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Co-curricular activity as part of non-formal education is often viewed as a primary 

context of development for school students.  Many studies suggest that students who 

participate in co-curricular activities benefit in a number of ways such as positive 

developmental outcomes, higher educational attainment and achievement, reduced 

problem behavior and positive psycho-social adjustment. Thus, co-curricular 

activities are seen to both supplement existing academic curricula and allow students 

the opportunity to build non-academic, civic and political skills. Realising this 

potential, this paper attempts to discuss the effectiveness of tourism clubs in 

secondary schools, in terms of organisation of activities, and to determine their 

constraints and potential, based on findings from interviews. Interviews were 

conducted on teacher coordinators at selected secondary schools in Penang, and the 

study found that different schools provide different participate opportunities to 

students. The extent of participation is also subject to financial resources, human 

resources, skills and knowledge. 
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Introduction 
 
Co-curricular activity as part of non-formal education is often viewed as a primary context of 
development for school students.  By definition, nonformal education is any organised 
educational activity outside the established formal system that is intended to serve 
identifiable learning clienteles and learning objectives (Combs, Prosser and Ahmed 1973, 
cited in Smith 1996). Activities that are part of this definition include planned events 
organised by schools, universities, community groups and voluntary associations. Travel is 
one example of nonformal education that can impact a person’s life through experiential 
learning. 

Many studies suggest that students who participate in nonformal education such as co-
curricular activities benefit in a number of ways, which include higher educational attainment 
and achievement, reduced problem behavior and positive psycho-social adjustment (Stearns 
and Glennie 2009; Feldman and Matjasko 2007). Other studies also claim that co-curricular 
activities are good at providing opportunities for students to work in teams, to exercise 
leadership and to take initiatives by themselves. Thus, co-curricular activities are seen to both 
supplement existing academic curricula and allow students the opportunity to build non-
academic, civic and political skills. 

Co-curricular activities allow students to experience practical tasks, which are not 
taught in class. This is related to Kolb’s (1984) argument that experiential learning is founded 
on the idea that learning is grounded in experience.  It places learners in a model 
characterised by a four-step process. The first step is feeling or sensing, which represents 
learning that relies on feeling-based judgements. This is followed by watching, that reflects a 
tentative, impartial and reflective style of learning. The third step is thinking that describes 
learners who are analytical, and their conceptual approach to learning is based on logical 
thinking and rational evaluation. The final step is active experimentation. Thus, one might 
speculate that doers and feelers are more likely to participate in learning experiences through 
travel due to their interest in concrete experience and active experimentation. 
 Rogers (1969), meanwhile, identified experiential learning as applied knowledge that 
addresses the needs and wants of the learner. He further recognises four aspects of 
experiential learning: personal involvement, initiation by learner, evaluation by learner, and 
pervasive effects on the learner.  Thus, experiential learning can be comparable to personal 
change and growth.  
 

Experiential Learning in Co-Curricular Activities 
 

Typically, most co-curricular pursuits in schools are not expensive to run, and students are 
given freedom to choose any co-curricular activity in which they wish to enroll. The co-
curricular activities are often grouped into different portfolios such as sports, uniform, 
academic or volunteer units. Some co-curricular activities are physically active and allow 
students to get out from their desk and try new things. This is healthy as it ensures students 
are exposed to practical tasks, which are not taught in class.     

Larson and Verma (1999) claimed in their study that much of the leisure time of 
almost half of school-aged children in their adolescence in the United States was spent in 
organised school-based co-curricular activities. As mentioned earlier, these activities are 
often viewed as a primary context of development for students as they are embedded in 
schools and communities, and influenced by families and peers.  A successful co-curriculum 
often builds links between the school and the wider community by sending out students to 
work on community projects or by bringing local enthusiasts in to work with students, for 
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example.  Through equal balancing of academic and co-curricular elements, students have the 
opportunity to exercise their rights, fulfill their interests and demonstrate their skills.  

As many tourism club activities are travel-related, it is also worth noting in this paper 
that the experiences and knowledge gained through travel represent a kind of parallel to 
formal education in schools. In fact, educational travel motives and tourism products which 
promote learning persist today, not only in the western countries but increasingly as factors 
affecting the youth markets in Asia (Lew, Lu, Ap and Guangrui 2003). de Botton (2002) has 
drawn attention to the way in which tours of cities, for example, comprise a chaotic 
curriculum, whereby facts and information about different spheres of life are juxtaposed 
across different time periods. The curriculum may not be well-organised but there is plenty of 
information to process. Students who are travelers are likely to acquire new skills and 
perspectives. 

In the same development, Kuh (1995) also noted that travel is a powerful contributor 
to the generic skill development for students.  He further argued that the skills required in 
out-of-class experiences are those required in an increasing number of jobs, including those 
which are leadership-related. The value of travel-related experiences as a precursor to 
corporate and political leadership have been emphasised by Hunt (2000) and Oddou, 
Mendenhall and Ritchie (2000). In this context, the increasing globalisation of commerce 
calls for a greater sensitivity to other cultures, and the benefits of travel as described in these 
studies may also prove to be of value in the expanding world of international business.   

The literature on the learning of generic skills through travel also describes the 
contextual conditions necessary for skill building to take place (Pearce and Foster 2007). 
Factors of importance in fostering experiential learning include internal motivation, self-
initiated activity, involvement in the experience, the experience of novelty and opportunities 
to reflect on the experience with others (Boud, Keogh and Walker 1985; Foley 2000; Gmelch 
1997; Mohsin and Christie 2000).  These conditions for learning are very applicable to 
backpackers and the types of experiential travel they pursue (Buchanan and Rossetto 1997; 
Murphy 2001; Pearce 1990). 
 

Tourism Clubs in Secondary Schools 
 
The Ministry of Tourism and Education Ministry of Malaysia co-jointly launched the 3P 
Programme (3P stands for Students’ Tourism Programme) in 2001, with the objective to 
encourage domestic tourism activities, to inculcate traveling culture among students, to 
minimise social problems among them, and to promote racial integrity among the various 
races in the country.  In achieving the above objectives, the Ministry of Education has 
encouraged the establishment of Tourism Clubs as part of co-curricular activities in 
secondary schools throughout the country. A Tourism Club is specifically aimed at enhancing 
their knowledge in the tourism industry as well as exposing them to touristic destinations in 
the country. Various tourism-related activities are arranged at school and state levels, and 
students are given opportunities to pre-plan trips outside their home states with the 
cooperation of local travel agencies.      

The establishment of a Tourism Club is subject to the Education Act (School Club) 
1998. At present, Tourism Clubs are only set up at the secondary level although the passing 
of the act allows primary and secondary schools to do so.  Through planned activities for 
educational purposes, it is expected that teachers’ teaching and students’ learning are 
fostered. This is important as students gain learning experiences which fit their characteristics 
and produce expected educational, under the constraints of national goals, school goals and 
subject content. 
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By combining studying and traveling away from their home environment, students 
can realise their need for recreation or diversion. It provides students with a peek into the 
‘back’ regions of the host society (Cohen 1979), thereby facilitating experiential, 
experimental or existential modes of touristic experiences. Moreover, the literature argues 
that significant learning can exist when unlearning takes place, which often happens when 
students experience periods away from their usual environment. 

Of particular importance is the assumption that travel results in more cross-cultural 
understanding. This is particularly important in countries like Malaysia, which is multi-
ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-religion. In studying inter-racial interactions, social 
psychologists find that face-to-face interactions between members of different groups reduce 
prejudices, although not under all conditions (Pettigrew, 1998).  Research also shows that, as 
a result of travel, students are more adaptable, more independent in their thinking, more 
aware of their home country and culture, and better able to communicate with others 
(Klooster et al. 2008), although the situations are more applicable to exchange students.   

    

Research Methodology 
 
This research has adopted the case study method, which has been used very frequently in 
general tourism literature. The case studies, which consist of selected Tourism Clubs in 
secondary schools in Penang, are mainly used to describe the evolution and understanding of 
several variables supposedly due to the implementation of specific tourism development. In 
this research, the case study is a discrete entity within which the phenomenon and context are 
inseparable facets of the study.  Although there are many criticisms against the case study 
method, it can be contested that this method is capable of providing valid theoretical 
generalisation beyond the specific cases considered in the study. In-depth interviews were 
conducted among teacher coordinators of the Tourism Clubs to evaluate the effectiveness of 
the said clubs, in terms of the organisation of activities, and to determine their constraints and 
potential. The qualitative approach of the interview technique was utilised to allow for rich 
and in-depth data to be collected, and interviews were able to identify multiple realities of the 
phenomenon being investigated.  Informant samples is relatively small, 15 respondents, and 
non-random, and the selection of interview informants is driven by objectives other than 
generalisability. The qualitative data is analysed and summarised into related themes and 
patterns, to discover relationships among them, and to develop explanations for these 
relationships, as discussed below.  
 

Research Findings 
 

The study found that the types of activities organised by Tourism Clubs were varied and not 
necessarily travel-related. Among the activities organised by the clubs at school level or by 
the State Tourism Action Council included tourism quizzes, tourism seminars, career talks 
and photo and logo designing. Some schools prepared inventories of touristic destinations, 
which were then displayed on the information board. Members were also involved in outdoor 
activities such as camping, homestays, treasure hunts and study trips to interesting tourism 
destinations within and outside Penang.   

However, it is interesting to note that the activities are not equally distributed across 
schools. This is consistent with Stearns and Glennie’s argument that different types of 
schools may provide different opportunities to participate in such activities (2009). They 
further argue that the landscape of opportunity to participate varies by several structural 
factors.  As in the case of Penang, the study found that students attending larger schools 
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generally had a larger number of potential activities in which to participate, as compared to 
students attending smaller schools.     

Due to the nature of activities, the findings indicated that the Tourism Club was 
among the popular clubs to be enrolled into by students. To a certain extent, some schools 
had to limit the membership number in the Tourism Club to allow for fair distribution of 
membership in other co-curriculum clubs. This is not surprising as other studies also claim 
that schools may set formal and informal criteria to control both the numbers of activities 
available and the extent to which students can choose to participate in those clubs (Quiroz et 
al. 1996).  Generally, there are over 25 clubs and uniform units in secondary schools, which 
students can select based on their preference and interest. The membership is open to Form 1 
to Form 6 (lower secondary to upper secondary) students but active members are generally 
from Form 3 and above. 

Club members are encouraged to plan ahead and manage activities, with the help of 
teacher coordinators as club advisors. By engaging in different activities, students are 
encouraged to take initiatives by themselves, work in teams, exercise leadership, and manage 
time wisely. They are also exposed to interesting touristic destinations, the environment and 
communities at large during outdoor and travel-related activities.  It can be argued that some 
activities may be generated by students’ interest, but most activities exist at the school’s 
initiative and with the school’s endorsement. 

Nonetheless, the study found that the main constraint to the clubs’ operations is 
financial resources. The types of activities heavily depend on budget allocation, and funds are 
sourced primarily from the co-curriculum funds, school cooperatives and parent teacher 
associations. Clubs registered with the State Tourism Action Council receive annual funding; 
unregistered clubs do not receive such funding. Hotels and restaurants occasionally provide 
discount vouchers to club members when they visit their premises, and travel agencies also 
offer special packages when they organise tours. Consistent with other studies, it is agreed 
that financial resources play a substantial role in influencing the quality of education to 
students. A large body of research, both popular and scholarly, has demonstrated some of the 
repercussions of inequalities in school funding (Kozol, 2005), and it can be hypothesised that 
schools with higher per-student expenditure will provide more activities than schools with 
lower per-student expenditure.   

In addition to financial resources, co-curricular activities require human resources, 
skills and knowledge, and these resources appear in the form of teacher participation. To a 
great extent, club activities were closely dependent upon club leadership and teacher 
coordinators. The study found that some teachers were less willing to be active and spend 
time in club activities as they were taxed with heavy teaching workloads and administrative 
responsibilities. In addition to this, many planned activities did not materialise due to time 
constraint as students were involved in other co-curricular and sports activities. Some parents 
were reluctant to let their children join trips away from home, mostly for safety and financial 
reasons.  They were also concerns from parents whether those activities had any positive 
effect on their children’s academic performance in schools. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Co-curricular activities are a resource for students, and provide an opportunity for them to 
learn both academic and non-academic skills and to establish relationships with other 
students and teachers. They provide a chance for students to develop intellectually and 
socially in relatively informal settings. Linking learning styles and experiential learning with 
nonformal education settings can provide new insights to the practice of continuing education 
when developing co-curricular activities. The activities, such as those organised by Tourism 
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Clubs, foster teachers’ teaching and students’ learning. Students can gain learning 
experiences which fit their characteristics and learning environment. By engaging in the 
activities, it is expected that students are more adaptable, more independent in their thinking, 
more aware of their home country and culture, better able to communicate with others, and 
more sensitive to other cultures. To enhance the effectiveness of Tourism Clubs, co-curricular 
activities should be prioritised and evaluated in a similar manner to academic subjects. This 
will result in a change in content of the said  activities and facilitate the development of 
teacher and student competence.      
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