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Perspectlves in Educatlon
The Next Decade

R. S. Medagama
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Apart from its idealistic aims education has a fundamental role to play in social and personal
development. It will be increasingly fel in the future, as human resource development is the

The Future

What are the characteristic features of the future
soclety?

rstly, one of the distinguishing characterist-
ics of the next century will be the domi-
nance of knowiedge where information power
surpasses all other factors of production knowledge
workers will derive higher incomes than owners of
capital. In a world of corporate organisations deci-
sion making power will be with the highly educated
high level management, not the owners of capital
i.e. the shareholders of companies. A person with
knowledge will be able to raise capital through var-
ous financial instruments only if he knows how fo do
it and use it effectively. The decision-makers of the
boards of management in multinational organisations
will wield greater influence in economic decisions
even more than the political leaders of a developing
nation.

Secondty the development of technology will have
a great influence in the fife styles of people. Devel-
opments in information technology and communi-
cation will change the character of the existing
organisations. The present offices where we work
may tum out to be co-ordinating centres where of-

fics-workers may attond offics only when and if

necessary. Most of the world will be done in their
homes. They will communicate with each other
through computer-based communication mecha-
nisms. Exchange of ideas may be through new
modes such as tele-conferencing.

In aducation the teacher’s role will change and the
school as an organisation will change. It may not be
necassary for pupils fo spend five to six hours in
school with their teachers for five days of the waek.
Probably they may meet with the teacher for two or
three hours a day for two or three days a week to
get guidance from the teacher. Rest of the time in-
duding evenings they may communicate with the
teacher via Intemet or a more developed communi-
cation mechanism. Pupils will learn more and more
through other media informally, than by what is dis-
pensed by the teacher at school. Further he will be-
come a leamer or his own surfing the websites
through the intemnet or other media channals. in such

a situation leaming to leam skills are more impor-

tant than what is leamt.

key fo growth in a knowledge-based sociefy.

In a fast changing world education is not goingtobe a
“one shof” operation. Already we have accepted the
concapt of ife long” education, or the need for con-
tinuing education. Opportunities have to be provided
for adults to leam as and when necessary. institutes for
further education and opportunities for open leaming
will be necessary. Even higher education institutes and
universities have to be more flexible io meet these de-
mands. The pace of change is so fast that it is difficult
to predict what exactly will happen in ten years hence.
Thirdly, the world is becoming increasingly and imevers-
ibly inter-linked and inter-dependent. Future
organisations whether in business and commerce or
professional and voluntery sectors will not only be in-
temational but also transnational in such a situation mo-
bility is faciitated and knowledge-workars wil move from
country to country, changing their jobs. in the process
they shouid leam to adjust to not only new environments,
but also to new job requirements, leaming new skills.
Adaptability is essential for survival.

Globalization will affect not only those who migrate, but
also the life styles of people in a country. information
will fiow freely into a country whether we like it or not
and these will affect our traditiona! cutture and its val-
ues. It is here that we have to be aware of what Ma-
hatma Gandhi has said “though | keep my windows
open, for the wind to blow from all directions | refuse to

ha blosaom o8 bos dhoa oo d®
08 wrown Gu Uy e wind".

Already the traditional relationships in our society are
disintegrating. Transformation of offices and depen-
dence on the computer will exacerbate the feelings of
alienation. Coping skilis wil be necessary for maintain-
ing one's balance.

It is not contended that all these influences wili be on
our doorstep within a few years. Certainly, the majority
of puplis studying in schools during the first decade of
the 21 century will experience the developments de-
scribed above for a major part of their lives.

Sri Lanka Achlevements In Education

Where does Sri Lanka stand on the eye of the new
millennium, in education? Sri Lanka has many achieve-
ments to its credit in the field of education particularty
mnoonmmdtomsposlﬂmhoﬂ\ercounm in
South Asia.

Ithas a network of over 10,000 schools spread through-
out the country, which provide fair access to education
for all. Emlmerutgmdeﬂmnllswerss% The

tmnsmon ofpupiis from the j ;umor secondary level
to General Qertificate of Education (GCE) Ordinary
Level (O1) is70% and the transition from GCE (O/L)
to GCE (Advanced Level) is over 25%. Regulations
for the provison of compulsory education to chidren
between theages of five years and fourteen years
have been enacted. The literacy rate is at 91.8%.
There is no discrimination on the basis of gender
and women snjoy equal opportunities with men.

In the field d higher education, although there are
12 universities, they can accommodate less than 2%
of the age cchort seeking admission to universities.
This is lowerthan the rate of participation in univer-
sity education in countries, which ara in par with the
level of devdopment in Sri Lanka, The opportuni-
ties in the na-university tertiary-sector are limited
and the qually of provision is poor. There is a clear
nead for expansion in higher education. But even
the fimited rumber of graduates passing out from
universities do not find employment in the private
sector, whichis the engine of growth. As a result the
out-put fromthe university system has to be ac-
commodatedas a social welfare benefit scheme in
unproductive positions in the government sector.

There is an trgent need o overhaul the entire uni-
versity eduction sector to provide an education,
which is releant, need-based and demand oriented
while maintahing excellence.

The position h the non-university tertiary sector and
technical and vocational sector is even worse.

The curent Education Reforms Programme is aimed
at the improxement of the quality of general educa-
tion and ensure access and equity in educational
provision. Wihin the next three to four years some
of the quantittive targets such as providing primary
ing of all teadhers and provision of more and better
quality inputs may be achieved. However the qual-
ity of the proluct cannot be ensured in a short pe-
riod of time and success cannoi De measured in
quantitative trms.

Reforms in the higher education sactor and the tech-
nical and vocational education sector are also be-
ing implemerted. However, considering the con-
straints in the system it may take a long fime to see
an impact onthe system.

Areas for Future Actions

Although SriLanka may attain universal primary
education in hree or four years time, the concept of
literacy has t be redefined in the light of changing
needs. UNES(O has suggested that compulsory edu-
cation would comprise a basic education that would
equip the chii with the required knowledge and sidlis
for living as vell as acquiring the process skills of
Ieafmg so tiat a person will be continuougly lsam-
ing in order b keep pace with the changes in the
environmentThe ability fo read and write a sentence
and do basiccomputations in numeracy will be to-
tally inadequate. It would require a general educa-
tion of ten orelaven years duration with a curicu-
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lum leading to the acquisition of competencies In
communication including literacy, numeracy angd
graphics, competencles relafing to the environment,
the social as well as physical and biological compe-
tencies relating to ethics and religlon, competencles
in play and tha use of leisure and competencies re-
lating to Isam to feam. Such a broad goal-oriented
task cannot be achieved unless we provide adequate
facllities for schooling up to about 16 years of age.
In about five years time we may have to revise our
legislation on compulsory education to ralse the up-
per age limit to 16 years. As the present rats of tran-
sition from junior secondary level to senior second-
ary level is around 70% this is an achievable target
by the end of the next decade. The demographic
transaction will drastically reduce the proportion of
young dependents and the present infrastructure fa-
cllites may be adequate, if properly maintained.

As we are moving into a leaming society, opportuni-
ties for open learning or adult and further education
have to be strengthened substantially. Opening out
the schools to the community in the evenings, es-
tablishing centres of further education, more and
more opportuntties for distance leaming and promot-
Ing media and other modes for informal leaming are
some of the cast effective strategles that can be pur-
sued to promote a leaming soclety.

In the developed countries the schools are under-

. going a technological revolution. The introduction of

the microcomputer has brought about a revolution
intheinstructional process comparable to what hap-
pened in the pastwith the infroduction of printed ma-
terial, The computer with intemet connection has
enabled the pupils {o engage in self-directed leam-
ing with the possibllity of getting the teachers guid-
ance at any time, whether during school time or at
home. Students could suif various websites and
learn about necessary things on their own. Multime-
dia projectors, CD ROM, videos and other techno-
logical aids help to enhance the quality of classroom
Instruction.

One may say that for developing countries like Sri
Lanka where wa cannot provide the basic teaching-
leaming equipment to schools these are far-fetched
asplrations. But the increasa In the use of TV, tele-
phone and computers within the last 6 or 7 years
show how fast changes would take place. Under the
educational reforms programme a computer will be
provided to afl schools with Activity-rooms in the jun-
lor secondary curriculum if electrictty Is avaliable. At
the moment nearly 100 schools have computer cen-
ters imparting computer literacy to all students in
G.C.E. (OLL) and G.C.E. (A/L) classes. The foreign
funded projects that are currently being implemented
and those in the pipeline will provide computer cen-
tres to at least 1000 sacondary schools during the
next three years. Once thess facilities are provided,
athers will follow up to procure such equipment
through different channels. What the govemment has
to provide are the infrastructure facllities such as
electrictty and telephone connections. Even the gov-
emment aliocation on quality inputs can be increased
considerably In the context of the demographic tran-
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sition. Unless we make an effort to catch up with the
developed countries in this field now, we wil! continue
to remaln under-developed.

The changing environment and the intrusion of tech-
nology to the classroom will necessarily require a
change In the role of the teaching profession. No one
should have the notion that the taacher will not be
needed and puplls will leam on their own, Computers
can never replace the teacher. But the role of tha teacher
has to change. He s no longer the dispenser of knowi-
edge who is considered to be the sole repository of
knowledge. As advocated by modem education prac-
tice the teacher will only be a facilitator of learning who
will advise and guide his pupils while the chiidren, highly
motivated, will ieam on their own.

But teachers should know all about the use of technol-
ogy, where the knowledge is to be found and how to
train children to usa that knowledge. This requires the
teachers to be highly trained professionals. Under the
education reforms within the next three to four years all
teachers will be professionally trained. Thereafter no un-
trained teachers will be recruited. However the next step
should be to ensure that all teachers ultimately become
professionally trained graduates. This would bring
teaching profession in this country to a level on par with
such profession in the developed western countries.

The need to leam an intemational language has been
recognised widely by the people of this country. While
Englishwill be the princlpal foreign language, the leam-
ing of other foreign languages too should be encour-
aged. The growing intamational contacts will facllitate
the learning of foreign languages. The need to improve
the quality of teaching English has been recognised
under the education reforms programme. However an
accelerated programme to train English teachers is nec-
essary, It is common knowledge that the standard of
English among teachers of English Is very low. A con-
certed effort to upgrade the English language skills of
teachers is an imperative.

Although globallzation on the one hand is bringing the
mankind together to form one global family, on the other
hand, conflicts among various ethnic, religious and so-
cial groups within countries as well as rivalries among
nations have brought about untold misery to millions of
human beings.it has been estimated that there are as
much as10000 conflicts occurring among various groups
at any given time, leading to death, disabllity and dis-
placement of millions of people. Unless this orgles of
violence Is contained, if not eliminated, a falr percent-
age of tha world population will not be able to enjoy the
fruits of human progress achieved through scientific and
technological advances over the centuries.

Wa in this country at the moment are undergoing a cata-
strophic conflict resulting in dire consequences. Beside
the degree of violence In soclety is so widespread that
life has become very cheap. Sri Lanka s a very good
example for a country which Is experiencing these con-
frasting developments.

As germs of conflict arise [n the minds of people, edu-
cation has a major role to play in instilling Ideas of peace
and non-violence in the minds of young ones.

It is sald that the "task of education (s to teach at
one and the same time, the diversity of the human
race and an awareness of the similarities between
and the interdependence of all humans”. Instaad of
exacarbating the competitive elemsnt In social rela-
tionships, the schoo! programmes, the curricular and
co-cunicular activities should promote co-operation,
a sensa of sharing and respect for others. Children
should be, “able to put themselves in other peoples
shoes and understand thelr reactions. Developing
such empathy at school bears fruit in terms of social
behaviour throughout life".

Curriculum developers, school administrators and
teachers should strive to mould a culture of peace.
Atthe same ime one should be aware of one's right
aswell as one obligations to soclety. Democratic par-
ticipation Is a right as well as a duty of every citizen.
Wherever appropriats, raditionel values should be
promoted and preserved to achieve these aims,

The break down in the traditional family relationships
with the disappearance of the extended family, the
adoption of new technology and the Increasing com-
petitiveness in modem soclety has created a feel-
ing of alienation among the citizens in the devel-
oped countries. This trend will soon spread to the
developing worid as well it s the role of education to
promote competencies relating to the use of play
and leisure, and also provide coping skills to meet
more and more stressful situations that one may con-
stantly encounter to life.

The graduation to a knowledge-based soclety has
Important implications for management. A more in-
formed person will resist to be driven by others or
use of bureaucratic techniques. Providing leadership,
setting examples will be better methods of motivat-
Ing people to work. Participatory approaches will be
more successful. Decentralisation of control, provid-
ing greater autonomy to schools, school-based man-
agement are some of the techniques that may be
adoptad in effecting this transition. Parents and the
community will be encouraged to participate in the
management process. The school administrators wil
have to be accountable to the community that they
serve.

In higher education the urgent task is to Improve the
quality of university education so that the graduates
of our universities will be able to contribute to na-
tional development. As centres of excaflence in
scholarship, they have a crucial role In promoting
social development. The graduates of universities
are expectad to give laadership and to create more
opportunities for others as a result of his activity.

Under these circumstances priority should be given
to enhancing the effectiveness of university educa-
tion through the revision of course structures, cur-
ticula, methodology of instruction and assessment
to transform the existing courses to be more relevant,
employment orlented, wherever feasible and better
matched to the national manpower needs.

The research capabilities of universities have to be
strengthened substantially to service the demands
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to advancement of student’s sclamlmdge '
and technology and a closer relationship has o be
established between industry and institutes of higher
leaming for mutual advantage. As universities are
hard-pressed for funding the industry should make
their contribution towards promoting ressarch.

The proposed reforms in higher education wilf bring
about major changes in the curricula of universities.
The present rigid subject-based courses will be con-
verted to more flexible systems so that the gradu-
ates will have better apportunities for interdiscipli-
nary studies. As stated earfier the role of education
in the modem context is to develop the competen-
cies of a person rather than getting one to acquire
more and more information. The instructional proc-
ess in the universities too have to change in keep-
ing with these objectives. Universities should also
need to be equipped with modem educational tech-
nology fo improve the methods of leaming.

The non-university tertiary education and vocational
education sector deserves graater attention in the
coming decade. For the number of students in col-
legiate grades will increase and even at present the
high rate of unemployment among this group which
is around 23% is one of the highest. While the facili-
ties in this sector has to be increased fo meet the
growing demand the quality of courses should be
upgraded so that the trainees would meet the de-
mands of the employment market.

When one reflects back on what has happened in
the past there is nothing special about the onset of
a new millennium. It only focuses our attention on
the tomorrow’s world. But the changes that may oc-
cur are 50 unpredictable, we cannot recommend the
specifics that would meet the demands of the fu-
ture. What we have to do is to shape a person who
would be able to meet the unforeseen challenges in
anincreasingly uncertain environment. .




