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Sri Lanka’s free education policy is both visionary and development

oriented. It has presented practical solutions to issues and provided

policy advocacy and guidelines for future education systems

through a number of reforms. Nonetheless, it lacks

comprehensiveness and academic conventions, so dialogue and

deliberations on sustainability and further development of policies

are necessary. 

By and large, every government that has ruled the country has

committed to measures to sustain the free education policy. As a

result, educational attainment in Sri Lanka has achieved a high level

compared to other developing countries (see indicators in Figure 1). 

However, there is no doubt that free education policies have been

challenged in the decades following the introduction of an open

economic policy in 1977. Since this time, less attention has been

paid to sustaining free education facilities for subsequent

generations. Studying these challenges and drawing policy-makers’

attention to them will be useful in addressing equity and

sustainability issues in relation to the post-2015 development

agenda for education.

Challenges of access
When free education policy was introduced in Sri Lanka, the major

challenge was the limited access to education. A number of

initiatives were implemented to change this, but these have faced

multiple constraints relating to governance and service delivery. The

government has laid down rules and regulations that prohibit

charging financial or in-kind payment for school admission.

However, many parents and the media report that some so-called

‘popular schools’ are receiving these supplements from parents. If

so, these incidents challenge free education policy.

The distribution of schools by type varies between provinces, with

some arguing that it is difficult to justify these distributions because

they do not redress existing socio-economic, political, religious and

class disparities, but rather reflect them. This implies that the

establishment of schools has not been mapped out under a

development-oriented approach. For example, teacher deployment

is a long-standing issue. Students in rural and disadvantaged areas

learn from newly recruited teachers who are not professionally

qualified, while most professionally qualified teachers serve for long

periods of time in schools located in city areas (Balasooriya, 2004b). 

As noted, some popular schools are apparently functioning as

market-oriented institutions and this has paved the way to creating

competition for education. This situation is illustrated in Figure 2,

which exhibits recent demand for enrolment in government schools

(Grade 1). Generally, the majority of schools with zero applications

for Grade 1 are located in rural areas, where the lack of

applications will lead to a waste of resources, especially in capital

assets. If policy-makers and planners are unable to address these

issues, such schools will die out.

Competition is driven by an examination-targeted system and high

demand for admission to popular schools. This demand is fair from

the point of view of parents, who strongly believe that education is

the most effective solution to their socio-economic problems and

expectations. They attempt to provide a better education for their

children to help them acquire better living conditions. This is not to

be reproached – rather, the concern is that for many parents,

especially those in poor households, additional investment in their

children’s education is unaffordable. 

Another leading factor is the limited intake of government

universities. Sri Lanka’s university system mostly functions under a

state monopoly, which has created high competition in the GCE A-

level examination. This is the most competitive public examination

when compared to public-selection examinations in other

countries. Only two per cent of students gaining Grade 1 will get

an opportunity to enrol in a state university. A first degree in

government universities is free from tuition fees, with nominal

amounts charged for facilities and registration, but the limited

number of places means that most qualified students fail to gain

admission. Under these circumstances, approximately 16,500

students annually go overseas for university education – and this

number is growing (see Figure 3).
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Sri Lanka’s free education policy was introduced by Dr C. W. W.

Kannangara in 1945 and, for the most part, was implemented

by 1950, leading to a great expansion in education

opportunities (Balasooriya, 2004a). This was a turning point in

the country’s history of social and human capital development. 

In 1962 the takeover of private schools under the control of

the government was a further radical step in entrenching free

education policy that could be considered a success. As a

result, every child has a legal right to gain admission to a state

school and receive an education. 

The current Sri Lankan government is also implementing a

number of welfare subsidy programmes for education, such as

providing free textbooks, school-uniform materials, scholarships

and lunches without considering students’ household income

status. Moreover, there is no charge for tuition or course fees,

and fee-free education is given from Grade 1 to first degree

level at government schools and state universities. 
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Most of these students’ parents are not from rich backgrounds and

belong to the middle- or lower-class income bracket. Parents of

such students have spent approximately US$1,115 million in recent

years and are therefore making major sacrifices for their children’s

futures (Parliament of Sri Lanka, 2013). Some economists of

education argue that this violates their fundamental and legal

rights to free education opportunities at a university level in the

country where they pay taxes, and it will affect the economy

through significant funds being transmitted to other countries.

However, such household expenditure is not officially computed

(Balasooriya, 2004a).

The quasi-market features of the current system may provide

opportunities for local and international actors to manage and

direct education, but their interests cannot easily be equated with

those of the country as a whole or in the longer term. (There are

parallels here with out-of-pocket payments for medicine and the

existence of private facilities in a health system, which, formally

speaking, is free to all regardless of socio-economic background.)

With commercial operations mushrooming, there are also concerns

about quality assurance. In our view, policy-makers should explore

these issues and take remedial measures. 

Will existing free education remain free?
For school education, 90 per cent of the recurrent education

budget is spent on staff salaries annually. In addition, 28.06 per

cent of the recurrent education budget of the Ministry of Education

is spent on subsidy programmes. Apart from that, the government

has spent significant amounts on education at national and

provincial levels (see Figure 4).

Sri Lanka shows an impressive record for the provision of education

without unusually large spending (Lewin and Mallawarachchi,

2001). However, it should be noted that household expenditure

and the commitment to education of all citizens are considerable

factors in this success story.

Meeting public commitments is, of course, dependant on the tax

system, and this imposes ethical commitments on those who have

benefited from public education as well as the citizenry as a whole.

The poorest social groups are paying indirect taxes day-to-day, but

tax avoidance, including among privileged groups, is contributing

to the country’s financial-management issues and ultimately cutting

into education spending. 

Lower levels of investment intensify resourcing disparities between

schools. Since the introduction of free education in Sri Lanka,

educationists, economists and researchers have discussed and

worked towards the establishment of equity, yet we are unable to

achieve this as expected. Vast disparities can be seen and low

investments have negative consequences for performance. 

For future educational reforms, policy-makers and intellectuals

need to think about the skills of students. Education should be

linked to improving ‘soft skills’, such as teamwork, leadership,

communication, creativity and respect for other ideologies, and to

developing positive attitudes, values and ethics. Combined with

technical skills, these should enable individuals to succeed in the

global economy. Building a sustainable economy, and with it a tax
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Indicators of educational attainment in 
Sri Lanka (2011 or nearest year)

Primary enrolment rate 98.26%
Primary dropouts 0.23%
Primary education completion rate 99.5%
Completion of compulsory education cycle 91.0%
Secondary education enrolment rate 98.5%
Secondary education participation rate 97.8%
Literacy rate 96.4%
Computer literacy rate 30.0%

Teacher–student ratio (primary) 1:19
Teacher–student ratio (secondary) 1:22

Figure 1:  Education indicators

No. of students applying for Grade 1 2010 2011 2012
No. of schools Percentage No. of schools Percentage No. of schools Percentage

Non-applicants 306 3.2 415 4.4 432 4.4
1–5 1,054 10.9 1,109 11.4 885 8.9
6–9 1,095 11.3 1,070 11.0 968 9.7
10–15 1,526 15.8 1,530 15.7 1,366 13.8
16–40 3,005 31.0 2,931 30.1 3,043 30.7
41–200 2,158 22.3 2,119 21.8 2,242 22.6
200 and above 170 1.8 162 1.7 183 1.8

Source: Sri Lanka Ministry of Education, 2010; 2011; 2012

Figure 2:  Demand for Grade 1 admission in government schools (2010–12)



base for resourcing public expenditure, is partly a matter for the

curriculum. Traditional subject disciplines have their place in all this,

but in many classrooms today examinations and grades are over-

emphasised to the detriment of wider objectives.

An adaptable system that imparts knowledge and skills through

formal, non-formal, and full- and part-time education options, and

with a variety of majors and minors, needs to be considered in Sri

Lanka. School education should also be linked to tertiary and

higher education, with financial subsidies, transferable credits and

varied course durations considered. 

Conclusions and recommendations
Regardless of people’s socio-economic level, knowledge and skills

are essential for their day-to-day lives. As the World Bank’s 2020

education strategy points out, we must all ‘invest early, invest smart

and invest for all’. Cash-related problems should not be an excuse

to invest less in education, but to invest smarter. 

As a middle-income country, Sri Lanka is working to improve the

quality of education and learning outcomes for students. Education

will become a key priority because of the need for skills to match the

requirements of future knowledge-based economies and societies.

Education reforms proposed in Sri Lanka since independence have

aimed at improving technical education; although moving in the right

direction, such attempts have not yet been successful. Furthermore,

the output of the education system has not matched real market

demand for labour and the government has failed to find solutions to

reduce the number of students opting for private tuition.

Higher-education opportunities should be expanded and university

degree programmes diversified in line with the demands of local

and global knowledge-based economies. Opportunities should be

provided for all students who qualify for university education to

study degree programmes of their interest. Furthermore, facilities

need to be provided for high-quality distance education

throughout the country.

In light of the post-2015 development agenda, all countries should

work to improve the quality of education and produce human

capital with higher-level skills. Sri Lanka needs to rethink how to

ensure free education policies and provide education in line with

Commonwealth Education Partnerships 2014/15

F r e e  e d u c a t i o n  p o l i c y  a n d  i t s  c h a l l e n g e s

57

Data on students going overseas for education
(2006–10)

Year Number of students going abroad for education

2006 11,042
2007 12,975
2008 15,770
2009 16,195
2010 16,510

Source: Parliament of Sri Lanka, 2013

Figure 3:  Overseas education

Sri Lanka has an impressive record for the provision of education without unusually large spending. Pictured: Pupils at the Girls’
High School, Kandy
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equity principles and economic efficiency. We need to transcend

narrow mind-sets and agendas and consider education as

transformatory. 
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Figure 4:  Public investment in education (1950–2012)
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