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Sri Lanka: Progress and Remaining 
Challenges in Online Higher Education 
during the COVID-19 Pandemic1

KEY POINTS
• Sri Lanka made a remarkable 

transition to online higher 
education soon after 
the coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) pandemic 
began in 2020. Take-up 
of online higher education 
had improved further by 
December 2021 with the use 
of quality videoconferencing 
systems such as Zoom.

• After nearly 2 years of online 
higher education, students 
have shown fatigue due to 
limited interactions with 
students and academic staff, 
extended screen time, lack 
of practical sessions, large 
volume of online assignments, 
and online proctored 
examinations. Students 
are also concerned about 
employment after graduation.

• Poor internet connection 
and lack of access to 
digital devices remain key 
challenges. Many higher 
education students still rely 
on smartphones for tasks 
needing laptops or desktops 
and a landline connection. 
Low-income students and 
students living in remote 
places have struggled most.

• While an array of 
measures introduced by 
the government and the 
private telecommunication 
industry were instrumental 
in continuing online higher 
education in Sri Lanka, 
cost- effective measures need 
to be explored further to 
address emerging challenges.
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INTRODUCTION

The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic disrupted education globally, 
and higher education in Sri Lanka was no exception.2 The national government closed 
all schools, including higher education institutions, from 13 March 2020 to contain 
the spread of the virus. These institutions gradually reopened from 6 July 2020 on 
a limited scale by prioritizing final year students, but had to close periodically due to 
repeated COVID-19 waves. The University Grants Commission after 1 January 2022 
permitted universities to reopen but only up to 50% of student capacity. Some students 
reported to university premises to attend practical hands-on laboratory sessions and 
examinations. Some students also went to their universities given the frequent, long 
power cuts and unstable internet access in their homes due to shortage of fuels. 

Higher education institutions in Sri Lanka had to deliver education services online at the 
onset of the pandemic, and this has continued since, even as limited face- to- face higher 
education has resumed.3 The quick transition from traditional face- to- face teaching to 
online was challenging for both students and academic staff. Access to digital devices 
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Education Sciences. 11 (8). pp. 436–459.

7 Lanka Education and Research Network (LEARN). 2022. News Letter. IV (February). Colombo.

and the internet, conducting practical sessions, and examinations 
were the major challenges in online higher education, among other 
things.4 National statistics in 2020 showed that only 22% of the 
general population aged 5–69 used desktops or laptops to connect 
to the internet, while 75% used smartphones.5 The students in 
higher education institutions are in a slightly better situation than the 
general population as they are likely to come from relatively well- off 
households, but access to online higher education is challenging for 
many students, especially those from low- income households.

The government is taking the initiative to support students and faculty 
with free internet via university web servers.6 Under the current 
national policy framework “Vistas of Prosperity and Splendour” 
announced in December 2019, this digital transformation was already 
a priority. The quick transition to online higher education is building 
on this high-level policy initiative. In March 2020, the University 
Grants Commission in collaboration with the Telecommunication and 
Regulatory Commission of Sri Lanka reached an agreement with all 
internet service providers to provide free access to university learning 
management systems through the Lanka Education and Research 
Network (LEARN). LEARN has continued to provide free access 
to university-based learning management systems and the LEARN 
Zoom system for students and faculty members throughout the 
pandemic at no cost for data to students.

The use of videoconferencing (LEARN Zoom system) increased 
exponentially from March 2020 and peaked in September 2021, 
when the country suffered its fourth COVID-19 wave (Figure 1).7 
It seems like full university closures imposed by the COVID-19 
waves served as “booster shots” for Zoom session take-ups. 
While the number of Zoom sessions decreased after the peak 
of each wave, the decrease in Zoom sessions was still at similar 
levels as in previous waves. For example, after the second wave, 
the number of Zoom sessions decreased and hit the bottom in 
April 2021, but this is similar to the decrease after the peak of 
the first wave in July 2020. Teachers are getting used to Zoom, 
as seen in the modest decline in number of unique teachers using 
Zoom after each wave has peaked. 

Not only government but the telecommunication industry 
also made efforts to address poor internet access during the 
pandemic. Some telecommunication providers introduced 
special plans to enhance the use of unlimited videoconferencing 
platforms (e.g., Microsoft Office 365, Microsoft Team, Zoom) 
and social media plans (e.g., WhatsApp and YouTube). In 2017, 
to enhance the use of digital devices for online higher education, 
the Ministry of Education introduced an interest-free loan 
scheme from 75,000 Sri Lanka rupees (SLRs) for purchase of 
laptops by students in state universities and higher education 

Figure 1: Monthly Videoconferencing Activities, January 2020–February 2022

COVID-19 = coronavirus disease. 
Source: Authors’ representation using data from Lanka Education and Research Network. 
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institutions established under the University Grants Commission.8 
In 2021, the University Grants Commission introduced a new 
laptop loan scheme with a maximum value of SLRs100,000 strictly 
targeting new entrants to state universities.9 

This brief explores new challenges and opportunities that are 
emerging amid these prolonged, partial, or full university closures. 
Soon after the pandemic, the Presidential Taskforce on Education 
Affairs in Sri Lanka had requested the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB) to conduct an online higher education survey. Students, faculty 
members, and university administrators thus took part in a June 2020 
survey. Building on that survey, ADB conducted a second online higher 
education survey in November–December 2021 with the support of 
the Ministry of Education and the University Grants Commission to 
better understand the progress, persistent challenges, and perceptions 
of different stakeholders. This brief summarizes the findings from the 
second follow-up survey by providing an update on user experiences 
in online higher education in Sri Lanka.

DESCRIPTION OF DATA

Three separate online higher education survey links were shared 
to all students, faculty members, and university administrators 
in all higher education institutions in Sri Lanka for the 
November– December 2021 survey. These online higher education 
survey links, however, were not necessarily distributed to the same 
individuals as in the June 2020 survey because some respondents 
in 2020 had already graduated. This new survey should be 
considered as a cross-sectional dataset after an interval of 1.5 years. 
It has the following features:

(i) For the student survey, analysis was conducted on 
9,797 respondents after data cleaning (e.g., removing data 
duplication and students living abroad). This represents 
around 2% of the entire higher education student population 
in Sri Lanka and half of the sample size compared to the June 
2020 survey probably because survey periods coincided with 
examination periods. Nonetheless, this is a reasonable sample 
size for analysis. The female participation in this online survey 
was 67%, similar to the female undergraduate enrollment of 
64.3% in 2020.10 Sri Lanka’s higher education system consists 
predominately of state institutions, and most of the students 
(95%) were from state institutions while 5% of responses were 
from nonstate institutions. 

(ii) For the faculty survey, data from 912 faculty members were used 
(94% from state and 6% from nonstate institutions). About 77% 
of faculty were lecturers or assistant lecturers and half of the 
faculty had more than 10 years of teaching experience. 

(iii) For the survey of university administrators, 
126 respondents participated, 94% of them from 
the state higher education institutions.

The three types of respondents in the dataset was helpful in 
triangulating the findings, but this dataset had limitations in 
representativeness. For example, more than 70% of student 
responses came from the first or second years of degree 
programs. During the pandemic, students were frustrated with 
limited face-to-face communication with their friends and 
academic staff, especially for the first- and second- year students 
who missed academic campus life.11 In addition, more than half 
of student responses were from science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics (STEM)- related degrees, but students in the 
arts account for the largest share of students (57%) in Sri Lanka 
higher education. The online higher education survey results 
would likely overrepresent higher- income households given 
the need for internet access, although the extent of bias might 
not be so extensive. Nearly 70% of student responses came 
from households with income below SLRs45,000 per month in 
2021, whereas Sri Lanka’s median household income per month 
was SLRs53,333 in 2019.12 Nearly half of the student survey 
respondents also came from rural areas. Table 1 presents the 
student respondents’ education and demographic composition.

FINDINGS FROM THE SURVEYS

Progress in Online Higher Education
Students were likely to show good progress in access and 
quality of online higher education delivery. While participants 
self- selected in responding to the survey, the online higher 
education take-up following the June 2020 survey methodology 
became 99% in the November–December 2021 survey from 
90% in June 2020. However, the sample size for the student 
survey dropped nearly half between the June 2020 survey and 
the November– December 2021 survey, so a direct comparison is 
difficult. However, the number of Zoom sessions was increasing 
over time as per Figure 1, and there was progress in online higher 
education take-up. 

The faculty and university administrator data also confirmed that 
nearly all faculty members had provided online learning to their 
students during the COVID-19 pandemic by the end of 2021. 
The total number of faculty members in 2020 was 6,525 in state 
higher education institutions. Figure 1 also confirmed that more 
than 6,000 faculty members were using Zoom in October 2021. 
These videoconferencing tools such as Zoom became the main 
instrument for conducting online higher education through 
learning management systems (see Box). 
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Table 1: Student Data Characteristics, 2021

Description 

State Higher 
Education 

Institutions 

Nonstate Higher 
Education 

Institutions
No. of 

Responses 
Share 

(%)
No. of 

Responses 
Share 

(%)
Student status 9,193 478
Full-time student 7,577 82 415 87
Part-time student 1,616 18 63 13
Degree program 9,206 469
Undergraduate 8,258 90 434 93
Postgraduate 429 5 9 2
External degree 519 5 26 5
STEM versus non-STEM 
degree program 

8,849 441

STEM degree 5,148 58 191 43
Current year of the degree 
program 

9,195 470

1st year 5,016 54 225 48
2nd year 1,724 19 103 22
3rd year 1,371 15 85 18
4th year 939 10 52 11
5th year 145 2 5 1
Gender 9,210 480
Female 6,172 67 317 66
Male 3,038 33 163 34
Sector 9,067 471
Urban 3,953 44 248 53
Rural 4,489 49 179 38
Estate 625 7 44 9
Monthly family income 9,141 471
Less than SLRs15,000 2,155 24 88 19
SLRs15,000 to less than 
SLRs30,000

2,186 24 94 20

SLRs30,000 to less than 
SLRs45,000

1,817 20 97 21

SLRs45,000 to less than 
SLRs70,000

1,428 15 91 19

SLRs70,000 to less than 
SLRs100,000

849 9 62 13

Above SLRs100,000 706 8 39 8
SLRs = Sri Lanka rupees; STEM = science, technology, engineering, and math.
Note: External degrees are offered by higher education institutions to students 
who are not required to be physically present at the geographical area of the 
higher education institution. Students can complete courses remotely or 
independently by meeting requirements and passing the examinations.
Source: Asian Development Bank.

Box: Learning Management System
A learning management system is used to implement online 
teaching and learning. By 2010, many state higher education 
institutions in Sri Lanka started to introduce a Moodle learning 
platform, where higher education institutions enable students 
to access course- related material online and interact with their 
teachers. Moodle is a free open source software package, and 
universities are attracted to its flexibility in learning times and 
distance education. The universities could use it as their main 
communication mode in conducting online courses.a

In the November–December 2021 survey, many students 
(86%) indicated that their institutions provided orientation on 
how to use learning management system while student usage 
remained at 68%. Both students and faculty members were 
satisfied with the systems and survey data show that only 4% 
of students and 3% of faculty members were not satisfied with 
the systems. Nearly all faculty members were using the learning 
management systems for their online teaching. They often 
used them to upload course materials, especially to share video 
lectures (94%), manage online teaching (76%), and promote 
student engagement (55%) (see figure below). Areas for further 
improvement in access to learning management systems exist, 
with one student noting “[The learning management system] 
is very useful software for learning. But sometimes we can’t 
log in [at the] right time like online exams because it is slow.”

1

4
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Other

Share of faculty responses (%), N=892

Upload course 
materials for teaching

Online management of 
teaching and learning

Promote student 
engagement through 

online discussions

Faculty does not use 
learning management 

system

Use of Learning Management Systems by Faculty 
for Online Teaching and Learning, 2021

a  S. Thuseethan, S. Achchuthan, and S. Kuhanesan. 2015. Usability 
Evaluation of Learning Management Systems in Sri Lankan Universities. 
Global Journal of Computer Science and Technology. 15 (1).

Source: Asian Development Bank.
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not members of LEARN, which provided free access to LEARN 
services. LEARN provided other important services for accessing a 
digital library, training, and a technical assistance center (Figure 2).

It was also encouraging that students perceived faculty members 
as competent in using online technologies. More than 30% of 
students considered faculty members “very competent” and more 
than 60% thought faculty members were “competent.” In fact, 
universities offered a wide range of training programs for their 
faculty members to facilitate online teaching. Over 70% of faculty 
members had received training on using technology- enabled 
teaching tools, followed by blended learning techniques (59%) and 
online assessment creation (59%). Also, 65% of faculty members 
were interested in training related to blended learning techniques. 
Nearly 60% of faculty members were willing to allocate 1–2 hours 
per week to further training related to online education.

Students saw benefits in online higher education because of the 
flexibility of learning anytime, anywhere (70%); ability to learn 
at their own pace (68%); and easy information sharing (52%). 
As one student noted, “it [online learning] gives confidence that 
we can learn anything at our own pace”. Even if face-to-face 
lectures resumed, students preferred to have access to lecture 
videos as it would help them rewatch lessons several times 
and comprehend study materials well. Students with limited 
competency in English benefited the most through easy access 
to video lessons: “I like online learning but I can’t participate [in] 
the lecture because I can’t understand English. But I can download 
the lecture record; after that, I can understand the lecture.”

Social media was not popular for online classes but were used 
as a supporting technology tool for communication (Table 2). 
This indicated improvement in quality of online higher education 
delivery. The use of Zoom was, however, lower in nonstate higher 
education institutions, probably because some of them were 

Table 2: Technology Used for Online Higher Education, 
2021

Description 

State Higher 
Education 

Institutions 

Nonstate Higher 
Education 

Institutions
No. of 

Responses 
Share 

(%)
No. of 

Responses 
Share 

(%)
Technology used for 
online learning

9,027 461

Learning management 
system

6,167 68 255 55

Zoom 8,546 95 329 71
Google Meet 324 4 26 6
Microsoft Teams 813 9 164 36
YouTube 1,853 21 65 14
Technology used to 
support online learning 

8,687 449

Google Drive, 
Google Meet

3,315 38 146 33

Google Classroom 535 6 18 4
Microsoft Teams, 
Microsoft Office 365

2,310 27 214 48

Social media (WhatsApp, 
Facebook, Viber)

5,148 59 249 55

Email 4,831 56 205 46
Preferred learning 
method of students 

8,847 434

100% online 1,582 18 99 23
Blended learning  
(online + face-to-face)

5,174 58 252 58

100% face-to-face 2,091 24 83 19
Preferred teaching 
format of faculty 

838 54

100% online 43 5 2 4
Blended learning  
(online + face-to-face)

691 83 45 83

100% face-to-face 104 12 7 13
Lecturer’s competency on 
using online learning tools 
(students’ perception)

8,857 440

Very competent 2,787 31 158 36
Competent 5,518 62 260 59
Poor 493 6 19 4
Very poor 59 1 3 1
Source: Asian Development Bank. 

Figure 2: Utilization Rate of Services Offered by 
the Lanka Education and Research Network Services 

in State Higher Education Institutions, 2021

LEARN = Lanka Education and Research Network.
Source: Asian Development Bank.
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Blended learning was a preferred option for faculty members 
(83%) and for students (59%). Some students (18%) even 
preferred 100% online higher education delivery (Figure 3). 
Realization of this aspiration would require changes in mindset 
and further training, especially on online teaching pedagogy, 
curriculum design for online higher education, and multimedia 
content creation. For blended learning, students and faculty 
members could also take advantage of world-class teaching and 
learning content through massive open online courses. These 
can even be accredited as part of the degree requirements. 
Some developing countries, such as India, Indonesia, and Malaysia, 
have begun to accredit online courses from massive open online 
courses or other universities in their own countries.13 There are still 
further areas of improvement, but the transition to online higher 
education in the last 2 years has laid the foundation for digital 
transformation of Sri Lanka’s higher education in the future.

Student Fatigue with Online Higher Education
Despite these benefits, the dataset also revealed student fatigue 
with online higher education. Considerably fewer students reported 
enjoying online higher education compared to the June 2020 
survey. This has something to do with the differences in survey 
respondents, with many first- and second-year undergraduate 
students joining the survey in 2021 not meeting much or even 
at all with their classmates in person. One student complained 
“It’s unfortunate that as a first-year, second-semester student, 
 

I have never seen my university or my batchmates before. When it 
comes to group projects or activities and practical sessions we are 
not in good terms because we’re socially distant.”

The dataset suggests three salient issues arising from prolonged 
online teaching and learning: 

(i) Long screen times could affect the mental and physical 
health of students and faculty members. For instance, about 
60% of students spent more than 5 hours per day on online 
learning: this was the highest in indigenous medicine (96%), 
followed by architecture (92%) and agriculture (81%). 
This proportion was low in the social sciences, such as law 
(30%) and education (32%), probably because students in 
social sciences could go through courses using offline study 
materials such as reading textbooks and case studies.

(ii) Lack of practical sessions diminished student satisfaction. 
About 46% of faculty members tried to address this 
limitation by uploading recorded videos and study materials, 
while 31% gave detailed instructions for students to practice 
on their own. The efforts made by faculty members did 
not necessarily translate into student satisfaction, because 
online higher education could not completely substitute 
for hands-on practical sessions. For instance, one student 
from the University of Visual and Performing Arts wrote 

Figure 3: Share of Students’ Preferred Learning Method by Discipline, 2021 
(%)

Source: Asian Development Bank.
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“I’m learning in [the] music faculty. We have a big problem 
with practical subjects. The online method does not 
support practical [sessions].” Another student in civil 
engineering was frustrated, saying, “We had six modules 
for the 1st year, and we had just one practical session.” 
Although online education cannot completely substitute for 
practical sessions, faculty members can consider alternative 
activities. Virtual reality, mixed reality, or augmented reality 
could help, but they are not scalable given the issues 
related to cost, device, and internet connection. However, 
academic staff and students could discuss practical 
activities after watching the demonstration or simulation 
videos so that students can conduct practical sessions 
with less supervision later on. The academic staff can also 
ask students to upload their practical activities using their 
mobile phone so that they can receive detailed feedback 
from teachers.

(iii) Online assessment was stressful for students because 
of the overwhelming amount of assignments and exams. 
The most commonly used assessments according 
to the faculty members were online assignments 
(87%), online exams (77%), and online quizzes (70%). 
Furthermore, faculty members considered that a mix of 
quizzes and assignments supplemented by written and 
oral exams (64%) was the best mode to evaluate student 
learning. About 46% of students, however, identified 
difficulty in online assessments as a major challenge. 
One student noted, “There is an online assessment in 
every lecture so the marks of the assessment count for 
the final marks. If we could not participate in the lecture, 
we lose those marks.” Another student added, “If they 
[universities] give us a vacation they [lecturers] will fill 
the vacation days with assignments, quizzes, lecture 
recordings and viva.” Poor internet connection and 
frequent power cuts compounded student stress during 
exams. A student said, “It’s very difficult to do exams 
or quizzes online. Because unexpectedly we are having 
signal [internet connection] issues and power cuts.” The 
relatively recent issue of long power cuts in 2022 could be 
further disrupting online higher education in Sri Lanka.

The online assessment was also challenging for academic staff. 
Sixty-one percent of faculty members considered that they faced 
problems in assessing student performance. While not all students 
behave similarly, one faculty member shared the concern that 
“Students are able to access the quizzes and exam questions via 
high technology. Also, they exchange answers through WhatsApp 
messages before submitting or uploading the answers. Most of the 
exams we did were proctored. We spend more time in preparing 
all these exams. When students do not respond honestly or do 
unethical work, our effort is completely lost. Therefore, some 
kind of action should be implemented to stop the unacceptable 
behavior of students.” Supporting academic staff in checking 
plagiarism and cheating is important. Another faculty member 
pointed out that “Without proper assessments and participation 
of students, online learning will be just information delivery.”

Table 3: Challenges Faced in Online Education 
by Students and Faculty Members, 2021

Challenges in 
Online Education

State Higher 
Education 

Institutions

Nonstate Higher 
Education 

Institutions
No. of 

Responses
Share 

(%)
No. of 

Responses
Share  

(%)
Challenges for students 8,671 440

Poor internet connection 6,994 81 361 82

Difficulty in online 
assessments and exams

4,005 46 151 34

Lack of interaction with 
teachers and classmates

3,936 45 173 39

Financial problems in 
internet access

2,557 29 142 32

No access to devices 
(laptop, smartphone, 
or tablet)

1,131 13 53 12

No internet connection 828 10 60 14

Challenges  for faculty 820 51

Student access to devices 690 84 37 73

Internet connectivity 643 78 37 72

Limited  technical support 295 36 16 31

Lack of incentives for 
online teaching

184 22 16 31

Difficulty in practice in 
online teaching

164 20 8 16

Lack of knowledge in 
online teaching

140 17 0 0

Source: Asian Development Bank. 

Remaining Challenges in Access to Devices 
and the Internet
The underlying challenges in access to devices and internet 
remained the biggest obstacles (Table 3). The proportion of 
student respondents owning laptops continued to be slightly 
less than 60% and did not show much of an improvement from 
the June 2020 survey. In addition, the November–December 
2021 survey identified that nearly one-third of students used 
smartphones only, which were not conducive to online higher 
education (Table 4).  A smartphone is a useful device for 
consuming information—listening to live lectures, viewing 
recorded lectures, and communicating with faculty members.
As one student noted, “I face too many problems when doing 
assignments, downloading PDF files and recordings because 
I have only a mobile phone and it is difficult to do those 
things using the mobile phone because its storage is limited.” 
However, a phone is not conducive for homework, such as written 
assignments, for which a laptop or desktop computer is needed. 
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Table 4: Student Devices Used for Online Higher Education and Access to Internet, 2021

Description

State Higher Education Institutions Nonstate Higher Education Institutions
No. of 

Responses
Share 

(%) 
No. of 

Responses
Share 

(%)
Devices used for online learning 8,900 438
Desktop or laptop computer only 1,391 15 97 22
Tablet only 59 1 1 0
Smartphone only 3,245 37 127 29
Desktop or laptop computer and tablet 48 1 0 0
Desktop or laptop computer and smartphone 3,878 43 202 46
Tablet and smartphone 69 1 2 1
Desktop or laptop, and smartphone and tablet 205 2 7 1
None 5 0 2 1
Sharing devices with family members 8,890 437
Students sharing devices with family members 4,810 54 221 51
Method of acquiring devices 8,869 437
Buy from own funds 6,144 69 295 68
Loan from school 327 4 13 3
Gift or donation 1,446 16 68 16
Borrowed from a friend or relative 952 11 61 14
Internet connection 9,192 471
Mobile broadband only 5,869 64 266 56
Has at least a landline internet connection 3,020 33 174 37
No internet 303 3 31 7
Quality of internet connection 8,879 440
Excellent 524 6 35 8
Good 5,062 57 261 59
Poor 3,150 35 137 31
No network coverage 143 2 7 2
Average monthly expenditure on internet 8,892 441
Less than SLRs500 771 9 37 8
SLRs501 to SLRs1,000 2,692 30 101 23
SLRs1,001 to SLRs2,000 2,951 33 155 35
SLRs2,001 to SLRs3,000 1,482 17 93 21
Over SLRs3,000 996 11 55 12
Participated in online assessments 8,886 441
Students participating in online assessments 8,151 92 419 95
SLR = Sri Lanka rupees.
Source: Asian Development Bank.

two- thirds of students from state higher education 
institutions still relied on mobile broadband after 2 years 
of COVID-19 (Table 4). Students from nonstate higher 
education institutions had slightly higher access to 
landline internet than students from state institutions. 
Compared to the June 2020 survey, the share of students 
using mobile broadband connection decreased slightly, 
while the share of students using landline internet had 
increased somewhat. This implies that even if students 
have laptops, many students use mobile hot spot for 
internet access. 

In addition, students from large households had to share their 
devices with other family members. Among small households 
(3 members), only 41% shared their devices while among large 
households (7 members or more), 68% of them shared their 
devices (Table 4). One student lamented: “It’s difficult to pay 
for online learning as it [is expensive], and as my siblings study 
[using] the same phone, it’s too difficult to manage. I humbly 
request to provide us a laptop for monthly payment.”

Stable internet access was another remaining challenge 
for quality online higher education. This is because nearly 
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Although students could continue free access to university web 
servers and learning management systems, nearly 40% of students 
spent less than SLRs1,000 (less than $4) per month for internet. 
This student investment in landline and mobile broadband is 
insufficient to complete homework or conduct research activities. 
Many students could not afford to pay for internet connection 
and digital devices, with about 30% of students responding that 
affordability of internet access was a challenge.

The low investment in landline access seems puzzling. Online 
education can reduce or even eliminate the cost of transportation, 
boarding fees, clothing, and meals outside the home. 
These cost savings exceed the cost of internet services. Indeed, 
one student from a state higher education institution noted, 
“This [online education] is a great opportunity [for] poor students 
because [it] doesn’t have any charges and we want to consider 
[spending only for] internet connection.” However, many students 
do not invest much in landline access probably because students 
consider this online higher education set-up as temporary; thus, 
they hesitate to pay the higher fixed cost of internet subscription.

Growing uncertainty due to the rising cost of living and delayed 
scholarship provision might also discourage students from investing 
in internet access and digital devices. As one student said, “We are 
facing many financial problems in online learning. Because we have 
to get printouts, A4 bundles, data packages, device repairing, etc. 

Due to the COVID-19 situation, my family lost income. My mother 
and father worked in the tourism industry and we have not received 
Mahapola [scholarship] from June 2021.” One student described 
the situation as “Everything is very expensive these days in our 
country, please give our Mahapola regularly. I cannot buy a laptop 
because even their prices are increasing.”

INCREASING LEARNING GAP 
BETWEEN RICH AND POOR
Not surprisingly, students from low- income families have 
suffered the most. The students from nonstate higher education 
institutions come from relatively well- off households and 
can access better devices and the internet for online higher 
education. Female students are less likely to have desktops 
or laptops than male students, but low household income is 
a greater barrier to owning a computer. The government has 
provided a student loan scheme for university students, but only 
4% of student respondents availed of it to acquire devices, 
as shown in Table 4. In addition, poor students tended to share 
devices among other family members. Landline connections were 
generally not affordable for students from low- income families. 
In the lowest income group, five out of 10 students experienced 
poor internet quality, while only one out of 10 students in the 
highest income group experienced the same (Table 5). 

Table 5: Inequality in Access to Devices and Internet by Family Income Group of Students, 2021

Description
Group 1 

(%)
Group 2

 (%)
Group 3 

(%)
Group 4 

(%)
Group 5 

(%)
Group 6 

(%)
No. of 

Responses
Access to devices
Desktop or laptop 35 54 66 79 89 91 5,729
Smartphone or tablet 89 85 83 80 81 84 7,697
Sharing devices with family members (yes) 63 59 55 51 42 33 4,949
Internet connection
Landline 14 22 31 45 59 72 3,124
Mobile broadband only 77 74 67 55 40 28 6,038
No internet 9 4 2 0 1 0 327
Monthly expenditure on internet
Less than SLRs500 14 10 7 5 5 3 789
SLRs501 to SLRs1,000 43 33 31 24 17 12 2,747
SLRs1,001 to SLRs2,000 27 36 36 37 34 27 3,056
SLRs2,001 to SLRs3,000 10 13 18 22 24 23 1,542
Over SLRs3,000 6 8 8 12 20 35 1,031
Quality of internet connection
Excellent 3 3 5 7 11 19 544
Good 43 53 58 67 69 68 5,226
Poor 50 42 36 25 20 13 3,233
No network coverage 4 2 1 1 0 0 146
SLR = Sri Lanka rupee.
Note: Group 1 is less than SLRs15,000; Group 2 is greater or equal to SLRs15,000 but less than SLRs30,000; Group 3 is greater or equal to SLRs30,000 but less 
than SLRs45,000; Group 4 is greater or equal to SLRs45,000 but less than SLRs70,000; Group 5 is greater or equal to SLRs70,000 but less than SLRs100,000; 
and Group 6 is greater or equal to SLRs100,000.
Source: Asian Development Bank.
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14 Government of Sri Lanka, Ministry of Economic Policies and Plan Implementation. 2019. Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey Quarterly Report 2nd Quarter 2019. 
Colombo: Government of Sri Lanka, Ministry of Economic Policies and Plan Implementation. 2021. Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey Quarterly Report 2nd Quarter 
2021. Colombo: Department of Census and Statistics.

Map 1: Share of Students Using Smartphones 
for Online Higher Education by District, 2021

Source: Asian Development Bank.
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Map 2: Share of Students with Poor Internet 
Connection by District, 2021

Source: Asian Development Bank.
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Associated with family income level, access to devices and the 
internet was challenging in socioeconomically disadvantaged 
districts. The use of desktop or laptop computers was 54% for 
students in rural areas, 42% in estates, and 75% in urban areas. 
Districts in the north and east had particularly high rate of 
smartphone use for online higher education (Map 1). In addition, 
22% of students in urban areas experienced poor internet 
connection while this value was double in the rural and estate 
areas. Map 2 shows internet quality was the worst in Hambantota 
district (59% with poor connectivity), followed by Vavuniya 
(56%), then Nuwara Eliya (53%).

STUDENT CONCERNS ON EMPLOYMENT

Students were also concerned about weak labor demand 
due to the pandemic. In fact, during the pandemic, the youth 
unemployment rate (age 15–24) increased from 20% in the 
second quarter of 2019 to 30% in the same quarter in 2021.14 
By December 2021, online job postings had returned to their 
2019 level (Figure 4), but about 65% of students were “extremely 
worried” or “worried” about their employment prospects after 
graduation. Female students were more worried (68%) than their 
male counterparts (61%). In addition, students of non-STEM 
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degree programs were more worried (70%) than students of 
STEM degrees (61%).

Providing greater provision of courses in certain areas, delivered 
in person or online, might be able to ease student concerns. 
Students considered English, information technology, and soft 
skills in communication as the three best skills to increase job 
prospects after graduation. In addition, students (78%) strongly 
believed that massive open online courses such as Coursera, edX, 
FutureLearn, and Udacity would increase their professional skills 
for employment. Nevertheless, only 31% of students have enrolled 
in such courses between 2019 and 2021.

CONCLUSIONS

The online higher education survey of November– December 2021,  
a follow-up to a June 2020 survey, provided a cross- sectional 
dataset of students, faculty members, and university administrators 
in Sri Lanka. Whereas data has limitation in representativeness 
because of the self-selection of the respondents, it sheds light on 
new challenges and opportunities that have emerged in the wake 
of prolonged, partial, or full university closures in Sri Lanka due 
to COVID-19.

Impressively, almost all the students and faculty members 
who participated in this online survey had engaged in online 
higher education by December 2021. The number of Zoom 
sessions and teachers using Zoom are increasing, particularly 
after each COVID-19 wave. Many students and faculty 

members are getting used to online higher education and 
would prefer blended learning even after full university 
reopening. The high take-up was likely attributable to free 
internet access, to Zoom virtual meetings, and university 
learning management systems enabled by LEARN. 
The efforts made by nontraditional education stakeholders 
such as the telecommunication regulatory body and private 
mobile broadband and landline internet providers were also 
instrumental in the transformation.

Not surprisingly, however, online higher education could not 
completely substitute for traditional higher education delivery. 
For instance, practical sessions and online examinations were 
relatively hard to provide online. The prolonged pandemic 
forced long screen times that could damage mental and 
physical health, resulting in student fatigue. This might also 
have implications on learning loss—which is a subject of 
future research. Social interactions through online platforms 
were also challenging, and student satisfaction with online 
higher education has dropped from June 2020. Online higher 
education thus requires a different pedagogy than face- to- face 
classroom teaching, and further strengthening of teacher 
training in online pedagogy could be considered to promote 
blended learning.

Limited access to digital devices and stable internet remains 
key challenges. Smartphones and mobile broadband networks 
continued to be the main instruments to access online higher 
education in Sri Lanka, and there was no significant shift to 
computers and landlines during the pandemic. Students from 

Figure 4: Online Job Postings at Topjobs.lk from January 2019 to December 2021

Note: This is an index showing the number of online job postings in January 2019 as 100.
Source: Asian Development Bank.
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poor households or remote areas struggle the most. The laptop 
loan scheme could be improved to match current, higher laptop 
market prices and expand eligibility to students from nonstate 
higher education institutions. Furthermore, stable access to 
electricity is crucial for digital devices and stable internet, 
and ongoing long power cuts need to be resolved urgently.

Online education could also ease students’ concerns about 
employment. The students believed that English, information 
technology, and soft skills in communication could enhance 
employability. The demand for these skills needs to be confirmed 
by industry, but the University Grants Commission is considering 
addition of more information technology and English courses 
to the social science and arts programs in the state universities. 
Nowadays, many good online courses would be readily available 
in these areas, and universities may wish to provide access to 
such courses by taking advantage of massive open online courses. 

The pandemic has forced students to learn online and they 
are now getting used to online higher education. While the 
challenges on access to digital devices and stable internet 

remain, especially for students from low-income households, 
the pandemic laid the strong foundation toward blended learning 
for postpandemic higher education. Moving forward, Sri Lanka 
could aim to transition its digital higher education into the next 
stage such as accreditation of online courses and development of 
curriculum and pedagogy for blended learning by building upon 
international good practices and online higher education during 
the pandemic.

ABOUT THE SERENDIPITY KNOWLEDGE 
PROGRAM
This brief is produced under the Serendipity Knowledge Program 
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knowledge solutions for Sri Lanka’s development challenges. 
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refers to a fortunate finding, which is a common occurrence 
throughout the history of product invention and scientific 
discovery. ADB established this new knowledge program 
in 2021 in line with its vision as a knowledge solution bank.
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