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The Virtual University for Small States of the 

Commonwealth: Its journey, evolution and future 
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A very warm welcome to all of you. The purpose of 

this presentation is to give you an idea of how 

VUSSC moved from concept to implementation and 

the contribution this initiative is making to building 

national capacities and its contribution to 

strengthening human resource development in your 

countries.  
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The turn of the century witnessed the dot.com boom. 

Ministers of education were worried about the rise of 

online universities and how this could negatively 

impact small states, which stood at a disadvantage 

compared to larger countries. The ministers from the 

small states were determined that their countries 

should engage with the online world and increase 

access to tertiary education in their countries but 

doubted that they had the critical mass, of either 

expertise or equipment, to engage with online 
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learning on their own. They were concerned that 

their countries were on the wrong side of the digital 

divide, had inadequate access to tertiary education 

which resulted in brain drain and lacked the capacity 

to benefit from the developments in technology. 
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The idea for VUSSC was proposed by Ministers of 

Education at the 14CCEM.The proposal for VUSSC 

was accepted by Ministers at the 15CCEM in 

Edinburgh and COL was assigned the responsibility 

of implementing this initiative. COL was 

instrumental in the development of the VUSSC 

proposal right from the start. 
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It was agreed that this Virtual University would be 

unique: It would  

 Enable small states to be active contributors, by 

developing a cadre of people with the skills and 

expertise to implement virtual education systems 

 Strengthen existing tertiary institutions  
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 Be responsive and be able to change quickly to 

take into account emerging needs 

 Permit the delivery of courses in a variety of 

formats according to available technologies. 

Slide 5 

By the time COL began working with the small 

states in 2004 to implement the plan for the VUSSC, 

the context for its creation had changed in several 

respects. It was clear that online learning was not 

going to render all previous educational methods 

obsolete. COL decided, therefore, to build the 

VUSSC from the bottom up rather than from the top 

down. The new organisation would be a network 

rather than a new university competing with existing 

providers. VUSSC started its activities by 

strengthening the capacity of institutions and 

educators in open and distance learning using 

appropriate technologies while at the same time 

developing free content.  
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Today VUSSC has grown into a robust network of 

31 small states, dedicated to expanding access to 

tertiary education. VUSSC is therefore a network of 

for and by the small states. It has been a powerful 

forum for connecting the Commonwealth and 

promoting Commonwealth collaboration. 
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This collaborative network represents two thirds of 

the Commonwealth membership and is supported by 

a Management Committee consisting of six 

representatives from all regions of the 

Commonwealth. Dr. Daniel Tau is the chairperson 

with Ms. Pauleen Finley as vice chairperson. 
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What has the VUSSC achieved so far? Broadly, 

capacity building, new courses have been offered 

and OER developed. 
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First, let us look at capacity. To date 96 institutions 

have participated in VUSSC activities and you can 
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see a few on the screen. As you can see, the number 

of institutions that have participated in VUSSC 

activities is quite impressive.  

Slide 10 

Second, the courses delivered under this initiative. 

Sixteen institutions in 12 countries have started to 

offer VUSSC courses and programmes. Institutions 

are offering these through a variety of means mainly 

through conventional, online or blended modes.   
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Botswana Open University (formerly BOCODOL) is 

an institution that has adopted the VUSSC concept. 

It is offering 8 VUSSC programmes in which more 

than 2400 students have enrolled. 
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VUSSC has held several capacity building to 

develop online courses using OER.  VUSSC has 

developed 17 programmes which have 80 training 

courses and workshops which are quite fitting for 

addressing some of the challenges of the small 
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states. These are now being shared freely as open 

educational resources or OER.  VUSSC has its own 

web presence and a Learning Management System 

(LMS) for participating institutions to use.  
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More than 53,341 people have been trained through 

VUSSC activities since 2006. VUSSC has reached 

more 4371 learners and the number of institutions 

offering these courses continues to grow. 
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The National University of Samoa has also been 

offering the VUSSC developed Diploma in 

Sustainable Agriculture since 2011. The first group 

of students graduated in 2013 after having 

completed the programme and the most rewarding 

experience of all this is that all graduates are in full-

time employment. Over 100 students have already 

graduated in Business and Entrepreneurship, 

Disaster Management and Educational Leadership 

from BOU. 



7 
 

Slide 15 

VUSSC programmes have made a positive impact 

on students’ lives. For example,  a study 

commissioned by COL which compared campus-

based and distance education students found that  

 77% of the distance students continued working 

while studying as compared with only 9% of the 

campus-based students.  

 distance students paid 69% less than campus-

based students in tuition  fees 

Furthermore, when we consider direct and indirect 

costs combined, distance students benefitted by US$ 

7000 per student per year.  
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By 2007, most of the Commonwealth small states 

had joined the VUSSC initiative. The participating 

states are scattered all over the world. In order to 

facilitate the use of jointly developed courses in all 

states the VUSSC developed a Transnational 

Qualifications Framework (TQF). Its purpose is to 
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aid comparability between regions and to give 

credibility to the eLearning courses developed and 

facilitating credit transfer and mobility for students.    
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Seven programmes have already been registered on 

the TQF. As a result other countries offering the 

same progammes do not require stringent measures 

to assure the quality of these qualifications because 

they have already been sanctioned. 
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The TQF dedicated space on the new VUSSC 

website will be a one stop shop for students, 

educators and policy makers to find information on 

careers development, how to enroll in a programme 

and which institutions are offering which 

programmes. It will also be a place where digital 

resources will be available for teaching, learning and 

research. 
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Disaster management is proving to be one of the 

more useful programmes—As BOU testifies 

“Learners enrolled in the Certificate in Disaster 

Management have become very ‘handy’ as they can 

assist in times of disaster like floods and other 

disasters that happen in our country. It remains one 

of the popular programmes that institutions such as 

the Red Cross have shown great interest in’ Given 

the urgency of climate change, does VUSSC need to 

take a leadership role in courses related to 

environmental sustainability? The general course on 

the Blue Economy is being further developed to train 

people in skills related to the blue economy. 
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Edward Eterika of Fiji just completed his studies in 

legislative drafting with VUSSC support and has 

already worked on modernizing three Acts in his 

country. He found the flexible and blended approach 

most helpful since he is in full-time employment. 

Slide 21 



10 
 

Jacklyn Burns of Belize a student of Masters in 

Educational Leadership states that “Professionally, 

the programme is shaping the leaders we are and 

providing formal training for any leadership role we 

might assume in the near future.  We are equipped 

with more insight into the future of education 

initiatives for Belize and this allows us, as education 

leaders, to effect the changes needed. We are aware 

of how much progress we need, in order to compete 

globally ” 
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VUSSC is also working in partnership with the 

Commonwealth Youth Affairs Division and the 

University of the West Indies to make the Diploma 

and Degree in Youth Work available to a wider 

audience and to share the content as OER. More 

institutions will now have access to the 

Commonwealth Youth Programme through VUSSC. 
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The mid-term evaluator has made some useful 

recommendations: 
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Track Impact: It is important for VUSSC to have 

evidence that it is achieving its objectives and 

having an impact--this requires rigorous collection 

of baseline and post-programme student data and the 

use of tracer studies 

 

Enhance Learner Support: VUSSC and its partners 

should seek to improve completion rates by paying 

more attention to learner support and adjusting 

programmes to suit learners’ needs. The VUSSC 

model now includes a component that highlights 

learner support. 

Strengthen the sense of community – close to 50,000 

have been “touched” in some way by VUSSC, 

including over 4000 students. This is a significant 

alumni network that could become advocates and 

ambassadors for VUSSC and, subsequently, the 

TQF. Systematic approaches to alumni development 

would encourage others to seek out and participate 

in the future work of VUSSC.  

Encourage more institutions to use TQF 



12 
 

Slide 24 

As the key stakeholders of VUSSC, we would like 

to hear from you. 

What more needs to be done? 

How can we motivate institutions to offer VUSSC 

courses? 

How can VUSSC support your priorities and 

empower learners for livelihoods?  

What will make you truly proud of VUSSC? 
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What does the future for VUSSC look like?  

From the outset ministers were clear that VUSSC 

should facilitate access to quality tertiary education 

and there is more to be done if VUSSC is to have 

greater impact. VUSSC must carve a niche for itself 

in offering programmes that lead to employment and 

entrepreneurship. We need more institutions to offer 

VUSSC developed courses and programmes. We 

need to see more qualifications registered on the 
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TQF to promote quality education to benefit the 

learners. The Commonwealth is a big family of 

nations and VUSSC can make a significant 

contribution as a network of countries and 

institutions to contribute to increased cooperation. 
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Our theme for PCF9 is – Innovations for Quality 

Education and Lifelong Learning—what innovations 

can we share and what innovations do we propose 

for reaching the remotest learners with quality 

education and learning throughout life? 
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Thank you for your kind attention 


