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Sri Lanka’s grade five scholarship 
examination, introduced in 1948, 
aims to meet two main objectives: (1) 
admitting talented students to popular 
and more prestigious schools; and 
(2) providing bursaries to bright, but 
economically disadvantaged students. 
Regardless of its specific purposes, 
the exam is taken by students in 
both privileged and underprivileged 
schools, as well as across different so-
cioeconomic groups. However, accord-
ing to the Department of Examinations 
of Sri Lanka (DOE), only around 10% 
of students who sit for the exam obtain 
sufficient marks to qualify for bursa-
ries and/or to apply for better schools, 
each year. The predictive validity of 
the scholarship exam has also come 
under scrutiny, given its large focus on 
rote learning and memorization. While 
the limitations of the scholarship exam 
have long been discussed in educa-
tion policy circles, there is a dearth of 
systematic analysis of existing data 
to substantiate these concerns and 
inform policy decisions.

This study aims to fill such gaps, and 
examines specific reasons as to why 
the scholarship exam’s goal of provid-
ing access to quality education to tal-
ented students is not fully realized. The 
link between school-level resources 
and scholarship exam performance is 
analyzed via Ordinary Least Squares 
and Ordered Logit regression models 
to test the hypothesis that poor-quality 
primary education places poor stu-
dents at a disadvantage when compet-
ing at the scholarship exam. To test the 
predictive validity of the scholarship 
exam, the relationship between schol-
arship exam scores among a selected 
sample of high-scoring students and 
performance of the same cohort of 
students at the General Certificate of 
Education Advanced Level GCE
(A-Level) examination, nine years later, 
is examined. 

Data sources include the annual 
School Census of government schools 
conducted by the Ministry of Educa-
tion (MOE) for the year 2017, and 
two datasets on 2008 scholarship 
exam performance from the MOE and 
2017 GCE(A-Level) results from the 
Department of Examinations. Addition-
ally, primary interviews among recent 
scholarship exam takers are conduct-
ed to obtain views on the validity and 
relevance of the exam.

Secondary data analysis reveals 
that the enabling environment and 
the structuring of the exam does not 
ensure that its main target group—tal-
ented and poor students—have a fair 
chance of exploiting the opportunities 
presented, thereby rendering its goals 
unachievable. Key issues include; (1) 
an insufficient number of good second-
ary schools across the country to 
provide opportunities to well perform-
ing students at the scholarship exam; 
(2) limited beneficiaries of financial 
bursaries; (3) an inadequate number of 
schools offering good quality primary 
education, which constrain deserving 
students in underprivileged schools 
from performing well at the scholar-
ship exam; (4) a deficit of qualified and 
experienced primary teachers and 
supervisors in primary schools; and 
(5) poor validity of the exam in identify-
ing and measuring intelligence. The 
most commonly perceived advantage 
of the exam among interviewees is 
the training received in perseverance, 
while stress caused by the competitive 
nature of the exam is identified as the 
key disadvantage, across both high- 
and low-income households. Over half 
of the sample believes that the exam 
fails in meeting its objectives, in line 
with findings from secondary data. 
Exam questions are perceived: (1) to 
focus more on the cognitive sphere, 
with elements such as leisure, play, 
and personality development receiving 

much less focus; and (2) as inad-
equate in measuring true ability. 

Extending on respondent’s sugges-
tions, as well as based on findings 
from the secondary data analysis, the 
study proposes several measures to 
be adopted in improving the effective-
ness and relevance of Sri Lanka’s 
grade five scholarship exam. Immedi-
ate-term measures include making the 
exam voluntary—so that only students 
who have the highest potential of 
benefitting from it sit for the exam—, 
reserving a larger number of quotas 
for students to enter grade six via 
scholarship exam results in privileged 
schools, and increasing the financial 
allowance for qualifying students and 
ensuring timely delivery. Changing the 
structure of the scholarship exam—in-
cluding reducing the exam syllabus 
and improving the exam’s validity in 
measuring true talent—, postponing it 
to grade eight or nine when students 
are better able to handle a competitive 
exam, and eliminating or regulating 
tuition targeting the exam are identi-
fied as important short-to-medium 
term measures. The ultimate ideal 
long-term objective, however, should 
be to improve the quality of school 
and teacher resources across the 
entire country, via investments in both 
physical infrastructure and systematic 
teacher training and financial and 
other incentives, which would reduce 
the intense demand for distant schools 
overtime, and eventually the need for 
the exam altogether. 
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1948 § y÷kajd fokq ,enQ Y%S ,xldfõ 

my jir YsIH;aj úNd.h m%Odk wruqKq 

folla idlaId;a lr .ekSu Wfoid y÷kajd 

fokq ,enQ úNd.hls' tu wruqKq jkdys ^1& 

ckm%sh iy jvd;a lS¾;su;a mdi,a j,g 

olaI isiqka we;=,;a lr .ekSu ^2& wd¾Ól 

jYfhka wjdisodhl ;;ajhl isák olaI 

<uqkag YsIHdOdr ,nd §u" hkdÈhhs' fuu 

ksYaÑ; wruqKq flfia meje;sh o  fuu 

úNd.h i|yd myiq iy wmyiq mdi,a hkdÈ 

ldKav foflysu bf.k.kakd isiqka fmkS 

isák w;r úúO iudc wd¾Ól lKavdhï 

j,g wh;a isiqka o fmkS isÜ;s' flfia 

jqjo"  Y%S ,xld úNd. fomd¾;fïka;=fõ 

ixLHdf,aLKj,g wkqj úNd.hg fmkS isák 

iuia; YsIH ixLHdfjka j¾Ihlg 10 ]la 

jeks l=vd m%udKhla  YsIH;aj wdOdr ,nd.

ekSu i|yd iy$ fyda jvd;a fyd| mdi,a 

j,g we;=,aùu i|yd b,a,Sï bÈßm;a lsÍug 

iqÿiqlï ,n;s' fuu úNd.h mqkreÉpdrK 

bf.kqï l%u iy lg mdvï lsÍu flfrysh 

jeä nrla ;nd we;s ;;ajhla ;=< fuu 

úNd.fha wfmalaIs; j,x.=Ndjh ms<snoj 

o m%Yak u;= ù we;' §¾> ld,hla uq¿,af,a 

wOHdmk m%;sm;a;s ms<sn| isÿlrkq ,enq 

idlÉPdj,§ YsIH;aj úNd.fha olakg 

,efnk wvqmdvqlï ms<sn|j idlÉPdjg 

n÷ka ù ;snqK o" fuu wvqmdvqlï ikd: 

lsÍug;a m%;sm;a;suh ;SrK ;Skaÿ i|yd tajd 

oekaùug;a l%uj;a úYaf,aIKhla fkd;sîfï 

õYd, wvqjla olakg ,efí'

fuu wOHkh tu ysvei msrùu i|yd 

wruqKq fldg.;a wOHhkhla jk w;r 

olaI isiqkag .=Kd;aul wOHdmkhla <ud 

§u mdol fldg.;a YsIH;aj úNdfha wruqKq 

uq¿ukskau h:d¾:hla lr.ekSug fkdyels 

ùug fya;=jQ ksYaÑ; ldrKd wOHhkhg 

n÷ka lrkq ,nhs' .=Kd;aul ;;ajfhka W!k 

m%d:ñl wOHdmkla ,eîu YsIH;aj úNd. 

i|yd  ;r. lsÍfï § jrm%ido fkd,;a 

isiqka wjdis iy.; ;;a;ajhlg m;alrkq 

,nhs hk WmkHdih úuid ne,Su i|yd 

idudkH wvq;u j¾. l%uh yd mámdg.; 

,>ql m%;smdhk udÈ,s Wmfhda.S lr.ksñka 

fuys§ mdi,a iïm;a iy YsIH;aj úNd.

fha ld¾h idOkh w;r olakg ,efnk 

iïnkaO;djh úYaf,aIKhg ,la flfrhs' 

YsIH;aj úNd.fha mqfrdal:H j,x.=Ndjh 

mßlaId lsÍu i|yd YsIH;aj úNd.fha § 

by< ,l=Kq ,nd.;a isiqkaf.ka f;dard .;a 

ksheÈhla YsIH;aj úNd.fhka jir 9 lska 

miqj t<fUk wOHdmk fmdÿ iy;sl m;% 

Wiia fm< úNd.fha § fuu ksheÈh úiska 

u fmkakqï lr ;sfnk ld¾h idOkh;a 

tlsfklg ixikaokh fldg mÍlaIdjg 

,lalrkq ,efí' 

fï i|yd uQ,dY% o;a; jQfha 2017 § wOHdmk 

wud;HdxYh úiska isÿlrk ,o rcfha mdi,a 

ms<sn| jd¾Isl ix.Kkh" yd 2008 j¾Ifha 

YsIH;aj úNd. ld¾h idOkh ms<sn| wOHd-

mk wud;HdxYfhka ,nd.;a o;a; lÜg,hla 

yd úNd. fomd¾;fïka;=fjka ,nd.;a 2017 

j¾Ifha  wfmdi Wiia fm< úNd. m%;sM, 

o;a; lÜg,hls' fuhg wu;rj fuu úNd.

fha wod,;ajh iy j,x.=Ndjh ms<sn|j 

woyia ,nd .ekSu i|yd uE;l§ YsIH;aj 

úNd.hg fmkS isá isiqkaf.a fouõmshka 

iu. iïuqL idlÉPd mj;ajk ,§'

oaú;Shsl o;a; úYaf,aIKh u.ska fmkakqï 

lrkafka n,odhs mßirh iy úNd. jHqyh 

tys m%Odk b,lal lKavdhu jk olaI 

iy È<s÷ isiqkag úNd.fha bvm%ia:dj,ska 

m%fhdaack .ekSug yels ùu iy;sl fk-

dlrk w;r ta ;=<ska úNd.fhka wfmal-

aIs; mrud¾:hka ,.dlr .; fkdyels 

;;a;ajhlg m;a lrk njhs' fï ;;a;ajh 

;=< olakg ,efnk m%Odk .eg¿ jkdyS 

^1& YsIH;aj úNd.fha § úYsIag yelshd-

jka fmkajk isiqkag wjia:d ,nd§u i|yd 

.=Kd;aul ;;a;ajfhka hqla; m%udKj;a 

oaú;Shsl wOHdmk myiqlï iys; mdi,a 

ixLHdjla rgmqrd fkd;sîu^2& YsIHdOdr ,nd 

.kakd m%;s,dNSka iSudùu ^3& jvd;a fyd| 

.=Kd;aul ;;ajfha m%d:ñl wOHdmkhla 

,nd§u i|yd m%udKj;a mdi,a ixLHdjla 

fkd;sîu fya;=fjka YsIH;aj úNd.fha§ 

wmyiq mdi,a j, yelshdjla we;s isiqkag 

úYsIag ld¾h idOkhla fmkaùu ioyd 

ndOd we;sùu ^4& m%d:ñl mdi,aj, iqÿiqlï 

iy w;aoelSïj,ska mßmQ¾K .=rejreka iy 

wëlaIljrekaf.a W!k;djhla mej;Su ^5& 

YsIH;aj úNd.h nqoaê uÜgu y÷kd.ekSu 

yd we.hSu i|yd ÿ¾j, j,x.= Ndjhlska 

hqla; ùu hkdÈh fõ' 

fuu úNd.h ;=,ska ,nd.;a m%Odk jdish 

f,i iïuqL idlÉPdjg iyNd.S jQjkaf.a 

fmdÿ woyi f,i y÷kd.ekSug yels jQfha 

fkdmiqng ù¾hh m%.=K lr .ekSu i|yd 

fï úNd.fhka ,enqKq mqyqKqjhs' úNd.fha 

;r.ldß;ajh ;=<ska u;= jkakd jQ udkisl 

mSvkh m%Odk wjdishla f,i by< yd my< 

wdodhï ,nk mjq,a fomd¾Yajh w;f¾u 

y÷kd .; yels u;hla f,i oelaõh 

yel' oaú;Shsl o;a; u.ska fidhd.kakd ,o 

lreKq yd iudkj fuu úNd.h tys wruqK 

idlaId;a lr .ekSug wfmdfydi;a ù we;s 

nj ksheÈfhka wvlg;a jvd msßila úYajdi 

lr;s' úNd. m%Yak foi wjOdkh fhduql-

sÍfï § tajd ^1& nqoaêuh ldrKd ms<sn| jeä 

wjOdkhla fhduq lrkq ,nk w;r l%Svd yd 

fm!reI j¾Okh ms<sn| ldrKd j,g wvq 

wjOdkhla fhduqù ;sîu ^2& ienE yelshdj 

we.hSu flfrys m%udKj;a fkdùu" hkd§ 

lreKq j,ska hqla; nj oelsh yelsh'

iïuqL idlÉPd j,g iyNd.sjqjkaf.a 

fhdackd mokï lr.ksñka yd oaú;Sl o;a; 

úYaf,aIKh lsÍfuka fidhd.;a lreKq 

u; mokïj Y%S ,xldfõ my jir YsIH;aj 

úNd.fha wod,;ajh iy ld¾hlaIu;djh 

jeäÈhqKq lsÍu i|yd wod< lr.; yels 

mshjr rdYshla fuu wOHkfhka fhdackd 

lrkq ,efí' iajleue;a; u; úNd.hg 

fmkSisàug bvlv ,nd §u ;=<ska fuu 

úNd.fhka m%;s,dN ,nd.ekSug úNjhla 

we;s isiqka muKla úNd.hg fmkS isàug 

yels ùu" YsIH;aj úNd. m%;sM, u; 

mokïj 6 fYa‚h i|yd ckm%sh mdi,aj,g 

we;=<;aùu i|yd úYd, YsIH ixLHdjlg 

yelshdj ,efnk mßoafoka mx.=j by< 

oeóu" iy iqÿiqlï ,nk isiqkag ,efnk 

uQ,HdOdr m%udKh by< oeóu fukau tajd 

kshñ; fõ,djg ,nd §u hkdÈh o fuu 

wruqK idlaId;a lr .ekSu i|yd laI‚lj 

.; yels l%shdud¾. j,g we;=<;a fõ' fuu 

úNd.fha jHqyh fjkialsÍu" tkï úNd.

fha úIh ud,dj m%udKfhka wvq lsÍu yd 

olaI;djh uek ne,Su i|yd úNd.fha 

j,x.=Ndjh ÈhqKq lsÍu" fuys§ wjOdkh 

fhduq l< yels flá yd uOHld,Sk mshjrla 

fõ' fuu úNd.h isiqkag jvd;a fyd¢ka 

;rÕ úNd. j,g fmkS isàug iQodkï úh 

yels by< fY%a‚hl § tkï 8 fYa%‚h fyda 

9 fY%a‚fha § fuu úNd.h meje;aùu" my 

jif¾ YsIH;aj úNd.h b,lal lr.;a 

wu;r mka;s iïmQ¾Kfhka wfydais lsÍu fyda 

kshdukh lsÍu hkd§ lreKq fjk;a flá yd 

uOHld,Sk jeo.;a mshjr f,i y÷kdf.k 

;sfí' flfia fj;;a jvd;a iqÿiq §¾>ld,Sk 

wruqK úh hq;af;a fN!;sl há;, myiqlï 

yd l%udkql+, .=re mqyqKqj i|yd o uQ,H 

yd wfkla Èß.ekaùu i|yd  o wdfhdackh 

lsÍu ;=<ska rg mqrdu wE;s mdi,aj, iy 

.=rejrekaf.a .=Kd;aul nj jeä lsÍuhs' 

túg wE; msysgd ;sfnk ckm%sh mdi,a j,g 

we;s oeä b,ä u wju lr wjidkfha § 

fujka úNd.hl wjYH;djh ke;s lsÍug 

yels jkq we;'

úOdhl idrdxYh


