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Learning has a pivotal role in supporting a resilient society with direct correlations between 
educational investment and measures of social stability, productivity and peace. Learning is the 
answer to many of the questions raised in CHOGM 2024. 

The Commonwealth of Learning (COL) calls upon the Commonwealth Heads of State to: 

• raise the priority of innovation in learning as a change agent. While spoken to by 
many countries, it not prioritised in the agenda as a common need. It should be a future 
top priority in the considerations of the Commonwealth Heads of Government. COL is 
the Commonwealth Intergovernmental Organisation for learning innovation. 

• focus on learning innovation and digitalisation - as essential to provide new digital 
learning services that will power the digital world that is ‘now’. The digital divide will only 
worsen unless educational digitisation outpaces inevitable social and economic 
digitalisation. It is time to be bold, not fearful of digital change. 

• speak with a common voice on Education - as we change our formal learning systems 
to work together co-creating resources, collaborating on policies and praxis and sharing 
success. 
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The Commonwealth of Learning was established as an Intergovernmental Organisation under a 
Memorandum of Understanding in 1988, upon the instruction of CHOGM, Canada, 1987. As an 
instrument of, and reporting directly to, Commonwealth Governments, COL has worked for 36 years 
to ‘widen access to opportunities for learning’, building education capacity via innovative methods 
such as open and distance learning and new online methods. COL acts as a learning thought leader 
for Commonwealth Nations, with a team of advisors and experts who are headquartered in 
Vancouver, Canada. It also has a base in New Delhi, India. 

The Communique of CHOGM 2022 emphasised the vital role of youth in driving sustainable 
development and tackling global challenges. With over 60% of the Commonwealth population under 
the age of 30, there is an urgent need to empower this demographic through education and skills 
training. But further, to achieve deep social change the educational agenda must be also opened to 
a lifelong learner, to empower parents and young workers as we empower youth. 

Government can drive their education sectors to innovate, supporting open solutions to 
conventional problems. The youth who demand change, stand alongside disadvantaged adults 
who deserve more, all asking governments to regulate and quality assure for a common and shared 
good. For sustainable resilience, governments can mandate, regulate and incentivise new openness. 
The Open movement, including themes such as Open Research, Open Data, Open Source, Open 
Licensing, Open Resources and Open Publishing all recognise the value of sharing and collaboration 
to drive change. Open is not the same as free, nor is it the opposite of good business. Indeed, post-
Covid many global institutions are leveraging open solutions, with great business models that have 
accepted the power of this approach. Technological innovations in telecoms, online, mobile and 
especially now, artificial intelligence mean that the Commonwealth is perfectly placed to drive 
change. 
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COL works directly with the Governments of Commonwealth Member Nations to improve quality in 
education and reach. Over the last three years, we’ve helped ministries and regulators create 60 
national-level policies and strategies. In that time, we have also directly supported over 6,400 
officials and staff in the governments of 32 countries through training and capacity-building 
measures connected to the open learning agenda. 

We next focus on Educational Institutions who deliver on national priorities. Over the last three 
years, we’ve developed 165 institutional-level policies and strategies, helping 137 educational 
institutions to regulate and support high quality digital, online and open learning. In addition over 
the same period, COL has trained over 31,000 institutional staff across the Commonwealth to 
implement those strategies and improve teaching and learning in a digital age. In the process, and 
true to our model of change, we have co-created over 800 new and improved courses and over 
9,600 learning resources that can be reused in other courses, all designed to be open and shared 
beyond one use in one place. 

Lastly, where it is required, we reach directly to learners. Over the last three years well over 710,000 
learners have enrolled in COL courses. With women, girls and at-risk boys being a very high 
proportion of disadvantaged learners, in this last year alone we have helped to bring over 34,000 
women and girls and over 8,500 under-achieving boys back into learning, sensitizing more than 
41,000 communities to this challenge. 

Our impact is rigorously evaluated. For instance at CHOGM 2024, we have launched a joint report 
with UNESCO GEM, providing a critical review with detailed case studies of recent work in the Pacific 
region. Our side event at CHOGM showcased this with details from the National University of Samoa. 
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COL has consistently advocated for digitalisation to make education more resilient, demonstrating 
considerable success in supporting ministries of education during Covid-19 closures. Much is made 
elsewhere of this issue; for instance, the UN has now recognised the importance of connectivity and 
digital equity for lifelong learning, and open education, with Heads of Governments committing to 
create ‘gateways to public digital learning’ and address the digital divide. COL agrees that this is a 
vital challenge, needing specific action. For example, supported by the Government of New Zealand, COL 
has led a significant change programme in open and distance flexible learning to create a powerful 
gateway for digitisation in the Pacific region, as noted above. By leveraging digital tools and 
innovative educational models, we can ensure that women and girls have access to quality 
education and skills training, enabling them to participate fully in the economy and decision-making 
processes. For example, supported by the Government of Canada, COL has a significant programme of 
work to empower women and girls in Africa and Asia, making open and flexible education community-
based and owned. Further, with an increasing challenge of disenfranchised boys who underperform 
and fail, dropping from the conventional system, it is important to support new ways for them to 
reconnect.  

We urge Heads to endorse and expand these open, technology-driven inclusive education 
initiatives, ensuring that all learners, regardless of their background, gender or assumed abilities, 
can fully participate in and benefit from educational opportunities. Countries are keen to 
increasingly digitalise anyway, for economic benefit, for security and for improved communication. 
But for innovation in learning, moving more quickly on educational digitisation is an essential pre-
requisite for impact. 
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The Commonwealth Heads of Government are asked to drive bold policies to increase access to 
Open Schooling to address the large and growing number of young people not in employment, 
education or training. A recent UNESCO report on The Price of Inaction, estimated the global cost of 
inadequate access to schooling and school drop-out at a staggering USD 10 trillion annually.  

A ‘learning pipeline’ that relies on building more and more conventional schools will never be able to 
address this human and economic cost. And yet, working with COL, Open Schooling initiatives in 
many member countries use a powerful mix of innovative teaching methods and information and 
communications technologies to bridge the gap between physically separated educators and young 
learners creating new pipelines to learning and transitions to otherwise inaccessible opportunities. 

Critical policy work required must focus on the significant gender gap in school access, given the 
disproportionate number of women and girls dropping out and unable to access learning. Plus an 
increasing challenge of disenfranchised boys who underperform and fail in the conventional system.  

A common approach is also needed to 
increase Open Publishing and reduce the 
braking effect of commercial publisher 
licensing and control of proprietary 
textbooks in opening education. 
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While much of our formal education system is set up to contrast academic learning with skill 
learning, COL believes that learning is both, at the same time. Teachers and academics may ‘think 
curriculum’, but employers and learners value the ‘evidenced skills’ brought to bear to solve 
problems, in business, agriculture, plumbing or physics. A better framing of skills and competencies 
with Pan-Commonwealth quality assurance standards that recognise this is essential. 

Commonwealth Heads of Government are called upon to support the adoption of Pan-
Commonwealth open TVET competency-based training and assessments to build the resilience 
of vocational education and strengthen skills development. 

It is crucial for Heads to advocate in common for increased mobility of qualifications in technical and 
vocational training (TVET). This is required to enable youth to gain meaningful employment and 
address the widespread skill shortages across the Commonwealth. Enhanced student mobility and 
the recognition of qualifications will facilitate the exchange of knowledge and skills, fostering a more 
resilient and adaptable workforce. Skills training with mobility is particularly important for small 
island developing nations, especially in the Pacific, where economic diversification and resilience are 
critical.  

By investing in youth and promoting the portability of vocational qualifications, Commonwealth 
nations can harness the full potential of their young populations, driving economic growth and 
sustainable development while ensuring no young person is left behind. 
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The Commonwealth is strongly recommended to drive common action on policies for integrated 
open tertiary education, not just through Open Universities, but also to increase open and flexible 
practices in all Universities in the conventional sector. Universities must act together. 

The Commonwealth already leads the world with the majority of the world’s Open Universities. But 
here again, the Commonwealth is ready to drive an integration with a strong conventional sector to 
increase mobility of credit, credentials and common quality standards. As with schools and 
vocational education, conventional higher education cannot address the demand.  

The Commonwealth is well placed globally to advance a vision of Universal Credit to increase 
curriculum exchange and portable credentials. 

The average global enrolment ratio of potential higher education students is around 42% worldwide 
and varies significantly between countries with huge gaps in our membership. Hence, conventional 
face-to-face universities must embrace open approaches, as well as hybrid and online pedagogies, 
plus public-private partnerships to accommodate the huge requirement of first-time and returning 
students. That entails regulation and assurance of the quality of learning design standards and 
educational excellence. The data is clear that education is vital for 
economic success and demonstrates that every dollar invested 
yields many more in direct and indirect benefits. But conventional 
thinking leads to the same chronic problems that no country has solved 
with investment alone. The conventions of education invest most in 
those who can succeed because their parents have already been 
successful. The alternative, Open Education, creates social resilience by 
reaching into the huge reservoir of ‘learning access inequity’, creating 
successful parents. 
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https://www.col.org/learning-for-leaders/


Education is a crucial tool in many challenges including mitigating climate change, especially in 
smaller countries that are disproportionately affected by its impacts. By integrating climate 
education into national teaching and learning, we can empower individuals with the knowledge and 
skills needed to drive sustainable practices and innovations. Heads should advocate for open and 
flexible learning models, which provide accessible and scalable educational opportunities to diverse 
populations. 

COL has developed several models that can ensure that even the most remote communities are 
equipped with the necessary tools to combat climate change. Additionally, initiatives such as 
“Greening the Learning Agenda” emphasise the importance of embedding sustainability into all 
levels of education.  

By prioritising climate education and promoting open learning, we can build resilient communities 
capable of responding to long-term environmental challenges 
and short-term shocks. 

COL’s next major policy meets practice conference: The Pan 
Commonwealth Forum in Botswana, September 2025,  
http://pcf11.org will focus on changing mindsets for our world. 

Your government should be there! 

This slide deck is intended to support the COL Brochure circulated 
already to CHOGM Delegates: http://hdl.handle.net/11599/5662.
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