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What a pleasure to be here for the second award ceremony organised by HEC-- and I must 

thank the Hon VPM for taking time from her busy duties to encourage both the graduands and 

COL. I must also thank Prof Romeela Mohee for her inspiring leadership in ensuring that the 

benefits of online skills development reach those who are looking for such opportunities. We 

need to transform HE to become relevant to the needs of our society and my topic today is 

‘Towards Innovation in HE’ 

I will first look at the context in which we operate today followed by an exploration of the kind 

of innovations that we see in education. In conclusion, I will outline how we need to proactively 

nurture a culture of innovation to refresh, rethink and redesign policies and processes for 

transforming higher education.  

But first the context. We live in a disruptive age, where change is happening faster than ever 

before and in more unpredictable ways than we can imagine. Three years ago, no one could 

have predicted the pandemic or foreseen its magnitude. The world is learning to cope with 

phenomenal developments in technology. The jobs that exist today were unheard of ten years 

ago and the jobs of the future will need to be aligned to the green and blue economies. Life 

expectancy has gone up and those born after 1997 could live to be a hundred. How can the 

education sector respond? 

Recognising the magnitude of the crisis, the UN Secretary General convened the ‘Transforming 

Education Summit 2022’ in New York to urge leaders to invest in equitable access to quality 

education for all by harnessing the potential of technologies by addressing issues of learning 

loss and psycho-social well-being by reviewing our curricula and pedagogies.  

In the last few months, we have seen an explosion of innovations in generative AI. We need to 

look at generative AI from the perspective of the teacher, the learner, the institution. How do 

we ensure that our teachers can harness the potential of ChatGPT which can become a powerful 

personal assistant? 
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We have a young Commonwealth and a higher rate of youth unemployment as compared to 

the global average. HEC has taken the appropriate initiative to promote this agenda by offering 

the COL-Coursera skills programme. We need to foster innovations for national development.  

What do we mean by innovation in education?  

Measuring innovation in education over nearly a decade, an OECD study found that several 

innovations were implemented relating to pedagogy, assessments, inclusion and teacher 

development. But what was significant was that higher levels of innovation led to improved 

learning outcomes and more satisfied teachers. This was well before Covid-19. 

During the pandemic, both ministries and institutions had to respond to an unprecedented 

situation. Radio and TV saw a second coming in many developing Commonwealth countries, 

digital platforms and OER were provided, free SIM cards were made available to parents and 

alternative assessments and exams were held. Can such innovations become part of the DNA of 

education even in normal times? 

Let us look at the four types of innovation—incremental, disruptive, architectural and radical. A 

specific type of innovation is dependent on two factors: demand and technology. First, does the 

innovation create a new demand, or address the existing demand in education? Second, does 

the innovation use a new technology and framework or an existing technology and framework? 

The first is incremental innovation which addresses existing demand and uses existing 

technologies and frameworks to improve services and practices. For example mobile phones, 

cameras and even community radio were used during the pandemic to keep the doors of 

learning open. 

Disruptive innovation happens when an existing demand is addressed through the use of new 

technologies or frameworks. One example is the move from campus based to distance learning 

when there was a need to democratize education for all.  

The third is architectural innovation which addresses new demands by using existing 

technologies or frameworks. The new demand for MOOCs was met by using the existing 

technologies that were already available for elearning.  

Radical innovations take place when new technologies or frameworks are used to create or 

reach a new demand. Today there is a demand to reach 773 million illiterates globally with 

literacy programmes. Another is to train 15 million additional teachers in SSA by 2030—where 

are the radical innovations to reach these constituencies? If we review the field of education, we 

mostly find incremental rather than radical innovation.  

How can we develop innovators? Innovation is a skill that can be learned. In their book The 

Innovators’ DNA, Dyer, et al identify innovation skills: questioning, observing, networking and 

experimenting—these skills can generate new ideas and promote out of the box thinking. How 

can we ensure that these skills are integrated in teaching and learning?  
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What do we need to strengthen innovation going forward? Creativity enables stakeholders to 

generate new and original ideas, while innovation enables them to turn the ideas created into 

practical solutions for complex problems. It is time for us to refresh, rethink and redesign our 

educational policies and practices. 

The recent Global Education Monitoring Report indicates that there is a decline in post graduate 

students in upper middle-income countries. Where are the opportunities for HEIs and what 

type of courses do they need to offer?  

A recent study in the US shows that even at the undergraduate level, there is a decline in the 

completion rates of students in language, literature, education and liberal arts. The real need 

and demand is in IT related jobs, health care and newer interests such as leisure and fitness.  

First, we need to refresh higher education and provide opportunities for lifelong learning. 

Lifelong learning includes the whole spectrum of formal non-formal and informal learning. 

Simply reforming current education systems will not be enough. Countries will need to 

continually skill and reskill their workforce, both young and old, throughout their lives 

How do we make pedagogy more fit for purpose? Since we are no longer testing only 

knowledge but also skills and competencies, we need new ways of assessing performance. AI -

based assessment can provide feedback to learners, teachers and parents about how the 

students learn, the support they need and the progress they are making towards their learning 

goals. Micro-credentials are leading to shorter, just-in-time courses that can be taken at one’s 

own pace or time.  

Second, providing access to higher education is no longer enough so we need to rethink this 

role. It is imperative to prepare learners to be employable. This will require a balance between 

theory and practice; a focus on hard as well as soft skills, a curriculum that addresses the needs 

of the labour market. The nature of jobs is changing and collaboration with the labour market is 

essential. As the recent report from Boston Consulting Group indicates, universities need to 

partner with industry in offering job-specific courses, meta-skills such as critical thinking, and 

immersion training in the industry.  

Another option is to integrate employability into university curricula. COL has been promoting 

the implementation of an employability framework in universities in Nigeria, Namibia and 

Mauritius. 

Third, as the climate crisis assumes greater urgency, we need to redesign the curriculum by 

integrating key sustainability concepts. This would mean adopting a green learning agenda. 

This agenda would focus on developing the skills for green jobs that would help make the 

transition to a low carbon economy; green life skills and behavioural change for a more 

sustainable future and skills for a green transformation that addresses social justice.  
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Technology is leading to various innovations in teaching and learning. But technology by itself 

is an invention. It is only when technology is ‘domesticated’ according to specific needs and 

contexts, that innovations happen. As we know, innovations are not about technology alone --

they can relate to products, processes, models, methods—even external relations and 

partnerships. 

We also need to ask—innovations for whom and innovations for what? Its not enough to have 

an innovative pilot project—how can we achieve scale? How ethical are our innovations and 

what will be the impact on people and the planet? 

If we need to put innovation at the heart of higher education, we need to develop an innovation 

mindset. One element of this would be to regard every challenge as an opportunity. Another 

would be to take risks and learn from failures. Finally, we need to adopt collaboration and 

sharing as a strategy. 

Let me congratulate each one of you as you receive these prestigious awards. I thank you for 

your attention.  
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