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1. Overview

The Commonwealth of Learning, with the Commonwealth Secretariat and the Commonwealth
Foundation, hosted the Commonwealth of Learning Board-Ministerial Roundtable on Open Learning
on 21 May 2026 at Marlborough Housing in London, U.K.

The roundtable brought together the Commonwealth of Learning (COL) Board of Governors, seven
Ministers of Education, and other senior government representatives from Member States, as well as
Commonwealth intergovernmental organisations and Accredited Organisations, including the
Association of Commonwealth Universities, the Commonwealth Consortium for Education, the
Independent Forum of Commonwealth Organisations, and the Commonwealth Parliamentary
Association and the Commonwealth Health Professions and Partners Alliance (see Annex 1).
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Figure 1: Participants gather outside Marlborough House for Transforming Learning Futures, London, U.K., 2026.
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The roundtable discussion, entitled
“Transforming Learning Futures: Skills, Inclusion
and Gender Equity Across the Commonwealth,”
focused on how Commonwealth partners can
better work in synergy to align their efforts to
strengthen education delivery, expand skills
development, and advance inclusive learning
pathways for all.

At a time when all three intergovernmental
Commonwealth institutions have undergone
renewed leadership and strategic realignment,
the session provided a timely opportunity to
consider how stronger collaboration can be
advanced in practice within the Commonwealth.

With a strong diversity of participants and
perspectives, the discussion centred upon a
shared priority: placing education, skills
development and youth opportunity more firmly
at the centre of Commonwealth action. Ministers
of Education supported by Commonwealth
partners and the Board of the Commonwealth of
Learning highlighted the need for more inclusive
learning systems that advance gender equality
and disability inclusion, support disengaged
learners, and strengthen both formal and non-
formal education pathways. The event also
explored the importance of skills transformation
through digital tools, artificial intelligence, and
emerging technologies; stronger support for
teachers, trainers, and community-based
educators as agents of change; and systems
innovation through open learning, blended
models, and frugal approaches that are scalable,
sovereign, and responsive to national needs.

2. 0bjectives

The roundtable was designed to create a focused
space for practical dialogue among
Commonwealth partners. Participants were
encouraged to challenge status quo thinking in
particular at a time when education systems are
being reshaped by rapid technological change,
demographic pressures, widening inequalities
and shifting labour market demands. The
interconnections between these pressures
highlight the importance of integrated
Commonwealth policy responses to strengthen
learning systems, expand access, build digital
capacity and prepare citizens of Member States

for the future of work.

The discussion centred on how education and
skills systems can become more inclusive,
relevant and future-ready. Participants
considered persistent gender disparities, the
disengagement of boys and young men, the
needs of learners moving between formal and
non-formal education, and the importance of
pathways that connect learning to meaningful
work and civic participation.

The roundtable also explored how skills systems
can better prepare people for the future by
combining new technologies, including artificial
intelligence, with local knowledge and context,
and by learning from community-based practices.
A strong focus was placed on teachers and other
learning professionals, whose capacity to support
diverse learners will determine whether open
and blended approaches deliver real inclusion or
reproduce existing divides.

It was also evident that Commonwealth partners
have a transformative opportunity in education.
The Commonwealth has highly engaged
networks, convening power and shared values to
help move education systems from intention to
more direct implementation. The
Commonwealth, supported by COL, offers great
leadership in artificial intelligence, teacher
support, open learning, and skills development,
and provides a strong platform for deeper
collaboration, particularly in response to the call
for improved and increased synergies among
Commonwealth organisations, as reflected in the
2024 Leaders’ Statement and the Samoa
Communiqué.

The challenges facing the future for youth and
learning remain substantial. Across
Commonwealth countries, education systems
continue to face resource constraints, uneven
connectivity, digital divides and gaps in
institutional capacity. While emerging
technologies present new opportunities, they
also raise questions of equity, sovereignty, trust
and affordability. The roundtable was therefore
not only about potential but also about practical
intent regarding what can be done together to
support Member States in ways that are useful,
scalable, and grounded in their local contexts.
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3. Topics

This event formed part of COL's wider strategic
formulation process under the Board of
Governors, providing a structured opportunity for
key partners to inform the organisation’s future
direction. It allowed Commonwealth ‘sister
organisations’ and representative
Commonwealth Accredited Organisations in the
education space to contribute to early thinking
on design of COL's strategic priorities beyond
2027, focusing on education transformation,
open learning, skills and inclusion.

Participants engaged in facilitated discussions
framed around a set of thematic questions.
Group discussions examined the pressures facing
education systems, the gaps in open learning
provision, and the opportunities for more
coherent Commonwealth action. The format
allowed participants from represented
organisations and sub-sectors to share education
priorities, identify weaknesses in coordination
and collaboration, and propose practical areas
where COL's programme work and partnerships
within the Commonwealth could add value. The
roundtable was intended to generate a clearer
set of priorities that could inform COL's strategic
visioning, strengthen collaboration among
Commonwealth organisations, and identify
concrete pathways for joint action.

A set of Learning Futures themes were explored:

Inclusion: how systems can embed gender
equality, disability inclusion, and support for
disengaged learners across STEAM, formal
education, and non-formal pathways.

Skills transformation: how digital tools, artificial
intelligence and emerging technologies can be
used to build skills in sectors that contribute to
sustainable economic benefit.

Change agents: how teachers, facilitators,
trainers and community-based educators can be
supported with the digital, pedagogical and
psychosocial capacities needed to reach diverse
learners at scale.

Systems innovation: how education policies,
open learning models, and frugal innovation can
support scalable, sovereign, and blended learning
systems.

A discussion point that threaded the
conversations between the tables was how
Commonwealth institutions can better leverage
'synergy': to use partnerships, policy influence,
knowledge sharing and diversified resource
mobilisation to support education systems and
skills transformation, while managing geopolitical
risks that may affect development cooperation
and donor funding.

4. Structure and Participation

The roundtable was framed by the growing
urgency of reimagining open learning across the
Commonwealth. Rapid technological change is
creating easier opportunities for access, flexibility
and scale, but these gains are unevenly
distributed amongst Commonwealth countries.
In many regions, learners and institutions
continue to face limited connectivity, constrained
resources and persistent inequalities in access to
quality education. Participants approached the
discussion with this in mind - highlighting that
open learning can help close gaps, but only if it is
designed with equity, trust, and local context
while supporting institutional capacity.

The meeting was structured as a half-day
morning session, held in conjunction with the
COL Board of Governors meeting on 22 May
2026. The event started with the three
Commonwealth intergovernmental organisations
reflecting on shared strategic priorities, areas of
alignment, and opportunities to drive impact in
the short, medium, and long term. As noted, the
roundtable discussion is also part of COL's
strategic visioning beyond 2027 - helping identify
priorities, gaps in coordination and practical
opportunities for stronger Commonwealth
collaboration.

Mr Dean Pogas, Director: Strategic Engagement
of COL facilitated the discussions.

Opening the event, Mr Tanmaya Lal, Deputy
Secretary-General (Programmes) of the
Commonwealth Secretariat, spoke about the
Secretariat’s strategic agenda under its three
pillars of economic, democratic and
environmental resilience. His remarks echoed the
Commonwealth Secretary-General's address to
the Commonwealth of Learning Board of
Governors that week, particularly the message
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Figure 2: Mr Tanmaya Lal, Deputy
Secretary-General (Programmes)
of the Commonwealth Secretariat,
delivers opening remarks on the
Commonwealth’s three-pillar
agenda.

that education is the foundation of economic
resilience across the Commonwealth. Adding that
education equips people, especially young
people, women and girls, with the digital
capabilities, practical skills and confidence they
need to participate in the blue, green and
creative economies and to adapt as the world of
work changes. As climate pressures intensify,
education will also be critical to environmental
resilience. It can help member states, particularly
small and vulnerable states, build the knowledge,
innovation and partnerships needed to adapt,
prosper and deliver sustainable progress for their
people. Appendix 2 complements Mr Lal's
introduction with a statement on this topic from
the Commonwealth Secretary-General, which was
adopted by COL Board of Governors on 22 May
2026.

Next, Professor Peter Scott, President and CEO of
COL, reflected on COL's work in supporting
Member States through open learning, skills
development and education innovation.
Professor Scott also spoke to how partners can
better align efforts to strengthen education
delivery, expand skills development and create
more inclusive learning pathways.

Discussion focused on gender equality, disability
inclusion, disengaged learners, teacher and
trainer support, and the role of digital tools,

Figure 3: Ms Clara Cole, Deputy Director-General of the
Commonwealth Foundation, speaks on education as a pathway to
justice, inclusion and meaningful participation, highlighting the
critical role of civil society.

artificial intelligence and open learning in
building future-ready systems.

Ms Clara Cole, Deputy Director-General of the
Commonwealth Foundation, positioned
education as a pathway to justice, inclusion and
meaningful participation. Her remarks
highlighted the role of civil society, youth voice
and marginalised communities in shaping
decisions on issues such as health, justice,
climate and freedom of expression. Her
comments, reflecting points raised by Ms Razmi
Farook, Director-General, Commonwealth
Foundation, that Education was presented as a
foundation for human development, dignity and
wellbeing. The discussion also placed particular
emphasis on girls’ education as essential to
gender equality, women's empowerment, and
sustainable development, while connecting
learning to active citizenship and young people’s
role in shaping the future of the Commonwealth.

Representatives from Accredited Commonwealth
organisations then spoke about their roles in
supporting Member States in advancing
education systems across the Commonwealth.
The Association of Commonwealth Universities,
the Commonwealth Consortium for Education,
and the Independent Forum of Commonwealth
Organisations each brought a distinct
perspective. What emerged is that the
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Commonwealth has an unusually dynamic
ecosystem of institutions and networks with
complementary mandates. These organisations
are critical drivers of the Commonwealth. They
help strengthen learning, research, policy
dialogue, teacher development, institutional
capacity and citizen engagement across Member
Countries, leveraging the strength of its 2.7 billion
citizens. A common thread across the Accredited
Commonwealth organisations in their opening
remarks was the need for more deliberate multi-
stakeholder collaboration. Noting that the
opportunity lies in connecting mandates more
intentionally, sharing evidence and lessons
learned more visibly, and building partnerships
that countries can use. Appendix 3 provides a list
of Accredited Commonwealth organisations that
participated in the roundtable and its
formulation.

The second session transitioned into a facilitated
dialogue that was practical, collaborative, and
forward-looking. Participants worked in table
groups, supported by table-lead facilitators, with
rapporteurs selected from each group to capture
key reflections and recommendations. Broadly,
discussions were framed around inclusion and
gender equity; skills transformation and artificial
intelligence; teacher- and human-centred
capacity development; systems innovation and
blended learning; and the Commonwealth's
catalytic role in advancing education
transformation.

A collection of one-page discussion prompts was
also developed to guide conversations on a range
of topics, including empowering teachers, Small
State advantages, future green skills, higher
education, new models for schooling, the
Empowering Women and Girls project, micro-
credentials, and frugal educational Al. Additional
supporting materials were also provided as
conversation starters. These included references
to COL’s current Strategic Plan and the Gaborone
Statement from the 11th Pan-Commonwealth
Forum on Open Learning, which was convened in
Botswana, 2025. Appendix 4 includes these one-
page talking points used during the roundtable
discussion. Groups were encouraged to focus on
up to three guiding questions, with an emphasis
on moving beyond identifying challenges to
generating actionable ideas, partnership

opportunities and insights for future
Commonwealth collaboration on open learning.

The guiding questions were:

1. How can systems embed gender equality,
disability inclusion and re-engage
disengaged learners across STEAM and
formal to non-formal education?

2. How can digital, Al and emerging
technologies be leveraged to build the
skills needed in key sectors for
sustainable economic benefit?

3. How can people create future learning
with the digital, pedagogical and
psychosocial capacities needed to
support diverse learners at scale?

4. How can education policies and frugal
innovation enable scalable, sovereign,
and blended learning systems?

5. What instruments can the
Commonwealth use to drive skills and
systems transformation through
partnerships, policy and diversified
resource mobilisation, while managing
geopolitical risks that may affect
development cooperation and donor
funding?

A networking lunch followed the morning
discussions, allowing participants to continue
conversations informally, discuss emerging ideas
and reflect on areas of shared interest before the
report-back session.

Following the close of the roundtable, the
remainder of the day was spent building on the
synergy established during the morning through
a closed COL Board Retreat. In the afternoon
session, Board Members were invited to reflect
on the roundtable outcomes and translate the
insights into early strategic directions for COL's
Strategy beyond 2027. A clear proof point from
the day was that stakeholders see COL's value not
only in programme delivery, but in its ability to
connect people, institutions and evidence across
the Commonwealth in ways that help countries
move from aspiration to implementation.
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5. Discussions and Emerging
Themes

The discussions were candid and grounded in the
realities of education systems across the
Commonwealth. Participants did not treat
inclusion, skills, technology and systems reform
as separate agendas. They returned repeatedly to
the same central question: how can education
and skills systems be transformed so that
learners gain relevant capabilities, teachers and
facilitators are supported, and Member Countries
can build education and skills pathways that lead
to meaningful opportunity and economic benefit?

The roundtable reinforced that this is a moment
for the Commonwealth amongst the three
intergovernmental organisations and partners, to
play a more catalytic role. The need is not simply
to ‘do more’, but to achieve better interconnected
action: stronger skills pathways, more resilient
education systems, teachers equipped for new
learning environments, and a sharper focus on
equitable outcomes for all learners.

5.1 Systems Change for Better Learning
and Skills

* Participants also stressed that education
systems must move beyond access to
focus more deliberately on learning,
employability, economic productivity and
long-term national development. While
access remains essential, it is not enough.
Systems must be looked through the lens
of whether learners are gaining relevant
knowledge and skills, whether public
investment is producing real value, and
whether reforms are reaching learners.

* There was recognition that reform can be
disruptive. Changing systems means
changing incentives, delivery models and
expectations. Participants noted that
policy ambition to learning often
outpaces implementation capacity, and
that countries need support not only in
designing reforms but in managing
change over time. This includes co-
creation with stakeholders, clearer
communication, stronger institutional
buy-in, and sustained attention to what

happens after policies are approved.

* The discussion also pointed to the value
of sharing reform experiences across
countries. Practical lessons from
countries such as Sierra Leone and
Namibia were cited as examples that
could help others understand what good
reform looks like in practice, including
what works, what proves difficult, and
what needs to be adapted to local
contexts, country needs, and priorities.

* Akey discussion point was a call for
stronger alignment across the
Commonwealth, specifically among
Accredited Commonwealth organisations.
Participants saw value in a more
consistent direction of intent, in which
institutions reinforce and learn from one
another rather than working in parallel.
COL is well-placed to help make this
alignment more visible and useful to
institutions in Member Countries, where
it has active programming.

5.2 Youth SkKills, Employability and
Economic Relevance

* The discussion highlighted the urgent
need to more closely connect education
and skills to labour market realities.
Participants noted that a key question is
not simply how technology can build
skills. The deeper question is how skills
systems can be transformed so they
respond to economic needs and create
real opportunities, particularly for young
people amid accelerated advancements
in artificial intelligence and a digitised
future.

* There was also strong interest in
strengthening TVET and skills pathways
aligned with industry demand,
employment, and entrepreneurship.
Participants called for a shift from
qualification-based training to
competency-based learning, with closer
collaboration among education providers,
employers, industry experts, and private-
sector actors.



The issue of NEET youth (young people
not in education, employment or training)
was an important part of the
conversation. Participants recognised
that these learners are often
inadequately served by conventional
systems and need flexible, blended and
community-based programmes that meet
them where they are. This includes
pathways that are shorter, more practical
and better connected to local economies
and country contexts.

Areas such as ICT, e-commerce, logistics,
green energy, digital services and data-
related fields were identified as promising
opportunities. The emphasis was not on
chasing sectors of the day, but on
building credible pathways where young
people can see a link between learning
and livelihoods.

Inclusive Open Learning and
Teacher Capacity

Inclusion was discussed as a practical
delivery challenge. Participants
recognised that open and distance
learning can expand opportunities,
particularly for rural learners, working
learners, learners with disabilities, and
those who have been excluded from
formal systems for various reasons. Yet
these models will only deliver equity if
barriers such as access to connectivity,
inclusion, gender, and geography are
addressed directly.

A broader understanding of “teachers”
emerged during the discussion.
Participants noted that learning
increasingly depends not only on formal
schoolteachers, but also on facilitators,
trainers, mentors and community-based
educators working in informal and non-
formal settings. There was strong support
for continued investment in teacher
professional development, including
digital skills, inclusive pedagogy, disability
inclusion, and the capacity to support
learners with diverse needs. Participants
also stressed that inclusion policies must
translate into everyday practice. A policy
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commitment to inclusion does not help a
learner if teachers lack the tools,
confidence or institutional support to act
onit.

Gender equity was a central concern.
Participants underlined the importance of
sustained attention to girls’ education
while also recognising emerging concerns
about the retention and progression of
boys and young men in some contexts.

5.4 Digitalisation and

Knowledge Sharing

Digitalisation was seen as a major
opportunity, but highlighted the need for
it to be anchored in educational priorities.
The strongest interventions were those
that connected digital tools to learning
outcomes, teacher support, national
priorities, and value for money.

Artificial intelligence and educational
technology were discussed as areas
where Commonwealth collaboration
could add significant value, particularly
through evidence sharing, ethical
guidance, and support for context-
sensitive implementation. Participants
noted the importance of digital
approaches that reduce dependency on
external platforms and respect national
sovereignty, institutional trust and local
capacity.

There was interest in expanding blended,
offline-first and low-bandwidth models,
especially in settings where connectivity
remains unreliable or unaffordable.
Participants also pointed to the potential
of responsible partnerships with the
private sector and technology companies,
including TVET-focused models such as
digital labs, provided public education
goals shape these partnerships.

One practical idea that emerged was the
development of a shared dashboard or
directory to help Member Countries
identify relevant organisations, expertise
and examples of practice. Participants
also called for greater visibility of
grassroots case studies, newsletter



stories and Commonwealth champions
across COL, Accredited Organisations and
partner networks - making useful
knowledge easier to find, adapt and

apply.

6. Key Messages

The report-back session allowed rapporteurs to
consolidate the table discussions and share the
most important reflections with the wider group.
Rather than presenting exhaustive summaries,
groups were encouraged to focus on the key
challenge identified, the opportunity the
Commonwealth should prioritise, and the
practical next steps that emerged from the
discussion.

Key messages that stood out include:

* The Commonwealth has a strong
institutional ecosystem, but its collective
value relies on strong coordination and
alignment of outcomes, hence the need
for improved synergy, in working
together.

*  Working in synergy with Commonwealth
intergovernmental and accredited
partners, COLSs role is distinctive because
it sits at the intersection of open learning,
skills development, education technology,
teacher support. Participants saw this
combination and partnership as a real
asset, particularly for countries trying to
move from policy ambition to practical
implementation.

* Gender equality, disability inclusion, rural
access, youth disengagement and teacher
capacity are not side issues. They shape
whether reforms succeed and whether
learners experience open learning as a
genuine opportunity.

* Skills transformation must be tied to
economic relevance. Participants
repeatedly returned to the need for
stronger links between education
systems, industry, entrepreneurship and
local labour market needs. This is
particularly important for young people
who are already outside formal pathways
or at risk of leaving them.

Digital innovation must be approached
with care. Al and emerging technologies
can support learning, but only when they
are used responsibly, equitably and in
ways that strengthen national education
systems and meet local needs.

The participation of Accredited Commonwealth
Organisations also brought valuable insights
from broad sectoral expertise to the discussion.
In a small meeting, aimed to support the
Commonwealth of Learning Board of Governors
and attending Ministers of Education, only a
small selection of the wide experience of
Commonwealth Accredited partners could be
engaged for this meeting. The contributing
organisation partners approached education
transformation through the lens of its own
mandate, including higher education, teacher
development, parliamentary engagement, health
workforce strengthening and training, and civil
society coordination. Their contributions pointed
to a clear opportunity for COL to work more
systematically with Accredited Organisations to
connect institutions, evidence and practice, and
to translate shared Commonwealth priorities into
practical support for education and skills
transformation.

Figure 4: Professor Peter Scott, COL President and CEQ, joins
Hon. Danny Butcher and Hon. Dr Harini Amarasuriya in an
engagement exercise.
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Association of Commonwealth
Universities: emphasised the role of
higher education, research, institutional
collaboration and knowledge-sharing in
supporting education transformation. Its
discussion questioned how universities
across the Commonwealth can work
more deliberately with COL and other
partners to strengthen skills, innovation,
teacher development and policy
evidence.

Commonwealth Education Trust: spoke
to how teachers are the key agents of
learning improvement, especially in low-
resource contexts where accessible
professional development is essential. It
asked how digital teacher training, peer
learning and practical classroom support
can be scaled while remaining affordable,
inclusive and relevant to local realities.

Commonwealth Health Professions
and Partners Alliance: connected
learning to health systems strengthening,
workforce development and community
wellbeing. It asked how open and
blended learning can support health
professionals, expand access to training
and help countries respond to urgent
health and social challenges.

Council for Education in the
Commonwealth: emphasised equitable,
inclusive and sustainable education, with
attention to foundational learning and
early childhood education. It asked how
open learning policies can support the
most excluded learners while
strengthening collaboration among
educators, communities, policymakers
and Commonwealth partners.

* Independent Forum of Commonwealth
Organisations: focused on improving
coordination among Accredited
Commonwealth Organisations and
making civil society contributions more
visible and useful to Member States. It
asked how Commonwealth organisations
can avoid working in parallel and instead
align mandates, share lessons and
develop joint proposals for greater
impact.

7. Conclusion

The Commonwealth of Learning Board-
Ministerial Roundtable offered a timely
opportunity to reflect on the future of education
and skills across the Commonwealth, while
contributing directly to COL's wider visioning
process for its next strategic period beyond 2027.

A clear message emerged: Commonwealth
collaboration matters most when it helps
countries address practical challenges in their
local contexts. These include reaching excluded
learners, supporting teachers and community-
based educators, strengthening skills pathways,
using technology responsibly, and turning policy
commitments into action.

The discussion also reinforced COL's distinctive
role in connecting open learning, skills
development, teacher support, technology-
enabled education and partnership-building. As
COL shapes its future direction, the insights from
the roundtable will help clarify where the
organisation can add the greatest value, where
stronger alignment with Commonwealth partners
is needed, and how future programming can
better support Member States in moving to
implementation.
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Appendix 1. List of Participants

Representatives in attendance are listed alphabetically by surname. Participants include key partners from
Commonwealth intergovernmental organisations, COL Board Members, representatives of Commonwealth
Accredited Organisations, and other stakeholders in education and learning.

Ms Betty Abeng
CEO, The Commonwealth Education Trust.

Honourable Dr Harini Amarasuriya

Prime Minister and Minister of Education, Higher
Education and Vocational Education, Sri Lanka.
COL Board of Governors.

Mr Tom Barrie
Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office, U.K.

Ms Rebekah Bayliss
Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office, U.K.

Ms Beth Button
Director of External Affairs, Association of
Commonwealth Universities.

Honourable Danny Butcher

Minister of Education - Early Childhood, Continuing
and Special Education, and Digital Transformation,
Saint Lucia.

Ms Clara Cole
Deputy Director General, Commonwealth Foundation.

Dr Alba De Souza
Trustee, The Council for Education in the
Commonwealth.

Honourable Aiono Dr Alec Ekeroma
Minister of Education and Culture, Samoa.

Dr Danny Faure
Chair, COL Board of Governors.

Ms Razmi Farook
Director-General, Commonwealth Foundation.

Honourable Dr Mimmy Martha Gondwe
Deputy Minister of Higher Education and Training,
South Africa. COL Board of Governors.

Honourable Phillip Jackson

Minister of Education, Vocational Training and
Innovation, and Digital Transformation and
Information, St. Vincent and the Grenadines. COL
Board of Governors.

Dr David Jones
Chair, Independent Forum of Commonwealth
Organisations.

Mr Tanmaya Lal
Deputy Secretary General (Programmes),
Commonwealth Secretariat.

Ms Jennifer Loten
Executive Director, Commonwealth, Global Affairs
Canada. COL Board of Governors.

Professor Colin Riordan
Secretary General and Chief Executive Officer,
Association of Commonwealth Universities.

Dr Caroline Seelig
COL Board of Governors, New Zealand.

Honourable Sanet L. Steenkamp, MP
Minister of Education, Innovation, Youth, Sport, Arts
and Culture, Namibia. COL Board of Governors

Professor Belinda Tynan
Senior Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic), University
of Newcastle, Australia. COL Board of Governors.

Ms Trudi van Wyk

Chief Director: Social Inclusion, Equity, Access and
Quality, Department of Higher Education and Training,
South Africa and COL Focal Point.

Ms Beth Ward
Commonwealth Health Professions and Partner
Alliance.

Honourable Ramatulai Wurie
Minister of Technical and Higher Education, Sierra
Leone.

Commonwealth of Learning

Professor Peter Scott, President and CEO.

Ms Anne Marie Scott, Vice President.

Mr Ben Crocker, Director: Finance and Corporate
Services.

Mr Dean Pogas, Director: Strategic Engagement.

Ms Sharmila Gracieuse, Senior Personal Assistant to
the President.
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Appendix 2: Statement by Commonwealth Secretary General
Honourable Shirley Botchwey, adopted by the Commonwealth of

Learning Board of Governors.

Chair, President Danny Faure, Professor Peter Scott, President of Commonwealth of Learning, Prime

Minister of Sri Lanka and Minister of Education, Excellencies, Members of the Board, Colleagues and

Friends, it is a pleasure to welcome you to Marlborough House, and a privilege to join this meeting of the

Board of Governors of the Commonwealth of Learning. Let me begin by thanking you, Chair; the
President and Chief Executive Officer, Board Members, and the entire COL team for your leadership,

your service, and your sustained commitment to the people of the Commonwealth.

The Commonwealth of Learning occupies a
special place in our family of institutions. It was
created from a simple but profound conviction:
that learning should not be limited by geography,
wealth, age, gender or circumstance.

Across our 56 countries, that conviction has
changed lives. Through open, distance and
technology-enabled learning, COL has helped
member states reach learners who might
otherwise be excluded; strengthen teachers and
institutions; expand skills; support women and
girls; and make education more flexible, more
inclusive and more relevant to people’s lives.That
work is practical. It is deeply principled. And it
captures the great enduring spirit of our
Commonwealth.

And it really matters.

We meet at a moment when the world is being
tested by overlapping pressures: geopolitical
fragmentation, climate disruption, debt distress,
rapid technological change, rising inequality, and
declining trust in institutions. In such a world,
education is central to how countries build
resilience, in how people prepare for the world of
work and citizens gain confidence in the future. It
is how young people move from uncertainty to
opportunity. And it is how societies equip
themselves to withstand and even shape change.
This is why the partnership between the
Commonwealth Secretariat and the
Commonwealth of Learning is so important. We
have distinct mandates, but a shared purpose.

COL brings deep technical expertise in learning,

skills, open education and technology-enabled
delivery.

The Secretariat brings political convening power,
cross-sector platforms, and a mandate to help
member states respond to the interconnected
challenges of our time. Together, we can do more
than cooperate institutionally. We can deliver
practically. That is the spirit of the Secretariat's
renewal.

Since | took office, we have been working with
member states to sharpen our focus, improve
alignment, and ensure that the Secretariat
delivers greater value with greater discipline. Our
Strategic Plan for 2025 to 2030 is organised
around the pillars of democratic resilience,
economic resilience, environmental resilience,
with support for youth, women and vulnerable
states embedded across all our work.

This is a different way of working. No more
fragmentation, clearer priorities, stronger
partnerships, and a much greater emphasis on
measurable impact. The goal-to support our
Member Countries to build resilience and shared
prosperity.

At the heart of that approach is partnership-
driven delivery.

Our Delivery Plan is explicit that we must
leverage strategic partnerships and resource
mobilisation - including with the Commonwealth
Foundation and the Commonwealth of Learning
- so that member countries can access more
coordinated support in tackling the complex
challenges they face.
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That matters because the problems confronting
our members are not neatly contained within
institutional boundaries.

* Ayoung person seeking opportunity does
not divide their life into education policy,
employment policy, digital policy and trade
policy.

* Asmall state navigating climate shocks,
limited fiscal space and skills shortages does
not experience those pressures separately.

* And a teacher asked to prepare learners for a
world of artificial intelligence, green
transition, creative economies and social
disruption cannot be supported through
isolated interventions.

Our response must be joined up. That is why |
particularly welcome the alignment between
COLs work and the Secretariat's focus on youth,
gender and inclusion.

In the Delivery Plan, one of our economic
resilience priorities is digital capabilities for skills,
resilience and inclusion. It aims to use open and
distance learning, technology-enabled delivery
models and digital platforms to expand inclusive
and future-ready skills development in emerging
sectors such as the blue, green and creative
economies - with particular attention to young
people, especially girls. That is exactly the kind of
area where partnership with COL can be catalytic.

The Secretariat can help connect this work to
ministerial processes, national priorities, youth
networks, economic reform, digital
transformation and investment platforms. COL
can help ensure that the learning models are
credible, scalable, context-sensitive and built
around the realities of learners and institutions.
Together, we can help member states move from
aspiration to implementation.

This is also vital as we look ahead to CHOGM
2026 in Antigua and Barbuda. The theme -
“Accelerating Partnerships and Investment for a
Prosperous Commonwealth” - speaks directly to
the work before us. Partnership and investment
cannot only be measured in financial terms.

Of course, capital matters. Trade matters.

Infrastructure matters. But human capability is
the foundation on which all of them rest.

* There can be no prosperous Commonwealth
without a skilled Commonwealth.

* No resilient Commonwealth without educated
citizens.

* No innovative Commonwealth without learners
who are confident, connected and equipped for
the present and future world of work.

So, as we prepare for CHOGM, | hope we can

work together to make education and skills part

of the practical architecture of delivery - as a core
enabler of prosperity, resilience and inclusion.

| also hope we can continue to strengthen the
way our institutions work together.

The Commonwealth is rich in institutions,
networks and expertise. But our members need
more than a collection of valuable organisations.
They need a Commonwealth system that is
aligned, purposeful and easier to navigate. They
need us to listen together, plan together,
mobilise together and, where appropriate, deliver
together. That does not mean blurring mandates.
It means respecting them - and then connecting
them more intelligently.

COLs mandate is clear and powerful. The
Secretariat's renewed mandate is focused and
delivery-oriented. The opportunity before us is to
ensure that the space between those mandates
becomes a space for action.

Members of the Board, | want to close by
expressing my sincere appreciation for the
Commonwealth of Learning's exceptional
contribution. You remind us that education is
both a right and a route to resilience. You
demonstrate that innovation can be inclusive.
And you show that Commonwealth cooperation,
when rooted in trust and focused on people, can
still produce real and lasting change.

The Secretariat is committed to this partnership.
We are committed to stronger alignment. And we
are committed to working with you so that,
across our Commonwealth, learning becomes
one of the great engines of delivery, opportunity
and shared prosperity.
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Appendix 3: Accredited Commonwealth Organisational Partners

Commonwealth Education Trust

The Commonwealth Education Trust works to
improve the quality of education by investing in
teachers, particularly in low- and middle-income
settings. Through accessible digital professional
development programmes, including Teach2030
and Foundations of Learning, the Trust helps
teachers build practical skills, confidence and
professional networks. Its approach recognises
that supporting teachers has a direct and lasting
impact on children’s learning, wellbeing and
future opportunities, especially in communities
where access to high-quality training is limited.

Commonwealth Health Professions and
Partners Alliance

The Commonwealth Health Professions and
Partners Alliance brings together
Commonwealth-Accredited health professional
and partner organisations to strengthen health
systems, support practitioners and promote high
standards of care. Working across disciplines,
CHPA provides a collective civil society voice on
health and wellbeing issues affecting
Commonwealth countries. Its work is grounded
in equity, collaboration and practical advocacy,
with a focus on improving access to care and
supporting sustainable responses to urgent
health challenges facing individuals, communities
and countries.

Commonwealth Parliamentary Association

The Commonwealth Parliamentary Association
supports parliamentarians and parliamentary
staff across the Commonwealth to strengthen
parliamentary democracy, good governance and
democratic practice. Through training,
conferences, workshops, online learning,
publications and peer exchange, the CPA
promotes practical knowledge-sharing between
legislatures. Its work is non-partisan and
responsive to the needs of member parliaments,
recognising the diversity of Commonwealth
contexts. The Association also advances cross-
cutting priorities including youth engagement,
gender equality, representation and the
Sustainable Development Goals.

The Council for Education in the
Commonwealth

The Council for Education in the Commonwealth
promotes equitable, inclusive and sustainable
education across Commonwealth countries. With
a focus on early childhood education,
foundational learning and children’s rights, the
Council supports collaboration between
educators, communities, policymakers and
partners. It works to raise awareness of key
education challenges, encourage informed
discussion and strengthen international
partnerships. Through advocacy and
engagement, the Council helps advance practical
solutions that improve access to quality learning
and support long-term educational progress.

Independent Forum of Commonwealth
Organisations

The Independent Forum of Commonwealth
Organisations provides a shared platform for
Commonwealth Accredited Organisations and
civil society partners to exchange ideas,
coordinate views and strengthen engagement
with Commonwealth institutions and Member
States. IFCO promotes the voice of civil society
across the Commonwealth, supporting dialogue,
collaboration and policy development on issues
affecting communities. It helps organisations
work together more effectively, contribute to
Commonwealth priorities and develop proposals
for consideration through Commonwealth
processes, including Heads of Government
Meetings.
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New Models for School

Reaching beyond the classroom

School learning has a pivotal role in
supporting a resilient society with
educational investment in schooling
leading directly to improved social stability
and national productivity.

For most of the world, classroom-based
learning is growing, but school buildings
can't be opened fast enough and qualified
teachers are missing. Even if massive
building programmes were viable, the
cost to scale the high-quality conventional
school systems needed to satisfy these
urgent needs is out of reach for many
countries. And sadly, even if education
budgets were infinite, our conventional
approach to school will continue to fail
many learners who cannot getinto a
classroom or cannot stay or who will
anyway require more flexible options to
succeed.

Rather than think of young people
‘dropping out’ we must admit instead that
it is we who are the problem.

It is our failure: economic marginalisation,
social pressures, rigid schooling processes
and a replication of inequality from which
we continue to avert our gaze. The cost is
both human and financial — and we can
change it.

TALKING POINTS
FOR 2027+ COL

Strategic Visioning
info@col.org

SCHOOLING MUST CHANGE

The global cost of inadequate access to
schooling and school dropouts could be

10 trillion $USD* annually. Beyond this real
economic cost, the human cost and cost to peace
and future security is much worse.

* https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389852

Open Schooling narrows the gap between those with access and
those without, while increasing quality and collaboration in the
conventional system. Where conventional educational systems
tend to replicate existing inequalities, alternative open educa-
tion and technology-support approaches provide opportunities
for the 23% of learners unable to access inperson secondary
schooling and a second-chance opportunity for the 20% of
young people who are not in employment nor in education and
training. There is a much higher level of disadvantage in some
countries, particularly small states.

Our Open Schooling work has had substantive engagements
with partners in 22 countries: Bangladesh, Belize, Botswana,
Eswatini, The Gambia, Ghana, Guyana, India, Jamaica,
Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, Papua New
Guinea, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, Togo, Trinidad and Tobago,
Vanuatu and Zambia.

Open Schooling pioneers meet in 2023 at Emlalatini Development Centre, Eswatini, to

migrate from a print-based to a digital and blended model of open schooling provision
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CALLTO ACTION

The Commonwealth is asked to
consider bold policies to extend the
reach and scope of Open Schooling
to address the large and growing
numbers of young people not in
employment, education or training,
or those who despite being in the

system, fail to learn and flourish.

A bold policy would mean open
schooling is recognized as one

of the mainstream systems that is
progressive and equitable. High
impact Open Schooling requires a
multi-year multi-phase process of
developing, then piloting, scaling
and then mainstreaming (where

open schooling becomes a valuable

line item in a Ministry’s own budget).

However, since each context is
different, a cookie cutter approach is

not possible.

For example, following limited
historical traction in the Caribbean,
COL is currently exploring a focused
regional approach to address the
enduring regional concern targeting
disengaged boys (Jha, 2025), with a

dual certification including skills at

the secondary stage of education.
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The primary goal for COL OS as working towards 12 years of
schooling for all girls in the Commonwealth, with a special focus on
sub-Saharan Africa. The key impact indicator for open schooling is new
enrolment for the ODL/OER-based courses developed with COL
support and subsequently offered by institutions. For a very modest
investment in Open systems for school, the current achievement is

44 863 against a target of 15,000. OS support is determined by the
requirements and expectations of partners and can be more advisory
(for example in Nigeria), more conceptual (as with engagements with
new possible Ministry partners, for example Cameroon, Jamaica and
Togo) or supportive of enhanced practice, as with most partners in
Africa and in Papua New Guinea.

CASE STUDY - ESWATINI

With Emlalatini Development Centre, Open Schooling represents
excellent sustainable impact in a model which was struggling when
COL first engaged in 2019 (Modise in Mays & Siafu, 2025), but is
now a key pillar of the Ministry’s forward-looking National Strategy,
attracting significant government investment. Indeed, Open Schooling
improves alignment and coherence across levels and strategic leverage.

The Open Commonwealth Advantage leverages the same resources
to augment in-person provision in the conventional system, especially
critical in pandemic and natural disaster shocks, or targeting districts
where exam results have been poor. (Chuulu, et al., 2023; COL,
20211Db; Cossa, et al., 2021). And then beyond the country, so in
the early stages of support in Eswatini, teachers and learners there
used resources created in Malawi, while Botswana Open University
undertook a campaign to alert classroom teachers to these new
capabilities.
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Future Green Skills

The informal to formal ecosystem

New green skills transformation is required at
all levels of learning.

For technical and vocational education and
training (TVET) systems in resourceconstrained
contexts the goal is to equitably expand access
to affordable skills development and maintain
quality within tight public budgets, while
reflecting the new requirements of our world.

Due to global disruptions and technological
advances, the nature and future of work, the
workplace, and the worker continue to change,
yet the nature of training, training spaces, and
trainers has not. This has resulted in significant
skill gaps, mismatches, and shortages in all
new areas. The most challenging gaps are ones
which are needed for our future blue/green/
orange economies.

Delivering high-quality, affordable skills
training is challenging due to gaps in

the accurate estimation of training costs,
dependence on temporary funds to finance
training programmes, and suboptimal resource

utilisation and workforce planning.

TALKING POINTS
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OUR WORLD NEEDS GREEN SKILLS

Green and just transitions are increasing the
need for vocational education to build skills

for 100 million additional jobs by 2030*, for
climate adaptation, circular economies, and
sustainable livelihood:s.

*|LO, 2023. Advancing Climate Action.

To support our changing needs in a changing climate

and rapidly evolving economy, TVET systems need to be
transformed at the policy, regulatory, and provider levels.
Formal approaches to TVET have evolved from narrow,
tradefocused apprenticeships to broader ecosystems that
integrate vocational, technical, technological, and soft skills, and
promote lifelong learning. Once seen as a secondary pathway, it
is now an alternative pathway, aligned with evolving industry
needs, digital transformation, and economic development. The
future of

work is inherently hybrid and blended, and modern TVET
emphasises flexibility, adaptability, and inclusivity, adopting
competency-based approaches and often blending training
across institutions, the workplace, and online learning.

Indigenous approaches reframe TVET beyond “skills for work”
toward skills for life, community, and cultural continuity. They
emphasise: land-based and experiential learning (learning

by doing, observing, storytelling), holistic development
(spiritual, social, cultural, and technical skills intertwined),
intergenerational knowledge transfer (elders as teachers,
community mentorship), and local relevance and sustainability,
rather than standardised curricula. These approaches challenge
mainstream TVET by privileging context, identity, and relational
learning using emerging technologies over purely market-driven
outcomes.

Informal and non-formal learning systems remain critical, as
more than 60% of the world’s workforce operates in the



CALLTO ACTION

The Commonwealth should
establish an ecosystem approach
to future green skills. As Vocational
Education becomes more
personalised and tech-driven, using
Al, micro-credentials, and hybrid
delivery, with stronger industry
partnerships, we need to support
continuous re-skilling to meet
rapidly changing labour market

demands for sustainability.

Focus areas for system
transformation are three-
pronged: equitable, increased
access to quality, affordable skills
training opportunities; the use

of flexible and blended learning
approaches and technologies;
and the leveraging of openness in
admission, learning, assessment,
recognition, and certification.
Through an ecosystem approach,

governments (policy, regulation and

funding), institutions (collaborative
practice for open TVET), industry
(co-design and validation), and
technology providers (Al-enabled
platforms and tools) will strategically
transform training to ensure that
skills match the needs of our

changing economies and planet.
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informal economy, and informal apprenticeships remain a major
pathway where access to formal TVET is limited. TVET should be
understood as a social justice instrument as well as a labour-market one:
in 2023, 20.4% of young people globally were not in employment,
education or training, and young women faced a much higher NEET
rate than young men (28.1% versus 13.1%). TVET emphasises the
development of entrepreneurial competencies and mindsets, enabling
self-employment, innovation, and enterprise creation. Together, these
broaden TVET from an economic instrument to a social, cultural,
and ecological system of learning. Overall, TVET is shifting from
standardised, institution-centred models toward more adaptive,
culturally grounded, and ecosystemoriented approaches to skills

development.

The Skills for Work agenda in COL’s 2021-27 strategy focuses
on: system strengthening across policy, regulation, and practice at
institutions; inclusive, demand-driven skills delivery; technology-
enabled open learning, entrepreneurship, and livelihoods; monitoring
and evaluation, research, and innovation; quality assurance,
recognition, and certification. These actions are designed to bridge
education, training and employment, ensuring learners gain skills that
directly translate into jobs, income, and sustainable livelihoods.

Case Study: Ecosystem Zambia

The Ministry of Technology and Science and regulator TEVETA

have jointly established an enabling architecture, developing policies,
strategies, standards, and a national monitoring and evaluation
(M&E) framework, which has extended to system-wide adoption.
Over 30 TVET institutions have been engaged through awareness,
training, and regulatory alignment, with accredited Open Distance and
Flexible Learning (ODFL) centres emerging and expansion underway,
including in special-needs provision. At the institutional level, 11
providers have developed implementation strategies, while others have
embedded quality assurance, M&E, and sustainable delivery models.
The Technical and Vocational Teachers’ College is equipping over 900
graduates annually with industry-relevant, future-ready skills.

Together, these interventions demonstrate that aligned governance,
institutional capacity, industry partnerships, and adaptive M&E can
drive a scalable, sustainable skills ecosystem.
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C21 Teaching

Empowering Commonwealth teachers

to prepare future learners

Our future requires more teachers, BUT we
also need to change our understanding of
what teachers do. We need to re-think what is
expected of teaching and learning in C21, the
21 Century.

Teachers are the lifeblood of education.
Teachers’' commitment to supporting learning
shapes the quality of human capital, upon
which the socioeconomic transformation of
society depends. However, many countries,
particularly in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) and
Southern Asia, continue to depend on under
qualified or untrained teachers working in

very poor conditions. These challenges are
further compounded by persistent teacher
shortages in rural areas, refugee settings, and
disadvantaged communities. About 70% of the
additional teachers required are needed at the
secondary education level, particularly in STEM
disciplines.

Much of the financial burden faced by growing
educational needs is devoted to building
conventional infrastructure associated with an
old model of face-to-face teacher engagement
with small classes, supporting very limited
conventional learning pathways.

Given the pressure on limited national
budgets, the needed investment is not going
to be there for many countries that need it the
most.

Mathematic Teachers work via
Teacher-in-the-loop Al agents to
develop new curriculum, India 2026.
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EXTENDING TEACHER CAPACITY

To achieve universal primary and secondary
education under Sustainable Development Goal 4 by
2030 would require 44 million additional teachers

and investment of over $120 billion USD annually.*

For much of our world, that is out of reach.

UNESCO (2024) Global report on teachers.

As teacher shortages have become a global phenomenon,
governments need to adopt collaborative, innovative, and
technology-driven approaches to advance quality teacher
development worldwide. Rather than relying solely on costly
classroom-based and face-to-face teacher training models, which can
take many years to implement at scale, Commonwealth of Learning
(COL) proposes the use of Open Distance Learning (ODL)
approaches, Open Educational Resources (OER), and innovative
technologies to expand access to quality teacher education across
the Commonwealth, regardless of geographical barriers and at low
costs. This collaborative model supports both preservice and in-
service continuous professional development (CPD) in areas such
as digital learning, inclusive education, gender-sensitive teaching,
competency-based learning, and emerging pedagogies.

The COL Strategic Plan 2021-2027 highlights the importance

of scaling tested teacher development models through existing
and emerging technologies, with a particular focus on SubSaharan
Africa. Through its Teacher Education (TE) initiative, COL has
supported the implementation of ODL-mediated CPD programmes
across SSA and the Caribbean. In partnership with the Africa
Federation of Teaching Regulatory Authorities (AFTRA) under
the Beyond Numbers initiative, COL contributed to regional and
national digital transformation plans, ODL frameworks, and policy
strategies in STEAM, Artificial Intelligence (Al), and OER
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