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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. 

Executive Summary
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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
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1.Introduction 
Sri Lanka’s grade five scholarship 
examination introduced in 1948, aims 
to meet two main objectives: (1) admit-
ting talented students to schools that 
are considered as popular and more 
prestigious; and (2) providing bursa-
ries to intelligent, but economically 
disadvantaged students. It measures 
ability and learning potential across 14 
specified areas, and tests knowledge 
on the first language, mathematics, 
and environment. Regardless of its 
specific purposes, the exam is taken 
by students in both privileged and 
underprivileged schools, as well as 
across different socioeconomic groups. 
Children are coached from as early 
as grade two to achieve high scores, 
not only in schools and homes, but 
increasingly in many private tuition 
classes. 

Despite the overzealous preparation, 
however, according 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 bursaries and/or to apply for 
better schools, each year. This figure 
is not surprising, given that students 
need to score around 80% to meet the 
cut-off mark, while gaining access to 
more popular schools requires scoring 
as much as 90%. This is no mean feat 
for a 10-year old, as it leaves very little 
margin for error.

The predictive validity of the schol-
arship exam has also come under 
scrutiny, given its large focus on rote 
learning and memorisation, and 
the relatively early age at which it is 
administered, when a child’s capabili-
ties are not fully developed. Moreover, 
given the recent emphasis in educa-
tion policy in assessing multiple intelli-
gences in primary school children and 
allowing them to enjoy the freedom of 
childhood, the exam’s narrow focus on 

cognitive abilities alone is concerning. 
The critical need for developing strong 
human capital foundations at an early 
stage in other areas including socio-
behavioural skills such as teamwork 
and empathy, and skill combinations 
that enable adaptability such as perse-
verance, reasoning, and self-efficacy, 
is also highlighted in the World Bank’s 
2019 World Development Report, 
which focuses on the changing nature 
of work.

The limitations of the scholarship 
exam have long been discussed in 
education policy circles. The National 
Education Commission (NEC), in its 
2003 Proposals for a National Policy 
Framework on General Education in 
Sri Lanka, highlights the inadequa-
cies of the scholarship exam and calls 
for a restructuring of the exam (NEC, 
2003). Nevertheless, there is a dearth 
of systematic analysis of existing data, 
as well as perceptions of those directly 
involved in the examination process 
to substantiate these concerns and 
inform policy decisions. 

This study aims to fill these gaps, via 
an evaluation of the effectiveness and 
relevance of the scholarship exam. 
With respect to effectiveness, using 
secondary data, specific reasons are 
examined as to why the scholarship 
exam’s goal of providing access to 

quality education to talented students 
is not fully realised. In doing so, it is 
hypothesized that the inadequacy of 
good secondary schools across the 
country places limits on the num-
bers that are admitted based on the 
scholarship exam, which is examined 
using a descriptive analysis. It is also 
hypothesized that poor-quality primary 
education—including school infrastruc-
ture and teacher resources—places 
poor students at a disadvantage when 
competing at the scholarship exam. 
This hypothesis is tested using; (1) an 
ordinary least squares (OLS) estima-
tion and an ordered logit model (ORL), 
to examine the link between school-
level resources and scholarship exam 
performance; and (2) a descriptive 
analysis of teacher quality and distri-
bution across schools. The scholarship 
exam’s effectiveness is further tested 
by investigating how valid it is as a 
predictor of intellectual ability—given 
its stipulated aim of identifying bright 
students—by examining the relation-
ship between scholarship exam scores 
and performance of the same cohort 
of students at the General Certificate 
of Education (GCE) Advanced level 
examination (A-Levels), nine years 
later. Lastly, views on the validity and 
relevance of the exam, its perceived 
positives and negatives, and the best 
way forward are obtained via primary 
interviews among recent scholarship 
exam takers.

The remainder of the paper proceeds 
as follows. Section 2 provides an over-
view of Sri Lanka’s school system, the 
primary education curriculum and the 
grade five scholarship exam. Section 
3 describes the data and methods. 
Results of secondary data analysis are 
presented and discussed in Section 
4, while Section 5 discusses findings 
based on primary interviews. Section 6 
concludes and offers policy implications.

Only around 10% 
of students who sit 
for the exam obtain 
sufficient marks to 
qualify for bursaries 
and/or to apply for 
better schools, each 
year.
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2.1 School System
Sri Lanka’s school education system 
commences at age five, and consists 
of 13 years of schooling, organised 
into four levels: primary (grades 
one–five), junior secondary (grades 
six–nine), senior secondary (grades 
10 and 11), and collegiate (grades 
12 and 13). While students progress 
automatically from the primary to the 
secondary level, the scholarship exam 
is sat by a majority of students at the 
end of the primary cycle/level. Senior 
secondary education culminates in 
the GCE Ordinary level examination 
(O-Levels). Subject to performance at 
the O-Levels, students proceed to the 
collegiate level, at the end of which 
they face the A-Levels.
 
Several classifications exist for Sri 
Lankan public schools, which dif-
ferentiate ‘good’ schools from ‘bad’ 
ones. One categorisation is based on 
the number and type of functioning 
classes. Schools that offer classes 
up to grade 13—termed ‘all-through’ 
schools—are classified as either 
1AB or 1C; the former offer A-Level 
classes in all three subject streams of 
Science, Commerce, and Arts, while 
the latter offer A-Levels only in the 
Commerce and/or Arts streams. Type 
2 schools have functioning classes up 
to grade 11 which terminate after the 
O-Levels, and Type 3 schools function 
only up to either grade five or eight. 
1AB schools are considered to be the 
best among this classification.

A second categorisation is in terms 
of a school’s controlling authority. 
National schools—a majority of which 
are elite and old central colleges that 
were established during the colonial 
period—fall under the purview of the 
Central Ministry of Education (MOE). 
Provincial schools fall under the 
purview of the Provincial Ministries 
and the Provincial Departments of 
Education. There are nine provin-
cial ministries of education, one per 
each province.  As such, schools 
come under 10 different administra-
tive units—the Central MOE and the 
nine provincial ministries of educa-
tion. These education ministries 
are responsible for the planning, 
implementation, and management 
of all education programs (De Silva, 
2003). Several stringent criteria for 

listing a school as a national school 
were established in 1985, which are 
reflective of schools with superior 
educational and other related facili-
ties offering good-quality education.  
While only 18 schools qualified as 
national schools at the time, over the 
years this number has risen signifi-
cantly and stands at 353 at present, 
although still accounting for only 3% 
of the total number of schools. How-
ever, part of this increase appears to 
be the result of mere name changes 
of schools—likely backed by political 
influence—rather than due to any 
tangible improvements (NEC, 2003). 
For instance, although having A-Level 
science education is a pre-requisite to 
being classified as a national school, 
i.e. being a 1AB school, according 
to the 2017 School Census, 27 1AC 

2.School System, Primary Education Curriculum, 
and the Scholarship Exam

 The criteria are: (1) a student population equal to or exceeding 2,000; (2) a student population exceeding 200 in the A-Level Science stream; (3) of the number of students sitting for the 

A-Levels during the previous three years, a qualification rate of one third for admission to universities each year; (4) adequate buildings, desks and chairs for all students; (5) adequate 

facilities for teaching technology related subjects; (6) adequate laboratory facilities to meet the requirements of all O-Level and A-Level students; (7) annual income from facilities and 

services' fees exceeding Rs.15,000; (8) considered by residents as a leading school in the locality; (9) presence of an effective school development society; and (10) presence of an 

active past pupils' association.

Figure 2.1: Share of Schools by Status and Type, 2017

Source: Own calculations based on 2017 School Census data.
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schools and three Type 2 schools are 
classified as national schools. 

A third categorisation is based on 
school resources, amenities, and ease 
of access to a school. Circular 1 of 
2005 of the MOE categorises schools 
into five categories; namely, highly 
privileged, privileged, not privileged, 
under privileged and highly under 
privileged (MOE, 2005).  Factors that 
are taken into account when categoris-
ing schools include basic facilities 
at school (i.e., access to electricity, 
water, telephones and library facilities); 
availability of usable type writers, tele-

visions, photocopy machines;  avail-
ability of usable computers, available 
toilets as a share of toilets needed, 
temporary buildings in use as a share 
of total building spaces, whether 
school has the minimum physical 
facilities, availability of teachers, dis-
tance to the nearest road with public 
transport, and distance to the nearest 
divisional and zonal education office.  
As its name suggests, highly privi-
leged schools are the best schools, 
equipped with superior physical and 
human resources.

As expected, Figures 2.1 and 2.2 il-

lustrate that the ‘good’ schools based 
on these different ranking systems are 
interrelated. Figure 2.1 shows that an 
overwhelming share (94%) of 1AB 
schools belongs to the highly privi-
leged and privileged status groupings, 
whereas 70% of Type 3 schools are 
either not privileged or underprivi-
leged. Similarly, Figure 2.2 shows that 
highly privileged schools are heavily 
concentrated among national schools, 
accounting for close to 60% of the total 
number of national schools. 

Figure 2.2: Share of Schools by Status and Controlling Authority, 2017

Note: The nine provinces refer to provincial schools in each respective province.
Source: Own calculations based on 2017 School Census data.
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2.2 Primary Education 
Curriculum

The curriculum for primary education 
is designed separately from those 
for subsequent stages of education. 
The current primary education sys-
tem has its origins in the education 
reforms of 1997 under the recom-
mendations of the NEC, with minor 
modifications being implemented in 
2003 and 2007. Over the five years 
of primary education, a child is 
required to develop basic compe-
tences across seven broad areas: (1) 
communication, including literacy, 
numeracy, graphics, and information 
technology proficiency; (2) social, 
biological and physical environment; 
(3) ethics and religion; (4) use of 
leisure, enjoyment, and recreation; 
(5) learning to learn; (6) personality 
development; and (7) preparation for 
the world of work. These competen-
cies are linked with the ‘subjects’ in 
primary education, of which there are 
six: first language, second language, 
English (from grade three), math-
ematics, religion, and environment 
studies. 

The teaching and learning process 
include three elements, namely 
guided play, activities, and deskwork 
(Widanapathirana et al., 2016), and 
the primary curriculum is divided 
into three key stages, accordingly.  
At the first key stage which applies 
to grades one and two, most time is 
devoted to play and learning through 
activities, with minimal deskwork. 
Key stage 2 applies to grades three 
and four, where all three methods 
receive equal emphasis. The final 
stage at grade five focuses primarily 
on deskwork. Both the first language 
(Sinhala or Tamil) and English are 
introduced orally from grade one, 
while it is introduced as a formal 

subject from grade three. The second 
language (Sinhala for Tamil medium 
students and Tamil for Sinhala medi-
um students) is also introduced from 
grade 3. Circular 2012/2013 of the 
MOE states that a separate teacher 
should be appointed in charge of 
each stage, with the responsibility to 
ensure that students have mastered 
the stipulated set of skills at each 
stage (MOE, 2012a).  

Student assessments in Sri Lanka 
involve three components: classroom 
assessments, national assessments, 
and national examinations. At the pri-
mary level, class teachers carry out 
classroom assessments of key stage 
competencies, under the supervision 
of in-service advisors. Additionally, 
teachers administer tests after each 
curriculum unit and end of term tests. 
At the end of the primary cycle, most 
students sit for the nationally qualify-
ing grade five scholarship examina-
tion. 

2.3 Grade Five 
Scholarship Exam
The grade five scholarship exam 
originated in the 1940s as the ‘Cen-
tral Colleges Scholarship Examina-
tion’ for admission of bright students 
to Central Colleges, which were 
established offering high-quality and 
fully organised secondary education 
in the English medium. This coin-
cided with the passing of the Free 
Education Act of 1945, with the inten-
tion of making education accessible 
to all, irrespective of social status. 
However, its immediate consequence 
was that affluent parents continued 
to send their children to good gov-
ernment schools without paying fees, 
while the masses “continued to re-
ceive free the poor-quality education 
that had all along been free to them” 

(Jayasuriya, 1979, p.45). A system 
of scholarships was subsequently 
introduced to address this situation, 
which became the forerunner to the 
present-day scholarship exam. In 
1952, the earliest year for which re-
cords are available, 23,806 students 
sat for the exam. This number has 
gradually increased over the years, 
and stood at 350,462 in 2017. 

Until 1995, the exam consisted of 
two papers in the first language and 
mathematics, designed to measure 
proficiency in literacy and numeracy, 
respectively (DOE, 2018).  From 
1995, the two papers were renamed 
as Paper I and Paper II. Paper I, 
designed to measure general intel-
ligence, is of 45 minutes duration 
and measures learning abilities and 
potential in the areas of substitution, 
interpretation, prediction, translation, 
problem solving, seeing relation-
ships, identification of cause and 
effect, organisation of information, 
perception, observation, inter-
relations, reasoning, seeing spatial 
relationships, and following instruc-
tions. Paper II focuses on subject 
matter including the first language 
and English (grammar and compre-
hension), mathematics, environment 
studies, and writing skills (measured 
via an essay), spanning 75 minutes 
(Sedere et al., 2016).

To pass the exam, a student needs 
to obtain at least 35 marks for each 
paper. However, the requirement to 
qualify for either bursaries or entry 
to better secondary schools is much 
more stringent, with students hav-
ing to score around 160, or 80%, to 
meet the cutoff.2  Cutoff marks are 
determined based on the quality and 
rankings of secondary schools and 
the districts to which they belong. 
They also differ marginally based on 
the gender of the school (boys, girls 
or mixed) and between Sinhala and 
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Tamil medium students. In 2017, for 
instance, while 69.4% of the 350,462 
students who sat for the exam 
passed, only 9.4% scored above the 
cutoff mark (Figure 2.3). The aver-

age national scores and the share 
of students qualifying to receive its 
benefits also appear to be declining 
over the years. 

2To qualify for bursaries, in addition to scoring above the cutoff mark, a student needs to be from a family earning an annual income less than Rs. 50,000.

Figure 2.3: Performance at the Grade Five Scholarship Exam, 
2013-2017

Source: DOE, 2018, Reviewing of Performance at Grade Five Scholarship Examination – 2017.

Mean national score
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3.1 What are the 
Chances of Entering 
Good Schools?
A descriptive analysis is adopted to 
examine the chances available for 
students to enter good schools via 
the scholarship exam, using 2017 
School Census data. The School 
Census is conducted annually by the 
MOE and provides detailed data on 
schools as well as teachers. School 
information reports all physical and 
human resources of each school, 
while teacher information ranges from 
demographic information of teach-
ers to their academic qualifications 
and experience. The School Census 
also provides information on the 
composition of grade six students in 
a school, based on means of admis-
sion. Such means include automatic 
progression from grade five in the 
same school, admission based on 
scholarship exam results, admission 
based on quotas given for children 
of past pupils and siblings, admis-
sions from primary feeder schools, 
and other means. The study looks at 
the share of grade six students who 
enter national schools and privileged 
provincial schools based on scholar-
ship exam results as well as through 
the quota for past pupils and siblings, 
as this quota is also partially based 
on scholarship exam results.3 

3.2 Which Schools 
Perform Better at the 
Scholarship Exam?
3.2.1 Ordinary Least Squares(OLS)

A standard OLS estimation technique 
is employed to examine scholar-
ship exam performance for different 
school categorisations, and to iden-
tify key factors determining student 
outcomes, using the 2017 School 
Census which covers all 10,194 public 
schools in the country. The study 
sample which focuses on scholar-
ship exam performance, consists of 
8,481 schools. Schools which have 
no primary section (1,001), and those 
for which missing values are recorded 
are excluded from the analysis. 

The following OLS model is estimated 
for a cross-section of schools for the 
year 2017:

Yi = α + S'i β + T'i γ + D'i δ + εi           

where Y is the share of students out 
of the total number who sat for the 
scholarship exam in 2016 obtaining 
marks above the cutoff in school i; S 
is a vector of school and student so-
cioeconomic characteristics potential-
ly affecting exam performance; T is a 
vector of variables capturing teacher 
and principal quality; D is a vector of 
district-level socioeconomic charac-
teristics; and ε is an error term.

The S vector includes: (1) five dummy 
variables for the five groupings of 
school status; (2) three dummy 
variables for the three school types; 
(3) a dummy variable for the ethnicity 
of the school which equals one if the 
school is of Sinhala ethnicity; and (4) 
two proxy variables for the general 
socioeconomic status of students in a 
school, given the unavailability of stu-
dent-level socioeconomic data. One is 
the share of funds a school receives 
from parents, well-wishers, and past 

pupil associations (PPAs). Existing 
literature indicates that schools at-
tended by children with more affluent 
parents attract more funds (Arunati-
lake and Jayawardena, 2013). Another 
proxy is a dummy variable indicating 
whether a school has a functioning 
school meal program. Such programs 
target poor and food insecure areas 
to improve nutrition levels of chil-
dren (World Bank, 2014), and hence 
are more likely to be operational in 
schools attended by students of low 
socioeconomic status.

The teacher quality variables included 
in the T vector are the shares of in-
field and experienced general primary 
teachers,  infield and inexperienced 
teachers, and other teachers,4 out 
of recommended teacher numbers. 
Dummy variables are also included 
for the existence of primary-level 
qualified supervisors and sectional 
heads in a school, where these 
variables equal one if the school has 
at least one primary education quali-
fied supervisor/sectional head, and 
zero otherwise. Given the potential 
importance of teacher commitment 
or motivation in determining student 
performance, teacher leave is also 
controlled for, measured as the aver-
age number of days of leave taken by 
teachers in a school as a proportion 
of the total number of school days. 

Principals in Sri Lanka are catego-
rised into several classes based on 
educational and professional qualifi-
cations, experience in administration 
and teaching, as well as problem-
solving, logical thinking, and com-
munication skills (MOE, 2014a; MOE, 
2015). The Classes are, in descend-
ing order of ranking: (1) Sri Lanka 

3.Data and Methods

3 While scoring above the cutoff is generally not required for admissions based on past pupil and sibling quotas, it is still required that a student scores 
reasonably well at the scholarship exam to be considered for admission.
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Education Administration Service 
(SLEAS); (2) Sri Lanka Principals 
Service (SLPS); (3) Sri Lanka Teach-
ers Service (SLTS);5  and (4) those 
not absorbed into Teacher Service. 
Categories (3) and (4) are combined 
in the analysis, which both account 
for a low number of observations, and 
subsequently include three dummy 
variables for the SLEAS, SLPS, and 
the combined SLTS and non-teacher 
service grades to account for the 
quality of principals in a school.

The final set of independent vari-
ables included in vector D consists 
of district-level factors that reflect the 
socioeconomic status of the dis-
trict each school belongs to. These 
include GDP per capita,6  the poverty 
headcount ratio, the unemployment 
rate and population density.7                 

3.2.2 Ordered Logit Model (ORL)

Using OLS to model outcomes of a 
dependent variable that is a proportion 
can be problematic, since the model 
can predict values that lie beyond the 
zero-one range (Long, 1997). Further, 
the OLS assumption of independent 
and identically distributed errors can 
be violated when the dependent vari-
able takes the form of several ordered 
categories, especially when the prob-
ability of the dependent variable varies 
widely (Pohlman and Leitner, 2003). A 
recommended approach to deal with 
this problem is to treat the dependent 
variable as a binary response and 
estimate a non-linear model such as 
a logistic or probit regression (Long, 
1997). Given that exam performance 
rates in schools can take values 
across different categories of a mean-
ingful sequential order, an ORL model 
is estimated, which allows for more 
than two (ordered) response catego-
ries of the dependent variable.

The model consists of three categories 
of Y: “poor” performance, “average” 
performance, and “good” performance. 
Threshold points for each grouping are 
defined based on natural cutoff points 
observed in the distribution of scholar-
ship exam performance (Figure 3.1). 
The poor category consists of schools 
that fail in producing any students 
who qualify for bursaries or admis-
sion to better schools, which, at 4,212, 
account for 50% of the total sample of 
schools. The second category of aver-
age performers comprises of schools 
that record a qualified rate of over 0 
through 40%, up to which qualifying 
rates gradually decline. Good perform-
ers are schools that record qualified 
rates above 40%, and account for just 
2% of total schools. In fact, the number 
of schools reporting qualifying rates of 
over 40% is virtually non-existent, with 
a few being clustered at close to 100%. 

The ORL model takes the form:

where ϗ are the threshold points 
defining each category, and M are the 
number of categories in the dependent 
variable.

An assumption underlying ordered 
logistic regression is that the relation-
ship between each pair of outcome 
groups is identical. In other words, the 
coefficients that describe the relation-
ship between the lowest category 
(poor) versus all higher categories 
(average and good) of the dependent 
variable are the same as those that 
describe the relationship between the 
combined lower categories (poor and 
average) versus the good perfor-
mance category. This is known as 
the “proportional odds” or “parallel 
regression” assumption, where all βs 
are the same across the levels of j 

4 In-field and experienced teachers are defined in Section 3.3.
5 This category is the same as the Teacher Service class categorisation discussed above for teachers. 
6 District-level statistics for GDP are not available; provincial information is therefore used, where  the same values are assigned for all districts in a given 
province.
7 A full list of variable definitions and sources is provided in Appendix A.

Figure 3.1: Distribution of Schools by Share of Students Qualifying 
from the Scholarship Exam, 2017

Source: Own calculations using 2017 School Census data.

1+[exp(αj+Xi β-ϗj) ] 
,j = 1, 2,…, M - 1       (2)P(Yi> j) =

exp(αj+Xi β-ϗj) 
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(see Equation (2)). If this was not the 
case, different models are needed 
to describe the relationship between 
each pair of outcome groups. In such 
situations, a generalised ordered logit 
(GOL) model – which allows for dif-
ferent slopes describing relationships 
between different outcome categories 
– is more appropriate than the ORL 
model (Williams, 2010).

Likelihood ratio tests of whether the 
coefficients are equal across catego-
ries indicate that the parallel lines as-
sumption is violated in the ORL model 
for several variables in the sample. 
Consequently, the ORL is extended 
to a GOL model, where the βs are al-
lowed to vary across the levels of j, as 
shown in Equation (3):

Table 3.1 presents descriptive statis-
ticsof the dependent and indepen-
dent variables. 8 A full list of variable 
definitions and sources is provided in 
Appendix A.

1+[exp(αj+Xi β-ϗj) ] 
,j = 1, 2,…, M - 1       (3)P(Yi> j) =

exp(αj+Xi β-ϗj) 

Variables	 Mean	 Std deviation	 Minimum	 Maximum
Dependent variables 				  
Share qualifying from the scholarship exam (OLS)	 0.07	 0.13	 0	 1
School characteristics
Highly privileged schools	 0.07	 0.26	 0	 1
Privileged schools	 0.30	 0.46	 0	 1
Not privileged schools	 0.28	 0.45	 0	 1
Underprivileged schools	 0.21	 0.41	 0	 1
Highly underprivileged schools	 0.14	 0.34	 0	 1
1AB schools	 0.04	 0.20	 0	 1
1C schools	 0.17	 0.38	 0	 1
Type 2 schools	 0.37	 0.48	 0	 1
Type 3 schools	 0.42	 0.49	 0	 1
Ethnicity	 0.68	 0.47	 0	 1
Student socio-economic characteristics
Share of Parent and PPA funds	 0.16	 0.22	 0	 1
School meal programme	 0.93	 0.25	 0	 1
Teacher characteristics
In-field and experienced general teachers	 0.46	 0.33	 0	 3.6
In-field and inexperienced general teachers	 0.12	 0.19	 0	 2.2
Other general teachers	 0.25	 0.28	 0	 2.25
Primary supervisors	 0.04	 0.20	 0	 1
Primary sectional heads	 0.12	 0.33	 0	 1
Teacher leave 	 0.14	 0.04	 0	 0.46
Principal characteristics
SLEAS	 0.03	 0.16	 0	 1
SLPS	 0.67	 0.47	 0	 1
SLTA/No Teacher Service	 0.30	 0.46	 0	 1
District characteristics
GDP per capita	 1.41	 0.84	 0.66	 4.16
Poverty	 4.93	 3.14	 0.90	 18.2
Unemployment 	 4.67	 1.41	 2.5	 7.6
Population density	 0.58	 0.71	 0.04	 3.49

Table 3.1: Descriptive Statistics of School Census Data

8 Missing values in the sample are observed for the student socioeconomic indicators: information on the shares of parent and PPA funds is not available for 93 schools, while 77 

schools report missing values for the existence of a school meal program. These values, however, amount to only 1% of the total sample, and therefore do not present a significant 

problem for the analysis.
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3.3 Are there Adequate 
Quality Primary 
Teachers and are they 
Distributed Equally?
Using the same data source, a 
descriptive analysis is conducted to 
examine the adequacy of good qual-
ity teachers in primary classes and 
teacher allocation across schools. 
In line with prior literature, teacher 
quality is defined based on both 
qualifications and experience, which 
capture the knowledge and mastery 
of content, as well as the ability to 
teach, or pedagogical skill (Ingersoll, 
2002; Peske and Haycock, 2006). 

There are four main categories of 
primary level teachers in Sri Lanka: 
(1) ‘general’ teachers, who are 
responsible for teaching all subjects 
in the primary curriculum with the 
exception of English and the second 
language; (2) English teachers, who 
teach English as a second language; 
(3) Second language teachers, who 
teach Tamil to Sinhala medium stu-
dents and Sinhala to Tamil medium 
students; and (4) teachers who 
function as primary-level supervisors. 
General primary teachers form the 
largest share of primary teachers, ac-
counting for 89% of the total number 
of primary teachers in 2017, who are 
the focus in this analysis.

Teachers in Sri Lanka are recruited 
to teacher service under four criteria: 
(1) graduate teachers; (2) trained 
teachers; (3) untrained teachers 
with two to three-year diplomas; and 
(4) novice teachers who are not yet 
absorbed into teacher service (MOE, 
2014b). Each of these different types 
of teacher recruits is also categorised 
according to subject knowledge. The 
study consider steachers who hold a 
PhD, Masters, or Bachelors of Educa-
tion (BEd) with a primary education 

component, or have been spe-
cially trained to teach at the primary 
level (criteria 1 and 2), as “in-field” 
teachers—i.e. teachers with good 
knowledge and training in primary 
education. 

Recruitments to teacher service are 
also carried out at different levels, 
referred to as “Classes” (Ibid). Teach-
ers who do not hold a degree in 
education are recruited to Class 3 of 
teacher service. Depending on their 
educational qualifications, Class 3 
teacher recruits are again catego-
rised into Class 3–Grade I(a) (those 
with a degree), Class 3–Grade I(b) 
(pedagogy trained teachers), Class 
3–Grade I(c) (those with diplomas), 
and Class 3–Grade II (those with only 
A-Levels). Teachers with a BEd are 
directly recruited to Class 2–Grade 
II. Conditional on their initial recruit-
ment, those who have been recruited 
to Class 3 need to obtain three to five 
years’ experience in teaching and 
pass an efficiency bar exam to be 
promoted to Class 2–Grade II. This 
recruitment structure suggests that 
all Class 2 teachers hold subject and 
pedagogical knowledge, as well as 
at least three years of experience. 
Teachers of Class 2–Grade II and 
higher are therefore considered as to 
be “experienced” teachers. 

Teacher adequacy is measured by 
comparing available primary teacher 
numbers with recommended num-
bers in each school. The MOE, under 
Circular No. 01/2016, determines 
teacher cadres for each school, 
based on the number of classes in 
a school, the number of subjects 
taught in the school, and the medium 
(i.e., Sinhala, Tamil or English) of 
instruction (MOE, 2016). The princi-
pal in each school first determines 
the number of teachers needed for 
each grade, for each subject and for 
each medium of instruction, and then 
obtains approval for this estimated 
teaching cadre, either from the Zonal 

Director of Education relevant to the 
school (for provincial schools or the 
Secretary to the MOE (for national 
schools).Teacher adequacy is com-
pared in terms of overall teachers 
as well as in-field and experienced 
teachers, across different school 
categorisations. 

3.4 How Valid is the 
Scholarship Exam as a 
Predictor of Intellectual 
Ability?
Two datasets on 2008 scholarship 
exam high scorers from the MOE 
and 2017 A-Level results from the 
DOE are combined, to examine the 
relationship between performance 
at the 2008 scholarship examination 
and the 2017 A-Level examination, 
among the same set of students. In 
particular, among a selected sample 
of scholarship exam top scorers, 
the shares of students qualifying 
for university admission as well as 
those who actually gained admis-
sion, across different A-Level subject 
streams are examined, in schools ac-
commodating the largest numbers of 
scholarship holders. Average univer-
sity qualifying and admission shares 
in schools between scholarship exam 
high scorers and low scorers are also 
compared, via two-sample t-tests. 

3.5 What are the 
Perceptions of the 
Exam among Recent 
Participants?
Primary interviews are conducted 
among 77 parents whose children 
recently sat for the scholarship 
exam from the Colombo and Kandy 
districts, to gain insights into their 
perceptions about the effectiveness, 
relevance, and validity of the exam, 
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as well as to identify the best way for-
ward. A snowball sampling technique 
is adopted to select the sample, 
where potential participants are first 
identified among acquaintances, and 
then assistance is sought from these 
participants in identifying further 

respondents based on their acquain-
tances, who then in turn contact their 
acquaintances.9  

9 While snowball sampling is a non-probability sampling method, it provides a convenient means of identifying potential participants who are more likely to willingly take part and provide 

useful information partly due to the close-knit network through which they are recruited, as opposed to randomly identifying unknown individuals who are less likely to oblige.
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4.1 Trends in Scholarship 
Exam Participation, 
Performance, and School 
Transitions
4.1.1 Exam Participation

As mentioned before, although the 
scholarship exam is not compulsory 

and is of most relevance to low-
income students and those attending 
low-quality or standalone primary 
schools, a vast majority of grade 
five students sit for the scholarship 
exam, irrespective of school quality 
or income level. In 2017, for instance, 
according to School Census data, 
92.6% of grade five students sat for 
the scholarship exam across the 
country. As depicted in Figure 4.1, the 
highest share of scholarship exam 

participants is in fact recorded in 
national schools, which consist of the 
best schools in the country, where 
taking the exam is of least relevance.
Over 90% of grade five students in 
provincial schools, both privileged and 
underprivileged, also sat for the exam. 
Section 5, based on primary inter-
views, discusses some reasons as to 
why many students (in good schools) 
take the exam.

4 Results: Secondary Data Analysis

Figure 4.1: Share of Grade Five Students that Sat for the Scholarship  
Exam, 2017

Source: Own calculations using 2016 and 2017 School Census data.
Note: Privileged provincial schools refer to highly privileged and privileged provincial schools. Underprivi-
leged provincial schools refer to provincial schools that are either not privileged, underprivileged, or highly 
underprivileged.

Figure 4.2: Share of Students by Performance at the Grade Five 
Scholarship Examination, 2017

4.1.2 Exam Performance
Figure 4.2 shows the shares of stu-
dents who sat for the exam in 2017, 
scored above the cut-off mark, and 
qualified for bursaries, by household 
income level. While a majority of 68% 
of those who sat for the exam are 
from low income families, over 50% of 
students who scored above the cutoff 
mark are from non-poor families. 
The DOE (2018) speculates that 
higher educational status of parents 
and their ability to provide children 
with more educational opportunities 
contribute to better performance of 
students from higher income families. 
As should be the case, all bursaries 
are awarded to students from low-
income families. Source: DOE, 2018, Reviewing of Performance at Grade Five Scholarship Examination – 2017.
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4.1.3 School Transitions

As mentioned before, 33,163 students 
scored above the respective cutoff 
marks in 2017 and qualified for bursa-
ries and/or admission to better schools. 
8,645 students did not move to new 
schools, and while specific reasons 
are not available, it is likely that these 
students are already in good schools, 
hence making a move redundant: data 
show that 83% of non-movers are from 
highly privileged or privileged schools, 
while 72% attend either 1AB or 1C 
schools. Further, 62% of this sample 
comprises of high-income students 
who do not qualify for bursaries, and 
the largest share is from the Colombo 
district.

Figure 4.3 pertains to students who 
transition to different schools and 
shows trends in enrollment in old 
schools and the new schools that they 
moved to, distinguishing between 
low-income and high-income stu-
dents. The patterns between the two 
income groups are largely similar, and 
show that around half of high-scoring 
students come from privileged schools 
to begin with, and transition to highly 
privileged (new) schools. The numbers 
qualifying from underprivileged schools 
are notably low, at around 14% among 
low income students and 7% among 
high income students.10 This observa-
tion is of concern, given the exam’s aim 
of facilitating student transitions from 
underprivileged to privileged schools. 

Figure 4.3: Share of Students in Old and New Schools by School 
Status and School Type, 2017

(a) Low income students

(b) High income students

Source: Own calculations based on2017 MOE data.

In terms of school type, over 50% of 
both low- and high-income students 
are from Type 3 schools that terminate 
at either grade 5 or grade 8, while, 
encouragingly, close to 100% of these 
students move to 1AB schools.  

One possibility is that the large num-
ber of transitions that happen from 
privileged to highly privileged schools 
is driven by a fair number of privileged 
Type 3 schools,11  which, if the case, is 
less of a concern given the need for 

students to move from such schools 
to those offering secondary education. 
However, analysis of school move-
ments excluding Type 3 schools still 
points to similar trends as above: a 
majority of 48% of low-income students 
and 46% of high-income students still 
move from old privileged schools, while 
shares moving from old underprivileged 
schools, albeit somewhat higher than 
above, are still relatively low at 26% and 
12%, respectively (Figure 4.4).

10 This finding is also reflected in the regression analysis in Section 4.2.3, where underprivileged schools lag behind their privileged counterparts in terms of scholarship exam performance.  
11As seen in Section 2.1, 30% of Type 3 schools are either highly privileged or privileged.
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Around half of 
high-scoring students 
come from privileged 
schools to begin 
with, and transition to 
highly privileged (new) 
schools.
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Figure 4.4: Share of Students in Old and New Schools by School 
Status Excluding Type 3 Schools, 2017

In terms of location, as illustrated 
in Figure 4.5, the largest numbers 
of scholarship qualifying students 
(3,702) are from schools in the 
Kurunegala district, followed by the 
Gampaha and Colombo districts in 
the Western Province. The lowest 

number is recorded from the Vavuniya 
district in the Northern Province. 
Interestingly, the main school loca-
tions students subsequently move to 
are also the Colombo, Kurunegala, 
and Gampaha districts, suggesting 
that most school transitions take place 

within the given districts. This obser-
vation is somewhat expected, given 
that these are 10-year-olds who would 
preferably continue living at home with 
their parents.

b) Destination

Figure 4.5: Key School Sources and Destinations of Scholarship Exam Qualifying Students, 
by District, 2017

a) Source  

Source: Own calculations based on 2017 MOE data.
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4.2 Why has the 
Scholarship Exam Failed 
in Achieving its Intended 
Objectives?
4.2.1 Low Admissions in Grade Six 
based on Exam Performance

A key objective of the scholarship 
exam is to facilitate access to better 
quality schools. Nevertheless, Figure 
4.6 shows that the chances of enter-
ing good schools based on scholar-
ship exam marks are slim. The share 
of grade six students admitted to all 
national schools based on scholarship 
exam results is 22%. When national 
schools without a primary section, 
i.e. schools offering only secondary 
classes, are excluded, this share falls 
further to 13%. This is because many 
students who are in national schools 
at the primary level automatically 
continue to grade six, irrespective of 
performance at the scholarship exam. 
This trend is seen in the large share of 
grade six students—73% in all national 
schools and 83% in national schools 
with primary classes—who are from 
the same school. As such, the chances 
to enter better schools via the scholar-
ship exam are limited. The situation is 
similar in privileged provincial schools. 
Those entering through exam results 
are a mere three–five%, compared to 
around 90% who automatically enter 
grade six from the primary level.

The low number of student admis-
sions based on the scholarship exam 
is largely owing to already filled up 
student quotas in better schools. 
Almost all vacancies are filled up at 
the grade one entry level, leaving little 
room for admissions in grade six.12  As 
stated in Circular 23, 2013 of the MOE, 
admission into grade one is primarily 
based on the distance between school 

and place of residence and receives a 
weightage of 50% in the selection crite-
ria. Other important factors are whether 
a parent was a past pupil and whether 
any siblings attend the given school, 
which are assigned weights of 25% 
and 15%, respectively (MOE, 2013). 
Given that many good schools are 
located in more affluent urban areas 
and that a child’s present location can 
often be the same as their parent’s, this 
policy of school admission favours chil-

dren from more affluent backgrounds.

Moreover, in light of the intense com-
petition to get into good schools at the 
grade one and grade six levels, parents 
at times find means of admitting their 
children to these schools in the interim 
grades. As shown in Figure 4.7, there 
is a difference between the average 
numbers of students in grade one in 
2012, who are the same as those in 
grade five in 2016. 

Figure 4.6: Composition of Grade Six Students in Schools (%), 2017

Note: The sample excludes schools which terminate at grade 5.
Source: Own calculations using 2017 School Census data.

12 Little et al. (2013) note that a child’s educational destiny is largely determined at grade one, with those unable to enter a national school at this level having limited access to the 

system in future years.

Figure 4.7: Average Number of Students in Grades 1 and 5, by 
School Category

Source: Own calculations using 2012 and 2016 School Census data.
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The respective numbers of average 
students increase in both national and 
privileged provincial schools between 
the two time periods, whereas they 
decline in underprivileged schools. This 
suggests that there is some movement 
from less privileged to more privileged 
schools between grades one and five. 
Figure 4.7 also highlights the sig-
nificant difference in average student 
numbers between the three school 
categories.

4.2.2 Inadequate Financial Aid

The scholarship exam also falls short 
in meeting its objective of providing 
sufficient financial assistance to poor 
students. MOE data indicate that in 
2017, 45% of students who scored 
above the cutoff mark were eligible for 
bursaries. As a share of all grade five 
students who sat for the exam, this 
amounts to a mere 4%.13  To receive 
these funds, a child needs to be from 
a household earning a annual income 
of less than Rs. 50,000, in addition to 
scoring above the cut-off mark.

Moreover, the actual amount of funds 
received stands at a negligible Rs. 
500 (~USD 3) per month, especially 
in comparison to funds spent over the 
years on private tuition for the scholar-
ship exam, which can cost between 
Rs. 600 to as much as Rs. 10,000 a 
month, depending on the quality and 
the popularity of tuition classes.14  In 
light of the higher costs associated 
with tuition at the secondary level, and 
additional expenses that are likely to 
be incurred by students who move to 
distant locations, the monthly stipend 
becomes even less significant. More-
over, with inflation, the real value of the 
monthly stipend falls over time. 

4.2.3 Poor Performance of Schools 
for which the Exam is Most 
Relevant

Table 4.1 presents OLS estimates 
of the relationship between school 
resources and scholarship exam per-
formance in Sri Lanka. The first col-
umn displays estimates for the pooled 
sample. Compared to highly privileged 
schools—which is the omitted dummy 
category in the estimations—all other 
status categories report lower suc-
cess rates at the scholarship exam, 
as seen by the statistically significant 
negative coefficients. The same is true 
for the different school types—1AB 
schools perform significantly bet-
ter than the other school types. This 
finding is of concern, given that good 
results are particularly important for 
students in Type 2 and Type 3 schools 
to gain access to 1AB and 1C schools. 
Schools which are of Sinhala ethnicity 
perform better compared to their Tamil 
and Muslim school counterparts. The 
estimates also show that parent and 
PPA funds have a statistically signifi-
cant positive effect on exam results, 
suggesting that schools located in 
more affluent communities (receiving 
larger amounts of funds) report better 
performance. A significant positive 
association is also observed between 
the share of highly qualified and ex-
perienced teachers and exam results. 
Teacher leave has a notable negative 
impact on a school’s performance. 
Principal quality also matters, with 
schools managed by Sri Lanka Prin-
cipals Service  SLPS and Sri Lanka 
Teachers Service SLTS category 
principals performing worse than those 
managed by Sri Lanka Education 
Administration Service
 SLEAS ranked principals. The district-
level variables have no impact on how 
well primary students perform at the 

scholarship exam. 

Columns (2) and (3) present estimates 
for national and provincial schools 
separately. Given the substantial differ-
ences in terms of school resources and 
other factors that exist between these 
two groupings, it is of interest to test 
whether the effects of the explanatory 
variables still hold as for the pooled 
estimations, and whether they differ be-
tween national and provincial schools. 
It is interesting to note that none of the 
school- and district-level variables have 
a significant impact on scholarship 
exam results in national schools, with 
the exception of ethnicity and teacher 
leave. This finding suggests that 
school-level factors are not important in 
national schools in determining student 
performance, where, ironically, the best 
school resources are concentrated. It 
could also be reflective of less variation 
in school resources among national 
schools—which account for just 3% of 
total schools—compared to more varia-
tion across provincial schools based 
on location and other factors. The 
estimates for provincial schools, on the 
other hand, show trends comparable 
to the pooled sample: school status, 
school type, ethnicity, community-level 
funds, qualified and experienced teach-
ers and principals, and teacher leave 
significantly matter for student perfor-
mance.

Table 4.2 presents estimates of odds 
ratios15  from a GOL model for the 
pooled sample of schools. An odds 
ratio of one indicates that a conditional 
increase in the independent variable is 
not associated with any change in the 
dependent variable, while an odds ratio 
above (below) one indicates that an 
increase in the independent variable 
raises (lowers) the dependent variable. 

13 Since 9.4% of the total population who sat for the exam in 2017 scored above the cutoff mark, the share qualifying for bursaries is 9.4%*45%.
14 More information on tuition costs are provided in Section 5.
15 Proportional odds ratios for the ordered logit model are obtained by exponentiating the ordered logit coefficients.
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Privileged	 -0.03***	 0.02	 -0.03***
	 (0.01)	 (0.02)	 (0.01)
Not privileged	 -0.04***	 -0.02	 -0.04***
	 (0.01)	 (0.07)	 (0.01)
Underprivileged 	 -0.05***	     -	 -0.05***
	 (0.01)	     -	 (0.01)
Highly underprivileged 	 -0.06***	 0.07	 -0.06***
	 (0.01)	 (0.15)	 (0.01)
1C	 -0.04***	 -0.11**	 -0.03**
	 (0.01)	 (0.05)	 (0.01)
Type 2	 -0.05***	 -0.12	 -0.04***
	 (0.01)	 (0.09)	 (0.01)
Type 3	 -0.04***	     -	 -0.03***
	 (0.01)	     -	 (0.01)
Ethnicity	 0.02***	 0.06**	 0.02***
	 (0.00)	 (0.03)	 (0.00)
Parent and PPA funds	 0.02**	 0.04	 0.02**
	 (0.01)	 (0.06)	 (0.01)
School meal programme	 -0.01	 -0.02	 -0.01
	 (0.01)	 (0.02)	 (0.01)
In-field and experienced teachers	 0.02***	 0.03	 0.02***
	 (0.00)	 (0.04)	 (0.00)
In-field and inexperienced teachers	 0.00	 -0.04	 0.00
	 (0.01)	 (0.06)	 (0.01)
Supervisors	 0.01	 0.04	 0.01
	 (0.01)	 (0.03)	 (0.01)
Sectional heads	 0.00	 0.01	 0.00
	 (0.00)	 (0.02)	 (0.00)
Leave 	 -0.17***	 -0.93**	 -0.16***
	 (0.03)	 (0.39)	 (0.03)
SLPS	 -0.03***	 -0.01	 -0.03**
	 (0.01)	 (0.02)	 (0.01)
SLTS/Non-Teacher Service	 -0.03***	 0.02	 -0.03**
	 (0.01)	 (0.05)	 (0.01)
GDP per capita	 0.00	 -0.00	 0.00
	 (0.00)	 (0.00)	 (0.00)
Poverty	 -0.00	 0.01	 -0.00
	 (0.00)	 (0.00)	 (0.00)
Unemployment rate 	 0.00	 -0.01	 0.00
	 (0.00)	 (0.01)	 (0.00)
Population density	 -0.00***	 -0.00***	 -0.00***
	 (0.00)	 (0.00)	 (0.00)

Observations	 8,278	 154	 8,124
R2	 0.05	 0.26	 0.03

Provincial 
SchoolsSpecification

Pooled 
sample

National 
Schools

(1) (2) (3)

Table 4.1: School-Level Determinants of Scholarship Exam Results, 
OLS Estimates

Note: The dependent variable is the share of students sitting for the scholarship exam that obtain sufficient marks to be considered for bursaries and admission to good quality schools. 

***, **, and * indicate statistical significance at 1%, 5%, and 10%, respectively. Standard errors are shown in parentheses. Coefficients on constants not reported.
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Privileged	 0.73***	 0.73***
	 (0.09)	 (0.09)
Not privileged	 0.39***	 0.83
	 (0.05)	 (0.19)
Underprivileged 	 0.32***	 0.79
	 (0.04)	 (0.20)
Highly underprivileged 	 0.18***	 0.79
	 (0.03)	 (0.22)
1C	 0.10***	 1.50
	 (0.03)	 (0.65)
Type 2	 0.04***	 1.52
	 (0.01)	 (0.66)
Type 3	 0.05***	 1.43
	 (0.02)	 (0.61)
Ethnicity	 1.47***	 1.47***
	 (0.09)	 (0.09)
Parent and PPA funds	 2.53***	 0.65
	 (0.29)	 (0.26)
School meal programme	 0.75***	 0.75***
	 (0.08)	 (0.08)
In-field and experienced teachers	 1.79***	 0.91
	 (0.14)	 (0.22)
In-field and inexperienced teachers	 1.64***	 0.68
	 (0.23)	 (0.30)
Supervisors	 1.31**	 1.31**
	 (0.17)	 (0.17)
Sectional heads	 1.11	 1.11
	 (0.09)	 (0.09)
Leave 	 0.02***	 0.02***
	 (0.01)	 (0.01)
SLPS	 0.88	 0.40***
	 (0.19)	 (0.10)
SLTS/Non-Teacher Service	 0.61**	 0.61**
	 (0.13)	 (0.13)
GDP per capita	 1.00	 1.00
	 (0.00)	 (0.00)
Poverty	 0.98*	 0.98*
	 (0.01)	 (0.01)
Unemployment rate 	 0.97	 0.97
	 (0.02)	 (0.02)
Population density	 1.00***	 1.00***
	 (0.00)	 (0.00)

Observations	 8,278	 8,278
Pseudo R2	 0.13	 0.13

Specification Poor Average

(1) (2)

Table 4.2: School- and District-Level Determinants of Scholarship 
Exam Results, GOL Estimates

Note: The dependent variable is the share of students sitting for the scholarship exam that obtain sufficient marks to be considered for bursaries and admission to good quality schools. 

Categories of the dependent variable include: (1) poor (0); (2) average (>0—0.4); and (3) good (>0.4). ***, **, and * indicate statistical significance at 1%, 5%, and 10%, respectively. 

Standard errors are shown in parentheses. Reported estimates are odds ratios of the ordered logit coefficients. Coefficients on constants not reported.
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 The logit estimates are broadly 
comparable to the OLS estimates, 
although the parallel regression as-
sumption is violated for a fair number 
of variables,16 which are highlighted 
in grey. For instance, similar to the 
OLS estimates, while the odds of 
good performance in lower ranked 
schools—either by status or type—is 
significantly lower in the poor perform-
ing school category compared to the 
combined average and good catego-
ries, this difference is not significantly 
different between the combined poor 
and average performers and good 
performers. This finding also applies 
with regard to community support and 
teacher quality. Interestingly, the odds 
of performance are significantly lower 
in schools that have an operational 
meal program irrespective of the 
grouping combination, a variable that 
appeared insignificant in the OLS 
model. The same finding applies to 
qualified primary level supervisors, 
whose presence raises a school’s 
performance at the scholarship exam 
according to GOL estimates.

4.2.4 Poor and Unequal Distribu-
tion of Teacher Quality

A key school-level factor influencing 
scholarship exam scores is the quali-
fications and experience of teachers. 
A potential reason for low perfor-
mance in underprivileged and smaller 
schools could be a shortage and/or 
unequal allocation of well-trained and 
experienced teachers, which in turn 
hinders the effective functioning of the 
scholarship exam as a tool to promote 
greater equality in education access.  

Figure 4.8 depicts the distribution of 
general primary teachers in terms of 
the three teacher quality variables 
used in the regressions. As can be 
seen in panel (a), over 40% of recom-

16 Odds ratios are reported due to several reasons. First, they are relatively easier to interpret than logit coefficients. Second, they possess advantages over 
marginal effect estimates. The significance of marginal effects can be different to those of the coefficients since marginal effects for non-linear models need 
to be calculated assuming some specific value for each explanatory variable, unlike for a linear model (Wooldridge, 2002). Odds ratios are also simpler to 
obtain than marginal effects.

Figure 4.8: Share of Recommended General Primary Teachers,  
by Grade Span and School Status, 2017

(a) Grade Span

(b) School Status

Note: The line at 100% indicates that available teachers exactly equal the recommended number.
Source: Own calculations based on 2017 School Census data.

mended general primary teachers do 
not hold qualifications or training in 
primary education in both all-through 
and self-contained primary schools. 
It is also of concern to note that 
primary-only schools face a shortage 

of primary level teachers, in compari-
son to all-through schools that have 
more than the recommended number, 
while also having a lower share of 
both in-field and experienced teachers 
compared to all-through schools. The 
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teacher shortages are likely reflective 
of the inclination for primary teachers 
to be employed in all-through schools, 
which provide opportunities of pro-
gressing to higher levels of teaching 
(Little et al., 2013). A similar trend is 
visible in panel (b), with privileged 
schools securing over 50% of in-field 
and experienced recommended 
general primary teacher numbers, 
compared to a corresponding figure of 
below 40% in underprivileged schools. 
The share of in-field but inexperienced 
teachers is also disproportionately 
larger in less privileged schools. Over-
all teacher numbers are adequate in 
privielged schools, but inadequate in 
underprivileged ones.

Sri Lankan schools also lack adequate 
suitably qualified staff in primary-level 
management, in charge of overseeing 
primary level teachers and students 
and ensuring that primary education 
is of a high standard. As Figure 4.9 
indicates, only 4% of existing primary-
level supervisors are qualified in 
primary education in both all-through 
and primary-only schools. Sectional 
heads who hold primary level cre-
dentials are also low. The share of 
primary education qualified principals 
is comparatively higher at 25% and 
43% in all-through and primary-only 
schools, respectively, but still inad-
equate. The regression results show 
that qualified leaders are important for 
good results. Without suitably qualified 
staff at the management level, ensur-
ing that primary teachers are qualified 
and effective in their teaching is not an 
easy task. 

The lack of proper pre-service teacher 
training avenues is one reason behind 
poor teacher quality. The main avenue 
for pre-service teacher training in 
primary education is a three-year 
National Diploma in Teaching (NDT) 
offered at National Colleges of Educa-
tion (NCOEs). While recruitments to 

the NCOEs are made among students 
well-qualified in Arts stream subjects 
at the A-Levels, they are generally 
not well-qualified in mathematics and 
English (Little et al., 2013).17  More-
over, access to this route is restricted 
to Arts students, while those passing 
the A-Levels in the Science stream are 
not permitted to apply for this course 
because they do not follow an A-level 
course in Sinhala or Tamil (Ibid). As 
such, a teaching career for science 
and mathematics A-Level qualified in-
dividuals is limited to post-secondary 
grades. Primary classes thus forego 
the opportunity to be taught by those 
who have achieved well in mathemat-
ics and the sciences, who are gener-
ally considered more capable than 
Arts students. 

Pre-serving teacher training is also 
offered via BEd courses at universi-
ties; however, these are only available 
at the National Institute of Educa-
tion (NIE), two of the 17 Sri Lankan 
universities-the University of Colombo 
and the Eastern University—and 
the Open University. Further, many 
of these BEd programmes provide 

training to teach at the secondary 
school level: only the Eastern Univer-
sity has a BEd programme specific 
to preschool and primary education 
(Sethunga et al., 2016). A related 
issue is the lack of teacher educa-
tors (who teach these courses) with 
direct experience of teaching at the 
primary level (Little et al., 2013). It 
is generally considered that primary 
teachers require more pedagogical 
and practical training than second-
ary teachers, who specialise more in 
subject-related content (Sethunga et 
al., 2016). The lack of primary-specific 
teacher training courses is thus a 
cause for deep concern. According to 
School Census data, in 2017, of a total 
of 74,857 primary teachers, only 2,547 
or 3.4% held a BEd. The share of BEd 
graduates who completed a primary 
education module as part of their 
degree was even lower at 2.8%.

4.2.5 Shortcomings in Identifying 
Intelligent Students 

Another question concerns the predic-
tive validity of the scholarship exam 
in credibly identifying students with su-

17  Prospective NCOE students currently need only a pass in mathematics and English at the O-Levels.

Figure 4.9: Share of Qualified (In-field) Staff in Primary-Level  
Management, 2017

Source: Own calculations using 2017 School Census data.
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18 The districts not represented are Mannar, Vavuniya, Mullativu, Killinochchi, Batticaloe, Trincomalee, and Monaragala, given that these districts do not have schools accommodating 	
   scholarship exam high scorers. 
19 Statistics for each school are provided in Appendix B (Table B1). 	
 20 Under Sri Lanka’s education system, distinction or credit passes in science and mathematics are required at the O-Levels to pursue A-Levels in the science stream.

perior intellect, given the exam’s aim 
of providing further educational oppor-
tunities to such students. If the exam 
does correctly identify intellectual su-
periority among students, one would 
expect top-performing students at the 
scholarship exam to continue their 
stellar performance in subsequent 
nationally qualifying exams such as 
the O-Levels and A-Levels. To test 
this question, from a total of 32,405 
students who scored above the cutoff 
mark at the 2008 scholarship exam, 
a sample of the highest scoring 859 
students is selected, and their A-Level 
performance in 2017 is examined. 
Apart from obtaining high test scores 
at the scholarship exam, other factors 
considered in selecting this sample 
include location of the secondary 
school, total numbers of students in 
the 2017 A-Level class, and the share 
out of total top scorers (those scoring 
above the cutoff mark). This combina-
tion of factors is used to ensure that 
while selecting top performers, suf-
ficient representation is also given to 
schools from a wide range of districts. 
In particular, this sample of students 
represents 34 schools from most of 
the districts in Sri Lanka,18 accounts 
for approximately 3% of the total num-
ber of students in the 2017 A-Level 
class, and is among the top 16% of 
those who scored above the cutoff at 
the 2008 exam. The average mark ob-
tained at the scholarship exam among 
this sample is 155, which ranges from 
140 to 180. 19

Trends in A-Level Performance of 
Scholarship Exam Top Scorers

Overall, 79% of scholarship exam 
top-scoring students subsequently 
passed the 2017 A-Level exam and 
qualified for university admission, 

which is an impressive figure. Further, 
as seen in Figure 4.10, a majority of 
these students—both those who sat 
for the A-Levels and those who quali-
fied for university admission—are from 
the biological and physical science 
streams, comprising of subjects which 
are considered important in today’s 
knowledge-driven economy. This ob-
servation is also suggestive of the fact 
that these students have done well at 
the O-Levels, since good O-Level re-
sults, particularly in mathematics and 
science, is a prerequisite for choosing 
science streams at the A-levels.20

While the fact that a large share of 
scholarship high scorers qualify for 
university admission is a positive 
finding, it is perhaps more important 
to look at those who actually suc-
ceed in gaining admission to univer-
sity, given that only around 19% of 
eligible students gain admission each 

year (University Grants Commission 
(UGC), 2018). This question is exam-
ined by comparing Z-scores obtained 
by this sample of students to the cutoff 
Z-scores for university admission is-
sued by the UGC based on the 2017 
A-Level results.21  The UGC deter-
mines cutoff marks taking into account 
the specific field of study within a 
stream (for example, medicine within 
the biological sciences), the specific 
university at which the given course is 
offered, and the district from which a 
student sat for the A-Levels. This study 
considers the minimum cutoff score 
required to enter a field within the four 
broad subject streams—biological 
science, physical science, commerce, 
and arts22 —in any local university, 
for each district.  It therefore consid-
ers the minimum possible achievable 
Z-score to enter one of the 15 local 
universities in any field, within the 
broad streams.23 

Figure 4.10: Composition of Scholarship Exam Top Scorers that Sat 
for the A-Levels and Qualified for University Admission, by Stream 
of Study

Source: Own calculations using data on 2008 scholarship exam and 2017 A-Level performance from 
the MOE and the DOE, respectively.

 21 The Z-score is calculated by subtracting the raw mark of a subject by the mean mark of a subject, and dividing this difference by the standard deviation of the marks of the subject. 
The Z-score recognizes the inappropriateness in comparing simple averages of aggregate marks for subjects of different levels of complexity. The Z-score for a given subject is compa-
rable to the Z-score of another subject, although raw marks cannot be compared.
  22 The technology stream is not considered as it is not possible to distinctly identify the specific subject areas that fall within this stream from a large number of areas given in the UGC 
document.
 23 For instance, within the biological stream, the Z-score required by a student who sat for the A-Levels from the Colombo district ranges from a high of 2.1808 to enter the University of 
Colombo for Medicine, to a low of 1.0762 to enter the University of Wayamba for Agriculture. The study considers this minimum value for each stream in each district.
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Figure 4.11: Share of Scholarship Exam Top Scorers Qualifying for 
University and Gaining University Admission, by Subject Stream

Sources: Own calculations using data on scholarship exam and A-Level performance from the Minis-
try of Education and the Department of Examinations, respectively; UGC, 2018, University Admission 
- Academic Year 2017/2018.

As Figure 4.11 shows, there is no 
large difference between the share 
of students who qualify for university 
and the share of eligible students 
who actually gain admission, with the 
exception of the Commerce stream 
and the biological stream, to some 
extent. Eligible student shares who 
gain university admission are also 
considerably larger than the average 
national share of 19%, suggestive of 
the fact that scholarship top-scorers 
perform well at higher level examina-
tions relative to the national average. 

Another important question relates 
to the subsequent performance of 
scholarship exam high scorers from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, given 
that the scholarship exam aims to 
assist such students. Encouragingly, 
as panels a) and b) of Figure 4.12 
show, both the shares of university 
qualifying students and those gaining 
university admission are quite similar 
between students from poor and non-
poor households, across the different 
subject streams. Poor students in fact 
account for slightly larger shares in 
the biological science and technology 
and other streams.
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Figure 4.12: Composition Qualifying for and Gaining Admission to 
University by Income Level and Subject Stream

a) Share of Students Qualifying for University Admission

b) Share of Eligible Students who Gained Admission to University

Source: Own calculations using data on 2008 scholarship exam and 2017 A-Level performance from 
the Ministry of Education and the Department of Examinations, respectively.
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University qualifying shares among 
scholarship exam top-scorers are 
also similar among most districts, 
with the Matara district accounting 
for the largest share at close to 100% 
(Figure 4.13). The shares actually 
gaining admission based on Z-score 
cutoff marks in the different subject 
streams show more variation between 
districts. As Table 4.3 indicates, all 
qualifying students succeed in gaining 
university admission in the Nuwara 
Eliya and Hambantota districts in 
the biological science stream. On 
the other hand, in districts such as 
Kandy, Galle, and Polonnaruwa, less 
than half of the students who qualify 
to enter university are successful in 
securing admission. This variation, 
however, also reflects large district-
level differences in student numbers. 
As can be seen, the total number of 
students who qualify for admission—
relative to which the numbers who 

Figure 4.13: University Qualifying Shares among Scholarship Exam 
Top Scorers, by District

Source: Own calculations using data on 2008 scholarship exam and 2017 A-Level performance from 
the Ministry of Education and the Department of Examinations, respectively.

Table 4.3: Numbers and Shares of University-Eligible Scholarship Exam Top Scorers 
who Gained University Admission, by District and Subject Stream

Colombo	 75	 55	 73	 48	 32	 67
Gampaha	 26	 15	 58	 20	 10	 50
Kalutara	 10	 7	 70	 8	 5	 63
Kandy	 34	 13	 38	 22	 10	 45
Nuwara Eliya	 3	 3	 100	 3	 3	 100
Galle	 40	 14	 35	 28	 12	 43
Matara	 30	 16	 53	 10	 5	 50
Hambantota	 3	 3	 100	 3	 1	 33
Jaffna	 7	 5	 71	 21	 18	 86
Kurunegala	 37	 19	 51	 24	 15	 63
Puttlam	 15	 7	 47	 7	 5	 71
Anuradhapura	 9	 5	 56	 12	 11	 92
Polonnaruwa	 3	 1	 33	 2	 1	 50
Badulla	 12	 4	 33	 19	 10	 53
Ratnapura	 19	 10	 53	 17	 12	 71
Kegalle	 11	 4	 36	 4	 3	 75

Share 
(%)

Qualified Gained 
admission

Share 
(%)

Qualified Gained 
admission

District
Biological science		      Physical science

Source: Own calculations using data on 2008 scholarship exam and 2017 A-Level performance from the Ministry of Education and 
the Department of Examinations, respectively; UGC, 2018, University Admission - Academic Year 2017/2018.
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gain admission are compared—are 
only three each in both streams in 
the Nuwara Eliya and Hambantota 
districts, while Kandy and Galle ac-
count for much larger numbers. Lower 

Z-score requirements in less-affluent 
districts also contribute to relatively 
higher shares obtaining university 
admission in some districts.
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Comparison of A-Level  
Performance between  
Scholarship Exam Top and Low 
Scorers

While the sustained satisfying per-
formance of high-scoring scholarship 
exam students at the A-Levels is a 
positive observation, it could well be 
the case that all students in these 
schools do well at the A-Level exam, 
irrespective of scholarship exam per-
formance, given that they are placed 
in the most prestigious schools in Sri 
Lanka. This hypothesis is tested by 
comparing average university qualify-
ing shares, using two-sample t tests, 

among the 859 high scorers of the 
scholarship exam and a sample of 
scholarship exam low scorers, in the 
same respective schools. Low scorers 
are defined as those who scored be-
low 130 marks (65%) at the scholar-
ship exam, given insufficient data on 
low-scoring scholarship exam stu-
dents to consider a lower threshold, 
for instance below 100 marks. The av-
erage mark is 121 among this sample, 
which is still significantly below that 
of 155 among the high scorers. The 
low-scoring student sample consists 
of 633 students from schools repre-
senting 25 districts,24  and accounts for 
approximately 3% of the total A-Level 

class size, as is the case for the high-
scoring sample.25

As seen in Table 4.4, there is a 
statistically significant difference 
in the average shares of university 
qualifying students between the two 
student groups in only five out of the 
25 schools, from the Kalutara, Kandy, 
Galle, and Matara districts (highlighted 
in dark grey in the Table). In fact, in a 
few schools, the mean difference is 
negative (highlighted in light grey), al-
beit statistically insignificant, suggest-
ing that low scorers at the scholarship 
exam outperform their high scoring 
counterparts at the A-Levels. 

24 Nine of out of the 34 schools had to be dropped in this analysis due to data unavailability on those who obtained below 130 marks at the 2008 scholarship exam.
25 Statistics for each school are available in Appendix B (Table B2).
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Colombo 1	 54	 0.741	 15	 0.933	 -0.192
		  (0.06)		  (0.067)	 (0.12)
Colombo 2	 42	 0.833	 41	 0.829	 0.004
		  (0.058)		  (0.059)	 (0.083)
Colombo 3	 31	 0.87	 15	 0.8	 0.07
		  (0.061)		  (0.107)	 (0.115)
Kalutara	 19	 0.789	 28	 0.536	 0.253*
		  (0.096)		  (0.096)	 (0.141)
Kandy 1	 26	 0.615	 34	 0.5	 0.115
		  (0.097)		  (0.087)	 (0.131)
Kandy 2	 29	 0.897	 26	 0.692	 0.205*
		  (0.058)		  (0.092)	 (0.106)
Kandy 3	 31	 0.677	 19	 0.842	 -0.165
		  (0.085)		  (0.086)	 (0.128)
Nuwara Eliya	 8	 0.75	 20	 0.95	 -0.2
		  (0.164)		  (0.05)	 (0.128)
Galle 1	 21	 0.762	 29	 0.655	 0.107
		  (0.095)		  (0.09)	 (0.133)
Galle 2	 25	 0.76	 30	 0.3	 0.46***
		  (0.087)		  (0.085)	 (0.123)
Galle 3	 33	 0.727	 30	 0.5	 0.227*
		  (0.079)		  (0.093)	 (0.121)
Galle 4	 21	 0.81	 34	 0.794	 0.016
		  (0.088)		  (0.07)	 (0.113)
Matara 1	 31	 0.968	 38	 0.684	 0.284***
		  (0.032)		  (0.076)	 (0.09)
Matara 2	 16	 0.938	 11	 0.818	 0.12
		  (0.063)		  (0.122)	 (0.126)
Hambantota	 10	 0.70	 15	 0.733	 -0.033
		  (0.153)		  (0.118)	 (0.191)
Kurunegala 1	 34	 0.735	 15	 0.533	 0.202
		  (0.077)		  (0.133)	 (0.145)
Kurunegala 2	 34	 0.705	 25	 0.68	 0.025
		  (0.079)		  (0.095)	 (0.123)
Puttalam1	 22	 0.864	 10	 0.6	 0.264
		  (0.075)		  (0.163)	 (0.156)
Puttalam 2	 11	 0.727	 26	 0.538	 0.189
		  (0.141)		  (0.1)	 (0.179)
Polonnaruwa	 15	 0.733	 41	 0.61	 0.123
		  (0.118)		  (0.077)	 (0.146)
Badulla 	 19	 0.895	 40	 0.725	 0.17
		  (0.072)		  (0.071)	 (0.115)
Ratnapura 1	 13	 0.769	 41	 0.78	 -0.011
		  (0.122)		  (0.065)	 (0.135)
Ratnapura 2	 22	 0.636	 14	 0.786	 -0.15
		  (0.105)		  (0.114)	 (0.16)
Ratnapura 3	 23	 0.783	 6	 0.833	 -0.05
		  (0.088)		  (0.167)	 (0.192)
Kegalle	 21	 0.762	 31	 0.581	 0.181
		  (0.095)		  (0.09)	 (0.135)

School district		             Top scorers			   Low scorers	                   Mean difference

Observations	 Mean 
	 qualifying 
	 share

Observations	 Mean 
	 qualifying 
	 share

Table 4.4: Differences of Average University Qualifying Shares between Scholarship Exam Top and Low 
Scorers, by School Attended

Note: ***, **, and * indicate statistical significance at 1%, 5%, and 10%, respectively. Standard errors are shown in parentheses. District names refer to districts in which each 
school is located; school names are not disclosed to maintain anonymity.
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Given the not-so-large gap between 

average scholarship exam marks be-

tween high- and low-scorers, a further 

analysis is conducted by selecting 

subsamples among high scorers and 

low scorers, from the two extremes—

i.e. very high scorers and very low 

scorers. The school-level average 

marks in this subsample ranges from 

a high of 173 to a low of 112.26  De-

spite this larger gap considered, per-

formance in the two samples at the 

2017 A-Levels still remains statistically 

insignificant in 18 out of 22 schools. 

In fact, the A-Level performance gap 

between scholarship exam high- and 

low-scorers actually decreases in 

some schools, which again suggests 

that performance at the scholarship 

exam has no clear effect on how well 

one subsequently performs at other 

nationally competitive examinations.

Table 4.5 presents results of a similar 

comparison—for the full sample of 

2008 scholarship exam high- and 

low- scorers—of those who actually 

gained admission to university, based 

on UGC-determined Z-scores. The 

focus is on the biological and physi-

cal science streams, given the low 

number of student observations in the 

other streams in most schools. Once 

again, most schools do not show 

a statistically significant difference 

in average student shares gaining 

university admission, by performance 

at the 2008 scholarship exam; only 

in one school based in Colombo is 

there evidence that the share of top 

performing scholarship exam students 

gain admission to university exceeds 

that of their low-scoring counterparts, 

in both the biological and physical 

science streams, by 42% and 46%, 

respectively. 

26 Details on the sample for each school and results of t tests are available in Appendix B (Tables B3 and B4).

Colombo 1	 0.583	 0.162
	 (0.377)	 (0.221)
Colombo 2	 0.417**	 0.456**
	 (0.184)	 (0.161)
Colombo 3	      -	 0.125
		  (0.431)
Kalutara	 0.333	 -0.150
	 (0.228)	 (0.354)
Kandy 1	 0.229	 -0.500
	 (0.232)	 (0.342)
Kandy 2	 0.273	 0.133
	 (0.213)	 (0.211)
Kandy 3	 0.238	      -
	 (0.194)	      -
Nuwara Eliya	      -	 0.500
	      -	 (0.342)
Galle 1	 -0.106	 0.333
	 (0.228)	 (0.298)
		
Galle 2	 0.429	 0.1
	 (0.397)	 (0.292)
Galle 3	 0.333	 0.111
	 (0.292)	 (0.276)
Galle 4	 0.250	      -
	 (0.151)	      -
Matara 1	 0.226	 0.275
	 (0.178)	 (0.198)
Matara 3	 0.667	     -
	 (0.369)	     -
Hambantota	 0.667	 0.333
	 (0.333)	 (0.333)
Kurunegala 1	 0.438	 0.114
	 (0.303)	 (0.300)
Kurunegala 2	 0.60***	 0.214
	 (0.173)	 (0.236)
Puttalam 1	 -0.167	      -
	 (0.295)	      -
Puttalam 2	 0.583*	 -0.500
	 (0.287)	 (0.433)
Polonnaruwa	 0.333	 0.167
	 (0.243)	 (0.569)
Badulla 	 -0.229	 0.345
	 (0.224)	 (0.271)
Ratnapura 1	 -0.099	 0.625*
	 (0.235)	 (0.309)
Ratnapura 2	 0.400	      -
	 (0.410)	      -
Ratnapura 3	 -0.143	 0.208
	 (0.281)	 (0.280)
Kegalle	 0.239	 0.500
	 (0.208)	 (0.354)

Biological sciences	 Physical science

Mean differences between top and low scorers

Table 4.5: Differences of Mean Shares Gaining University Admission 
between Scholarship Exam Top and Low Scorers in the Sciences 
Streams, by School Attended

School district

Note: ***, **, and * indicate statistical significance at 1%, 5%, and 10%, respectively. Standard errors 
are shown in parentheses. Blanks refer to schools in which there are insufficient student numbers in a 
given stream to test for statistical significance. District names refer to districts in which each school is 
located; school names are not disclosed to maintain anonymity.
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One explanation for similar A-Level 
performance of scholarship exam 
high- and low scorers is that, students 
who enter good schools from grade 
one itself put less effort into perform-
ing well at the scholarship exam de-
spite being intelligent, since they have 
less of a need and incentive to do so. 
Instead, their talents are displayed at 
higher stake exams such as the O-
Levels and A-Levels.27  Another more 
likely explanation is that access to 
high-quality education in urban privi-
leged schools and to tuition classes 
in surrounding areas, enable students 
to do well at the A-Levels irrespec-
tive of performance at the scholar-
ship exam. If this is the case, the 
importance of the scholarship exam 
lies in providing opportunities to rural 
disadvantaged students—intelligent 
or otherwise—to enter such good 
schools for secondary education. The 
fact that only around 20% of students 
do get a chance to enter such schools 
based on the scholarship exam, as 
discussed earlier, is thus a pity.

27However, the prior finding that students in highly privileged schools outperform their counterparts at the scholarship exam (see Section 4.2.3) counters this argument.

The importance 
of the scholarship 
exam lies in provid-
ing opportunities to 
rural disadvantaged 
students—intelli-
gent or 
otherwise—to enter 
such good schools 
for secondary edu-
cation. The fact that 
only around 20% 
of students do get 
a chance to enter 
such schools based 
on the scholarship 
exam is thus a pity.
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In this section, findings on the percep-
tions of the scholarship exam are pre-
sented, based on primary interviews 
conducted with 77 parents from the 
Colombo and Kandy districts whose 
children recently sat for the exam. 
While the findings and views ex-
pressed are not reflective of the entire 
Sri Lankan scholarship exam-taking 
population, they still provide important 
insights into the perceptions of those 
actually experiencing the exam.

Table 5.1 provides summary statistics 
of background characteristics of my 
sample. A majority of respondents 
are from low-income families earn-
ing below Rs. 50,000 a month, while 
18% earn above Rs. 100,000. 58% 
of the sample of 77 respondents has 
A-Level or above qualifications, while 
21% each has completed O-Levels 
or have below O-level qualifications; 
91% of the sample attend government 
schools; 65% of interviewed children 
in government schools moved to dif-
ferent schools after primary grades, a 
majority from Type 3 to 1AB schools.28   
A sizeable share of 31% of scholar-
ship takers, however, were in 1AB 
schools at the primary level too. The 

5 Results: Primary Data Analysis

Income		
  Below 50,000 (low-income)	 52.7	 50.3
  50,000-100,000 (middle-income)	 29.7	 46.0
  Above 100,000 (high-income)	 17.6	 38.3
Education		
  O-Levels incomplete	 20.8	 40.8
  O-Levels passed	 20.8	 40.8
  A-Levels passed & above	 58.4	 49.6
Government schools	 90.7	 28.9
School transition	 64.9	 48.0
Old school type		
  1AB	 30.8	 46.5
  1C	 3.1	 17.4
  Type 3	 55.4	 50.1
  Private	 10.7	 31.2
New school type		
  1AB	 88.0	 32.7
  1C	 2.7	 16.2
Private	 9.3	 29.3
Distance from home	 17.4	 9.6
Observations: 77		

Variables				    Mean		  Std Deviation

28This trend is similar to that observed for the sample of scholarship exam top-scorers, as discussed in Section 4.1.3.

sample does not include any students 
whose origin or destination schools 
were of Type 2. All of the interviewed 
children travel from home, for an aver-
age distance of 17km one way.

In the subsequent subsections, the 
study illustrates and expands on some 
important findings, distinguishing, 
where relevant, among views between 
low-income and middle-and high-
income respondents.

Table 5.1: Background Characteristics of Sample of Interviewees
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5.1 Compulsory Nature 
of Exam
A large part of the compulsory nature 
of the scholarship exam stems from the 
necessity of students in Type 3 schools 
to secure another school for second-
ary education. For schools that already 
have secondary classes, the compul-
sory nature appears to be a school 
policy, where one respondent men-
tioned that schools use the results to 
statistically demonstrate the education 
standard of the school. The exam is 
also viewed as important in keeping up 
academically with peers and mastering 
given competencies.

It is also worth noting that while the 
exam was compulsory for around 
three-fourths of the respondents in the 
study sample, the remaining one-fourth 
still chose to have their children sit for 
it.29  Varying reasons were cited for 
presenting children for the exam when 
it was not compulsory, which interest-
ingly differ among the two income 
groups. For low-income households, 
the prospects of their children entering 
better schools was the key reason for 
opting to have their children sit for the 
exam. For higher income households, 
on the other hand, most of whose 
children already attend relatively good 
schools, the most prominent reason 
was to give the child training and 
exposure in facing a competitive exam. 
Other cited reasons included improving 
knowledge, particularly in the Sinhala 
language, and self-confidence. One 
respondent mentioned that it would 
help in facing the mandatory O-Levels 
and A-Levels later on, while another 
child wanted to sit for the exam as her 
best friend was also sitting for it. In one 
private school, there is a possibility 
of receiving discounts on school fees 
up to O-Levels based on scholarship 
exam performance, which was another 
motivating factor.  

 5.2 Exam Preparation
A majority of families opted for all three 
modes of preparation—school, tuition, 
and home—across the different income 
groups, while school-level preparation 
was the most common. Interestingly, 
a larger share of low-income students 
commenced preparation in grade 
three, whereas a majority of students 
from middle- and high-income families 
started preparation only in grades four 
of five. In fact, none of the sampled 
children from high-income families at-
tended tuition classes nor prepared at 
home in grade three. 

5.2.1 School-Level Preparation
A majority of the sample stated that the 
school used school time to engage in 
scholarship exam preparation ac-
tivities, such as seminars and exam-
focused classes, although they also 
mentioned that the primary education 
syllabus, in terms of deskwork, was 
not neglected due to such activities. A 
fair share of parents, however, across 
both income groups, believed that 
preparation during school-time affected 
time available for other elements of the 
primary syllabus, such as guided play 
and other activities. For example, one 
student stopped playing chess when 
preparatory classes began due to lack 
of time. In fact, a circular issued by the 

MOE draws attention to the concern of 
schools using school time to engage in 
preparatory activities for the scholar-
ship exam instead of following the pri-
mary education syllabus (MOE, 2012). 

Apart from preparation during school 
hours, after-school classes were also 
highly prevalent, with almost all the 
sampled children having exam-focused 
classes after school, either twice or 
thrice a week for around 2 hours, in 
some cases going on till 6pm. These 
classes were compulsory for many 
children, while parents were often com-
pelled to send their children for classes 
even in instances where they were not 
compulsory, since most exam-related 
material was covered in such classes. 
Most parents believed that these les-
sons were useful and contributed to 
their child’s performance at the exam, 
across both income groups. 

5.2.2 Preparation at Tuition Classes
46 out of the 77 interviewed respon-
dents sent their children for tuition 
classes in preparation for the scholar-
ship exam. Of those who attended 
tuition, a majority attended group 
classes, consisting of 20 students or 
less. The average monthly cost on tu-
ition incurred by household income, as 
well as the differences by type of tuition 
class, are illustrated in Figure 5.1. While 

29As shown in Section 4.1.1, over 90% of grade five students take the exam across the country.

Figure 5.1: Tuition Costs by Household Income and Type of Class

Source: Own calculations based on primary interviews
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these figures are not representative of 
the entire grade five student popula-
tion in the country, it is still interesting 
to note that, within this sample, as 
expected, high income households 
spend significantly more on tuition 
relative to their poorer counterparts, 
and send their children largely to indi-
vidual classes which are costlier, and 
arguably of better quality. 

Based on information collected, an 
average student who attended both 
after-school and tuition classes would 
have spent around seven to nine hours 
per week on preparation (four to six 
hours at school and three hours at 
tuition), while those who also studied 
at home would have spent even more 
time. Indeed, a majority of respondents 
who sent their children for tuition were 
of the opinion that their child’s leisure 
time was compromised due to tuition 
classes, and that the classes were 
a burden on their child. One parent 
mentioned that her child had no time 
even to watch television, while another 
parent lamented the lack of time for 
her child to play. 

The key reasons cited for sending 
children for scholarship exam-based 

tuition are largely similar across both 
income groups. The most prominent 
was to gain more education and 
knowledge, which many parents men-
tioned did not solely target the scholar-
ship exam, but overall comprehension, 
especially of the Sinhala language. 
Another frequently cited reason was 
the perceived inadequacy of examina-
tion-focused school-level preparation, 
prompting them to seek instruction in 
tuition classes. In two cases, parents 
were compelled to send their children 
to tuition classes conducted by school 
teachers themselves, both since they 
were requested to, as well as since 
the full exam syllabus was not covered 
during school hours. Other reasons 
included directly targeting exam 
marks, and the competitive nature of 
the exam combined with peer effects, 
which resulted in children themselves 
wanting to attend classes when their 
classmates did so. 

The reasons cited among those who 
chose not to send their children for tu-
ition, however, differ significantly by in-
come group. Among low-income fami-
lies, not surprisingly, the key factor was 
the inability to afford tuition costs, while 
tuition being a burden on the child also 

featured as a reason. Other reasons 
included the absence of tuition classes 
in close proximity to the school and the 
child herself refusing to go for classes 
due to the already heavy workload. 
The key reasons for forfeiting tuition 
among the higher income groups was 
not wanting to stress and burden the 
child, and the belief that school-level 
preparation was adequate. Some of 
these cases also involved students 
who already attended good public or 
private schools, for whom the exam 
was not very relevant, hence lessening 
the need for additional assistance by 
means of tuition.

Surprisingly, none of the parents of top 
performing scholarship exam students 
in the sample attributed their children’s 
performance solely to tuition, and only 
four out of 25 respondents believed 
that tuition had some impact on their 
child’s performance. While the low 
number of observations prevent any 
concrete conclusions, it is still impor-
tant to note the significantly low vote of 
confidence placed on tuition—despite 
the high demand—in facilitating schol-
arship exam performance. 
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5.3 Exam Content and 
Validity

In terms of the content of the exam in 
relation to the seven competencies to 
be developed at the primary educa-
tion level as detailed in Section 2.2, a 
majority of respondents believed that 
the first component of literacy and nu-
meracy is comprehensively assessed 
in the scholarship exam. Those that 
believed that the environment com-
ponent is covered is also relatively 
high, while a fair share believed that 
ethics and religion featured in the 
exam syllabus. The share of respon-
dents who felt that the exam includes 
assessments related to leisure and 
enjoyment, personality development, 
and training for future life, are however 
much lower. 

5.4 The Exam’s 
Positive and Negative 
Consequences

The most frequently cited advantages 
of the scholarship exam—across both 
income groups—include training re-
ceived in perseverance, improved self-
confidence as a result of successfully 
facing a national-level examination, 
and access to good schools. Financial 
bursaries also featured as a relatively 
important advantage for low-income 
families, while enhanced knowledge 
via exam preparation was an identified 
benefit among higher income house-
holds. The shares of those who be-
lieved that the exam offers no benefits 
is higher among richer families. 

In reality, however, as seen previously, 
and as evident in this sample too,30 

those receiving the opportunity to en-
ter a better school or receive financial 
bursaries is negligible. Further, with 

regard to bursaries, respondents drew 
attention to problems such as irregular 
payments, which meant that they were 
never certain of receiving the due sum 
on time. Receiving bulk payments in 
some instances for a period of six 
months, which was often consumed 
as soon as it was received, was 
another identified issue. Further, only 
two out of 63 respondents believed 
that the current monthly allowance 
of Rs 500 is sufficient compared to 
other education-related expenses, 
especially for students who travelled 
long distances to school. For instance, 
two respondents whose children 
travel average distances of 24km and 
30km one-way incurred a monthly van 
fee alone of Rs 4,500 and Rs 8,000, 
respectively. 

In terms of perceived disadvantages, 
the stress caused by the highly com-
petitive nature of the exam featured 
as the top reason among both income 
groups. Several respondents stated 
that competition was highest among 
the parents, which in turn generated 
a lot of stress among students as 
well. They also noted that unhealthy 
competition among peers drove 
young children to focus on achieving 
the best for oneself without regard 
for the wellbeing of others—the very 
opposite of increasingly important 
attributes in today’s technology-driven 
world of work, such as empathy, col-
laboration, and teamwork. Moreover, 
the sense of competition continued 
in higher grades, where in some 
national schools, respondents noted 
that teachers inform students that 
the incoming scholarship holders are 
more talented and motivated, thereby 
creating unnecessary and unfounded 
competition and rivalry among chil-
dren. 

The loss of leisure time and stress 
caused by exam preparation were 
other commonly cited negatives of the 

exam. Some respondents, particu-
larly in the higher income group, also 
viewed the exam as a waste of time, 
money, and effort, indicating their view 
that the exam served no important 
purpose. They opined that the exam 
largely tested memorisation power, the 
extent of preparation work one has put 
into the exam, and how well one has 
been trained to answer a particular set 
of questions. One respondent stated 
that many questions are stereotypical, 
to which children know how to provide 
answers even without understanding 
the question. Another concern was the 
emotional wellbeing of students who 
do not perform well; some children 
become depressed and require coun-
selling and even psychiatric treatment, 
and in extreme cases lose interest 
in studies altogether, refuse to go to 
school, and even commit suicide. The 
subsequent neglect of students who 
do not perform well was another cited 
worry —in some schools, secondary 
classes are organised based on schol-
arship exam performance, and priority 
is given to students in ‘A’ classes, or 
the high scorers. The best teachers 
are allocated to these classes, and 
thus ironically, those who need help 
the most do not receive it. 

Not surprisingly, a relatively larger 
share of low-income households 
felt that the benefits of the exam are 
greater, while over half of high-income 
households viewed costs to be higher. 
This finding was also reflected in one 
respondent’s answer, who stated that 
the relative effects differ for different 
groups: the advantages are relatively 
larger for disadvantaged students 
in rural schools, while the costs, 
particularly relating to stress on young 
children, can overweigh the benefits 
for those who are already in good 
schools and for whom the exam is of 
limited usefulness. 

30 Only 17 students out of the total 77 received the opportunity to enter better schools as a direct result of the scholarship exam, and only nine were eligible for financial bursaries
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5.5 Way Forward
With regard to the best way forward, 
at the two extremes, some respon-
dents felt the scholarship exam 
should continue as it is—all of which 
were low-income respondents—, 
while others, largely in the higher in-
come groups, advocated for eliminat-
ing the exam altogether. A majority of 
respondent’s views, however, fell in 
between these two extremes, calling 
for various changes to the structure 
and timing of the exam, as well as for 
improving overall education quality in 
the country. The proposed measures 
can be categorised into some broad 
themes, as outlined below:

5.5.1 Reduce the Content of the 
Exam Syllabus 
There were suggestions to reduce the 
content of the exam syllabus to lower 
the stress levels involved in prepar-
ing for the exam. The environment 
module in particular was thought to 
be too broad in scope, as well as 
Sinhala and mathematics, to some 
extent. Many parents stated that the 
syllabus should be limited to content 
covered in school from grades three 
to five, so that after school classes 
are not necessary. They pointed out 
that it is difficult for small children to 
learn throughout the day, and that 
after-school time should be left for 
other activities such as play and 
social interaction. They also felt that if 
students are only assessed on what 
is taught during school hours, this 
will annul the need for tuition classes. 
Another suggestion given to lessen 
the burden on children in terms of 
content, is to have the exam in two 
stages, in grades four and five. 

5.5.2 Change the Content and Type 
of Questions
Apart from the volume of con-
tent, there were also suggestions 
to broaden the scope of material 

covered, to include all seven stipu-
lated primary-level competencies, 
rather than being limited to the first 
two or three. In particular, there was 
a recommendation to include more 
questions on values and morals, 
as well as aspects such as sports, 
aesthetics, and other extracurricular 
activities. Ethics and morals were 
viewed as important in moving away 
from the current emphasis on compe-
tition and rivalry. Assessing children 
on other spheres in addition to the 
cognitive domain would provide stu-
dents a chance to demonstrate their 
talents in multiple areas, and provide 
opportunities to excel based on their 
innate talents. In terms of the type of 
questions, there were suggestions for 
questions that better test the intel-
ligence of students, for instance by 
moving from rote memorisation type 
questions to those that encourage 
students to exhibit their IQ, common 
sense, creativity, logical thinking, and 
general knowledge.

5.5.3 Lower the Cutoff Marks
Many parents advocated for lowering 
the cutoff mark based on which better 
schools and financial bursaries are 
awarded, so that more students are 
able to enjoy benefits of their three-
year long exam preparation efforts, 
especially those who do well but 
miss out by a very low margin. Some 
parents felt the cutoff mark should be 
brought down to 150, which in 2017 
ranged from 160 to 189, based on 
school quality, location, and me-
dium of instruction. They stated that 
lowering the cutoff mark would also 
lower the intensity of competition to a 
certain extent. 

5.5.4 Postpone the Exam
A large share of parents felt it was 
best to conduct the exam at a later 
stage, with a majority opting for 
either grade eight or nine, when a 
child is more mature and better able 

to understand and face a nation-
ally competitive exam. One parent 
mentioned that in England, similar 
exams are held in grade six or eight, 
considering a child’s psychology. 
While giving children a better chance 
to enjoy their childhood, respondents 
mentioned that postponing the exam 
will also assist in measuring talents 
more accurately, as students can 
better identify and exhibit their unique 
in born talents at gifted to them the 
age 13 or so. Additionally, if children 
have to move to distant schools after 
the exam, they can cope better at an 
older age, particularly girls, if they are 
post menarche. Some parents stated 
that having the exam in grade eight 
or nine will still allow for students to 
prepare for the O-Levels at a better 
school, conditional on performance, 
and, as one parent mentioned, also 
offers the advantage of obtaining a 
feel for subjects they like, to be cho-
sen for the A-Levels subsequently. 

5.5.5 Remove the Compulsory 
Nature of the Exam
Another suggestion was to remove 
the practice of making the exam 
compulsory in many schools, where 
the freedom to decide will ensure that 
students who sit for the exam are 
those who have the largest potential 
of benefitting from it. For example, 
one respondent in a school where the 
exam was not compulsory stated that 
they did not send their first child for 
the exam, since they knew it would 
be too stressful for her. However, they 
felt that their second child was better 
able to cope with exam preparation 
and would stand to benefit from it, 
and they opted to send her for the 
exam, through which the child was 
eventually eligible for a bursary. 
One parent pointed out that parents 
themselves may not always be in 
a position to make such decisions, 
and that teachers should actively get 
involved in this process. However, the 
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final decision should be in the hands 
of parents. 

5.6.6 Increase the Availability of 
Good Quality Schools 
The ultimate and best possible solu-
tion, as most respondents recog-
nised, is to improve the quality of 
schools throughout the country, 

especially in rural and remote areas, 
so that students have automatic 
entrance to good schools irrespec-
tive of exam performance, social 
status, or location. Some respon-
dents mentioned that in addition to 
good infrastructure, this also involves 
recruiting well-qualified and com-
mitted teachers, who are currently 

concentrated in urban schools.31  This 
is important, they said, in ensuring 
that teachers give of their best to 
students in school, and are not driven 
by money-making tuition classes held 
outside the school only for those who 
can afford such classes. 

31 See Section 4.2.3.



Sri Lanka’s Grade Five Scholarship Examination: 

33

This study evaluates the effective-
ness and relevance of Sri Lanka’s 
grade five scholarship examination, 
using both primary and secondary 
data sources and a variety of meth-
odological approaches. In particular, 
specific reasons as to why the schol-
arship examination has not been 
successful in achieving its broad 
objective of providing equal access to 
quality education are examined. The 
study also tests whether the scholar-
ship exam is an accurate predictor of 
intellectual ability, given its stipulated 
aim of identifying bright students. 
Lastly, perceptions of the exam in 
terms of its validity and relevance, 
positive and negative aspects, and 
the best way forward are examined 
based on interviews with recent 
scholarship exam takers. 

Secondary data analysis reveals 
that the enabling environment and 
the structuring of the exam does not 
ensure that its main target group—
talented and poor students—have a 
fair chance of exploiting the opportu-
nities presented, thereby rendering 
its goals unachievable. Key issues 
include; (1) an insufficient number 
of good secondary schools across 
the country to provide opportunities 
to well performing students at the 
scholarship exam; (2) limited benefi-
ciaries of financial bursaries; (3) an 
inadequate number of schools offer-
ing good quality primary education, 
which constrain deserving students 
in underprivileged schools from per-
forming well at the scholarship exam; 
(4) a deficit of qualified and experi-
enced primary teachers and supervi-
sors in primary schools; and (5) poor 
validity of the exam in identifying and 
measuring intelligence. 

In particular, the descriptive analy-
sis of scholarship exam top-scorers 
shows that a majority are from privi-

leged primary schools, although the 
exam is intended to benefit those at-
tending underprivileged schools. This 
finding is reiterated in the regression 
estimates, which show that good 
school quality and socioeconomic 
status, the share of qualified and 
experienced teachers and their level 
of commitment, and the quality of 
primary-level supervisors and princi-
pals, positively influence scholarship 
exam performance. Analysis on the 
predictive validity of the examina-
tion also stresses the importance of 
good quality education for examina-
tion performance: while scholarship 
exam top-performers continue to 
do well at higher level exams such 
as the A-Levels, there is no statisti-
cally significant difference between 
performance among these students 
and scholarship exam low-performers 
in most schools. This suggests 
that good A-Level performance of 
scholarship exam top-scorers is likely 
more attributable to access to high-
quality education in urban privileged 
schools, rather than to innate ability 
per se. 

Primary data analysis reveals that 
students from low-income families 
start school- and tuition-level prepa-
ration at a relatively earlier stage, 
mostly in grade three. While over half 
of the sample sent their children for 
tuition, a majority of respondents of 
high-scoring children believe that 
school preparation contributed most 
toward exam performance. The most 
commonly perceived advantage of 
the exam is the training received in 
perseverance, while stress caused by 
the competitive nature of the exam 
is identified as the key disadvantage, 
across both income groups. A larger 
share of low-income households 
felt that the positives outweigh its 
negatives, with the trend being op-
posite for high-income households. 

However, over half of the sample 
also believed that the exam failed in 
meeting its objectives, in line with 
findings from secondary data. Exam 
questions were perceived to focus 
more on the cognitive sphere, with 
elements such as leisure, play, and 
personality development receiving 
much less focus, and as inadequate 
in measuring true ability. A vast 
majority of respondents called for 
several changes to the structure and 
timing of the exam.

Extending on these suggestions, 
as well as based on findings from 
secondary data analysis, the study 
proposes several measures to be ad-
opted in improving the effectiveness 
and relevance of Sri Lanka’s grade 
five scholarship exam. They are 
detailed below in order of priority, in 
terms of the timeframe in which they 
can be feasibly implemented. 

Immediate term:

1. Make the exam voluntary in all 
schools
As discussed before, leaving the 
choice of taking the exam in the 
hands of parents and children will help 
ensure that those who have the high-
est potential of benefitting from it sit 
for the exam, and also prevent many 
children undergoing needless stress 
and pressure. A reduction in numbers 
sitting for the exam will also lower the 
level of competition, the most com-
monly cited disadvantage of the exam.  
Schools can use other school-level 
examinations, such as term tests 
and school-based assessments to 
demonstrate education standards and 
ensure the development of stipulated 
competencies. In this context, it is 
encouraging to note a recent proposal 
to make the exam non-compulsory 
(Samarawickrama, 2018). 

6 Conclusion and Policy Implications



Health & Education Research series No.200

34

Such a policy measure, however, 
needs to be accompanied by mecha-
nisms to ensure that students from 
rural backgrounds and underprivi-
leged schools do sit for the exam – for 
instance by ensuring that school 
teachers and principals also as-
sist parents in making decisions on 
a case-by-case basis – so that the 
exam’s intended purpose of provid-
ing better educational opportunities to 
such students is preserved.

2. Reserve a larger number of 
quotas for students to enter grade 
six via scholarship exam results in 
privileged schools
The study’s findings show that an 
important function of the scholarship 
exam is to provide opportunities to 
rural disadvantaged students to enter 
good schools for secondary educa-
tion. It is therefore essential that steps 
are taken to increase the share of 
scholarship holders in good schools, 
which currently stands at only around 
20%. This will have to be taken into 
account – via introducing mandatory 
quota systems – during the grade 
one admission stage and in interim 
grades, in addition to the current 
practice of increasing the number of 
classes from grade six onwards in 
several large national schools. The 
recent proposal to double the number 
of scholarships from 15,000 to 30,000 
is a positive move in this regard (News 
1st, 2018).

3. Increase the financial allowance 
and ensure timely delivery 
The financial bursary should be 
increased to a more realistic amount, 
upon careful consideration of all 
education-related expenditure. It is 
also important to ensure that families 
receive payments on time, and are not 
left wondering when the due amount 
would arrive. It might further be more 
prudent to provide the amount on a 
monthly or bi-monthly basis rather 
than as a six-month lump sum, so that 
families would spend it in a more even 
manner.

Short- to medium-term:

4.Change the structure and timing 
of the exam 
As expressed by many interviewees, 
it is worth considering reducing the 
exam syllabus to a more manageable 
level, as well as improving the exam’s 
validity in measuring true talent. As 
mentioned, while the exam’s 1st paper 
is intended to measure general intel-
ligence across 14 stipulated areas, 
currently more focus is given to Paper 
II which tests subject knowledge. The 
examination papers should therefore 
be restructured giving more attention 
to problem-solving and critical think-
ing-type questions in Paper I, while 
considerably reducing subject-related 
content – consisting of rote-type 
memorisation questions – prevalent in 
Paper II. Instead, Paper II can include 
practical modules covering areas 
such as sports, aesthetics, and other 
extracurricular activities, and allow 
rural students excelling in these areas 
to enter leading schools via formal 
pathways. Both papers should also 
focus more on assessing primary-level 
competencies such as leisure and en-
joyment, personality development and 
training for future life which currently 
remain neglected.

Singapore’s education system is a 
good example for Sri Lanka to emu-
late, where the focus of the Primary 
School Leaving Examination (PSLE) 
is shifting away from academics 
towards expanding opportunities for 
children to discover their interests 
and talents and developing life skills, 
a sense of curiosity, and a love for 
learning (Teng, 2016). In grades four 
and five, for instance, students take 
part in a three-day cohort camp where 
they learn to prepare simple meals, 
adapt to the outdoors and build resil-
ience and companionship (Ibid). 

Postponing the exam until grade eight 
or nine, as discussed previously, 
would also allow for better recognition 

of distinct talents and capabilities of 
students on which to base the award 
of scholarships, apart from other 
stated benefits including enhanced 
ability to handle a competitive exam 
and cope in new environments away 
from family. 

5. Eliminate or regulate tuition  
targeting the scholarship exam
The findings suggest that the purport-
ed benefits of tuition do not outweigh 
its costs: while many interviewed 
students faced a lot of undue pressure 
and stress owing to tuition classes, 
most respondents did not view tuition 
as contributing significantly toward 
exam performance. Tuition classes 
also widen unequal access to educa-
tion quality—which is already preva-
lent in terms of school education—giv-
en that high income families are able 
to afford higher quality tuition classes, 
such as individual ones, while many 
poor families cannot afford any type of 
class: over one-fourth of interviewed 
respondents whose children did not 
attend tuition cited economic difficul-
ties as the main reason. Eliminating or 
regulating tuition would also put a stop 
to the current practice of school teach-
ers holding tuition classes and ne-
glecting teaching during school hours, 
which once again disproportionately 
burdens poorer students. The abolition 
of tuition would provide a more level-
playing field for children in preparing 
for the exam, and make selections 
based on exam performance more 
just. Moreover, as suggested above, 
if the exam is transformed to one that 
largely measures general intelligence 
as opposed to subject-content, the 
role and importance of tuition is likely 
to diminish considerably in the future.

Long-term:

6. Improve school and teacher qual-
ity across the country

The ultimate ideal long-term objective 
should be to improve the quality of 
school and teacher resources across 
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the entire country. The study’s findings 
consistently point to the importance 
of good-quality primary schools for 
good scholarship exam performance, 
while improving the quality of second-
ary schools is necessary to guarantee 
access to quality education to all stu-
dents who perform well at the scholar-
ship exam. The “Nearest School—the 
Best School” program under the 2016-
2020 Mid-term Strategic Develop-
ment Programme initiative envisions 
transforming selected schools in each 
Divisional Secretarial Division as 
‘super-schools’ and thereby controlling 
the populations in oversized popular 
urban schools, which is a good initia-
tive in this regard.32

Ensuring that all schools are equipped 
with good quality teachers and 
management-level staff is equally 
important. Improving teacher quality 
requires the systematic training and 
recruitment of teachers into teacher 
service. Pre-service teacher training 
opportunities need to be expanded 
and improved, either by increasing the 
number of faculties and departments 
of education in Sri Lankan universi-
ties, or by developing the NCOEs to 
the university level. Further, for teach-
ers intending to teach at the primary 
level, a primary education compo-
nent—including appropriate pedagogi-
cal and practical training—must be 
made compulsory in both the BEd and 

NDT courses. Conducting systematic 
teacher recruitment is also essential, 
where subject knowledge and training 
of teachers is taken into consideration 
when filling vacancies. 

To ensure that schools in more remote 
areas, even once well-developed, are 
able to attract and retain good quality 
teachers, it is important to consider 
providing significant financial and 
other incentives to teachers serving in 
such areas. Along with higher salaries 
or bonuses, other related incentives 
such as formally recognising teaching 
in difficult schools in the advancement 
of the teaching career path, smaller 
class sizes, and strong support from 
school principals and the wider com-
munity are also key, as documented 
by existing evidence in the United 
States (Clotfelter et al., 2008) and 
South Korea (Kang and Hong, 2008).  
Moreover, giving schools powers to 
recruit teachers at the school-level, 
as opposed to the current practice of 
recruiting teachers by the MOE at the 
central level, could restrict teacher 
mobility. While less privileged schools 
may not necessarily succeed in at-
tracting qualified teachers, with more 
restrictions on teacher movement, 
recruited teachers in these schools 
will gain experience overtime, which, 
along with in-service training, would 
improve teacher quality. School-
level recruitment has already been 

implemented in Estate sector schools 
among Tamil medium teachers who 
are in short supply.

When good schools and teachers 
are available across the country, over 
time, this would reduce the intense 
demand for distant schools, and the 
need for the exam. Finland—whose 
education system is consistently 
ranked first in the world—is well-
known for its highly equitable school 
system, which has served in removing 
the need for standardised tests, apart 
from one exam at the end of high 
school. There also exist no rankings, 
comparisons, or competition between 
students or schools. The scholarship 
exam can eventually be abolished or 
transformed from a selection exam to 
a primary completion exam designed 
to assess mastery of the primary 
school curriculum. Capitalising on this 
initiative, the classification of schools 
such as ‘national’ vs ‘provincial’ and 
‘privileged’ vs ‘unprivileged’ should 
also be removed, which will eventu-
ally eliminate the need for the exam 
altogether. Any financial needs of 
students can be met by extending 
support to all poor children via income 
supplement schemes. Funds used for 
administering the scholarship exam 
can be redirected towards financial 
bursaries for identified needy students. 

32 Under this programme, steps will be taken to develop; (1) 600 schools to represent each divisional secretariat; (2) 1,200 schools with advanced level classes not included in other 
recent development programs; (3) 776 schools as part of a secondary schools development program; and (4) 3,577 schools under a primary schools development project. 
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Appendix A: Variable Descriptions
Dependent variables
Scholarship exam qualified rate (OLS): The share of students who qualify for bursaries and admission to good schools out 
of the total number of students who sit for the grade five scholarship exam in a school. Source: MOE (2017).

Three categories of performance (ORL): 
1.	 Poor (equals one if scholarship exam qualifying rate is 0)
2.	 Average (equals one if scholarship exam qualifying rate is above 0 up to 40%) 
3.	 Good (equals one if scholarship exam qualifying rate is above 40%)

Independent variables
School characteristics

l School status dummies:
	 n Highly privileged: A dummy variable, which equals one if the school is categorised as highly privileged
	 n Privileged: A dummy variable, which equals one if the school is categorised as privileged 
	 n Not privileged: A dummy variable, which equals one if the school is categorised as not privileged 
	 n Underprivileged: A dummy variable, which equals one if the school is categorised as underprivileged 
	 n Highly underprivileged: A dummy variable, which equals one if the school is categorised as highly 
	     underprivi leged 

l  School type dummies:
	 n 1AB: A dummy variable, which equals one if the school has A-Level classes in the Science stream in addition to  	
		  the Commerce and Arts streams
	 n 1C: A dummy variable, which equals one if the school has A-Level classes in the Commerce and Arts streams, 	
		  but not in the Science stream
	 n Type 2: A dummy variable, which equals one if the schools has classes only up to O-Levels
	 n Tpye 3: A dummy variable, which equals one if the school has classes only up to grades five or eight

Student socioeconomic characteristics
l Parent and PPA funds: The share of total funds a school receives from parents, well-wishers and/or past pupil associa-
tions. Source: MOE (2017).
l School meal program: A dummy variable, which equals one if the school has an operational meal program. Source: 
MOE (2017). 

Teacher and principal characteristics 
l In-field and experienced teachers: The share of recommended general primary teachers teaching primary subjects in 
a school, who hold either a degree or diploma in primary education and belong to Class 2–Grade II or higher of teacher 
service. Source: MOE (2017).

l In-field and inexperienced teachers: The share of recommended general primary teachers teaching primary subjects in 
a school, who hold either a degree or diploma in primary education and belong to Class 3 of teacher service. Source: MOE 
(2017).

l Other teachers: The share of recommended general primary teachers teaching primary subjects in a school, who are 
either untrained in primary education or not absorbed into teacher service, and belong to either Class 2 or Class 3 of 
teacher service. Source: MOE (2017). 

l Primary qualified supervisors: A dummy variable which equals one if a school has at least one primary-level supervisor 
who holds either a degree or diploma in primary education. Source: MOE (2017).
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l Primary qualified sectional heads: A dummy variable which equals one if a school has at least one primary-level sec-
tional head who holds either a degree or diploma in primary education. Source: MOE (2017).

l Leave: The average number of days of leave taken by teachers of a given school as a proportion of the total number of 
working school days. Source: MOE (2017).

l Principal Service grade dummies:
	 n SLEAS: A dummy variable, which equals one if the school principal/acting principal belongs to the 
		  SLEAS grade
	 n SLPS: A dummy variable, which equals one if the school principal/acting principal belongs to the SLPS grade
	 n SLTS/ Non-Teacher Service: A dummy variable, which equals one if the school principal/acting principal be		
		  longs to the Teacher Service grade or does not belong to Teacher Service 

District-level characteristics
l Poverty: The poverty headcount ratio—the proportion of the population that exists below the poverty line in each prov-
ince. Source: DCS (2017a).

l Unemployment: The unemployment rate—the percentage of the labor force that is currently looking for, but without jobs 
in each province. Source: DCS (2017b).

l Urban: The urbanisation rate—the share of population in the urban sector in each province. Source: DCS (2012).

l Population density: Total population per square kilometer. Source: DCS (2012).
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Colombo 1	 54	 0.04	 0.18	 155	 157
Colombo 2	 39	 0.05	 0.18	 161	 158
Colombo 3	 41	 0.04	 0.18	 165	 169
Colombo 4	 31	 0.03	 0.12	 150	 156
Colombo 5	 35	 0.05	 0.20	 165	 169
Gampaha 1	 23	 0.03	 0.07	 147	 153
Gampaha 2	 21	 0.02	 0.08	 155	 159
Kalutara	 19	 0.02	 0.12	 145	 150
Kandy 1	 29	 0.03	 0.34	 155	 162
Kandy 2	 26	 0.03	 0.15	 150	 152
Kandy 3	 31	 0.04	 0.34	 155	 162
Nuwara Eliya	 8	 0.03	 0.11	 143	 151
Galle 1	 33	 0.04	 0.14	 145	 152
Galle 2	 25	 0.04	 0.16	 150	 157
Galle 3	 22	 0.02	 0.31	 142	 145
Galle 4	 21	 0.04	 0.26	 150	 157
Matara 1	 16	 0.03	 0.15	 150	 161
Matara 2	 31	 0.03	 0.21	 150	 155
Hambantota	 10	 0.02	 0.18	 140	 152
Jaffna	 36	 0.09	 0.15	 145	 152
Ampara	 12	 0.02	 0.07	 141	 145
Kurunegala 1	 26	 0.03	 0.10	 147	 151
Kurunegala 2	 34	 0.05	 0.24	 155	 160
Kurunegala 3	 34	 0.04	 0.26	 155	 160
Puttalam 1	 22	 0.06	 0.15	 140	 147
Puttalam 2	 11	 0.03	 0.13	 140	 149
Anuradhapura	 33	 0.03	 0.11	 150	 156
Badulla 1	 23	 0.02	 0.11	 145	 149
Badulla 2	 19	 0.02	 0.13	 150	 156
Polonnaruwa	 15	 0.02	 0.14	 140	 148
Ratnapura 1	 22	 0.03	 0.09	 145	 147
Ratnapura 2	 13	 0.02	 0.15	 150	 159
Ratnapura 3	 23	 0.03	 0.11	 145	 150
Kegalle	 21	 0.02	 0.18	 147	 150

Total/Average	 859	 0.03	 0.16	 149	 155

School district Number of 
high scorers

Share of total 
students in 

AL class

Share of total 
who scored 
above cutoff

Cutoff mark 
used

Average  
scholarship 
exam mark

Appendix B: 2008 Scholarship Exam High and Low Scorers

Table B1: Summary Statistics of Sample of Scholarship Exam High Scorers
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Table B2: Summary Statistics of Sample of Scholarship Exam Low Scorers

Colombo 1	 15	 0.01	 122
Colombo 2	 41	 0.04	 122
Colombo 3	 15	 0.02	 122
Kalutara	 28	 0.03	 121
Kandy 1	 26	 0.03	 122
Kandy 2	 34	 0.03	 121
Kandy 3	 19	 0.02	 123
Nuwara Eliya	 20	 0.09	 119
Galle 1	 29	 0.04	 121
Galle 2	 30	 0.05	 124
Galle 3	 29	 0.03	 122
Galle 4	 34	 0.06	 122
Matara1	 38	 0.04	 122
Matara2	 11	 0.02	 122
Hambantota	 15	 0.03	 119
Kurunegala 1	 15	 0.02	 123
Kurunegala 2	 25	 0.03	 122
Puttalam 1	 10	 0.03	 119
Puttalam 2	 26	 0.07	 119
Polonnaruwa	 41	 0.07	 119
Badulla 2	 40	 0.05	 119
Ratnapura 1	 14	 0.02	 114
Ratnapura 2	 41	 0.06	 121
Ratnapura 3	 6	 0.01	 124
Kegalle	 31	 0.04	 123
Total/Average	 633	 0.03	 121

School district Number of 
low scorers

Share of total 
students in 

AL class

Average  
scholarship 
exam mark
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Table B.3: Samples of Selected Scholarship Exam High- and Low-Scorers from the Extremes

	 Number	 Average mark	 Number	 Average mark

Colombo 1	 15	 160	 13	 121 
Colombo 2	 15	 173	 15	 118
Colombo 3	   9	 166	   9	 118
Kalutara	 14	 152	 11	 119
Kandy 1	 17	 165	 12	 118
Kandy 2	 16	 154	 14	 119
Kandy 3	 16	 166	 11	 121
Nuwara Eliya	   8	 151	   8	 116
Galle 1	 13	 159	 14	 119
Galle 2 	 12	 162	 12	 120
Galle 3	 12	 147	 11	 118
Galle 4	 11	 161	 11	 118
Matara 1	 14	 158	 13	 118
Matara 2	 10	 166	 10	 121
Kurunegala 1	 14	 165	 11	 121
Kurunegala 2	 13	 164	 10	 119
Puttalam 1	 12	 151	   9	 117
Polonnaruwa	 10	 151	 12	 114
Badulla 	 11	 160	 11	 112
Ratnapura 1	 11	 153	 14	 114
Ratnapura 2	 13	 159	 17	 115
Kegalle	   9	 153	   9	 119

Total/Average	 275	 159	 257	 118

School district			  High scorers			        Low scorers
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Colombo 1	 0.933	 0.923	 0.010
	 (0.067)	 (0.077)	 (0.101)
Colombo 2	 0.867	 0.867	 0.000
	 (0.091)	 (0.091)	 (0.128)
Colombo 3	 1.000	 0.670	 0.333
	 (0.000)	 (0.167)	 (0.167)
Kalutara	 0.929	 0.455	     0.474***
	 (0.071)	 (0.157)	 (0.161)
Kandy 1	 0.824	 0.583	 0.240
	 (0.095)	 (0.149)	 (0.168)
Kandy 2	 0.625	 0.500	 0.125
	 (0.125)	 (0.139)	 (0.186)
Kandy 3	 0.813	 0.727	 0.085
	 (0.101)	 (0.141)	 (0.168)
Nuwara Eliya	 0.75	 1.000	 -0.250
	 (0.164)	 (0.000)	 (0.164)
Galle 1	 0.846	 0.286	      0.560***
	 (0.104)	 (0.125)	 (0.164)
Galle 2	 0.833	 0.250	     0.583***
	 (0.112)	 (0.131)	 (0.172)
Galle 3	 0.750	 0.545	 0.205
	 (0.131)	 (0.157)	 (0.203)
Galle 4	 0.818	 0.727	 0.091
	 (0.122)	 (0.141)	 (0.186)
Matara 1	 1.000	 0.692	    0.308**
	 (0.000)	 (0.133)	 (0.128)
Matara2	 0.900	 0.800	 0.100
	 (0.100)	 (0.133)	 (0.167)
Kurunegala 1	 0.643	 0.455	 0.188
	 (0.133)	 (0.157)	 (0.205)
Kurunegala 2	 0.769	 0.700	 0.069
	 (0.122)	 (0.153)	 (0.193)
Puttalam	 0.750	 0.556	 0.194
	 (0.131)	 (0.176)	 (0.214)
Polonnaruwa	 0.700	 0.667	 0.033
	 (0.153)	 (0.142)	 (0.209)
Badulla 	 0.818	 0.727	 0.091
	 (0.122)	 (0.141)	 (0.186)
Ratnapura 1	 0.727	 0.786	 -0.058
	 (0.141)	 (0.114)	 (0.179)
Ratnapura 2	 0.769	 0.706	 0.063
	 (0.122)	 (0.114)	 (0.168)
Kegalle	 1.000	 0.667	 0.333
	 (0.000)	 (0.167)	 (0.167)

Table B.4: Differences of Average University Qualifying Shares between Selected Sample of Scholarship 
Exam Top - and Low-Scorers (from the Extremes), by School Attended

School district Mean qualifying share 
among top scorers

Mean qualifying share 
among low scorers

Mean difference

Note: ***, **, and * indicate statistical significance at 1%, 5%, and 10%, respectively. Standard errors are shown in parentheses. Schools which show a statistically significant difference 
in A-Level performance are highlighted in dark gray. Schools in which scholarship exam low scorers outperform their high-scoring counterparts at the A-Levels are highlighted light gray. 
District names refer to districts in which each school is located; school names are not disclosed to maintain anonymity.



Sri Lanka’s Grade Five Scholarship Examination: 

45




