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To address the thematic focus of the day’s sessions ‘Leave No One Behind’ let us begin by exploring 

exclusion in education. Who are the excluded in the Commonwealth? In education, the excluded are those 

groups of people who either have no access to education or have dropped out of the system and therefore 

cannot fully participate in the economic and social development of their nations. They are excluded 

because they are located in remote regions without educational facilities or they may be too resource-poor 

to afford education. In some cultures, women and girls are given low priority in terms of access to 

education. Language can also be a barrier for many communities who do not speak the dominant 

languages. Today 15% of the world’s population suffers from some form of disability—how does our 

educational system include these constituencies? 

Within the Commonwealth, there are 13 million primary-age children out of school; another 22 million 

youth are not in secondary schools. There are 400 million adult illiterates in the Commonwealth, two 

thirds of them being women. While there are 45 million students registered in tertiary institutions in the 

Commonwealth, the GER in low and lower middle-income countries is still only 10 % compared to the 

60% of high income countries. The demand for education continues to grow and yet the physical facilities 

do not exist to meet this demand. SDG 4 aspires to achieve ‘inclusive and equitable quality education and 

lifelong learning for all by 2030’. But as the UNESCO Global Education Monitoring report tells us on 

current trends, none of the targets will be met by 2030. Universal primary education will only be achieved 

by 2042; universal lower secondary by 2059 and universal upper secondary by 2084 (UNESCO, 2016).  

These concerns resonated in the recently concluded 20th Conference of Commonwealth Education 

ministers, held in Fiji in February. The key issues that emerged were access, equity, quality and costs--all 

four being fundamental to achieving inclusive education. Given the paucity of available resources, what 

are the options? 

First, we cannot opt for business as usual. We will need alternative and innovative approaches if we are to 

include the excluded. Brick and mortar institutions will not be able to absorb the surging demand. COL 

believes that technology-enabled teaching and learning can transform lives, making access to education 

available anytime, anywhere at one’s own pace and convenience. However, the choice of technology 

must depend on whether it is appropriate, available and affordable. Technology by itself cannot be a 

panacea for all that ails education today but must be placed in an appropriate social cultural and political 

context.  For example, appropriate use of community radio can help reach children in remote villages; 

audio cassettes have supported nomadic teachers and learners in SSA. Use of offline servers, such as the 

COL-developed Aptus, can provide interactive learning to students in areas without electricity or internet 

access. This has been deployed successfully in Pakistan, Fiji, Samoa, Kiribati and more recently in Tonga. 
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Many governments and policy-makers have adopted open and distance learning to improve access to 

educational opportunities at both speed and scale. Today, the 31 open universities in the Commonwealth 

alone provide higher education opportunities to approximately five million learners. For example, Indira 

Gandhi National Open University, India enrolls over half a million students every year at about one third 

of the cost of campus education.  

Similarly, open schools offer secondary education to those who would otherwise never have had the 

opportunity. Open schools use distance learning and technologies to increase access to secondary 

education. In a COL-supported open school in Belize, research shows that every dollar invested has 

resulted in $ 8 worth of perceived benefits to students. The Namibian College of Open Learning costs one 

fifth of what it costs to put a student through a government secondary school. It is for this reason that 27 

Commonwealth countries have established open schools.  

We have seen that open distance and technology enabled learning can expand access and equity while at 

the same time cutting costs. What about quality? Research comparing distance education, online learning 

and face-to-face education has indicated that there is ‘no significant difference’ in learning outcomes.  

The recent emergence of open educational resources or OER promote the use of open textbooks to 

enhance quality and cut costs.  A COL study in Antigua State College found that the use of open 

textbooks by students resulted in savings of approximately ECD 704 per student per year and improved 

outcomes by 5.5%. But the most significant feature of OER is that it brings together various types of 

stakeholders to interact, collaborate, create and use materials that are freely available to all for further use 

and reuse. The learner need no longer be a consumer but can become an active producer of content. 

Initially OER were only available in major international languages. In the Commonwealth, we now see a 

growing movement to develop free content in local languages and to share the indigenous cultural 

heritage. OER can help to include the excluded. 

We have a young Commonwealth with large numbers of unemployed youth. Changing 4 jobs by age 32 is 

the new normal for the millennials. Skilling and reskilling our young people will be imperative for 

inclusive societies. How can technology help? Massive open online courses or MOOCs are already 

showing the way. A study of a Coursera MOOC platform in Harvard Business Review indicates that 

MOOCs provide many tangible and intangible benefits to the learners. For example, 26% found a new job 

and 9% started their own business.  Can MOOCs include the excluded? COL offered a MOOC on 

Mobiles for Development. Because of poor connectivity the learners in Sierra Leone requested that the 

content be sent to them on CDROM so that they could use the limited bandwidth for interaction and 

discussion.  This hybrid/blended model can reach the last mile. We need many more context specific 

innovations so that no one is left behind.  

Let me conclude with three policy recommendations to address issues of access, equity, quality and costs. 

One, governments need to develop policies to harness the potential of open distance and technology 

enabled learning not just for formal education but for the entire spectrum of lifelong learning. Two, 

promote the development and use of OER in local languages and for local contexts; and three, reform the 

curriculum and provide opportunities for skilling our youth so that learning leads to employment and 

entrepreneurship. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

