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s Sri Lankans, most of
us are blessed with the
free education of this
country, If you com-
pare this blessing word of “free
education” with the globe you
would understand more value of
this. And we have seen people just
consider free education is all
about “education for free” and
think it is merely like a product or
service given free of charge. In
this context, Jayawardena defined
[ree education as “Free Education
is not only to provide ‘education’
at free of cost but to provide equi-
table access to every child irre-
spective of the demography,
exploit the individual strengths
and cultivate good wvalues to
become a law-abiding citizen”.

The actual meaning of ‘Free
Education” needs to be the com-
municated for all who blessed
with this as we can see people
could not understand the real
value of it in Sri Lanka. As per
Khosla, “Sri Lanka has shocked
the world with its success in its
system of education. Within less
than forty years of independence,
the number of schools has
increased by 50 per cent. The
number of students has increased
by 300 per cent”.

With this Blessed “free educa-
tion”, we should not forget the
name of “Blessed person”, Dr
CWW Kannangara, Father of Free
education. This is what I have

extracted from the site of United
nations Sri Lanka “In 1943, Dr C.
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W. W. Kannangara the Minister of
Education, introduced the Free
Education Bill in the State Coun-
cil.

Remarkable
contribution

After much debate, it was
approved for implementation and
on 1 October 1945, the Free Edu-
cation Policy came into effect.
This policy states that every child
above the age of five and not more
than sixteen is entitled to free
education. It has benefited genera-
tions of students and has enabled
Sri Lanka to succeed in achieving
the Millennium Development
Goal of Universal Primary Educa-
tion”.

[ have seen many scholars on
the globe (only a few can be seen
in Sri Lanka) have written on Dr
Kannangara and his remarkable
contribution to the education sec-
tor. This country should read and
respect this ‘unsung hero’. One
Scholar Willemijn Wuister (Colo-
nial & Global History, Leiden
University, Netherlands) in his
study in 2018 titled “Colonial
Education: A case study of educa-

tion in late-colonial Ceylon from
the 1930s until independence”
allocated one section for Dr Kan-
nangara and his contribution to
the education sector.

Refer to the
excerpts below

“Kannangara proposed the idea
of free education, in which educa-
tion would be free ‘from Kinder-
garten to University, for every
citizen of Ceylon.11 It meant that
every pupil was free of paying any
fees for education. It took him 16
years of lobbying and advocating
in the State Council before his
plan of free education became
reality in Ceylon in 1945, The
implementation of this free educa-
tion scheme made an end to the
social inequality that was inher-
ently promoted by the colonial
education system. For this reason,
Kannangara is remembered as
‘the Father of Free Education’ in
Sri Lanka nowadays. Wuister
argued that “A lot has already
been written about education in
the Commonwealth Countries.
For unclear reasons, Ceylon
always seems to be left out of

these studies. This is remarkable
since a system of ‘free education’
was set up in Ceylon in the 1930s
and implemented in the 1940s.
The ‘system’ refers to all the pri-
mary and secondary schools in
Ceylon and other forms of educa-
tion that were offered, for exam-
ple, the University of Ceylon
which was established during this
period as well. An important out-
come of the implementation of
free education is that the literacy
rates in Sri Lanka have become
very high compared to other
Commonwealth Countries like
India, Bangladesh and Pakistan.
Nowadays, the literacy rate in Sri
Lanka is much higher in compari-
son with the worldwide standard.
The period in which the funda-
ments of this system were laid is
therefore important to analyze.”

Socialist camp

It is important to note that
“Immediately the educational
reports presented in 1944 MLS.
Aney who had come as a repre-
sentative of India to listen to the
Free Education Bill walking to Dr
Kannangara stated that had he

presented this Bill in India as an
Indian, he would have been wor-
shipped as a god. Giving the right
of free education to all the chil-
dren in Sri Lanka was implement-
ed”. As Sedere vividly elaborated
our “father of Education” has lost
his seat within 2-3 years after he
has introduced free duction to
this country. To the surprise of
many the hero Dr C. W. W. Kan-
nangara who brought about free
education and liberated the rural
poor, lost his seat at the next par-
liamentary elections in 1947. Wil-
met A. Perera defeated Dr Kan-

nangara with the help of the rich
and the socialists camp.

We have seen Sri Lankans are
famous for celebrating many
heroes. 1 would like to suggest
everyone who has gained from
Free education have to take “The
oath of Kannangara” by pledging
that the “To mark the respect to
free education we will perform
our duty to the nation forever by
contributing to general public and
country at large”.

(The writer is Professor in
Management Studies Open
University of Sri Lanka)




