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Knowledge and Technology Inferiority-

Arab Survival & Human Dignity are in Danger
We all around the world live the age of digital knowledge and technologies.
These advancements not only guide and operate every factor, action, and tool
using in life, rather they are expanding our thinking and behavioral fields to
infinity.
While Developed countries are utilizing digital knowledge and technologies
to the fullest in producing new information, communications, forms of
education, ways of life, and scientific discoveries in medicine, economics, and
astronomical sphere; Arab countries are way behind the contemporary
knowledge and technology movement. In general, they are persisting on
living in the past, and fearing inventions in almost every aspect of human
endeavors.
As a result, backwardness, ignorance, and the lack of modernization are
prevailing in the fields of scientific knowledge, communication technologies,
educational methodologies, health methods and equipments, the
administration of public and private institutions, economics, and political
governance.
Local communities in Arab Middle East seem to live in total fear and chaos.
They are horrified of being threatened in their survival do to the shortage of
basic needs. They are suffering from deprivation of nutrition, drinking water,
housing, contemporary info, personal safety, productive work or profession,
social approval and political justice.
Peoples in Arab countries burns their days in looking desperately for the piece
of bread, a drink of water, clothes, medicine, paying pills, ways to resist
economic corruption, to avoid security threats and social rejection. Thus, no
brain and time are spared for fulfilling higher needs in areas of critical and
creative thinking, educating the self, personal development, building a civic
life and a worthy value systems.



Hence, while peoples are experiencing lack of basic daily needs, despair, and
horrible feelings of living uncertainty at present and for the future, their
physical and psychological survival as well as their personal dignity are
sacrificed. It is no wonder then to observe the marginal role which Arabs
nowadays are playing in the globalization movement and world civilization.
What Arab peoples need urgently to get out of this inferiority impasse is a
rational governance that could make bold purposeful decisions on local and
international levels, could lead studies and efforts for implanting digital
information and technologies within native environments, could introduce
reformations in social and economic welfares, education and schooling,
industries, public as well private institutions, and just and uncorrupted
governments.

However, the hope for above changes appears to be dim in light of strictly
centralized and corrupted authorities who for tenths of years are grasping on
power for the sake of their shortsighted interests and pleasures, with no
consideration for the masses who are dying mentally and physically every
minute around the clock.

An alternate hope nonetheless lies in civic societies, groups, associations and
personalities who have high sense of belonging, responsibility, and altruism;
and could revert the harmful consequences of self-centered officials, public
and military powers, and greedy businessmen. The works of these civic non-
profit bodies are already taking place within local communities, and the

positive effects of their actions are currently observable.

To reinforce public awareness for digital information and technologies, and to
contribute to developing digital general knowledge, attitudes and skills; the
current issue of Education and Progress e-Journal (EPeJ) presents five
articles, appear as follows:

A- Education and the Development of Man

1- Characteristics of the Normal Child at Birth. By, Dr. Amal Khalid
Wadouh. Clinical Medical Therapist, Damascus- Syria.

2- Educational Evaluation of Students Using the Portfolio. By, Mohamed Ziad
Hamdan (Ph.D). Professor OF Education and Educational Psychology, Arab
Open University of North America; and Editor-in- Chief, (EPeJ).

B- Education:The Peaceful Strategic Tool for Everlasting Change
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1- For Sure, They Will Know: “Kalla Sa-yaalamoon”. By, Mr. Ahmed A. Al-
Saghir A Research Scholar devoted to the Scientific Digital Studies of the
Quraan. Damascus- Syria.

C- Our Present and Challenges in the Future

1- Open Distance Electronic Education Utilizing Contemporary Information
Technologies- the Present & the Expected Future in Arab
World. By, Professor, Mohamed Ziad Hamdan (Ph.D).<="" span=""
style="font-size: 12pt; font-family: Tahoma, sans-serif; color: rgb(192, O,
0);"> Editor-in- Chief, (EPeJ) more.....

2- eLearning in Syria. By, Professor, Mohamed Ziad Hamdan (Ph.D).<=""
span="" style="font-size: 12pt; font-family: Tahoma, sans-serif; color: rgb(192,
0, 0);"> Editor-in- Chief, (EPeJ) more.....

Significant Ideas & Writings

Fourth Issue
1-  International Symposium on Psychology of Linguistic Cognition<=""
span="" style="font-size: 12pt; font-family: Tahoma, sans-serif; color:

black;"> Fass, Moroc. more.....

Hoping you enjoy the articles,, with all the best...
Mohamed ziad hamdan
Editor in-Chief
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ABSTRACT

The Information Age, the digital knowledge, the knowledge society, knowledge economies
and cyber schooling have by the beginning of Third Millennium intensified in speed, working
space, quality content, and human concerns. They are now looked upon as a measurement
index for locating the ranks of nation states on the ladder of current world civilization.

While developing countries (DC) in general spent the second half of the twentieth century in
consuming what the industrial nations are producing in the fields of information and
communication technologies (ICT), they (the DC) launched very recently however, several
pursuits in this decisive sphere, not as much in the industries of ICT but rather in their
applications to business, management, production, education, recreation, and more.

Syria, in sensing the ultimate importance of ICT for:

* advancing into the Information Age,

* realizing the welfare of it’s people and economy, and

* measuring well on the scale of info world civilization, had made significant strides in
integrating ICT into the management and work of private and governmental organizations,
businesses, industries, communications, and education. In fact, Syrian Virtual University
(SVU) is the first to none until this date in Arab Middle East. SVU has a fame in on-line
education, and attracts students from all over the world.

As such, this chapter endures the purpose of the current Book in providing a real picture of
Syrian applications of ICT into education, thus clarifying Syria ICT status comparable to
other nation state world wide.

COUNTRY

Syria, or Syrian Arab Republic (Tore Kjeilen, 2009; www.wikipedia.org;
owStuffWorks.com.; www.ibe.unesco.org), is a Middle Eastern country located in
southwestern Asia, at the eastern end of the Mediterranean Sea and occupies part of the
ancient Fertile Crescent, the center of early world civilizations. Due to its strategic geographic
location and to breeding and hosting several civilizations, Syria continues to be the focus of
transit trade among many countries of the Middle East and abroad, and to be a vital factor in
Arab and world affairs.

Arabic is the official language of the country; and modern Syrian culture is based on the
Islamic faith and civic Arab tradition. Strong moral and ethical values are placed on family,
religion, education and self discipline and respect.
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Figure 1. A Map of Syria
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Economically, Syria has notably improved its status since the early 1950's by means of five-
year consecutive developmental plans. But one fundamental development project in Syria was
the building of the Euphrates Dam which affected profoundly all major changes ever occurred
in agriculture, industry, and other main sectors of the economy. Further, Syria has launched
lately economic reforms including cutting interest rates, opening private banks, a stock market
exchange, and relaxing regulations on foreign investments.

EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM

Education is the State Responsibility

Article 33 of the Decree Law No. 208 of 13 March 1973, which embodies the Constitution of
the Syrian Arab Republic, states: “Education is a right guaranteed by the State, free at all
stages, and compulsory in the primary stage and efforts shall be exerted to extend compulsory
education to higher stages. The State supervises and directs education in order to ensure its
adaptation to the needs of society and production” (www.ibe.unesco.org).

Current educational priorities and concerns

Since 1963, education has been at the core of State’s attention, and is considered a
determining factor in the socio-economic progress. Expenditure on education increased
considerably since that time. The government exerts great efforts to further democratization of
education (i.e. compulsory education at the primary stage, free education at all stages,
eradicating adult illiteracy, extending access to education) and to the process of developing
educational structures, contents, and regulations in order to improve quality and performance
so as to attain the educational goals within the framework of the State’s general policy.

The government is also committed to developing educational management, enhancing the
potential of the educational staff through pre- and in-service training, updating methodologies
and technologies, devoting more emphasis to research and experimentation, developing the
educational assessment process, and introducing computers and information technologies into
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the heart of educational activity. All above educational concerns are embodied in the
following current priorities:

e Fostering the teaching of computer science;
e Developing vocational education in terms of requirements and plans;

e Training teachers for all stages of education at the university faculties of education and
training centers (www.ibe.unesco.org).

Syria has a good basic education system (syrianeducation.org.sy; www.maps of world.com;
http://en.wikipedia.org) despite being a relatively low-income country with a growing
population. The government adopts the philosophy that education is basic to human,
economic and social developments. Since 1967, all schools, colleges, and universities have
been under close governmental supervision to ensure both above philosophy and the quality
of education. Education (ec.europa.eu/education) is free and compulsory from ages 6 to 11.
Schooling consists of 6 years of primary education followed by a 3-year general or vocational
training period and a 3-year academic or vocational program. The second 3-year period of
academic training is required for university admission. Total enrollment at post-secondary
schools is over 150,000. The literacy rate of Syrians aged 15 and older is 86% for males and
73.6% for females.

Types and Stages of Education in Syria
These types and stages are sorted according to age and purpose. Thus appear as follows
(www.mhe.gov.sy/; syrianeducation.org.sy):

Pre-school education: Pre-primary education (kindergarten) serves children aged 3-5
and lasts three years. Pre-primary education is not compulsory and is provided on a
fee-paying basis.

Primary education: Primary education is compulsory for all children aged 6 and
lasts six years.

Secondary education is also free and lasts three years and holds two sub - interweaving
stages: junior (Intermediate) and high schoolings as practiced in western education. Syria
Intermediate or middle school education which is according to Law No. 32 of 2002, is part of
the basic free and compulsory schooling, lasts three years. At the end of this stage, successful
students are awarded the Basic Education Certificate.

VVocational secondary education (lasting three years according to the nature of vocation and
training requirements) and technical secondary education (lasting three years) follow the
intermediate stage. Technical secondary education comprises the following studies: technical
industrial, commercial, and technical education for girls. Vocational secondary education
comprises industrial and vocational education for girls.

Postsecondary Intermediate Education students who pass the baccalaureate exam (general
or technical) can attend postsecondary intermediate institutes. Intermediate Teacher Institutes
train assistant teachers and physical education teachers. Intermediate Technological Institutes
comprise: industrial intermediate institutes, for students who have passed the technical
industrial baccalaureate exam; banking commercial intermediate institutes, for students who
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Figure 2. Structure of the education system of Syria
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have passed the commercial baccalaureate exam; and girls’ technical intermediate institutes,
for girls who have passed the girls’ technical secondary education exam. The duration of
studies is two years. Admission to the two-year higher institutes under the Ministry of Higher
Education is limited to graduates of general secondary education.

Special education Pupils with different handicaps talents attend ordinary primary school
unless there is a certain reason that invalidates this rule. In this case, those pupils are admitted
to special schools and institutes controlled by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor.

Private education comprises: schools sponsored by independent individuals or societies.
Several types of these schools are available such as: kindergartens; primary, intermediate and
secondary schools; vocational, technical and language evening laboratories and centers); and
foreign schools established in accordance with Law No. 167 of 1959, with their own curricula
as well as two Arabic classes per week, for non-Syrians and non-Palestinians.

Adult and non-formal education: The Ministry of Culture (Gennaoui, 1995) is in charge of
co-coordinating all programs and administering literacy classes. Other technical ministries



and agencies involved in literacy training and professional projects are: the ministries of
Social Affairs and Labor, Agriculture and Industry; the General Federation of Women’s Trade
Unions; farmers; and students.

The Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor provides, through its community development
centers, courses and activities such as home economics, nursing education, veterinary
medicine, and film shows. The Ministry of Agriculture provides long- and short-term training
courses for illiterate farmers above 16 years of age, while the Ministry of Industry is in charge
of several vocational training courses for literate adults. The Ministry of Public Works also
operates several centers for accelerated training in the building and construction trades.

Computer Literacy at Schools: This contemporary ambition focuses on making computer
literacy mandatory at the high-school level and English- and French- language instruction
compulsory in the elementary schools. It pays attention too to equipping students with
computer and language skills in order to modernize the economy through the education
system.

Higher Education. Holders of the "Baccalauria” (general secondary diploma) may enter
universities according to their marks and within the quotas specified by the Council of Higher
Education. The duration of undergraduate programs leading to the award of the license is
between four and five years (six years in the case of medicine), depending on the field of
study in the different faculties. At the postgraduate level, the ‘magister’ (the master's) degree
is usually awarded after three years of study. The school year consists of thirty-two working
weeks (not including examination periods), divided into two equal terms at all stages. Most
universities in Syria follow the French model of the high education, the university stages and
the academic degrees are briefly (www.wikipedia.org):

e University level, first stage —License/Bachelor. The License/Bachelor Degree is awarded
after four to six years study depending on the subject:

= Four years for Arts, Humanities, Law, Islamic Law, Economics, Social Sciences and Fine
Arts.

= Five years for engineering, Architecture, Agriculture, Pharmacy, Dentistry and Veterinary
Science.

= Six years for Medicine leading to the License/Bachelor of Docteur en Médecine.

e University level, second stage—Master's Degree, Postgraduate Diploma. The Master's
Degree is awarded after a minimum of two years' study beyond the License/Bachelor Degree.
A Postgraduate Diploma is conferred after one year's further study.

University level, third stage—Doctorate. The highest University Degree is awarded after three
years' study following the Master's Degree. It involves personal research work and the defense
of a thesis. There are more than 17 state and private universities currently operating in Syria.

The Ministry of Education is responsible for pre-university education, defines the educational
policy, and translates the educational plans into reality. Five deputy ministers assist the
Minister of Education and each one supervises a number of directorates and technical offices.

The Ministry of Higher Education is responsible for universities, some intermediate and
higher education institutes, and post-graduate studies. The process of planning and definition
of academic programs is centralized, while implementation is decentralized. Coordination is
ensured by the Council of Higher Education, chaired by the Minister of Higher Education.
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In addition, the Ministry of Higher Education supervises all intermediate institutes through the
Supreme Council of Intermediate Institutes.One significant merit characterizes Syrian public
education is being free of charge for Syrian students from primary, intermediate and
secondary up to university bachelor's, master's and doctorate degrees. State budget is the main
source for financing education at all stages but the contribution of the private sector is
negligible (Kabbani and Salloum, www.erf.org.eg/...Syria.pdf.

DISTANCE EDUCATION

In general, distance higher education in the Arab countries comes in three different
institutions:  traditional universities open or distance education universities, and online
universities (Amel Ahmed, Spring 2005, www.westga.edu/~distance). All these methods
apply to Syrian case in distance education.

Most Arab states including Syria, have been unable to meet the needs of all students desiring
to pursue their careers due to dramatic increases in student enrollment accompanied by
insufficient resources. For this, the 1998 Beirut Declaration of the Arab Regional Conference
on Higher Education calls for utilizing modern information and communication technologies
in offering courses and degree programs through unconventional means like traditional
universities, thus breaking the educational barriers of space and time” (UNESCO,1998).

Distance education was limited in Syria until late 1990s when the Ministry of Education
focused only on traditional forms of instruction. Educational television and programming are
the responsibility of the Ministry of Education’s Directorate of Teaching Technology Center,
which develops and produces educational resources.

The televised programs have primarily been used to provide general information or series of
programs designed to introduce and teach computer applications. However, Syria by the
beginning of the third Millennium worked heavily for establishing distance education
programs adopting two mechanisms for this purpose:

Open Learning Centers in 2001

These centers are permitted to award Bachelor's level degrees with majors in English
translation from Al-Baath University , in information and translation from Damascus
University , and in law studies from Aleppo University (2009 (http://olc-albaathu.com/ ;
aleppo-olc.com).

Online University Distance Education

In this regard, Syria by means of the Ministry of Higher Education, erected in September
2002 the first online university in Arab World naming it Syrian Virtual University (SVU).
SVU (web site is http://www.svuonline.org.) Is expected from the start to provide world-class
education without boundaries, internationally accredited degrees, and to link the Arab region
with the western world (Mohamed, Spring 2005, op.cited).

Syrian Virtual University (SVU)

SVU is fully accredited and endorsed by the Syrian Ministry of Higher Education. The
primarily goals of SVU are to provide Arab students worldwide with a world-class quality
education at home through an integrated online learning environments by utilizing
international experiences and the latest technological and educational advances. Further, the
Syrian Virtual University has a unique role to exercise in establishing and promoting a new
educational culture in Arab Middle East, that is: Lifelong Learning.
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To keep up with the academic and quality standards practiced internationally, SVU concluded
an agreement with the UK Open University; followed by agreements with western leading
online universities in Canada , Europe, Australia , and the USA . The intention of SVU
management behind these mutual arrangements is to offer programs to Arab students with the
same academic qualifications. Further details concerning SVU Learning Management System,
Student Information System, and Academic Programs. will be presented in next paragraph: E-
Learning and ICT Integration in Syrian Education(www.svu.org/; www.virtualcampuses.eu/
Jul 2009; /www.arabicnews.com/ ; www.araboo.com).

Syria Informal Open / Distance Education

More education in Syria occurs daily by informal open and distant means like libraries,
computer and language centers, and non-profit organizations
(education.stateuniversity.com/Syria). Libraries in Syria are open educational centers
supervised by the Ministry of Culture. There are over 300 libraries in Syria. The major public
libraries are the National Assad Library in Damascus and the university libraries in Damascus
and Aleppo.

The first academic library was the Medical College Library in Damascus. In addition to
providing library services, Syrian libraries organize and present a range of cultural activities
such as lectures, workshops, training course, art exhibitions, and shows of educational
movies.

American Middle East Educational & Training Services, Inc. (AMIDEAST), a private
nonprofit organization based in Washington, DC, was founded in 1951 to promote
cooperation and understanding between Americans and people of the Middle East and North
Africa through education, information, and development assistance programs. The site in
Syria opened in 1955, closed in 1967, and reopened in 1978. The Syrian Computer Society
was established in 1989 as a non-profit organization to promote and to contribute to the
diffusion of information technology in Syria. The organization provides different levels of
training programs that are open to the public; offers training programs for profession; and
organizes workshops, seminars, and conferences.

Challenges facing Distance/Online Education in Syria
A Syrian scholar summarizes the challenges facing distance/ online education in Syria as
follows ( Abdul-Wahed, May 2006 css.escwa.org.lb):

Poor Expenditure on Education

Huge Number of Students needing Higher Education
Selection according to student score, Not preference
Incompatibility with Market Needs

Migration of “Brains” to foreign countries.

Low Quality of Education of both students and professors.
Traditional Style in Teaching.

More principal shortcomings from which Distance/ online Education in Syria is suffering,
related to Internet Access (www.svuonline.org; Bender, October
004,www.technologyreview.com; Gould, 2003). In this regard, one of the issues which face
the SVU is the lack of a proper broad-band Internet infrastructure in Syria. This can be
viewed as a strategic problem, as it hinders potential students. Faced with the terrible
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performance of the teleconferencing software on Dial-Up (then the only available option), the
university created a number of tele-centers in various Syrian Directorates so that students who
didn't have broadband Internet could attend their lessons comfortably. With the introduction
of ADSL and ISDN in 2004 however, it was hoped that the severity of the problem would be
eased. Unfortunately, the situation has not improved much: up to the end of 2007, ADSL is
not yet available to students and the general public. ISDN, while difficult to attain in many
areas, is more publicly available than ADSL, and thus is the only option for Syrian SVU
students who wish to attend lessons from their homes. Most Syrian SVU students, however,
attend their lessons from a local tele-center.

TECHNOLOGY

Educators are often accused of resisting the change, especially in applying ICT, comparable to
their colleagues in fields like economics, aviations, and communications. They are commonly
hesitant to indulge using information and communication technologies in schooling on claims
of preserving societal culture, traditions, values, local identity and so forth.

Recognizing the importance of culture for the successful implementation of information and
communication technologies (ICT), a study (Albirini, 2006) was conducted to explore the
cultural perceptions of high school EFL (English as a Foreign Language) teachers in Syria
toward ICT. Using both quantitative and qualitative research methods, the study sought to
determine the teachers' overall perceptions of ICT as influenced by their national culture as
well as school culture(s).

The findings point to a notable conservatism in participants' perception of ICT in education
and society at large. Teachers were mainly concerned about the morally damaging effect of
ICT (particularly the Internet), its inattentiveness to their cultural and language needs, and its
growing primacy at the expense of other societal needs. The participants urged as a result for
the creation of local computers and software that would better serve identity and culture. The
implications of the findings are discussed.

Similar acknowledgment of the ICT value and this time for the field of special education, was
confirmed by a Syrian  professional (Nabil Eid, May 5th, 2007).
http://www.digitaldivide.net/). He called officials to take the following actions for the
successful promotion of ICT to advance special needs education (SNE):

"* Establish national dedicated agencies for ICT in education and development .
skills.

* Establish support services that work directly with teachers — trainers and pupils within in
disabilities students and handicaps.

* Establish specialist resource centers where volunteers and teachers obtain advice materials
and information.

* Establish specialist regional working groups.

* Establish specialist websites and online networks.

* Establish support for in school- training and streaming ICT in SNE training".

Integration of Internet ICT in Syrian Education, Businesses and Daily Communication
The importance of ICT for advancing human daily tasks was recognized by a group of experts
who gathered 2008 in an international conference to discuss the topic: government and
Administrative Simplifications. The third adopted recommendation of the conference, states:
"The use of information and / communication technologies (ICT) tools. Generalizing e-
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government_or the digitalization of the administration provides better access to services,
information and procedures™ (www.oecd.org

ICT and e-Communication in Syria

Syria has the most regulated telecoms sector in the Middle East.. Fixed-line services remain
the ownership of the State Telecommunications Establishment (STE). STE is investing in
upgrading and extending its network and aims to gain 100% coverage by end-2013. Fixed-
line subscriber numbers are still rising and although penetration rates are low, they are higher
than in many more wealthy Middle Eastern countries.

Two Build-Own-Transfer operators, Syriatel and MTN Syria, provide mobile services.
Syriatel is locally owned and MTN is a subsidiary of MTN of South Africa, which gained
ownership through its purchase of Invest COM (Paul Budde Communication, 2009).

ICT and the Internet Use in Syria

For internet usage, a senior Syrian official in the field of communication announced
(www.ArabicNews.com), details of a national initiative to boost internet dissemination in
Syria, expecting subscription to reach at 20% in 2013 and to bringing the internet in every
Syrian home. Dr.Nibal Idlbi, Syria Deputy Minister of Communication and Technology, told
the audience at the annual information symposium 2004 that the new program to build
information and communication sector in Syria has aimed at improving the infrastructures of
information technology in a way that suites Syrian needs. The project includes four sub-
programs, the first of which aims at boosting the spread of internet in Syria by utilizing the
national data exchange network. She expected subscription in the internet to reach at 20% in
the year 2013 and added that the second program guarantees Syrians the right of data privacy
of individuals as well institutions.

The third program is to put rules to regulate data profession while concentrating on software's
industry and its requirements. Meanwhile the fourth program seeks reactivating the common
internet program in cooperation with the private sector to install it in every Syrian home.

Internet by Satellite is considered as a revolutionary solution to the areas that face difficulties
in receiving land communication. This service is of interest for economists and those who
need high speed access to execute work in education and other working fields
(www.ArabicNews.com). With all professional efforts to boost the integration of internet
technologies into Syrian institutions, businesses, homes and daily life communications,
Internet World Statistics gives the following Internet use and penetration rates per population
(www.internetworldstats.com):

MIDDLE Population Usage, in Internet % User Growth

EAST 2009 Est. Dec/2000 Usage, Population (2000-2009)
LatestData | (penetration)

Syria 21,76,978 30,000 3,565,000 16.4 % 11,783.3 %

Internet Users in the Middle East comparable to the
World as of Dec. 2008, are: 45,861, 346 = 2,9%

Looking further at the Internet user growth, the table shows that it has doubled during the
period of 2000-2009 to 11,783.3 %,, the highest percentage ever achieved by any Arab State.
In fact, this exceptional percentage Internet user growth indicates how much the government
and civil society are effective in integrating ICT into public as well as private institutions and
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daily life activities; and too how highly promising will be the role of ICT in the making of
Syria education in the future.

E-LEARNING AND ICT INTEGRATION

A General Look at the Developments of E-Learning

"Man who had confined his schooling from the era of Plato with needs on earth, had entered
by the last mid-twentieth century the space-electronic age. Consequently, his psycho-social,
economical, material and educational needs for a productive schooling seem to have been
changed. The reason beyond these profound shifts in living priorities is that the cognitive, life
concerns, as well as the behavioral fields in which man operates have extended to infinity"
(Hamdan, 1999).

As a result, the new Millennium has witnessed accelerating advances in economic, social and
political globalization,, and in the rhythm of Information and Communication Revolutions
which subsequently led to what is currently called the Information Age and Knowledge
Society. All these changes have proved conventional schooling not only obsolete physically,
but also invalid in its educational mission, goals, content, curricula, instruction, assessment,
management and the quality of student graduates. Conventional educational institutions at
both school and university levels, if persisting, are serving at best the welfare of generations
and society in the fifties of the past twentieth century (Hamdan, 2008).

One notable eastern country: Malaysia recognized early the crucial role of ICT in the social,
economic, administrative reforms on both societal and governmental levels. By the end of the
twentieth century, Malaysia put into effect 1991 a strategic ambitious vision called 2020, to
indulge ICT into the lives of people, the works of institutions, the processes of education, and
the policies and actions of the government.

The ultimate goal of the ICT Vision as Prime Minster Mahathir Mohamad the vision's creator
and maestro) stated, is enabling Malaysia to transform from a developing into a developed
country (www.dailyexpress.com.my).

While the 2020 Vision has marked by this date 2009 two thirds of it's march toward success,
it attracted early attention world wide for technological and economic reasons (HighBeam™
Research, Inc. 1993). While the Malaysian government went ahead in implementing the "ICT
2020 vision" following thoughtful and carefully sequenced plans, education had experienced
profound shifts by introducing the new "Smart School" in which conventional learning
transited to an online activity (e-learning). It is projected that e-learning in Malaysian schools
and universities will become within next 6 years (2009-2015) more viable and prevailing due
to current ever developing technologies coupled with the broadband via FTTx technologies,
mobile broadband such as 3G and beyond, and the Next Generation Networks (NGNs)"
(Hamid and Anwar, 2000) . Due to different emergent geographical, political, educational,
military insurgencies, health or economic reasons, e- learning has become a global concern
(Bender, 2004).

E-Learning and ICT Integration in Education- the Syrian Experience

Syria introduced ICT into education and public institutions in a later time after Malaysia, but
has similar ICT action story. As the case of Malaysia, the initiative of ICT integration plan
was governmental, launched by the Head of State Dr. Bashar Al- Assad and supported by
international agencies like the UN and some world business groups. At 2001, Syria with the
collaboration of UNDP identified a coherent strategic program to use Information and
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communication technologies to further needed socio-economic developments. The program
spelled out six major interweaving interventions with an emphasis to develop infrastructures
and professional capacities for effective use of ICT as a tool for human development. These
interventions are:

e "Assessment of the suitability of the current and future ICT developments in the country to
serve as a tool for human development,

e A financial mechanism to ensure the proliferation and sustainability of telecenters, using
the franchise model,

e Development of the information content relevant to local and national

e human development requirements, through a development portal,

e A model Mobile Internet Unit to serve as a bridge of information into remote areas until
the overall proliferation of the tele-centers and ICT in general,

e Policy advise to ensure that the national ICT strategy whether on infrastructures and
application are in line with the needs of human development, and

e Training and capacity building in areas of ISP management.

A Partnerships with public and private institutions will be critical to the success of the
program™ (UNDP Syria. SYR/02/001. http://www.undp.org.sy).

Government policies directed to e-learning in Schools and universities
Action policies taken by Syrian Government toward utilizing ICT in e-learning in schools and
universities are briefly (Najib Abdul Wahed, 2007):

Legislative Changes Affecting the ICT Sector and Implementation:

Implementing and activating intellectual Properties Laws

Organizing the processes of exporting & importing software/hardware.

Legislating relevant laws governing the distribution, exchange and protection of data.
Encouraging and organizing investment in the ICT sector.

Organizing and regulating e-Commerce and e-Trade and benefiting from the experience of
other countries in this field.

e Legislating relevant laws authorizing and regulating the usage of electronic signature and
its use.

In education:

« Integrating IT curricula, information, and usage in all levels of formal education.

« Initiating and supporting training and continuing education programs to eradicate PC
illiteracy on the national level.

« Supporting the utilization of existing infrastructure and facilities in rural areas to initiate
training programs.

« Supporting the initiative of the “Popular PC”.

e Supporting the “Mobile Internet Unit”

Main objectives of the Higher Education Policy set out in the 10th National 5Y Plan include:

e Expansion of ICT access to tertiary education.

e Promotion of ICT responsiveness to the needs of the economy and society.

e Improvement of ICT governance and accountability procedures within the institutions.

e Development of ICT innovative and relevant modes of learning and teaching.

¢ Achievement of effective quality assurance.

e Enhancing the ICT quantity, quality and relevance of scientific, basic and applied research.
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e Promotion of ICT entrepreneurship and innovation skills within graduates to stimulate their
capabilities in creating self-jobs.

single and dual-mode public colleges and universities (Abdul-Wahed and Al-Awa, 2006):

University City Established Students Open Learning
Damascus Damascus 1923 11000 37012
Aleppo Aleppo 1958 65000 26552
Lattakia Tishreen 1971 40000 12145
Al-Baath Homs 1979 30000 11405
Total 245000 87114

Applications of ICT in e-Higher Education of Syria
The Application areas of ICT, Levels of ICT integration, and procedures used for Integrating
ICT in Higher Education,, appear in the following paragraphs (Abdul Wahed, 2007):

Application areas of ICT in Higher e-Education

Teaching, Learning and Research; Introducing On-Line Courses

Contents provision;

Professional tool for future labor market;

Administration and Operational Management;

Tactical and Strategic Management;

Collection, dissemination and exchange of information;

Support for conduct and management of research;

Transformation of library to an Information collection, processing, compiling and
dissemination unit;

e Establishment of “online Universities”

Levels of ICT Development in Higher e-Education
Single Computer with Dial-Up facilities

Local Area Network (LAN) in a location for
Local Area Network

Campus Area Network

Library LAN

Internet Connectivity of Campus Network
Wireless facilities for quick deployment

Full Click Universities

Procedures for Integrating ICT into the Functions of e-Higher Education

e Entry (teachers teach students to use IT)

e Adoption (teachers use IT to support traditional instruction)

e Adaptation (teachers use IT to enrich curricula)

e Customization and implantation (IT is integrated and used for its unique capabilities)

e Innovation (Development of new learning environment using IT as a tool): On-line
courses, Distance Education, Virtual Learning.

all users

The Syrian Virtual University- the Ultimate Application of ICT in e-Learning

Syrian Virtual University (SVU) (www.svu.org; www.virtualcampuses.eu retrieved on July
2009; /www.arabicnews.com; www.araboo.com), is an integrated online educational
institution that allows for some conventional university environment, with overwhelmingly
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features of the latest technological applications of the SVU provides World-class online
education for Syrian and Arab students at home; and offers Accredited American, European
and International degree and certificate programs at : diploma's, bachelor's, and master's
levels. The student support services are maintained by online community of Arab Professors
and experts worldwide. Management System is characterized by the following features:

o Compliant to emerging standards in learning systems like IMS and SCORM

e Configurable to suit any type of learning situations including informal learning
opportunities

e Supports different business models of learning service providers

e Flexible content and course structure

o Enrollment can be at any desired level in the course structure

« Handles all known forms of multimedia

o Floatable and collapsible menus provide user-friendly interface

e A variety of learning resources

e Instructors can sequence the content browsing so as to enable learner-specific learning
paths

o Personalization ensures most relevant content, FAQs, forum threads are made available

e Asynchronous and synchronous communication tools enable effective collaboration
between learners and instructors

o Powerful/advanced search engine to search learning resources within the system

e Learning activities on the system can be tracked and managed by authorized users

This system provides instant statistical data concerning any factor, process, or outcomes
related to SVU. For example, if asked for general data of the Spring semester, 2009,, the SVU
Student Information System will show the following:

e 2-year Undergraduate Programs (High National Diploma-Associate degrees: A, AS,
APS, ..) HND. HND stands for the Higher National Diploma in Computing and Business
Applications.

e 4-year Undergraduate Programs (Bachelor's degrees: BA, BS, BBA, BIT, BGS,..)

e Postgraduate Programs (Master's degrees: MA, MS, MBA, MIT,..)

The Syrian Virtual University Partnerships
Baker College Online
Bellevue Community College
Bellevue University

Ohio University

Canadian Virtual University
Columbia University

Cornell University

Edmonds Community College
MMU

Edexcel

With the third millennium, Syria embarked on administrative reforms involving all
governmental institutions and services. Decisions were taken in this respect for (Abdul
Wabhed, 2007; Hassan, July 2009, www.unpan.org):
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"Updating laws and regulation and

eliminating all bureaucratic barriers prohibiting national and foreign investments
Administrative reforms through training and recuperating Human resources.

Creating Administrative information centers for decision support systems in all ministries
Creating either a central committee or high committee to put the strategy for e-
transformation

e Updating laws and procedures of the banking systems

e Updating and modernizing education and higher education, especially programs of e-
learning and continuing education

e Increasing the role and involvement of all information mediums (public and private) in the
processes of good governance".

Examples of concrete projects & programs resulted from ICT integration strategy, are:

Strengthening the Institutional Capacity of the Peoples’ Assembly.
E Strategy for Syria.

Strategic ICT program for socio-economic development in Syria.
Support to Administrative Development.

Project implementation and coordination unit.

The Electronic Library.

Syrian Virtual University.

E-Village.

Syrian Higher Education and research Network (SHERN).

The National Number Project.

H-Card: also known as the Smart Health Record.

Virtual Museum.

literacy eradication.

Barriers handicapping ICT Integration in e-Education (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2008;
KABBANI and SALLOUM, 2009; and Nabil Eid, 2007). One Syrian ICT professional writer
however, cautions from several barriers that stand against the integration of ICT in education.
These are:

e Diffused responsibility for policy implementation of ICT.

e Lack of information on needs and requirements of schools and pupils upon which to base
ICT policy initiatives.

e Limited finances supporting different aspects of provision or funding that is not needs
targeted.

Lack of specialist teacher training and limited options available for training.

Limited availability of specialists in hard and software resources.

Lack of formal national support infrastructures for ICT.

Insufficient number of qualified specialists at regional level.

Limited availability of information specialist (particularly online) resources.

Lack of communication facilities in some areas.

Poor spending. despite serious governmental efforts to increase spending on higher
education, but remains 2007 below the world average.

e Unemployment of university graduates which reached at 27% males and 30% females.
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e Irrelevant training for ICT literacy and skills. The 10™ national plan for Higher Education
aims at enabling the needed infrastructures for courses and research while enhancing
institutional and individual capacities. ICT tools are being increasingly provided to university
students and staff, but equipments are only one factor necessary for ICT integration; the more
crucial is the relevant training of teachers and students to make the best use of the new tools
into their everyday teaching and learning activities.

RESEARCH and TRAINING in E-LEARNING

At the pre-university level, the Department of Planning and Statistics and the Department of
Curriculum and Research (of the Ministry of Education) are in charge of educational research
and studies. Research at the university level is accomplished and supervised by faculties as a
part of graduate programs, especially at the master's level mandated by Syrian Virtual
University (SVU) (Gennaoui, 1995, op. cited). On another hand, Tempus organization
(http://ec.europa.eu/tempus) has launched jointly with Syrian Government and Ministry of
Higher Education, several programs for the modernization of Higher Education in Syria. A
sample of undertaken studies and projects in this regard, are:

Micro-Finance at the University ( JEP -30003)

Developing an MSc Curriculum in construction Management, 2003 ( JEP-30047)
Quiality University Management and Institutional Autonomy, 2004 (JEP-32120)
Development of the Mechatronics Curriculum., 2004 ( JEP- 32164)

Innovative and Integrated Approaches, Methods and Tools for Mediterranean Forest
Ecosystem Management, 2004 ( JEP- 32028)

Occupational Medicine Training Course, 2005 (JEP-33042)

New Medical Curriculum at Syrian Universities, 2006 (JEP-34006)

New MSc Curriculum in Telelnformatics, 2006 (JEP-34030)

Education in Road Safety supported with ICT, 2006 (JEP-34042)

e Development of an M.Sc. program in IT management in Construction at Damascus
University, 2006 (JEP-34054)

e Establishing a strategic framework for electronic libraries in Syrian Higher Education,
(SCM — M030A06, 2006).

On another hand, additional attention is given to the investigation of possible challenges
which could threaten the credibility of online educational institutions in Syria. Research and
case studies were conducted by scholars at both local and international levels.

Hala Dalbani for example investigated the support for distance learners at the Syrian Virtual
University (Dalbani, 2008); and Albirini, based on sponsorship of Syrian Ministry of
Education, June, 2006,, searched the missing element in the implementation of ICT in
developing countries, that is: cultural perceptions. It concluded that cultural perceptions
should improve for the integration of ICT to be possible (Albirini, 2006,
http://ijedict.dec.uwi.edu). Further, Aczel and Hardy (Aczel, and Pascale 2007) investigated
three distance/online universities: the African Virtual University (AVU), the Arab Open
University (AOU) and the Syrian Virtual University (SVU). The results of the case study
support the claim that outdated 2™ and 3™ ICT generations deems insufficient for students
learning, since they neglect the social and individual aspects of students. Other local
professionals (Al-Badowi and Celebi, 2009; Abdul Wahed, 2007; and Sheikhalard, 2007)
searched the constrains experienced by distance and online institutions, especially the case of
SVU.
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e Not Satisfactory English level for most of A-HND students.

e Learning English through virtual classroom does not improve the communication skills of
students.

e Poor voice quality due to outdated existing infrastructures.

Delay in project execution due to training of tutors and learners (Computer illiteracy)
Learners lack of motivation which is the driving force of self paced learning.

Deviation from SVU model.

Insufficient E-content.

They presented however some recommendations for improvements, appear as follows:

e Option of continuous human training and development of the university staff and in the
marketplace.

¢ Injection of Academic content to update the workforce’s knowledge and skills.

¢ Dissemination of World-class education beyond campus limits. Continuous
updating of Modern Technology and Educational Methods.

¢ Auvailability of Wide range of specializations.

e Provision of Work and study programs at the same time.

¢ Provision of More interaction in class: Peer-to-peer learning, Self-learning, and Learning
from Experts.

CONCLUSIONS

Syria is a civic country rooted deeply in the early glorious B.C history. Records in this regard
go to the fifth millennium B.C. and beyond (University of Chicago News Office.. Dec 16,
2005).

In education, Syria is seen one of best within Arab Middle East to have a well planned,
managed, guided, and accountable quality system; despite the tight budgeting and the highly
growing birth rate population. It is generally evident that people in charge of steering the
system at different administrative levels are concerned for realizing the mission and priorities
embodied in the government educational policies. This optimal statement of the good will
applies also to the sector of communication and technology. As a result several breakthroughs
are observed in the integration of ICT in education and communication fields, beside others.

The Ministry of Higher Education (MHE) is exerting every effort to insure quality and
modernization in programs and projects offered in it's mandated institutions. For this end,
MHE is collaborating with national (public and private) and international partners like the
European Union and UNDP. MHE tends to achieve soon by these partnerships the following
priorities (europe-education-formation, www.europe-education-formation.fr/):

« The establishment of new institutions, faculties and programs within existing institutions.

« New admissions policy congruent with academic standards, potential students need, and
national development needs.

« Developing existing Curriculum and implementing a dynamic flexible rules for their
continuous revision in response to social and market needs.

« Continuing the process of the establishment of Quality Assurance and Accreditation System.
« Charting executive plans for the purpose of upgrading the skills of Academic staff.
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« Upgrading the enabling environment through the provision of the needed tools such as: labs,
modern libraries, network connectivity, etc..

« Revamping academic research and graduate studies programs.

« Upgrading of vocational and educational training institutes.

e Sector restructuring to enhance governance and introducing updated management
information systems.

« Establishment of effective statistical matrix which is important for planning at the strategic
and policy level.

Some examples of the remarkable advances in regard of ICT integration is the exceptional
percentage Internet user growth of 11,783.3 %,, the highest ever achieved by any Arab State.
More over, Syrian Virtual University (SVU) was erected 2002 as the first quality online
university in Arab Middle East:,, resembling from it's start the professional standards and
methods practiced by comparable world on-line higher education institutions in Canada,
England, Australia, south Africa, France, U.S.A, and many others. SVU according to one
source is "a world class university education at your fingertips" (www.uksna,
www.uksna.com). It is observed that SVU keeps endeavoring for better standards, practices,
and building it's educational fame.

One can find in this regard, study programs in Quality Management (for the master's degree),
and a fundamental department within the University devoted solely for the issue of Quality
Assurance. The Department spells out it's mission in the next statement (www.svuonline.org).

The task is to implement the internationally recognized quality assurance measures which
include the identification of the intended learning outcomes, the continuous assessment and
development of the curricula and the supervision of the teaching methodology used and the
teachers’ performance besides giving both tutors and students the needed support to ensure
efficient teaching and learning.

The QAO also decides on and approves all forms of assessment including choosing the most
appropriate forms of assessment and monitoring the process of entering exam questions on the
assessment management system and reviewing questions to ensure that it is appropriate to the
students’ level of competency. The QAO also supervises the process of teaching staff
recruitment and arranges for new staff training, and monitors staff development. Moreover,
the QAO ensures that the quality of IT support and resources are sufficient to facilitate the
teaching learning process and to realize the intended learning outcomes".

Finally, to insure the quality of Syrian e-education within the coming years, the following
recommendations are offered:

o keep up with the quality work standards practiced by "first class” e- university world wide.
Update and improve where deems beneficial.

o Keep updating the professional knowledge, skills, and attitudes of instructors, tutors and
other faculty members. Any negligence in this regard, educational messages to students either
reach poorly or never reach at all.

e Guide, train, and help students improving attitudes and skills as successful e-learners.
Some of these are (en.wikipedia.org): using software tools, mastering new study habits, help
accessing on line academic resources, building confidence to do well, building learning and
achievement motivation, building excellent time management skills.
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o Keep updating the equipments, services, and facilities of e-education to guarantee the flow
of effective learning- teaching messages.

o Keep updating the academic programs of study offered to students in lieu of their
professional needs and contemporary developments of market place.

e Apply more formative assessment techniques of students' e-learning and achievement.
While administrators can with summative evaluation recognize failing and succeeding
students, formative assessment benefits teachers and students in building interactions,
attitudes, learning, and teaching activities for better achievement results.
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