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A COMMISSION O N TH E 
COMMONWEALTH 

In June 1996, the Commission on 
Commonwealth Studies under Canadian 
professor T H B  Symons presented its final 
report, Learning from Each Other: 
Commonwealth Studies for the 21st 
Century. One year earlier, the 
Commonwealth Secretary-General had 
appointed Prof Symons and eight other 
senior academics to examine the range 
and scope of studies on various aspects of 
the Commonwealth in universities and 
colleges in member countries, and 
recommend ways of enhancing and 
strengthening such studies. 

The Commission concluded that an 
'extraordinary and unprecedented 
opportunity' existed for Commonwealth 
countries to learn from the rich 
experience of other member countries in 
many fields. It noted, however, that the 
levels of awareness and understanding of 
the Commonwealth were 'truly appalling' 
and called on the academic community 
and government policy-makers to do 
more to encourage higher education 
studies on the modern Commonwealth. 

Its report listed 11 principal 
recommendations for the consideration of 
Commonwealth Heads of Government 
and Education Ministers, and a further 32 
for the academic community, 
Commonwealth organisations and the 
private sector. 

Commonwealth countries, the 
Commission said in its report, face similar 
challenges in areas of public policy and 
institutional reform which, if studied, 
could have great practical and academic 
value for the next century. These common 
challenges occur in such fields as 
economic liberalisation, democratisation 
and constitutional design, public 
administration, civil service reform, the 
provision and funding of health care and 
social security, taxation, education, 
population movements, and heritage 
conservation. 
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Commonwealth experience s i n educatio n diffe r widely . Some membe r 
countries hav e lon g sinc e attaine d universa l acces s t o mos t level s o f 
education; others are still struggling to achieve universal basic education; 
yet other s ar e takin g desperat e measure s t o preven t a  decline i n enrol -
ment ratios . Some countries are preoccupied with refining th e quality of 
primary and secondary education an d maximising access to tertiary edu -
cation; others still have difficulty achievin g minimum standards in basic 
education. 

Among th e commo n concern s o f membe r countrie s are : restrictiv e 
public secto r budget s a t a  tim e o f increase d demand s o n educatio n 
systems, th e nee d t o gea r educatio n t o a  fast-evolvin g technologica l 
world without ignorin g the cultural foundations o f a country, and the use 
of education t o promote peac e an d understanding . 

Taking al l thes e int o account , th e Secretaria t continue s t o hel p 
Commonwealth member s improve the quality of and access to educatio n 
at al l levels , an d addres s thei r commo n a s well a s thei r particula r con -
cerns. These include : the education problems of small states (see page 90); 
raising th e qualit y o f science , technolog y an d mathematic s education ; 
and the promotion o f student mobilit y and improve d acces s to all levels 
of educatio n fo r disadvantage d groups , especiall y female s an d out-of -
school youths . 

Basic Educatio n 

The Secretaria t recognise s tha t th e rol e o f the teache r i s central t o th e 
educational experienc e o f th e learner , especiall y i n basi c education . I t 
therefore place s grea t emphasi s o n improvin g teache r educatio n an d 
the suppor t an d managemen t structure s whic h underpi n th e teacher' s 
operating environment . Muc h attentio n ha s als o bee n give n t o head -
teacher training , a s th e prope r managemen t o f institution s i s a t th e 
heart o f successful basi c education . 

To this end, a training workshop on teacher management an d suppor t 
was held i n Ghan a i n 1995 , and workshop s o n gende r sensitisatio n an d 
training of trainers were held in Botswana, Swaziland and Tanzania in 1996. 

Initially, activities in headteacher trainin g and teacher managemen t 
and suppor t wer e concentrate d i n membe r state s o f Africa , wher e th e 
Secretariat worked closely with the Association for the Development o f 
Education i n Afric a (ADEA) . Muc h o f th e 'goo d practice ' develope d 
from thi s collaboration i s now bein g transferre d t o other region s o f th e 
Commonwealth throug h trainin g workshops , an d throug h a  rang e o f 
resource materials . A  worksho p i n Indi a i n Apri l 199 7 enable d 
Bangladesh, India , Malaysia, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea and Vanuat u 
to begin adaptin g thes e module s an d trainin g trainer s t o use them . 

The Secretaria t ha s also launched a  new initiativ e o n examination s 
which wil l hel p improv e th e qualit y o f basi c education . Followin g a 
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pan-Commonwealth worksho p i n Barbado s i n 199 5 o n examinatio n 
systems i n smal l states , i t wa s fel t tha t ther e wa s a  need fo r greate r co -
operation i n the general area of measurement an d assessment of learners. 
This in turn led to a call for an overarching body to deal with thi s issue . 
The Secretaria t i s therefor e helpin g t o establis h th e Associatio n o f 
Commonwealth Examinatio n an d Accreditatio n Bodies , whic h i s 
expected t o be launched i n 1998 . 

Non-formal Education 

An internationa l meetin g i n Jordan i n 199 6 established tha t while con -
siderable progress has been made towards the goal of providing educatio n 
for all , progres s ha s bee n poo r particularl y i n thos e countrie s wher e 
enrolment ratio s hav e stagnate d o r decline d an d gende r disparitie s 
persist. This problem has been further compounde d b y the need t o trai n 
illiterate an d poorl y educate d adult s an d unemploye d youths . 

The combined demand for education cannot be met by formal schoo l 
systems alone . Th e Secretaria t therefor e seek s t o encourag e th e inte -
gration o f th e methodologie s o f forma l an d non-forma l educatio n i n 
pursuit of the goals of universal basic education and opportunities for life -
long learning . 

In 1996 , the Secretaria t formed a  consortium with the Swiss Agency 
for Developmen t an d Co-operation , Unite d Nation s Educational , 
Scientific and Cultural Organisation and the Club du Sahel/Organisatio n 
for Economi c Co-operation an d Development , t o increas e th e deliver y 
of educatio n throug h non-forma l channels , withi n th e framewor k o f 
the ADE A Workin g Grou p o n Non-forma l Education . Initially , thi s 
working group has concentrated o n encouraging government-NGO col -
laboration, stimulatin g studie s o f communit y need s fo r non-forma l 
education an d identifyin g relevan t institution s an d specialist s i n th e 
field. 
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Science, Technology and Mathematics Education 

Member countries  receive assistance to improve 
the quality of  and  access  to education at  all 
levels 

High priorit y i s given t o strengthenin g th e teachin g o f science , tech -
nology an d mathematics , a s the master y o f these disciplines i s essential 
for modernisation an d economic development . The Secretaria t contin -
ues to support the efforts o f individual governments through the trainin g 
of trainer s an d laborator y technicians , an d th e improvemen t o f teach -
ers' competence t o assess learners. Between 199 5 and 1997 , six trainin g 
monographs o n technicia n trainin g hav e bee n develope d fo r us e i n 
Asia, Africa , th e Caribbea n an d th e Pacific , an d publishe d wit h assess -
ment module s for th e trainin g o f trainers . 

The Secretaria t ha s also , in collaboration wit h th e Commonwealt h 
of Learning, helped Open Universities i n Asia and some polytechnics i n 
Africa t o develop curricula, delivery mechanisms and assessment strate -
gies for laboratory technician course s offered throug h distance learning . 
In May 1996 , a training workshop was held i n India for th e science fac -
ulties of Open Universities i n Bangladesh, India , Pakistan and Sri Lanka. 
A simila r worksho p wa s held i n Zambi a i n November 199 6 for staf f o f 
polytechnics i n Kenya, Tanzania , Ugand a an d Zambia . 

In the area of gender equity i n science, technology an d mathematic s 
education, th e Secretaria t organise d a  pan-Commonwealth meetin g i n 
Ahmedabad, India , i n Januar y 1996 , o n mathematic s a s a  barrie r t o 
learning scienc e an d technolog y amon g girls . This identifie d suc h bar -
riers a s poo r gende r sensitivit y i n packagin g an d presentin g curricul a 
and i n method s o f teachin g an d assessment . Th e Secretaria t partici -
pates i n th e Femal e Educatio n i n Mathematic s an d Scienc e projec t 
initiated b y the Foru m fo r Africa n Wome n Educator s by , among othe r 
things, helping t o develo p tool s fo r cas e studie s an d th e desig n o f dat a 
analysis. 

In Ma y 1997 , th e Secretaria t brough t togethe r a  grou p o f expert s 
under Professo r Joa n Solomo n i n Singapor e t o explor e concepts , issue s 
and strategie s fo r trainin g t o popularis e a  scientifi c an d technologica l 
culture. Expert s wer e draw n fro m Australia , Bangladesh , Brune i 
Darussalam, India , Malaysia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea , 
Singapore, Solomo n Islands , Sri Lanka an d Vanuatu . 
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Higher Education 

The Secretaria t has a three-pronged approac h t o promoting sustainabl e 
development i n highe r education : developin g th e Commonwealt h 
Higher Educatio n Suppor t Schem e (CHESS) , encouragin g greate r 
student mobilit y an d improvin g th e Commonwealt h Scholarshi p an d 
Fellowship Pla n (CSFP) . 

Initiated i n 199 0 to strengthen higher education institution s i n devel-
oping countries , CHES S ha s focuse d o n collaborativ e initiative s fo r 
improving quality . Increase d acces s t o books , learnin g material s an d 
libraries was facilitated b y an inventor y prepare d fo r th e Secretaria t b y 
the Internationa l Network for the Availability of Scientific Publication s 
and widel y distributed t o university librarie s i n developing countries . 

In the are a of staff development , CHES S ha s focused o n enhancin g 
management skill s of senior women administrator s i n higher education . 
A cor e network o f senior women manager s an d trainer s i s being identi -
fied, trainin g material s ar e bein g develope d an d pan-Commonwealt h 
workshops hav e bee n conducte d i n Sout h Afric a an d Sr i Lank a fo r 
senior women managers . 

The Commonweal t h Highe r Educatio n Managemen t Servic e 
(CHEMS), whic h provide s consultanc y service s t o strengthe n highe r 
education management , ha s undertake n 3 5 consultancie s fo r govern -
ments an d universitie s throughou t th e Commonweal t h sinc e it s 
inception i n 1994 . I n addition , i t i s developin g a  lis t o f referenc e 
materials o n relevan t subjects . 

Student mobility continues to be of concern, as intra-Commonwealt h 
student flow s ar e stil l i n decl ine . A t thei r meetin g i n 1994 , 
Commonwealth Educatio n Minister s agree d tha t th e futur e thrus t o f 
student mobility initiatives should focus on seeking new partnerships an d 
working toward s institutiona l developmen t an d capacity-buildin g t o 
encourage academi c links , join t degre e programmes , staf f visit s an d 
exchanges. The Commonwealth Universitie s Study Abroad Consortiu m 
(CUSAC) continue d t o work toward s studen t mobility , international -
isation an d institutiona l strengthening . 

Currently comprisin g a  grou p o f 4 5 universities , CUSA C i s com -
mitted t o creating opportunitie s fo r thei r student s t o study fo r a  period 
of up to a year in another Commonwealt h university . Current wor k ha s 
focused o n th e preparatio n o f a  development an d fundin g pla n fo r th e 
future stabl e an d sustainabl e developmen t o f CUSA C i n partnershi p 
with governments , NGOs an d th e privat e sector . 

The CSFP remains one of the major avenue s of student mobility , with 
more tha n 20,00 0 scholar s having studie d i n other countrie s unde r th e 
Plan. A  repor t prepare d fo r th e Aucklan d CHOG M indicate d tha t i n 
1995, althoug h ove r 1,70 0 CSF P award s wer e given , ther e wa s som e 
cause for concern: awards were offered b y a relatively few countries - wit h 
Britain alon e accountin g fo r 6 0 per cen t o f the awards , Canada 1 0 per 
cent, followed b y Australia an d India . Pledges by other government s t o 
offer ne w o r additional award s have no t ye t been full y realised , i n spit e 
of the pledge by ministers i n 199 4 to strive t o reach a n agree d targe t o f 
2,000 CSFP awards by the year 2000. Consultations with a number of the 
current mai n awardin g government s als o indicat e tha t budgetar y con -
straints may lea d som e to cut back o n th e numbe r o f future awards . 

Awards for three  whose innovative projects 
sparked an interest  in young people in  science, 
technology and mathematics  ...  (from  top) 
Chandrawathie Warakadenya  (Sri  Lanka), A Y 
Ravindran (Seychelles)  and K  M Bhatt  (India) 
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