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A Study on Preschool Education in Sri Lanka

— Based on a Research of The Preschool in Low — Income Areas’

Hiroko Okamoto

I . Introduction

Although Sri Lanka has a relatively high literacy rate, it is noticed that there are many
children who refuse to go to school or who do not start school in low-income areas.

Educational support in the international trends is “to emphasize on basic education” led
by “Declaration of the Education for All” in 1990 and Japan has also started to emphasize on
support on basic education.

This study is to show the current situation of preschool education in Sri Lanka and

preschool in low-income areas and to explore the support necessary for preschool education in
Sri Lanka.

I. Method of Study

This study was conducted through research with literary document and survey research.
The survey research was conducted in April 1998 and August 2003 at preschools under the
jurisdiction of the municipal council in low-income areas of Dehiwala/Mt. Lavinia. Method of
research was to sit in on a class/child-care and to interview preschool teachers and helpers

after children went home.

Il. Outline of Research Findings
1. Current Situation of Preschool Education in Sri Lanka

After independence, educational reform in Sri Lanka has been haphazard, although it has
been proposing superficial reform. The influence from Great Britain, which ruled Sri Lanka as
its colony for the longest period, still remains strong in its educational system. The present edu-
cational system is based on the policy of educational reform in 1981. The total of 11 years of
education (5 years in elementary school, 3 years in junior secondary school and 3 years in

senior secondary school) is established as compulsory education.
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Preschool education was not included in the school system and there was no ministry
which exercised jurisdiction over it, but the policy pertinent to preschool education was set in
1997 for the first time. The goverment tried to standardize preschool, but it was not the specific
measures to pursue a plan responding to the actual situation of preschool education. The plan
was changed and another plan on preschool has just started.

A preschool has a function of a nursery school as well. It is also like a preparatory school
for an elementary school, so parents/guardians have an idea that a preschool which put
enthusiasm on teaching literacy skills is the good preschool.

As for organizations running preschool education, the most common one is that individu-
als running it at their home/etc. In general, 3-year-old and 4-year-old children attend preschool.

The specialized knowledge is not required for teachers of preschool education. It is

regarded as the occupation to relief for the impoverished unmarried women in society.

2. Situation of Preschool under the Jurisdiction of the Municipal Council in Dehiwala/Mt.
Lavinia
@ Situation in 1998

There were 13 preschools which were under the jurisdiction of the municipal council and
all of them were in the low-income areas.

The initial founders of those preschools were various and they have come under the con-
trol of the municipal council through various circumstances. There were many problems in sup-
port system of the municipal council toward preschools. For instance, lack of maintenance of
facilities was noticeable. Even now, 5 preschools are using community centers.

The total number of teachers and caretakers in all school was 28. Their average age was
33 and their average working years of service at preschool was 8 years. 20 of them were
married, so it became clear that there were many married staff compared to the general
situation.

Their education background was in a high standard in comparison to the general situation
and some even finished the later stage of senior secondary school. Many took a short course
on preschool education and some had work experience in the other preschool, thus their level
was higher than that of staff in the general situation. However, they did not understand the
importance of early childhood and early childhood education. They did not show eagerness
towards their job and it was hardly said that they had the specialized knowledge.

The average number of children in care per teacher was 27, so it was shown that the
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number of teachers was less than that of nursery schools in Japan.

Some preschools took in 2-year-old children and some took in handicapped children and
homeless children who could not start shool.

In terms of ethnic groups, many were Sinhala and Tamil and Musulim were not many.

A checkup on development of children was not conducted and the result of a medical

checkup showed various problems in health condition of those children.

@ Situation and Change in 2003

The number of preschools under the jurisdiction of the municipal council was 15, so 2
schools have been added. The number of staff was 42.

The environment surrounding preschools did not so change from 1998, but the attitude of
teachers changed significantly. Although the degree of change was different among teachers,
teachers who played active roles in their job increased. For example, there were teachers who
“do not hold a lash but praise children” , who “set up some time when children can play freely,
even though it is a short time”, who “teach to wash their hands before meal” , who “them-
selves prepare for tomorrow after children go home”, who “are learning various things with
thinking that they are useful for their work” and so on.

In that preschool, I (as a writer of this paper) encouraged directly its teachers as a member
of Japan Overseas Cooperation Volunteers, and it became clear that grass-roots support was

important and beneficial as one of means to improve the quality of teachers.

V. Conclusion

Sri Lanka has been regarded as the country in which statistics on education scores high in
comparison with the other Southwest Asian countries. However, the research on the education
fields on a nationwide scale has not been conducted in recent years. It seems to be that these
statistics on education lacks credibility. Also, Sri Lanka has a variety of problems including the
problem of quality and the problem of disparity in education among its people, which are diffi-
cult to come out in the statistics on education. National Institute for Education and Training
showed that about 30% of children of school age did not have the readiness for leaning when
they entered an elementary school. Therefore, it is highly possible that this is the reason to
generate the high rate of dropout in school education. This study also made it clear that in
order to implement the teaching method by which each and every child can understand what

are taught, it is necessary to mend the problem of teacher training and placement of teachers
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as soon as possible.

In order for the impoverished people to continue their learning, the actual result is needed,
of which the impoverished people can feel the effect of education by themselves. In order to
achieve that, it can be suggested that building a framework for education where there is no dis-
parity among its people as well as implementation of assistance tied up with measures against
poverty are essential.

It has also to be carried forward that to build a framework for fuman resource development

at the side of assistance providers as well as a framework for research and assessment.
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