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Educational Reform and Employment Opportunities in Sri Lanka

Education is the backbone of any modern,
competitive society. Educated society is able to
contribute, facilitate, and sustain itself and provide
a viable future for its current citizens and the
generations to come. That is why it is important to
share knowledge accumulated in every society for the
common benefit. Failure to do so through an effective
education system that creates opportunities for all
students will result in an unequal society.

The Sri Lankan Education System

In Sri Lanka, the literacy rate is 92.3 percent, or,
by gender, 94.8 percent for males and 90 percent
for females (2003 est.). This rate is the highest in
South East Asia and is attributed to the policy of
compulsory education up to at least grade ten and free
education for all Sri Lankan citizens up to the tertiary
level. The public school network is vast, with about
4.2 million children enrolled in over 9,790 public
schools around the country with a teaching force of
about 200,000. The government spends 2.8 percent
of GDP on education, including free school uniforms
for all enrolled children and free breakfast for students
in underprivileged schools, which helps keep them
enrolled. Text books are also distributed free of charge
from grade 1 through 11, which removes a serious
financial burden and helps provide equal opportunities
for students. In spite of all these beneficial policies,
however, significant problems persist.

Ordinary Level examination (O/L)' results paint
a very grim picture. With estimated 525,000 students
taking the exam in December 2006, 51 percent — or
267,750 students — failed. In Sri Lanka’s education
system, only passing the O/L exam secures an
opportunity to commence Advanced Level (A/L)
classes. The fact that only less than half of students
qualified to take the A/L exam is shocking,.

The education commissioner revealed another
in  his report:
approximately 21, 813 candidates had failed to secure

startling  fact post-examination
a single pass; in other words, they had failed in every

subject. Here are a few other thought-provoking

'In Sri Lanka, O/L and A/L are country-wide academic exami-
nations; universities make their admission decisions according to
the A/L exam scores.

statistics: approximately 63 percent of the children
taking the English exam failed; 57 percent failed
the mathematics exam; and nearly 52 percent failed
science. Out of those who passed their exams, only
about 50 percent qualify to enter university; however,
only 17-19 percent of these qualified students actually
receive free university education due to the limited
number of seats available (around 17,000).

Yet even those students lucky enough to graduate
from a university in Sri Lanka struggle to find jobs
and many of them are unemployed in spite of having
higher education. This is a common occurrence in the
field of the arts, for instance. The following excerpt
from the Department of Census’s report highlights
the youth unemployment problem:

“Although the unemployment rate is highest for
the age group 15-19 years, the real age group,
which is worst affected, is the 20-24 year group.
This is the age group in which many people enter
the labor force. (...) The majority of the graduates
who come out of the universities are in the age
group 25-29 years [with no work experience].
This is one of the main reasons for their inability
to gain suitable employment, especially in the
private sector.”

The report shows that the youth unemployment
rate in 2002 for people aged 15-19 was about 30
percent, while for ages 20-29 it was about 20 percent.
This is quite high considering that the majority of the
employable workforce of any country is within this
age bracket. The report also identifies weak English
knowledge as another important reason for high youth
unemployment.

Reasons for High Youth Unemployment

Youth unemployment in Sri Lanka is a major
problem because a significant proportion of the able
and skilled workforce, which could contribute to the
economic growth of the country, remains unemployed.
It has become common to see graduates from state
universities staging protests in order to obtain jobs;
however, the jobs they ultimately get may or may not
be sufficient to live by, or they may simply not inject
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the skills learned by students back into the national
economy.

Poor knowledge of the English language. As
stated earlier, this is a major reason behind youth
unemployment. The fact that English has become a
deciding factor in obtaining a good job has left many
Sri Lankan youths unable to compete in the global
market place and with little prospects for the future.

Poor skills resulting from a highly theoretical
course load. Practical knowledge is not properly
incorporated into curricula, which are commonly
characterized by simple rote learning. Students are not
exposed to practical training and what they learn in
theory has little applicability in the real world. This
frustrates employers who often give graduates from
private institutions and foreign universities preference
over local graduates of public schools. The skills, if
any, taught to students are not up to date and often
follow outdated curriculums, making the graduates
less employable.

Excessive competitiveness stifling creativity
and talent. With only 17,000 seats available in local
public universities every year and the cost of private
schools unaffordable for the majority of the Sri Lankan
population, parents are forced to push their children
to study beyond the limits. It is extremely hard just to
keep their grades up in order to remain competitive.
This stifles talent and creativity in favor of a more
theory-intensive learning culture. As a result, future
entrepreneurs, scientists, or even athletes may be lost
in the process, unable to complete their studies.

Age and experience factors. A student normally
finishes his or her O/L exam at the age of 16 or 17,
while they would complete their A/L exam at 19
or 20. If you add another 3 years of undergraduate
education, you get an individual who enters the job
market at 22-23 without any work experience. This
has made employment extremely difficult for young
graduates as most job openings require at least one
year of experience. This creates a problem where new
graduates immediately find themselves unemployed
and with few career options.

I personally know a rickshaw driver named
Jayantha who lives in my area. He told me one day
that he held a bachelor’s degree in liberal arts (with
honors), was unable to find a job, and had being
driving rickshaws ever since graduating to support his
family. A sad story, but it is the reality of Sri Lanka.
Many people like him become “trapped” in survival
jobs without opportunities to move up the ladder.

Waiting for the right job. Many qualified students
have this attitude. For instance, I knew a young
aeronautical engineering student who waited two
years for a job in a foreign country. He was offered a
job at a local facility but turned it down anticipating
his “dream job.” Unfortunately, it remained a dream
and his reluctance to accept the first offer nearly cost
him his future. This attitude, though ambitious,
may not be the right one and contributes to higher
unemployment ratios and skill deterioration.

Poor opportunities for uneducated students. The
opportunities for uneducated youth to get a good job
diminish by the day. As the number of private degree-
awarding institutions has mushroomed throughout
the country, finding a position without a degree is near
impossible. This makes many expect that in a few years
a basic degree will be an MBA and not a bachelor’s
degree. It will inevitably lead to high unemployment
and tensions between the educated and uneducated,
and prevent talented individuals lacking education
from obtaining most suitable employment.

What Can Be Done?

Correcting this situation is an intricate task,
but not impossible; it is a matter of reforming the
education system to achieve its stipulated objectives
of providing equal opportunities to all citizens. The
reforms should include the following:

e Create a more student-centered education
system and allow students to pursue their chosen
academic fields without forcing them to study
irrelevant subjects.

* Integrate more practical knowledge and emphasis
on hands-on learning in the curriculum.
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Enhance the quality of textbooks and make them
standardized across the country.

Make information technology knowledge
compulsory for everyone. The information
technology penetration in Sri Lanka is very poor
and needs to be improved.

Provide room for students to be creative and
encourage them to learn on their own through
class projects, after-school activities, field trips,
etc. Curriculum should be designed to help
weaker students rather than create unhealthy
competition that stifles creativity.

Give graduates industry-based training and
opportunities for job-study programs and reduce
the age at which students take O/L and A/L
exams so that they can gain more job experience.

Reduce the lag time between taking the exams
and receiving results so that students do not have
to wait for months to know their scores and to
make decisions about their future.

Increase the number of local university seats to
accommodate qualified students and create more
private universities under the state umbrella so
that every student may have the opportunity to
receive tertiary education.

Encourage drop-outs and those who failed their
exams to re-take them, or allow these students
to attend vocational skill training courses so that
they remain competitive in the job market.

Train teachers to continuously update their own
knowledge and skills and to identify and foster
skills of students at an early age.

Improve the standards of English in rural areas
and island-wide and encourage students to learn
two other major languages: Sinhala and Tamil,
while also making a local language compulsory so
that local cultures will not be lost.

Have industry professionals regularly speak to
students at career fairs about the requirements
of the changing business environment. A skills
training institute, run by industry professionals
and open to everyone, should be established for
those who need to improve their skills.

e More “Job Shadow Day Programs” and
organizations like Junior Achievement® so
interested students may be exposed to the
corporate world and learn how to run a company.

* Help graduates become employed in satisfactory
jobs, through which they can reach personal
fulfilment and contribute back to their society.
Ensure fair recruiting by employers.

Who Should Take the Lead in Education
Reforms?

It is easy to suggest solutions to Sri Lanka’s youth
unemployment problem, but harder to implement
them. Successful implementation of a better education
system involves commitment and dedication from
many individuals:

* The President should enforce the new policies and
make sure that they remain viable.

* The Education Minister should make sure that
the education budget is properly utilized in such
a way that the public investment will have the
highest possible return.

* Local governments should provide proper
facilities to all educational organizations, whether
public or private, to maintain a consistently

higher level of quality.

* Industry professionals should work together with
the education sector by sponsoring initiatives and
offering resources for events such as career fairs
and job shadow days.

* DPrincipals and teachers should ensure that
students obtain the maximum benefit from
educational reforms and should encourage
students to realize their full potential.

 Parents and all adults should encourage children
to be what they want to be and always support
them in their educational and career goals.

* Students should make use of available
opportunities in order to become a valuable asset
and a contributor to the society.

% http://www.ja.org/near/members/sri-lanka.shtml
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Conclusion

Sri Lanka is a country with great potential, even
though poverty is still a major issue. That is why
the whole society must contribute to education of
the children who are the country’s future. There are
many young people able and eager to contribute to
the society if only given that opportunity. Possibilities
abound if these young people have proper education
and exposure to practical training. But the education
system will work only if the teachers show dedication
and care, students appreciate their work, and
potential employers offer career guidance and training
opportunities. Reforming Sri Lanka’s education
system to make it more conducive to developing the
culture of entrepreneurship is possible, but requires
a lot of hard work. Yet, if properly implemented, a
great improvement lies ahead for Sri Lanka through
high quality education.
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