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INTRODUCTION

1. Development is a process of structural change in the economic, political, social and cultural domains. Development starts with people, their education and their capabilities because people are the primary and ultimate focus of all development. The broader goal of development is to bring the entire population into the mainstream of the national development process, both as contributors and beneficiaries. In the final analysis, development is the development of an individual, each according to his or her potential, and in this sense education is a crucial aspect of development.
DISTANCE EDUCATION
2. Distance education has already been used for a wide variety of purposes. These include elementary, secondary and higher education in the formal education subsector, work-oriented education and in-service training in the non-formal education subsector. Distance education has also been effectively used for teaching disciplines ranging from the humanities to science and from technical to health care curricula. 
3. Distance education informs learners that learning depends on themselves, on their own motivation to learn, on their commitment to learn the lessons on their own, with guidance and support from tutors and learning materials. Distance education requires an act of self-discipline. The distance education learner comes to realize that the best teacher is really oneself and that personal efforts in this connection are the most important. In essence, distance education leads to the liberation of the learner, since liberation and knowledge are not only compatible but interdependent.
4. Information and communication technology (ICT) through distance education strategy can enlarge access to the best available teaching talent and benefit a large number of people. The Asian countries are finding it difficult to fulfill the goal of universalization of elementary education, and are also not able to meet the increasing social demand for education at all levels through the formal structures of education. The expansion and diversification of distance education programs to meet the growing demand for education at all levels requires new strategies to minimize costs. There is a need for pooling expertise and sharing resources in the field of distance education in the Asian region in order to maximize benefits. Alternative approaches to education call for greater use of new educational technologies in the years ahead for which provision has to be made in any long-term educational plan.
5. Distance education has the capacity to reach thousands and thousands of poor communities, at costs much less than formal schooling. High rate of population growth, compounded by the increasing cost of providing education, demands cost-effective solutions. Many countries are now faced with the complex task of dealing simultaneously with rapid educational expansion and the reshaping of their education systems in a context of increasingly severe resource constraints. Distance education can help diminish inequalities in access to education and can enrich curricula. Distance education, based on the use of information and communication technology (ICT), can reach out to millions of poor families. It can help them in their livelihood and employment by providing them with livelihood skills, farm production technologies, fishing methods, food-processing know-how, and hundreds of other employment-enabling tools and techniques.
6. Distance education has powerful implications for women in development. It is particularly important for the liberation of women who continue to be more likely than men to experience severe limitations on personal time and freedom for a significant period of their adulthood. Women, particularly those who are disadvantaged by religious, socioeconomic and geographical conditions, find distance education an appropriate solution to their educational problems. Distance education allows women to study at home, at times and hours when they are free or at leisure whether at home, farm, village, factory, school or office.
7. In sum, distance education presents new weapons to tackle old problems. As a movement, distance education can indeed go for in the war against poverty by improving the status and role of women in development and in the liberation of all learners. The establishment of regional mechanisms which could promote distance education by pooling expertise and by determining suitable country strategies through regional cooperation would be a timely step.

ISSUES IN DISTANCE EDUCATION:
8. The issues which warrant the attention of this Conference are in my view: (i) major problems which are likely to influence educational development in the coming decade; (ii) the interface between educational policies and national development goals; (iii) effective alternative strategies to provide more equitable educational opportunities to rural poor, women and other disadvantaged groups; (iv) appropriate and effective measures to enhance quality, relevance and efficiency of education (both formal and non-formal); and (v) strategies for mobilizing more effectively additional human and material resources for educational development and optimal utilization of available resources.
RECOMMENDATIONS:

9. Considering the potential of ICT and distance education to ameliorate in a cost-effective manner the problems of providing fair and equitable access to the educational opportunities to rapidly expanding populations and to the disadvantaged groups, including women and the rural poor; and the benefits of regional cooperation in distance education through pooling of resources and minimizing duplication of effort it is suggested that:

(a) Two working groups comprising representatives of South Asian and South East Asian countries be established to report on the viability of, and recommend mechanisms for, the development of regional cooperation in distance education through the support of their respective governments and including the use of feasibility studies.

(b) Two institutions be identified which will collect and subsequently disseminate information on existing distance education operations, including programs, expertise and courseware, currently available or in preparation, future plans, current and future research and development activities, capacities for training.

(c) Specific areas for cooperation should include:
(i)  sharing of existing instructional materials at 
nominal cost on mutually agreed terms and conditions;
(ii) study tours by policymakers, planners, administrators and academic staff; and
(iii) sharing expertise for staff development in different areas of distance education, such as curriculum design, instructional design, media production techniques, and the management of student support services.
(d) Based on the recommendations of the working groups, the participating countries in South Asia and South East Asia countries should seek to reach agreements on appropriate mechanisms for the development of regional cooperation in distance education through a memorandums of understanding.
WHAT DONORS SHOULD DO :

10. The multilateral institutions such as the World Bank, Asian Development Bank, UNESCO and other multilateral/bilateral donor agencies could consider providing technical assistance and grant financing in the form of :

(i)
Pre-project planning studies, and (b) exploratory studies to determine the most appropriate mechanism for regional cooperation in distance education. 
(ii)
Evaluation Studies to enhance the quality of all aspects of distance education (admission, curricular standards, production and delivery, assessment and performance of graduates) and undertake research projects aimed at improving the efficiency and effectiveness of distance education.

(iii) To assess need for the establishment of an Asian Institute of Information and Communication Technology (AIICT) to strengthen regional institutions for distance education through capacity building.
11. Without pretending to suggest any answer myself to these complex issues, may I submit for your consideration that success in this field depends on two conditions: one, an open mind so that we, the products of conventional educational systems, do not look down upon any innovation and two, a systems approach which would ensure a fair chance for the successful implementation of any new idea.
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