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Transcript

Mr. Chancellor,

Dear Friends and Colleagues
Members of the Graduating Class
Ladies and Gentlemen

Even in this world of jet travel, instant communication and the evolving Internet, | have a sense of awe
and amazement to be addressing you this afternoon in Colombo. It is a long way, in space and time, from
my home in Toronto, Canada: space in the sense of being honoured half-way around the world and close
to the southern hemisphere; time in the sense of my upbringing as the son of Scottish immigrant parents
who left school at the age of fourteen to come to Canada.

I also have a sense of undeserved privilege to be receiving this honour at your hands, Mr. Chancellor. I
come from a relatively new country - 132 years since the founding Act of Confederation - albeit one of
the world's longest surviving federations. You come from an ancient society with a rich history and
diverse cultures that has experienced a continuing metamorphosis over centuries. Moreover, I am the least
deserving here to speak on behalf of the graduates at this Convocation today. I know how hard you have
worked to earn your degrees, what sacrifices you have made to persevere to that end, and how significant
this occasion must be for you and your families. May I, at least, suggest that you - the graduates - stand
and applaud your families, your friends and all your loved ones who are here today, for the sacrifices they
have made and the support they have given you.

May I also thank you, Mr. Chancellor, and through you, the members of the Open University of Sri
Lanka, for the honour conferred on me in becoming an honorary doctor of the Open University of Sri
Lanka. The story is told of a young university graduate reporting to work for his first job. His employer
greeted him, and promptly handed him a broom. "What's this for?" inquired the young man. "That's your
job - sweeping the floor" answered the boss. In righteous indignation, the new employee drew himself up
to his full height and proclaimed: "But I have a B.A. degree!" "Well, just relax" was the reply: "We'll




show you how to use it!" Now that I have an Honorary Doctorate from this University, what might I
expect next?

How ironic it is that the things we value most are so often the source of our humour. In fact, there is
nothing that could give me greater satisfaction than such an honour from The Open University of Sri
Lanka, because this assembly of university graduates represents what is becoming an endangered concept
in the public policy of many countries: universal accessibility to higher education at a time of our greatest
need. Recently, I received word of the death of a dear friend and a prototype of what you represent in this
university. In the early 1950's, when I was a student at Balliol College, Oxford, the College established an
Open Scholarship for a mature student, working in a modest job. Leaving his family in the Midlands, my
friend John came to Oxford at age 45, lived in the College, entered fully into university life, and after
three years took a distinguished degree. From a background of various humble positions in a hospital,
John went on to become a distinguished professor of hospital administration first in England and finally
in Australia. This is not in any sense to denigrate his earlier work, nor to suggest an elitist interpretation
of higher education. Rather, I am speaking of the opportunity for maximising individual human
achievement which is the ultimate purpose of education.

That Oxford should have made a place available in that fashion inspired him, and left an indelible
impression on me. As a result, [ have often speculated that had open universities been created fifty years
earlier, perhaps my Scottish parents might have followed the same route. Open universities and distance
education have transformed the meaning of accessibility to university, and made it a living reality. And
so, the beneficiaries are not only the legion of graduates, but also the community of nations wherever
those graduates reside. Although Elgar was not thinking in those terms when he wrote:

"Wider still and wider shall thy bounds be set"

accessibility to education is surely the best route to a "Land of Hope and Glory". Unfortunately, as we
approach the millennium, we are still falling short, by 140 million children, of the pledges made to
achieve universal access to basic education by the year 2000, quite apart from the obstacles to higher
education.

To help in bridging that gap is the purpose of The Commonwealth of Learning and the reason for my
commitment as volunteer Chairman. Dedicated to distance education and open learning, in the face of the
limitless need and demands across the Commonwealth, The Commonwealth of Learning draws on the
inspiration of institutions such as your own, and is committed to providing support for access to
education, at all stages. In turn, your example sustains us in our work, and this new graduate of your
University will continue to fight the good fight for accessibility to all, at every stage of life, fortified by
my membership in the Open University of Sri Lanka.

However, before I refer further to The Commonwealth of Learning, let me return to the theme to which I
alluded a few minutes ago: the ultimate purpose of education. For many years and in most places,
philosophers have argued about the purpose of education: is it for individual betterment as an end in
itself, or should it be occupational preparation? In his famous discourses in 1852, Cardinal John Henry



Newman argued "Knowledge is capable of being its own end. Such is the constitution of the human mind,
that any kind of knowledge, if it be really such, is its own reward." And yet, at that very time, the great
universities of Oxford and Cambridge were also designed for occupational preparation: to produce
teachers, lawyers, ministers, doctors and public servants.

The answer, of course, is that education has always served both purposes. If the education is well-
conducted and if the learning process is reciprocal between student and teacher, then human development
will occur both in the broad sense of the term as well as in the utilitarian sense. Certainly, over the past
forty-four years of my varied career, I have found that to be the case. How else to explain the enduring
thirst for education? In that time, I have encountered a number of interesting students - mostly successful,
but often unusual. I think here of two in particular. In the first class that I taught on the Principles of
Economics, there was a young man in his early thirties who was already a multi-millionaire; he had
benefited from the post-war boom in Canada to make a fortune in housing development. And I was to
teach him the Principles of Economics? When I asked him why he had now come to university, he replied
that he wanted to be a successful human being as well as a rich entrepreneur! The second individual took
his degree at age 87. He had left school when only 14 to help support his family, and had worked all his
life at a variety of jobs. When I asked him the same question, he replied, that he wanted to be better
prepared for the after life than he had been for the first! Whatever the merits of the case, it could certainly
be argued that both were enjoying a luxury, in contrast to the millions of people in the world who are
denied an education even of the most basic kind. However, both cases illustrate two points about
education:

* the primary importance of access;

* the more enduring purposes of education.

And this is what this University and The Commonwealth of Learning are all about. The miracles of
educational technology make access possible now on a scale heretofore unimagined. In 1982, during my
first visit to India, I vividly recall a conversation with the late Madam Indira Gandhi who said that India's
educational objective at that time was to have every child with access to primary education by the year
1995. But, she commented, to realise that objective by conventional means would require the addition of
10 million school places a year until 1995; as a result, there had to be another way!

Thirty years earlier, my good friend and colleague, the late Marshall McLuhan, was talking about
"schools without walls". At that time, he was confronted daily by a combination of people who neither
understood his message nor believed it possible. Indeed, only a few years ago, ET as exemplified by the
well-known film meant extra-terrestrial; opportunities such as now exist were perceived to be only within
the realm of another world.

Today, ET means educational technology capable of taking education to people rather than people to
education. To serve that objective in the 54 nations of the Commonwealth is the mandate of The
Commonwealth of Learning. Founded in 1987 and established in 1988 in Vancouver, Canada, COL is the
only official Commonwealth institution located outside of London. Working to support education at all



levels - primary, secondary, tertiary, technical and non-formal, and employing all means of
communication - print, audio, visual and electronic, The Commonwealth of Learning seeks to support
open learning and distance education through the design and implementation of programmes that:

* support and improve institutions already engaged in distance learning;
* create better systems for distance educators to communicate and share information; and,
» forge new partnerships between Commonwealth countries and distance educators.

Needless to say, I could spend the rest of the day describing our activities, but let me just reveal the tip of
the iceberg - a suitable Canadian metaphor - with several examples:

* Finding the right medium: in the case of our work in Ghana, this turned out to be a Field
Recording Unit for radio production, involving a portable community broadcasting station to
support the mass literary programme.

e Sustainability in terms of recurring costs: this led COL to establish a communications network in
the Solomon Islands linking a group of sites through a teleconference bridge.

* To meet the relatively newly perceived needs for "tele-medicine", we established the Malaysian
Medical Education Network, a teaching network combining audio data with supporting graphics,
for the delivery of a training programme in family medicine.

* To provide for transferability: the programme for the upgrading of technical and vocational
instructors in the Caribbean is currently being tested for implementation in Papua New Guinea.

However, we are particularly grateful for the role played by your country and this University in particular.

* The Open University of Sri Lanka was instrumental in providing the instructional design and
orientation training for a Computer Awareness Programme that COL developed with the National
Correspondence College in Zambia. It was modelled on an existing OUSL programme. After an
interval of five years, this Zambian programme is now self-sustaining.

* In 1996, COL installed an audio-conferencing system for use by The Open University of Sri
Lanka in order to enhance learning opportunities for hundreds of students throughout the country.

¢ The Commonwealth Educational Media Centre for Asia (CEMCA), located in New Delhi, is
another COL initiative that provides a co-operative clearing house for educational radio,
television, and other audio-visual/media resources for the region. Sri Lanka contributed to the
development of CEMCA and now has access to tens of thousand of programmes that have been
produced elsewhere in Asia.

* COL and The Commonwealth Secretariat organised regional workshops throughout the
Commonwealth to review and adapt laboratory techniques materials from the UK for use by local
institutions. In October 1998, The Open University of Sri Lanka launched the first offering based
on those materials - a new Advanced Certificate in Laboratory Technology.



COL is also supporting an initiative to train junior surgeons in Sri Lanka using telematic
programmes developed by the Royal College of Surgeons.

With some funding assistance from the Commonwealth Fund for Technical Co-operation, COL is
currently organising the delivery of a Commonwealth Executive Master of Business
Administration/Master of Public Administration programme. This programme is being developed
by South Asian institutions and will be pilot tested in the region before being offered on a pan-
Commonwealth basis. Your Vice-Chancellor is a key member of the governing board for this
initiative, and the academic board is drawing on the expertise of colleagues here.

Sri Lankan expertise and experience has added great value to COL's programmes over the years;
in fact, your Vice-Chancellor is one of eight regional advisors appointed by COL's President.
With responsibility for the entire South Asian region, he assists with gathering information and
insights to help shape COL programmes.

As to the future, the landscape is limitless. You are well aware of the pioneering role of OUSL in
initiating programmes in Science and Technology through the distance mode. Our recent exchanges with
colleagues and friends here have indicated that the following issues are of critical importance as we move
into the 21st century:

1.

Since English is becoming the lingua franca for business and research internationally, most
reference materials are being prepared in English first, then translated into other languages. With
rapid developments in technology and commerce, there is a real risk that by the time print and
broadcast material is available in a regional language, it may already be obsolete. The obvious
solution is to provide both the educator and the learner with a satisfactory degree of comfort with
the English language, so that the instruments may be used in the most appropriate fashion. As Sri
Lanka moves in this direction, we express a strong hope that the Commonwealth of Learning -
along with its partnerships, which represent the single largest learning resource pool in the world
- will be a significant contributor to this initiative.

The improvement of access to knowledge at all levels implies a radical departure from traditional
methods of transmitting useful information. The teacher-student relationship, which has remained
fairly stable for the past few hundred years, is undergoing a profound shift. With the introduction
of new technologies, such as specialised broadcasting, high bandwidth communications,
interactive learning materials, and the Internet, learners are accepting greater responsibility for
their personal development. They can choose to absorb information according to their personal
requirements, availability, and with the most productive use of sensory input. COL has extensive
expertise in strategic planning, conceptualisation, and implementation of new technologies, which
has been developed from best practices in many countries. Sri Lanka's Commonwealth
membership offers unlimited access to this source of knowledge.

Education - and this applies to every country in the world - must be more relevant to the
economic, social and developmental needs of the learner's city or village, his or her country, as
well as the international community. Many governments have adopted the principle of lifelong



learning, to ensure that their labour skills are relevant and competitive in the new economy. This
is acceptable if the basics are highly relevant in the first place. Unfortunately, too many
educational systems are geared to preparing the student to pass exams, or to enter the public
service, and the instructional content may not have that much to do with survival and career
development in the evolving world. This dilemma offers an enticing challenge, and a significant
opportunity to institutions such as the OUSL, which can modify and adapt their curriculum and
learning materials much more efficiently than traditional institutions.

When the history of these times is written, I suggest that it will pronounce the new communications
technologies to be of equal or even greater significance than the Gutenberg era, and we are privileged to

be part of it. However, educational technology does not come without a price and we must not overlook

several necessary caveats.

1.

Educational technology is a significant supplement, but it does not replace the human element
and the qualitative role of the teacher. In all of our programmes, there must be a human presence
at the end of the line.

Education is not simply about the enlargement of the gross national product. Indeed, in these days
of concern over sustainable development, we must continue our efforts to take some of the
grossness out of the gross national product, and to produce a world of greater peace and
compassion.

If the final result, both in terms of nations and individuals, should be that the rich get richer and
the lot of the poorer is not enhanced, then we shall have failed utterly. Therefore, we must never
turn our backs on those for whom technology will be slower to take root, in the interest of
building monuments to ourselves as distance educators.

Finally, we must ensure that increasing use of educational technology does not encourage a
paternal as opposed to a partnership approach between individuals, institutions and nations. I can
assure you that The Commonwealth of Learning, in employing open learning and distance
education as a means of ensuring greater opportunities and greater equality, operates from the
principle that we will all learn from one another in the process. In that sense, we are a catalyst
rather than a missionary, and the partnership process between Commonwealth countries is well
illustrated by the example of Sri Lanka and Zambia.

That takes me to the final point that I wish to address in a world that increasingly perceives

"globalization" as a heaven-sent value, delivered by its agents, the multinational corporations of the
world. As I have suggested, education is about human resource development, for the betterment of people

as well as the enhancement of economic opportunity; thus it must always be perceived and assessed in the
context of human values. As the economist Kenneth Boulding has suggested: "Human values are the

product of an evolutionary process; they have no more equilibrium than anything else...We are always

moving into a changing future in which we hope that things will go from bad to better instead of from bad
to worse. That is all the quality of life means, going from bad to better instead of bad to worse."



I want you to know that I do not believe that Western economic values are necessarily the most
appropriate for the rest of the world. Indeed, they are not necessarily always the best for the West. We
must be cautious about whose interest globalization is designed to serve; certainly it is not always the
interest of the people of the world. As Nelson Mandela remarked recently: "Is globalization only to
benefit the powerful and the speculators? Does it offer nothing to men, woman and children who are
ravaged by poverty?" And well he might ask, for 51 of the 100 largest economies in the world are
corporations, while the 300 largest corporations account for 25 per cent of the world's productive assets,
and the combined revenue of General Motors and Ford, the two largest automobile corporations, exceeds
the combined gross domestic product for all of sub-Saharan Africa. Moreover, while nearly a billion and a
half people have no access to clean water, and a billion live in miserably substandard housing, the world's
three richest individuals have assets that exceed the combined gross domestic product of the poorest
forty-eight countries.

Our task is not only to enhance the gross national product, but also to ensure that relief of poverty,
improved health services, and accessibility to education for those 140 million of the world's children -
including a majority of girl children - still denied access to basic education become priorities for action.

For the past 50 years, missionaries from the Western world have been suggesting to the developing world
"how to do it" and have been preoccupied with studying the conditions in those countries. During the next
50 years, might it not be beneficial - or at least fair - to reverse the trend and have the developing world
examine the West more closely to see if that is what it really wants? In particular, I think of the attitudinal
wave of reform sweeping the Western world, driven by what some call neo-liberals, and others neo-
conservatives, but what I believe are really neo-mercantilists. It is best summed up by the proposition that
governments can do no right! But good government is central to development, for who else does provide
for the well-being of the people?

Those who ever bothered to read past the early chapters of Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations would
discover that his invisible hand of the market place was not disconnected from a central nervous system.
"Consumption is the sole end and purpose of all production; and the interest of the producer ought to be
attended to, only so far as it may be necessary for promoting that of the consumer." So said Smith. In fact,
it is fair to say that it is not even production, but profits, which are the driving force of the market
economy. But surely the bottom line is not the best indicator of social utility any more than the GNP is a
measure of well-being as opposed to wealth. Nor did he perceive the private sector and the market always
to be superior to public service. He clearly recognized, in many instances, that there is a role for
government - and often a preferred role.

And so, let us remind the neo-mercantilists that those concepts so dear to them: deregulation,
decentralization, privatization, contracting out, alternative service delivery, downsizing, re-engineering,
and re-inventing government may be like so many fashion models on the runway, soon to be overtaken by
their successors. The great Canadian economic historian, H.A. Innis, has argued that institutions like
civilizations, contain the seeds of their own replacement, similar to the "creative destruction" described by
Joseph Schumpeter. The private sector, in which so many would appear to have supreme confidence, is



not all wine and roses, particularly in the clothes of the new emperor: globalization.

The American baseball legend, Yogi Berra, to whom numerous malapropisms are attributed, once
remarked: "When you come to a fork in the road, I say take it." We have come to a number of forks, as
we approach the millenium, but I am confident that you, the graduating class of the Open University of
Sri Lanka, will choose wise routes, armed with the degree which you receive today from the Chancellor.
May those journeys also be happy and peaceful.

H. Ian Macdonald

18 June 1999



