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Emeritus Professor Chandra Gunawardena 

Professor Chandra Gunawardena, Emeritus Professor of 
Education, was the founder Dean of the Faculty of 
Education at the Open University of Sri Lanka (OUSL). 
She was the pioneer in accomplishing the upgrading of 
the (then) Department of Education to the Faculty 
status in 2003. The Faculty of Education at OUSL was 
established as the second Faculty of Education in the Sri 
Lankan University system on 4th February 2003. On its 
19th Anniversary Day, 4th February 2022, the Faculty of 
Education commences the “Chandra Gunawardena 
Memorial Lecture” series, to pay tribute to Emeritus 
Professor Chandra Gunawardena, who sadly passed 
away in August 2021. 
 
Prof. Gunawardena joined the OUSL in 1993 as 
Professor of Education. She served as the Head of the 
Department of Education from 1993 to 1995. She also 
held the position of Dean of the Faculty of Humanities 
and Social Sciences during 1995-2001. She functioned 
as the Dean of the Faculty of Education from 2003 to 
2006. She was the Chair Professor of the Department of 
Secondary and Tertiary Education, and Senior Professor 
of Education. Among many achievements the Faculty 
has gained due to her visionary leadership, the 
establishment of the Department of Early Childhood 
and Primary Education, and the Department of Special 
Needs Education at OUSL, both firsts in the Sri Lankan 
University system are notable. Prior to joining the OUSL, 
Prof. Gunawardena has served as an academic staff 
member in the Faculty of Education, University of 
Colombo, and at the University of Peradeniya. 
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Having obtained her BA Degree, Postgraduate Diploma 
in Education and MA in Education Degree from the 
University of Peradeniya (then University of Ceylon), 
Prof. Gunawardena received the PhD Degree in 
Education from La Trobe University, Australia. Later, she 
was awarded a Commonwealth Academic Staff 
Fellowship at the University of Birmingham, UK.  
 
Prof. Gunawardena was an eminent scholar and an 
active researcher specialized in several fields including 
comparative education, sociology of education, higher 
education, women's studies, and distance education. 
She took great measures to enhance a research culture 
in the Faculty by providing guidance and encouraging 
young staff to engage in collaborative research with her. 
She was a renowned educationist, nationally as well as 
internationally. Prof. Gunawardena functioned as the 
Commonwealth of Learning (COL)-UNESCO Chair in 
Distance Education at the OUSL and was recognized as 
an Asian Leader in Distance Education by COL in 2017.  
 
As the “mother” of the Faculty of Education at OUSL, 
Prof. Gunawardena offered a nourishing and a 
compassionate leadership to all staff. Her yeoman 
services were not restricted to the Faculty and the 
University, but to the Education system in Sri Lanka and 
to the nation, as an exemplary educationist. She was a 
source of inspiration, a kind-hearted mentor, and a 
great role model to everyone. Her inspiring motto, “This 
is your country, this is your University, and this is your 
Faculty” will remain in our hearts forever! 
 

Faculty of Education 
The Open University of Sri Lanka 
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A tribute to my friend Emeritus Professor  
Chandra Gunawardena 

I met Professor Chandra in 1995 for the first time 
during the Inaugural SAFDED Workshop in Colombo 
which OUSL was hosting, and Chandra was 
coordinating the event. Our acquaintance since then 
continued and developed into several professional 
collaborations. And slowly we became good friends. 
She excelled in whatever she attempted to do during 
her career. She was an internationally reputed 
teacher and researcher in the field of Education, an 
institutional builder, a mentor to so many young 
academics and a role model to many. Her 
contribution to educational development has been 
exemplary. Above all Chandra was a great human 
being with a very positive attitude towards life and 
work, always ready to express her strong professional 
convictions and views with her inherent warmth and 
spontaneous smile.  

A true friend is never truly gone.  
Their spirit lives on in the memories of those 

who loved them. 
-Amy Hoover 
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Introduction: 

A sustainable world refers to the ability of world to 
sustain itself over time. This would require major 
factors including human population size, biosphere 
robustness, resource stock, food supply, and 
environmental quality to remain in balance, on a global 
scale. This state of balance must last long enough so 
that it will not be merely ‘a blip on the curve of 
unsustainable growth’ (Zen, 2000). Even though we 
might not actually attain that balance, we must move in 
that direction if humanity and the ecosystem are to 
survive. This would necessitate concerted efforts on the 
part of the global community in all facets of human 
activities, requiring all of us to learn to live within our 
means. Far beyond being a slogan and a principle and 
practice by a few individuals this should become a way 
of life globally and should be reflected in all sectors of 
human endeavour in order to attain societal 
development. Al Bartlett (1997) in his article on 
population growth writes that a sincere concern for 
building future is certainly the factor that motivates 
many when they mention the word "sustainable." But 
one would legitimately suspect that often the word is 
used casually, perhaps as though the frequent use of 
the adjective "sustainable" is all that is needed to create 
a sustainable world. The Brundtland Commission's 
Report (1987) stated that critical global environmental 
problems were primarily the result of the enormous 
poverty of the South and the non-sustainable patterns 
of consumption and production in the North. It called 
for a strategy that united development and the 
environment – described by the now-common term 
sustainable development. The Report says that 
sustainable development, the processes used to pursue 
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sustainability, means "meeting the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their needs."  
 
Considering the present complex state of humanity, 
achieving even some degree of sustainability is not an 
easy task. To do so, we should understand the implicit 
wisdom behind mainly six factors of sustainability, viz. 
climate change, environment, people, ethics, 
innovation, and technology.  An interplay of these 
factors makes the process extremely complex. The 
concept of sustainability is better explained by 
interdependent and mutually reinforcing three pillars 
defined as environmental protection, economic 
viability, and social equality (World Summit Outcome 
Document, 2005). A fourth pillar ‘cultural diversity’ is as 
necessary for humankind as biodiversity is for nature 
(Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity, 2001) is 
also included in the concept. 
 
The Rio+20 conference (the United Nations Conference 
on Sustainable Development) in Rio de Janeiro, June 
2012, stimulated a process to develop a new set of 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) which will carry 
on the momentum generated by the MDGs and fit into 
a global development framework beyond 2015. In 2014, 
the UN General Assembly Open Working Group (OWG) 
proposed a document containing 17 goals for the 
General Assembly which was approved in September 
2015. This document set the ground for the new SDGs 
and the global development agenda spanning from 
2015-2030.  
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This lecture attempts to examine two major 
instruments of desired change leading to sustainable 
development viz. ‘education’ and ‘technology’. Their 
potential and possibilities are immense, and they 
interact each other and can be of mutual benefit 
increasing their impact. However, they can usefully be 
mobilised only with the support of a few forces 
operating in the larger social environment like the 
political commitment, economic policies, and strength 
of the societal ethics. These factors are highly controlled 
by power and money in the socio-economic and 
political scenario. Hence, the journey towards a 
sustainable world is slow and complex.  
 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD): 

Education equips a person with different knowledge, 
skills, and other personality attributes for ones all round 
development. Educational environment is mainly the 
organised formal sector of education where the larger 
socio-political system enforces great control deciding 
the structure and content of the curriculum. But 
educational experiences can also be less structured 
operating at non-formal level implemented by non-
governmental agencies and civil society. Even informal 
learning through the exposure to and interaction with 
the natural and social environment also comes within 
the purview of education. 
 
Accomplishing significantly inclusive and quality primary 
education for all as envisaged in the MDGs reaffirms the 
belief that education is one of the most powerful and 
proven vehicles for sustainable development. The total 
enrolment rate in developing regions reached 91 
percent in 2015, and the worldwide number of children 
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out of school has dropped by almost half. There has also 
been a dramatic increase in literacy rates, and many 
more girls are in school than ever before. These are all 
remarkable successes. ESD empowers learners with 
knowledge, skills, values and attitudes to take informed 
decisions and make responsible actions for 
environmental integrity, economic viability and a just 
society. It is a lifelong learning process and an integral 
part of quality education. It enhances the cognitive, 
social, emotional and behavioural dimensions of 
learning. It is holistic and transformational, and 
encompasses learning content and outcomes, pedagogy 
and the learning environment itself. ESD aims to 
empower and equip current and future generations to 
meet their needs using a balanced and integrated 
approach to the economic, social and environmental 
dimensions of sustainable development. 
 
ESD is recognized as an integral element of Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 4 in order to ensure that all 
girls and boys complete free primary and secondary 
schooling by 2030 and also aims to provide equal access 
to affordable vocational training, to eliminate gender 
and wealth disparities, and achieve universal access to a 
quality higher education.   
 
It is also seen as a key enabler of all SDGs and achieves 
its purpose by transforming society. ESD empowers 
people of all genders, ages, present and future 
generations, while respecting cultural diversity. 
Education being a human right and a force for 
sustainable development and peace, every goal in the 
2030 Agenda requires education to empower people 
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with the knowledge, skills and values to live in dignity, 
build their lives and contribute to their communities.  
 
Technology for Sustainable Development: 

Science and technology have had a major impact on 
society, and their influence is growing. Technological 
applications usher in fundamental structural changes 
that can be integral to achieving significant 
improvements in all dimensions of our life. By making 
life easier, science has given man the chance to pursue 
societal concerns such as ethics, aesthetics, education, 
and justice; to create cultures; and to improve human 
conditions.  
 
Technology however is a double-edged weapon. Having 
polluted the earth, air, and water for more than a 
century, technology is now showing promise in 
environmental clean-up. On one hand if properly used it 
could help minimize inequality by providing access to 
basic services, such as e-health or online education, 
sharing valuable information across networks, 
machines, and devices. Technology enables the 
development of new products and services that use less 
energy, chemicals, and water, and reduce waste from 
operations — all of which can improve both 
environmental sustainability and operational efficiency. 
At the same time, rapid technological change poses new 
challenges for policymaking. It can outpace the capacity 
of Governments and society to adapt to the changes 
that new technologies bring about, as they can affect 
labour markets, perpetuate inequalities and raise 
ethical questions.  
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Information and communication technology has 
changed our life substantially. Online and off-line digital 
technologies have changed our ways of personal and 
professional engagements globally. Social media has 
made sweeping impact in our life in recent times. It 
allows people to have access to a level of 
communication that the older generation never had. It 
has been a tool in raising voice, awareness, and call for 
social change. Through social media, people can now 
communicate and interact with global community and 
easily express views on wrong practices, injustices, and 
have a voice in different situations. As opposed to mass 
media, in social media, the public can be both the 
audience and content creators. 
 
Technology and Education: 

Technology facilitated education is making a major 
breakthrough in today’s society. Technology is changing 
educational environment in various ways, starting with 
the way students are able to learn and also changing 
the way teachers teach. Generally, education is being 
transformed in different learning contexts by new 
digital technologies. One would argue that education 
mediated with appropriate technology is the key to 
future quality of human life and the sustainability of the 
world. 
 
Technology integrated teaching and learning strategies 
involving the use of computers, smart phones and other 
digital learning tools help in expanding course offerings, 
experiences, and learning materials; supports learning 
24/7; builds 21st century skills; increases student 
engagement and motivation; and accelerates learning. 
Technology also has the power to transform teaching by 



10 
 

ushering in a new model of networked teaching and 
learning. This model connects teachers and students as 
a group and to learning resources, and systems 
facilitating student learning and also teacher 
development. Online learning opportunities and the use 
of open educational resources and other technologies 
can increase educational productivity by accelerating 
the rate of learning; reducing costs associated with 
instructional materials or program delivery; and better 
utilizing teacher time.  
 
An article by Edudemic, “The Four Negative Sides of 
Technology,” indicates that technology is not always for 
the better. The four negative sides highlighted are 
technology changes the way children think, technology 
changes the way children feel, technology can put 
privacy and safety at risk and more use of technology 
with less physical activity leads to obesity. This is 
certainly not advocating cutting out all technology, but, 
as with most things, moderation is required. Policy 
makers, administrators, teachers and parents who want 
their students and children to experience the benefits 
of technology—without the negatives—should of 
course consider these ideas. 
 
Promises and Impediments on the way forward: 

Business sector and governmental commitments to 
sustainability are increasingly common, though these 
efforts encounter scepticism over corporate "green 
washing," providing a false impression to make a 
business seem more environmentally friendly than it is. 
Evidence are also accruing that investors are actively 
embracing green investments. The scenario is becoming 
more and more complex. The process of maintaining 
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environmental sustainability is getting influenced by 
several factors. Exponential population growth has led 
to increased farming and industrial development. This 
in turn leads to greater greenhouse gas emissions and 
deforestation. Industrial and technological growth 
means we need more power than ever. Our planet is 
reaching a breaking point. We are beginning to see the 
consequences of global warming on ecosystems and 
communities. That’s why now more than ever 
businesses need to invest in environmentally 
sustainable and socially responsible practices, like using 
clean energy and paying living wages, to secure a 
liveable future. 
 
The Challenge: 

The question is not whether educational systems and 
processes and appropriate use of sustainable 
technologies have the potential to expedite the 
progression towards building a sustainable world. We 
have enough evidence to show that this is possible. 
However wider and more intensive transformation of 
our educational system with appropriate technology 
integration is inevitable. Our instructional designs and 
processes have to be focussed on developing critical 
thinking, creativity and positive attitude in our learners 
equipping them to question and change the policies and 
practices preventing sustainable development. The 
critical question is, will the vested interests of the 
corporate sector with economic gain as the main motive 
and the lopsided policies of contemporary governments 
influenced by corporate interests be supportive of 
making the positive decisions regarding mobilising the 
potential of education and technology for effective 
sustainable development. 
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About the Speaker 
 
Professor (Dr) Mohandas Balakrishna Menon  

Professor Mohan Menon is the 
Honorary Chairperson of DISHA 
Global Trust, Kochi, India actively 
involved in facilitating open, 
flexible and digital learning for 
societal and human advancement 
leading to sustainable 
development. He held several 

important positions globally during his over forty years 
of academic and administrative career including that of  
Chief and Director of the UNESCO-UNRWA Education 
Programme for Palestine Refugees, Amman, Jordan; 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic) of Wawasan Open 
University, Penang, Malaysia; Education Specialist & 
Team Leader at the Commonwealth of Learning, 
Vancouver, Canada; Chairman, National Institute of 
Open Schooling-NIOS, India; Planning Officer/Reader & 
Professor/Director, Education at Indira Gandhi National 
Open University-IGNOU, India and Research Fellow and 
Lecturer at the Centre of Advanced Study in Education, 
M.S. University of Baroda, India.  
 
Prof. Menon’s teaching, research and development 
expertise and published work have been mainly in the 
areas of teacher education, science education, 
instructional design, open distance learning, open 
educational resources, and digital learning. His 
publications include research/conceptual articles, books 
& monographs, training & assessment tools, and 
instructional materials. Prof Menon participated and 
delivered keynotes and plenary presentations in a 
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number of international conferences and seminars. He 
is an internationally accepted researcher and trainer in 
areas such as instructional design, open educational 
resources and digital learning.   
 
Prof. Menon has consulted extensively for international 
agencies such as UNESCO, UNDP, World Bank, DANIDA, 
UNICEF, COL, IDRC and DFID in addition to providing 
expert professional advice to national institutions and 
the Ministry of Human Resource Development, 
Government of India. He is a M.Sc. (Life Sciences), M.Ed. 
and Ph.D. in Education (Educational Technology) and he 
was conferred D. Litt. (Honoris Causa) in 2009 by the 
Open University of Sri Lanka for his long and 
comprehensive contributions to education in 
Commonwealth countries. He is presently in the Board 
of International Council for Education on Teaching 
(ICET).  
 
Contact Details: 
Professor Mohandas Menon, Ph.D., D.Litt. 
Chairperson, DISHA Global Trust 
‘Mohanam’, Mahakavi G Road, KOCHI- 682011 INDIA 
E-mail: mohanbmenon@gmail.com 
Tel: Landline: 91-4842376063 
       Mobile: 91-9746062029 
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