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SECTOR ASSESSMENT: EDUCATION  
 

A. Sector Performance, Challenges, and Opportunities  

1.  Performance 

1. Among South Asian countries, Sri Lanka ranks highest on the United Nations’ Human 
Development Index.1 The school education sector in Sri Lanka has made rapid progress since 
the 1980s in providing near universal access to primary and secondary education. The country is 
now poised to build on these successes to focus on providing more equitable access to the best 
schools. The quality of science and technical education at the school and tertiary levels remains 
a key challenge to building a knowledge economy. This is in line with the government’s vision, as 
articulated in the National Human Resource Employment Policy and the Mahinda Chintana 
(Mahinda Vision), to fuel growth, reduce youth unemployment, and improve the Human 
Development Index score in order to be at par with countries with comparable levels of income.2 
 
2. Sri Lanka has achieved substantial success in school education with universal enrollment 
and a 98% net survival rate at the primary level, a 91% net survival rate for the basic education 
cycle (grades 1–9), and gender parity in basic education.3 For basic education, the survival rate 
for girls (93%) is higher than the rate for boys (89%). Net enrollment rates are similar across all 
income quintiles at the primary level, with some differences at the secondary level. Several 
studies of national assessments in grades 4 and 8 found that learning outcomes have improved 
markedly in the 2000s in primary and junior secondary school.4 
 
3. The country has built a solid foundation in the education sector based on important sector 
policy reforms, such as mandating compulsory basic education for all and adopting the Program 
for School Improvement (PSI), and demand-side incentives—such as scholarships and free 
textbooks, uniforms, and school meals—to complement the supply-side initiatives of providing 
enough schools and teachers in the aggregate. 5  In 2007, Sri Lanka adopted a 
competency-based learning, teaching, and assessment model as part of the implementation of 
curricular reforms. The reforms were aligned with the initiatives to support student-centered 
learning and school-based assessment, all geared to improve learning outcomes and enhance 
the employability of school graduates. 
 

2. Challenges 

4. While participation in senior secondary education has improved, the net enrollment rate is 
still only 65% because of high rates of attrition after grade 11. Only 33% of the students who 
enter grade 1 complete senior secondary school.6 The challenge in creating a skilled work force 
is deepened as only one-fifth of the advanced level graduates, i.e. 6% of students entering grade 
1 each year, are able to attend university because of limited seats. Institutions for technical and 
vocational education and training (TVET) also have a limited intake, leaving 110,000 students or 
almost one-third of the cohort with no skills training or relevant qualifications. These weaknesses 
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in the education system make the youth in Sri Lanka less employable, as reflected in the 17.8% 
youth unemployment rate—despite an overall unemployment rate of under 4%. The youth 
unemployment rate for women is even higher at 21.6%.7 
 

a. Poor Quality and Relevance of Secondary Education 
 
5. Poor examination outcomes. The quality of secondary education is a major concern as 
reflected in the weak learning outcomes and poor examination performance, which has 
contributed to low completion rates in grades 11–13. It is difficult to measure student 
performance in Sri Lankan schools because good national assessment systems are lacking at 
the senior secondary level. The country has also never participated in international assessment 
tests. Examination results are used as an indicator of the quality of senior secondary education, 
but they are not as robust an indicator as national assessments.8 Pass rates for the grade 11 
General Certificate of Education (GCE) examinations at the ordinary level improved from 50% in 
2005 to 61% in 2011. However, the rates are still low, forcing many students who fail to drop out.9 
Pass rates for the grade 13 GCE examinations at the advanced level have stagnated at about 
60% for the past 5 years (62% in 2011). Ordinary and advanced level pass rates are significantly 
lower in science, mathematics, and English, reflecting poor performance in subjects that are 
essential for preparing graduates to succeed in the knowledge economy. The pass rate for the 
advanced level physical sciences stream was only 36% in 2011, while the ordinary level English 
pass rate was 45%. The low pass rates can be attributed to the lack of teachers trained as 
subject specialists and the poor quality of teaching in secondary schools, particularly in grades 
10–13. Another factor that contributes to the low pass rates is the inadequate school facilities 
that support learning, such as libraries, information and communication technology laboratories, 
and science laboratories, particularly in provincial schools. The unavailability of teachers and 
lack of appropriate teacher professional development to provide a good teaching and learning 
environment, particularly in remote and conflict-affected areas, also contributes significantly to 
these low pass rates.  

 
6. Inadequate focus on continual school-based or internal assessments. Along with 
many high-performing countries, Sri Lanka supports school-based assessment (SBA) or internal 
assessment, because of its positive contribution to learning, teaching, and assessment 
processes, and acknowledges that it is a valid assessment method for collecting evidence of 
student ability in a range of dimensions that are not readily assessed by high stakes external 
examinations. In Sri Lanka, SBA is implemented across grades 6–13. National implementation of 
SBA for grades 6–9 started in 1999 and has undergone periodic revisions. The National Institute 
of Education (NIE), an autonomous body within the Ministry of Education (MOE), is mainly 
responsible for implementing the SBA program in grades 6–9, with assistance from the 
Department of Examinations’ National Evaluation and Testing Service (NETS). NETS is mainly 
responsible for implementing the SBA for GCE ordinary level and advanced level. In 2001, NETS 
introduced the revised SBA program to GCE ordinary level grades; implementation of the SBA 
for GCE advanced level began in 2003, with periodic revisions.  
 
7. SBA grades are reported separately from the GCE ordinary and advanced level 
examination results and they not integrated into the overall final grade. This further diminishes 
the already poor examination results. However, the MOE, in its Education Sector Development 
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Framework and Program (ESDFP),10 has proposed combining the performance information from 
national assessments, public examinations, and the SBA. Before more widespread integration of 
the SBA with other performance information, the National Curriculum Framework11 needs to be 
reviewed and an appropriate national student assessment policy framework determined to 
ensure that curriculum and assessment systems are aligned. Along with this policy framework, 
programs are needed for NIE officers, teachers, and zonal SBA facilitators to enhance their SBA 
skills and knowledge, taking into account, for example, teachers’ skills in using performance 
standards, developing standards-based rubrics, and engaging in intra- and interschool 
moderation. In-school and across-school moderation systems need to be implemented and 
strengthened before grade integration to ensure grades have credibility, reliability, and validity. 
Policy decisions will also be needed before grade integration. For example, a decision will be 
needed regarding the percentage of marks that should be contributed by the SBA as each 
subject is different with respect to the extent that SBA should contribute to the final GCE 
(ordinary and advanced level) marks awarded to students.  
 
8. Weak links to skills training and the job market. Sri Lanka’s broad-based grade 1–9 
curriculum provides students with a good general education across a range of subjects. However, 
the student subject selections in grades 10–13—and particularly in grades 12–13—are 
ill-matched to current labor market needs and to Sri Lanka’s aspirations to build a knowledge 
economy. The low number of science and commerce graduates is exacerbated by the 
disproportionately low numbers enrolled in these streams: 52% of all students are enrolled in the 
arts stream compared with 23% in science and 25% in commerce.12 Further, of the 228,497 
students in the arts stream in 2010, only about 1,600 were enrolled in the six technology subjects. 
While some technology subjects have been introduced at the secondary level, there is no stream 
that enables secondary schools students to graduate with an advanced level certificate in 
technology, weakening the links between secondary school and the skills training sector. School 
dropouts and graduates are also less employable because of a mismatch between the technical 
and soft skills, including English language skills, required by the emerging service sectors, which 
are projected to provide the majority of future jobs. The overtly academic orientation and 
content-driven nature of the senior secondary school curriculum is another factor undermining 
their employment.13 The unemployment rate among advanced level graduates is higher (8.6%) 
than the average (3.9%), reflecting this mismatch between the skills expected by employers and 
those taught in senior secondary school (footnote 7). 
 

b. Inequitable and Inefficient Access to Quality Secondary Education 
 
9. National averages mask considerable regional and socioeconomic disparities in senior 
secondary education outcomes. For example, the ordinary level pass rate for science varies 
between 58% in the Western Province to 38% in Uva Province, mirroring the distribution of 
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schools, facilities, and teachers. Girls have consistently higher enrollment, completion, and pass 
rates than boys at all levels of schooling. In 2011, the advanced level pass rate was 68% for girls 
and 52% for boys.14 Despite these successes, the unemployment rate for women (21.6%) is 
much higher than for men at 15.7% (footnote 7). This is in part because girls are 
disproportionately enrolled in the arts stream: only 19% of girls who take the advanced level 
enrolled in a science stream. Thus girls are not acquiring the skills required by a changing labor 
market. The differences in participation rates across income class are also significant at the 
senior secondary level where net enrollment rates vary from 52% for children from the poorest 
quintile to 77% for those from the richest quintile (footnote 4). 
 

10. Regional and socioeconomic disparities in school infrastructure. The imbalanced 
participation in senior secondary education and the low participation in science, technology, and 
commercial subjects at GCE advanced level are partly the result of the dearth of schools offering 
these subjects. Although there are a sufficient number of senior secondary schools and teachers, 
only 7% of public schools offered all options of arts, commerce, and science at the advanced 
level in 2011 (type 1AB schools). In addition, a disproportionate number of 1AB schools are in 
wealthier, urban areas. Only 72 of the 330 divisions in the country have at least one type 1AB 
school. Low pass rates in science subjects at ordinary level and advanced level reflect the lack of 
science and other facilities, as well as poor quality math and science teaching in many schools, 
including a shortage of subject teachers in remote areas. Of the almost 3,000 schools offering 
GCE advanced level subjects, only 715 schools offer the science stream. Only about 300 
schools offer GCE advanced level technology subjects within the arts stream, and only 1,530 
schools offer the commerce stream at GCE advanced level. A major reason schools do not offer 
these subjects is the lack of facilities, equipment, materials, and resources. One-third of 
secondary schools lack laboratory facilities for GCE ordinary level students. Further, while 
significant investments have been made to establish computer laboratories in schools under 
various projects, integrated computer-assisted learning needs to be expanded. These 
differences are exacerbated by wealthier households choosing to send students to better-quality 
schools, creating many inefficient, poorer-quality small schools in remote areas. While about 
10% of schools have more than 1,000 students, 15% of schools have less than 50, making them 
unsustainably small and economically inefficient.15  
 

11. Disparities in the deployment of subject specialist teachers. The country has an 
average student–teacher ratio of 18:1 for both primary and secondary education, and more than 
95% of teachers were trained and qualified in 2006–2010.16 This indicates an adequate number 
of qualified teachers in the country in the aggregate. However, the disparity among the provinces 
and zones in the deployment of teachers is large, particularly for science, mathematics, 
commerce, information and communication technology, and technology subjects because 
recruiting and deploying teachers in non-urban areas is difficult. This lack of qualified teachers 
prevents many schools from offering science, technology, and commerce subjects at GCE 
advanced level. Because the failure to provide appropriate staffing may result in high failure rates 
for these important examinations, students hesitate to enroll in these streams. While MOE’s 
ESDFP makes a commitment to recruit and deploy teachers in these areas, it does not include 
specific targets for each province. Teacher mapping and deployment studies are needed in each 
province to set and support clear targets in science, mathematics, technology, and commerce. 
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c. Ineffective School Leadership and Management 
 
12. Weak provincial and zonal capacity. Provincial capacity to provide academic and 
administrative support to schools is weak. Provincial capacity for procurement also needs 
strengthening. While the PSI has been a successful initiative, it needs greater support from, and 
capacity building of, zonal staff to deepen the school-based management reforms. 
 
13. Gaps in school leadership and academic management. The transformation and 
upgrading of secondary schools to type 1AB demands the development of school principals who 
can be efficient managers and strong leaders. The NIE’s Center for Education Leadership and 
Development and the NIE are tasked to provide capacity building for principals and deputy 
principals. However, there is an insufficient number of staff in these institutions and they require 
further capacity development to provide school leaders with training in leadership and 
educational management. The center lacks sufficient staff and resources to offer such programs.  

 
14. Inadequate financing and systems for school maintenance of assets. ESDFP 
(2012–2016) reports that most schools lack appropriate funding and systems to maintain assets, 
particularly higher order learning equipment including information technology and 
computer-assisted learning equipment. This is a major limitation to improving science and 
technology learning outcomes.  
 

d. Inadequate Program Financing and Implementation Capacity 
 
15. Inadequate program financing. Investment in improving equitable access to quality 
schools is constrained by the declining spending on education as a proportion of gross domestic 
product (GDP) and total government spending. Sri Lanka spent only 1.9% of GDP and 8.6% of 
total spending on education in 2011, which is substantially less than the 3%–5% of GDP and 
15%–20% of total spending in many countries with comparable economic features including 
most South-East Asian countries. While the ESDFP has a medium-term expenditure framework, 
it is not fully financed by budget allocations—the 2013 capital budget allocation was only 51% of 
ESDFP financial requirements. In addition, only 8%–10% of the school education sector budget 
is spent on the capital account, constraining funding to upgrade secondary schools with facilities 
such as laboratories. Further, capital budget allocations are often subject to cuts, even midyear. 
As in many countries, less than 5% of the recurrent school education sector budget is spent on 
non-salary, non-operational development expenditures, limiting the potential to improve quality 
inputs such as the curriculum, instructional materials, teacher training, and maintenance of 
infrastructure.  
 
16. Insufficient implementation capacity. Implementation responsibilities for education are 
divided between the central MOE and the provincial councils through the departments of 
education for the nine provinces. The MOE is responsible for overall policies and strategies, as 
well as for implementation in the 340 national schools. The provincial departments of education 
are responsible for implementation in the provincial schools, which account for 97% of all schools. 
While decentralization strengthens local accountability, there is no focal point which is 
accountable for results in the sector, making governance and implementation complicated. Fund 
flow mechanisms from the Ministry of Finance also follow different channels, once again diffusing 
accountability. 
 
17. The capacity at the central level to provide technical and implementation support needs to 
be strengthened, particularly in technical design, fiduciary systems, environment safeguards 
compliance, and use of data for monitoring and evaluation. Provincial capacity to implement the 
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program is weak, particularly with regards to procurement and financial management systems. 
Transparency International ranked Sri Lanka 79 out of 176 countries on its Corruption Perception 
Index in 2012. Although Sri Lanka performed significantly better than most of its neighbors in 
South Asia and several countries in Southeast Asia,17 with a score of 40/100, anticorruption 
mechanisms clearly need to be strengthened. The 2011 governance risk analysis of the 
education sector18 noted instances of bribery in primary school admissions and found that 
parents prepared fraudulent documents to establish residency in order to get into ―popular‖ 
schools, as reported in complaints to the Commission to Investigate Allegations of Bribery and 
Corruption in 2008.19 The ESDFP will help alleviate these cases of petty corruption by improving 
equitable access to high-quality schools in every division of the country through support to the 
1,000 Secondary Schools Development Program. The risk analysis also flagged the absence of 
sector-specific corruption prevention measures for procurement, but these will be developed 
under the ESDP. To improve quality, capacity, compliance, and efficiency, several measures to 
strengthen fiduciary systems have been identified in the detailed action plans to reduce risks 
associated with using these systems.20 
 

3. Opportunities 

18. Sri Lanka has experienced unprecedented economic growth since the end of the political 
conflict in 2009. Per capita GDP is expected to reach $4,000 by 2016. A resilient economy that 
has grown at an average of 3%–5% per year during the 1990s and 2000s, despite years of civil 
unrest, now has the opportunity to grow at 6%–8% over the next 10 years. Investments in human 
capital can support and accelerate this economic growth. Recent research emphasizes how 
investing in the quality of education and improving cognitive skills contribute to growth and 
reduce income disparities.21 This, coupled with a low dependency ratio22 of about 50% in 2012, 
provides a significant opportunity for the country to improve the quality of its human resources. 
Economic research also emphasizes that innovation can accelerate growth and building a strong 
science and technology foundation in schools is essential to developing a knowledge economy. 
 

19. The ESDFP aims to help children become productive members of society by substantially 
increasing the number of students who complete schooling. The returns on education are high, 
particularly at the secondary level, reflecting the urgent imperative to invest in this subsector. It is 
time to build on past successes to ensure equitable access to quality senior secondary education 
by upgrading secondary schools in all areas of the country. Upgrading secondary schools in 
each division of the country to offer science and technology streams, and strengthening science, 
math, and technical education at all levels of schooling, will be the key to ensuring that more Sri 
Lankan students at all levels of income—girls in particular—graduate in subjects that are 
relevant to gaining productive employment. 
 
B. Government Sector Strategy and Program 

20. The MOE has been implementing the ESDFP, a rolling expenditure framework to 
improve the equity and quality of education, since 2006. This framework lays the foundation for 
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planning financial and non-financial resources based on baselines and targets to be achieved. 
The current ESDFP (2013–2017) includes key policy themes that are aligned with strategies to 
address the challenges and take advantage of the opportunities outlined earlier:  

(i) Theme 1: Increase equitable access to education  
(ii) Theme 2: Improve the quality of education  
(iii) Theme 3: Strengthen education governance and service delivery  
(iv) Theme 4: Education sector development rolling plans and monitoring and 

evaluation results framework  
 
21. The strategies incorporated under the first theme continue the demand-side initiatives 
outlined earlier and other strategies to ensure free public education for all. The ESDFP’s flagship 
program is the 1,000 Secondary Schools Development Program, which aims to improve the 
equitable provision of quality science and math education in at least one secondary school in 
every division in Sri Lanka. It focuses on improving learning outcomes as reflected in ordinary 
level and advanced level pass rates, particularly in science and math. It plans to provide 
adequate facilities, including science and information technology laboratories, in all the selected 
schools and build a network of five primary feeder schools around each secondary school to 
enable easier access for all children. Ensuring adequate funds are available for schools to 
maintain infrastructure is also essential to the success of this program.  

 
22. A priority of ESDFP’s second theme is ensuring that an adequate number of secondary 
school teachers, particularly science, math, and English teachers, are available in all geographic 
areas. It recognizes that investing in competitive teacher professional development in 
accordance with established standards will be essential to improving quality. One strategy to 
improve exam results is to integrate ongoing school-based continual assessment with 
examination results to establish a better measure of student learning. Creating diversified 
pathways from secondary to post-secondary education by including a technology stream at the 
advanced level is an important aspect of the ESDFP’s efforts to improve job market prospects 
and links with the TVET sector. Because of the lack of jobs in the arts, the MOE expects to see a 
change the streams students choose by 2016: 25% in arts, 35% in commerce, and 40% in 
science.23 Cognizant of the role of secondary education in developing a knowledge society and 
making the curriculum more relevant and well-linked to the job market, the MOE has initiated the 
development and introduction of a fourth curricular stream—the technology stream—to provide 
more structured options for secondary school leavers towards post-secondary options, TVET, 
and work. The MOE is developing this fourth stream in close collaboration with the Ministry of 
Youth Affairs and Skills Development and other relevant institutions to promote synergies with 
the skills training sector. The introduction of the technology stream at the secondary level will 
help reduce unemployment caused by a lack of skills development and vocational options 
provided to the youth. In view of the stigma attached to technology subjects, the Career 
Guidance Program needs to be enhanced to ensure an adequate number of students, including 
girls, enroll in this stream. This may include the addition of an information education and 
communication campaign to promote public awareness about the new curricular stream.  
 

23. The third theme includes strengthening the PSI and empowering school principals to 
become better leaders. Since 97% of schools are managed by provincial councils, this theme 
recognizes that enhancing capacities in provinces and districts or zones—especially in 
procurement, financial management, and monitoring—is key to successful implementation of 
sector reforms.  
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24. The fourth theme aims to strengthen monitoring, evaluation, and planning, including 
improving medium-term planning and financing to boost program implementation, enhancing 
government budget allocations to the sector and protecting them from unpredictable cuts. 
 
C. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 

25. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has supported the government’s education 
programs since the 1980s. The ADB-assisted Education for Knowledge Society Project, which is 
expected to be completed in December 2013, aims to upgrade the facilities and provide 
scholarships to needy students in 150 secondary schools in the poorest divisions in the 
country.24 It supports activities that have become part of the medium-term sector program, 
including the first phase of the 1,000 Secondary School Development Program. This project 
benefited from two earlier ones—the Secondary Education Modernization Project I25 and II.26  
 
26. The ESDP builds on past successes and learning. Using the traditional project modality, 
earlier projects made significant investments in many of the quality and physical aspects of 
secondary education that now form part of the ESDFP, financing a large volume of small 
contracts. Sector evaluations have assessed the overall performance of the education sector as 
highly relevant to, and consistent with, the country's evolving priorities and ADB's corporate 
policies. The contribution of the education sector assistance program to the country's 
socioeconomic development is ―likely to be substantial.‖27  Project completion reports have 
recommended shifting to a sector-wide approach to maximize impact and achieve scalability and 
sustainability of past investments.28  

 
27. The proposed results-based lending program has been designed to support the 
government’s sector strategy, as embodied in the ESDPF. It focuses on the important actions and 
strategies that are essential to implementing this strategy successfully, including (i) integrating 
school-based assessment into examination results; (ii) creating a technology stream at the 
advanced level to enable graduates to have better links with TVET courses and the job market; 
(iii) investing in the flagship 1,000 Secondary School Development Program to expand science 
and math education to all areas of the country, ensuring an adequate number of teachers, 
particularly subject teachers, in all schools; (iv) strengthening school leadership; and (v) ensuring 
sufficient funds are provided to maintain school infrastructure. The results-based loan will also 
focus on strengthening government procurement and fiduciary systems, as well as enhancing 
financing for the ESDFP. Using this modality will allow ADB to link the disbursement of ADB 
financing more directly to results while working with the government to strengthen its capacity to 
manage and monitor the sector program to deliver these results.
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PROBLEM TREE 
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The economy lacks the human capital base (skills, knowledge, and competencies) to support the achievement of 
accelerated national economic and social development goals in light of opportunities presented by the peace 

dividend and favorable demographics 

 Effects 

High youth unemployment (~17.8%) despite low overall unemployment (~3.9%)  

 
 
 

A school education system that is inadequate for preparing well-rounded youth with employable skills 

responsive to the requirements of the labor market and for contributing to the growth sectors 

 
Core 

Problem 
Low secondary school completion rates, despite universal primary education and high 

rate of participation in lower secondary education  

 
 
 Ineffective school leadership 

and management: 
 

Gaps in school leadership 
for academic management, 
administration, and 
planning 
 

Lack of capacity of zonal 
staff to implement the 
Program for School 
Improvement  
 

Inadequate financing 
available to schools to 
manage and maintain their 
assets 
 

Weak provincial and zonal 
capacity to provide 
academic and 
administrative support to 
schools 
 

Inadequate program financing and 
implementation capacity: 

 

Poor quality and relevance of 
secondary education: 

 

Insufficient capacity at central 
level to provide technical and 
implementation support, 
especially for performance 
(technical design, fiduciary, 
environment, reporting) 
 

High stakes examination 
system at secondary and 
senior secondary level that 
does not factor in continual 
learning assessment  
 

Weak provincial capacity to 
implement sector program  
 

Narrow curriculum with 
weak links and inadequate 
pathways between school, 
skills training, and labor 
market  
 

Causes 

Lack of timely and inadequate 
use of data for decision making 
especially at lower levels 

Too little spent on 
developmental expenditures 
(about 5% of recurrent budget) 

Inadequate capital expenditure 
allocation 
 

Medium-term sector framework 
not supported with adequate 
and predictable financing  
 

Inadequate teaching and 
lack of comprehensive 
teacher professional 
development program 

Lack of good national 
assessment systems and 
participation in international 
assessments of learning 
outcomes 
 

Uneven deployment of 
teachers, and shortage of 
science and technology 
subject teachers 
 

Lack of facilities for physical 
access for students with 
special education needs in 
many schools 
 

Not enough schools offering 
science stream for 
secondary and senior 
secondary levels, 
particularly in remote areas 

Inefficient and inequitable 
access to quality secondary 

education: 
 

Insufficient facilities and 
high quality learning 
material and equipment in 
secondary schools 
 


