
 

 

 

BOARD OF GOVERNORS 

President’s Quarterly Progress Report: 

October - December 2020 
 

 

1. Board Matters 
 

At the 48th meeting of the Audit Committee held on November 19, 2020, the audited 

financial statements for the year ended June 30, 2020 were approved. You will be pleased to 

note that as in previous years, an unmodified auditor’s report was received. The audited 

financial statements are available here on the COL website. 

 

 This was followed by a special meeting of the Board of Governors, conducted in two 

sessions for the convenience of members on November 25, to review the draft Strategic Plan 

2021-2027.  A request was made to meet with the Evaluators to discuss the final evaluation 

report. These sessions have been scheduled for January 21, 2021. A request was also made 

for a full meeting of the Board to finalise the Strategic Plan once the feedback provided had 

been incorporated, which will take place towards the end of February with the date to be 

confirmed.  

 

The next meeting of the Audit Committee will be held in February 2021 to be 

followed by the Executive Committee in March 2021. 

 

I am delighted to welcome Mr Arif Lalani, Director General, International 

Organizations, Global Affairs Canada as the Canada representative on the COL Board. It is 

also my pleasure to place on record our gratitude to Mr Michael Gort, the outgoing member, 

for his valuable contributions.   

 

I also extend a warm welcome to Dr Caroline Seelig, Chief Executive, 

Open Polytechnic, as the New Zealand representative to the Board. Sir Lockwood Smith, 

who served the COL Board with distinction for several years, completed his term after the 

June Board meeting. 

 

His Excellency Hubert Charles, the Caribbean representative, completed his term in 

December. We are very grateful to His Excellency for his close engagement and strong 

support of COL’s work. 

 

 The annual meeting of the Board of Governors will be held on July 14 and 15, 2021, 

and we sincerely hope that it will be an in-person meeting in Vancouver.  

 

https://www.col.org/sites/default/files/2020_COL-Consolidated-Financial-Statements.pdf
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2. General 

 
The COVID-19 pandemic shows no signs of abating and countries continue to need 

support as institutional disruptions have caused major setbacks in achieving education and 

training goals. With the increased demand for open and distance learning, COL is building 

the capacity of teachers and providing curated content and technical advice to ministries and 

institutions. Thousands of teachers around the Commonwealth have been trained through 

MOOCs in response to their needs, over 800 videos aligned to the curriculum of Fiji, Nauru 

and Samoa, with Tonga joining the project recently, and technical advice provided to 

ministers in Eswatini and Maldives. The COL-Coursera Workforce Recovery partnership has 

had the largest uptake in the Caribbean where access to the internet at 60% is much higher 

than most other regions of the Commonwealth. This project has been an important and 

meaningful strategy for in-depth engagement in the region where specific countries, such as 

Barbados, Grenada, Guyana and St Lucia, registered the largest numbers.  

 

Even though countries have been grappling with health and economic issues, they 

continue to support COL. One positive development has been the increase in India’s annual 

voluntary contribution by 50% to a total of $2.14 million. COL’s focus on ‘ODL activities in 

promoting innovations to improve quality education in the Commonwealth and more so 

during the COVID-19 pandemic’ was appreciated. We are very grateful to India and this 

confidence encourages and motivates us to do more.  

 

You will also be pleased to note that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, New 

Zealand has funded a project ‘Partnership for Open, Distance and Flexible Learning in the 

Pacific’ in the amount of NZD3.5 million. Over the next four years, this project will 

strengthen skills for employability, provide tools and resources for quality education, and 

build the resilience of education systems in the nine Commonwealth Member States. In the 

past, Board members have always stressed the need for a focus on the Pacific region and this 

additional contribution is an opportunity for us to intensify our impact. 

 

During this quarter, the draft Strategic Plan 2021-2027 was shared with the public for 

comment using all COL channels and networks. Thirty-three responses—16 countries and 

three regions of the Commonwealth—have been received. The overall feedback has been 

positive and the draft Strategic Plan was commended for its balance of continuity and 

change, especially the focus on learning for sustainable development. It was suggested that 

the reference to climate change and COL’s alignment to international and regional agendas 

be made more explicit. 

 

2.1 President’s Activities 

 

The last quarter of every year is packed with conferences and events and this year 

was busier than usual since most activities were held virtually. The highlight was certainly 

the invitation to speak at the Nobel Week Dialogue where 20 thought leaders including eight 

Nobel Laureates were invited to reflect on ‘The Challenge of Learning’. I participated in two 

panel discussions on ‘Diminishing Inequality’ and ‘The Impact of COVID-19’ which were 
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telecast live to audiences around the world. The recordings are available here. I was able to 

present the Commonwealth perspective and the ground realities of the developing world. It 

was also the perfect forum to advocate the benefits of open and distance learning (ODL) 

since, for most of the experts who came from resource-rich countries, the focus was on 

online learning and the use of advanced technology.  

 

I was invited to present keynotes at international conferences, such as the Online 

Educa Berlin, Open Education Global 2020 and ICDE Presidents’ Forum, during this quarter. 

I also presented in panels organised by the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology on 

‘Women’s Leadership’ and by the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (UIL) on 

‘Technologies for Literacy’. Five Media, a non-profit foundation based in Denmark, 

interviewed me on lifelong learning. These engagements demonstrate the expanding reach 

and visibility of COL. 

 

As every year, COL partnered with the Commonwealth Secretariat (COMSEC) and 

the Commonwealth Foundation to organise the annual Commonwealth Diplomats Induction 

Programme which was conducted virtually where 70 diplomats participated, twice the 

number of the usual in-person meeting. The three presentations I made generated substantial 

interest in COL’s work and several diplomats reached out for more information. COMSEC 

also organised the Education Ministers Action Group at which I presented COL’s COVID-19 

response with ministers from Botswana, Fiji and Malta present. Keeping ministers and senior 

officials apprised of our work is more important than ever and several virtual meetings were 

held, including with ministers from Eswatini, Guyana and Maldives. The ministers from Fiji, 

Nauru and Samoa participated in the formal launch of the Video-on-Demand project. All 

presentations are available here. 

 

Our regional office in Delhi, the Commonwealth Educational Media Centre for Asia 

(CEMCA) is guided by an Advisory Council which has members from ministries and 

institutions in Bangladesh, India, Malaysia, Pakistan and Sri Lanka.  I chair the annual 

meetings with the latest held virtually during the quarter. As a member of the governing 

board of the UNESCO Institute for Information Technologies in Education, I participated in 

a virtual board meeting.   

 

I held one-on-one meetings with staff members which indicated that, despite high 

levels of anxiety due to COVID-19, colleagues were doing their best to ensure that COL 

remains a high performing organisation. I am very proud of our accomplishments and have 

no hesitation in stating that 2020 has been COL’s ‘finest hour’. Given our commitment to 

excellence, we will continue ‘to strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield’.  

 

 

3. Programme 
 

While many partners continue to face some form of lockdown, you will notice that 

the momentum of activities has not flagged.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gwK10jkI2K0&feature=emb_title
https://www.col.org/news/speeches-and-presentations
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3.1 Education Sector 

 

3.1.1 Open/Innovative Schooling 

 

COL partner, Elimu TV, Kenya, produced more than 1000 videos in 11 secondary 

school subjects. The content is broadcast daily in Kenya and Tanzania with an estimated 

viewership of more than 150000. 

  

Through the Namibian College of Open Learning (NAMCOL), 302 teachers were 

trained to develop and update curriculum-based open educational resources (OER) for 

secondary schools across the country. During the pandemic, views of NAMCOL's OER have 

increased from an average of 2000 to 18000 a month. 

  

COL commissioned the University of Nigeria to undertake action research exploring 

a community-based outreach programme for out-of-school children with a focus on girls. 

 

COL supported teachers nominated by the Ministry of Education, Youth, Sports and 

Culture, Belize to complete the quality assurance and revision of OER for open schools. 

  

The second phase of the Open Schooling model was officially launched by the 

Ministry of Education, Trinidad & Tobago. 

 

3.1.2 Teacher Education 

 

More than 1350 learners from 54 countries enrolled in the MOOC ‘Teaching 

Mathematics with Technology’ with 426 completions. 

  

COL and The Open University, UK held a virtual planning and design workshop with 

participants from Jamaica, Kenya and Uganda to develop two MOOCs in inclusive 

education. 

 

COL in partnership with UIL offered an online course ‘Planning a Family and 

Intergenerational Literacy and Learning Programme’ in response to COVID-19. Ninety 

participants from 26 countries enrolled in the course and 48 received certificates. 

 

Fifty-five teachers were trained in ‘Leadership and Mentorship’ and ‘Teacher 

Competencies, Skills and Professional Traits’ in Gulu University, Uganda. 

 

3.1.3 Higher Education 

  

In Kenya, an agreement was signed with Kenyatta University to pilot a virtual lab for 

STEM subjects and to test a novel ‘Empowered Educators’ programme. At Moi University, 

112 participants attended a virtual workshop on employability and skills development. 
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As part of a project to develop national accreditation standards, a blended workshop 

on policy development was conducted with the Council of Higher Education, Lesotho. 

  

A project to develop an online policy development tool, encompassing four policies, 

was launched at the University of Rwanda.  

 

Under the Partnership for Enhanced and Blended Learning (PEBL) project, new OER 

modules were uploaded to the OER Africa platform. COL conducted two webinars for eight 

PEBL institutions to complete quality assurance reviews and improvement plans. 

 

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

 

COL signed an agreement with the World Continuing Education Alliance and the 

Nurses and Midwives Council, Botswana to support 12000 nurses and midwives to access 

Continuing Professional Education e-Learning modules.  

 

COL supported Dominica's Climate Resilience Execution Agency to conduct 

community stakeholder meetings and collect baseline data for a disaster preparedness project. 

 

Fifteen educators completed the ‘Quality Assurance in Blended Learning’ course and 

156 learners from 12 Caribbean countries have enrolled to date. 

 

Twenty-five educators received certificates of completion for the first offering of 

‘Designing and Developing Online Assessments’. The highest number of participants were 

from Grenada, Guyana, Jamaica, and Trinidad & Tobago. 

  

3.1.5 GIRLS Inspire 

 

COL partners, Centre for Mass Education in Science and Shidhulai Swanirvar 

Sangstha (SSS), Bangladesh, trained 4057 women and girls and SSS helped prevent 18 child, 

early and forced marriages.  

  

In Pakistan, COL partner, Society for the Protection of the Rights of the Child trained 

2028 women and girls.  

  

A social media campaign for the elimination of violence against women reached 1721 

people on Facebook and had 4900 Twitter impressions. 

 

A brochure documenting the GIRLS Inspire model was published and a webinar on 

this model was held with 51 participants. 
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3.2 Skills Sector  

 

3.2.1 Technical and Vocational Skills Development (TVSD) 

 

COL has continued to scale up TVET teacher training with more than 1600 TVET 

teachers and master trainers from Jamaica, Kenya, Nigeria, The Gambia and Zambia trained 

using OER. 
 

  As part of a project with the Human Resource Development Council, Botswana, 

guidelines and a monitoring and evaluation framework for the student internship and 

apprenticeship policy were completed as well as an employer database. 

  

With COL support, New Zealand's Building and Construction Industry Training 

Organisation trained 18 trainers from the Tuvalu Atoll Science, Technology and Training 

Institute in using distance and workplace learning.  

 

3.2.2 Lifelong Learning for Farmers (L3F) 

 

In Ghana, an additional 500 farmers registered for L3F and a new livestock course 

was developed and translated into local languages. 

 

COL partner, Matumaini Mapya registered 64 new shareholders in the Tanzania 

Producers Financial Public Limited Company. 

 

Close to 1000 staff of Primary Agricultural Co-operative Societies under the Andhra 

Pradesh State Cooperative Bank, India were trained to support delivery of L3F and an 

agreement was signed with the Bank to pilot L3F. 

 

COL partners Vidiyal and Reddiyarchatram Seed Growers Association, India, held 

capacity building sessions using MobiMOOC reaching more than 6000 farmers.  

  

An agreement with the Ministry of Agriculture, Lands, Fisheries and Barbuda Affairs, 

Antigua & Barbuda was signed to strengthen backyard gardening. 

 

COL organised a special session on L3F at the virtual Mobile Learning Week hosted 

by UNESCO.  

 

3.2.3 Technology Enabled Learning (TEL) 

 

Two MOOCs—‘Introduction to Technology-Enabled Leaning’ and ‘Blended 

Learning Practice’—were offered jointly by COL and Athabasca University with 2178 and 

1690 participants respectively. 

 

COL supported online workshops on blended course design for 23 participants from 

Kibabii University, Kenya and 40 participants from Antigua State College. 
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With COL’s support, Universiti Malaysia Sabah applied the new TEL Benchmarking 

Toolkit and developed an action plan to strengthen TEL. 

  

The Ministry of Education, Youth, Sports and Culture, Belize, with the support of 

COL, organised a Commonwealth Digital Education Leadership Training in Action training-

of-trainers workshop for teachers from 44 schools. 

 

3.2.4 Skills Online 

 

The COL-Coursera Workforce Recovery Programme was extended to the end of 

March 2021. The Ministry of Education, Guyana signed an agreement with Texila American 

University to recognise COL-Coursera courses for admission in further education. Of the 

more than 136000 learners in this programme, over 121000 certificates have been issued.  

 

Twenty five CommonwealthWiseWomen mentors have completed a mentorship 

course on Udemy. 

 

3.3 Cross-cutting Theme 

 

3.3.1 Gender 
 

COL partner, Concerned Youth Organisation, Malawi, trained 1109 participants in 

livelihood skills.  

   

In Mozambique, COL partner, ADPP established 19 face mask production groups, 

with more than 42000 produced to date. The groups used the profits generated from the sale 

of these items to acquire additional equipment to expand their businesses.  

 

In Tanzania, COL partner, Youth Aid Education Possible Changes Organisation 

conducted community sensitisation using FM radio with 502 women and girls trained. 

 

COL partner, The Women’s Development Centre, Sri Lanka, trained 70 women and 

girls in livelihood skills. Thirty-five staff were trained in career guidance and 30 police 

officers participated in an awareness-raising session on gender-based violence. 

  

A baseline study was completed for the ‘Learning for resilience and local 

sustainability’ project which aims to support women in Papua New Guinea and Solomon 

Islands to develop local produce. 

 

A ‘Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment Training Resource’ was developed 

by COL and 111 partner staff were trained. 

 

 

 



 

President’s Quarterly Progress Report: October – December 2020 

 

 

 8 

3.4 eLearning for International Organisations (eLIO) 

 

Three cohorts completed UNFPA’s ‘Virtual Orientation Programme’ which eLIO 

administers and the provision of these services has been extended into 2021. 

 

One cohort of the tutor-supported course ‘Writing Effectively’ for Council of Europe 

was initiated along with one cohort of ‘Written Communication’ for the World Bank Group.  

 

eLIO was awarded a new three-year extendable agreement with UNHCR for e-

tutoring for its ‘Certificate in Programme Management’ and ‘Operational Data Management 

Learning Programme’. 

 

3.5 Commonwealth Educational Media Centre for Asia (CEMCA) 

  
CEMCA conducted online training on ‘Development of Outcome Based Self 

Learning Materials’ for 80 staff of Bangladesh Open University. 

 

In India, an online workshop on ‘Use of Technology for Online Teaching and 

Learning’ was organised in collaboration with Pandit Sundarlal Sharma (Open) University.  

Training on virtual labs was also provided to 62 staff from the Uttarakhand Open University 

and other universities. 

 

A MOOC on ‘Academic Counselling for ODL Learners’ was offered in partnership 

with Odisha State Open University, India, and attracted 1800 learners from 59 countries. 

 

A virtual workshop on OER was held with 55 faculty from the Virtual University of 

Pakistan. 

 

3.6 Regional Centres 

 

3.6.1 Southern African Development Community - Centre for Distance Education  

(SADC-CDE) 

 

Thirty-nine participants completed the Open Schooling online training and action 

plans to integrate Open Schooling have been received from four institutions. 

 

3.6.2 Research and Training Institute for Distance and Open Learning (RETRIDOL) 

 

A capacity building workshop for prospective dual mode universities was attended by 

22 people from six institutions. The ODL policy developed with Port Harcourt University, a 

conventional institution, was approved by the senate.  

 

RETRIDOL held a retreat to finalise courses for the Post-Graduate Diploma in 

Distance Education. 
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3.6.3 Pacific Centre for Flexible and Open Learning for Development (PACFOLD) 

 

The first course in the Youth Work MOOC series titled ‘Engaging Pacific Youth in 

their Communities’ was delivered in collaboration with The University of the South Pacific 

(USP) and attracted 328 participants. 

  

A new MOU with USP was signed to continue collaboration and further strengthen 

PACFOLD. 

 

3.6.4 Commonwealth Centre for Connected Learning (CCCL) 

 

A digital literacy MOOC was completed with 1685 learners, 361 of whom received 

certificates. In the end line survey, 88% of learners reported applying what they had learnt to 

their work or daily life. 

 

3.7 Vice President’s Activities 

 

The Vice President supported the development of a proposal on teacher training and 

made presentations in the UNESCO Mobile Learning Week and AI in Education 

conferences.  

 

In response to a recommendation of the Final Evaluation, a new pilot course 

‘Introduction to Monitoring and Evaluation’ was launched for COL and CEMCA staff.  

 

 

4. Stakeholder Relations 
 

4.1 Member Governments Support 

 

At the end of December, contributions were received from 32 countries (31countries   

contributed during the first half of the previous year). A complete listing of countries for 

this quarter is provided at section 5.1. 

 

4.2 Focal Points 

 

We welcomed the following COL Focal Points: 

 

Guyana:   Mr Olato Sam, Education Specialist, Ministry of Education 

Malaysia: YBhg Datin Noorazah binti Omar, Undersecretary of International 

Relations Division, Ministry of Higher Education. 

 

4.3 Letters 

 

Letters of congratulation were sent to Ministers of Education in five countries.  
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A letter offering support was also sent to The Honorable Minister Rosy Akbar, Minister 

of Education, National Heritage and Arts, Fiji following the recent cyclone. 

 

A condolence letter was sent to Eswatini on the passing of His Excellency Prime 

Minister Ambrose Mandvulo Dlamini. 

 

 

5. Finances 
 

5.1 Revenue 

 

 COL has received $8.5 million in voluntary contributions from member governments 

towards the budget for 2020-2021 (compared to $8.8 million at the end of the second quarter 

in 2019-2020).  Contributions from six of seven major donors have now been received. An 

MOU was signed with the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, United 

Kingdom for the 2020-2021 contribution in the amount of GBP1 million. 

 

 The 13 countries that contributed during this quarter are: 

 

Australia – $950,067; Barbados – $57,600; Eswatini – $26,136; The Gambia – 

$6,534; Grenada – $6,608; Guyana – $19,641; Kiribati – $25,600; Malaysia – 

$50,000; New Zealand – $871,897; Nigeria – $695,121; Samoa –$78,408; Sri Lanka 

– $39,645; and Zambia – $37,873.   

 

In addition, the remainder of India’s increased annual contribution of $698,350 was 

received for a total of $2,143,847. 

 

 Additional contributions of $826,000 from grants and services have been recognised 

during the period July 1 to December 31, 2020 which comprise 62% of the target of $1.3 

million. 

 

5.2 Cash Flow 

 

At December 31, COL held close to $9 million in cash and cash equivalents which 

will be utilised to meet operational commitments throughout the year while maintaining a 

positive cash flow until outstanding contributions are received. 

 

COL holds an internally restricted cash reserve of $11 million to provide a source of 

funds for unexpected expenses and shortfalls in funding, if needed.  The cash reserve 

provision represents 12 months of operating costs. 

 

A capital fund of $10.2 million is held for the acquisition of a permanent site along 

with a contingency fund of $630,000 for possible programme expansion. 
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5.3 Expenditures 

 

 At the end of the second quarter, approximately $6 million (as compared to $7.9 

million at December 31, 2019) was spent and committed to meet programme and 

organisational management activities, staff costs and office expenses. This amount comprises 

49% of the annual budget of $12.1 million approved for 2020-2021. In 2019-2020, 62% of 

the budget had been spent and committed at the end of the second quarter. 

 

 

6. Technology & Innovation 

 

COL successfully migrated its intranet to a cloud-based platform which will reduce 

operation costs while keeping systems up-to-date and simplifying secure access.  A major 

upgrade of network switches was also undertaken for security purposes.   All commercially 

hosted Moodle sites were moved to self-hosted instances to better assist the end-user and for 

substantial cost savings. These sites were also upgraded to the latest software version. 

 

Technology support was provided to staff and participants in a range of events, 

including webinars and live proceedings. A virtual ceremony for the handover of Aptus 

devices to The Bahamas was organised along with the official launch of the Pacific Regional 

Video-on-Demand (VOD) Channel located here.  

  

The CommonwealthWiseWomen website was updated to include improved 

resources, local chapters, and mentor/mentee pages. The OpenDoor website was enhanced 

with new content and webinar recordings. 

  

Sixty-five new OER were added to COL’s open access repository. One new course 

was added and updates applied to three courses available on COL’s Virtual Event 

Environment here.  

 

 

7. Communications 

 
COL’s work has generated media visibility around the Commonwealth, with 23 

mentions in external media and 28 news releases published on the COL website.  

 

COL’s social media following has grown to 235000+ followers on Facebook and 

7800+ on Twitter. A total of 45 posts were released on Facebook and 111 on Twitter, with 

the top engagement of 23500 for a single post on Facebook. 

  

During this period, COL released 37 new videos on the corporate YouTube channel, 

with a total of 22800+ views. The number of subscribers on this channel has increased to 

2768. 

 

 

https://pacificregionalchannel.org/
https://www.colvee.org/
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8. Publications/Resources 
 

The following are recent publications and resources of note:  

 

• Addressing the Learning Needs of Out-of-School Children and Youths 

through the Expansion of Open Schooling 

• Connections (Vol.25, no. 3) 

• GIRLS Inspire: Model for Women's Empowerment 

• Inclusive Design for Learning: Creating Flexible and Adaptable Content 

with Learners 

• Journal of Learning for Development (Vol. 7 no. 3) 

• Policy Brief: Addressing Gendered Consequences of COVID-19 in 

Education and Training 

• Policy Brief: Creating New Opportunities for Women and Girls: Enhancing 

Women's and Girls' Success in Technical and Vocational Education 

• Sustainable Development and Education in the Fourth Industrial 

Revolution (4IR) 

 

These resources are available on OAsis, COL’s open access repository. 

 

 

All currencies are in Canadian dollars unless otherwise indicated. 

 

 

 

Professor Asha S. Kanwar 

President & Chief Executive Officer 

January 15, 2021 

http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3731
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3731
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3699
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3724
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3690
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3690
https://jl4d.org/index.php/ejl4d
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3725
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3725
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3732
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3732
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3698
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/3698
http://oasis.col.org/

