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ABSTRACT

Inclusivity is not common when it comes to teaching a mix of children that are able-bodied and 
neurotypical. Toying with this idea coupled with the outcry of parents who have children with special 
needs but lack resources, the Inclusive Outdoor Classroom (TIOC) was established. TIOC was started 
in the front yard of the founder of the programme, Anne Sivanathan with a shoestring budget which 
came from donations. This is where a group of interested and caring parents, a cohort of volunteers, 
mainly university students, began their work. At its foundation, TIOC provides training of volunteers 
who assist with direct and indirect services, advocacy work to raise awareness about inclusion as well 
as engagement with parents and the community. Children with disabilities and young people who are 
enrolled would have an environment that would welcome them regardless of their disability of Down 
Syndrome, autism, and cerebral palsy, just to name a few. The action research done for this project 
was twofold, where two groups of students from the Advertising and Brand Management Program 
and the Digital Media Production Program joined forces to do projects to further assist in the idea of 
inclusiveness for TIOC. While the Advertising Campaign module worked on a fundraiser campaign 
and the creation of related advertising deliverables for TIOC, the Narrative Writing students took on 
the task of writing their stories as guided by the learning outcomes of the module. At the end of the 
semester, the advertising campaign successfully raised RM2,738 in a two-week period, exceeding 
their original goal of RM 2,000 while 29 short documentary scripts were explored and written about 
the children, their parents, and the volunteers of TIOC. The best take-away from this collaboration 
was the understanding and experience the students obtained in terms of teamwork, contributing their 
expertise for the benefit of a shared objective, which is to enhance the awareness for inclusivity.

Keywords: The Inclusive Outdoor Classroom, children with disabilities, inclusiveness, awareness, 
engagement of parents, volunteers
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INTRODUCTION

Universities continue to evolve as institutions, not only for academic learning but also in 
helping to form holistic individuals (Lee et al., 2019), and service learning is part of this 
evolution. Universities need to help students learn to become “active responsible citizens” 
(Kagawa, 2007). But what is service learning? Service learning in a university happens when 
students take part in an organized activity under the aegis of the university aimed at not 
only gaining credits but also at meeting specific community needs and subsequently, reflect 
on the activity as part of furthering their understanding of the course content and their 
civic responsibility (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996). In Howard’s (1998) synergistic model of 
the classroom, student experiences with community service are integrated with the course 
learning objectives and though this, produces new challenges for both educator and student, 
improved motivation and enhanced learning are rewarding payoffs for the challenges. 
Involving students in community projects and integrating these projects with academic 
learning objectives can improve civic responsibility in students as these projects “promote 
more powerful connections between theory and practice” (Coelho & Menezes, 2021).

Malaysian universities have begun to include service learning in various courses. As 
part of the Malaysia Education Blueprint 2015–2025 (Higher Education) — also known 
as the MEB (HE) — the Ministry of Higher Education launched the concept of Service-
Learning Malaysia – University for Society (SULAM) in 2019 (Hanum et al., 2021). Though 
this initiative has been implemented officially mainly in the public universities, private 
universities like Taylor’s University are not far behind in encouraging the exploration of 
service learning as part of their courses. 

This paper looks at the impact of service learning as implemented by two courses 
in Taylor’s University’s School of Media and Communication, with an emphasis on how 
it affected the students’ awareness of issues surrounding inclusivity of education between 
children with disabilities and neurotypical children. 

The Inclusive Outdoor Classroom 
The Inclusive Outdoor Classroom (TIOC) is a non-governmental organization (NGO) 
that promotes inclusive education by providing extracurricular activities for children 
of all abilities to learn through play together. TIOC prioritises human rights, inclusion, 
and education. TIOC also believes that all children, regardless of their abilities, deserve 
to have an opportunity to learn, and to learn in a diverse and inclusive environment. 
The organization provides extracurricular activities that facilitate an enjoyable learning 
experience through play for all children. 

TIOC was founded in January 2016 and is led by Anne Sivanathan with the aim of 
promoting inclusion in the community by encouraging interaction and play, specifically 
between typically developing children and children with special needs. The latter group of 
children often miss out on fun activities and TIOC hopes to rectify this through their goal 
of “development [sic] children to have fun through learning” (Simply Giving, n.d.).

In an interview with Impact Hub Kuala Lumpur, Sivanathan said that TIOC 
is meant to be a space where differently abled children can interact with neurotypical 
children. TIOC tries to accommodate different types of special needs, with “a mixture of 
children, such as those with Down Syndrome, autism, cerebral palsy, as well as the typically 
developing children coming together in one class” (Our Quest for Inclusion, 2019). 

This action research was conducted throughout the March 2021 semester (March–
July 2021) as this was the first collaboration for either module with an NGO, thus the call 
for research. The study done for this project was twofold, where two groups of students, 
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from the ADV60106 Advertising Campaign module from the Advertising and Brand 
Management Program, and the BCA60904 Narrative Writing module from the Digital 
Media Production Program joined forces to do projects to further assist in the idea of 
inclusiveness for TIOC. This was also to enable changes and interventions to take place 
before the next round of collaborations with other NGOs for future semesters.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Service learning and inclusivity awareness
Dart (2006) noted that many people with disabilities face negative attitudes from society 
that often range from pity to fear. Research by Tavares (2011) on the Kids Are Kids (KAK) 
programme, where children learn about a classmate with a disability (specifically cerebral 
palsy in this study), indicates that efforts to educate children on disabilities can create 
positive changes in their attitudes towards their disabled classmates, which demonstrates 
that thoughtful engagement with people with disabilities provides necessary exposure for 
better understanding and more positive attitudes to develop.

Education is not just about the transmission of information or academic knowledge 
from a teacher to a student. Kemmis (2006, p. 462) described education as being: 

The double process of (i) developing the knowledge, values and capacities 
of individuals, and their capacities for self-expression, self-development and 
self-determination; and (ii) through the preparation of rising generations, of 
developing the discourses and culture, social relations, institutions and practices, 
and the material-economic and environmental conditions of a society, in the 
interests of collective self-expression, self-development and self-determination. 

Alper and Ryndak (1992) expanded upon quality education as also being an 
opportunity for students, and specifically children, to form and experience normal relationships 
with their peers. Teoh and Yap (2018) also concurred that students who are exposed to the 
experiential learning teaching approach possess a greater tendency to apply a deep approach 
in their learning compared with those who learn in the context of the traditional lecture-
plus-discussion classroom. Lee et al. (2019) also highlighted mobile technology as a new way 
of integrating this in the academia. In this regard, many public universities are testing out the 
possibility of mobile technology implementation in teaching currently.

Furthermore, increased engagement with people with disabilities or special needs can 
decrease the stigma they face (Tavares, 2011). So, when it comes to ensuring the integration 
of people with special needs in society, education can and does play an important role. This 
is where service learning comes into play. The concept of service learning has been defined by 
Pritchard and Whitehead as “a teaching and learning approach that integrates community 
service with academic studies to enrich learning, teach civic responsibility and strengthen 
communities” (2004, as cited in Muwana & Gaffney, 2011). A study by Buch and Harden 
(2011) on a service-learning project by the University of North Carolina in collaboration 
with the Urban Ministry Centre to provide shelter for the homeless in winter demonstrated 
that it “promoted positive civic attitudes and student desire to ‘make a difference.’”

For service learning to work well, students need to have strong faculty support and 
access to the community and relevant agencies. The success of service learning hinges on  
the support students receives from faculty, the extent to which they gain access to  
community, the agencies’ tradition of service, and the individuals’ leadership roles in 
exerting the power to affect organizational change (Muwana & Gaffney, 2011).
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Educators themselves are not exempt from the need to be more aware of the 
importance of inclusivity and how to interact with those who have special needs. According 
to Melekoĝlu (2013), teacher candidates required to interact with special needs students as 
part of their training often start with lower motivation, but end up recognising its usefulness. 

Mahadir et al. (2019) mentioned that service learning allows exposure of students 
to minority voices, something that is especially relevant in multi-ethnic Malaysia. This 
can potentially assist in deepening the understanding of other groups, as Tavares (2011) 
mentioned with regard to how engaging with different people helps mitigate stigmatization.

Service learning in Malaysia
Service-learning projects have been and are practiced by many Malaysian universities and 
colleges (Omar, 2019). With community engagement being a high priority in the Malaysian 
Education Blueprint, more and more higher education institutions have added or are 
working towards adding service-learning components in their courses, with some having 
specific electives offered “to enhance students’ community interaction and problem-solving 
skills” (Khan & Jacob, 2015). 

Though the Ministry of Higher Education’s SULAM programme for public 
universities is still relatively new, Hanum et al. (2021) found that there are already positive 
impacts from early implementation, with reported improvements in the students’ soft skills 
such as time management and communication as well as their ability to demonstrate good 
ethics and social responsibility in their community service engagements. However, it must 
be noted that service-learning projects can be challenging. Feedback from faculty indicates 
that while the importance of service-learning projects is undisputed, time constraints, 
large class numbers and the lack of standardised guidelines increase the difficulty of 
implementation (Yusof et al., 2020).

Hudin et al. (2018) investigated students in a Social Entrepreneurship course 
in Universiti Pendidikan Sultan Idris and found that its service-learning project 
received positive feedback from the students but noted that such projects do need to be 
appropriately designed for specific learning objectives to be met. A 2019 study covering 
the implementation of service learning in four Malaysian public universities observed 
that this teaching and learning approach being integrated into the courses could boost 
self-confidence as the students work through the learning problems and internalise the 
information (Mamat et al., 2019). Mat Isa et al. (2022) reviewed an alternative assessment 
that replaced the final test for the Open and Distance Learning (ODL) Engineers in Society 
course. This alternative assessment evaluated student performance in terms of critical and 
creative thinking through community service, and the study also saw positive results, which 
can be used to further improve alternative assessments in the future (Mat Isa et al., 2022). 
A technology integration framework for service-learning pedagogy was proposed by Salam 
et al. (2019) and the team recommended that academics need to properly assess the uses 
and limitations of technology before integrating them into a service-learning project.

Yusof et al.’s (2020) work in the Malaysian context is mostly limited to the 
measurement of efficacy and learning outcomes. Service-learning research in Malaysia 
largely involves students and faculty in the sciences. For example, Khan and Jacob’s 2015 
study focused on pharmacy students as was Jacob et al.’s 2017 research. Similarly, Musa 
et al. (2017) and Salam et al. (2019) investigated service learning in computer science 
and information technology courses while Mat Isa et al. (2022) conducted a document 
evaluation of service learning that has been integrated into one assessment within an 
engineering course. There has been little to no research on service learning from the angle 
of arts- or social science-related courses at higher education institutes in Malaysia. In this 



SEARCH 14(3), 2022

29

respect, this paper will be reporting on the effects of the integration of service learning into 
projects for mass communication students. 

Action research and service learning
Kemmis (2006, p. 474) described the ideal action research as being “engaged with the 
substantial problems of societies and thus the substantial problems of education for 
changing times”. The process of action research involves inquiry into the problem, 
implementation in practice, and analysis of the data for the purpose of improving practice 
(Craig, 2009). It is a research strategy that involves a mixture of methods depending on 
the context and it concentrates on functionality or workability as a goal (Greenwood & 
Levin, 2007).

According to Schensul et al. (2002), action research for service learning is a 
“participatory approach to addressing social problems that uses the methods and tools of 
the social sciences to involve students in identifying, conducting research on, and working 
to resolve social and environmental problems that affect themselves, their peers, and their 
communities.” 

Action research for service learning allows students to take concepts out from the 
classroom and apply them to a real-world problem that serves or helps a societal good. 
Action research has been used to study the applications and outcomes of service learning 
in education, such as Bettencourt’s 2015 research that found service learning does indeed 
support educational programmes by enhancing the student learning experience or Liu 
and Lin’s (2017) evaluation of how a service-learning curriculum improves the awareness, 
knowledge and skills of students. 

METHODOLOGY

According to Clark et al. (2020), educational research provides a vast landscape of 
knowledge on topics related to teaching and learning, curriculum and assessment, students’ 
cognitive and affective needs, cultural and socio-economic factors of schools, and many 
other factors considered viable to improving schools. Educational stakeholders rely on 
research to make informed decisions that ultimately affect the quality of schooling for 
their students. Accordingly, the purpose of educational research is to engage in disciplined 
inquiry to generate knowledge on topics significant to the students, teachers, administrators, 
schools, and other educational stakeholders. Just as the topics of educational research vary, 
so do the approaches to conducting educational research in and outside the classroom.

Action research is an approach to educational research that is commonly used 
by educational practitioners and professionals to examine, and ultimately improve, their 
pedagogy and practice (Clark et al., 2020). In this way, action research represents an 
extension of the reflection and critical self-reflection that educators employ daily in their 
classroom. When students are actively engaged in learning, the classroom can be dynamic 
and uncertain, demanding the constant attention of the educator. Considering these 
demands, educators are often only able to engage in reflection that is fleeting, and for the 
purpose of accommodation, modification, or formative assessment. In this respect, action 
research offers one path to a more deliberate, substantial, and critical reflection that can be 
documented and analyzed to improve an educator’s practice (Clark et al., 2020). 

This learning extension when taken out of the classroom and out into the open 
spaces of learning also give different challenges and results. The action research done for 
this study follows closely the model adapted from Lewin (1951) (Figure 1). In the case of 
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this paper, action research allowed the faculty researchers to examine how service learning, 
when integrated with the assessments of the courses, supported the learning outcomes, 
and enhanced the students’ understanding and appreciation of the issue of inclusivity. The 
action research for this study was further broken down for both modules to facilitate in 
the (a) planning (identifying, informing, and organising), (b) acting (trialling, collecting, 
and questioning), (c) observing (analysing, reporting, and sharing) and (d) reflection 
(evaluating, implementing, and revisiting).

 Planning

Reflecting

trialling
collecting
questioning

Acting

Observing

Action
research

evaluating
implementing
revisiting

analysing
reporting
sharing

identifying
informing
organising

Figure 1. Action research model adapted from Lewin (1951)

A.  Planning (identifying, informing, and organising)

ADV60106 Advertising Campaign
For the March 2021 semester, ten students of the ADV60106 Advertising Campaign module 
worked on a fundraiser campaign and the creation of related advertising deliverables for 
TIOC. 

ADV60106 Advertising Campaign is the final project module for students majoring 
in Advertising. For the Advertising Campaign module, the learning outcomes are to:
a. analyze marketing/advertising problems accurately, based on a thorough situation 

analysis.
b. determine a realistic marketing, advertising, and promotion strategy and objectives.
c. plan effective communication message/media/budgeting strategies and tactics that 

solve well-defined problems.
d. plan, prepare and develop messages and media programs to reach target audiences 

efficiently and effectively.

The module requires the students to work directly with a client to produce an 
advertising campaign that consists of compulsory deliverables (e.g., print advertisements 
and a video commercial) and alternative deliverables that are chosen based on the needs of 
the client and the campaign (e.g., logo redesign, radio commercial, product brochure). The 
campaigns are not always put into use; sometimes the campaigns are purely conceptual, 



SEARCH 14(3), 2022

31

based on existing or upcoming products from the client. The client decides whether the 
materials are used, although in general, it is hoped that the clients will use the social media 
content that the students produce for them. 

BCA60904 Narrative Writing
For this module, 29 students were enrolled. The task was simple enough — to write their 
stories as guided by the learning outcomes of the module:
a. to identify the research, source, and use appropriate techniques to write for digital 

media.
b. demonstrate the different styles of writing for the digital media to initiate social 

change. 
c. differentiate the digital narrative writing skill for the big and small screen for all 

mediums of communication—economic, politics and social.
d. develop the power of digital narrative writing and its techniques.

This module outlines writing narratives and technical aspects for programs for the 
big and small screens. It also examines ethical issues in the production world. The learning 
and teaching approach for the module is discussion-based, with students engaging with vast 
ideas during the tutorial sessions and presenting their ideas and thoughts individually. For 
this study, the students were required to engage with the children and their families to dive 
deep into their stories. They were fortunate to visit TIOC before the lockdown where the 
students met, interacted, and got to know their subject matters. They were also introduced 
to the volunteers that help at the centre. This was a pertinent move as the parents especially, 
needed to understand what was required of them to make this project a success.

B. Acting (trialling, collecting, and questioning) 

ADV60106 Advertising Campaign
The students are required to report to the lecturer on a weekly basis. This is done to track 
their progress and ensure that the project is moving smoothly. The weekly meetings also 
allow the students to receive guidance and advice if  they encountered issues with their 
work or the client. The alternative elements are always discussed with the lecturer to be 
approved before the students can proceed. This ensures that the work meets the assessment 
requirements and is in accordance with the module’s learning outcomes.

For this semester, the team was larger than initially expected; the class size was 
estimated at six or seven students but after the semester began, the number increased to 
ten and it was not practical during the pandemic time to split the class into two groups of 
seven students and three students. So, the decision was made to allow them to proceed as a 
group of ten, as they were scattered in different states in the Peninsular, while one student 
was in South Korea. 

The main goals of the campaign were to raise RM2,000 for TIOC in two weeks, 
and to increase awareness for TIOC. TIOC advised the students to use the SimplyGiving 
website for the fundraiser as it is a platform that they have used before for similar purposes. 
The campaign materials therefore aimed to drive traffic.

i. Market survey and SWOT analysis
A market survey was conducted by the team, C10, to be able to better define the target 
audience for their project. They also conducted online interviews with several parents and 
children who participate in TIOC’s activities to gain a better understanding of how TIOC 
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has positively impacted their lives. 
C10 also did a SWOT analysis on TIOC and compared TIOC to other special 

schools, identifying TIOC’s unique position as being different from other special schools as 
it is community-based and is firmly focused on inclusive activities for all neurotypical and 
children with special needs. Simple market trend research using Google Trends to look at 
and compare search activity for related keywords (“charity”, “special needs”, “children”, 
“Inclusive Outdoor Classroom”, “fundraising”) as well as observations of TIOC’s existing 
social media activity helped the team form a clearer idea of the awareness and position of 
TIOC.

ii. Campaign execution
Following the initial research, C10 brainstormed a creative strategy that culminated in the 
tagline “Same opportunities for all.” Once this concept was approved by the lecturer and 
the client, they proceeded to develop the rest of the campaign materials based on their 
chosen design style, which was more childlike and hand-drawn for both typefaces and 
imagery (where photographs were not needed or not available). This was in accordance 
with the client’s preferences and to follow the style of TIOC’s logo, which was based on 
one of the children’s drawing.

The fundraising campaign ran from May 31 to June 14, 2021. The students 
prepared a schedule of social media content that was published throughout the two-week 
period. This included 8 Facebook posts, 8 Instagram posts, and 5 Instagram Stories. The 
content was created with the aim of generating more awareness and to drive traffic to the 
fundraising page.

Other deliverables were completed but were not central to the campaign or were not 
put into use due to budgetary constraints. These included print advertisements, billboard 
ads, brochure, video commercial, radio commercial, TIOC website on Weebly (http://ioc-
my.weebly.com) and a general information brochure.

BCA60904 Narrative Writing
For this semester, the students were a mixture of local and foreign students, with 25 local 
students and four foreigners who were based in their hometowns — China, Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, and Indonesia, respectively — but this did not pose any hindrance to complete 
the assignment. However, since the number of students was large, this required a bit of 
coordination with TIOC. Sivanathan worked closely with the class representative and the 
lecturer to coordinate and pair individual students with the families. Fortunately, there 
were enough children/parents for the entire class.

The next step was to make appointments to speak to the parents about the project. 
It would have been easier if  the founder had done this for us as the students later found out 
that some parents were unaware of the project with TIOC. This proved to be a problem 
later when parents were too busy to accommodate the students’ calls for appointments 
and were not willing to share pictures of the children, even for the purposes of the project. 
Some parents even transferred the interviews to the grandparents to handle. This was 
not a problem until the students found out that the grandparents did not speak English. 
Nevertheless, it was interesting to see the students working together to help in the translation 
of the interview transcripts.

Ultimately, all the information collected would be used to tell the stories from 
the perspective of the parents/grandparents, what the children have gone through and 
how they have evolved with the assistance of TIOC. The volunteers’ stories also add an 
interesting angle as they tell of their work, the connection to the children they care for and 
the encouragement for others to join them.
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C.  Observing (analysing, reporting, and sharing)

ADV60106 Advertising Campaign
The compulsory deliverables that were agreed upon for this project were two newspaper 
print ads, a 30-second video commercial (in simple animatic format, if  videos were 
not obtainable), a billboard ad, social media content (10 posts each for Facebook and 
Instagram), and a website for TIOC. TIOC does not have a website of their own and relies 
only on their social media pages on Facebook and Instagram. Alternative deliverables that 
were approved for the project were a bunting design (specifically requested by TIOC to be 
hung outside their centre), a brochure, a radio commercial, and 8 Instagram Stories. 

The fundraising period was set in Weeks 10 and 11 of the semester, specifically May 
31, 2020 to June 14, 2020. The students presented a summary of their work in Week 14 to 
the lecturer, the client (Anne Sivanathan and two TIOC volunteers, Aarathi Manokaran 
and Rishika Lazarus) and another lecturer, Dr. Nurzihan Hassim. The students also 
submitted their final group report and individual reflection reports in Week 14. 

BCA60904 Narrative Writing
The interviews were done for the analysing, reporting, and sharing section of the writing 
where the information was dissected to fill in the narrative curve of documentary writing. 
This is a technique used to tell the stories of the children, parents, and volunteers at TIOC. It 
starts with the exposition or the introduction, followed by the rising action which tells of the 
challenges they face, leading to the climax of the stories. This could be the most significant 
event in their lives thus far and proceeded to conclude their scripts. The students can choose 
either to end with a profound quotation, either from the parents of the volunteers, their own 
reflections, or their hopes for the future of TIOC and the people there.

The students were given six weeks to write the scripts including the research and 
interviews. The discussions were good, and the scripts produced commendable. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

D.  Reflection (evaluating, implementing, and revisiting)

ADV60106 Advertising Campaign
In total, the team produced mock-ups for two print advertisements, one 30-second video 
commercial meant for YouTube along with a 5-second version of it, one billboard ad 
design, 11 Instagram posts, 11 Facebook posts, 11 Instagram Story posts, one website, one 
bunting design, one brochure design, and one radio commercial. With the exception of 
the website, which was created as an overall main page for TIOC, the other materials were 
based on an advertising strategy developed by the students. This strategy was to promote 
TIOC’s primary aim of inclusivity and deliver the message that TIOC is a place where all 
children, regardless of abilities, could receive the same learning experience. The strategy 
was summarized in the tagline “Same Opportunities for All.” 

The experience and knowledge that the students gained through their collaboration 
with TIOC volunteers and founder was most evident in this strategic advertising direction and 
subsequently, in the content produced. Where possible, the images that the students selected 
for use in the various materials were those that depicted the sense of equality that is TIOC’s 
focus, such as photographs of children with special needs and normal children interacting 
together during TIOC’s events. The phrasing of the copywriting that accompanied the 
visuals was also designed to convey the message in the appropriate manner. TIOC’s founder 
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and volunteers were regularly consulted to ensure that the most suitable words and phrases 
were used so as not to dilute their core message — e.g., phrases like “disabled children” in the 
advertising copy were replaced by “children with special needs.”

Some of the social media posts were aimed at educating the public about children 
with special needs, with a focus on Down Syndrome and autism. These posts were the 
result of the students’ own research and consultation with TIOC. There were also two 
social media posts that highlighted the individual children at TIOC, which added a sense 
of humanity to the campaign. This was a strong point, which was unfortunately limited 
to only a few of the children, as COVID-19 social distancing and lockdown regulations 
prevented the student team from meeting more of the children and parents to create more 
in-depth material along similar lines.

The limitations imposed by the pandemic did affect the process and the outcomes, 
as the students were largely restricted to images and videos from TIOC’s existing social 
media. The students also could not visit or attend activities at TIOC’s location, apart from 
the initial scouting visit. However, the students did still learn from the whole experience 
and their interactions with TIOC’s volunteers as well as some of the children via online 
video meetings. 

Successful advertising campaigns need to be based on a creative concept that 
provides a strategy for achieving the intended objectives, and this strategic direction is 
in turn based on research and insights regarding the audience and the product derived 
from that research (Moriarty et al., 2018). In coming up with a clear advertising strategy 
that accurately represents TIOC in a way that appeals to their target audiences, and in 
creating the necessary advertising materials in the execution of that strategy, the students 
demonstrated that their awareness and understanding of the inclusivity causes that TIOC 
champions had improved. 

As part of the project, the students were also required to write individual reflections 
on their learning experiences in it. Several commented specifically on how the project 
helped raise their own awareness of inclusivity:

“By helping the clients to fund raise in this project, I have better understanding 
about the special needs children and how TIOC helps them now. It is a great 
chance to learn more about them and I will pay more attention to those 
organizations in the future after this project.” (Looi Jia Yee, 0335398)

“One ‘memorable’ part of the project is when we showed the social media posts 
to TIOC, because that was the time, we realized that usage of language plays 
a huge role when promoting inclusion, especially to avoid any sensitivity to the 
children with special needs.” (Ng Yee Zhing, 0335234)

“The biggest gain from participating in this project is I have raised my awareness 
towards the topic of inclusiveness, which is usually overlooked by the society, 
and yet I have the opportunity to spread awareness to the public and organised 
a fundraising campaign to support the Inclusive Outdoor Classroom to help the 
special needs children to enhance their learning experiences.” 
 (Tang Jia Chi, 0338511)

“I have increased awareness regarding the special needs community. Inclusiveness 
is not an option but a need. […] I will also continue to try my best to help this 
community whenever the opportunity comes.’ (Yeow Hoe Xuan, 0338184)
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The students’ reflections suggest that although they were uncertain at first, they 
learned more over the semester through their exposure to TIOC and its activities. By 
developing an advertising campaign for TIOC, they had to research and consider social 
issues which they had previously not given much thought. This supports existing research 
that demonstrates how service learning provides the much-needed exposure of minority 
groups (Mahadir et al., 2019) and thus generates a better understanding of these groups 
(Tavares, 2011). As reported above, two of the students also expressed enhanced awareness 
and said that they would continue to consider and support this community in the future, if  
possible, which shows that a service-learning project such as this can encourage a positive 
civic attitude towards the issue or community involved (Buch & Harden, 2011). The result 
of this project further supports service-learning concepts described by other researchers 
with regard to the positive effects of service learning on soft skills (Hanum et al., 2021) and 
how it can improve or encourage student involvement with various communities around 
them (Khan et al., 2015).

BCA60904 Narrative Writing
Since this was an individual assignment. The students were asked to write reflection papers 
on the challenges faced while doing this assignment, benefits working with this NGO and 
benefits from this experience. Here are a few thoughts from the students:

 
“The process of writing the documentary script titled “Hands Out and 
Spread Love” provided me with a valuable opportunity to not just learn about 
writing a documentary script but to gain more knowledge about the non-profit 
organisation, the Inclusive Outdoor Classroom (TIOC). From the experience 
and the volunteer’s thoughts, it changed my perspective and thought that we 
should not empathize the children with special needs as they are good in their 
own way, they are human too. We should treat them equally.” 
 (Charmaine Choy Hui Lin, 0338996)

“Working with TIOC, I was exposed to a new world of how children with autism 
would be like. In my daily life, I do not know many children with diagnosed 
illnesses so being able to hear detailed opinions and stories from the families 
themselves and people who work with them was very eye opening. Being able to 
talk to Carmen, the volunteer, was also very interesting as we were able to gain 
insight on different perspectives of working with children with autism. It was 
also interesting to learn about the history behind TIOC and about how it was 
formed by Miss Anne.” (Chong Faye Yoong, 0337954)

“Overall, I feel that this assignment and the opportunity to volunteer has 
broadened my perspective on life and how I should not be taking anything for 
granted. I feel that if I were given another opportunity to volunteer at TIOC 
again, I would gladly accept it. Through this assignment, it has helped improve 
my mental well-being since it allowed me to give back to the community by 
also improving the situation and I felt proud of myself for not lazing out of 
volunteering to visit and play with these children. Lastly, this assignment also 
gave me experience of writing a documentary script and I think it has opened 
my curiosity of how professional documentary script writers do their research 
out in the field.”  
 (Iman Amanda Binti Muhammad Adam Mikhail Lim, 0337600)
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“Despite the challenges and stress faced during this assignment, I was glad that 
I was able to understand and personally talk to families that struggle to raise a 
child with disabilities. It made me gain respect for the parents since they undergo 
more hardships compared to parents who are raising typical children. My time 
at TIOC event has also tested my patience and communication skills when 
trying to build a bond with any children. I also realised that NGOs like TIOC 
do help contribute to the society as it helps Malaysians be knowledgeable and 
aware about children with disabilities. With the help of this NGO, it bridges the 
gap between the neurotypical children and the ones who are special. Expanding 
this NGO could encourage citizens to overlook their disabilities as a flaw and 
instead help them in tough situations and treat them equally with respect.”
 (Irdina Damia binti Muhammad Adam Mikhail Lim, 0339011)

“One of the benefits of working with the NGO and Ms Anne would be gain 
of knowledge and new perspective as before this assignment I didn’t have 
knowledge on autism and lack of school infrastructure for the kids, I also learnt 
that autism is not a disability it’s just a different ability. Lastly, the major 
benefit from this assignment would be the new perspective I acquired through 
the tasks; it’s certainly going to help me in the future.”               
 (Shaikh Mohammed Jaseem, 0342989)

“After working with this NGO and assignment, I got the opportunity to increase 
my knowledge of children with special needs; it allowed me to learn a lot about 
what special kids are, what down syndrome is, and how many types there are. I 
also learned to pay attention when we meet these kids and the parents, how we 
interact with them, what are the appropriate word/action to use, and what we 
shouldn’t say. Speaking in a proper manner is certainly a must, we also must be 
friendly with the children and careful with the word choice when interviewing 
the parents. Asking the ‘right’ question is important because certain word/topic 
may be sensitive to them, and they may feel upset or uncomfortable.”                 
 (David Ong Yong Jian, 0343598)

Essentially, this assignment not only gave the students the opportunity to test their 
writing skills in storytelling but to do it in industry style, in line with the objective of the 
module. The main idea was to for them to harness an interest in writing and to further their 
talents. 

The experience talking to parents and guardians of these special needs children, 
gave them an insight to challenges faced and solutions to overcome them. TIOC, with the 
help of volunteers played a big part in helping these families. One volunteer, Carmen Ng, 
who is also a special needs educator said: 

“It might be hard for other people to communicate and manage the children at 
first, but we have a very capable team, so we were able to help each other. There 
are times where some of us are not able to handle the children due to tempers, 
but their parents are sometimes there to tell us what we should and should not 
do as well. Just as everyone is with everyday life, there were times where I felt 
like giving up because of how draining it was. But my passion and my mindset 
of wanting to give back to society pushed me forward and kept me going.”
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Another volunteer, a student from Bangladesh, Mohammad Towfiq Jamil had this 
to say:

“I started seeing these kids like my own little siblings. There are kids that 
are almost my age and there are people that are very much younger. Through 
TIOC, I have developed love for the kids. There are many ways to support 
TIOC. You don’t have to physically be there; you can still help especially now 
with technology. Spread the word to your friends, family. Introduce them to 
TIOC so they too can take part in helping. It will mean a lot to the kids. The 
parents always say this, “you don’t have to feel sorry for my kid, I am happy 
with my kids. You just have to support the kids and just tell them that they have 
it. That their dreams matter. They just need moral support. Before making 
any assumptions, get to know the community first. Don’t be too quick to judge 
them. Don’t be too quick to think that you need to feel sorry for them or they 
are just a bunch of useless people. That is the worst thing that you can do as a 
human being. They are very creative. Their body might not be able, but their 
mind is very sharp. They are brilliant people.”

Overall, the students have benefitted greatly from this experience in terms of 
understanding of what special needs and special children are. Although saddled with 
challenges, the overall outcome of the assignments was good, the knowledge received 
valuable, and the learning outcomes achieved successfully. 

It is our hope that these emerging stories derived from these narratives would be 
able to assist TIOC to enhance inclusivity in education and service learning. It might not 
be on a big scale, but it is a big step for these special needs children and their families 
because these narratives matter.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, we concur with Pritchard and Whitehead’s findings, where this teaching 
and learning approach that integrates community service with academic studies can 
enrich learning, teach civic responsibility and strengthen communities within Malaysia. 
As for service learning, the faculty provided students with strong support and access to 
the community and TIOC to carry out two projects simultaneously. This approach agrees 
with Muwana & Gaffney (2011) who contended that students develop leadership roles in 
exerting the power to affect organizational change.

The campaign successfully raised RM2,738 in the two-week period, exceeding their 
original goal of RM2,000 plus 30 stories produced of the TIOC family. The best takeaway 
from this collaboration is the understanding and experiences the students obtained in terms 
of teamwork, contribution of expertise and ideas for the benefit of a shared objective, 
which is to enhance awareness for inclusivity.

The success of the projects in both courses demonstrated that there is a place for 
service learning in the mass communication field. While existing research mostly looks at 
service learning where students are more directly engaged with the community by serving 
in various organisations (Khan & Jacob, 2015; Muwana & Gaffney, 2011), the coursework 
evaluated during this research required students to produce media deliverables about 
the organization and the community it serves. This meant that it was not mandatory for 
the students themselves to participate directly with the community, so their involvement 
was comparatively minimal, although they did have to spend time speaking to various 
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stakeholders to better understand TIOC’s goals and activities as well as the experiences 
of the children and families associated with TIOC. Based on the students’ reflections, 
they were still able to experience the benefits of service learning as described in previous 
research by Hanum et al. (2021), Mahadir et al. (2019)) and Tavares (2011). The students 
completed the courses with a better understanding of the challenges faced by children with 
disabilities and the importance of such children having an inclusive space where they can 
interact with neurotypical children. 

This action research was also aimed at assisting in enabling appropriate changes where 
necessary for the next student-NGO collaboration. For ADV60106 Advertising Campaign, 
the following August 2021 semester involved another collaboration with a different NGO. 
In that semester, two of the student teams were assigned to create advertising campaigns for 
Fugee School, an NGO that provides education for refugee children. Based on the experience 
from the student project with TIOC, it was observed that no major amendments were 
required to the general project brief for the module as the brief already has some flexibility 
built in for the accommodation of NGO clients as opposed to retail clients. However, further 
alterations may be made as and when required for future NGO collaborations, possibly in 
different modules, depending on the module learning outcomes and the assessments. But it is 
noted that collaboration with an NGO does assist in expanding the students’ awareness and 
understanding of various social issues, and if such collaborations can be continued, it would 
be to the benefit of the students and the faculty.

In multi-ethnic Malaysia, service learning exposes students to minority voices, 
something that is especially relevant, according to Mahadir (2019), and by this, the students 
have achieved in giving voices to the TIOC family. This also proved important in assisting 
to deepen the understanding of other groups, as Tavares (2011) highlighted that engaging 
with different people helps mitigate stigmatization.
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