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Abstract

The initiation of the e-Learning Access Program (e-LeAP) at the University of Santo Tomas in 2002 was a big leap from
the traditional face-to-face instruction that this almost 400 year old university has been using. Another significant “leap”
is the implementation of e-LeA’P? — the e-Learning Alumni Academe Partnership Program. The objective of e-LeA’P? is
to extend the learning experience of the student beyond the classroom by online interaction with industry practitioner
mentors. Alumni from Industry, Academe and Government in the Philippines and from other countries were brought to
the online classroom of e-LeA”P? through course websites using the Blackboard Learning System. They were requested
to put materials in the Course Content pertaining to their institution and pose discussion forums where students were
required to reply. In some instances plant visits and face to face discussions were given by the alumni. Survey results
showed that students, faculty and alumni were able to benefit a lot from this experience through practical knowledge

gained and facilitated employment.
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1. Introduction

The University of Santo Tomas, Manila, Philippines is
the oldest catholic university in Asia. It started to embark
in an online learning program only in 2002 after being in
existence for 392 years with the implementation of the
UST e-Learning Access Program (e-LeAP). This leap
from the traditional face-to-face delivery of courses to
this new mode of course delivery was initiated by faculty
members from the College of Engineering. Today, about
fifty percent of the 30,000 student population has
participated in a Web Enhanced Course (WEC) or a
Fully Online Course (FOC). UST uses Blackboard as its
Learning Management System under the UST
Educational Technology Center.

The Faculty of Engineering has always been the
forerunner of innovative teaching technologies at the
University of Santo Tomas. Since its founding in 1907, it
has produced great alumni who have made significant
contribution in industry, business, research, government
service, and education. Continuing linkage with industry
practitioners and the implementation of web enhanced

courses are some of the strategies to continue this
tradition.

Up to the early 1990’s, it was quite easy to invite
industry practitioners, mostly alumni, to share their
expertise with their alma mater by part time teaching.
Their membership to the faculty staff ensured a balance
between their sharing of industry experiences with the
teaching of theories and principles by the full time
faculty members.

In the last decade, it became harder for the different
engineering departments to retain practicing engineers as
part time faculty members, not because they were not
interested to share their expertise, but due to their limited
time, traffic problems and security issues.

The challenge therefore was how to provide the
needed balance between theory and practice in the
existing engineering curriculum, given this constraint of
having a limited number of industry practitioners in the
faculty roster.
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To answer this challenge, and to prepare the UST
Faculty of Engineering for its centennial foundation in
2007, the college embarked on an e-Learning Academe
Alumni Partnership Program, e-LeA?P? (read as eLeAP
square). This program converted the professional
engineering courses into Web-Enhanced Courses
developed and implemented through collaboration
between the faculty staff and industry practitioners
coming from a pool of alumni volunteers. These efforts
were made to mark the Centennial Year of the Faculty
with a program that will sustain the high quality of
education befitting our Thomasian engineering students.
The objectives of e-LeA?P? are:

1. to train the future graduates not only with theories
but also in industrial applications.

2. to introduce students to industry practitioners who
shall serve as role models and help them develop a
sense of pride in their profession.

3. to help the faculty staff develop mastery of the
courses as they learn from their industry
counterpart and vice versa.

4. to enable the alumni to share their wealth of
expertise and contribute to the sustained growth of
their Alma Mater.

5. to extend the learning experience of the students
beyond the classroom, enabling them to discover
more information in the internet and through
interaction with their teacher/alumni facilitator in
online chat sessions and discussion forums.

2. Methodology

A working group, consisting of the dean, assistant dean,
faculty secretary and department chairs was created to
detail the mechanics and logistics requirements of UST
Engineering e-LeA*P?. A counterpart alumni group from
industry representing six engineering programs and
selected by the UST Engineering Alumni Association,
Inc. (USTEAAI) board was formed to draft the
implementing plan.

The choice of courses to pilot depended on the
specialization areas where alumni practitioners can easily
be persuaded to participate. Web Enhanced Courses that
have been operating for more than two years with
sufficient course content and faculty online training were
the priority pilot courses. Thus the program was pilot
tested in three engineering courses; Plant Design in
chemical engineering and Logic Circuits in electronics
engineering in the first semester; and Environmental
Management for chemical engineering and information
technology students in the second semester. These web
enhanced courses also had the advantage of being

implemented with emphasis on active and collaborative
learning.

A pool of faculty members teaching professional
engineering  subjects and  counterpart industry
practitioners were given face to face training on using the
Blackboard Learning Management System. A step-by-
step manual was prepared as a guide for training industry
practitioners online Emphasis was placed on how to add
forums to the discussion board and create web links and
assessments such as online assignments and
examinations.

The choice of alumni industry practitioners who will
participate in eLeA’P? depended on the faculty member
in charge. There were two schemes that were
implemented. One is by making the faculty members
responsible for finding volunteer online alumni who will
act as industry mentors. Second is by dividing the
students into teams and requiring each team to look for
alumni experts who can also act as mentors. Preference
was given to active engineering practitioners,
administrative members of engineering organizations and
retired or former faculty members. These mentors were
enrolled as teaching assistants in the course web site.
They were trained personally or online with the
Blackboard Learning Management system. Their role
was to provide additional content to the course by
providing web links or course notes in their fields of
expertise (Figure 1) They were also advised to give
assessments in the form of online examinations and
assignments, post routine questions as well as post
forums in the discussion board.

Figure 1. Folders were created for each alumni mentor. The
folder contains the mentor’s welcome note and links
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E-Learning and Distance Learning

An opportunity for face to face encounter was also
setup to allow the students to personally meet their
alumni mentors.

Faculty members who participated in eLeA?P? were
remunerated with an equivalent load given by the UST
Engineering Alumni Association. Alumni mentors who
participated in e-LeA’P? as volunteers were given
Certificates of Merit indicating their academic
involvement.

3. Results

Alumni from Industry, Academe and Government in the
Philippines and from other countries participated in
eLeA’P,

In the course Plant Design given to 5th year
chemical engineering students, 6 alumni practitioners
from various industries in the Philippines and another 6
alumni from industries abroad were invited personally
and through email by the instructor to participate in e-
LeA’P% Only 4 agreed to actively participate; all of them
based outside the Philippines; 2 from Singapore and 2
from Netherlands. Likewise 2 of the 4 alumni volunteers
were former faculty members. They were requested to
put materials in the Course Content pertaining to the
industry they were representing and pose discussion
forums where students were required to reply. Since they
were based abroad, these instructions and a step-by-step
guide were given by email. The faculty in charge created
folders in the course web site for each industry mentor.
The mentor was requested to post a welcome note,
introducing himself — the education, career path and
present duties. Students on the other hand were required
to create their individual homepage that included a
picture, their academic and research activities as well as
their plans for the future.

Two of the alumni mentors provided web links to
their respective industries. Each participating mentor
posted one or two discussion forums. Figure 2 shows the
discussion forums posted. Very few students actually
participated because they found the discussion topics
new to them and could not participate as it required them
to do additional web based research. All the alumni
mentors in this subject had an opportunity to meet the
students face to face through a colloquium session. Both
the students and alumni mentor were able to voice out
their concerns ranging from communications concern
such as posting forums and replies to grading
requirements.
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Figure 2. The course web site in Plant design and
the forums posted by the industry mentors

In the course Logic Circuits given to 3rd year
Electronics and Communications engineering students,
two alumni practitioners were invited personally and
through email to join e-LeA’P? but none of them
participated actively.

In the course, Environmental Management, aside
from the faculty member looking for course mentors, the
students were also required to find alumni mentors. As a
result, 16 alumni all from the Philippines participated in
eLeA?P?, though only through discussion forums. The
faculty member involved personally invited and trained 2
faculty members (one from industry and one from
government) on using the discussion board; whereas the
remaining 14 alumni were recruited by students. The
students were divided into 14 groups with each group
assigned a specific topic on environmental management.
The groups were required to find and invite an alumnus
expert on the topic assigned to them who shall be posting
a discussion forum online. Each student was required to
post at least one reply to each of the forums.

At the end of the semester after testing the pilot
program, the students and alumni mentors were asked to
complete a survey to provide us with feedback. The
results will be helpful in ironing out problems and also
enable us to better manage the interaction between the
students and the alumni mentors.

4. Discussion

The pilot implementation of eLeA’P’ has provided
benefits for alumni, faculty and students. Bringing
industry practitioners to an online classroom has
provided not only the students but the faculty with an
opportunity to feel the pulse of the practice of their
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profession. It has made people in the academe realize
that their own academic discipline is viable only if it
supports the profession.

For students, the program taught them a lot about
chemical engineering that they could never learn through
lectures or textbooks. It provided support in making a
decisions that will have an impact on the rest of their
lives. The program gave them a chance to practice oral
and written communication skills with a professional
who could be helpful in identifying future employment
opportunities.

Industry on the other hand equally benefitted
because academe can serve them better not only by
producing educated and skilled graduates, but also by
offering continuing education, service learning, or
distance learning programs that meet their needs. The
participation of industry practitioners as volunteer
mentors offers a chance to give back, or to perform
community service, to the school. It brings the mentor in
touch with a student who may be a potential hire. For a
younger practitioner it is an excellent means of making
or retaining a connection with his or her alma mater. Of
course, it also makes them feel valued to know that that
their advice will help someone make a very important,
and sometimes difficult, career decision[2].

This implementation of eLeA’P? is not without its
setbacks. Lessons learned have to be studied and re-
engineered to come out with a better implementation.
Among the things that need special consideration is the
identification of alumni mentors. Letting faculty
members alone invite industry practitioners to participate
in eLeA’P? has become a burden to their already heavy
teaching load. A pool of volunteer alumni mentors must
first be established, pairing their expertise with the needs
of the academic courses. These pool must be made to
realize that they should be willing to provide a certain
number of hours per week for the mentoring program.
Names of professionals interested in serving as mentors
must be gathered by contacting several alumni who are
employed at industrial plants and at local companies
(international as well as regional and local firms). These
alumni provide the faculty member coordinating the
program with a list of colleagues at their place of work
who are willing to serve as mentors.

Industry mentors should also be trained properly on
the use of the online Learning Management software and
how to post and moderate discussion forums. This
training however becomes very restrictive for alumni
mentors who are not very comfortable with using
computers or those who have to be trained online.

Requiring students to find online alumni mentors
ensured more mentor participation. The drawback
however is that they are not able to recruit the best of the
alumni practitioners. Most of the alumni mentors were
newly graduated professionals who did not have the
experience of the older mentors. The advantage of this
scheme however was the fact that these new graduates
were easier to train in the Learning Management System
than their older and more experienced counterparts.

Students also found the demand of having to interact
with industry mentors an added burden to their classroom
and online activities; especially where questions posted
by the mentors are far from routine ones. This has
resulted in very little participation in discussion forums.

Overall, initiating an innovative learning strategy
such as eLeA?P’ has been a promising experience.
Bringing together the alumni industry practitioner,
students and faculty members can work synergistically to
bring about the improvement of the chemical engineering
profession. This will not only benefit the Faculty of
Engineering when it celebrates its centennial in 2007 but
also the University of Santo Tomas when it celebrates its
quadricentennial in 2011.
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