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“Traditional respect for teachers which prevents free participation by the
learners in the learping process, badly trained or untrained teachers, rote
learning, bookish learning, scrupulous adberence to time tables and discipline
which amounts to regimentation are some of the inbibiting /amn' still present
in our school system. In addition, in many countries the citadels of higher
learning are the most conservative and most resistant to change”. Changos

- required here demand a change in educational structure and equally inportant,
a change in athitudes.

Some of these changes are being suggested by local educationists as wall as
by forcignors but we must also “‘guard against foreigners’ advice and expertiss
which is calenlated to preserve their vested interests and possibly divert us
from our own objectives. 1t also means that while deriving nosrishsrent from
Joreign research, we must develop osur own structures for educational research.
Since the problems facing the Third World conntries are similar, an inter-
change of ideas and co-operation and joint work in educational research amongst
them may be more fruitful than depending on foreign expertise which is suspect”.

Education is beginning to play a
major role in the overall strategy for
development, in the countries of the
Third World. Many p=ople in these
countries even believe that education
is a panacea for all the ills affecting
their societies., Their leaders as well
as the people themselves expect
much from educational reforms which
in some cases ate radical and inno-
vative. ‘The success of educational
reforms in the Third World are be-
devilled by many obstacles, largely
inherited from 2 colonial past or
inherent in undzrd:veloped societies.

Sti Lanka too has launched on far
reaching educational reforms. Her
edacational reforms are part of an
integrated socio-economic develop-
ment programme which aims at the
creation of a ‘d:mocratic socialist

' society’.  Integrated curricular re-
forms at all levels—Primary, Junior
Secondary and Senior Secondary have
already been launched. Education in
Sri Lanka is appatently on the right
road but the road is strewn with
many obstacles. The edication sys-
tem itself as well as the social system
and the economic system present
many formidible obstacles, which
must be overcome before the reforms
can result in the expected outcomes.

Within the education system, the
obstacles may be identified as the
school structure, the examination sys~
tem, the administrative structure and
the higher education system.

M. Atputhanathan bas been a teacher of long standing and an educational
administrator. He is now at the Curriculum Development Centre.
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The School Stryctyre

The School structure in Sri Lanka
has certain characteristics inherited
from two traditions,~—the indigenous
and the British, which inhibit the
success of the educational reforms.
Traditional respect for teachers which
prevents free participation by the
leatners in the learning process, badly
trained or untrained teachers, rote
leatning, bookish learning, scrupulous
adherence to time tables, discipline
which amounts to regimentation are
some of the inhibiting factors still
present in our school system. The
new curricula have to be imple-
mented through this school system
which will inevitably retard their
success. The school among other
changes must become less rigid and
more flexible, even to the extent of
allowing students to leave for em-
ployment, and re-enter at a suitable
tcade. Working hours, time tables
have to be more elastic, in keeping
with regional needs. Grades may
eventually have to be abolished and

replaced with levels of koowledge.

Another direction in which the
school must dzvelop is in its relation-
ship with the community. Today the
school hasvery littleinter-action with

- Bconomic Review, May 1976



the community. In a developing
country the school can and must play
a significant role in community deve-
lopment. There must be an inter-
change of knowledze and skills
between the school and the com-
munity and even an inter-change of
teacher resources. The school must
reach out to the community and the
community must reach into the
school. A rigid school structure
strictly adhering to fiats issued by
bureaucrats from a central directorate
and hemmed in by red tape cannot
adapt itself to this role.

The Examination

Exzaminations are perhaps one of
the most formidable obstacles which
frustrate the objectives of education
reforms in Sri Lanka. Our education
system had become so highly exami-
nation-oriented that even the present
radical reforms have failed to devalue
the examination. One cannot forget
the alarm—which even seemed to be
bord>ting on panic—that appeared
last year with the approach of the
first NCGE examination. News-
papers had to op=n forums for answer-

ing numerous queries and providing

clarification on different aspects of
the examination. Although upto
that time, the new Junior Secondary
rrogramme had aroused comparative-
y little dzbate or controversy, The
approachingexamination had a stifling
intluence in the classtoom too. The
innovative spirit and enthusiasm with
which both studsnts and teachers
beganin 1972 seemed to gradually ebb
away in miny a school, and regression
into the old cramming methods was
much in evidence. One cannot blame
the parents, teachers or students for
this. The NCGE is a selective exami-
nation. It is the door which leads to
the narrow corridors of higher ed aca-
tion Which in turn lead to the highly
compstitive employment market.

With the question “What happens to
the NCGE failures”? not finding an
ad:quate answer, with no visible
signs of an organisational set-up to
train them in employable skills, it is
no surprise that the new reforms have
failed to get rid of this “examination
synd:om:". Itis true that the NCGE
examination is a new type, with
greater objectivity and more em-
phasis on concepts rather than factual
kaowledgs and that the actual exami-
nation and the nature of the results
have allayed the fears of the parents
pupils and teachers to some extent.
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Much more remains to be done how-
ever, in reforming the processes of
evaluation and certification, provid-
ing for diversified employable skills,
and revising the methods of selection
for employment before the stifling
influence of examinations is elimi-
nated. It requires also a whole change
of attitudes because today we have
a vicious circle in which the leaders
of society are academic achievers,
who owe their positions to exami-
nation success, and promote a selec-

tive society which in turn favours,

academic achievers who can prove
themselves through examinations.

A developing society must be adap-
tive. It must not emphasise any par-
ticular method of measuring success.

Higher Edycation

Changes at primary and secondary
levels of edaication must necessarily
be accompanied by changes at the
tertiary level. In most countries the
citadels of higher learning are the
most conservattve and most resistant
to change. Judzing by past expe-
riences one can be ar.doncg for being
pessimistic as to the response of the
seats of higher learning in Sri Lanka
to the winds of change presently
blowiang across the field of education.
If the changes at the school level are
to dove-tail into post-secondary edu-
cation without violating the spirit or
the objectives of the reforms, higher
education in Sri Lanka must undergo
a radical change at two levels—a
change in structure and a change in
attitude.

University education in our coun-
try beginning with a dream of an
autonomous and fully residential uni-
versity outrivalling the hallowed insti-

tutions at Oxford and Cambridge—

passing through a multi-university
system has arrived at a monolithic
university with several campuses hav-
ing minimal residential facilities.
Whnether a monolithic university,
devoid of autonomy can make an
effective contribution to the needs of
a developing nation is questionable.
The present set up is however transi-
tional and a new ‘university structure
meaningful in the context of develop-
ment is an urgent need.

A new structure of higher education
must also take into account the frus-
tration caused by limited “room at
the top”. Sri Lanka is perhaps unique
in denying university placements
every year to the majority of those
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who satisfy the necessary admission
requirements. This system of com-
pulsory drop-outs is no doubt a
result of “the unplanned expansion
of educational facilities” in the past.
The impact of the educational te-
forms at the secondary level is exnec-
ted to reduce this wastage. 'This
expectation will however not be
realised unless structural changes pro-
vide for the absorption of the output
of the secondary schools. This need
not be necescarily at degree level.
The degree is so much sought after,
not due to any intrinsic value but
because of its value in the labour
market. If there are non-degree
courses which provide employable
skills and employment opportunities,
the thousands who fail to squeeze
through the narrow portals of the
University of Stri Lanka will not
und:rtake that fruitless pilgrimage.
They will gladly traverse the fruitful
by-ways, if and when yprovided.

The structural changes must be
accompanied by a change of attitude
on the part of University personnel.
They must be ready to change the
University courses and re-cast them
to fit in with the development task
an briny them into alignment with
the new school curricula. The first
batch of students following the new
Junior Secondary programme are but
two years away from entrance to the
University but signs of reforming
activity at the University level are
conspicuously absent.

One can discern a certain hostility
to the new educational recorms, in
University circles. Although some
University personnel have co-ope-
rated in and made valuable
contributions to the curricular
changes now being implemented in
the schools, there are many Dons
who ridicule and condemn these
reforms without making a real effort
to understand them. Many a teacher
going into the University for post-
graduate study has been unpleasantly
surprised by the spirit of hostility
within the precincts of the Faculty of
Education itself. Criticism from the
Faculty of Education would he most
welcome and beneficial, if they are
based on evaluation and research
which is its legitimate task. There is
however no evidence of such activity
to establish liaison with those in-
volved in planning and implementing
the reforms at school level,
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The paucity of research at our
campuses has been often commented
on. The pivotal role of research in
developing countries cannot be over-
emphasised—not research in exotic
fields but in those areas which directly
affect the life of the people, such as
agriculture and animal husbandry,
health and nutrition, physical and
manpower resources, appropriate
technology and rural transformation.
The University can provide valuable
guidince to edacational as well as
gocial and economic development by
engaging in approp:iate research.
That will be a positive contribution
to the attainment of the objectives of
educational reforms as well as the
larger socio-economic objectives.

The Administrative Structute
The adninistrative structure of
eduacation must also undergo a signi-
ficant change if the objectives of the
reforms are to be realised. A centra-
lised structure facilitates planning of
education, espscially when it is inte-
grated with socio-economic reforms.
In the implementation of meaningful
reforms however it can be a dis-
advantage. Though Sri Lanka is a
- small country it has a wide variety
of resources and occupations, as well
as cultural patterns, It is dssirable
that regional differences be taken into
considetation in implementing curri-
cular reforms. Pre-vocational studies
is one area in which local differences
should be strongly reflected. At the
outset pre-vocational curricula were
designed by the schools themselves
but due to the inability of many
schools to draw up suitable pro-
ramms=s and the needs of the cen-
" tralized NCGE examination, attempts
at grass-root planning of curricula
had to be modified to some extent,
Th= administration of education
has bzen d:centralized during the
course of the last few years by the

establishment of Regional Direc- -

torates. The regional departments
however do not yet have the power
or authority to innovate or modify
the curciculum “to suit conditions
particular to their- regions. De-
centralization of routine adminis-
trative matters alone is not sufficient
to give full effzct to the new reforms.
Tae regional administration must be
positively involved in the planning
and implementation of reforms.

Taes nature of the present decen-
tralizition is reflected in the role of
the Ciccait Education Officer who is
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the administrative officer in direct
touch with the school. He is so over-
burdened with routine administrative
matters and so encumbered by regu-
lations that he has hardly the time
nor the ability to be involved in
purely educational matters. Instead
of serving as a guide and counsellor
he is almost wholly occupied in
holding inquiries, distributing cir-
culars and routine instructions, col-
lecting statistics—quite often the same
dita over and over again—and such
other routine matters.

The process of curriculum develop-
ment also requires certain adjust-
ments if it is to be more effective.
The method now adopted is a joint
effort by curriculum specialists ‘and
practising teachers.  Though this
method is excellent, lack of incentives
prevents the Carriculum Develop-
ment Centre obtaining the services of
teachers who are best qualified to en-
gage in this work and also drawing
from a variety of sources. The present
system of centralised curriculum deve-
lopment requires facilities for obtain
ing feed-back, processing of feed-
back data, and effective and constant
communication between the curri-
culum developers and the teachers
implementing the curriculum under
wid:ly varying conditions. The faci-
lities available for such a continuous
dialogue are totally inadequate.”

Economic Factors

Education for, development envi-

sages a mutual interaction between
edacational and economic develop-
ment. Most developing countries
find it difficult to breakthrough the
vicious circle of snail paced economic
development inhibiting educational
development which in turn contri-
butes to failure in hastening econo-

" mic development. Sti Lanka’s situa-
tion is not different. -

An export-import economy, highly
susceptible to external forces over
which we have no control, can put
out of gsar the most carefully pre-
pared development plans. This has
been our experience in the recent
pist. The basis of a colonial economy
dep=nping on a few primary products
cannot be changed in a short time.
Its infrastructure similarly defies
quick change. Old attitud:s die
hard. While the edicational reforms
are aimed at helping to change this
sitnation, these very factors them-

selves inhibit the effectiveness of the
educational reforms in various forms.

One of the main objectives of the
new educational reforms is the equa-

lising of educational opportunity.

Looking at the Junior Secondary
School, one sees all the students rich
and poor studying Science and en-
gaging in pre-vocational studies. They
follow a uniform curriculum and sit
the same examination. TImportant
steps have thus been taken towards
equalisation but it is futile to imagine
that we have achieved equality of
educational opportunity. The build-
ings, furniture, teaching aids, libra-
ries, and playing fields available in the
better schools defy comparison with
those available in some of the poorer
schools, which lack even the basic
amenities. Even a single class room
finds within its four walls children
from homes with a wide range of
income levels.  Malnutrition, in-
adequate food, lack of text books or
even exercise books, lack of facilities
to study at home—these are some of
the disabilities which many children
in our schools have to contend with
in educating themselves. These dis-
abilities, not only are a hindrance to
the achievement of the objectives of
educational reform but also limit the
returns from the large investment
made in education.

It is an ironical fact that the haves
of society are making maximum use’
of the educational facilities provided
free by the state for the sake of the
have-nots while the have-nots them-
selves are unable to, The children
of poor parents who cannot afford
to provide them with even basic
needs like exercise books and pencils,
apart from making optimum use,
often fail to benefit at all from the faci-
lities provided by the state.

A further example of economic
difficulties of individual families stulti-
fying the efforts of educational plan-
ners is provided by the situation with
tegard to the use of class books in
the Junior Secondary School. With
the new curriculum and methodology,
expected to awaken the spirit of dis-
covery in the junior school child, it
was foreseen that the inadequacy of
reading material for children of this
age group would be a frustration to
them. As a first palliative a series of
source books relating to the different
subjects were produced in double
quick-time. A recent survey carried
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has revealed that in respect of each
subject the number of children who
do not use these books far out-
number those who use them. Sur-
veys at circuit level have showa that
this situation exists in urban, subur-
ban and rural areas. The only reason
for this situation is that the children
cannot afford to buy them.

It is envisaged that the products of
the new education’ geared to develop-
ment and which provides relevant
knowledge, skills and attitudes will
be differeat from the products of the
past, and that they will be able to
make a positive contribution to deve-
lopment. But is the economy adapt-
ing itself to accommodate them?
To take one example, the new edu-
cation programme secks to produce
people with the capacity and the
desire to engage in self-employment.
Already some of the student popu-
lation exposed to the new programme
ate on the threshold of employment.
It is likely that some of them will
want to set themselves up in self-
employment but what are the chances
of post-NCGE youngsters, without
propetty ot family background and
without political patronage finding
the necessary facilities? :

A change in’the attitude to white-
collar employment is another impor-
tant objective of the reforms but
it is doomed to failure unless there is
a radical change in the wage structure.
The steps already taken to change the
wage structure have hardly dented
the economic and social superiority
that goes with white-collar employ-
meat. Unless there is 2 more mean-
ingful change the race for white-
collar jobs will continue.

Social Factors

The social factors which impede
educational reforms and the achieve-
ment of their objectives are mostly
social values and attitudes, which
stand in the way of the whole deve-
lopment process. Some of them are
traditional and coming down from
ancient times. Some are class based
and of recent origin. Among the
traditional, two of the most cons-
picuous are superstition and social
p-ejudices based on caste or racial
differences. The education reforms
have the dzvelopment of a scientific
attitud: and p:oviding the ability to
use the scientific method -in solving
problems among its objectives. Super-
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stition provides a formidable obstacle
in achieving them. The large amount
of advertising space in newspapers
bought by purveyors of charms and
potions guaranteed to ensure success
at examinations is only an index to the
extent to which superstition has a
hold on our people.

Caste and race prejudices are still

widely prevalent in our society.
Besides their disruptive effect on the
whole development effort they ob-
struct the achievement of the objec-
tives of educational reforms in seve-
ral ways. Equalisation of educational
opportunity is one of the objectives
hampered by these prejudices. There
are certain social groups who are
still not able to make use of the edu-
cational facilities provided by the
state because of caste prejudice. Some
of the pre-vocational subjects are
repugoant to certain sections because
of caste association. These prejudices
will not be eliminated as long as quite
a number of our political and social
leaders continue .to hold them pri-
vately, in spite of public statements
to the contrary.

Class values and attitudes are
equally formidable obstacles. Voca-
lised opposition to the new reforms
has been almost exclusively voiced by
the upper middle class. This is under-
standable because the new reforms
are aimed at breaking down the
monopoly in higher education and
better employment so far enjoyed by
them. A bigger problem is the atti-
tude of thase who aspire to “middle-
class respectability”.  Throughout
the colonial period and the first de-
cades of ind:pendence the privileged
position of the middle-class provided
a mirage for those who were denied
those privileges. The education sys-
tem too was a major contributory
factor to the growth of this attitude
because its aims, objectives and
::li:ﬂxods all favoured the middle-

ss.

Even today the school in the village
attended by the children of the pea-
sants is structured to the needs of the
middle-class. Its working hours and
vacations ignore the village situation
where children actively engage in
work alongside their parents espe-
cially during the planting and harvest-
ing seasons. The village school still
tries to duplicate the town school and
the villager if he can afford it will
send his child to a town school.

Oune of the charges levelled againse
pre-vocational education is that it is
a device to keep the children of the
working classes tied down to their
traditional occupations and deny them
the social mobility which they ima-
gine was available to them under the
old system of education. These are
all symptoms of the attitude still
prevalent among peasant and work-
ing class groups, towards “middle-
class respectability”.

Foreign Influence

Although we are now a sovereign
and independent republic the foreign
presence is still with us. The methods
of neo-colonialism to continue their
hold on the economies of erstwhile
colonies are well known. Their
efforts to stall rapid economic
development in the Third World
is calculated to preserve their
own economic interests, A radical
and complete change in the educa-
tional systems of these countries is
also not in the interests of the former
imperial powers. Foreign aid in the
form of experts and scholarships is
one of the subtle means by which
they attempt to preserve a foothold
in our educational development. As
long as they can continue to export
their educational theories and prac-
tices to us by this means we provide
a market for their books and other
educational equipment. We cannot
certainly reject all educational re-
search and thinking which is foreign,
but we must guard against foreign
adviceand expertise which is calcu-
lated to preserve their vested interests
and divert us from our own objec-
tives, It also means that while deriv-
ing nourishment from foreign re-
search, we must develop our own
structures for educational research,
Since the problems facing Third
Wotld Countries are similat, an inter-
change of ideas and co-operation and
joint work in educatiopal research
amongst them may be more fruitful
than depend.ng on foreign expertisc
which is “suspect”.

The educational reforms launched
in Sri Lanka face many obstacles,
' both within and without the system.
They are only a beginning. In order
to overcome these obstacles these
reforms will have to be revised and
further reforms initiated. This is not
a task for the educationists alone.
It is a task for the whole nation.
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