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1939 Education Ordinance

University of Ceylon 1942

1960 Government take over of schools

Expansion of the University 
System

1970s University Grants Commission (1978)

Open University (1980) 1980s NIE (1985)

International Schools 1982

1991
National Education commission (1991)

Technical and Vocational Commission 
(1991)

2019
National policy on Preschool 
Education



Despite a policy of free education, Sri Lanka’s 
investments in education is less and declining

Government expenditure on 
education in Sri Lanka (as a % GDP)

Government Expenditure on 
Education (as a % of GDP)

Source: Central Bank of Sri Lanka
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Early investments in the education sector has 
resulted some positive outcomes

Net Enrolment Rate (%)
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Sri Lanka has near universal primary and lower secondary enrolment rates

Source: UNESCO 2020



But investments are needed in other areas of 
education

Targets of Sustainable Development Goal 4
• Free primary and secondary education
• Equal access to quality pre-primary education
• Equal access to affordable technical, vocational, and 

higher education
• Relevant skills for decent work
• Reduce inequalities
• Universal literacy and numeracy
• Education for sustainable development and global 

citizenship
• Effective learning environments, scholarships, teachers 



General Education needs to retain students at 
higher levels and improve quality

• High dropouts at higher levels 
of education

• More than 40% leave school 
system before completing OLs

• Less than 20% of those who 
enter grade 1 enter tertiary 
education

Net Enrolment Rate in 

Upper-Secondary-Education) (%)
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Access to quality 
Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) needs to 
improve 

• Net enrolment 62% (2016)

• Disparities across 
populations

• High shortage of physical 
and human resources

• Only 39% of teachers 
trained in ECCE

• 95% Preschools charge fees

• Government investment 
less than 0.001% GDP 
(World Bank 2014). 
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Need better access to affordable Tertiary 
Education

• Limited capacity at state 
universities

• Insufficient affordable 
capacity at private 
institutions

• Mixed picture about 
technology, innovation, 
and employability of 
public and private 
university graduates

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

A
u

st
ra

lia

R
ep

u
b

lic
 o

f 
K

o
re

a

Si
n

ga
p

o
re

M
al

ay
si

a

Th
ai

la
n

d

Sr
i L

an
ka

V
ie

t 
N

am

B
an

gl
ad

es
h

In
d

ia

N
ep

al

P
ak

is
ta

n

High Income Upper
Middle
Income

Lower Middle Income

Tertiary Gross Enrolment 
Ratio (%)

Source: UNESCO 2020



Need better access to affordable quality 
Technical and Vocational Training and Education

• Low access

• Poor alignment of 
standards with labour 
market needs.

• Low employability of 
graduates

• Shortage of qualified 
and experienced 
teaching staff
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Main Findings – NSA engagement has increased 
over the years

• NSA engagement is 
increasing, but limited data 
available

• The number of non-state 
schools and universities 
have grown substantially in 
recent years

• Concerns of adequate 
regulatory frameworks for 
monitoring quality and 
consumer welfare

Number of students enrolled in Sri 
Lankan non-state schools, 2010-2019
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Main Findings – issues of equity 

• Inequities in access linked 
to NSA engagement 
– ECCE is not free nor 

affordable to all income 
groups

– Unregulated course fees at 
PHEIs 

– High out-of-pocket 
expenditure on private tuition

• Some success in public-
private collaborations (loans 
for private higher education 
but limited) for improving 
access

Net Enrolment Rate in 
Upper-Secondary-Education) (%)
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Main Findings – issues of quality 

• Quality and relevance issues in both state and non-state 
sectors. Needs more investments, better M&E and 
development

• Some regulation in the TVEC sector (i.e., NVQ) , but 
implementation issues



Recommendations

• Encourage non-state participation in education  

services, but under regulation and with 

consideration to equity issues

• Expand on successful collaborative initiatives in to 

improve services and quality (e.g., ECCE )

• Streamline education delivery (e.g., the TVET 

sector) and partner with NSAs to improve efficiency 

and effectiveness 
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