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1. Introduction 
 

“State parties ensure the rights of child to education (article 28). State 
parties shall respect and ensure the rights to each child without 
discrimination (article 2)” -Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

 

In Sri Lanka the National Education Division is responsible for producing 
the textbooks for use in its schools. Except for the textbooks used in 
language subjects all other textbooks are produced in Singhalese and then 
translated into Tamil for the Tamil medium students. This in itself may not 
be a bad thing if the translation exercise is carried out with proper quality 
assurance. What we like to establish in this report is that within this National 
Education Division there is a deliberate plan to sabotage the quality of the 
Tamil textbooks to ensure that their quality remains inferior to that of the 
Sinhala textbooks. There are several ways in which this inferiority in 
ensured.  

Firstly, the advisory team for all of these textbooks are drawn entirely from 
the Sinhala community. Thus the textbooks reflect the Sinhala culture 
extensively at the expense of the Tamil culture. Even the translators who 
translate the Sinhala textbooks into Tamil do not appear to have good 
knowledge of the subject matter and language. 

Secondly the pictures and figures used in the Tamil textbooks are 
substantially smaller in size than those in the Sinhala textbooks, often to the 
extent that they are illegible. 

Thirdly, and most importantly, the quality of the translation suffers in 
several aspects due to lack of Tamils with expert knowledge in the 
production team. 

This report will establish all of the above and more using concrete examples 
of textbooks currently in use.  

 

2. Social studies Textbook for Year 9   

2.1 Sinhala only team 

The team that was responsible for the production of the Social Studies 
textbook for Year 9 as shown in the inside cover of the Tamil version of the 
textbook is given in Figure 1 in pages 3 and 4. A translation of these names 
and their titles is in Section 2.2. From the names it can be deduced that all of 
the team except the three Tamil language translators, one Tamil language 
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editor, and the one responsible for computer layout are Singhalese. Not only 
that the three Tamil translators are Muslim people. Which means there is 
not one single Sri Lankan Tamil in the team who could have 
contributed to the content of the Tamil textbook. 

 

Figure 1. Textbook author team (Original in Tamil) 
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2.2 Author team for the textbook  

 
Direction 
Prof Luxman Jayatileka   Director General, 

National Education Division (NED) 
Advisory board 
J B Herath   Deputy Director, NED 
Dr Tammika Bibile  Assistant Director, NED 
Prof Swarna Wijetunge  University of Colombo 
Prof S Rupesinghe  University of Colombo 
Mrs Ranjani Jayawardhana Director, Social Science Division, NED 
Sarath Chandra Jayawardhana Chief Planning Officer, NED 
A M Jinathasa   Retired Education Director, NED 
 
Writing team 
K M Wimalaratne  Teacher advisor, 

Horan Zonal Education Division (ZED) 
B L W C Pathmini de Silva Teacher advisor, Thumbara ZED 
H M H Thayananda  Teacher advisor, Nigaravaddi ZED 
S E Jayaweera   Teacher advisor, Kurunagalai ZED 
H M Siriwardhana  Teacher advisor, Weligama ZED 
T Wijeyagunaratne  Teacher advisor, Kalani ZED 
Y A D S Tissanayake  Principal, Thaksila School, Gampaha 
 K A B Perera   Retired Teacher advisor, Wenepulawa ZED 
Ranee Luniwila   Teacher advisor, Matara 
Silvia Fernando   Retired Educational service employee 
 
Tamil Translation 
Janaba Fatima Rasiya  Education service,  

Sri Lanka Boradcasting Corporation 
Marhum S I M Hamla  Planning Officer, NED 
Janap M Y A Kareem  Planning Officer, NED 
Drawing 
Sripala Wickremarachchi  Ranaloga School 
Maps 
H A H Chadrasekara  Retired Cartographer 
A V Somadasa   Artist Educational Publications 
Computer layout 
V Gopalashanmugapillai 
Editor 
K T Kanagaratnam  Planning officer, NED 
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2.3 Consistently poor figures 

One of the curious things about the differences between the Sinhala and 
Tamil versions of the textbook is the consistency in the relative sizes of 
figures. Altogether there are 54 maps in the textbook and they are all 
consistently smaller in the Tamil version than in the Sinhala version. 
Figure 2 on page 7 is a map in the Sinhala version and Figure 3 on page 8 is 
the corresponding map in the Tamil version. There are several illegible maps 
like this in the Tamil version due to the severely reduced size.  

It is difficult to show in this report the comparatively poor quality of print by 
taking electronic copies but we emphasise that the print quality is also 
consistently poor in the Tamil textbook. As a result even the few figures that 
are approximately the same size as that in the Sinhala textbook are still a lot 
less legible in the Tamil version. Due to the poor quality of print all of the 
photos in the Tamil version are also of poorer quality than in the Sinhala 
version. 

The relative quality of the maps in the Tamil textbook compared to those in 
the Sinhala textbook is given in the table below. 

 

Map quality in 
Tamil version 

Extremely 
poor Tolerable Same 

quality 

Total maps (54) 33 10 11 

 

 

2.4 Tamil language errors  

As soon as this textbook was published in 1998 Tamil scholars pointed out 
more than 2000 errors in this textbook. These errors are of several types 
and they include spelling errors, grammatical errors, and inappropriate style 
among others. 

In addition to this, in several places the information given in the Sinhala 
version and the Tamil version especially the historical dates are inconsistent. 

Figure 4 on page 8, shows a page from the Tamil version of the textbook 
with notes about the language errors. 
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Figure 2. A sample map from the Sinhala textbook 
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Figure 3. The corresponding sample map from the Tamil textbook 
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Figure 4. Samples page-1 from Tamil textbook with errors marked 
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2.5 Other problems 

Given the enormous number of language errors in this textbook and the fact 
that this textbook will also be a Tamil language reader for the students, they 
cause a lot of confusion to the students who are also learning the Tamil 
language. 

Since the team that produced the content of the textbook is entirely Sinhala 
all pictures and material are tailored for the Sinhala students. No attempt is 
made to make the slightest change in the Tamil textbook to cater for the 
background of the Tamil students.  

 

2.6 Consistently negligent 

This textbook was first published in 1998. As soon as it was published there 
was loud cries of protest about the level of errors in the Tamil version. Many 
letters were written to the ministry. Copies of the Tamil textbook with errors 
marked out were sent to the ministry. Tamil scholars pointed out a total of 
2000 errors in this textbook that is 250 pages long. 

The second edition of the textbook was published in the year 1999. This 
second edition reproduced all of the errors in the first edition. All the 
protests were to no avail. Not only that there were subsequent editions for 
each year until the year 2004. In total there were seven editions 
from1998-2004. All of the editions carried the same 2000 odd errors . 

In 2002 following the appointment of a new minister of education, there 
were further articles in the newspapers about this state of affairs. The Tamil 
daily, “Thinakaran”, which is owned by the State wrote an editorial on the 
topic. (See Figure 5 on page 10 for the original editorial). Section 2.7 is an 
English translation of this editorial. This editorial in a State owned 
newspaper claimed that the new minister has called for a report on this 
textbook fiasco. But there were no changes made to the editions published in 
2003 and 2004.  
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Figure 5 Editorial in State owned Tamil daily  
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2.7  English translation of the editorial  

 

 “Thinakaran” editorial of February 22nd 2002: 

 

Translation Errors in Text Books 
 
Tamil speaking people have been critical for a long time of a textbook 
issued by the National Educational Division of the government. The 
textbook in question is the Year 9 book on Social Studies and History. 
There have been several critical articles in the media since 1998 that this 
book has more than 2000 errors in it. In the year 2000 the third edition of 
this textbook was published with all of the original mistakes.  
Last Sunday article, written by a retired teacher about this book, was 
brought to the notice of the Minister of Human Development Education 
and Culture. He asked for a report on this. Many organizations have 
written to the ministry in the past about this book. A copy of the book 
with errors clearly marked has also been sent to the ministry.  Yet, 
teachers and parents were left disappointed that this issue has continued 
to be unattended. 
National Education Division (NED) prepares all the textbooks and it has 
a separate section for Tamil language within it. There are several 
divisions, one designated for each subject. The Division located in 
Maharagama has extensive facilities.  
The employees include experts in each field for which textbooks are 
produced. In addition there is a list of resource persons for each subject 
who can be contacted for help if needed.  
Earlier there was a separate section for the subjects. When the National 
Education Division was created this was also brought within it. First a 
committee of experts would plan out the syllabus and then writers were 
employed to write the textbook. These writers would come to the NED 
during the end of the week to do the writing. All of the resource people 
were paid well according to their qualifications. It was mostly the Sinhala 
resource persons who plan out all the textbooks and write them as well, 
except the language textbooks. Tamil translators then translate these into 
Tamil. 
Had the resource people for Tamil translation been selected properly the 
Year 9 book in consideration would not have attracted so much criticism.  
....... 



 12

3. Three textbooks for Year 7 
In the year 2004, the government decided to split the social studies subject 
into three separate subjects, namely, History, Civics and Geography. This 
change of syllabus was introduced to Year 7 in 2004 and the government 
issued three separate textbooks for Year 7.  

The pattern of discrimination observable in the Year 9 textbook also occurs 
in these three new textbooks.  

 

3.1 Sinhala only team 

The mode of producing the textbook remains the same as with the Year 9 
social studies textbook with an all Sinhala team producing the textbooks in 
Singhalese. This time there is just one single person who has translated 
the textbooks into Tamil. Even a Tamil editor that was included in the 
earlier team does not appear to be in the new team. The page showing the 
team names from one of the books is shown on Figure 6 on page 13. It is the 
same team that has produced all three textbooks with “G J Philip” being the 
only person doing the Tamil translation for all the three books. There is no 
other Tamil people in the production team. 

 

3.2 Tamil language errors  

The pervasive occurrence of language errors continues in these new 
textbooks as well. The History textbook of 60 pages for example has 600 
errors. A sample page from one of this book is shown in Figure 7 on page 
14. One can imagine the confusion it will create among the 12 years old 
students who will be studying these textbooks. The confusion is created not 
only in the learning of the subject for which the textbook is intended but also 
in the learning of the Tamil language.  
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Figure 6.  Author team for Year 7text books 
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Figure 7.  Sample page from an Year 7 textbook 
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4. Other subjects 
Science and Maths textbooks are also produced by the same process 
described above. Therefore these also contain language errors. As one can 
imagine this can cause problems of interpretation for the students as well as 
the teachers. However, given that these subjects are less dependent on the 
language than the subjects discussed above the confusion it creates among 
the students are not as severe. 

In the year 1997 a new subject about fishing was introduced to Sinhala 
medium schools. A new teacher’s guide to teach this subject was also 
produced in Sinhala in 1997. The equivalent teacher’s guide in Tamil was 
not produced until the year 2004. In other words Tamil students were not 
considered a target group for teaching this new subject for seven years. This 
was the case in spite of the fact that there are more coastal fishing areas in 
the Tamil majority regions. 

The educationalist in the Northeast realising the importance of fishers in 
thehir region trained volunteers to teach this subject. In 2004, more than 800 
Tamil students sat the national Year 11 examination of this subject as 
opposed to just under 120 Sinhala students. This clearly demonstrates that 
the need for teaching this subject is much greater in the Northeast region 
than in the Sinhala majority areas. 

 
5. Conclusion 

This report has tried to establish discrimination against Tamil students in 
relation to the production of textbooks that has been consistently practiced 
over several years. This proof of discrimination in the production of 
textbooks should be an indicator to other areas of discrimination that exist in 
the education system. One other aspect must be described here. 

Tamil educationalists have highlighted the fact that there was a 40% teacher 
shortage for Tamil medium schools since 1994. The objections raised by 
Tamil educationalists consistently fell on the deaf years of the government. 
One can estimate the loss of education to the children as a result of this huge 
teacher shortage that has continued for 10 years. 

In 2005, the government made a large number of graduate teacher 
appointments including teachers for Tamil medium learning. One would 
think that this is a cause for celebration. The Tamil educationalists warn that 
graduate teachers are not given compulsory training by the government. 
Therefore these teachers will need to spend two more years in training mode 
and the students will continue to loose out. The schools will also have to 
make their own arrangements for training this huge influx of teachers.  
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Great are those who beg like a pauper to learn from the learned 
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