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The Commonwealth Foundation was established in 1965 as a charity under English law to 

support the development of what we now refer to as civil society. In 1965 the term did not 

exist, but the idea that the Commonwealth was much more than an association of 

governments was uppermost in the minds of leaders nearly 50 years ago. When they set up 

the Foundation they were ahead of their time. To this day there is no other multi-lateral, 

inter-governmental institution that makes provision for an organisation such as the 

Foundation, with a specific brief to support civil society.  

Since the establishment of the Foundation, our understanding of civil society has 

developed to keep in step with the phenomenal growth of that sector. The Foundation’s 

original core constituency consisted of professional associations. These networks of 

professionals had been meeting and exchanging with each other across the boundaries of 

empire for years before the idea of a Commonwealth of Nations. The rapid growth of non-

governmental organisations throughout the 1970s saw reference to an NGO sector emerge 

in the 1980s and take root in the 1990s. NGOs contributed tremendously to an international 

development discourse, largely through their advocacy against apartheid, and in favour of 

sustainable development and gender equality.  

The Commonwealth moved to keep pace with these changes. In the first instance the 

mandate of the Foundation was expanded in 1981 so that it could treat with the complete 

spectrum of NGOs, beyond those professional bodies accredited to the Commonwealth. At 

the same time the Foundation’s status was changed to that of an inter-governmental 

organisation, which brought it into closer alignment with the Commonwealth Secretariat. 

The Foundation’s work with this sector consisted in the main of providing grants to 

organisations so that they could meet with each other, produce reports and publish well 

respected journals. But the profile of the Foundation was beginning to change. Staff that 

led the Foundation began to be recruited from the NGO sector itself rather than the 

foreign service and this had a profound impact on the direction that the organisation took 

from the late 1990s onwards. 

In 1999 the Foundation presented the Durban CHOGM with a seminal piece of research, 

based on a survey of 10,000 Commonwealth citizens in 47 Commonwealth countries on 

what constitutes a good society. This work acknowledged the primary role that 



governments have in creating a climate for the full participation of non-governmental 

organisations in achieving development and democracy. The Citizens and Governance 

project left an indelible mark on the Foundation. Ever since then the organisation has 

included governance programmes in its portfolio. The focus of the Foundation on the 

concept of participatory governance in its new strategic plan is therefore not a sharp left 

turn at some organisational T-Junction but rather a bend in the river.  

When we talk of participatory governance our starting point is the acceptance that in the 

Commonwealth, governments do not rule without the consent and participation of citizens. 

In turn this means that institutions, policies and capacities are required to enable dialogue 

and interaction between stakeholders and government. We have made participatory 

governance the centre piece of our new strategic plan.  

If one is looking for a specific reference to education, health, urbanisation or food security 

in our new narrative you will be disappointed. Rather we have identified the need for 

governments and stakeholders to come together with the right blend of institutions, 

policies and capacities to shape responses to challenges in each of these sectors and 

indeed others.  

The concept of participatory governance is not new. Indeed it has sound roots in the 

education sector. In 1968 Paulo Freire called for a new kind of pedagogy, which envisaged 

new and equal relationships between student and teacher. In that seminal work he 

envisaged the student as a conscious participant in determining his or her own destiny.  

I believe this focus on participatory governance is therefore particularly relevant to the 

education sector and this is borne out by affirmations from Commonwealth Education 

Ministers in recent times. A review of the Communiques issued by Ministers at the end of 

every triennial gathering since 2000 shows that they have consistently advocated 

stakeholder participation in the delivery of education.  

In 2000 in Halifax, they saw participatory school management and community participation 

as the key to improved school quality. In 2003 in Edinburgh they recognised that inclusion 

is a critical issue in education and that as such barriers to participation should be 

identified and removed. In 2006 in Cape Town they agreed to encourage and increase 

parental and community involvement in education and school-based activities. In 2009 in 

Malaysia they stated that broadening participation in education, as well as creating a 

favourable environment and a supportive curriculum, can help overcome the 

marginalisation of specific groups. 

This cursory review shows that there is a well-established Commonwealth discourse on 

stakeholder engagement and participation in education. Going further it reveals a 

connection between issues of participation and the quality of education outcomes. This is 

of course particularly relevant as we turn our attention to the post 2015 development 



agenda and ask ourselves what should follow the Millennium Development Goals and 

Education for All targets. Education Ministers understood this when at their latest 

gathering in Mauritius this year they advocated Education for Sustainable Development 

(ESD) and argued that it be addressed explicitly in any forthcoming internationally agreed 

goals for education. They went on to say that while policies for ESD were welcome and 

necessary, they were insufficient in themselves, and re-affirmed that a variety of 

strategies were necessary to turn policy into practice, including: “a multi-sectorial 

approach, public/private partnerships, community engagement, using cultural traditions 

and mass media approaches, and information and communication technology.” 

I could not have come up with a more eloquent summary of participatory governance. 

There we have an explicit acceptance firstly that governments cannot do it alone; and 

secondly that policy will not on its own deliver good development. It requires a blend of 

relationships, interactions and capacities as well.  

Let us set aside the clear connection between participatory governance and education at 

the macro level and ask ourselves what that might look like at the coalface. When the 

Foundation announced its new direction we were approached by Link Community 

Development – a non-governmental organisation, who were excited by what we were 

starting to say, because they could see the relevance to the work that they have been 

doing to improve education outcomes. I think it illustrates the practical application of the 

concept of participatory governance very well. With apologies to them I relate it to you 

now.  

Link has been working in partnership with Ministries of Education in Ethiopia, Ghana, 

Malawi, South Africa and Uganda to improve the quality of education at the school level. 

They have done so by working within Ministry policy as applied by education districts 

alongside district officials. In the process Link realised that there were several systemic 

issues that needed to be addressed. These included: the lack of a benchmark for success; a 

gap between policies and field realities; the need for dialogue between schools and the 

district about policy and performance. Crucially they also found that parents (many of 

whom did not go to school themselves) did not have an understanding of their own rights 

and responsibilities in relation to good education outcomes for their children: rights such 

as the right to expect the equitable provision of public education no matter where one 

lives; responsibilities such as the need for space to do homework and good nutrition.  

Link’s approach centered on the development of the School Performance Review, which 

measures school performance in all schools against the best standard achieved in the 

district. This provides a benchmark, as well as data that could inform dialogue. The review 

is discussed at a district education conference attended by every school in the area. The 

SPR also provides parents with school performance information and the opportunity at a 



school performance appraisal meeting (SPAM) to hear how the school intends to achieve 

improvements.  

Quite apart from improving quality in the short term and district level, this model has 

implications for the long run and the macro level. In each of the countries where this work 

is being done, striving towards Universal Primary Education has resulted in increases in 

enrolment. With the exception of South Africa, this has not been accompanied by 

increased expenditure to ensure optimal pupil teacher ratios. The only way that this is 

going to happen is if the proportion of national spending on education increases. In turn 

this will only happen if there is a demand for it and in turn this requires that parents have 

a greater understanding of the potential of education and the extent to which quality is 

being delivered. This is participatory governance at work. It is too early to tell whether 

these kinds of initiatives are resulting in more resources for education, but we can say that 

the approach is a good way of delivering a coalition that cares.  

To conclude let us look at some of the learning we can take from the application of a 

participatory governance framework to the provision of public education. First on this list 

is the need to appreciate and understand the context within which the participatory 

governance of education is taking place. The social, cultural, political and economic 

setting will shape the ways in which actors in the system relate to each other. It will for 

example help us to understand the power relations between the state and the citizen, the 

willingness of young people to take up teaching as a profession and social attitudes to 

education.  

The experience demonstrates the importance of creating the space within which 

stakeholders can interact with each other. In Link’s programme this space was created by 

the annual conferences convened to discuss the schools’ performance as well as the 

meetings designed to engage parents. The premise behind these spaces is that inputs from 

stakeholders are welcomed rather than resented.   

Space and the opportunity for dialogue is not enough. Information needs to be made 

available to stakeholders. In an ideal world, that information is locally generated and 

owned, but it is also accessible and intelligible. Both the supplier and the consumer of the 

information will have an interest in data that encourages inquiry.   

Finally we can see that leadership, primarily on the part of the relevant Ministry is 

essential. This is a type of leadership that can unite diverse stakeholders around the 

achievement of better education outcomes. It is the type of leadership that creates spaces 

and makes information available because it can see that this will contribute to 

improvement.   

I hope that I have succeeded in demonstrating here that participatory governance is far 

from an abstract concept removed from the development challenges that the majority of 



Commonwealth citizens face. It is an idea that acknowledges the right of every citizen to 

engage with the institutions that shape their lives. That is what education is about and it is 

at the heart of what the Commonwealth stands for.  

 


