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S ince th e achievemen t o f independenc e i n 1948 , schoo l enrolment s 
in Ceylo n hav e double d an d cur ren t l y stan d a t ove r 2 .6 4 millio n chi ldren . 
This i nc r ea s e ha s bee n matche d b y th e constructio n o f som e twenty-eigh t 
thousand ne w c lass room s a s wel l a s b y th e remodellin g an d enlargemen t o f 
the olde r building s inher i te d fro m th e colonia l per iod . Now , i n 1971 , wit h 
universal fre e p r imar y educatio n an d a  v e r y subs tant ia l proport io n o f t h e 
children o f secondar y schoo l ag e receivin g education , th e Governmen t i s 
able t o tur n i t s attentio n fro m th e problem s o f quantit y t o thos e o f quality . 
Th is , o f c o u r s e , i s no t t o sugges t tha t th e quantitativ e problem s hav e 
ent i re ly d isappeare d -  the y hav e not . I t i s , however , t ru e t o sa y t h a t 
they hav e ease d sufficientl y fo r g r ea t e r attentio n t o b e pai d t o mat te r s suc h 
as th e adjustmen t o f th e s t ruc tu r e o f education , improvemen t o f t h e 
curr iculum, teache r trainin g an d r e - t r a in in g and , l a s t bu t b y n o mean s 
l ea s t , t o th e improvemen t o f th e physica l environmen t fo r teachin g an d 
learn ing . 

The climat e o f muc h o f Ceylo n i s bot h ho t an d humid . I t i s , how -
ever , a  comfortabl e climat e du e t o th e coo l se a b reeze s tha t blo w through -
out th e y e a r . Th e standar d schoo l buildin g ha s bee n designe d t o tak e 
advantage o f thos e b r e e z e s an d comprise s a n ope n hal l wit h wid e overhangin g 
roof an d bi g opening s i n th e externa l wall s i n plac e o f th e customar y 
windows. Ther e a r e usual l y n o bric k division s between on e c las s an d th e 
next . Thi s ar rangemen t ha s man y advantages : a s number s hav e grown , 
c l a s se s hav e bee n abl e t o adjus t alon g th e lengt h o f th e hal l , unobstructe d 
by dividin g pa r t i t i ons ; whe n a  teache r i s s ick , tw o c l a s se s ca n ve r y 
easi ly b e joine d an d manage d b y on e t eache r ; team-teaching , althoug h no t 
general ly p r a c t i s e d , i s poss ib le ; change s i n th e s t ruc tu r e o f educatio n an d 
in th e curr iculu m a r e no t inhibite d b y room s o f th e wron g s ize . Mos t 
important o f a l l , p e r h a p s , i s th e fac t tha t thes e building s a r e ver y chea p 
indeed t o cons t ruc t , cost ing , a t cu r r en t p r i c e s , abou t U S $ 3 0 pe r p lace . 

Although th e us e o f th e low-cost , ope n hal l typ e schoo l ha s enable d 
Ceylon t o hous e th e bul k o f i t s populatio n o f school-goin g ag e an d thu s 
helped t o r e s o l v e th e quant i ta t iv e proble m tha t stil l bese t s man y othe r 
Asian c o u n t r i e s , th e ope n cha rac t e r o f th e building s h a s , i n som e ways , 
r e t a rded qual i ta t iv e development . Becaus e the r e a r e n o divisio n wall s 
between c l a s s e s , the r e a r e n o l a r g e chalkboard s o r pin-u p boa rds , an d 
the teache r ha s t o mak e d o wit h a  smal l woode n blackboar d an d ease l . 
There i s , moreover , n o s torag e spac e e i the r fo r th e t e a c h e r ' s mater ia l s 
or fo r studen t work . Whils t the r e appear s t o b e l i t t l e d i s t r ac t io n du e t o 
noise betwee n on e c l a s s an d th e next , the r e i s cer ta in l y som e visua l d i s -
t ract ion a s al l c l a s s e s ca n watc h eac h o ther . 

Thus , i n i t s cu r r en t effort s t o improv e th e qualit y o f educat ion , 
the Governmen t decide d in te r al i a t o se e wha t coul d b e don e t o improv e 
the physica l environmen t o f th e c lass room , without , o f c o u r s e , losin g th e 
advantages o f flexibility  inheren t i n i t s s tandar d schoo l d e s i g n s . Th e 
f i r s t solut ion s t o th e proble m wer e develope d i n th e Minis t r y o f Educat ion ' s 
Regional Schoo l Buildin g Resea rc h Ins t i tu te 1 an d comprise d a  f ree-s tandin g 
double-sided divisio n uni t whic h include d s torag e space s fo r bot h t eache r s 
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using it , a s wel l a s ove r 2  metres o f chalkboar d an d a  metr e o f soft -
board fo r pinnin g (Figur e 1) . Thes e units , costin g abou t $83 , togethe r 
with mor e functiona l desk s an d chairs , speciall y designe d b y th e Institut e 
in relatio n t o th e bod y size s o f Ceylon' s children , hav e no w bee n installe d 
in on e hundre d schools . 

Movable trolley s 

Improvement o f th e physica l facilitie s i n classroom s i s , however , 
only on e aspec t o f a  muc h wide r problem . Facilitie s fo r handicraft s teachin g 
and learnin g an d scienc e teachin g an d learnin g i n th e secondar y school s 
need t o b e improved . Onl y som e 60 0 school s hav e laboratorie s fo r lowe r 
secondary leve l scienc e an d onl y 16 0 for scienc e a t th e uppe r secondar y 
level. Th e cos t o f traditiona l laboratorie s ha s bee n ver y hig h i n th e pas t 
and thi s i s on e o f th e reason s wh y s o fe w o f the m hav e bee n built . Th e 
Institute develope d a  cheap , prefabricated , demountabl e scienc e storag e 
unit whic h coul d b e locate d i n a  hal l typ e buildin g an d wit h it, scienc e 
tables an d stools . Th e storag e uni t house s movabl e scienc e t rol leys . 
When a  scienc e lesso n i s t o b e given , thes e ar e wheele d out , complet e wit h 
water an d sin k (i n loca l plastic) . Whe n th e lesso n i s completed , th e 
trolleys ar e pu t awa y an d th e teache r get s o n wit h th e nex t lesso n whic h 
may b e geograph y o r history . Th e sam e trolley s ca n b e use d fo r handi -
crafts material s also . Thus , throug h th e introductio n o f thi s simple , in -
expensive uni t (costin g abou t US$330 ) int o 10 0 standar d hal l typ e schools , 
the Ministr y o f Educatio n ha s mad e scienc e teachin g an d learnin g possibl e 
in situation s wher e before , becaus e o f th e hig h cos t o f th e traditionall y 
designed laboratory , i t ha d bee n impossibl e (Figur e 2) . 

The mos t ingeniou s aspec t o f thi s stor y has , however , bee n lef t 
to it s end . I n Jun e 1971 , th e Governmen t o f Ceylo n starte d t o examin e 
both th e structur e an d conten t o f it s educationa l system . A t the tim e o f 
writing, th e discussio n o n th e policie s t o b e adopte d ar e continuin g an d 
it wil l obviousl y b e a  lon g whil e befor e th e change s propose d ar e full y 
implemented. I t i s clea r a t thi s stage , however , tha t fa r greate r attentio n 
will b e pai d i n futur e t o job-oriente d educatio n a t th e uppe r primar y an d 
lower secondar y levels . A t present , no t onl y ar e th e facilitie s fo r subject s 
such a s woodwor k i n th e school s ver y limited , bu t th e natur e o f th e 
teaching i s highl y academi c i n character . Handicrafts , th e Ministr y o f 
Education decided , shoul d no t b e confine d t o th e learnin g o f skill s bu t 
should als o lea d t o th e developmen t o f desirabl e attitude s toward s th e worl d 
of wor k an d industry . This , i t wa s reasoned , wa s mor e likel y t o tak e 
place if , ins tea d o f th e smal l an d ofte n useles s model s mad e i n handicraft s 
classes, th e childre n worke d a t exercise s whic h the y themselve s coul d plan , 
construct, u t i l iz e an d evaluate . 

Desks an d chair s mad e i n th e school s 

It wa s a t thi s stag e o f th e thinkin g tha t th e Ministr y o f Educatio n 
decided t o lin k th e improvement s the y desire d i n th e qualit y o f th e scheme s 
of wor k fo r carpentr y wit h th e improvement s planne d i n th e classrooms , 
through the introductio n o f bette r desk s an d chairs . A  seminar wa s 
arranged fo r al l th e country' s Inspector s o f woodwor k a t whic h th e con -
struction o f th e ver y simpl e des k an d chai r (Figur e 3), designed i n th e 
Ministry's Researc h Institute , wa s explained . Sufficien t workin g drawing s 
to distribut e t o ove r 50 0 school s wer e printe d an d th e Inspector s returne d 
to thei r region s t o conduc t in-servic e course s fo r woodwor k teacher s t o 
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introduce th e ne w des k an d chai r a s learnin g unit s i n th e lowe r secondar y 
school system . 

During th e nex t y e a r , som e thousand s o f desk s an d cha i r s wil l b e 
made i n Ceylon' s school s an d thi s activit y wil l hav e a n impac t no t onl y o n 
the qualit y o f teachin g an d learnin g i n handicraf ts , bu t als o o n th e genera l 
quality o f t h e c lassroo m environmen t i n whic h i t take s p lace . 

1.ARISBR -  a  uni t o f th e Ministr y -  sponsore d b y Unesc o an d havin g 
regional function s i n r e s p e c t o f educationa l buildings . 
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