
 

 

 

BOARD OF GOVERNORS 

President’s Quarterly Progress Report: 

April – June 2020 
 

 

1. Board Matters 
 

The face-to-face meetings of the Board, initially scheduled to take place in mid-July, 

were advanced to June 22-29, 2020, following the postponement of the Commonwealth 

Heads of Government Meeting that was to have taken place during that week in Rwanda.  

The meetings will now be held as: 47th meeting of the Audit Committee on June 22, a 

strategic planning session on June 23, and the annual Board meeting on June 29.  All will be 

conducted online. 

 

I am delighted to welcome Dr Abdurrahman Umar, Ambassador and Permanent 

Delegate of Nigeria to UNESCO, as the new Board member representing Nigeria. 

 

 

2. General 
 

This quarter has been dominated by the COVID-19 crisis and its impact on education. 

Some of the initiatives launched to address this are beginning to show results. The COL-led 

International Partnership on Distance and Online Learning for COVID-19 has attracted 59 

partners to date.  

 

Coursera, one of the partners, has offered 10000 free licenses for 3800 skills 

development courses under its Workforce Recovery programme. COL has offered these to 

each ministry of education and consortium partners. The response has been overwhelming, 

especially from the small states, and this initiative has received extensive press coverage in 

several countries. Under this arrangement, participants can complete as many courses as they 

wish until the end of December. With a group of regional partners, a Help Desk has been 

established to provide academic and administrative support.   

 

Coursera licences have also been made available to the mentees in our 

CommonwealthWiseWomen.org initiative, where we are pleased to recently welcome our 

Secretary General the Honourable Patricia Scotland and the Executive Director of UN 

Women Dr Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka. A webinar to inaugurate this initiative was held with 

Professor Belinda Tynan as the keynote speaker.  

 

COL staff too are benefiting from these licenses and I have completed a Certificate on 

Women’s Leadership for Positive Change offered by Case Western Reserve University.                
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The modular design, the diversity of activities and the instant feedback provided during the 

course was very impressive. Certainly, a model of good practice and something for institutions 

to emulate as they make the transition to online provision.  

 

COL has developed a number of key resources during this time, including 

‘Guidelines on Distance Education for COVID-19’ meant for governments, institutions, 

teachers, students and parents. A series of 12 videos on digital teaching and learning were 

recorded with well-known expert Dr Tony Bates and have been converted into an online 

crash course for policy makers and practitioners. 

 

Because of the lockdowns, the remaining three meetings of Focal Points for Africa, 

Asia and the Pacific had to be held online. Predictably, mitigating the impact of COVID-19 

was the common concern across the regions. Teacher training and developing ICT skills too 

emerged as a priority. Reports of these consultations have been prepared and will feed into 

the next Strategic Plan 2021-27. 

 

As more countries adopt distance and online learning, COL’s expertise is being 

recognised globally. As a result, joint activities have been initiated with UNESCO, IITE 

Moscow and UNESCO Institute of Lifelong Learning, Hamburg. Many stakeholders found 

the COL webinars and MOOCs a just-in-time training opportunity. For example, MOOCs for 

teachers and mobiMOOCs for farmers reached large numbers who had different levels of 

access to electricity, computers and connectivity.  

 

Even though several scheduled activities were cancelled, COL was able to make 

alternative arrangements to ensure that both results and expenditures were not compromised.  

This has been largely due to the fact that COL was able to pivot to online modes during the 

pandemic. In the past, partners preferred face-to-face interactions but now that they have 

become more technology-adept, it was possible for COL to optimise the full benefits of 

distance learning.  

 

Going forward, anything that can be done effectively online will be delivered online. 

As the world prepares for the ‘new normal’, this could well be a second coming for COL.  

 

2.1 President’s Activities 

 

COL’s Report for this year was presented to the Commonwealth Secretariat Board of 

Governors at its virtual meeting. It was encouraging that Canada, Namibia and UK 

commended COL for re-engineering itself to respond appropriately to the COVID-19 

situation. 

 

One highlight of this quarter was the opportunity to give a TEDx talk urging the 

world to ‘take the road less travelled’ and benefit from the advantages of distance learning. 

Another opportunity to showcase COL’s contributions during the pandemic was an interview 

with CNBC Africa.  

 



President’s Quarterly Progress Report: April – June 2020 

 

 

 3 

Several presentations were also made at webinars organised by institutions in India, 

St Lucia, Barbados, South Africa and China.  At a World Bank webinar on skills 

development during the pandemic, I highlighted the range of strategies that COL utilises to 

reach the unreached and achieve scale. Three videos were recorded including one for an 

online round table at the Moscow International Education Fair 2020. 

 

A ‘Report to Commonwealth Education Ministers: From Response to Resilience’ co-

authored with Sir John Daniel, former COL President, was sent to each Commonwealth 

country and the provinces and territories of Canada. This comprehensive report which 

examines the crisis from four perspectives—social, technological, pedagogical and 

psychological—drew a positive response and has become a reference point for various 

stakeholders. An op-ed was contributed for the CHOGM report even though the event has 

been postponed. 

 

The Globethics.net Board, of which I am a member, held virtual meetings. An 

engagement with such organisations helps us keep abreast of new developments in the ethics 

of technology in education, especially in times such as these.  

 

This lockdown provided a valuable opportunity to engage more closely with 

programme specialists. It has also been a challenging time—managing expectations of staff 

and stakeholders while at the same time ensuring high productivity.  

 

Even so, this crisis has demonstrated that COL is a resilient organisation—nimble and 

agile with the ability to respond rapidly. COL’s expertise in technology is another advantage 

which enabled COL to implement innovations in record time. The networks nurtured over the 

years, are a strong foundation of this resilience. Finally, there can be no resilience without 

staff capacity and commitment.  

 

 

3.  Programme 

 

Most activities had to be conducted in online mode because of lockdowns in many 

Commonwealth countries. 

 

3.1 Education Sector 

 

3.1.1 Open/Innovative Schooling 

 

 COL supported Emlalatini Development Centre, Eswatini with research to develop a 

new technology-enabled model. In collaboration with the Teacher Education initiative and 

PACFOLD, a MOOC on OER for Online Learning was launched, reaching over 1200 

teachers in the Pacific. This MOOC was contextualised and launched in the Caribbean with 

the Ministry of Education, Trinidad & Tobago, reaching more than 800 teachers. 

 

A discussion document on post-COVID schooling models has been developed. 
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3.1.2 Teacher Education 

  

A webinar series on learner-centred and inclusive practices for the post-COVID era 

was organised with partners in The Gambia and Kenya. 

 

3.1.3 Higher Education 

 
 Thirteen learners have completed the first semester of the revised, competency-based 

MSc Applied Computing and Digital Technologies at the Open University of Mauritius. The 

programme has been supported by COL. 

 

As of June 15, 4294 learners (40% female) have registered in the third offering of the 

MOOC on Introduction to Business for Sustainable Development.  

 

An online Employability Strategy Development workshop was held with the 

University of Rwanda. The strategy has been approved and a competency map developed for 

the BSc (Hons) in Computer Engineering. An ODL Design and Development workshop was 

conducted online with 22 active participants from Copperbelt University, Zambia. 

 

3.1.4 Virtual University for Small States of the Commonwealth (VUSSC) 

 

 In partnership with the University of Seychelles, VUSSC launched a MOOC on the 

Blue Economy with 1264 participants from 75 countries. The Seychelles Nurses and 

Midwives Council reported that 382 nurses have taken the COL-supported online 

professional development courses, including a course related to COVID-19. 

 

The first cohort of 28 participants from eight Caribbean countries completed the 

‘Quality Assurance in Blended Learning’ online course, and 30 new learners are enrolled in 

the second cohort. 

 

Twenty two instructors from The Bahamas Technical and Vocational Institute 

completed the VUSSC course on Developing and Teaching Online Courses. COL provided 

the Caribbean Tourism Organization a hosted Moodle platform to facilitate the development 

of OER courses on sustainable tourism.   

 

3.1.5 GIRLS Inspire 
 

 In Sri Lanka, the Women Development Centre supported graduates of skills training 

to establish six food outlets for income generating opportunities and training in business 

counselling continued.  

 

COL partner Shidhulai Sharniwar Sangsta, Bangladesh trained 705 women and girls 

in vocational skills in face-to-face mode while observing social distancing. 

 

Four partners in Bangladesh, Pakistan and Sri Lanka participated in three webinars on 

the use of social media, creating databases and providing support during COVID-19.  
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3.2 Skills Sector  

 

3.2.1 Technical and Vocational Skills Development (TVSD) 

 

 COL supported the Tuvalu Public Works Department and Tuvalu Atoll Science 

and Technology Training Institute to develop a national construction qualification and to 

train staff in trades using OER with workplace learning and assessment.  

 

The Ministry of Higher Education, Zambia has requested COL to train 800 TVET 

teachers in online learning.  

 

COL has started training master trainers and 400 TVET teachers in Jamaica. 

 

3.2.2 Lifelong Learning for Farmers (L3F) 

 

Three AgMOOCs were launched with a registration of 33292 from over 30 

countries—with India, Kenya and Nigeria among the top three. Almost 600 new farmers 

have enrolled in an online platform in Zambia to receive information and training in 

agriculture. 

 

A series of mobiMOOCs for farmers (using basic cell phones) was launched with 

over 7500 learners. Topics covered corporate and digital banking literacy, soil and pest 

management practices and stress management during lockdown. India’s National Bank for 

Agriculture and Rural Development co-signed completion certificates.  

 

A MOOC on Good Agricultural Practices in collaboration with the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Marine Resources of The Bahamas has been launched.  

 

3.2.3 Technology Enabled Learning 

  

Seventy six participants successfully completed the 12-webinar series on ‘Design and 

Development of MOOCs’.  A course on ‘Teaching in the Digital Age’ has been released.  

 

Two MOOCs on Technology Enabled Learning were offered jointly with Athabasca 

University with over 4000 participants from around the world.  

  

OER4COVID was offered with the OER Foundation in New Zealand which attracted 

participants from 79 countries. Under this initiative, a course on Open Licensing was offered 

in partnership with ICDE.  

 

3.2.4 Skills Online 

 

Several people in the automobile industry have lost their jobs. COL is partnering with 

the Government of India and LabourNet to reskill people to become sanitization and hygiene 

entrepreneurs through the use of mobile phones over six weeks. 
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The COL/Coursera Workforce Recovery programme which aims to reskill 

unemployed citizens of the Commonwealth, has over 9100 enrolments from more than 4300 

unique learners. To date, 633 certificates have been issued. 

 

3.3 Cross-cutting Theme 

 

3.3.1 Gender 

  

Through Youth Challenge Guyana, ten boys who completed skills training were 

placed in internships. 

 

In Mozambique, COL partner ADPP completed three of the five modules for the 

online business and entrepreneurship training for women and girls. In Malawi, Concerned 

Youth Organisation trained 225 people in shoemaking and tailoring. 

 

Participants of skills training in Solomon Islands established four savings clubs, and 

in Papua New Guinea, 91 participants were trained in livelihood skills, including making 

masks. 

 

Twenty seven girls completed online training in ICT and mobile application 

development in Bangladesh. 

 

A baseline survey of  the 89 mentees of the CommonwealthWiseWomen initiative was 

conducted.  

 

3.4 eLearning for International Organisations (eLIO) 

  

Two cohorts in oral communication for Council of Europe, as well as a cohort for 

UNHCR’s operational data management programme were initiated. Three cohorts for 

UNFPA's Virtual Orientation Programme were completed.   

 

3.5 Commonwealth Educational Media Centre for Asia (CEMCA) 

 

There has been a complete lockdown in many parts of South Asia. CEMCA organised 

online training programmes and webinars which reached more than a thousand professionals, 

including staff from universities in Bangladesh, India and Sri Lanka. Topics included: cyber 

security for eLearning; content development; MOOC development; using technology to 

reach learners during COVID-19; video content development using mobiles; academic 

counselling; and the future of jobs post-COVID. 

 

3.6 Regional Centres 

 

Monitoring & Evaluation webinars were organised to train staff in all the regional 

centres. 
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3.6.1 Southern African Development Community - Centre for Distance Education (SADC-

CDE) 

  

SADC-CDE is running a series of webinars for 40 open schooling staff in 

Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia and Tanzania to train them in technology enabled learning. 

 

3.6.2 Pacific Centre for Flexible and Open Learning for Development (PACFOLD) 

  

A second offering of the Functional Numeracy MOOC attracted 308 learners. 

PACFOLD is collaborating on a desktop study for an Open/Innovative Schooling project 

involving nine countries in the Pacific.   

 

3.6.3   COL Chairs  

  

A series of three webinars on recent publications and projects involving four COL 

Chairs has been launched.  

 

The COL Chair at IIT-Kanpur designed and made available the new mobiMOOC 

platform on which four courses were offered.   

 

In the University of South Africa, the COL Chair is working on a project to rapidly 

upskill 150 teachers to teach online. 

 

3.7 Vice President’s Activities 

 

 The Vice President supported the programme activities particularly the Higher 

Education initiative, AgMOOCs and mobiMOOCs, where large numbers of learners were 

reached.  He made presentations in a number of webinars organised by institutions in India 

and The Bahamas.    

 

Dr Balaji guided the development of a MOOC on OER for online teaching with 

PACFOLD which is also being offered through the Ministry of Education, Trinidad & 

Tobago. The Vice President has been leading the meta-evaluation through its final stages.  

 

 

4. Stakeholder Relations 

 

4.1 Member Governments Support 

 

To date, contributions totalling $10.3 million were received from 45 countries as 

compared to $10.7 million from 46 countries as at the end of the previous year.  See 5.1 for a 

listing by country of contributions for the fourth quarter. 
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4.2 Focal Points 

  

COL welcomed four new Focal Points: 

 

• India: Shri Madan Mohan, ADG, Department of Higher Education, Ministry 

of Human Resource Development 

• St Kitts and Nevis: Mr Francil Morris, Deputy Chief Education Officer, 

Ministry of Education 

• Nauru: Mrs Darrina Kun, Secretary for Education & Technology 

• Barbados: Mrs Joy Adamson, Chief Education Officer, Ministry of Education, 

Technological and Vocational Training. 

 

4.3 Congratulatory Letters 

  

Letters of congratulation were sent to new ministers of education in Lesotho, 

Namibia, St Kitts and Nevis, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu. 

  

 

5. Finances 
 

5.1 Revenue 

 

COL has received $12.8 million in revenue between July 1, 2019 and May 31, 2020 

comprising member government contributions, additional contributions and miscellaneous 

income (compared to $12.9 million in revenue for the year ended June 30, 2019).  

 

During this quarter to date, contributions were received from the following countries: 

 

Maldives – $6,750; Nigeria – $263,420; Rwanda – $20,250; and Tonga – $28,116. 

 

Additional contributions in the amount of $2.1 million from grants and service fees 

were also recorded. 

 

5.2 Cash Flow 

 

At May 31, 2020, COL held approximately $6.2 million in cash to meet operational 

costs for the balance of the current financial year and maintain a positive cash flow into the 

next financial year. COL continued to maintain a restricted reserve, at a level of $11 million, 

as per its policy. 

 

5.3 Expenditures 

 

To date, $11.8 million was spent or committed to meet programme and organisational 

management activities, staff and office costs.  By year end at June 30, 2020, 97% of the 

annual budget of $12.5 million for 2019-2020 is forecasted to be utilised, as compared to 

88% at the same time last year. 
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6. Human Resources 
 

6.1 Staff Changes 

 

 Dr David Porter from Canada joined COL on June 15, 2020 as Senior Adviser, 

Higher Education. 

 

 

7. Technology & Innovation 

 In-house support was provided for various COL initiatives in response to the COVID-

19 crisis, such as OpenDoor and CommonwealthWiseWomen, resulting in timely 

implementation. COL’s technology systems have been strengthened to provide staff with   

state-of-the-art video conferencing and project management facilities. To cater to the 

increased demand for e-conferencing, COL’s Boardroom audio-video system and wireless 

infrastructure were upgraded.  

Thirty Aptus devices were loaded with educational content including national 

curricula and sent to The Bahamas.  Over seventy new resources were added to COL’s open 

access repository, OAsis, during this quarter.  

 

8. Permanent Site 
 

The Board is invited to consider the update on the permanent site that has been 

circulated in advance of the annual meeting and to make a decision that COL can implement.  

A background note, summary of activities undertaken and risk assessment have been 

provided.  

 

 

9. Communications 
 

There has been increased visibility for COL in print, TV and social media. This 

includes mentions in 36 external media stories and 18 news releases.  COL's following on 

social media has grown with 206350+ followers on Facebook and 6980+ on Twitter.  94000 

Twitter impressions were recorded on the @COL4D account so far. COL reached 745600+ 

people with 890+ shares on Facebook.  

 

COL released 17 videos on its YouTube channel, with a total of 13089 views.  
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10. Publications/Resources 
 

The following publications and resources of note, are available at http://oasis.col.org: 

 

1.  Report to Commonwealth Education Ministers: from Response to Resilience 

2. Guidelines on Distance Education during COVID-19 

3. Toolkit for Key Employability Indicators for National Qualification Agencies  

4. Quality Assurance in Blended Learning 

5. Quality Assurance in Higher Education in Africa: Enhancing the Quality of 

Higher Education  

6. Report of the Regional Focal Points Meeting – Africa and Europe 

7. Report of the Regional Focal Points Meeting – Pacific 

8. Report of the Regional Focal Points Meeting – Asia 

 

All currencies are in Canadian dollars unless otherwise indicated. 

 

 

 

Professor Asha S. Kanwar 

President & Chief Executive Officer 

June 19, 2020 

http://oasis.col.org/
http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/3592/2020_Kanwar_Report_to_Commonwealth_Education_Ministers__.pdf?sequence=5&isAllowed=y
http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/3576/2020_COL_Guidelines_Distance_Ed_COVID19.pdf?sequence=4&isAllowed=y
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3599
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3598
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3600
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3600
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3607
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3606
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3605



