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In our lifetime our planet has undergone one of the most dramatic transformations in its
history. It has moved from the aftermath of the industrial revolution to a new era in which
knowledge, information and new technologies shape our lives. Yet, despite the scientific
and technological changes that have swept the world, over one billion people in the
developing countries are engulfed in abject poverty and nearly one billion are illiterate.
The world faces formidable challenges as our planet stands on the threshold of a new
millennium. As the UNESCO Commission on Education for the 21 s t Century (the Delors
Report) noted, about one fifth of the globe is illiterate with increasingly dysfunctional
school systems where the need is greatest. Furthermore, the numbers are growing - 6.2
billion people by 2000. Countries least able to support the burgeoning populations under
15 years of age have the highest growth rates, are the least equipped to educate, to provide
jobs and to assure adequate health and social services. The resulting rapid urbanisation
with its attendant exploitation of cheap labour, increased crime, violence and
environmental devastation cries out for efficient educational reform and expansion.
The compelling implications for education are recognised by political leaders who
understand the critical role of modernised education systems in the advancement of their
societies. According to an Australian development agency some 150 million young people,
mainly from developing countries, will seek access to tertiary education by the year 2025.
Many more wishing to upgrade their skills will strive for admission to post-secondary
institutions in the countries of the industrialised north. It is estimated that this educational
demand will require the construction of one new university every week for the next 20
years. To remain competitive nations will require preparation for new kinds of
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employment as well as workforce re-training. Moreover, the continuing pressures for
equality of opportunity will require nations to transform themselves into learning
societies. Post-secondary educational facilities must be widened to reach those once
considered unreachable.
Educating the one billion children lucky enough to find a place in classrooms and the 60
million students at universities and colleges might cost about $1 billion dollars. What then
would be the cost of:
•

providing literacy education to some 900 million adults world-wide;

•

making basic education available to 1 billion children;

•

re-skilling, retraining and keeping current a world-wide workforce of over 2 billion
people who will most likely be working till 2025;

•

enabling some 700 million youth to be economically productive; and

•

making tertiary education available to no less than 150 million adults who desire it.

•

The cost of doing this will be high but the cost of not doing it will be far higher.

Governments must look beyond conventional approaches to create systems that deliver
mass post-secondary education and training comprehensively and inexpensively.
Fortunately, distance learning and new technologies have brought this challenge within
our grasp. They have given us new tools for human resource development - namely the
open learning institutions in the North and in the South. For the first time in history we
possess the means to reach almost every community on our planet in a single moment.
This challenge prompted the Commonwealth Heads of Government to create The
Commonwealth of Learning in Vancouver, the only Commonwealth agency to be located
outside Britain. Since its creation ten years ago it has mobilised efforts in the
Commonwealth, which comprises one quarter of the world's population to give access to
knowledge to millions who were unreached or unreachable by conventional education
systems.
The technological revolution is affecting many facets of economic and social relations.
The London Economist has referred to the "death of distance" as the greatest force
changing and shaping our society. At the Commonwealth of Learning, for instance, our
programming achievements in non-formal education through a combination of talent,
human skills, knowledge and broadcasting technology include providing functional
literacy in Ghana, agricultural extension in Jamaica and teacher education in the Maldives.
In formal education, while the capacity to reach millions through interactive media is not
yet here, the efforts of the Open Schools of India and New Zealand and the Open
Universities of Pakistan, Thailand, Indonesia, the UK and Canada in reaching hundreds of
thousands of students demonstrate what is possible. Recent reports by the World Bank,
OECD and UNESCO predict that in the next decade distance education will be the most
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important mode of delivery for learning throughout life and for life but it should not be
done in isolation.
To profit from research and experiments in distance education, educational organisations
might profitably join forces with other countries' visionaries and collaborate with
UNESCO, the International Telecommunications Union and the United Nations Economic
Commission for Africa, to promote and support the 1996 African Information Society
Initiative. This initiative is a worthy model - it targets the development of an Information
Society as the key economic strategy for the African region (Hall, 1997:14). It includes
cabinet level policy proposals that would lead to empowerment of all sectors - by 2110 all
rural women and children will have access to information through telecommunications and
computers. (ibid)
Electronically linking traditional institutions should improve their morale, motivation and
academic drawing power as well as their knowledge pool. However, faculty need to be
enthusiastic users of the technology and able to serve real needs with it if its value is to be
felt. There is a tendency to import inappropriate software and confuse the availability of
"hypertext links with the provision of interactive learning. In reality, exploring
unstructured connections between unmediated sources of information could be quite
contrary to teaching goals". (Hall, 1997:23)
The growing demands for more education, the lack of financial and, more importantly
human resources, the erosion of quality in education systems, and the demands of the
knowledge era for skills are propelling political leaders to crusade for educational reform
- including making access to learning an easier process. Those with responsibility for
developing skills and knowledge to meet national needs - in the arts, science, business,
agriculture, technology and administration - are resorting to new and old technologies for
this purpose in both developed and developing countries. Increasingly, educational
institutions have taken education to their students regardless of the barriers of space, time,
prior knowledge, gender and affordability. They are active in sectors as diverse as literacy
programmes (Allama Iqbal Open University in Pakistan) to doctorates in education (The
UK Open University). Some have only a few thousand students (University of Papua New
Guinea) compared to others with as many as 400,000 students (Indira Gandhi National
Open University). Some have been in distance education for about 50 years (University of
South Africa) and others are brand new such as the University of Sarawak in Malaysia.
Their offerings in distance education include courses from family medicine to philosophy,
from computer science to art history, from communication technology to English language
and literature. However, their effective reach remains inadequate.
Communications and information technologies that are coming into vogue possess
enormous potential in educational delivery. Technology, however, does not teach. It
enables the delivery of teaching and shifts the responsibility of learning from the teacher
to the learner. This requires governments and agencies such as the World Bank, UNDP and
the Regional Banks to bring distance learning into their sights, to give it a higher priority
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and to create an environment in which it can be used effectively. They can do so in the
following ways:
•

ensuring that the normally low status of Education Ministries be elevated to be on a
par with, e.g., Defence Ministries with the attendant improvement in resources;

•

creating a policy framework for open and distance learning to become an integral
part of a nation's education base as has been done in India and South Africa:

•

encouraging minimal standards of good practice for those involved in the delivery
of open and distance learning as in Hong Kong - with the needed practical training,
planning and independent evaluation;

•

creating pathways for the free and easy movement of credits and credentials across
the education system as in Canada; and

•

requiring international donor and lending agencies and recipient governments to
demonstrate a commitment by including open and distance learning in the
educational planning framework of a country.

One of the major challenges is to persuade the educational establishment that distance
learning is an opportunity that adds a new dimension to the educational process..
Universities must be more hospitable than they have been, and better equipped, to
integrate distance learning into their systems so that it is part of the mainstream. They can
help widen access to education and improve its quality. It will not only strengthen their
capabilities but it will also enhance their place in the community by making them more
responsive to its needs.
If distance teaching universities and colleges are to succeed in accomplishing the
country's most important economic task they must be equipped with teachers who are
practical experts. They must have manifest ability to design the structures required for
learner-oriented presentation of information, the interactive sessions so crucial to student
learning, e.g., in a classroom extended by functioning technology to outlying centres. This
means identifying the best of committed teachers and equipping them with facilitating
skills. It means teaching them to use, and demonstrate in practice, an inductive approach to listen intently, synthesise information and ideas, to encourage, stimulate and control
discussion and interaction between and within sites. (Khan, 1996:3)
Well-trained, effective, distance educators also have another role to play. They have to be
more persuasive and forceful in marketing their capabilities and to connect with other
sectors. They must inspire confidence in their worth and become energetic missionaries in
bringing distance learning to the forefront of a knowledge-driven era.
There is another reason why distance learning and new technologies are important. They
can help to create the educated citizenry necessary to develop and sustain open democratic
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societies. This will not be easy and the cost of doing so will be high. However, the cost of
an uneducated population will be far higher.
The societal impact of basic education is evident in comparing India, a market-driven
economy with her neighbour, China, a labour-driven command economy. While China
emphasised primary and secondary education, India expanded its university sector at a
rapid rate though at relatively low cost. By the 1980s, about 72% of the Indian labour
force 25 years or older had no schooling versus 44% of the Chinese labour force. In other
words the proportion of China's workforce with primary education was over three times
that of India's labour force and almost twice the proportion of the Chinese labour force
had attended secondary school. At the university level, the proportion of India's labour
force is about 4 times that of China.
Distance education entities of the future will practice a variety of expanded skills and
employ a range of programmes and technologies from franchises at traditional campuses
serving the science, technology and business science needs of those able to pay, to the
subsidised, specially tailored programmes directed to learning centres during non-working
hours. But they will succeed only with a political commitment to serving their nation's
learning needs - the necessary financing and infrastructure.
Distance learning is not a panacea for all the ills facing education. Nor can we ignore that
it has not always worked. Sometimes the environment was inhospitable or even
antagonistic to it; at other times the human and technological infrastructure necessary for
its success were not present. It requires both commitment and trained people as well as
technology that is appropriate, affordable and accessible. Conventional and distance
education have to work together and harness their respective capabilities. For they can do
together what they cannot achieve working separately.
COL President, Dr. R. Dhanarajan, has referred to distance learning as "the educational
wave of the future". It is the means for the developing countries to enable their peoples to
advance to higher standards of living and to move forward to the next millennium with
confidence. We can fashion a new global community in which illiteracy is banished and
the world's peoples can shape their own future. Biblical teachings tell us that "where there
is no vision the people perish". It is a time for vision and no generation has been better
equipped than ours to provide that vision.
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