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Schools in Sri Lanka which first closed due to the pandemic
on 12 March 2020, are gradually resuming operations at
present, close to 20 months since initial closures. As of
September 2021, 93% of countries had reopened schools
either completely or partially, making Sri Lanka one of the

last to do so. The share of total school days missed by Sri
Lankan students is significantly higher compared to all

country income group averages.

Distance education was delivered mainly online and via
television (TV) broadcasts initiated by the Ministry of
Education (MOE) in collaboration with the National Institute
of Education (NIE). According to a survey of 86 teachers
across the country, the average share of students reached
via the internet was around 45%, with the figure ranging from
8% in small schools with 100 or fewer students, to 59% in
schools with a student population exceeding 1,000 (See
Figure 1).

The average share of students who reported having watched
at least one TV programme was 28%, and shows no
relationship to school size. As the data indicate, while the
overall share reached by TV is low, it proved to be a better
way of reaching students in smaller schools, which are

typically less privileged. As a whole, however, only 30% of
students in the smallest schools were reached via both
modes, compared to over 80% in the largest schools.

“While the overall share reached by
TV is low, it proved to be a better way
of reaching students in smaller
schools, which are typically less
privileged.”

Going Online

According to estimates of interviewed teachers, only around
4% of students used advanced platforms like Zoom and
Microsoft Teams which provided a virtual classroom
experience. The remaining 41% were reached by transmitting
lecture notes and assignment material through platforms such
as WhatsApp and Viber. Teachers from a variety of schools
also drew attention to issues relating to the E-Thaksalawa
platform - the national online learning management system -
including being user-hostile and difficult to navigate, instability
as a network, and lack of parental support and guidance for
student use in rural locations.

Television Broadcasts

The MOE, in collaboration with NIE, broadcasted lessons on
TV through state-owned channels soon after school closures,
first targetting students sitting for the three national
examinations. Broadcasts of 'Guru Gedara', a government-
mandated TV programme, were also expanded from April
2020, and third-term lessons of grades 3-13 were telecasted
from 4am to 12 midnight daily, with the support of the Sri
Lanka Rupavahini Corporation, Nethra TV and Channel-Eye.

Despite the wider reach of TV lessons in remote locations,
connectivity issues were still experienced by both students
and teachers. Other identified issues hindering effective
participation include:


https://www.covideducationrecovery.global/maps/education-status/
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e Pedagogy: lack of links between televised programmes
and teachers’ lesson plans, the passive teaching style
of broadcasted programmes and absence of interaction
with students, and risks of weaker students being left
behind given the lack of follow-up mechanisms.

e Logistics: confusion of timing and duration of different
subjects and TV channels and poor communication of
information about programmes to schools, students, and
parents.

e Parental guidance: disinterest due to poverty, lack of
technical know-how, and cultural practices such as
engaging children in labour or prioritising entertainment
over education.

Teacher Training

As perceived by an interviewed school principal, there were
two main challenges in distance teaching during the pandemic.
One was the required digital competencies, training for which
the schools were largely responsible in the absence of any
centrally organised programmes, complicated further by the
nature of the pandemic which did not allow for in-person
training. At the school level, some private schools conducted
training programmes to familiarise teachers with platforms
such as Zoom and Google Classroom. But in many public
schools, teachers continued transmitting notes and
assignments over WhatsApp. The second challenge was the
changing dynamics which required a change in mindset on
teaching methods, which was especially the case for older or
less IT-literate teachers.

Safeguarding Education Equity

A majority of initiatives to increase accessibility were taken
by the non-state sector, including subsidies, easy payment
schemes, and special offers to purchase laptops and similar
devices; donations and distribution of laptops and tablets to
students and teachers by non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) and past pupil associations; and bank-financed
education loans and scholarship programmes. There was
limited assistance or guidance given to schools in widening

access to remote education, placing the responsibility
primarily at the school level. This has reinforced existing
inequalities in education delivery, since better equipped and
privileged schools have better access to resources as well
as community networks.

Rebuilding the System

To develop a more robust and high-quality education system
that leaves no one behind and has contingency capacities to
better mitigate and manage future crises, Sri Lanka's education
policymakers must take urgent action in designing an evidenc
e-based comprehensive strategy for the new normal.

This includes:

(1) Formulating a comprehensive strategy to recover lost
learning when schools reopen, including remedial learning
programmes, adjustments to the school calendar and
curriculum, and learning assessments

(2) Developing a statistical framework to monitor school
closure impacts that can guide data collection and follow-
up on COVID-19 impacts

(3) Improving pedagogy for remote and hybrid teaching,
equipping teachers with skills needed to facilitate and support
learning instead of simply delivering content

(4) Investing prudently in technology in line with desired
education outcomes and resource capacities

(5) Building a strong leadership from all education
system actors that can successfully adapt to emerging
constraints to learning, irrespective of the level of access to
technology or finances.
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