
The profound impacts that an emerging 
fourth industrial revolution (4IR) will have 
on the future employment landscape un-
derscore the crucial role of education and 
skills in preparing a workforce that can 
meet the needs of today’s and tomorrow’s 
labour markets. Indeed, education is at 
the heart of preparing present and future 
generations to succeed in a technolo-
gy-driven future economy. A country’s 
ability to take on new technologies and 
transform them into economic advantage 
will largely depend on the availability and 
readiness of its human capital to cater to 
these demands in sufficient quantity and 
quality.

Implications of the 4IR for Ed-
ucation
An education system designed for an 
economy in the 4IR requires a shift in em-
phasis from the current focus on special-
isation, to individuals developing broader 

skills sets, given the need to continue to 
invest and upgrade qualifications and 
skills in line with changing demands. It 
also requires a change from a system 
founded on facts and procedures, to one 
that applies knowledge to collaborative 
problem solving. Indeed, the current large 
divide – between the content-driven edu-
cation model developed in the 19th centu-
ry and today’s skills-based world of work 
– is identified as one of the biggest con-
cerns, especially in the context of prepar-
ing students for jobs that do not exist yet.

Changing skills requirements call for new 
and effective ways of learning. The de-
mand sources for online forms of learn-
ing include schools, universities, corpo-
rates, governments, or direct-to-student, 
whereas supply channels include content 
providers (authors, institutions), service 
providers (content creation, publishing, 
marketing), and technology providers 

(authoring tools, platforms, learning man-
agement systems (LMSs). Different tools 
within the LMSs enable various process-
es to be automated, such as a course with 
set materials and automatically graded 
tests.

It is encouraging to note that Sri Lanka 
has recently ventured into the arena of 

online forms of learning, thereby opening 
up opportunities to modernise its educa-
tion system in line with rapidly changing 
requirements. The construction of Smart 
Classrooms (SCs) in several schools 
across the country, by both the state and 
private sector, is an important initiative in 
this regard, which consist of educational 
technology related components that facil-
itate an interactive and stimulating learn-
ing environment.

Current Challenges for  
Sri Lanka
Despite recent initiatives, Sri Lanka’s 
e-learning industry is still in its infancy, 
with fundamental changes in the educa-
tion sector, as well as a robust infrastruc-
ture for digital access being needed to de-
velop the industry and for it to eventually 
play a key role in shaping the skills and 
education needs of the country. Several 
challenges can be identified in this regard:

The technologies and equipment required 
to install and maintain SCs and other on-
line learning platforms are costly. Given 
the tight budget constraints under which 
Sri Lankan public schools operate, and 
limited private sector participation, allo-
cating funds for smart technology will be 
a formidable challenge. Apart from tech-
nological equipment, resource constraints 
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in terms of providing education in the sci-
ence, technology, engineering, and math-
ematics (STEM) fields will also hinder the 
skilling of students in fields such as big 
data analytics and machine learning.
 
A related concern is the risk that smart 
technologies will widen existing dispari-
ties in access to quality education, given 
the unequal distribution of both physical 
and human resources Even if smart tech-
nologies were made available, ensuring 
that students in rural and marginalised ar-
eas are able to benefit from these will be 
a challenge. The risks of further widening 
already existing gaps between privileged 
and underprivileged schools and urban 
and rural areas, in terms of equipping 
students for a 4IR environment, are thus 
high. 

Barriers to reform education in line with 
4IR developments, for instance due to 
archaic and inflexible governance struc-
tures or poor implementation, can also 
pose challenges in embracing modern 
education-related technologies. 

Policy Implications 
Restructuring Sri Lanka’s education sys-
tem to meet the demands of a 4IR labour 
market is a multifaceted and long-term 

task. There is an urgent need to design 
education curricula which impart knowl-
edge and skills that have relevance in the 
modern workplace. 

In this context, Sri Lanka can take ad-
vantage of the recent uptake of e-learn-
ing systems such as SCs – and identified 
positive learning outcomes and other 
benefits – to make timely and significant 
changes to its education curricula. Smart 
technologies, for instance, allow for more 
holistic teaching approaches, making a 
strong case for incorporating more critical 
thinking, problem-solving, and interper-
sonal skills approaches into syllabi – as 
opposed to traditional memorisation-in-
tensive content – to support these new 
forms of learning. 

Addressing issues such as resource con-
straints and equity concerns in digitising 
Sri Lanka’s education sector requires the 
involvement and contribution of multiple 
stakeholders, given the enormity of the 
task at hand. 

Moving forward in developing a respon-
sive and relevant education ecosystem 
also calls for improving digital fluency 
across the country. While increasing the 
STEM-literacy of the population is an im-

portant element of improving digital flu-
ency,4IR-related skill requirements call 
for generalised digital fluency, over and 
above subject-specific competencies, 
highlighting the need to embed technol-
ogy across the educational experience to 
reflect its bearing in all sectors and occu-
pations. 

In this regard, Sri Lanka would do well to 
consider: (1) modernising the A-Level arts 
stream and making it more technology-in-
tensive; and (2) creating more flexibility in 
integrating the humanities and arts with 
STEM subjects. 

This Policy Insight is based on the com-
prehensive chapter on “The Future of Sri 
Lanka’s Education in the 4IR” in the ‘Sri 
Lanka: State of the Economy 2019 Re-
port’ - the flagship publication of the insti-
tute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka (IPS). 
The complete report can be purchased 
form the publications section of the IPS.
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Figure 6.4: 
Average Ratios of SC Equipment to 
Number of Schools by School Status, 2017
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Source: Own calculations using 2017 school census data.


