Education takes a new
turn in Sri Lanka

J. M. E. Fernando

The 1943 Kannangara reforms bad two major recommendations “free edu-
éation from kindsrgarten to the University and a change of the medium of
instruction from English to the national languages “‘which” struck at the
very foundations on which the elitist system bad been built”.

The present educational reforms carried out since 1972 are of a more
radical nature and “for the first time, the needs of the learner bave been given
priority. For the first time, educational strategy bas been consciously directed
towards the achievement of social goals. An attempt bas besn made to relate
education 1o the most vital national needs of the moment—development”.
“The output of the education system, must be a dynamic person who can |
adapt himself to rapidly changing society”.

Mr. J. M. E. Fernando bas been involved in the implementation of the
new reforms as a Social Studies Adviser for the Colombo South Educational
Region. He is now attached to the Curriculum Development Centre. 3
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Every society educates it’s mem-
bers. In early society education
was informal, There were no schools
and no classrooms. Nevertheless
there was a continual process of
education which aim=d at forming the
character, skills and moral qualities
of the individual. When society be-
came more complex, formal education
became a necessity, and the aims and
methods of education became matters
of controversy. At the same time
education became a powerful tool,
for achieving various goals, d.p:nd-
ing on the nature of the society in
which it took place. In feudal society
formal education was the p:eserve of
the ruling class. It pxcpired the
fledglings of the aristocracy for the
tasks waich were their’s by right of
birth. For those who were born to
obey, formal edacation was not con-
sidered necessary. With the growth
of capitalism, education was fashion-
ed to serve the interests of those who
dominated society by vittue of their
economic superiority. In colonial
society education was deliberately
" designed to facilitate control of the
subject people and to increase the
affluence of the “mother country”.
Thus education has served as a2 means
of conservation and preservation—
conserving a particular social struc-
ture and p:eserving vested interests.

Our Task

What is the role of education in
Sti Lanka which has but recently

Econouic Revisw, Mar 1976

emerg:d from a colonial past and is
marching towards a ‘democratic-
socialist’ future? The answer is vital,
but there can be many answers.
Whatever the answer is, it cannot be
the preservation of the present social
order or the preservation of vested
interests. A new feature of education,
in many parts of the world is, that
“for the first time in history education
is now engaged in preparing men for
a society which does not yet exist”.
We in Sri Lanka are in the process of
building 2 new society, which must
be significantly different from that of
the pist and the present. The present
adult generation may not see it’s
fulfilment but the young ones of to-
day will be it’s inheritors. Circum-
stances of history have entrusted to
our generation, the task of building a
new society and training it’s members,
How are we facing up to this historic
task ? Are the students of today
diff:rent from those of the past?
Are they acquiring the knowledge,
skills and attitudes necessary to adapt
themselves, to a rapidly changing
society? This is an attempt to answer
these questions by taking a look at
what is happening in our schools
to-day.

The Reforms

Education in Sri Lanka has passed
through a feudal phase and a colonial
phase. Formal educition featured by
a schools system, had it’s origin in the

colonial period, and hence contormed
to the classical colonial pattern. The
British created a duablistic schools
structure, based on language differen-
tiation, meant to produce a western
oriented elite who were to be the
auxiliaries of the colonial adminis-
tration and the interpreters between
the white rulers and the “black
patives”. The “vernacular” schools
catered to the rest of the population
who required only the arts of obedi-
ence and acquiesence. Though the
English schools, did produce a few
individuals who departed from the
norm, by taking a stand against im-
perialism, on the whole the British
succeeded in their objectives, In the
process they created a vicious division
in society — a favoured minority
against a helpless majority.

The first serious attempt to change
the colonial system of eudcation began
with the report of the Special Com-
mittee on Education in 1943. Their
major recommendations—free educa-
tion from Kindegarten to the Univer-
sity and a change of the medium of
instruction from English to the
national languages, struck at the very
foundations on which the elitist sys-
tem had been built. In the political
context of a country which had not
yet majored from Crown Colony
status these proposals required cour-
age and can ‘be considered radical.
However, having been nuttured with-
in the confines of the colonial atmos-
phere, the reformers lacked a true
vision of the future, which lay beyond
independence, which was yet to dawn.
The national leaders who were serv-
ing their apprenticeship during this
time and who later took over the
reigns, were similarly handicapped.
The three decades which followed
the Report of the Special Committee
saw much activity in the sphere of
education.,  Several reforms were
made, Far reaching changes were
made in the medium of instruction,
financing, control and management
of education, as well as the school
structure. The core of the education
system however, remained compara-
tively uochanged. Curricular reforms
were limited to certain specific areas
and were limited in their scope.
Education strategy in relation to
social needs was not conceived.
Qualitative improvement lagged far
behind quantitative improvement.
Education reforms of this period
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lacked a proper sense of direction.
The end-products of the vastly expan-
ded education system were still cast
in the same mould, and found them-
selves stranded in a sea of frustration.
The “peat] of great price” became a
burden and a drag on society. It is
in this context, that the educational
reforms which are in the process of
being implemented, can claim to be
significantly different from past re-
forms, For the first time, a complete
reform of the curriculum at all levels
has been initiated. For the first time,
the needs of thelearner has been given
priority.  For the first time, educa-
tional strategy has been consciously
directed towards the achievement of
social goals. An attempt has been
made to relate education, to the most
vital national need of the moment—
development. While it is premature
to pass judgement on the efficacy
of the teforms, one can take a look
at the learners exposed to them in
order to see whether they are different
from learners of the past and whether
the output of the education system,
is going to be significantly different.

The New Student

Let us go down memory lane to a
Kindergarten classroom of yester-
year. The little children sit in neatly
atranged rows, facing the teacher’s
table perhaps placed on a platform.
The bell rings. The teacher enters.
Children stand up, greet the teacher.
They sit down. The lesson begins.
The curriculum revolves round the
3 Rs. Learning is mechanical—rote
learning, memorizing and neat writ-
ing. Itis likely that the teacher who

resides over these proceedings, has
gccn selected to teach Kindergarten,
because of her ability to keep children
quiet. Certainly there were exceptions
but this was the general pattern,
Contrast this, with a picture of the
reformed, primary school classroom,
of to-day. There is no tim=-table and
no bell.  Children sit in groups
around tables. Some are writing.
Some are counting. Some are draw-
ing. Some are cutting or pasting.
Thaere is a lot of activity and perhaps
a lot of noise. The teacher in hover-
ing around, giving a helping hand
hete, and answering a query there,
The diffzrence is clear. At first sight,
it may look like chaos, as against dis-
cipline, but the actual diffzrence is a
natural atmosphere as against the
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artificial atmosphere of the past.
Children are now being allowed to
learn'in their normal wiy. They are
learning not by listening and imitat-
ing, but by doing. They ate doing
not what they are forced to do but
what they like to do. In so doing
they are dzveloping skills and being
creative. Above all, they are enjoy-
ing learning.

What have the reforms done in the
Junior Secondary School? The tradi-
tional disciplines, compartmentalized
syllabi, the streaming and early spe-
cialisation have gone. The curri-
culum is common and integrated.
The distinction between the ‘inferior’
school with only an arts stream and
the superior school, with a science
stream is no more. The hierarchical
caste system of arts, commerce and
science students, has been eliminated
from the Junior School. Examina-
tions have been reduced to a mini-
mum. The student relieved of the
complexes arising from early sp=ciali-
zation, and examinations is breath-
ing in a freer atmosphere. He is not
being burdened with irrelevant facts.
He is not merely listening and taking
down notes. He too is doing some-
thing. He does not depend on the
teacher for everything but finds out
some things by himself. He is learn-
ing to solve pzoblems. He is acquir-
ing skills and attitudes in addition to
knowledge. Relevancy, activity, in-
depandent learning, skills and atti-
tudes are not new things, but with
the new reforms they have gained a
new and puiposeful emphasis.

Activity

The students who have been ex-
posed to the new reforms differ from
their predecessors, in at least three
important respects, The new student
is ACTIVE. Passive learning had
become so characteristic of cur edu-
cation system, that the difference is
markedly clear. The curticulum as
well as teaching strategies, geared
as they were to examinations, had re-
duced the students to passive listeners
and note-takers. The reforms both
at the Primary and Junior Secondary
levels, have been designed to make
the student, a more active participant
in the task of learning. This is being
achieved through curricula which are
related to the child’s interests and
environment and teaching strategies
which arouse his curiosity and sense
of awareness. Thus the primary
school child learns to read and write,
not through imitative repetition;
laborious tracing on a slate or copy
book. He learns the names of things
he sees around him, learns to recog-
nise the letters that go to form the
name and then gets down to writing
the name, or he may do it the other
way about. He is not forced to
repeat after the teacher “two and two
is four’”. Instead he discovers that
two and two make four, by actually
adding bottle tops or match sticks
or any other objects at hand. So also
the Junior Secondary student. He
has the opportunity of discovering
scientific principles, through experi-
ment and observation. He does not

“They are learning not by listening or imitating but by doing”.
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... “the science programme can be worked
out with improvised equipment, made out of easily
available things”.

1. A testtube holder from galvanized wire.
2. A watch glass— made out of a fused
electric bulb.

3. A Spatule — from an ordinary piece of
wood.
4. Rubber stoppers—made out ,of latex.

require a laboratory with sophisti-
cated equipment, because the science
programme can be worked out with
improvised equipment, made out of
easily available things. The mathe-
matics syllabus too is activity based
and the exercises and examples are
based on real life situations, Inlearn-
ing social studies, he finds out many
things for himself, outside the class
room, Thus both in and out of the
class room, the student is more
active.

Work

The second important difference in
the new student is that be is WORK-
ING. A highly academic approach
had in the past created a gap between
cducation and manual work. They
did not go together. Manual work
was for the uneducated and the
“educated” shunned manual work,
Handicrafts taught in some schools
were for “‘those who had no brains”,
The vocationally oriented component
is one of the most vital strategies in
the new system which aims at relating
the world of education to the world
of work, It underlines the need for
acquiring basic manual skills for the
development of an integrated human
personality. Today every student in
grades 6 to 9, learns twc pre-voca-
tional subjecrs. This means that every
child is acquiring manual skills, which
gives him greater confidence in him-
self. He learns to value the products
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of human labour and to respect the
dignity of labour. Pre-vocational
work, by enabling the new student
to engage in manual work, is adding
a new dimension to his personality.
In-plant education and project wotk,
aretwo methods by which itis scught
to further extend, the vocationally
otiented component.

Learning to Live

The third important characteristic
of the new student is that he is
LEARNING TO LIVE. In the
past both learners and educators,
set their sights by the public
examinations, which loomed large
on the educational horizon. The
tragedy of this situation was that the
education of millions was determined,
by the examinations, which a few
thousands sat and only a few hun-
dreds passed. Satisfying the needs of
the vast majority of students who do
not proceed to higher education is the
rationale behind the new reforms.
It aims at providing certain specific
skills like numeracy, communication
skills, techniquacy, sociacy as well
as inculcating a scientific attitude and
ensuring both physical and aesthetic
development. None of these are new.
What is new is that they have been
consciously built into the new curti-
culum. They are the specific outcomes
expected by the designers. In this
way, the students have been given the
opportunity to learn to live, rather
than merely to pass examinations.

The Output

The new student who is actives
who is equipped with both mental
and physical skills, whose education
is closely related to his physical and
social environment and life within it,
has the capacity to develcp his in-
dividual potentialities and make a
positive contribution to social ad-
vancement. In the specific Sti Lanka
situation, theoutput of the educational
system, must be a dynamic person,
who can adapt himself to a rapidly
changing society, because having
emerged from the bonds of colo-
nialism and passed through the tod-
dler’s stage of indep:ndence, social
change is githering momentum. He
also must be a p2rson, who is capable
of giving direction to this change.
The success or failure of the present

reforms, to produce this type of per-
son, who is in direct contrast to the
output of the earlier system of edu-
cation, can only be assessed, when
the new student becomes an adult
member of society. We may how-
ever attempt a projection into the
future and examine his potentialities
as a future citizen.

Development

Socio-economic development is the
prime concern of a developing nation.
The character of the output of the
education system upto now, has been
one of the factors, inhibiting the
development effort in Sri Lanka.
“The divorce of education from the
world of work has uprooted an
entire generation from the type of
production, which can be readily
developed in the country and has
pushed the person, who would not-
mally have gone into some produc-
tion activity into a fruitless search
for white-collar employment, the ex-
pansion of which can no longer be
supported by the country’s produc-
tive sectors”. (Five Year Plag). To
change this situation, the new student
is being equipped with relevant
knowledge about his own environ-
ment, through integrated science stu-
dies, study of the country’s natural re-
sources, social studies and mathe-
matics. The whole Junior Secondary
scheme, seeks to provide skills, atti-
tudes and aspirations, related to the
socio-economic environment. The
pre-vocational studies, in a special
manner brings the student closer to
the world of work.

The new alignment between educa-
tion and development is likely to
produce future citizens who can
make a positive contribution to
socio-economic development, but that
alone is not sufficient.

Involvement

The dynamic pe2rson whom Sri
Lanka needs, must be a person with
an awareness. The new curriculum,
is rooted in our own environment
and p-ovid:s opportunities for learn-
ing about its physical and social aspec-
ts. The stud:nt therefore, when he
emerges into society will be aware
of the nature of our society, it’s
needs and the resources available and
it’s problems. Awareness must be
accompanied by the ability to analyse
and the capacity for logical argument,
Activity, problem solving and 4
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scientific attituds which are promi-
nent features of the new system, will
help the new student, to analyse the
social situation objectively, reflect
on it and argue about it, and then
make correct decisions. The person
who is aware of the social situation
and equipp=d to make correct social
d=cisions, is one who will be able to
idzntify himself with the society of
which he is 2 member. One of the
main d:fects of the earlier system
was, that it created a gulf between
the ‘educated’ and society at large.
This was because education did not
give them an insight into the real life
situation. 'The new reforms have
attempted to bridge this gulf.

The knowledge, skills and attitud-
es, which the new student s acquiring
in school to-day, will enable him, to
take his place in society, with con-
fidence about his ability, to help him-
self and help his fellow-beings.

The successful attainment of the
objectives of the reforms is a thing
of the fuature, but the failure to
achieve them will be a mnational
disaster. Education by itself, cannot
solve all economic and social prob-
lems. The present educational re-
forms are part of a larger socio-
economic plan. Failure in other
aspects of plaaning or in their imple-
mentation can inhibit the success of
the educational reforms. The educa-
tional reforms themseclves are far
from complete. Much more has to be
done, especially at the tertiary level,
to complete the reform of the whole
system. ‘The importance of non-
formal education in developing coun-
tries is being increasingly recognised.
The development of non-formal edu-
cation is neczssary to complement the
reform=d formal education system.
The reforms which have already been
implemented or are being imple-
mented at the primary and secondary
levels, are not perfect. The new
curricula do have certain defects.
Revision is necessary to eliminate
them. Teaching strategies which are
found to be inefficient must be re-
'viewed. There are many obstacles
which lie in the path ahead which
obstruct the optimum realization of
the objectives. What is important is
that education in Sri Lanka has taken
a decisive turn towards the attainment
of objectives which are vital for the
nation. Changes there can be, but
there can be no turning back.
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