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Chair, COL Board of Governors 

Honourable Chair, allow me to thank through you the Government and people of this beautiful island of 

Sri Lanka for the excellence of the arrangements for this CHOGM and for the warmth of your welcome 

and your hospitality. 

Honourable Ministers, Secretary-General, Delegates, it is once again, my pleasure and privilege to 

introduce the report from the Commonwealth of Learning which will be delivered by Professor Asha 

Kanwar whom we welcome as the very distinguished and effective first ever female President of the 

organisation in its twenty-five years of existence. 

In those twenty-five years, what was conceived by the Heads of Government as a means of providing 

access of qualified Commonwealth citizens to university education wherever they lived has 

developed  into an organisation which has been successfully promoting Open and Distance Learning for 

Development. It has gone beyond the confines of the conventional classroom through policy advocacy, 

demonstration, building strategic partnerships and networking to make Commonwealth-wide impacts on 

human resource development in education, health, entrepreneurship and the use of modern technology. 

COL continues to strike the right balance between maintaining a policy focus and being responsive to the 

felt needs of member states, as the documents in your hands will reflect.  The members of the Board of 

Governors on whose behalf I speak and who are drawn from all Commonwealth regions, developed and 

developing countries, are also satisfied that the voluntary contributions large and small from the 43 

Member states who now contribute have been managed effectively and well. 

Indeed, although there is no connection at all between the reputation of the home country of the Chair, 

Jamaica and the reputation of COL, it is often said of both that they have made an impact far greater 

than would be expected from entities of their size. While in the case of that country, the impact is most 

usually measured in terms of its international diplomatic performance and its short distance sprinting on 
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the track, COL is a long-distance runner and will continue, I believe, to make an even greater mark in the 

next quarter-of-a-century which begins this year. 

I ask you to welcome the President of the Commonwealth of Learning, Professor Asha Kanwar, and I join 

her in thanking you for your continued support... 

 

Chair, Secretary-General, Honourable Ministers and delegates. 

I am most grateful to our distinguished Board Chair, the Honourable Burchell Whiteman, for his 

introduction. He is a former Jamaican Minister of Education and, later, was Jamaica’s High 

Commissioner in London. He still remains a trusted adviser to the Prime Minister of Jamaica. Burchell 

has been a great asset to the Commonwealth of Learning through his many years serving on the 

organisation’s Board of Governors and as Chair since 2008. 

Heads of Government created the Commonwealth of Learning 13 CHOGMs ago when they met in 

Vancouver in 1987, which makes COL twenty five years old this year. Over these years, COL has 

remained small, yet its influence and reputation today have grown far in excess of its small size. What are 

the reasons for this? Let me outline three. 

First, COL has always tried to remain relevant to the needs of its stakeholders. COL started out with the 

mandate to strengthen higher education using open and distance learning. With the adoption of the MDGs 

and EFA goals in 2000, COL understood the need to align its work to the global development agenda.  In 

the last twenty five years, we can see a clear progression from higher education, teacher training and 

secondary education in the formal education sector to non-formal learning relating to skills development, 

agriculture and health. 

At the 18th CCEM, your Ministers of Education 'commended COL on its growing impact especially in 

relation to its needs-based work in each Member State' and for 'developing innovations in technology to 

enhance access to education' (18CCEM Communique). 

Second , COL has grown and developed from an outputs orientation to an outcomes-based organisation. 

The theme of our current three year plan is learning for development. The ‘learning for development’ 

approach focuses on how education and learning adds value to the development process. This approach 

encourages COL to think beyond outputs such as training teachers to outcomes – or how this training will 

lead to better performance in the classroom and the impact this will have on learning outcomes. 

Third, COL captures and disseminates the results of what it does. We have been reporting regularly to 

various stakeholders to assure them that COL is not only efficient and effective but also delivers value for 

money. We provide a report of what we have done in each country to the Commonwealth Education 

Ministers at their triennial meetings. 

COL has activities in almost all countries of the Commonwealth.  COL works in 26 countries to expand 

access to quality secondary education using open and distance learning particularly for girls, out-of-

school youth and people in remote regions. In the last three years COL supported the training of over 

350,000 teachers in 24 Commonwealth countries. The COL Executive MBA/MPA is being offered in ten 
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Member States.The Virtual University for Small States of the Commonwealth, a network of institutions in 

the 31 small states, continues to strengthen tertiary education in these jurisdictions. COL’s model of non-

formal learning has increased the income, food security and health seeking behaviours among the most 

marginalised communities across the Commonwealth. COL is working with partners in 15 countries to 

support skills development for improved income and livelihoods, a priority for policy makers everywhere 

in the Commonwealth. Our Lifelong Learning for Farmers programme using basic mobile phones, has led 

to increased income, better food security and empowerment among 75,000 participants, primarily women 

in six countries in Asia, Africa and the Caribbean. This project won a Commonwealth award this year and 

has attracted additional funding for further expansion. COL is working in 16 countries to help develop 

learning programmes about health using  radio. In short, COL is developing innovative models which are 

replicable and scalable in different contexts. 

If a small organisation like COL has to continue to achieve impact, it must be creative and 

innovative. How can that be measured? One, COL is acknowledged as a global thought-leader in Open 

Education Resources or OER. The sharing and collaborative development of free educational materials or 

OER have the potential to improve the quality and cut the costs of education.  In partnership with 

UNESCO and the Hewlett Foundation, COL organised the World Congress on OER last year, which led 

to the global community adopting the Paris OER Declaration and you will be pleased to note, that the 

recommendations are already being implemented in many countries. Two, COL has responded to the 

phenomenal interest in Massive Open Online Courses or MOOCs and its pilot MOOC on ‘Mobiles for 

Development’ has attracted participants from over 116 countries from around the world. Three, COL is 

developing creative technology solutions to reach the unreached in the developing world. Its 'Classroom 

Without Walls', a set of two low cost devices, allows a teacher to stimulate online learning even when 

there is no internet or access to grid power for students who could well be under a tree.  

Over the years, COL’s approach has been to balance continuity and consolidation on the one hand and 

refocusing and evolutionary change on the other. Let me refer you to the two documents that we have 

provided to you and your delegation. One is a brochure that provides a summary of COL’s Three-Year 

Plan for 2012-2015, which was approved by Commonwealth Education Ministers when they met last 

year. The other, celebrating 25 years of COL, is a brochure that highlights the major milestones in COL’s 

remarkable journey. 

I would like to thank you for the voluntary financial contributions that 43 countries made to COL’s 

budget last year, for the great work of our national focal points that your governments have appointed, 

and for the tremendous support we get from the hundreds of institutions and thousands of individuals in 

your countries that we count as our partners. 

Honourable Ministers, Ladies and Gentlemen, the world has seen unprecedented change in the last 25 

years: the phenomenal growth of technology; the restructuring of the world’s economic systems; 

demographic upheavals. As a small and nimble organisation, COL has managed to chart a steady course 

amidst all this turbulence and has demonstrated what it means to be a development organisation for the 

21st century. 

Thank you, Chair. 


