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1. OVERVIEW 

The Commonwealth of Learning (COL) has regularly consulted its focal points in preparing its 

strategic plans since its inception in 1988.  The planned in-person consultation for the Strategic 

Plan 2021-2027, scheduled for the 26-27 May 2020 in New Delhi, had to be replaced by a virtual 

consultation, due to lockdown measures undertaken by various nations in Asia.  An online meet-

ing hosted on Zoom, was preceded by an online survey amongst the focal points.  

The online meeting on Zoom, conducted on the 1st of June 2020 had two aims: 

- Review the results and the key highlights from the survey conducted among the focal points 

- Identify and discuss regional and national priorities. 

Expected outcomes of the meeting were: 

- To consider the regional and national priorities and trends in the preparation of the Strategic 

Plan 2021-2027 

- To ensure that the country-level key priorities are reflected in the final plan. 

Representatives from 7 out of 8 Commonwealth nations in Asia responded to the Questionnaire 

Survey.  Three participants were able to take part in the online meeting to place and reiterate 

their submissions. 

This report is a synthesised summary of the detailed responses to the survey as well as the delib-

erations of the online meeting. 

 

2. PROCEEDINGS OF THE MEETING – COL PACIFIC FOCAL POINTS MEETING  

PRESENTATION BY PROFESSOR ASHA KANWAR, THE PRESIDENT AND CEO OF COL  

The meeting commenced with COL President & CEO, Professor Asha Kanwar, welcoming the par-

ticipants with an overview presentation, highlighting the purpose, history, and the key activities 

of COL through the education and skill sectors.  Recognising the role of the Focal Points as inter-

locutors between COL and the needs of the member states, Professor Kanwar, also outlined the 

importance of their role in unleashing COL’s potential in support of the national priorities and 

targets.  She went on to discuss the latest challenges and opportunities in the education and 

skills development sectors because of the Covid-19 Pandemic while outlining the following five 

paradigm shifts that underpin COL’s work: 

1. If the child cannot go to school, the school comes to the child – a responsibility addressed by 

the Open and Innovative Schooling Initiative 
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2. Technology-enabled learning can break open the ivory towers of tertiary education – some-

thing induced and effectively carried out by promoting ODL in tertiary and higher educational 

institutions as well as in teacher education 

3. Open Educational Resources are the answers to closed and costly textbooks – a phenomenon 

that has democratised education in both developed and developing worlds 

4. The digital divide can be transformed into a digital dividend – using modern and appropriate 

technologies including devices such as Aptus and community radio efforts 

5. Literacy is not always a precondition for learning – something witnessed in both COL’s Life-

long Learning for Farmers and Technical, Vocational and Skills Development portfolios. 

 

Outlining the process of developing the Strategic Plan 2021-2027, Professor Kanwar mentioned 

the various inputs that inform the content of the plan.  These include: 

• Analysis of Global trends, an exercise undertaken by COL throughout the year 

• Inputs from the Board/partners/stakeholders received periodically throughout the plan pe-

riod 

• External and Internal Evaluations, carried out specially to understand the efficacies of COL’s 

programming 

• Feedback from Focal Points through the questionnaire survey and the online meeting 



Page 5 of 15 

 

 

Professor Kanwar mentioned that the new strategic plan shall continue to focus on Goal 4 of the 

UN 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda which aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality 

access to education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. 

Speaking to the latest challenge posing the education sector,  the Covid-19 pandemic, Professor 

Kanwar identified the need to support the 574 million school-going children who are affected by 

the lockdown in Commonwealth countries and the need to overcome specific challenges posed 

in the form of lack of connectivity, erratic power supply, lack of access to learning platforms, lim-

ited availability of quality content and the low capacity of teachers. 

Professor Kanwar also highlighted the innovative response by the Asian nations to the crisis in 

the form of using radio and television for carrying out distance learning activities as witnessed in 

Bangladesh; the English language App developed in Brunei Darussalam, the introduction of 32 

digital channels, through Swayam Prabha in India; use of Google classrooms as Telekilaas in Mal-

dives; Online and Web TV in Malaysia; Educational TV channel in Pakistan; Online learning portal 

of Singapore; and, provision for Internet access without data charges for students in Sri Lanka. 

COL’s own interventions, stated by Professor Kanwar, included a range of initiatives; and a few of 

those are enlisted below: 

- Commonwealth Wise Women, an initiative to identify, hone and develop leadership skills 

among the youth in the commonwealth nations 

- Participation of over 50 institutions world-wide in the International Partnership of Distance 

and Online Learning for Covid-19 

- COL-Coursera Workforce Recovery Programme to help unemployed people of the Common-

wealth to regain skills for employment 

- Guidelines for distance education during Covid-19  

- Introductory videos for teaching the digital age with Dr Tony Bates, a long-standing associate 

of COL 

Professor Kanwar went on to highlight the outcomes of the consultations held in the regions of 

Africa and Europe, the Pacific and the Caribbean while also spelling out the ‘new normal’ wit-

nessed in the post-Covid-19 world in the form of increased learning crises; wider digital divide; 

and, large-scale unemployment.    

Before concluding her presentation. Professor Kanwar encouraged the Focal Points to consider 

responding to the following questions: 

- How can COL help individual nations to respond to the education-related challenges posed 

by Covid-19? 



Page 6 of 15 

 

- What are the new trends in education and skills development that the Focal Points would like 

to bring to the attention of COL? 

- What are the three major priorities of individual nations that COL could help to support? 

Following the detailed presentation of the President of COL, the Vice President Dr V Balaji 

thanked the Focal Points present at the meeting and emphasized upon the value of their input to 

the meeting.  He mentioned that their interventions would greatly influence the formation of the 

Strategic Plan and the work of COL in the next six years. 

PRESENTATION OF THE RESULTS OF ONLINE SURVEY AMONG THE FOCAL POINTS 

A detailed presentation was made highlighting the results of the survey carried out among the 

FPs.  The salient points summarising the changes witnessed in education and skills development 

over the last six years are: 

- Rising unemployment, leading to the recognition of imparting employment-oriented skills 

such as life skills, essential skills, 21st Century skills and soft skills 

- Greater use of technology in education and entrepreneurship, also among the start-up initia-

tives 

- High level of impact of climate change, resulting in domestic migration and climate related 

emergencies 

- Perceptional value of vocational education and training, resulting in low uptake among the 

youth, women, and girls 

- Privatisation of education as an answer to scaling-up while also demanding the need for 

quality assurance  

As far as the targets of Member States in Asia for the next 3-6 years, the following priority points 

were mentioned: 

- At the school education level, the two-pronged priorities are a) equitable and inclusive ac-

cess to quality education and retention of students; and, b) school-based professional devel-

opment and the need for quality standards frameworks 

- At the higher education level, the primary priorities were reducing the cost of education, in-

vestment in educational infrastructure and addressing the skills mismatch 

- In technical and vocational education, the need for diversification and the use of blended 

and online methods of teaching to scale-up the intake of students opting to study 

- The need for strengthening the quality and delivery of non-formal education, in both on-farm 

and non-farm occupations 

- Investment in educational infrastructure for scaling up education, catering to Pandemic and 

emergent times, but also as means to inculcate health awareness campaigns 
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Asian Focal points clearly identified areas where COL’s support could add value in the following: 

- Capacity building and manpower development in the overall education sector 

- Skilling and livelihood training to enhance the quality of life of millions of citizens 

- Quality assurance in higher education and introduction of ODL and TEL approaches 

- Technical assistance to introduce blended learning practices in all forms and levels of educa-

tion and skills development 

- Support in policy formulation curriculum reform and research and evaluation 

- Help Member States to reach out to vulnerable populations with programmes for skilling and 

re-skilling 

The Asian Focal points were categorical in asking COL to stimulate partnerships, innovation, and 

scaling by offering Member States advice and support in the following areas: 

- Methodologies for engaging with industrial partners in priority and key sectors 

- Assistance with scaling up of innovative models in education 

- Capacity building in ODL and in the use of technology in developing self-learning material and 

curricula 

- Promotion of OER to open-up of education and save costs 

- Initiation of knowledge sharing and tailored communication among stakeholders 

- Support with monitoring and evaluation and assessing efficacies of various models in educa-

tion and skill development 

Finally, from the survey analysis, it was evident that the Focal Points were looking to COL for 

peer-learning opportunities.  

REFLECTIONS BY FOCAL POINTS 

Each member present took their time to reflect upon the overall remarks of Professor Kanwar 

and the survey results presented to them.  Their reflections and remarks largely centered around 

the priorities of their own nations and based on the trends witnessed in the region. Their delib-

erations were also influenced by the latest Pandemic and the resulting lockdown measures that 

pose challenges to the traditional face-to-face form of providing learning opportunities.  Their 

reflections can be summarised in the following: 

Need for capacity building for TVET educators in blended learning: FP members urged COL to 

come up with blended models and methods for imparting TVET in their national settings.  Not 

only do the teachers of TVET need to hone their digital literacy skills but they also require skills to 

teach online and to identify subjects and topics that could be taught online.  They emphasised 

the need to develop online learning material in TVET that could be shared and adapted. 
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Focus on marginalised communities and vulnerable populations: The FP members recognised the 

important role played by CO in the areas of Lifelong Learning for Farmers and among marginal-

ised communities.  They asked COL to focus on enterprise communities, and in job-oriented sec-

tors such as construction and technology sectors that would help to regain economic survival of 

people. 

Quality ODL programmes for transforming teaching and learning practices:  Recognising the 

need for transforming learning and teaching practices, regardless of Pandemics, FPs stated that 

Covid-19 has increased the urgency in developing a sustainable and robust education system.  

They asked COL to initiate comprehensive programmes such as critical thinking, 21st Century 

skills, climate literacy, health awareness and vocational training 

OER resources:  The FPs asked COL to help develop OER policies at the country level, thus, facili-

tating the need for making OER material available for everyone, especially in the development of 

teachers’ capacity.  They appreciated the efforts undertaken by COL in this direction; however, 

they requested their continuity. 

Research, monitoring and evaluation:  The FPs requested COL to strengthen the research capac-

ity of students by imparting essential skills to conduct research, information and enquiry skills as 

well as digital literacy skills.  They also called for COL to support developing capacity to assess the 

efficacy of their work, especially through developing M&E skills. 

Building partnerships: The FPs recognised that in a connected and complex world, partnerships 

between education and other ministries, between public and private providers, and between ed-

ucation providers, industries and communities would be needed for scaled sustainable provision. 

It was felt that COL could play a role in helping to build effective communities of practice. 

SUMMARY AND WAY FORWARD 

Professor Asha Kanwar thanked the Focal Points for their valuable input.  She observed that the 

advice received from the Asian FPs largely aligned with what she had heard from their peers in 

Africa, the Pacific, and the Caribbean.  Their recommendations too revolved around teacher 

training, technical advice in policy development, enhanced skills development activities and that 

of building capacity in OER development.  She also emphasised the need for scaling innovation in 

learning and teaching and for initiating skills development programs for livelihoods in virtual en-

vironments.   

The President was convinced about the need for more frequent meetings of the FPs within and 

across the region.  She promised that COL would convene follow up meetings soon.  She once 

again thanked all participants for their active contribution before bringing the meeting to a close. 
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ANNEX 1: ASIA FOCAL POINTS MEETING AGENDA 

 

COL STRATEGIC PLAN 2021 – 2027 

COL Asia Focal Points Meeting (on Zoom) 
Monday, June 1, 2020, 09:30 PM-11:30 PM (Vancouver Time) 

 

Agenda 

The meeting schedule show below is as per the time in Vancouver 

Time 

JUNE 1, 2020 (Vancouver) 
Activity 

09:30 PM – 10:00 pm  30 mins 
Networking with colleagues and focal point mem-

bers from other countries 

10:00 – 10:10 PM 

Session 1 

10 mins Welcome remarks by COL President & CEO  

Professor Asha S. Kanwar 

10:10 – 10:15 PM 

Session 2 

5 mins Remarks by COL Vice President 

Dr V. Balaji 

10:15 – 10:25 PM 

Session 3 

10 mins Presentation of the Focal Points Survey Report   

10:25 – 11:15 PM 

Session 4 

50 mins Reflections (Individual contributions / discussions will 

follow alphabetical order (by country name)  

11:15 – 11:20 PM 

Session 5 

5 mins Summary and wrap up 

11:20 – 11:30 PM 

Session 6 
10 mins Closing & Way Forward by COL President & CEO, Pro-

fessor Asha S. Kanwar 
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ANNEX 2: LIST OF RESPONDENTS OF FP SURVEY AND PARTICIPA NTS OF FP ONLINE MEETING 

# Country Contact Information 

1 Bangladesh 

Mr Syed Ali Reja  

Joint Secretary  

Ministry of Education, Secondary & Higher Education Division  

Bangladesh Secretariat  

Dhaka, Bangladesh  

Email: ds_stp@moedu.gov.bd  

2 Brunei 

Yang Mulia Dayang Rosimah Sumaimah binti Haji Matassim  

Acting Executive Secretary  

Brunei Darussalam National Accreditation Council  

Ministry of Education  

Room B211, 2nd Floor, Block B  

Ministry of Education Building  

Bandar Seri Begawan BB3510  

Brunei, Darussalam  

Email: rosimah.matassim@moe.gov.bn  

3 India   

Shri Madan Mohan 

ADG (Statistics) – Distance Learning 

431-C, Shastri Bhawan 

Ministry of Human Resource Development 

Government of India 

New Delhi 110001 

Email: mmohan.edu@nic.in  

4 Malaysia 

Ms Julianazren Jaafar  

Desk Officer, International Relations Division  

Ministry of Education Malaysia  

Level 7, Block E8, Complex E  

Federal Government Administrative Centre  

62604 Putrajaya, Malaysia  

Email: julia.jaafar@mohe.gov.my  

mailto:ds_stp@moedu.gov.bd
mailto:rosimah.matassim@moe.gov.bn
mailto:mmohan.edu@nic.in
mailto:julia.jaafar@mohe.gov.my
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5 Maldives 

Mr Ahmed Mausoom  

Education Officer  

Head of Foreign Relations Section  

Ministry of Education  

Velaanaage, 9th Floor  

Ameeru Ahmed Magu  

Malé 20096, Maldives  

Email: ahmed.mausoom@moe.gov.mv  

6 Singapore 

Ms Cindy Eu  

Deputy Director  

International Cooperation Branch, Planning Division  

Ministry of Education  

1 North Buona Vista Drive  

Singapore 138675, Singapore  

Email: Cindy_EU@moe.gov.sg  

7 Sri Lanka 

Dr (Mrs) Madhura M. Wehella 

Additional Secretary 

Planning and Performance Review 

Ministry of Education 

Isurupaya, Palawatta 

Badramulla, Sri Lanka 

Email: mmwehella@gmail.com     

mailto:ahmed.mausoom@moe.gov.mv
mailto:Cindy_EU@moe.gov.sg
mailto:mmwehella@gmail.com
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ANNEX 3: OVERVIEW OF SURVEY RESULTS 
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