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Principles and general objectives of education 
The Constitution of Sri Lanka, in its chapter on directive principles of State policy and 
fundamental duties, recognizes to all persons the right to universal and equal access to 
education at all levels. 

The traditional objectives of educational policy in Sri Lanka can be 
summarized as follows: 

•        develop and understand the cultural and religious heritage and the democratic 
traditions of the country, as well as an appreciation of the contributions made 
by the different ethnic groups to the national culture; 

•        develop a basic understanding of the environment and skills relevant to the 
needs of life and society; 

•        cultivate an appreciation of the arts, literature and science, and develop 
attitudes conducive to harmonious relations among the different ethnic groups; 

•        promote moral, spiritual and physical development and inculcate a sense of 
commitment to national development; 

•        develop and promote a system for the acquisition of technical knowledge and 
vocational skills to meet the manpower needs of the country; 

•        promote lifelong education and knowledge renewal through programmes of 
formal and non-formal education; 

•        promote the democratization of education. 

Current educational priorities and concerns 
The origin of the education system in Sri Lanka can be traced back to the introduction 
of Buddhism in the third century B.C. The centres of learning were located within the 
premises of Buddhist temples. For centuries the concept of equality in education 
remained deep-seated in the country’s value system and was nourished by the religion 
of the majority. 

The present system is an outcome of an evolutionary process shaped by socio-
economic and political factors and popular aspirations. Today Sri Lanka consists of a 
multireligious, multiethnic and multicultural society, where the majority is Sinhalese 
(74%). 
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Some of the more significant milestones in the democratization of the 
education process are: the introduction of the Free Education Scheme in 1943; the 
adoption of the mother tongue as the medium of instruction in all schools 
commencing with Grade I in 1945; the accelerated expansion of school and 
educational facilities in the1950s and 1960s; and the take-over of assisted schools by 
the State in the early 1960s. 

The magnitude of the expansion of the school system since independence 
(1948) was enormous. The pupil population increased from 0.9 million to 4.17 
million, the number of teachers and principals in all schools rose from 26,767 to 
189,543, and the number of schools climbed from 5,792 to 10,191. It is noteworthy to 
understand that this expansion occurred at the time when a diminishing proportion of 
Gross National Product (GNP) was allocated to education. Education accounted for 
nearly 5% of GNP in the 1960s and over the years dropped to a value of less than 4% 
by 1993. 

A rapid expansion without a proportionate increase in resources led to a 
multiplicity of problems in providing equal educational opportunities. On the other 
hand, the slow growth rate and failure in the expansion of the economy resulted in a 
large number of educated youth remaining unemployed. 

The Education Reforms Committee (ERC) was appointed in 1977. The ECR 
Report (1982) recommended certain reforms in the structure and content of the 
education system. The White Paper proposals for education reforms of 1981 provided 
a basic framework for action. The proposals were submitted to public debate. Some of 
them were implemented, some tried out and abandoned, and some others remained for 
future implementation. 

The major changes introduced in the 1980s were: the implementation of a 
school cluster system; the decentralization of the education administration system; the 
strengthening of higher education; the introduction of school-level planning and a 
continuous assessment system in schools. 

The educational reforms of 1997 have been based on the recommendations 
made by the National Education Commission, established by a Parliamentary Act in 
1991. The main characteristics of these reforms could be summarized as follows: 

•        promoting equal opportunities for primary pupils and improving the quality of 
education: 

•        implementing a new General Certificate of Education, Advanced-level 
examination (GCE A-level); 

•        streamlining the organization and functions of the Ministry and re-organizing 
the schools’ structure; 

•        introducing school-based assessment at all stages and improving teacher 
education; 

•        strengthening English language teaching.
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The difficulty of ensuring provision of schooling under stable conditions in the 
Northern and Eastern provinces which are affected by unsettled conditions has 
hampered the efforts to improve education in all parts of the country. Significant 
numbers of the population in these provinces are living as refugees in other provinces 
utilizing available schooling facilities. The schooling in areas immediately adjacent to 
these provinces is also adversely affected because of continuing threats of 
displacement and the lack of teachers. 

A comprehensive education reform is implemented from 1998. Under this 
reform, a competence-based curriculum was designed, piloted in a sample of schools 
and implemented island-wide in 1999. This revision focuses its attention on providing 
learner-centred activities rather than book learning and desk work (MEHE, 1999). The 
phase of curricular reforms encompassing primary and secondary education was 
concluded in 2003. 

The education reforms were proposed with two primary goals in mind. They 
were intended to: (i) provide a system of education that would equip students with the 
necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes, to empower them and make them 
employable and productive citizens of Sri Lanka; and (ii) create a generation of young 
people with correct values, compassion and care towards fellow citizens and who will 
be able to live with tolerance towards one another. 

In the light of World Declaration on Education (2000), the National Education 
Commission put forward nine national educational goals targeting a learning society 
in the future. The nine goals are: 

•        Achievement of national cohesion, national integrity, and national amity. 

•        The establishment of pervasive patterns of social justice. 

•        The evolution of a sustainable pattern of living.     

•        The preparation for work opportunities that are dignified satisfying and self-
fulfilling. 

•        The institution of a variety of possibilities for all to participate in Human 
Resources Development. 

•        The generation of a continuous sense of deep and abiding concern for are 
another. 

•        Learning to learn and adapt to changing situations. 

•        The capacity to cope with the complex and the unforeseen. 

•        The development of competencies, which will help secure honorable place in 
the international community. 
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Among other things introduced with the education reforms a separate branch 
for EFA activities was established in the Ministry of Education. In May 2001, this 
special branch started its work involving EFA planning, monitoring and researches. 
Since then, it has been functioning as EFA coordinating body of the country and a 
number of programmes have been implemented. 

Although access to the primary stage is creditable, at the secondary level 
participation rates have to be improved. Getting the last 10% of children in the 
compulsory span of schooling to the school system is a challenging task. Positive 
intervention programmes need to be adopted to achieve the goal of universal basic 
education. Secondly, the learning achievement levels of pupils need further 
improvement. Studies that have been carried out as well as analysis of examination 
results show that the standards in learning achievement are inadequate. A strategy for 
enhancing learning achievement needs better teachers motivating the marginalized 
groups of children, better-equipped classrooms using modern technology, supportive 
supervision programmes and greater rapport with the community and the parents. 
Thirdly equally important as learning achievement is the need to develop general 
competencies, which would stand in good stead when these children go out to the 
wider society to be productive citizens. Similarly inculcation of values and the 
concept of learning to live together are of high priority in the context of the prevailing 
violence in society. 

This requires greater resources and during the last two decades as the country 
had to spend on defense to contain Northern conflict the resource allocation for 
education has been dwindling. Although in recent years a peace agreement has been 
in force, the government still has to maintain the defense structure and also invests 
considerably on the reconstruction of war-damaged areas. The need for further 
funding is a major constraint for provision of quality inputs. 

Laws and other basic regulations concerning education 
The existing legislative framework comprises the Education Ordinance of 1939, the 
subsequent amendments to that ordinance and a number of acts enacted to set up 
various supportive bodies. 

The main objective of enforcement of the Regulation on Compulsory 
Education (1997), which came into force in 1998, is to ensure that all children in the 
age group 5-14 years attend school. Special committees have been set up to motivate 
parents to send their children to schools, and some conditions related to entry 
requirements have been relaxed. A mass campaign using media is being carried out to 
ensure the provision of compulsory education. The regulation also indicates an 
intention of providing at least nine years of compulsory schooling. This intention is 
also reflected in the proposal under the education reforms to have a two-tier school 
structure with a nine-year elementary school and a four-year senior school (MEHE, 
1999). 

An important constitutional amendment that led to far reaching effects on the 
management of the education system has been the 13th Amendment to the 
Constitution, which created the Provincial Council System. Under this piece of 
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legislation most of the functions performed by the Central Government have been 
devolved to the Provincial Authorities. 

Administration and management of the education system 
The Ministry of Human Resources Development, Education and Cultural Affairs 
(MHRDECA, now the Ministry of Education) is responsible for general education, 
pirivena education (see below), and teacher education nationwide. In addition to the 
Divisions in charge of the different programmes, there are the following major 
statutory institutions under the MHRDECA: the Department of Examinations and 
National Testing Service; the Department of Educational Publications; the National 
Institute of Education; and the National Library Services Board. 

Education is a shared function between the centre and the provinces. The 
Ministry of Education is responsible for national policies and plans, the management 
of national schools (which are 323 in number), teacher education, higher education, as 
well as the maintenance of standards in all schools including quality assurance. There 
are eight Provincial Councils coterminous with the provinces except the North 
Eastern Provincial Council which is formed by temporarily merging the Northern 
province and the Eastern province. There is a provincial Ministry of Education in each 
province under a Provincial Minister assisted by a Provincial Secretary of Education. 
The pre-schools and schools are managed by the provincial Departments of Education 
under a Provincial Director of Education. For purposes of administration, the 
provinces are divided into a number of Educational Zones headed by a Zonal 
Director of Education. The administrative functions and supervision of schools are 
mainly handled by the Zonal Education Office. Each Zone has approximately 100 to 
150 schools. The Zones are further sub-divided into Divisions and the Divisional 
Officer in charge of a division functions as a field officer to assist the Zonal Director. 
(MOE, 2001).

All public examinations are conducted by the Department of Examinations. 
Although it covers more than 400 different examinations each year, the Department's 
heaviest commitment is in the area of the following examinations: Grade V 
Scholarship at the end of primary education, General Certificate of Education 
Ordinary-level and GCE Advanced-level. 

The Department of Educational Publications is responsible for preparing, 
editing, publishing and distributing of school textbooks. All textbooks for Years I-XI 
are provided free of charge to pupils, including those who attend private schools and 
pirivenas (see below). 

The National Institute of Education, which functions under the MHRDECA, 
is responsible for implementation of activities mainly in the field of teacher training, 
educational management, curriculum development and educational research. The 
Institute carries out the above activities according to the policy decisions and changes 
undertaken by the government from time to time. 

The Government appointed the National Education Commission (NEC) in 
1991 as an advisory body in matters of reform and innovation, co-ordination and 
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rationalization of educational policies. The NEC played a key role in policy-making at 
the national level. The National Human Resources Development Council 
(NHRDC) commenced functioning as a corporate body with effect from 1 January 
1999. This was made possible through the provisions of the National Human 
Resources Development Council of Sri Lanka Act No. 18 of 1997. Up to then, it 
functioned as an administrative arrangement, by Cabinet decision, first, under the 
Ministry of Youth Affairs from 1987, and subsequently, under the Ministry of Science 
and Technology. 

The mission of the Ministry of Tertiary Education and Training with non-
Cabinet rank status (now the Ministry of Skills Development, Vocational and 
Technical Education) is to formulate and implement policies, strategies and plans in 
collaboration with all stakeholders in education and training including the employees 
in order to maintain an efficient tertiary education and training system which meets 
the challenging needs of the industry. Main statutory institutions under the Ministry 
include: the Tertiary and Vocational Education Commission; the Vocational 
Training Authority; the National Institute of Technical Education; the National 
Apprenticeship and Industrial Training Authority; the University Grants 
Commission; and the Open University of Sri Lanka. 

Established in 1979, the University Grants Commission (UGC) is the apex 
body of the university system in Sri Lanka which operates within the framework of 
the Universities Act No. 16 of 1978. The functions of the UGC are to: allocate funds 
to the   universities and university institutes; serve as central admission agency for 
undergraduate studies in universities; plan, co-ordinate and monitor the activities of 
the university system with a view to maintaining standards; and implement the 
national policies in respect of university education. The UGC funds higher education, 
research and related activities at twenty-six institutions including: thirteen 
universities, six post-graduate institutes, and seven higher education institutes. 

Policy implementation is increasingly becoming a provincial function with the 
establishment of the Provincial Councils of Education, in accordance with the 
Constitution adopted in 1978 and amended on 14 November 1987. Zonal Offices 
provide support services at the local level. 

A Presidential Task Force on Education was set up in 1997 to make further 
and more detailed recommendations regarding educational reforms. The Provincial 
Councils of Education have the authority to decide implementation strategies within 
their areas of jurisdiction and control the schools and teacher deployment in the 
schools except in the case of national schools, which come directly under the 
MHRDECA (MEHE, 1999). 

Schools in Sri Lanka are classified in different categories as shown below: 

• Type 1AB: Schools with classes up to GCE (A-level) in all streams including 
science 

• Type 1C: Schools with classes up to GCE (A-level) in arts and commerce 
streams 

• Type II: Schools with classes from grade 1 to 11, i.e. GCE (O-level) 
• Type III: Primary schools, grades 1 to 5 
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The total number of schools managed by the government in 2003 was 9,790, 
out of which 323 were national schools under the Central Ministry and 9,467 schools 
were managed by the provinces. 

Distribution schools, teachers and pupils (2003)

No. of schools Province 
1AB 1C II III Total 

No. of 
teachers 

No. of 
pupils 

Western 148 251 688 293 1380 37063 863207 
Central 73 287 527 592 1479 26735 530136 
Southern 90 232 558 254 1134 25990 519915 
North Eastern 117 258 628 824 1827 25408 623769 
North Western 67 253 646 270 1236 24062 470304 
North Central 28 133 352 266 1236 12489 262053 
Uva 38 150 373 270 831 14335 290442 
Sabaragamuwa 45 189 495 395 1124 18954 381859 
Total 606 1,753 4,267 3,164 10,247 185,036 3,941,685 

Source: School Census, 2003.  

The history of pirivena education goes back to the third century B.C., when 
Buddhism was first officially introduced. Pirivena is the institution which delivered 
the formal education from primary level to higher education, now classified as: mulika 
pirivena (Grades I-VI), maha pirivena (Grades VI-XI) and pirivena vidyayathanaya 
(from Grade X to higher education). Teacher salaries are paid by the government and 
these institutes are under the supervision of the MHRDECA. 

Structure and organization of the education system 
Sri Lanka: structure of the education system

 
Source: Ministry of Education. 
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Pre-school education 

Pre-primary education is only offered by private individuals and institutions, local 
government authorities and non-governmental organizations. Pre-primary schools 
generally cater to children aged 3-5. It is estimated that about 90% of children attend 
pre-school, although on a non-systematic basis (i.e. for periods ranging from few 
months to one or two years). 

Primary education 

Admission to the primary cycle is at age 5+. Pupils have to follow a five-year 
programme to complete the primary cycle. Primary education is divided into three key 
stages: Grades I and II, Grades III and IV, and Grade V. Compulsory education 
regulations were enacted by Parliament in 1997 and came into force in 1998. These 
regulations also indicate an intention of providing at least nine years of compulsory 
schooling. 

Secondary education 

Secondary education consists of two three-year cycles: junior secondary (Forms VI-
VIII) and senior secondary (Forms IX-XI). After completing the secondary cycle, 
students sit the GCE O-level examination. According to the educational reforms 
implemented from 1998/99, the junior secondary cycle lasts four years (Forms VI-
IX). 

The last stage in the formal education system is the collegiate level, which 
comprises two years of schooling (Forms XII and XIII) leading to the GCE A-level 
examination. Students  performance in this examination is the basis for selection and 
admission to universities and other higher education institutes, which offer a wide 
range of degree-level courses. 

At the university level, courses leading to a certificate and a diploma last one 
to two years. Bachelor's degree programmes usually require three years of study (four 
years in the case of the Special Degree; five years in the case of medicine). Master's 
degree programmes take two years to complete. Doctoral degree programmes 
normally last two to three years. At higher education institutes first-degree courses 
usually last three to four years. 

The school year lasts from January to December, is divided in three terms, and 
consists of a minimum of 190 school days. 

The financing of education T

Free education was introduced in 1945, and in 1961 the assisted schools were taken 
over by the government. Since then, the total cost of education has been borne almost 
wholly by the State. 

According to national estimates, expenditure on education represented 2.8% of 
GDP in 1993. In 1994, the current expenditure on education amounted to Sri Lanka 
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rupees (SLR) 1,344 million, equivalent to 11.7% of the total public current 
expenditure. In the same year, public expenditure on education represented 8.84% of 
the public expenditure. In 2001, expenditure on education as percentage of GNP 
amounted to 3.06% and was equivalent to 10.2% of government expenditure. 

The current expenditure by level of education in 1993 is shown below: 

Level Percentage 

Primary education (Grades I-V) 33.12% 

Secondary education (Forms VI-XI) 48.24% 

Collegiate education (Forms XII-XIII) 8.64% 

Other expenditure 10.00% 

The current expenditure on education per pupil by level of education in 1993 was as 
follows: 

 Primary  SLR2,116 

 Secondary  SLR3,058 

 Collegiate  SLR5,659 

In addition to the cost borne by the State, school authorities have been given 
permission to collect school fees from the students, which represent a very nominal 
amount. The heads of schools are permitted to use these funds for  improving library 
facilities, sports facilities and approved events. Most of the schools have their own 
Old Pupils  Associations which are very helpful, especially in infrastructure 
development. Although statistics are not available, the total amount of these funds is 
not negligible. 

The educational process T

Pre-primary education 

The government does not maintain an organized system of pre-primary education in 
the country. Pre-school institutions, which are generally located in urban areas, are 
run by local bodies, non-government agencies and individuals. It is the policy of the 
government to assist provincial authorities in setting up pre-school centres and 
institutions. 

The initiation of the child into formal education should be through a process 
which recognizes the influence exerted by pre-school experiences on cognitive 
development and acquisition of values and attitudes. Recognition of the critical 
importance of pre-school education has led the National Institute of Education to set 
up a Centre for Child Development and Research. The Centre has prepared a pre-
school curriculum and trained master-teachers in the Western Province. 
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The main objective of pre-primary education is to develop early childhood 
learning activities, such as writing, reading and drawing abilities, and basic concepts 
of mathematics. Usually children attend pre-school centres three hours per day. 

Experts of the National Committee on early childhood care and development 
(ECCD) are formulating the minimum requirements for the registration of pre-schools 
island-wide. A national basic curriculum for pre-schools is also being formulated. Pre-
schools are to be renamed as ECCD Centres. The manual for trainers of pre-school 
teachers for guidance on use of the national basic curriculum is in progress. The 
Children’s Secretariat has initiated a programme to train national trainers, teachers 
and care givers on ECCD. 

In 1994, the gross enrolment at the pre-school level was 43% and increased to 
63% in 1999. The highest participation relates to the 4-5-year-olds. The districts 
where participation is highest are Colombo and Hambantota, while the lowest 
participation is in the Nuwera Eliya district. In 1994, 43% of children between the 
ages of 3 and 5 years were enrolled in pre-schools. By 1999, the net enrolment rate 
has risen to 63% according to a survey carried out in six provinces (MEHE, 1999). 
According to the Child Secretariat Office, at the end of 2000 there were 7,725 
preschools with 11,366 teachers and 204,695 children enrolled. 

It is estimated (2004) that about 62% of children in the age group 3–4 attend 
some form of pre-school centre, although on a non-systematic basis (i.e. for periods 
ranging from few months to one or two years). The districts where participation is 
highest are Colombo and Hambantota, while the lowest participation is in the Nuwera 
Eliya district. About a third of pre-school do not have basic materials. 

The Ministry of Social Service and other relevant Ministries are jointly 
revising the National Policy on Early Childhood Care and Education. The envisaged 
objectives of Early Childhood Care and Development Centers—which included 
home-based programmes, daycare centres and ECCE programmes (children aged 3–5 
years)—are: 

•        Provision of an environment, which is favorable, fruitful and safe for 
obtaining sensory experiences. 

•        Provision of opportunities to develop a good, courteous behavioral pattern 
through day-to-day activities. 

•        Guidance to get used to good health habits 

•        Provision of a favorable environment for development of good habits. 

•        Provision of opportunities for physical development and skills development 

•        Development of intellectual and creative abilities 

•        Development of skills to attend to routine work and to complete them. 
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•        Guidance to love, to appreciate, evaluate and to safeguard the environment 

•        Provision of abilities to face challenging situations 

•        Build up a favorable atmosphere for getting used to work with cohabitation. 

•        Make arrangements to the child to live a happy a joyous life. 

Primary education 

The objective of primary education is to provide an equal compulsory free education 
to all children in the country. The curriculum of the primary cycle is largely 
integrated. 

Sinhala and Tamil are official languages and English is the link language. The 
medium of instruction in school is generally Sinhala or Tamil. English is taught 
starting from Grade III. Preliminary steps have already been taken to teach Tamil to 
Sinhala pupils and vice-versa. Instructional sequences in the different years are being 
organized to help the pupils acquire an increasing knowledge of the respective 
languages. 

The weekly lesson timetable for primary education is shown in the table 
below: 
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As mentioned, a new curriculum has been designed focusing on five major 
competency categories, namely: communication; the environment; ethics and religion; 
play and leisure; learning to learn. 

In 1998, the pupil-teacher ratio for all schools was 24:1, and at the primary 
level it was 32:1 (MEHE, 1999). 

In Sri Lanka, a repeater is considered as a pupil retained in the same class for 
another year for not being able to reach a level of achievement to justify progression 
to the next grade. This decision is taken by the head of the school on the 
recommendation made by the teacher in charge of a particular class. As there are no 
national norms to identify repeaters, decisions vary from school to school and from 
grade to grade. Out of the four types of schools (1AB, 1C, Types 2 and 3), grade 
repetition prevails mainly in Types 2 and 3 schools situated in the remote areas, 
plantation areas and in deprived urban areas of the country. 

The table below shows data about repetition rates in Grades I-V for the year 
1997. When both males and females are taken together, repetition rates for the country 
range from 3.8% in Grade I to 5.8% in Grade III. A noteworthy feature is that the 
percentage of repeaters increases from Grades I to III and decreases onwards up to 
Grade V. However, it must be noted that repetition rates in disadvantaged schools are 
sometimes higher than 10%. 

Repetition rate by grade and gender (1997) 

Grade Male Female Total 

I 4.4 3.3 3.8 

II 6.2 4.5 5.3 

III 6.8 4.7 5.8 

IV 6.5 4.4 5.5 

V 6.0 4.0 5.0 
Source: MEHE, 1999. 
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Secondary education 

A comprehensive curriculum is implemented at the secondary stage throughout the 
country. This consists of core subjects and electives. The weekly lesson timetable for 
junior and senior secondary education is presented below: 

 

Students who have completed eleven years of schooling sit the GCE O-level 
examination. A candidate has to pass in at least six subjects, including mother tongue 
and mathematics, to pass this examination and have the possibility to enter the 
collegiate level. 

The collegiate level is comprised of two years of schooling (Forms XII and 
XIII). Students are free to select science, commerce or art streams according to their 
GCE O-level examination, their capabilities and their preferences. Four subjects are to 
be taken for the GCE A-level examination at the end of two years of schooling at the 
collegiate level. Since the performance in this examination is the basis of student 
selection for universities and other higher education institutes, and considering that 
available places are limited, student competition on the examination has become very 
emulous. Only the most successful students at the GCE A-level examination are 
selected. 
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The gross enrolment ratio is 86.97% in Forms VI-XI, and 15.28% in Forms 
XII and XIII.  

Courses in technical/vocational education and training are provided at 
technical colleges; around ninety training programmes are offered. A large number of 
agencies, both in the public and the private sectors, run non-formal programmes of 
technical/vocational education and training. Co-ordination is ensured by the Tertiary 
and Vocational Education Commission (TVEC). 

National Vocational Qualifications (NQV) are designed to measure the 
competency of different vocational skills. The intention of having NVQ is to produce 
Sri Lankan workforce globally competitive, in order to suit industry specific, through 
a standardized technical and vocational education system. The main objectives of 
setting up of NVQ are:  

• To recognize vocational skills locally and internationally 
• To match and cater vocational training/skills with market demand 
• To recognize the certificates those possessed through the NVQ system 
• To create an internationally competitive workforce 

The National Vocational Qualification Framework of Sri Lanka (NVQSL) has 
been established to support the efforts of fulfilling above objectives of NVQ. 

NVQSL is the key element in unifying Technical and Vocational Education 
and Training (TVET). The national skill standards are prepared in consultation with 
the industry. NVQSL has seven levels to qualify. Each level describes the process, 
learning demand and the responsibility applicable to each level of performance.  

An operational manual for NVQSL is compiled by the Tertiary and Vocational 
Education Commission with the assistance of National Apprentice and Industrial 
Training Authority (NAITA), Vocational Training Authority (VTA), Department of 
Technical Education (DTET), National Youth Services Council (NYSC) and the 
National Institute of Technical Education (NITESL). The manual outlines the agreed 
policies and processes for the implementation of all components of the NVQSL. The 
Skill Development Project (SDP) has been initiated to resolve problems of 
mismatching training programmes with current market demand, duplication of 
training provided by institutions and non-availability of an unified standards. 

Developing the NVQSL will ensure that all current and newly defined TVET 
activities are coordinated. Competency Based Training (CBT) curricula and 
appropriate training, learning and assessment materials are included in the framework, 
together with the requirements for registration and accreditation for training providers 
and courses respectively.  

The NVQSL makes provision for a nationally consistent skill development 
relevant to economic and social development and in line with international 
standards. The system awards qualifications at seven levels as follows:  
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Level Qualification Description 
Level 1 National Certificate This level 1 recognizes the acquisitions of a 

core of entry level skills  
Level 2 
  
Level 3 
  
Level 4 

  
  
National Certificate 
  
  

  
These levels 2, 3 & 4 recognize increasing 
levels of competencies. Level 4 qualification 
provides for full national craftsmanship  

Level 5 
  
Level 6 

  
Diploma 

These levels 5 & 6 recognize the increasing 
levels of competencies ranging from 
technicians level to management level  

Level 7  Bachelor degree or 
equivalent 

This level includes planning, resourcing and 
management processes   

  

Certifications of the above-mentioned levels are offered by the institutions and 
accredited by the TVEC.  

Assessing learning achievement nationwide 

Two surveys have been completed in Sri Lanka to assess the achievement levels of 
Grade V pupils. The first was conducted in 1994, and the second in 1999. In the 1994 
survey, a national sample of 3,991 pupils was selected from 204 schools. In the 1999 
survey, a group of 8,398 pupils was selected from 462 schools representing all the 
twenty-five districts. 

The tests designed for the surveys were in accordance with the guidelines 
given by the Basic Education Division of UNESCO. The literacy test included items 
in vocabulary, comprehension and writing. The numeracy test included items on 
conceptual understanding, knowledge of procedures and problem solving. The life 
skills test included test items for sub-skills, namely duties and responsibilities, science 
skills, environmental skills and health skills. In designing the achievement tests, 
syllabi used at primary cycle was also considered. In the 1999 survey, the 
achievement tests used were the same tests that were used in 1994. In the analysis of 
test results, pupils scoring 80% of the marks or above were considered as ones 
achieving mastery in each subject. 

All Island mean scores in literacy for years 1994 and 1999 are 62 and 61, 
respectively. Mean scores in numeracy and life skills have shifted upward, from 45 to 
50 and from 27 to 55, respectively. This improvement in performance is witnessed 
also by the upward trend evident in percentages of pupils achieving mastery.  

Compiled by UNESCO-IBE (http://www.ibe.unesco.org/) 



World Data on Education. 6th edition, 2006/07 

Mean scores in literacy, numeracy and life skills by Province (1994 and 1999) 

Literacy Numeracy Life skills Province 

1994 1999 1994 1999 1994 1999

Western 68 64 48 52 27 56 

Central 58 62 42 51 26 54 

Southern 64 59 45 49 26 54 

Northern 66 57 48 51 27 53 

Eastern 61 57 47 48 27 57 

North Western 62 64 43 52 26 58 

North Central 62 61 45 49 27 56 

Uva 56 60 42 49 25 55 

Sabaragamuwa 54 61 37 51 22 56 

Sri Lanka 62 61 45 50 27 55 
Source: MEHE, 1999.  

Monitoring learning achievement is considered as a vehicle for improving learning 
teaching and the curriculum development process. The learning achievement surveys 
conducted with the support of UNICEF and UNESCO have led to the initiation of 
more innovative teaching-learning approaches and new curriculum development 
strategies. Additional surveys will be carried out in the future in order to assess  
improvements in performance at Grades III and V levels. Information will be 
disseminated to planners at the national and provincial levels. A formative evaluation 
process will be implemented at the classroom level. 

The successful implementation of the competence-based curriculum and the 
achievement of essential competencies by all those who complete primary education 
will be supported by the School-Based Assessment. The Five-year Primary Education 
Plan proposes the following activities for reforms in evaluation and assessment at the 
primary level: 

•        Extension of the assessment formats given in teachers guides for Grade I to 
other grades with the introduction of the new curriculum. 

•        Production of a manual for primary school teachers on assessing and keeping 
records regarding the pupils  mastery level and competencies.  

•        Development and introduction of a new standard reporting format for the 
purpose of conveying the levels of achievement of pupils to their parents.  

•        Drawing more attention on diagnosis of learning problems encountered by 
pupils and taking remedial measures based on such diagnoses (MEHE, 1999).  
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Higher education 
The university system in Sri Lanka operates within the framework laid down by the 
Universities Act No. 16 of 1978. Selection of students for admission to undergraduate 
courses in universities is assigned to the University Grants Commission (UGC) under 
the above Act. Students are selected for universities on the basis of their performance 
on the GCE A-level examination. The minimum admission requirement is a pass in 
three subjects and a pass in the Common General Paper with a mark of not less than 
30%. There are no special admission criteria for enrolment in courses conducted by 
the Open University of Sri Lanka.  

University education in Sri Lanka (1991-95)

  1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 

1. No. of universities 9 9 9 9 12(a) 

2. No. of students 28,260 31,447 30,637 30,764 32,004 

3. No. of lecturers  1,811 1,828 1,955 2,122 2,580 

4. No. of graduated 5,386 4,564 5,056 5,493 NA 

Arts and Oriental Studies 1,983 1,603 1,661 2,077 NA 

Commerce and Manag. Studies 1,096 769 1,169 1,044 NA 

Law 98 89 112 183 NA 

Science 1,169 1,051 913 829 NA 

Engineering 355 379 382 625 NA 

Medicine 339 334 444 385 NA 

Dental Surgery 42 48 69 41 NA 

Agriculture 217 188 191 183 NA 

Veterinary Science 31 32 29 31 NA 

Architecture 76 71 86 47 NA 

5. New admission for basic 
degrees 

6,463 8,970 8,900 7,849 9,649 

Note: (a) South Eastern University, established in 1995, is also included.  
Source: University Grant Commission, Central Bank of Sri Lanka, Annual report, 1995.

At the university level, courses leading to a certificate and a diploma last one to two 
years. Bachelor's degree programmes usually require three years of study (four years 
in the case of the Special Degree; five years in the case of medicine). Master's degree 
programmes take two years to complete. Doctoral degree programmes normally last 
two to three years. At higher education institutes first-degree courses usually last three 
to four years. 

Established in 1979, the University Grants Commission (UGC) is the apex 
body of the university system in Sri Lanka which operates within the framework of 
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the Universities Act of 1978. The functions of the UGC are to: allocate funds to the 
universities and university institutes; serve as central admission agency for 
undergraduate studies in universities; plan, co-ordinate and monitor the activities of 
the university system with a view to maintaining standards; and implement the 
national policies in respect of university education. The UGC funds higher education, 
research and related activities at twenty-six institutions including: thirteen 
universities, six post-graduate institutes, and seven higher education institutes. In 
2002, enrolments and teaching staff at the twenty-six UGC-funded higher education 
institutions was as follows: 71,925 students and 12,634 lecturers at universities; 2,618 
students and 232 lecturers at post-graduate institutes; and 3,380 students and 593 
lecturers at higher education institutes. 

Special education 
“Special education is provided through two types of programmes: the integrated 
special education programme under which handicapped children attend regular 
schools and learn with normal children; and the non integrated special schools 
programme where handicapped children learn in special schools which are mostly 
residential. As a matter of policy, handicapped children are sent to regular schools 
under the integrated system wherever possible. Special education programmes are 
available for the following categories: the visually handicapped; the hearing 
handicapped; the mentally handicapped; and crippled children and slow learners. The 
Ministry of Education has a special unit to implement the special education 
programme and co-ordinate other related activities, such as those concerned with 
health and employment, with the different ministries and departments.” (Ranaweera, 
1995, p. 915).

In 1981 the disabled population was estimated at 557,000. In 1992 it rose to 
682,000 persons. This reflects an average increase of 1.86% per annum for the period 
1981-92. In 1994, about 3.9% of the total population consisted of disabled persons. 
The 1992 School Census stated that the total number of disabled children who need 
special education country-wide was 40,031: 17,412 blind or with low vision, 6,632 
deaf and 15,987 mentally retarded children. 

In 1994, the total number of special education units was 620, including thirty-
seven special schools. The total enrolment was 4,927 pupils, assisted by 615 special 
education teachers and 2,602 primary education teachers (who had three-week 
training in special education). 

Private education 
Private schools must be registered with the MHRDECA and are inspected and 
approved by the ministry supervisory staff. Students in these schools must take the 
common examination administered by the Department of Examination. The major 
part of private schools is run by religious bodies (Catholic and Roman Catholic). 
Teachers’ salaries are paid by the government and the schools are managed by the 
board appointed by the sponsor. 
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According to 1994 estimates, the total number of private schools at the 
primary and secondary levels was 79, with 87,674 children enrolled and 3,574 
teachers. 

Means of instruction, equipment and infrastructure 
Education is provided free of charge and no tuition fees are collected from the parents. 
School textbooks (Years I-XI) and school uniforms (Years I-XIII) are provided free of 
charge. The government spends nearly US$10 million per year for the provision of 
free textbooks and nearly the same amount for the provision of free school uniforms. 

Infrastructure and other physical facilities are provided mainly with the 
assistance of the international donor agencies. 

Adult and non-formal education 
Adult and out-of-school children’s education did not receive high priority until the 
early 1980s, when the non-formal education (NFE) branch of the MHRDECA was 
established and projects launched. In 1992, there were four programmes conducted by 
the NFE for children, youth and adults: skills development programmes for school 
leavers; literacy programmes for primary school drop-outs; adult 
education/community education programmes and English language classes for adults. 
Several new programmes are being planned. 

The NFE programmes are mainly supported by donor agencies. Existing 
infrastructure facilities of the formal sector are being used. A proposal is being 
considered in new educational reform projects to introduce an island-wide network of 
Open Schools to provide a variety of short-term courses for those who have left the 
formal school system, or a more comprehensive Open Learning System. An NFE 
branch in the MHRDECA has been set up at the National Institute of Education, 
which is mainly concerned with research and development work in this field. 

Number of literacy classes and enrolment  (1995-96) 

Year No. of classes No. of participants 

1995  397 7,792 

1996  331 6,753 
Source: Non-Formal Education Branch, MEHE, 1997. 

Teaching staff T

Parliament Act No.30 of 1986 paved the way for the establishment of Colleges of 
Education for pre-service teacher education in Sri Lanka. Currently, the teacher 
education network consists of the National Institute of Education (NIE), four 
faculties/departments of education in the universities, 17 colleges of education, four 
teacher education institutes, 100 teacher centers and 30 Regional English Support 
Centres (RESCs) that had been established to provide in-service continuing teacher 
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education for English teachers of the system. In addition to these, some of the 
universities and the NIE have their own regional centres to offer undergraduate and 
postgraduate programmes on an island-wide basis. These programmes help meet 
current and emerging needs of the system by providing opportunities for both aspiring 
and practicing teachers of the country to acquire qualifications in education. 

            Teachers for grades 1 to 11 are recruited from colleges of education which 
offer 2-year residential training programmes and one-year internship period in 
schools. Teachers for A-level classes are recruited from University graduates. 
Untrained teachers are trained in teacher training colleges and by the NIE through the 
Distance Education Programme and the colleges of education provide pre-service 
training for new entrants to the teaching profession. In addition, short-term continuing 
education courses are conducted in teacher education institutes and Teacher Centres 
distributed throughout the Island. The Universities also offer postgraduate courses in 
education. 

In 1997, the decision was taken to create a central authority––the National 
Authority for Teacher Education (NATE)––to co-ordinate all teacher training 
programmes. The role expected of this Authority was to advise on policy and 
coordinate, monitor and accredit teacher education programmes. NATE had functions 
that overlapped with other institutions, failed to achieve its objectives, and ceased to 
function by year 2002. Its powers were so wide that it could have succeeded only as 
an autonomous institution outside the Ministry with linkages to Universities, the NIE 
and other initial and continuing teacher education institutes. 

Studies conducted for teacher education reforms of 1997 also brought to notice 
the outdated curricula of teacher education institutes that had little relevance to 
schools. This necessitated a conscious effort to be made to re-orient these curricula 
and associated teaching methodologies to transform the learning-teaching process in 
schools. In view of this, a large-scale curriculum diversification was initiated in year 
2000. The number of specialization courses of colleges, originally at seven, was 
increased up to 25. Keeping in line with the new assessment procedure introduced to 
schools, a new evaluation scheme was also proposed for the colleges. This brought 
down the weight given to external evaluation from 60 to 40 percent requiring the staff 
to focus more upon internal assessment and evaluation. The general component of this 
curriculum attempts to meet felt needs in the areas of international language, second 
national language, computer literacy, practical and technical skills, Sri Lankan 
culture, and life competencies. Subjects such as mother tongue, religion, aesthetic 
education, health and physical education are also included here to help prospective 
teachers. 

University graduates, graduates of the colleges of education and GCE A-level 
qualified students are eligible to apply for the teaching profession. Colleges of 
education offer a three-year course, open to qualified GCE A-level graduates. 

Generally speaking, the country has a dual system of teacher education which 
provides both pre-service and in-service training programmes. The pre-service 
component is concerned with initial professional development. Some of the in-service 
programmes focus on the training of untrained teachers; others are concerned with the 
continuous professional development of all categories of in-service teachers. 
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The recruitment of over 55,000 untrained teachers in 1989 and 1990 to meet 
the needs of the system increased the size of the backlog of untrained teachers to such 
an extent that it included nearly 50% of the teaching force in 1991. In 1992, the 
school system had about 20,000 untrained graduate teachers (university graduates) 
under the age of 50 years and 51,000 untrained non-graduate teachers (untrained 
teachers without a university degree). 

Continuing teacher education is provided to meet national and local needs of 
the education system and facilitate career development of practicing teachers. These 
programmes, adopting a thematic approach, attempt to develop knowledge and skills 
of teachers in new content areas introduced by education reforms. Efforts are also 
taken to inculcate attitudes required by teachers to be successful in their jobs, and 
improve their proficiency in IT and English that are needed for curriculum 
implementation. Teacher Centres, assigned with the responsibility of continuing 
teacher education, are attached to the Colleges of Education for academic purposes 
and to the zonal education offices for administrative purposes. 

The general education reforms of 1990s proposed a Teachers’ Service 
Commission to be made responsible for recruitment, deployment, promotion, and 
working conditions of teachers. The Sri Lankan Teachers’ Service set up in 1995 in 
place of this Commission reduced the multiplicity of grades available for teachers to 
five and formulated a scheme of salaries for them. Reforms of 1990s also emphasized 
the importance of the quality and efficiency of the teaching community in achieving 
the expected outcomes of education. To ensure quality, a carefully structured teacher 
appraisal system was proposed to be made mandatory for transfers, promotions and 
selection of teachers for scholarships and training. This scheme although developed 
and expected to be in operation from early 2003 has been modified after consultations 
with Trade Unions. 

Educational research and information 
The Research Division of the National Institute of Education (NIE) is mainly 
responsible for conducting and promoting research. Prior to the setting up of the NIE, 
research was conducted by various sections of the MHRDECA. 

The NIE has carried out sponsored studies on issues such as: indicators of 
school effectiveness; management reforms; teacher requirements; school profiles; 
policy changes; pupils  achievement; regional disparities, etc. 

Research in universities is mainly confined to the dissertations submitted as 
part of the courses. The Policy Planning and Review Division (PPRD) of the 
MHRDECA prepares an Annual School Census every year, processes the data and 
makes summary statistics available to policy makers. In addition, the PPRD conducts 
studies and surveys relevant to the current issues of the education system. 

The Department of Examinations analyzes the results of national level 
examinations (GCE O-level and A-level), which provides some feedback to the 
system. 
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