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A. Introduction 
  
1. The objective of this project performance evaluation report (PPER) is to assess the 
performance of Asian Development Bank’s (ADB) loan provided to the Ministry of Population 
Development and Implementation in Sri Lanka to increase educational opportunities throughout 
Sri Lanka for secondary school graduates who cannot enter conventional  universities due to 
limited capacity.1 Findings and lessons drawn from this evaluation will feed into the 2016 
country assistance program evaluation for Sri Lanka.  
 
2. The PPER has been scheduled for preparation almost 4-and-a-half years after the loan 
closed in June 2011 and almost 4 years after the completion of the project completion report 
(PCR) in December 2011. Independent Evaluation Department (IED) conducted a desk 
validation of the PCR in December 2013 which recommended that a PPER be conducted to 
inform future developments in the area of distance education.2 
 
B. Background  
 
3. Sri Lanka, like many other developing economies, has had a pressing need to increase 
skill levels but faced great difficulty in providing educated labor and modern skills due to market 
failures that yield poor access to postsecondary education. There was thus a need to ensure the 
educated poor were presented with all the opportunities to upgrade their only real asset 
education. Sector analysis showed that postsecondary education in Sri Lanka also suffered 
from inefficiencies. Less than 3% of the relevant age group was enrolled, compared with 8% in 
South Asia as a whole, while about 25% of the age cohort qualified for entry. Given the need to 
address geographical and social inequity, tertiary education resources were not allocated 
according to performance criteria, resulting in little incentive to increase enrollment or enhance 
performance. In many cases, the curriculum was not in line with economic and social 
requirements, leading to a continuing decline in educational relevance, access, efficiency, and 
financing. Addressing these sector constraints required innovative complementary solutions to 
the supply of education opportunities to supplement conventional methods. With government 
support, the project aimed to address these constraints through (i) encouraging public-private 
partnerships to increase quality, relevance, and access to postsecondary education; (ii) distance 
education to promote greater flexibility at low cost for students outside Colombo to gain access 

                                                 
1    ADB. 2003. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to Sri Lanka 

for the Distance Education Modernization Project. Manila. 
2    Independent Evaluation Department (IED). 2013. Validation Report: Distance Education Modernization Project in 

Sri Lanka. Manila. 
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to quality programs; (iii) accreditation and standard setting within a national accreditation board; 
(iv) program expansion in high-demand fields such as business, computer science, foreign 
languages, and engineering; and (v) introduction of user fees to offset the cost of online study.  
 
C. Project Design and Implementation 
 
4. The expected impact of the Plantation Development Project has raised human 
development levels through increased socioeconomic growth. The expected outcomes of the 
project were a developed distance education program that would expand postsecondary school 
enrollment and help develop a modern, highly skilled population.3  
 
5. The project had three main components. 
 

(i) Establishment of the distance education partnership program to raise 
quality and enhance capacity. This component was designed to improve 
program content and course distribution through establishment of the Distance 
Education Partnership Program—later renamed National Online Distance 
Education Service (NODES)—to provide curriculum development, training, 
research, marketing, and contract outsourcing management services for 
online distance higher education courses through a network of access centers 
that would form the National Distance Education Network, the hardware side 
of this system. 

(ii) Public–private partnerships to increase access and improve standards. 
Policy development and programs supported under this component were to 
promote private sector participation in postsecondary education and included 
(i) universal accreditation standards, (ii) private participation in online distance 
education through matching grants support, (iii) link programs with foreign and 
domestic institutions, and (iv) scholarships and stipends to support education 
and training. 

(iii) Capacity expansion of the Open University of Sri Lanka. To help 
modernize Open University of Sri Lanka (OUSL) to world-class standards in 
distance education, this component supported (i) development of an effective 
management information system and cost accounting system, and trainings in 
program budgeting, online admission, and performance-based evaluation;  
(ii) introduction of a student-centered admission system; (iii) establishment of 
modern facilities and equipment for educational learning technologies in 
natural and engineering sciences; (iv) upgrade of OUSL's central university 
press, library, and multimedia facilities; (v) development of administrative, 
academic, and technical staff in key areas; and (vi) proposal-based upgrade of 
facilities. 

6. At appraisal, the total project cost was estimated at $60.000 million. ADB provided a 
loan of $45.000 million from its Special Funds resources. Three partial cancellations were made 
(i) on 23 April 2008 for $8.000 million (SDR4.9 million) in response to the government’s request 
to cancel a substantial portion of the unallocated category and anticipated savings from various 
categories; (ii) on 13 May 2010 for $4.100 million (SDR2.7 million) due to savings in stipends 

                                                 
3    The project was expected to replant and infill 1,750 hectares (ha) and 2,370 ha of tea, replant 3,750 ha of rubber, 

plant 2,500 ha of oil palm, and 10,000 ha of forest plantation, and establish five marketing alliances. The Project 
aimed to provide housing loans to 6,000 estate workers, and reroof 11,000 line rooms and provide welfare facilities 
and amenities in the workplace. 
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and scholarships—about 11,000 instead of an estimated 20,000 were awarded—and a 
reduction in the number of partnership programs from 150 at appraisal to 42 at project 
completion; and (iii) on 28 July 2010 for $2.400 million (SDR1.6 million) at loan closing. The 
total cancellation amounted to SDR9.2 million or $14.500 million equivalent. Given the 
appreciation of the SDR against the United States dollar in the loan period, the project gained 
13%. The loan disbursement amounted to $36.200 million (SDR23.8 million). The actual project 
cost for ADB, government, and beneficiaries totaled $46.988 million. 
 
7. With a loan effectiveness date of November 2003, the project was scheduled to be 
implemented over a 6-year period. There were no major issues related to the environment, 
safeguards, or other social risks. 
 
D. Major Findings of the Project Completion Report and Project Completion Report 

Validation Report  
 
8. The PCR was circulated in December 2011 and the project completion report validation 
report (PVR) in December 2013. Based on the ADB criteria of relevance, effectiveness, 
efficiency, sustainability, and impact, the PCR and PVR rated the project less than successful.4 
The PVR rated the project relevant for support provided to the enhancement of distance 
learning. The project’s intended impact and purpose were consistent with the government’s 
policies and strategies, and with ADB’s country strategy. But it had design shortcomings that 
affected its effectiveness and sustainability  
 
9. The project was rated less than effective in achieving the outcome of developing 
distance education to expand postsecondary school enrollment and help develop a modern, 
highly skilled population. While the project succeeded in creating an impressive platform for 
information and communication technology based postsecondary distance education, and it 
helped establish the concept of online learning with a workable system, at the end of the project 
there had not been widespread acceptance of distance learning as a respectable alternative to 
face-to-face education. 
 
10. Both the PVR and PCR rated the project less than efficient. The less than expected take 
up by beneficiaries of the distance learning modalities offered has meant that the system 
remained underutilized. The PCR did not calculate the revised EIRR on the basis that it would 
most likely come under the threshold level established for an efficient project. Unless utilized 
and upgraded the existing software that had been developed would become obsolete. The PCR 
however also stated that this position could be reversed depending on how well NODES 
performed in the future.  
 
11. The PCR and PVR also rated the project less than likely sustainable based on the lack 
of clarity as to whether there would be a corporate organization to succeed the government 
managed NODES that was established to develop the online education platform. Further, 
although the project had done much to prepare the groundwork for this at the time of PCR 
preparation, there were concerns as to whether sufficient revenues to sustain NODES could be 
generated because of insufficient enrollments and the limited number of programs offered by 
the partner institutions. While funding was granted for an initial 3 years after project closure to 
ensure sustainability, it was noted in the PCR that it was imperative that the steps for ensuring 

                                                 
4 ADB. 2003. Completion Report: Distance Education Modernization Project. Manila; IED. 2013. Validation Report: 

Distance Education Modernization Project. Manila. 
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sustainability be taken immediately to avoid degradation and demise of the NODES-supported 
distance education platform.  
 
12. The PCR did not rate impact but the PVR assessed the impact of the project to be 
moderate. The project’s impact is centered on the successful establishment of a platform for 
online distance education and learning. The PVR stated that it was likely that the platform 
created by the project would have strong demonstration value and help extend various 
courses—formal postsecondary education, and vocational and technical subjects—to a wider 
range of students, particularly women who were unable to participate in traditional education 
opportunities or vulnerable and neglected communities across the country, but especially in the 
northeast. To support this, the project was able to achieve the target of linking poor regions of 
the country to the capital through public–private initiatives in distance education, but the lower-
than-expected overall takes up limited the impact achieved. The project impact of increasing 
socioeconomic growth to raise human development needs was analyzed and indicators on 
employment showed progress. However, it was unclear to what degree any of the progress was 
contributed to by project achievements.  
 
13. Lessons identified in the PCR were (i) longer-term support could have been built into 
project design to enable more time for preparing a sustainability plan with concrete milestones, 
including adequate transition arrangements followed by approval of an institutional framework 
for the successor to NODES; (ii) given the innovative nature of the project, a higher priority 
should have been placed on social marketing and awareness raising among potential partner 
institutions and students, to ensure broad-based demand and a strong supply of market 
oriented courses; (iii) the need to ensure that courses offered appealed to a wider range of 
students, and included degree and non-degree courses that would support employability, rather 
than simply for those who did not succeed in getting into conventional universities;  
(iv) mobilization of the private sector should have been monitored to ensure that matching 
grants received were utilized for their intended purpose; and (v) there could have been better 
coordination between the various ministries and agencies engaged in the program to ensure 
that existing training programs were also linked to the distance education platform.  
 
E. Main Issues to be Addressed by the Evaluation 
 
14. The proposed PPER will assess various aspects of project formulation, design, 
implementation and sustainability, and assess project performance taking into account impact, 
outcome, and output indicators realized by the project. The PPER will reevaluate the project in 
detail to confirm or update the findings of the PCR using the evaluation criteria of (i) relevance,  
(ii) effectiveness, (iii) efficiency in achieving its outputs and outcomes, (iv) sustainability of 
outcomes achieved to date, and (v) impact.5 An indicative evaluation framework is presented in 
Attachment 1.  
 
F. Evaluation Scope and Approach 
 
15. The PPER will use a mix of the following methods to gather evidence for the evaluation: 
(i) desk review of project documents and reports, (ii) review of available project annual reports 
and financial statements, (iii) review of available project data and national statistics on 
socioeconomic indicators, (iv) discussions with project staff in Manila and Colombo,  

                                                 
5  ADB. 2006. Guidelines for Preparing Performance Evaluation Reports for Public Sector Operations (amended in 

March 2013). Manila. 
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(v) discussions with government agencies and other project stakeholders in Sri Lanka, and  
(vi) site visits to a representative sample of education institutes. 
 
16. The Distance Education project was an innovative pilot when perhaps the enabling 
environment, such as the availability of internet band width, was not there. Nevertheless there 
was a need to sensitize the government, beneficiaries, and the service providers of the potential 
benefit that distance education services can bring—to a country where only 7% of those 
finishing secondary education continued on to university or postsecondary vocational training. 
Distance education also looked to help bridge the geographical inequity that existed in 
accessing tertiary level education. Also on the issue of sustainability, there was a need to 
understand what was needed to ensure that initiatives could be continued beyond ADB and 
government financing. So the PPER will focus, in addition to the standard evaluation criteria for 
assessing a project level initiative, as to whether this support to the distance education modality 
did in fact make the mindset changes as envisaged; distance education for the tertiary level is 
still a suitable and cost-effective option to reducing disparities in education access and quality; 
technical and vocational education and training can be deployed through distance education; 
the government understands the benefits and the costs of such a scheme; pay for service can 
be introduced in a country where education is seen as a right; and for a pilot project, has ADB 
followed up effectively to support the government. 
 
G. Resource Requirements, Schedule, and Knowledge Dissemination 
 
17. The evaluation will be undertaken by a team led by a lead results management specialist 
(IED team leader) and supported by an international consultant with expertise in the sector, and 
a national consultant.  
 
18. The independent evaluation mission is proposed to be undertaken for a maximum of 12 
working days in February 2016. In addition to discussions with government agencies and other 
stakeholders in Sri Lanka, the evaluation mission will plan site visits to a representative sample 
of OUSL offices and public and private institutes supported by the project. On the advice of 
South Asia Department colleagues engaged in education, the mission has been delayed till 
2016 to allow the newly elected government in Sri Lanka to confirm the senior government 
officials, to formulate its development agenda, and to allow for sufficient preparatory time for the 
mission—in particular identification of project beneficiaries and relevant survey questionnaire 
that will be sent in advance. 
 
19. The proposed schedule for the PPER is subject to clearance of the mission by the 
Government of Sri Lanka and the engagement of suitable consultants: 
 
 Milestone      Tentative Date 
 Approval of evaluation approach paper  11 September 2015 
 Recruitment of consultants and desk review  September–October 2015 
 Discussions with ADB operations staff  II–III September 2015 

Independent evaluation mission   II–IV February 2016 
Analysis and report writing    March 2016  

 IED internal peer-review    I April 2016 
 Draft PPER interdepartmental circulation  III April 2016 

Draft to Editor      I May 2016 
Submission to Director, IED2    III May 2016 
Submission to Director General   I June 2016  



Appendix 1       6 
 

EVALUATION FRAMEWORK 
 
Evaluation 
Criteria 

Evaluation Questions Indicators/Inform
ation Required 

Source of 
Information 

Methods/Analysis 
to be used 

Relevance Was the project relevant to 
national priorities in Sri Lanka? 
 
How does the project fit with 
similar projects implemented 
by the government, bilateral, 
and multilateral organizations? 
  
Was the project aligned with 
ADB’s policies and strategies? 
 
Was the project appropriate to 
address the development 
needs of Sri Lanka? 
 
Were the project components 
adequate to meet the 
objectives of the project? 
 
Was the project design 
appropriate to address the 
envisaged impact, outcomes, 
and outputs? 
 
Did the project inputs, outputs, 
and outcomes follow the 
logical results chain to achieve 
the project’s objective? 
 
Were the project outputs and 
outcomes measurable and 
achievable within the project 
timeframe? 
 
Were the relevant lessons 
learned from similar 
interventions earlier included in 
the design of the project? 
 
Did the design allow for 
innovation in dealing with 
sector constraints? 

Socioeconomic 
indicators for Sri 
Lanka 
 
Government 
development 
policies 
 
ADB’s country 
operational 
strategy and 
sector strategy 
 
Project design and 
monitoring 
framework 
 

RRP, project 
documents, project 
administration 
manual, PCR, and 
BTORs 
 
Minutes of Staff 
review committee 
meetings, 
management 
review meetings 
 
Relevant 
government 
documents 
 
Relevant 
documents from 
other bilateral and 
multilateral 
organizations 
 
Discussions with 
project staff, 
government 
officials, and other 
key stakeholders 

Desk review 
 
Key informant 
interviews/surveys 
 
Analysis of 
program design 
indicators 

Effectiveness To what extent were project 
outputs and outcomes 
achieved as indicated in the 
DMF? 
 
What are the factors that 
contributed to the achievement 
or non-achievement of 
expected outputs and 
outcomes? 
 
What were the roles of 
stakeholders in the project? 
 
Where effectiveness targets 

Realized project 
outputs and 
outcomes in 
relation to the 
targets set 
 
Project monitoring 
framework 
 
Implementation 
process 
 
Involvement and 
participation of 
stakeholders 

RRP, project 
documents, project 
administration 
manual, PCR, and 
BTORs 
 
Discussions with 
project staff, OUSL 
and private sector 
counterparts/ 
government 
officials and other 
key stakeholders  
 
Monitoring reports 

Desk review 
 
Key informant 
interviews 
 
Analysis of 
program design 
indicators 
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Evaluation 
Criteria 

Evaluation Questions Indicators/Inform
ation Required 

Source of 
Information 

Methods/Analysis 
to be used 

could not be met, was there 
some learning outcomes from 
the demonstration effect of an 
innovative project and/or 
components? 

 
Issues and 
challenges related 
to achieving 
outputs and 
outcomes 

of outputs and 
outcomes 
 
Ministry annual 
reports, ministry 
financial 
statements 
 
National statistics 

Efficiency How well were the project’s 
resources used in achieving 
the expected outcomes? 
 
How efficient were 
procurement and use of 
equipment and materials 
obtained during the project? 
 
Were there any delays in 
implementation or changes in 
scope? If yes, what were the 
reasons? 
 
Where an EIRR is not 
computed, is there enough 
evidence to assess the 
possible EIRR rating given the 
Independent Evaluation 
Department mission’s findings 

Loan 
disbursement and 
fund utilization 
data 
 
Implementation 
and procurement 
arrangements 
 
Monitoring data on 
inputs and outputs 
 
EIRR (recomputed 
if possible) 
 
 

RRP, project 
documents, project 
administration 
manual, PCR, and 
BTORs 
 
Discussions with 
project staff, 
government 
officials, and ADB 
procurement staff  
 
Ministry annual 
reports, ministry 
financial 
statements 
 

Desk review 
 
Key informant 
interviews 
 

Sustainability What is the likelihood the 
distance learning approach, 
institutional framework, and 
infrastructure can be sustained 
as established by the project?  
 
Consideration will be given to  
(i) Enabling environment 
(ii) The commitment of 

government  
(iii) The role of non-government 

service providers including 
the OUSL 

 
Project profitability 
 
Financial internal 
rate of return (if 
possible)  
 

Discussions with  
project staff, 
government 
officials, 
stakeholders 
 
Ministry annual 
reports, ministry 
financial 
statements 
 
Published 
documents 

Key informant 
interviews/surveys 
 

Impact Can the business operations 
and financial position of the 
distance education institutions 
be sustained? 
 
Are there any unintended or 
adverse project impacts on 
society or the economy? 

 Government 
reports and 
statistics 
 
Discussions with  
project staff,  
government  
officials, and 
stakeholders 
 
 

Desk review 
 
Key informant 
interviews 
 
Direct observation 
through field visits 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, BTOR = back-to-office report, DMF = design and monitoring framework, EIRR = 
economic internal rate of return, FIRR = financial internal rate of return, OUSL = Open University of Sri Lanka, PCR = 
project completion report, RRP = report and recommendation of the President. 
Source: ADB Independent Evaluation Department 


