A Regional Open Schooling Consortium for Southern Africa

Statement of Intent
Preamble

Southern Africa faces numerous educational challenges as a region. Key amongst these is to seek to ensure that schooling systems prepare learners adequately for the rest of their lives, with a particular focus on ensuring that the skills and competences that they learn during primary and secondary education enable them to secure routes into sustainable livelihoods, becoming integrated citizens within the countries’ mainstream economies. Significant attention has been devoted in recent times to the provision of ‘Education for All’ (EFA), which focuses on ensuring that all children participate in primary schooling. Achievements in EFA, however, place the focus squarely on secondary education system. The challenge in this regard is threefold:

· Secondary education systems in the region are  over-stretched, with very large numbers of learners out of school;
· Pressure to supply places will grow as larger numbers of learners exit the primary school system;
· High levels of youth unemployment in the region create a need to think strategically about curriculum focuses for secondary education.
As part of the process of finding solutions, many countries in the Region have made efforts to harness the perceived potential of distance education methods. Distance education, as a mode of learning delivery in Southern Africa, is being increasingly seen as a viable option to provide educational access to those students who, for a wide range of reasons – systemic and personal – would not pursue conventional, full-time contact education. When well implemented, it has the potential to tackle many of the challenges which Southern African countries face in educating and equipping their people for economic growth and social transformation. While distance education is not a panacea, it does offer a range of opportunities that can be used to enhance the education sector within Southern Africa. The Region has an excellent platform of experience and knowledge, as well as an established track record, off which to expand the reach and impact of distance education methods in secondary education. Importantly, the existence of these various systems suggests that Southern African countries are in a position to develop their own capacity and expertise by creating peer networks of sharing and collaboration. 

Over the past decade there has been a move towards Sustainable Livelihoods Approaches within the development arena. Different development organizations and agencies adopt slightly different definitions of sustainable livelihoods and approach their work based on the livelihoods framework they have adopted. Sustainable livelihoods approaches emerged to deal with challenges of food security and poverty alleviation but have now been applied more widely to tackle a myriad of development issues. Given the educational and economic realities of Southern Africa, there is significant merit in placing a strong focus within open schooling on preparing learners to secure sustainable livelihoods. 

However, there is increasing concern that narrow technical training will not develop workers with the high levels of skills and knowledge they require in today’s economy, as well as abilities to work flexibly and think critically, competencies that are essential in the information society. This is particularly a problem given low levels of general education for many in Southern African countries. People without sufficient general education are often not able to benefit fully from technical training programmes, as they do not have the broader abilities and knowledge bases which are not only required in most workplaces, but also the basis for learning. Countries with successful vocational and technical education usually build on a secure foundation of general education, often up to as high as senior secondary levels. 

Given the above, a group of Southern African and international organizations met in Botswana in July, 2006 to discuss the establishment of a regional Open Schooling Consortium. This document records the commitments made by those organizations.
Purpose of the Consortium

The vision of the SADC Open Schooling Consortium is to provide a vehicle to initiate, design, and implement collaborative projects to develop high quality distance education programmes (and accompanying materials drawing on different media as appropriate) at a secondary level, which are designed to secure sustainable livelihoods for the citizens of Southern Africa’s states. Through its projects, the Consortium will facilitate peer-to-peer networking amongst open schooling practitioners, and use collaborative project work for ongoing capacity-building of these practitioners. Its explicit purpose will be to develop proposals, source funding, and organize and manage joint programme and materials development projects amongst the consortium partners intended to spread the resources required to respond to some of the key challenges facing the region. 

The Consortium will focus on programme and materials development at two key levels:
1) At the Junior Secondary level, where the focus will be on increasing access to quality junior secondary level programmes offered via distance education in order to provide educational opportunities to those large numbers of learners in the region leaving primary education and unable to secure places in the mainstream secondary schooling system. The curricula for programmes at this level will be designed to focus on building the capacity for learners to secure sustainable livelihoods for themselves, both by progressing to higher levels of education and by developing the competences necessary to succeed in the global economy.
2) At the Senior Secondary level (focusing on an age band of learners from about age 16 – 25), where the focus will be on designing high quality programmes that have a strong vocational orientation in order to prepare learners to secure sustainable livelihoods for themselves and their families. Notwithstanding the vocational focus, these programmes will retain a strong general educational stream. This is based on an assumption that learners without sufficient general education are often not able to benefit fully from technical training programmes, as they do not have the broader abilities and knowledge which are required in most workplaces, and form the basis for learning. At the Senior Secondary Level, the following programmatic priorities have been identified:
a) Entrepreneurship

b) Agro-industry

c) Small business management

d) Health care

i) Caregivers and counselling

ii) Paramedics

iii) Nursing assistants

Operational Principles of the Consortium
The SADC Open Schooling Consortium will operate according to the following key principles:
1. Consortium members will comprise any organization that is able to added demonstrable value to achieving the objectives of the Consortium.

2. The SADC Centre for Distance Education will take responsibility for housing the Consortium and coordinating its activities. As part of this, a governance structure representing all Consortium partners will be established to oversee Consortium activities. 

3. Within the framework of SADC CDE coordination, project management agencies will be identified to manage specific projects as these are secured.

4. From the outset, Consortium members will be committed to diversifying the sources of income being tapped to fund Consortium projects.

5. Project partners will be expected to identify – during project design and funding proposal development – precisely what resources and support they will require to be able to participate effectively in collaborative projects and other Consortium activities.
6. All participating partners will be expected to enter into contractual agreements to demonstrate their commitment to the collaborative objectives of the Consortium and ensuing projects. They will also be expected to dedicate time and resources to projects, for which they will be financially supported.

7. Clear roles and responsibilities will be identified and agreed by all Consortium partners. In particular, Consortium members will be required to participate actively within agreed communication structures, at country and regional level.
8. Consortium partners will be required to make clear commitments to using the results of collaborative projects in their day-to-day operations.

9. The Consortium will place significant emphasis on careful programme design during project planning.

10. Project budgets and ensuing resourcing of participating Consortium members will be sufficient to meet the full requirement needed to implement projects successfully.

11. Time frames for collaborative projects will take consideration of the time required to facilitate effective collaboration and project delivery.

12. Capacity building for Consortium members will be built into all collaborative projects.

13. Quality assurance mechanisms will be built into the operations of the Consortium and its projects.

14. Monitoring and evaluation will be built into all projects, with strong commitment to critical reflection.

15. Links will be established with accreditation bodies to ensure that the products of collaborative projects form part of accredited programmes in the countries of Consortium partners.

16. Members will put their collective expertise to the service of the Consortium’s projects. Consortium projects will build on existing initiatives, harness existing capacity, and draw on existing materials as relevant during project design and implementation.
17. Materials developed through collaborative projects will be designed in such a way that they can be easily adaptable to different contexts.

18. The Consortium will establish an appropriate, online knowledge base to ensure that the results of collaboration are shared across the region and continent.
19. Advocacy strategies will be developed to promote distance education and open learning for secondary and vocational programmes.

Statement of Commitment
On behalf of ________________________________________________________________,

(Name of Institution)

I hereby pledge our commitment to advancing the objectives of the SADC Open Schooling Consortium.

In terms of this commitment, we undertake to:
· Support the development of project and funding proposals for Consortium activities;

· Provide capacity, where it exists within our organization and on financial terms to be arranged with the Consortium Secretariat, to ensure successful completion of projects once funding has been raised;

· Implement strategies to ensure that we are able to harness and use the products of Consortium projects in our day-to-day operations; and

· Work to ensure that collaboratively developed educational programmes can be accredited with the appropriate accreditation agencies nationally and regionally.

Thus done and signed at .............................. on this .............. day of ........................ 2006

Name of Signatory:

............................................................

Position of Signatory:

.............................................................

Signature:


.............................................................

As witness 1:


.............................................................

As witness 2:


.............................................................
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