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Abstract

Sri Lanka is a low income country where education enjoys high priority. The system of education prevailing in the
country has evolved as a cumulative outcome of reforms introduced during the preceding four decades prompted by the
demands of a people that have been nurtured to treasure learning over millenia of its existence. The characteristic
feature of this system is that a child in any corner of the country has access to a school within eclose proximity
which is incumbent to provide him an education free of charge according to the general battern followed throughout

the country.
Introduction

Sri Lanka is a country with 2 wodest level of economic development in terms of per capita income which was $134 in
1960, $160 in 1970 and $200 in 198¢. It has a pattern of labour force with 73 per cent of workers in the agri-
cultural sector which is characteristic of under~development. However, there has been a considerable growth of
school population and a progressive development of literacy rate. The numbers enrolled in primary education were

94 in 1960 and 95 in 1978 and that in secondary education were 27 in 1960 and 52 in 1978. fThe adult Literacy rate
is 85 per cent which is about the highest of all low income countries. Gnly less than 5 per cent of the 15-24 years
age group had never been to school and it is imminent that illiteracy will be abelished in the forseeable future
through the schooling of youny people. In the recent past, development of schooling has been achieved without an
inflation of corrxesponding expenditure owing to both a slowing down in the rate of growth and to Lnoreasing
difficulties of financing. A consolidated fund voted by Parliament in the Annual Appropriation Act has been the

sole source of educational finance.

The education system though complex in structure, organization and composition is guite exceptionally developed
as the present school system has a long xecord of growth extending over more than a hundred years. The developrent
is so large and it ig one of the largest centrally-controlled systems of the world with virtuaily one quarter of the
population in the countxy under its control considexing the total number of students, teachexs and auxiliary staff.
There are 9629 schools out of which 9052 are government. About 3.1 million students are enrolled in these schools
which have a teaching force of 138,438 teachers. It is imperative that an enormous and concerted effort in terms of

regulations, finances, resources and manpower 1s devoted for the functioning of this system,

The main purpose of this paper is to elicit the development of the present educaticnal system through rejection
of systems imposed by colopial rulers over centuries of foreign domination adopting various legisiative measures and
practices in order to guarantee equality of opportunity in general education to all children irxrespective of their
ethnic origin, social and economic ¢lass and religious or other affiliaticens. This has been achieved through

concerted efforts of nationalists, eduwcationists and people at large.

The Country and its people

Sri Lanka is a small island in the Indian Ocean just north of the Equator and is separated from the south-sast coast
of India by the Palk Strait which spans about 35 km. It is 435 km long and 222 km at its widest with an area of
85,610 sqguare kilometres. Sri Lanka is inhabited by a plural society comsisting of 65% Sinhalese, 18% Tamils (10%
of Sri Lankan origin and 8% of Indian origin!, 6% Moors and the rest being Malays and Burasians. %he country is
densely populated with 14.5 million people. The average density of population reaches the very high figure of over
200 per square kilometre and the variaticn in density for different administrative areas across the country may run

from 20 to about 1000 per square kilometre,

Nearly 60% of the population profess Buddhism, 15% profess Hinduism, 7% profess Christianity and 6% profess
Islam. There are two main indigenous languages; Sinhala and Tamil both of which are strongly Geveloped: one is of
Indo-Aryan origin and the other of Dravidian origin.

Sxi Lanka has its inception from the 6th Century B.C. as recorded in three Chronicles; the Dipavamsa, the
Mahavamsa, the Chulavamsa., These chronicles which were the works of scholar monks unfold the course of the nation's

history over a period of nearly twenty—five centuries under a lineage of monarchy. Such an unbroken continuity of
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historical record would be hard to find anywhere else in the world as observed by many a historian. Buddhism was
introduced into the countyy from its birth place India during the reign of Emperor Asoka in 269 B.C. after which the
country inherited a culture which is deeply rooted in the lives of the pesople wp to the present day. Hinduism which

is the other main religion of the country has many similarities with Buddhism.

In 1505, an accident caused by the vagaries of wind and weather brought the Portuguese to the country. As they
were attracted by the opportunities for proselytization and the prospects of a lucrative trade in spices the greater
part of the coastal belt fell under their sway. The place of the Portuguese was taken by the Dutch with the landing
of the Dutch EFast India Compayy in 1658. They were also able to occupy only three provinces; the Westewrn, the

Southern and the Northern during the long period of their stay.

The establishment of the British Bast India Company offered a challenge to the Dutch. The Governor of Madras
sent an expedition of British forces against the Dutch in 1795 and within three years they had to surrender the
provinces occupied by them. As a consequence of mounting internal dissension the country came totally under the

British in 1815 by a treaty with the chieftans after deposing the king who ruled the hill country, using mercenaries.

In 1931 on the recommendations of a Roval Commission direct colonial rule ended with the granting of self-rule
through adult suffrage. Sri Lanka regained independence in 1948 and in 1972 becawe a republic severing all ties
with the British. It has sustained parliamentary democracy changing governments succegsively with the electoral

approval of the people.

Bnd of Dizect Colonial Rule

The Donoughmore Commigsion of 1927 under the Chairmanship of the Barl of Doncughmore recommended a constitution that
nwould transfer to the elected representatives of the people complete control over the internal affairs of the ‘
Island subject only to provisions which will ensure that they are heiped by the advice of experienced officials and
to the exercise by the Governor of certain safe-guarding powers". As a result of this the Executive Council and the
Legisiative Council which existed at that time gave way to a State Council in 1931 possessing both legislative and

executive functions.

Education was one of the subjects within the purview of the State Council which at its very inception entrusted
it to the Executive Committee for Education. The Chairman of this Committee who was also the Minister of fducation
was Mr (later Dr) ¢.W.W. Kannangara, the architect of the New Exa of Bducation. He net only introduced the scheme
of Free Education, adopted national languages as media of instruction, established Central Schools in rural areas
but alsc rid the educational system of some of the burdenscome legacies and dead weod of the colonial regime. He
strove unceasingly te throw the doors of educational opportunity wide open to the boys and girls of Sri Lanka
whatever their social status, economic condition, race, caste or creed. He succeeded in doing so in spite of the

fierce oppesition from a large and influential section ever among his own ranks and the so-called National Press.

The first obstacle which the Executive Committee faced was the Bducation Ordinance No. 1 of 1920 where the
Board of Bducation enjoyed more powers. This position had to be altered in the light of the provisions of the New
Constitution which entrusted the respomsibility for education to the Executive Committee. No soonex than the
Executive Committee began functioning a draft Bill was prepared with all the significant words in its title having
been copied from the Education Ordinance of 1920 referred to earlier, in order to play a low key. The official

bureaucracy and the reactionary elements succeeded in delaying this antil 193%.

The Educational Ordinance No. 31 of 193¢ continues to remain even today as the Basic Educational Law
controlling and guiding education of the country. By this the Director of Education, subject to the general
direction and control of the Minister, functions as the Central Authority for Education. It was in a way "a charter
for the granting of equality of educational opportunity" which is stipulated in Section 28 of the Ordinance.

",.. no applicant shall be refused admission to any Assisted school or Government School on account of
the religion, nationality, race, caste, social status or language of such applicant or of either of his

parents."”

Tn 1941 the Executive Committee formed itself into a Special Committee by co-opting educationists with

Kannangara piloting it and produced a report in 1943 which initiated a period of major egalitarian reforms.

The Central Schools

B category of schools called 'Central Schools® which was destined to play & key role in the educational history of
the isiand was designed in 124C. KXannangara's plan was to establish a central school in each electorate, in the
centre of a group of scheols which will serve as feeder schools. He had opposition to his program, amidst others

£rom the Financial Secretary, to whom he replied:



"For the sake of the poor children in these distant and far off places, whose parents cannot afford to
send them to places like ...., let us establish these schools. These children also must have a chance

in life; ... let us try to help them ... *

The Director of Education in his Annual Report said this of the Central Schools:
"The mission of the Central Schools was to bring within easy reach of poor pupils and at no cost the
kind of good secondary academic education that had hitherto been available in a few good urban schools

to fee~paying students.”

The plan of establishing Central Schools materialized as follows: 3 in 1941, 9 in 1943, 12 in 1944, 14 in
1945, 314 in 1946 and 4 in 1247, making a total of 54. 1In many of these there were facilities for providing free
board and lodging to needy students. Some of the students were given an allowance for their books and stationsry,

In 1943, the Director of Education in his Annual Report adds:

" ... How far this measure was welcomed and appreciated by the public was seen when the residents of
several localities came forward with generous offers of land, meney and material to put up buildings

required for dormitories... "

Recently, hundreds of schools in the rural areas were up-graded to the status of Central Schools providing better

facilities and qualified staff.

Change of Medium of Instruction

Even after one hundred and fifty years of British rule with all the social and economiec pressures, the 1946 census
revealed that only six per cent of the population was literate in English. It is needless to say that possibly not
more than half this percentage has acquired a reasonable mastery over the language, perhaps only by those who attended
'good' urban schools from 'affluent' homes. Education in the English medium was therefore a formidable cbstacle to

a large majority of rural children. f%he change of the medium of instruction to the mother tongue in secondary
schools in the fifties and in the universities in the sixties completed the process of democratization of education
begun in 1945. This change was in a way a culmination of a series of agitations which initiated by the turn of the

century.

The Ceylon Social Reform Scciety which was founded in 1205 with Dr Ananda Coomaraswamy as its president created
public opinion for the use of naticnal languages in education and made representations tc the government. RAs a
result of it an ordinance proclaimed in 1907 professed for meking provision for education in the national languages.
On February 25, 1226 A. Canagaratnam presented the following motion in the Legislative Council:

"aAs the educational policy of maintaining two sets of schools for the people of the Isalnd, English and
Vernacular tas resulted in the following:
1. Vernacular schools beinyg reduced fo the level of teaching pupils to read and write.
2. Vernacular languages have no chance of developing as vehicles of moderxn thinking in spite of these
being cultural languages.
3. People are deprived of originality of thought and of cultuxe in their own language.
4. Training in English Schools was alien to the children:
this Council recommends that policy be adopted of having one set of public schools."
As a consequence, Macrae Commission which was appointed in 1927 had this matter as one of its terms of reference but

thera was no desirabie outcome.

In 1945, B.H. Aluviharxe in seconding S. Vythilingam's motion on Estate Schools which was tabled in the State
Council expressed the view that Sinhala be taught in these schools so that these boys can take the fullest part in
the life of the community. <Canagaratnam was far ahead in his thinking and he had the foresight to advocate the

teaching of Sinhala in Tamil schools and Tamil in Sinhala schools.

The proliferation of national languages in schools gathered momentum as a sequel to the recommendations of the
Special Committee on Education referred to earlier. The following extract of the Annual Report of the Director of
Education bears witness to it.

' "In 1945, Sinhala and Tamil wexe given an important place in the syllabus of all Ceylon examinations,
and Sinhala and Tamil will be made compulsory for tha §.8.¢. Examination in and after 1946."

As stated in the White Paper issued in 1949 the national languages were progressively introduced in the
secondary school and in 19853} the Minister of Education issued a directive to this effect. PFurther, in 1953, a
committee was appointed "to examine the working of the national languages as media of instruction with particulax
reference to the subjects of science and mathematics". ©On a recommendation of this Committee the Educational

Pubiications Board was set up to approve books written in the national languages.

The Higher Education Commission of 1956 recommended that the national languages should be used in the pre-HSC

classes in 1958 and thereafter. Arts courses in the universities began to be conducted in the national languages



from 1960. This was facilitated with the granting of university status in 1952 to the two monastic institutions
vVidyodaya and Vidyalankara which were established in 1873 and 1876 respectively. AL present all courses in the

universities except medicine and engineering are conducted in the national languages.

The nationalisation of denominational schools

The denominational schools were long assailed as pockets of privilege and their nationalisation was a further step
towards the equalisation of opportunities of hitherto disadvantaged religicus and social groups. It alsc cleared

the ground for rationalisation of the school systenm.

Kannangara was fully aware that a greater degree of eguality of opportunity could not be provided unless all
the schools were taken under state management and re-organized according to the needs of various regions. It was
pointed out that in Nawalapitiva which is a emall town thexe were four English schools managed by the Roman
catholic Chuzch, the Church of England, the Hindus and the Budéhists and in Wadduwa, & amalier town there were
seven agsisted schools in addition to a government school within a radius of one and a half miles. Under a Scheme
of $free Education such irrational diseconomies were untenable. Although Kannangara tried his besst to push through
a Bill for state takeover of all denominational schools with the ardent support of loyalists to its cause the

legislature wavered in 1245 and again in 1947.

In 1947 when the Bill was going to be shelved Dr E.W, Adikaram, Dr G.P. Malalasekura and Mr A. Mivanapalana
formed themselves along with others into a "Central Free Education Defence Committee” and carried on an island-wide
campaign. This created a public opinien which was difficult for the politicians to ignore. In 1949 Sinhala
Mahajana Sabha, a constituent group of the ruling party moved a resclution at its Annval Sessions calling for
nationalisation of education. There was a clamour from other quarters as well. The Buddhist Commitiee of Inquiry
which was constituted in 1954 recommended strongly that the denominational scheols be taken over. This was
reiterated again by the Education Front which states in a manifesto issued in 1957;

"The question whether schools which receive assistance from the government should now be taken over and
run as state schools is a national one which must be answered objectively without imposing religion into
it. Tt is almost an axiom that education is the responsibility of the state and that it has no right to
shirk its responsibility and delegate its duty to private bedies and individuals ... "

At the Parliamentary Elections held in July 1960 the party that came into power pledged to establish a unified
system of schools under direct state contrel. By this time the Sinhala newspapers played a key role in bringing
about a confrontation between opposing groups. The case for taking over was expounded by Buddhist monks, leading
educationists and long standing parliamentarians and public opinion was strongly in favour of it. Pltimately it

was achieved on the basis of legislation epacted in 1960 and 1961.

The Assisted Schools and Training Colleges (Special Provisions) Act No. 5 of 1960 was aimed at the unification
of the management of the state-finaneial school system. The Director of pducation replaced all managers of schocls
in the country without interfering with the property rights of the owners of the plant and facilities of the schools,
But the opposition from certain quarters which sought to cbstruct the pirector of Bducation in the exercise of his
power, precipitated in the Assisted Schools and Training Colleges (Supplementary Provisions) Bct No. 8 of 198l.
Under this law the Minister of Education was empowered to vest in the State the properties used by private
managements to maintain and conduct their schools. With each vesting order the school became a fully fledged
government school. The schools which were left out of this system were:

i The unaided private schools which did not join the Scheme of Free Education up to 1951 and thus have remained
unaided and fee levying which is 48 in numbex.
2 The unaided private schoois which joined the Scheme of Free Education and opted to remain private continuing

to give free education to their pupils which is 37 in number.

Reorganization of schools

The unification of the education system paved way £or a major re-organization of schools. The main objective of
this reform was to redistribute resources optimally. Schools situated clese to each other or in a geographically
jdentifiable area such as Urban Council limits or Village Headman's Division were to be reorganized according to
specified ways for the purpose of improving the efficiency of the school systen and of eliminating wastage of both

money and effort.

The first consideration was whether the proposed reorganization results in the utilization of the existing
educational facilities such as laboratories, libraries, qualified staff to the best advantage of the pupils of the
area. The other points taken into consideration were as follows:

i The ages of the children iavolved in the re-organization and the existing transport facilities.

ii  The classroom accommodation, playground and other facilities available in the schools .
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iii Staff involved.
iv  The location of each type of school (whether centrally situated).
v The status of each school and the examination results of each.

wi The educational needs of the area,

Apart from the abovementioned considexations the policy of the re~organization was of significance as the
propesals for it were to emanate from the ‘grass-roots level'., The field officer who wag responsikble for the direct

supervision of 30-60 schools in an area had to obtain local copinion and views and process them.
School Clusters

The White Paper of 198l has proposed a more systematic re-organization of the school system. It has taken inte
account the deployment of limited resources available to the State and the maintenance of equitable standards in
the provisicn of education in all parts of the Island. It is expected to prevent schools functioning as individual
units competing for the resources and perpetuating a system which increases the resource imbalance between the few
larger scheools and the many small and poor schools.

"In general, schools within a defined geographical area will be grouped into a cluster foxr the purpose
of better organization, management and deveiopment. This will enable a more efficient utilization of
resources of hoth the State and the Community. Each cluster will function as an administrative entity
to meet the educational needs of the entire area it serves ..." (B, 9)
Nearly 50 school clusters representative of a variety of conditions and situations are chosen for the pilot
stage during which operational details are worked out in location. In the light of the experience gained detailed

guidelines will be worked out for extending the scheme according to a phased program.

Curriculum Development

Until iate 1950s curxiculum development in Sri Lanka depended mainly upon the contributions of gifted teachers and
other educators working in isolation or in small groups. B»About this time the Ministry of Education recognized the
need for placing this activity on a more organized footing in order to maintain eguitable standards in instructional
procedure throughout the Island. The problems of rapidly increasing student population and the shortage of well-

trained teachers were the maijor considerations in this exercise.

The initial step was setting up of a Science/Maths Unit charged with a program of science and mathematics
curxicula reform and revision consisting of major reforms in physics, chemistry and biology at &.C.E.O~level and
science and mathematies at the middle school. level. Taking account of the number of teachers with limited profess-
ional background it was thought necessary to prepare detailed classroom materials and mount an extensive in-service
education program. Detailed syllabi of instructions and schemes of work were prepared and made available to the
teachers. fTeaching cutvomes together with suggestions for achieving them were indicated in these course guides.
This did not necessarily imply a shelwving of teachers' freedom and initiative. Interested teachers had the

privilege of making variations.

In ‘Preliminary Survey of Education in Ceylon' carried out by the World Bank in 1966 reference has been made
- to the curriculum development program as follows:
Y... it is most encouraging to note the imagination, administrative ability and vigour with which a
remedial program has been prepared and is being implemented ..., *

The curriculum development program was extended to other subjects as well and a National Curriculum bevelopment
Centre was set up in 1968. It now functions as a separate distinct unit which works in liaison with the Regional
Departments, Educational Publications Department, Examination Department, Teachers Colleges and the Universities.

It is charged with curriculuwn design and renewal, in-service education of teachers, preparation of text books and

other reading material, evaluation and educational research. It is also a linking centre recognized by the ACEID.

The White Paper of 198l has proposed the establishment of regional curriculum development centres in order to
provide for district variations and participation at local level of teacher educators, district education officials

anéd practising teachers.
Text Books

In 1964 the Ministry of Bducation adopted a new policy in the matter of printing school text books and providing
them to pupils at nominal prices. This program had the blessings of the Minister of Pinance, Dx N.M. Perera who
was greatly concerned about the prices of books produced by the private sector and the great burden they imposed
on the parents. This led to the establishment with 2 Commissioner in charge of it assisted by a staff of text bock
writers and translators. The translation of standard works in English into the national languages and the writing

of new bocks in accordance with revised curricula are accomplished by this department since then. The books so
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produced are printed by the Department of Government Printing and the State Printing Corporation.

During the deliberations of the Special Committee Proposals in 1945, Hon. J.R. Jayawardane, the present
President of Sri Lanka, moved an amendment that the State should supply free books and clothes in‘order to make
attendance in school compulsory. This was accepted but never carried out. In 1977 after his overwhelming victoxy
at the poils one of his first tasks was to set up a machinery to provide free books to school children. A new
project ministry called the Ministry of Educational Services was established and at the beginning of every year
books necessary for all the children are distributed through the heads of schools. Although initially this
entailed considerable expenditure it has been found possible to collect the books vack from the children in good
state and redistribute to others. This action is of great value as according to recent studies conducted in Afiica
and Latin Awmerica it has been found thgt one of the factors accountable fo? low student achievement iz the non-
availability of text books. (Alexander, Kari and Simmons, John: The Determinants of School Achievement in

Developing Countries: The Educational Production Function - IBRD Working Paper No. 210, March 1975).

a survey conducted in a semi-urban area in Sri Lanka showed that less than 10 per cent of the students
possessed the minimum required text books in spite of the fact they were priced low with a subsidy from the

government.

public Concern for Education

The people although not affluent are suppoxting the educational endeavour of the central government. The provision
of land and buildings by both the rural and urban people of the country in supﬁort of their children's education is
a conspicuous activity. According to a recent survey conducted by the Ministry it was found that about 10 per cent
of the total comstruction costs of school buildings is borne by parents and.others. These are not large donations
of the wealthy for the glory of their names but smail contributions of sundry for a worthy cause. The involvement
of people is achieved through a network of parent-teacher associations which have been in existence from the forties.

"They genercusly assisted with gifts of land and buildings and of furniture where the needs were urgent."”
mnnual Report, Director of Education, 1945,

“py 1947 almost all government schools had PTAR and the grant of free education in 1945 tended to awaken
the public spirit of parents and others.” Annual Report, Director of Education, 1947,
the base of the Parent-Teacher Associations have now been broadened where every school is reguired to
reconstitute associations as 'Development Councils® by the inclusion of past pupils and others ensuring a greater
gegree of public participation in the development of the schools than hitherto. A 'Parents' Charter' has been

drawn up with a view to remind parents of their rights and obligations towards the education of their children.

A few government departments toc have shared the cost of providing school buildings. Of these the Rural
pevelopment Department is pre~eminent. During the period 1948-1960 it has provided nearly 2500 school buildings.
of equal significance is the contribution made by the Land Development Department. when settlement schemes are
initizted in scarcely populated areas of the country each settlement is provided with a school. The Mahaveli
Development Authority is at present carrying out a vast program of opening up schools in the newly developed areas.
The Kandyan Peasantry Commission which is concerned with the backlog of development work particulariy in the rural
areas had utilized its funds for the construction of school buildings. 'This aspect has beén taken care of by the

Urban Development Authority as well.

The rapresentatives of the people in the National State asgembly are also invelved to a great extent in
decisions regarding the development of education in their electorates. This move too is paying good dividends in

an effort to even out the distribution and promotion of educational facilities throughout the island.

Literacy Rates

Yeay Maie Female
188l 24.% 2.5
issl 29.9 4.4
lacl 34.7 6.9
1911 47.2 : 12.9
g2 56.3 21.2°
1931 62.0 30.2
1948 70.1 43.8
1953 75.9 53.6
1963 79.4 68.8

Source: Sumathipala, K.H.M., 1968.
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School Indicators by Region - 1970

Reygion Number of schools Number of teachers Pupil-teacher ratio

Coloibo 487 12,763 28.5

Gampaha 633 10,168 26.1

Kalutara 476 5,853 27.6

Kandy 636 8,373 3.0

Matale 228 2,148 32.2

Muwara-Eliya 243 2,906 36.0

Galle 576 6,286 27.%

Matara 415 4,824 29.9

Tangaile 261 2,147 34.2

Jaffna 577 6,001 30.0

Mannaxy 105 538 3.5

Vavuniya 176 688 29.0

Batticaloa 228 1,024 30.7

Trincomalee 145 1,598 33.2

Amparai 84 541 35.7

Kalmunai 136 1,170 28.8

Kurunegala 702 3,982 29.8

Chilaw 482 6,975 29.1

anuradhapura 513 2,811 29.5

Polonnaruwa 123 808 35.1

Bandarawela 274 9209 29.1

Moneragala 1558 1,627 35.8

Keqgalle 602 5,530 26.7

Ratnapura 491 3,915 30.5

Total 8,748 94,583 29.3

Source: Medium Term Plan, Ministry of Bducation.

Proportion of Children in School to the Yotal Population

Province Region 1879 1898 1930 1946 1965 1971

Western Colombo, Gampaha, 1:21 1:10 1.7 1:16.6 1:4.7 1:4.3
Kalutara :

Southern Galle, Matara, 1:68 1:12 L:8 1:16.4 1:4.1 1:4.2
Tangalle

Central Kandy, Matale, 1:116 1:27 110 1:8.4 1315.2 l:4.6
Nuwara-Eliya

North~Western Kurunegala, 1:72 1:26 1110 17,1 i:4.86 1:14.3
Chilaw

North~Central Anuradhapura, 1:281 1:32 1313 1:8.8 1:4.3 1:4.6
Polonnaruwa

Worthern Jaffna, Mannar, 1:14 1:10 116 1:5.3 1:4.3 i:4.3
Vavuniya

Eastern Batticaloa, 1:20 1:15 1:10 1:8.5 1:5.1 1:5.3
Trincomalee,
Amparal, Kalmunai

Uva Bandarawela, - 1:53 1:20 1:8.4 1:6.2 1:4.9
Moneragala

Sabaragamuwa Kegalle, ~ 1333 1:13 1:7.6 1:4.% 1:4.6
Ratnapura

Source: Statistics Unit, Ministry of Education.






