discussion.

Dr. Padoongchart agreed that not all countries were equipped for on-line materials, not even Thailand and China.  Therefore, it was a time to help one another, and the most important thing was the content and how to deliver it.  Also, the issues of language and translation had to be considered, and everyone should realise the GMS spirit when working together.  Prof. Thanh Son of Hanoi Open University, among other delegates, agreed with Dr. Padoongchart, and asserted that when his university was established nine years ago it had very poor equipment and only printed materials.  However, in the last two years teaching on-line had begun.  Also, Vietnam could relate to the situations in Laos and Cambodia because it too had problems, such as the poverty in rural areas, the cost of the Internet compared to the average income of the population, and the language barrier.  The delegate from Yunnan Radio and TV University, Mr. Guo Ruorui, suggested that as the level of English was low, language training on-line could be offered at the start of this program, an idea supported by Prof. Wang, particularly as regards tourism terminology.  Dr. Ranee pointed out that STOU had an English for Tourism for course, albeit in Thai language only at present.

Assoc. Prof. Pimonjan asked the delegates to confirm their universities' courses or to say if they wished to add courses for this project.  Prof. Zhang Xiaoping from Yunnan University confirmed the three courses as stated in Document No.1, whilst Mr. Guo confirmed the Ethnic Culture in Yunnan course only from Yunnan Radio and TV University, as the other, Tourism Economy duplicated one of the courses of Yunnan University.  Hanoi Open University confirmed both stated courses, Hospitality Management and Sustainable Tourism, and STOU confirmed the Thai Tourism Resources course and added the English for Tourism course.  The Royal University of Phnom Penh could not confirm any courses due to a lack of resources and time.  The Cambodian delegates asked if they could be observers, as they wanted to learn and then participate in a few years time.  The delegates agreed, but pointed out that they should have a definite practical plan as how long to observe and when to become participants. The Cambodian delegates stated that possibly they could join in 2004 after the bachelor degree program at the Royal University of Phnom Penh had been established.  Dr. Syers said he was happy to offer courses from Naresuan’s new programme, although some courses might be too specialized, and it might need certain different sections to be pulled together to make one course.

The delegates discussed the issue of oral versus written tests.  The delegates from Vietnam argued that the written tests would not show speaking skills.  Asst. Prof. Dr. Laddawan Petchroj pointed out that STOU offered internships to students, and Dr. Ranee explained that STOU did not have a tour guide course, only a BA in Business Administration including practical training for 400 hours.  Dr. Nguyen Van Thanh of Hanoi Open University also gave a short presentation about the university's existing course entitled Sustainable Tourism and Tourguide Skills.

5. Discussions on the New Programme

The participants moved on to discuss the draft plan proposed by STOU for ‘Developing a New Training Programme on Tourism in the GMS’ (Document No. 2), with Assoc. Prof. Pimonjan continuing as Chair.

Target Groups

Extensive discussions took place on the proposed target groups of the programme.  Dr. Syers stated that this was a particularly important issue.  He suggested that in practice policy makers were difficult to reach, as they had insufficient time or were not interested.  Key players and managers in the industry were a more realistic focus for the programme.


Prof. Thanh Son disagreed with the target groups as many of those in high positions did not need such a course.  It should focus on the younger students who would choose tourism as a career.  In particular, tour guides needed to be a target group, as specified at the Kunming meeting.

Mrs. Aroonsri of TAT agreed with Dr. Syers, but said she would like to keep government officials as a target group.  Regarding tour guides, she questioned the relevance of a broad GMS course when they only worked in their own countries.


Mr. Chanhming reported that when he inquired with tour companies in Vientiane, he was informed that training for tour guides was the most pressing requirement.  He questioned the targeting of both tour guides and policy makers by the same course due to their very different needs.


Prof. Wang said the original target groups were the correct ones.  People in more senior and management positions needed to be included as, although well educated, they had not been trained in tourism.  The course needed to upgrade people.  Tour guides needed to be included as in general tour guides in the GMS lacked training and were of a poor standard.  He reminded the meeting that in Kunming it had been unanimously agreed to include all the four groups stated in the document plus tour guides.  It was a pilot project so policy makers could still be included to see how it worked out.  It was also possible to focus on some groups more than others.


Assoc. Prof. Pimonjan therefore summarized that the four target groups listed in the document would be retained and tour guides would be added as the fifth group.

Programme

Assoc. Prof. Pimonjan referred to the two options prepared by STOU of one foundation and one elective course or two elective courses.

Prof. Wang stated that the structure of Option 1 needed to be clarified, as the course should be deeper than a general introduction, as could be found in tourist brochures.  It needed to be reflective, covering the unique aspects within GMS tourism and the issues faced.

Prof. Thanh Son suggested that a foundation course was necessary to provide an introduction to tourism.

Dr. Padoongchart referred to the specified target groups and questioned if the professionals needed a foundation course.  Using Option 2 they could choose to learn what they required.  When the target groups were heterogeneous, choice was essential.  Thus, a tour guide might take a foundation course but for a policy maker it would not be necessary.

Dr. Syers stated his agreement.  A wide range of target groups required a series of courses. He therefore suggested that the idea of a foundation course should be discarded, leaving a number of electives to choose from.  These would include a course equivalent to the foundation course but it would not actually be named as such.

Details of the Courses and Modules

The delegates widely discussed the structure of Course A, ‘Tourism in GMS’.  Assoc. Prof. Pimonjan explained that it would be an introductory tourism course, requiring three hours study per week for 16 weeks leading to a total of 48 hours study.  In respect of the module relating to Myanmar, Dr. Padoongchart stated that personal contacts might have to be used to seek a course writer.  The Minister of Education had been written to, but was unable to send a delegate, as the ministry had no jurisdiction over tourism.

Many delegates expressed the opinion that nine modules was too much for three credits and within the stated study time.  Dr. Syers suggested that rather than a number of separate modules covering each GMS country, there should be some integration to examine differences and similarities.  Ms. Beatrice Kaldun of UNESCO expressed the need for a ‘cutting edge’ in the content, examining the issues and problems.  There was a need to focus on GMS not just each country, for example on infrastructure and ecotourism.  Mr. Vannsy stressed the need for managers to have the knowledge to compete, particularly as regards marketing.  Prof. Thanh Son therefore suggested that the course should have four modules, the first three as stated and a fourth covering tourism in GMS.   Prof. Wang emphasised the need to define the basic framework of each module so it was known how to prepare it and so it could be produced in a unified manner.


Regarding a standard number of modules, Prof. Thanh Son further proposed that two modules should equal one credit, meaning six modules per course.  This would make evaluation simpler.  The delegates widely agreed on this point and Dr. Ranee pointed out that the courses under Course B, produced by each country, could be developed as six-module courses, and that for Course A, the first three modules could be split to create five modules, with the comparative GMS module as the sixth.  

Assoc. Prof. Pimonjan therefore concluded that it was agreed that the courses would each comprise six modules. 

6. Concluding Discussions


After further intensive discussions, the participants came to the decision that there would be a core course, worth three of the six credits required for certification, entitled Tourism in GMS, which would be comprised of the following six modules:

1) Definitions, concepts, and components of tourism 

2) Tourism marketing and promotion

3) The economic impact of tourism 

4) The social impact of tourism 

5) The environmental impact of tourism 

6) An overview of tourism in the six GMS countries 

Responsibility for producing these modules of the core course would be shared amongst participating universities as follows:

Module No.1: National University of Laos

Module No.2: Sukhothai Thammathirat Open University

Module No.3: Hanoi Open University

Module No.4: Yunnan University

Module No.5: Yunnan Radio and TV University

Module No.6: Collaborative effort between participating universities

The remaining three credits would be gained from an elective course, which students would select from the existing tourism courses offered by the respective countries, as follows: 

1) Tourism Resources in Thailand, as offered by STOU 

2) Sustainable Tourism in Vietnam, offered by Hanoi Open University

3) Tourism Resources and Environment in Laos, offered by The National University of Laos 

4) Ethnic Tourism in Yunnan, offered by Yunnan Radio and TV University

5) Eco-tourism in Yunnan, offered by Yunnan University 

6) Business Skills for Tourism, offered by The Royal University of Phnom Penh

7) Eco-tourism: Ecological Consequences and The Social Impact of Tourism, offered by Naresuan University

They also reached the conclusion that for this course, the first academic semester would be September to January and the second semester would be from March to July.  Both semesters would be 18 weeks long and examinations would take place during the two weeks following the end of the semester.

7. Decisions

The participants adopted the following decisions:

1. The certificate should include a core course, such as in modules 1-3 in Option 1, Course A (Document No.2).  Three of the six credits required to qualify for the certificate should be taken from the core course and the remaining three credits from the elective courses.  One course would require 48 study hours.

2. No universities would have to change the time of their semesters but there would need to be plans for examinations on a common date, as papers would have to be the same. 

3. The universities have agreed to use UMAP for grading to a unified standard. 

4. The certificate would be issued by the universities where the student took the programme and jointly signed by the presidents of the course-offering institutions.  Certification should be in both the national language and English, which are equally valid.

5. The credits must be mutually recognised amongst participating universities and the respective education authorities of the participating countries, and it was hoped the certificate would also be recognised by such as PATA and AMTA as a professional qualification.

6. A draft action plan, depending on the mobilisation of funding support, had been produced by the STOU coordinator, which was adopted in principle by the participants, with the first semester moved to September 2004.

7. Regarding course fees, it was acceptable to charge according to costs, and these fees would be decided by the respective institutions according to their circumstances.  It had to be decided on sharing course fees when students took courses from different institutions.  Also, an agreed percentage of fees should be submitted to the hosting institution.  The specific percentage shall be decided through consultation before the starting of the pilot project.

8. DLF was pleased to provide its broadcasting services to transmit the GMS tourism courses during the pilot project as requested.

9. A Steering Committee should be set up, hopefully including the universities’ presidents, for coordinating as the project proceeds.

10. Provision for Quality Assurance of the programme would be the responsibility of the Steering Committee with inputs from the universities in member countries.  This would include assurance of the quality of teaching materials, delivery and evaluation procedures to an acceptable standard.  This should be carried out at the end of the pilot project.

11. A website should be created by the focal point, with websites also set up by the participating universities for coordination, provided that resources allow.

12. The professors producing the courseware should meet to review and finalize the prepared courses before being offered to prospective learners.  The universities should appoint experts in both tourism and computing/IT to work together.  It would be proposed to discuss IT issues related to this programme at the forthcoming IT meeting at Hanoi University of Technology.

13. UNESCO, SEAMEO RIHED and STOU would send official letters to the Presidents of participating universities informing them of the action plan, and also letters to the Ministries of Education to seek their support.  Applications for grants should be sent to such as ADB carrying the signatures of all the university presidents.  A new session of a GMS ministerial meeting would be proposed for consideration by UNESCO, SEAMEO RIHED and the Ministry of University Affairs, Thailand.

On closing the workshop, all the participants expressed their deep appreciation to UNESCO and SEAMEO RIHED for sponsoring the workshop and to STOU for their efforts in staging the event.  The participants wished to dedicate the workshop to Prof. Wang Yibing, UNESCO Programme Specialist in Distance and Higher Education. 

