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Introduction - 

Policies were initiated in Sri Larlka forty years ago to extend 
educational opportunities to all sections of the populatisn and to  change 
the elitist based education system in operation at the time. Among 
these policies were; 

(a) the provision of rural secondary schools (Central Schools), 

(b) the introduction of a system of free primary, secondary and 
tertiary education in state and aided schools as a result of the 
abolition of fees in English schools, 

(c) the adoption of the mother tongue as the medium of instruction 
in the primary school, and subsequently in the secondary school 
and 

(d) - the development of a system of scholarships for secondary and 
higher education. 

In the examination-oriented education system that had developed in 

Sri Lanka education was closely linked with school achievement, and was 

in the employment context, an important agent of socio-economic mobility, 
While the free education and educational medium policies benefitted the 

large majority who had been hitherto educationally disadvantaged, the 
system of scholarships was and is intended to select those with high 

ability and to assist such students, particularly those from economically 
deprived families, to  develop their potential and to facilitate their vertical 

mobility. S u ~ h  a measure is of substantial practical value in view of the 
high incidence of early school leaving in Sri Lanka as a result of economic 

constraints. 
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Objectives - 

  he purpose of this study was to assess the impact of the scheme of 
awzding annual scholarships (known as the Jathika Navodaya scholarships) 
to  approximately 2500 students in Grade 7 on their performance at an 
island-wide comdetitive state examination. The sample selected for the 
study were the 2446 winners of the Navodaya scholarships awarded to 
Grade 7 students on the basis of this examination in 1910. The former 
schemes of Grade 5 scholarships (at the termination of primary education) 
and Grade 8 science scholarships (at the end of junior secondary education) 
were reorganized in 1969 and an annual island-wide examination held 
for Standard 7 students to select approximately 25CO scholars. As this 
investigation was a longitudinal study encompassing the secondary and a 
part of the tertiary educational career of the selected student group, the 
scholars selected in 1970 were chosen as the subjects for this investigation. 

Students are selected annually on the basis of the results of an 
examination in General Intelligence, mother tongue and arithmetic and 
there is no evidence that the selection process at that time took into 
account regional population distribution. All scholarship winners are 
given the option of transferring to and continuing their education in better 
equipped secondary schools in the island. Those whose parents are in 
receipt of an income of less than Rs. 36001- per year are given financial 
assistance (Rs. 301- per month) to complete their secondary and higher 
education if they are successful at the reIevant qualifying examinations. 

. The scholarships; therefore, meet two important needs - they provide 
access to schools with facilities and thev reduce the cost of education and 
therefore enable students from low income families to utilize secondary 
and higher-education opportunities and thereby achieve socio-economic 
.mobility. - - .  

The assumption on which this study was based was that these students 
1 aimed a group of secondary students with relatively high ability. Given 
thk -requisite environmental and educational facilities they should be 
aachievers" in secondary schools and they should qualify for higher 
education in the competitive whirlpool of university adnlissions in Sri 
-Lanka and-enter the -professions or other forms of employment associated 
with academic achievement. 

The study was to  be undertaken in two stages. Stage I had as its 
ob jectivcs; 
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(i) to follow the educational careers of these students, 

(ii) to estimate the extent of educational wastage caused by  
"dropping out" and by underachievement, and 

(iii) to attempt to assess, on the basis of available information, the 
impact of these scholarships in promoting educational participa- 
tion and performance and socio-economic mobility. 

In the second stage of the study i t  is intended to explore the causes 
of underachievement through an in-depth study of a small sample of 
g6under-achievers". 

This report relates to the first stage of study - the preliminary 
investigation of the educational and subsequent activities of these students. 

Methodology and Sources . p 

In addition to the information available in the records of the 
Ministry of Education and the Admissions Office of the University Grants 
Commission, data was also collected by means of a questionnaire designed 
to ascertain the following information pertaining to each student; 

(i) the present location of the student, 

(ii) academic record, and 

(iii) parental occupations. 

These questionnaires were sent to the Heads of the,schools from 
which the students had appeared for the scholarship examination, as the 
information in the Ministry files did not include the home addresses of the 
students. Questionnaires wzre sent repeatedly to schools from which no - 
responses were received and were also sent to homes of students where - 
such addresses had been given by schools. 

Despite these efforts inforn~ation was received relating to only 1'452 
or 59.4% of the scholars (Table I). Some Heads of schools stated that 
they had no records of these students. Visits to some of the schools were 
not always fruitful since no records could be located. Some forms were 

' incoqplete but all information received was tabulated in the-e that 
. such data would assist, in assessing: the total situatih. - t 



*. 
' 

T
A

B
L

E
 1

 

(a
) 

N
um

be
r 

of
 

N
av

od
ay

a 
sc

h
ol

ar
sh

ip
 

w
in

n
er

s 
(b
) 

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
sc

h
ol

ar
s 

re
ga

rd
in

g 
w

h
o

m
 r

es
p

on
se

s 
w

er
e 

ob
ta

in
ed

 
(B

y 
se

x 
an

d 
re

gi
on

s)
 

D
IS

T
R

IC
T

 

C
ol

om
bo

 S
ou

th
 

C
ol

om
bo

 N
or

th
 

K
al

ut
ar

a'
 

K
an

dy
 

R
at

na
pu

r a
 

K
ur

un
eg

al
a 

C
hi

la
w

 

B
an

da
ra

w
el

a 

N
uw

ar
a 

E
liy

a 

K
eg

al
le

 

A
au

ra
dh

ap
ur

a 

B
at

ti
ca

lo
a 

Ja
f f 

n
a T
O
T
A
L
 

Si
nh

al
a 

M
ed

iu
m

 

T
im

il 
M

ed
iu

m
 

,I
 

%
 

R
es

po
ns

e 



Achievement and Under-Achievement in Sri Lank 47 
, . 

The data presented in this study is therefore of tw3 types; 

(a) Data relating to  all scholars was o5tained from the records of 
the Ministry of Education with regard to  names, schools and 
districts of scholars and whether finanzial aid was rxeived, and 
froin the Admissions Office, University Grants Cornmi--'  LO^ 

with regard t o  those admitted t o  the universities. 

(b) Data pertaining t o  transfers, parental background, length of 
schooling and academic achievement are based on replies to the 
questionnaire and relate therefore t o  only a p:oportion of the 
scholars. No generalizations are possible from this data but 
since the schools that  Jid not respond included both large and 
small, and urban and rural schools, the informathn is indicative 
of the p~sit ion of a substdntial proportion of the scholars. 

On the basis of this data the efficacy of the scholaship scheme can be 
assessed in; 

a )  its immediate impact on the educational opportunities of the 
recipients, and 

[b) its impacf on the subsequent academic achievements and on 
educational and socio-economic mobility. 

Educational Opportunity 

n e  scholarships appear to  have had an immediate impact in their 
role as a mechanistn t o  provide economic support and to  facilitate access to 
senior secondary education. 

It will be seen from Table 2 that 48.1% of a:I scholars received 
financial assistance. These students who were found t o  be economically 
disadvantaged were provlded with some financial i n c e n t i ~ e ~ t o  continue 
their ducation and to  defray at least a proportion of their private costs. 
The regional distribution of those who received assistance indicates that a 
substantial proportion of scholars in Colombo and even other ufban areas 
come from more economically favoured fan~;lies, and that enyironmental 
factors would inevitably have influenced performance at the >c!lolarship 
examination. Nevertheless the responses relating to 917 of these slholars 
s h ~ w  that 42% of this group were children of agricultural, incrustrial and 
sewice workers and that some parents were even unernployfd (Table 3). 
Ta schQlars from low income families the scholarship extend d educational 
opportunity and t o  some at least opened vistas of future success, 

- 2 





Table 4 gives the type Gf schools- from -which -the students had 
appeared for the scholarskFe%amination. Opp~rrunities for transftr from 
educationally disadvantaged schools to schools with superiorsfacilities wtre 
extended to  these scholars but the Ministry records giving the number of 
scholars who obtained such transfers could not be located. 

Information was receivX,Xowever, regarding the schools in which 
1452 of the scholar$continued their secondary education, and it w_as found 
that 62. 9 j(, of than-have transferred from their original schools to begter 
equipped schools (Tab16 5): It is interesting t o  note that the propot-@n 
is low in Colombo and Ja fha  (where the scholars were evidently_in 
privileged schools), and-very high in ten of the fifteen regions. The redies 
to the questionnaire showed that only --Zm --of the scholars remained 

, . 
in rural Mahp Vidyalayas. 

4 
2 
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T A B L E  3 -- - - -- - 
>1 - Occupation of Parents 

(Percentage disrributiorl) - 

Another interesting feature of the %hiola&-ip scheme is -that the 
overwhelming majority were admitted to  the science stream in the G, C, E. 
(Ordinary Ltvel) class (Grade 9). Of the students rLgarding whcm 
information is available and who appeared for the G. C. E- (Orillnary 

'Level) examination (854 in number) only 10 scholars offered; Azts 
. 

subjects and 2 were in the Commerce stream. Five others transferted to  
Arts from Science after the G. C. E (Ordinary Level) examination., This 
phenomenon reflects the reaction of schools, parents a6d stud& io  the 
unemployment situation among 4;ts %raduates :and their implicit faith in 
the value-:of ,a scienee-based eduiatiiSn _as -an avenue to rcmunirative 

- ernbloymnt and'sodp-economic rriob;ility- 4 1 

% distri- 
bu tion -- ... 
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27.6 

14-0 

4-5 

1OC-0 

-32 

118 

143 -- 
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The schBarships Mere therefore fairly effective in extending educa- 
, tional 02portunities and access to  secondary education particularly in 
Science t o  a group of economica~ly deprived and educationally disadvqntaged 
'students. % 

Outcomes 
Access, however, is only one facet of the problem of educational 

L- 

opportunity. " In a meritocratic system of selection such as the Navodaya 
*scholarships what is envisaged is the provision of an educational ladder 
that will promote educational achievement and the satisfaction of high 
vocationar and 'social aspirations. 

In Sri Lanka the apex of the educational system is the University 
and the goal of the majority of achievement oriented students is a 
science-basesnd preferably professional course such as engineering or  
'medicine which is widely accepted as an avenue t o  remunerative semplay- 
-mint with high social status. It may be expected, therefore that' a 
substantial proportion of Navodaya scholars wou!d with their combined 
~resqurces of general abil~ty and educational opportunity gain admisson to  
the University among the annual intake of approximately 4000 university 
students. 

The first year in which the 1970 scholars could have entered the 
University was in 1977. If their admission was dtlayed as a result o f ,  
repeating examinations or for any other reason they are likely to  have 
entered in 1978 or in 1979. Table 6 givzs the numbers of the 1970 scho- 
lars, who according to  the records in the University Grants Commission's 
Admissions Office gained admission to  the Universities in 1977, 1978 and 
1979. 

In 1977 only 9.9% of the 2446 scholars of 1970 entered the univer- 
sities. C~nt ra ry  to  papular assumptions sex disparities are relatively wide 
and 13.2% of men students and only 5.9% of women students were 
suicessful- Ano!her 8.9% entered in 1978 and 4.. 4% in:1978. Altogether 
a iota1 of 569 scholan or 23.3% of the 1970 scholars (26.8% of the men 

- and 19% of the women) have entered the universities. 

, The stark fact is that over 75% of the scholars have not so gar 
reachel the goal of mast achievemznt oriented secondary school students 
in Sri Lanh ,  and have not presumably &realized' their potential abilities. 
Two factors, however, pre~lud-, any clear analysis of causal relationships. 

A tejt such as the G. C. E (Advanced Lev:l) examination which 
places so muci  reliance on ro:e memory is hardly an adequate measure of 
genxal ability dr aptitude for higher education. Secondly, the basis of 
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' 
:elrction hcs differed from year to year and is so unnecessarily complicated 
that the term Lachievemmt' appears to  have several conuotations; In 1977 
?C% were ac'mitted in order of merit on the basis of standardized marks 
and 30% were selectcd from disadvantaged distri-ts. In 1978 studetlts 
were admitted on raw marks but several adjustments were made on the 
basis of standardization and district quotas. The scheme of selection in 
1979 was again different - 30% on all island order of merit on non - 

: standardized marks, 55% 0x1 district-wise . population and 15% from 
'deficienty districts. 

In terms of socio-economic nlobility university admission is tanta- 
mount to achievement. Nevertheless the findings of this survey indicate 
that the metitoctatic principle of selection which was the basis of the 
scholarshipscheme and the objectives which determined the policy of 
trahskt of $cholAts to well-equipped schools have been negated. Scholars 
apbea'~ tu have less opportunity for 'achieving' in the competitive tnviron- 
mcht bf large towns in which they have been placed than non-scholars in 
their home districts. I t  would seem that access to science education in 
prbtigiodb schools which was an integral feature of the scholarship scherile 
ha& militated against achievement as perceived in the current educational 
context. 

- 

Table 7 and 8 give the distribution b y  areas of study of the scholars 
whd entered the universities, 58.4% have enrolled in prestigious job- 

T A B L E  7 
Scholars by areas of study in U n i v e a e s  

- (Percentage distribution) 

,-. - 
-- but ion 

T A B L E  7 
Scholars by areas of study in U n i v e a e s  

- (Percentage distribution) 

Courses Female % distri- Total % distri- 
but ion but ion 

Engineering 21 9.9 122 21-4 

Medicine f 83 23 -2 79 37-4 162 23.5 
I 

Dental, Vet. Sc , Agriculture 1 1 ::: 1 1; 

7-1 34 5 -9 
I 

Architecture 2.4 15 2 -6 

Phys, Bio, Applied Sc., Maths! 
i I 

i 
Statistics 1 143 39-9 , 1 88 

Law 
I 

/ I /  
0 - 3  2 

A ~ t e  
I 

1 0 -4 

Total 
I I 

41.7 

0.9 

231 

3 

40-6 

0 -5 
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, ~rieatecl and economically rewarding science-based cczurses, 40.6% are in 
1 - 

tGien& Gculties and less than 1% are studying Law or in Arts-based 
; f?C,Ultier in 1978, of the total intake of 4831 studeilts t o  the Universities. 

Bo/,were admitted to science-based professional courses, 18.2% to science 
faculties 'and 61.0% to ~rts lbased : courses akd 'Law1. In comparison - .9.& - 
therefore the 8achievers' among the ~cholars have gaincd access to those 
etmrses whieh operate most effectively as agents of socio-economic 
mobiPity. - - -  - A 

. , 
k Wastage and Unber-achievement - 

I 

- - -It i s  apparent from the statistics relating to  university admissions that 
*ere is a high iicidence of cwastageJ and *under-achievement' anlong the 

" fS71) sch~lars- Unlike the university data there is no information in 
~fficial records relating to their achievement in secondary schcols or in 
post school activities- It  is probable, however, to glean some information 
from the replics to the questionnaire relating to 1280, or just over half the 
scho?ars. - 

As Table 9 indicates 44.2% of these 1280 scholars have contin'ued 
' their secoi~dary education to Grade 12, about 25% have left school after 

Grade 10 and nearly 30% have "dropped outJJ before Grade 10. The 

T A B L E  9 

School Leaving by Grades 

TOTAL : 
GRADE 

MALE FEMALE 1- 

Grade 7 

Grade 8 

Grade 9 

Grade 10 

Grade 11 

I Distri- Dibtri- 
bution 1 " 1 bution : 1 "O / Distri- 

I 
butiofi 

53 

135 

I 16 

124 

18 

Grade 12 288 

- - - 
1. Admis-ans Ocfice, University Grants Commission, Colombo.- 

TOTAL 634 I 100.0 646 
I 

8- 3 

. 21.2 

2-5 

19-5 

2 -8  

45.4 

- 

7.3 ; 

20-2 

1 a6 

24.6 

1-9  

44.2 

1CO. 0 

6 - 3  

19-3 

0- 8 

29-4 
-- 

1 - 1  

43 - 0  

100.0 

41 

125 

5 

190 

7 

278 

94 

260 

21 

314 . 
25 

566 

1280 
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' ' I  
incidence of early school leaving' from secondary sckio4ls k150bg the 
scholars has been much less than that among thq 'sec4ndary s;h8ol - I I _ _  _ - -A - _ A L _ _  --1 A__ 

populatiot~ at large. The regional disparities i n l f e p a  of 'scho0ling 
presented in Table 10, however, show that the policy .bf finahcial"asqistance 
and transfers have not helped substantially t o  eliminate such imbdlanlccs. 

- - - - - - -  - - 

Little information is available regarding the post- school activitks of 
the scholars who are not in universities. Of the 1280 students 12 are 
reported to  be enrolled in Polytechnics and 79 are employed in occupations 
such as teaching, nursing, technical and clerical- -jobs and in busine~s-and 
industry (Table 11). The rest are ~ r e s u m a b l ~  unemployed or are still 
strivinito gain admission to  the universities or to  other secondary or 
tertiary educatioual ipstitutions. - _ _  -_ - 

Of these 1280 scholars 854 appeared for the G. C. E. (Ordinary 
Level) examination and 518 for the G. C. E. .(Advanced Level). Their 

- performance at those examinations (Tables- 12 and 13) naturally reflect a 
higher standard of achievement than the general body of candidates who 
appear for these examinations but falls short of the achievement expected 
of scholars. 15% - have ,- failed -- to obtain - --- -- even six passes and according to  
the criteria used in Sri Lanka 78.6% qualified for senior secondary education 
by obtaining three or more credits, and 63.3% have obtained at least five 
credits. Similarly 67.2% reached the standard of eligibility for university 
admission on the results of the- G C- B (Advanced Level) examination. 
One third of the scholars who appeared for these examinations have 
therefore failed to reach the minimum achievement level required to qualify 
for senior secondary and higher education- Regional disparities between 

-----A" --A - --">- ---- . 
cducationClly developed areas such as Colombo and Jaffna and other 
districts are marked particularly at the highest level of performance and 
this could well reflect the attraction of scholars t o  urban areas and 
especially to  Colombo and-Jaffna. - - 

Achievement at these levels, however, is most rewarding if it 
culminates irk higher education and in this context the large proportions 
qualifying at each stage offer further evidence of wastage. 

One other facet of tht: relatiorlship between education and social 
mobility was explored in this study. In a country like Sri Lanka in which 
the western-oriented English-speaking elite still ddminates the commanding 
positions of the sozio-economic strusture, proficiency in the English language 
operates as an agent of mobility, particularly in the expanding private 
sector of the economy. Among the 854 scholars whose G. C. E (Ordinary 
Level) records are available it is significant that 51.6% have either failed in 
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T A B L E  11 

Scholars in Polytechnics and in Employment 
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English or have not offered it at the examination, and 5% have obtained 
a distinction and 21.8% a credit pass (Table 14). Regional disparities are 
marked and while onIy 20% have not obtained at least a pass in Colombo, 
ovet 7b% hrve failed to do so in 8 of the 15 regions. The efficacy of 
these m&alarships in promoting mobility is therefore affected by the 
influence $f one more variable-knowledge of English - 
Conclusi@ 

This :study of achievement and under--achievement attempts a follow- 
up, of the 1970 group of Grade 7 scholars. A considerable proportion of 
the scholars were found to have received some financial support and easier 
access to senior secondary education. It is apparent, however, that the 
impact of. this substantial number of island-wide scholarships has been 
very lin~ite$ ftom the standpoint of the aspirations and expectation; of 
patent$ and students. Less than one fourth achieved the goal of univer- 
iity eduelddn. At each grade in the secondary school students c6dropbed 
o ~ t "  Or Were '&pushed out" because they did not qualify for further studies. 
Since evgn hntrants to the labour force with G. C. E n  (Ordinary Level) 
~~ualificati~fis; are often unemployed or employed in low income jobs, only 
the small of the scholars who sre in higher educational 
inSt&ufio&i &re likely to improve their socio-economic status. 

The causes of under-achievement leading t o  the waste of potential 
in thiq idp~ol of ability" could well range from economic constraints to the 
rigiditiae qf the educational system and the vagaries of the selection process 
a ~ d  to 'thti: mlotivational pattern of Sri Lankan youth. They will be explored 
in st;tge 2 &f the study through a study of histories". 

b f p ~ ~ ~ h i l e  a few issues have etnerged from this study as focal points 
for further policies: 

1. While scholarships are a pre-requisite for equalizing educational 
oR;lsapunity, in- Sri Lanka as elsewhere compensatory mechanisms 
hatre fibt been successful in ensuring equal educational opportunity 
and esztpected cutcomes in a competitive educational environment and 
a SQ~Q-economic milieu bristling with inequalities. Education 
cgnaot: change the lives of even a small group of individuals unless 
supparted by dynamic social and economic policies. 

2. The assumptions underlying the operation of the scholarship scheme 
need re-examination in the light of the unhappy experiences of 

in prestigious schools and in science eoutses. Questionable 
Pplic&s have been. 
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(a) the transfer of scholars to alien and inhospitable environments 
followed by a system of district - besed selection for higher 
education. 

(b) the relative neglect of educationally disadvantaged districts 
which are considered to be adequately served by the system of 
scholarships and the application of a district quota selection 
process. 

(c) the a1lo:ation of scholars to science education regardless of 
their aptitudes and interests. 

(d) it may perhaps also be necessary to examine the adequacy of 
the testing instruments used in the selection of scholars. 

3. 'The present system of selection to  universities which tends to stifle 
creativity and innate abilities and aptitudes is clearly in need of review 
in order to reduce the waste of human resources through the 
educational process and to promote both individual and national 
development. 
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