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Abstract

This thesis is grounded in educational theory and examines the role of the Grade Five
Scholarship Examination in Sri Lanka in reshaping pedagogical relations in primary education.
Particularly, through this study, I explore how teaching practices and teacher-student
relationships change as students progress from Grades 1 to 5 due to the influence of the Grade
Five Scholarship Examination. Although primary education aims for the holistic development of
the child, care and child-centered learning in theory, due to the pressure of examination
preparation usually lead to a shift in the focus of teaching toward performance, syllabus coverage
and measurable outcomes.

The study draws on interviews conducted with primary school teachers, reflecting on their
experiences of teaching across different stages of the primary education cycle. Such experiences
expose the contradictions teachers encounter in navigating the expectations of the examination
with their pedagogical and ethical responsibilities to students. Based on Paulo Freire’s ideas on
banking education and dialogue, John Dewey’s experiential learning, and Nel Noddings’ care, I
argue for a conception of pedagogical relations that articulates how the typical classroom is
shaped by both interpersonal relations and broader structural dynamics.

The findings reveal that pedagogical relations transform from caring, interactive and
development-orientated in the early grades to excessively formal, controlled and examination-
oriented interactions as Grade 5 approaches. Teachers experience significant tensions and
discomfort as they strive to preserve the very essence of primary education, such as care,
emotional attentiveness and meaningful engagement, while simultaneously responding to
institutional expectations for examination performance. This study draws attention to the
relational impacts of examination-oriented schooling. It also highlights the need for more
balanced and pragmatic educational approaches that support the original purposes of primary
education while preserving pedagogical integrity.

Keywords: caring relations, Grade Five Scholarship Examination, pedagogical relations, primary
education, Sti Lanka,
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Chapter 01
1.1. Introduction

Pedagogical relations are meaningful interpersonal, ethical and instructional relationships
between teachers and students within educational environments. These relations expand beyond
mere transmission of knowledge and comprise care, emotional support and mutual engagement,
contributing to meaningful learning experiences (Noddings, 2013; Biesta, 2010). Strong
pedagogical relations are recognized as a main contribution for effective teaching, influencing
students’ motivation, participation and development (Luo & Derakhshan, 2024). Nonetheless,
these dynamics are not static. They are influenced by multiple contextual factors such as
classroom environment, institutional expectations, curriculum demands, teacher workload and
prevailing socio-cultural values associated with education (Au, 2007; Nichols & Betliner, 2007).
Among these influences, assessment systems particularly associated with competitive
examinations, play a crucial role in reshaping pedagogical relations (Au, 2007; Luo & Derakhshan,
2024). Highly competitive examinations not only tend to reduce instructional practices toward
test preparation but also increase teacher pressure for measurable outcomes (Bybee, 2020;
Cunningham, 2021; Nichols & Berliner, 2007). As a result, the teacher—student relationship may
eventually become more formal and centered on academic results while creating less
opportunities for emotional engagement and holistic educational interactions (Cunningham,
2021; Luo & Derakhshan, 2024). In view of the above, examinations act as powerful structural
mechanisms as they not only assess learning but also actively reconfigure pedagogical relations
within classrooms.

When I was in Grades 1 and 2, 1 spent a lot of time speaking with the students, playing games and
helping them to feel secure in class. But when they reached Grades 3 and 4, I had to limit the time 1
spent on such activities. I conducted activities to teach, particularly in mathematics, but 1 spent more time
delivering and explaining lessons to students, especially in subjects like Sinbala and environmental
studies, as 1 had to cover the syllabus and prepare them for the examination. Some days, 1 can remember,
I didn’t even have time to check whether they had understood the lesson or whether they were comfortable
and happy. In Grade 5, 1 completely focused my attention on the examination by practising model papers
and training students to face it (Kamala, interview, March 2026).

The above extract is taken from an interview of this study. This teacher (participant) has
experience in teaching all grades in the primary cycle, as she had her second appointment in a
rural school where there were only two primary-trained teachers for the whole school. This
utterance of the teacher reveals a noticeable transformation in teaching practices as students
approach the Grade Five Scholarship Examination (the national-level examination faced by the
students at the end of Grade 5), providing an overview that shapes the focus of my study. For
that reason, I open the introduction with her words.

During the early grades of primary education, teachers usually focus on developing close, warm
and supportive relationships with students while providing emotional support and promoting
holistic development (National Institute of Education, 2023). However, when students move
closer to Grade 5, the pressure associated with the scholarship examination starts to change the
classroom environment in different ways particularly, by shifting the teaching methods, priorities
and even the nature of teacher-student relationships (Abayasekara, 2019; National Institute of
Education, 2023). According to Abayasekara (2019), the teaching practices become more
structured and results-focused and as a result, the nature of teacher-student interactions may
gradually change.



As preparation for the examination frequently begins well before students reach Grade 5, the
examination readiness has already dominated the classroom by the time students reach that grade.
Teachers find themselves at the core of this pressure. This is because they are responsible not
only for academic preparation of the students but also for their emotional well-being while
simultaneously navigating expectations from parents, school administration and society for
successful results (Abayasekara, 2019; National Institute of Education, 2023).

The educational research suggests that extremely competitive examinations do more than
evaluation, as they not only assess learning but also shape what and how teachers teach,
classroom interactions and educational priorities (Au, 2007; Bybee, 2020; Cunningham, 2021;
Luo & Derakhshan, 2024). In contexts where examination success is highly valued, instruction
tends to become more focused on test preparation by prioritizing syllabus completion, practicing
papers and achieving measurable outcomes (Au, 2007; Nichols & Berliner, 2007). These shifts
can significantly affect the foundational interpersonal connections between teachers and students
that support effective learning experiences.

Despite the significant role teachers play in managing the classroom dynamics and discussions
related to the Grade Five Scholarship Examination, their perspectives often receive limited
attention. The prevailing public attention generally tends to focus on student performance,
effectiveness, relevance and policy considerations (Abayasekara, 2019; National Institute of
Education, 2023). Although these viewpoints are valuable, they do not fully capture the
examination’s influence on teachers’ day-to-day professional lives and the relational aspects of
their work. Therefore, understanding teachers’ viewpoints is important for gaining deeper insight
into how pedagogical relations change within examination-oriented educational environments.

When understanding this situation, the critical educational theories of Paulo Freire become
relevant, particularly his arguments regarding how education can become increasingly controlled,
examination-oriented and centered on rote memorization rather than dialogue and critical
thinking. These ideas are particularly relevant in exploring how examination pressure transforms
pedagogical relations in practice. In addition, Nel Noddings’ theory of care and the relational
pedagogy of John Dewey are important for examining the transformation of pedagogical
relations in primary education. These theoretical concepts that I studied during the program
provide valuable insights and a framework for understanding the findings of this study.

This is a qualitative study. It helps to examine how pedagogical relations change across different
phases of primary education in Stri Lanka, particularly in relation to the Grade Five Scholarship
Examination. The study centers on teachers’ experiences and their reflections on teaching before
and during Grade 5. By drawing on their insights, this research investigates how examination-
related pressures influence and shape pedagogical relationships and how teachers navigate the
resulting tensions.

1.2. Background of the Study

Sri Lanka introduced free education, which means the abolition of tuition fees at every level of
state education through the Free Education Act of 1945. This legislation was based on
recommendations made by an educational committee pioneered by C. W. W. Kannangara with
the purpose of providing every child access to schooling regardless of socioeconomic
background (Aturupane & Little, 2020; Little, 2024). This main purpose was further extended
and the Grade Five Scholarship Examination was introduced later as a part of this broader vision
(Abayasekara, 2019; National Institute of Education, 2023). According to Abayasekara (2019)
this examination was introduced with the intention of identifying academically capable students



from disadvantaged backgrounds and providing opportunities for them to enter better-resourced
schools. Although this examination was originally designed to promote equity in education, it has
gradually developed into an intensely competitive national event. Today, it functions not only as
a means of expanding opportunities but also as a major selection mechanism and a powerful tool
that can provide access to prestigious schools, academic advancement and social mobility
(Abayasekara, 2019).

Historically, the public examinations in Sri Lanka have served as key mechanisms for distributing
educational opportunities (Little, 2024; Nawastheen, 2019). In many postcolonial education
systems, examinations are considered a fairer and more objective method for allocating limited
opportunities such as entry into well-resourced schools, preferred academic streams and future
employment, even though they reinforce inequality in many ways. This happens particularly,
when the learning conditions become uneven across different regions and social groups
(Aturupane & Little, 2020; Cunningham, 2021). Within such contexts, examinations not only
assess learning but also influence what constitutes learning, decide the content taught in
classrooms and how teachers and students interact with each other in everyday educational
practice (Au, 2007; Luo & Derakhshan, 2024).

Most of the international research indicates that when examinations are high-stakes in nature,
placing heavy emphasis on elements such as rewards, reputation, access to better opportunities
and institutional evaluation, the classroom interactions are typically reduced toward test-relevant
content, typical routines and cautious teaching strategies instead of exploratory learning and
creative engagement (Au, 2007; Bybee, 2020; Nichols & Berliner, 2007). In such contexts,
children’s learning experiences can shift from developing understanding to focusing primarily on
performance.

1.3. Problem Statement

Primary education in Sri Lanka places a strong emphasis on holistic child development (National
Institute of Education, 2023). It is expected to equip young learners with a balanced foundation
of cognitive, social, emotional and moral development (Abayasekara, 2019; National Institute of
Education, 2023). Within such a framework, pedagogical relations extend far beyond the mere
transmission of knowledge and involve care, trust, dialogue and responsiveness, which ultimately
contribute to students’ engagement and overall development. However, the Grade Five
Scholarship Examination has been placed as a formal assessment at a crucial stage of primary
education in Sri Lanka. Therefore, the examination has long-term implications for students,
teachers and schools as it functions not only as a means of assessing learning outcomes but also
as a regulatory mechanism that organizes pedagogical priorities and expectations (Abayasekara,
2019; Little, 2024).

The Grade Five Scholarship Examination in Sri Lanka was initially introduced as a mechanism
for educational opportunity (Abayasekara, 2019). According to Abayasekara (2019), at present,
this examination is recognized more as a competitive selection tool. This situation continues to
be a concern within the context of primary education in Sri Lanka and there remains a
considerable lack of systematic investigation into how pedagogical practices and the nature of
educational relationships evolve stage-wise under the influence of the Grade Five Scholarship
Examination. Particulatly, there is a lack of research that looks into the experiences of primary
teachers to understand how this high-stakes assessment fundamentally shapes and transforms
their daily pedagogical relationships with students and the dilemmas they face due to these
transformations. Therefore, I generally perceive this as an important area to focus on since it has
many implications for teacher-student relationships.



Focusing on teachers’ experiences and relational practices within examination-driven schooling
particularly, across Grades 1-5, this study seeks to investigate how the presence of the Grade
Five Scholarship Examination reshapes and transforms pedagogical relations across primary
education in Sri Lanka and what dilemmas teachers experience in relation to these changes.

1.4. Purpose of the Study

This study seeks to move beyond viewing the examination merely as an assessment tool. Instead,
it is viewed more as a structural force that organizes pedagogical priorities, expectations and
classroom interactions. Through exploring teachers’ experiences, the research mainly
investigates how teacher—student relationships change as students progress toward the
Grade Five Scholarship Examination and what dilemmas teachers face as a result of
these transformations. By examining these transformations across different grade levels, the
study intends to highlight how examination-oriented education impacts classroom relationships,
teaching values and students’ learning experiences in Sri Lanka’s primary education system. The
study particularly seeks to identify what aspects of pedagogical relations become affected by this
examination and examines teachers' perspectives regarding these changes as beneficial or
harmful to students and classroom relationships through a thematic analysis.

Through these findings, the study aims to contribute to a clearer understanding of what this
system is doing to teaching, learning and pedagogical relationships within primary education
rather than attempting to provide a final solution to the examination system.

1.5. Objectives

The objectives of this study are

To identify what aspects of the pedagogical relations change across stages (Grades 1-5) of
primary education within the context of the Grade Five Scholarship Examination

To examine the teachers’ perceptions of these changing pedagogical relations at different
stages of primary education

To explore the dilemmas teachers encounter as a result of these evolving pedagogical
relations

1.6. Significance of the Study

This study is significant at conceptual, empirical and practical levels as it contributes to an
understanding of how high-stakes assessment structures shape the relational dimensions of
teaching and learning within primary education.

The study makes a conceptual contribution by foregrounding pedagogical relations as an
analytical standpoint for examining examination-oriented educational systems as it is more
focused on relational and ethical dimensions of teaching, examining how institutional pressures
influence care, authority, interaction and professional responsibility within the classroom. In
doing so, it elaborates on and extends beyond existing findings by arguing that examinations are
not only assessment tools but also structural forces that shape the everyday social and moral
fabric of education.

The important empirical contribution of the study is regarding how examination pressure shapes
teacher-student relationships in Sri Lankan primary classrooms, which is an area that has



received limited systematic investigation, particularly drawing on teachers’ authentic reflections
and daily relational practices. Therefore, the study empirically demonstrates how assessment
regimes affect classroom attention, discipline, trust, and learner voice, providing credible
evidence that extends the broader assessment literature on consequential validity and social
outcomes. Furthermore, by focusing on teachers' lived experiences and perspectives, the study
delivers empirically rich insight into the professional tensions and ethical dilemmas teachers
navigate in practice. With this it satisfies a significant empirical gap by providing contextually
grounded evidence of how this Grade Five Scholarship Examination impacts pedagogical
relations, teachers' professional identities and educational ethos across the full primary cycle in
Sri Lanka.

The practical relevance of this study is also important to discuss. Because by highlighting how
examination pressures may reshape teaching priorities and teacher-student relationships, this
study draws attention to important aspects of primary education such as care, dialogue and
professional autonomy that are often overlooked in discussions centered mainly on student
performance. In this way, understanding the relational consequences of excessively competitive
examinations may assist school leaders, teachers and education practitioners in considering how
to balance examination requirements with the relational and developmental goals of primary
education.

1.7. Delimitations

This study is deliberately confined to examining a contextual concern, how the Grade Five
Scholarship Examination influences pedagogical relationships in primary education. More
specifically, this research is situated within Sri Lanka’s primary school system and focuses
particularly on Grades 1-5, the years leading up to the Grade Five Scholarship Examination. The
primary focus of the study is on teachers’ perspectives and professional experiences, highlighting
their interpretations of classroom relationships and professional practices.

There are other stakeholders such as students, parents and policymakers who are also influenced
by the same testing system. But their viewpoints are not the primary focus of this study. Instead
of concentrating on assessing academic performance, psychological impacts or institutional
outcomes associated with the Grade Five Scholarship Examination, this study narrows its scope
to the relational dimensions of teaching, particularly teacher-student interactions within primary
classrooms. Through an interpretive lens, the study focuses on understanding transformations in
pedagogical relations across grade levels, rather than establishing causal links through statistical
or experimental methods. It also investigates how examination-related pressures are interpreted
and navigated in everyday teaching practices.

1.8. Structure of the Thesis

Based on the foundation established in the introductory chapter, the second chapter is developed
in order to provides a contextual background of primary education in Sri Lanka. It includes the
historical development, institutional structure and educational significance of the Grade Five
Scholarship Examination. The third chapter outlines the research methodology. It describes the
qualitative research design and the use of semi-structured interviews to investigate the
experiences of primary school teachers. This particularly contains information about participant
selection, data collection procedures and the methods of analysis along with ethical
considerations guiding the research process. Next is the chapter that presents the theoretical
framework that aids the interpretation of the empirical data. It contains a brief overview of the
key concepts drawn from John Dewey’s Democracy and Education (2001), Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of



the Oppressed (2000) and Nel Noddings’ work Caring: A Relational Approach to Ethics and Moral
Edncation (2013). These theoretical perspectives provide conceptual tools for understanding
pedagogy, relational ethics and the purpose of education. The next section of this study presents
the analysis of the empirical findings, examining how teachers describe and interpret changes in
pedagogical relations across different stages of primary education, particularly the aspects of the
teacher-student relationship that are subjected to reshaping, their perceptions regarding these
changes and the tensions that teachers face related to these transformations by connecting them
to the theoretical framework. The last chapter discusses the conclusions of the study,
interpreting the findings through selected theoretical perspectives, connecting teachers’
experiences with conceptual analysis and reflecting on the dilemmas teachers encounter in
sustaining pedagogical relations within an examination-oriented system.
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Chapter 02
2.1. The Primary Education System in Sri Lanka

This chapter provides an informative introduction to primary education and the Grade Five
Scholarship Examination in Sri Lanka. Before heading towards the core of my study, a better
introduction to the system I'm involved in should be provided, as it is necessary to understand
the purpose well. Therefore, this chapter supports to navigate and review this study
comprehensively.

The current primary education structure of Sri Lanka is the result of many educational reforms
introduced in 1997, reflecting the recommendations of the National Education Commission
(NECQ). In 2003 and 2007, minor modifications were introduced and further refined this system,
which is organized around three key development stages. This promotes a student-centric model
that incorporates guided play, activity-based learning and structured desk work (Nawastheen,
2019; National Institute of Education, 2023; NEC, 2016). At its core, this system seeks to
strengthen moral stability, encourage tolerance and cultivate an appreciation for the country’s
diverse societal characteristics. These aims collectively promote the broader vision of promoting
harmonious cohabitation, which is embedded in each educational phase (National Institute of
Education, 2023; NEC, 2016).

The primary cycle involves a five-year journey and the primary education in Sri Lanka challenges
students to develop competencies across seven comprehensive learning domains

1. Communication, encompassing literacy, numeracy, graphics and information
technology proficiency

2. Understanding the Social, Biological and Physical Environment

3. Embracing ethics and religion

4. Utilizing leisure, finding enjoyment and engaging in recreation

5. Acquiring learning skills

6. Nurturing personal development

7. Preparing for the demands of the workforce (National Institute of Education, 2023, p.

2).

These domains form the base of the core subjects of primary education: First Language, Second
Language, English, Mathematics, Religion and Environmental Studies (NEC, 2016). Continuous
evaluation, particularly done through informal methods, is strongly emphasized by this
educational approach. Significantly, the conclusion of each primary stage requires an assessment
designed to measure students' levels in essential competencies. These competencies are carefully
defined and documented to serve as essential guiding references for teachers in assessing and
planning (Abayasekara, 2019; National Institute of Education, 2023).

2.2. Key Stages and Classroom Emphases

Primary education (Grades 1-5) can be represented as a progression in both learning mode and
teacher—student interaction changing from learning through supported participation towards a
more structured academic setting (National Institute of Education, 2023; Nawastheen, 2019).
This progression is not merely an advancement in content. It goes beyond that. The eatly years
of primary education involve developmentally appropriate practices, where the language,
numeracy and social skills are developed through play, talk and exploratory activities
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(Abayasekara, 2019; National Institute of Education, 2023; Nawastheen, 2019). As students
progress, classroom practices typically move toward greater task completion, written work and
increasingly formal assessment, which can also increase teachers’ control over time and
classroom interactions (Abayasekara, 2019; National Institute of Education, 2023).

According to Abayasekara (2019), the teaching and learning process in Sri Lankan primary
education incorporates three elements namely, guided play, activities and desk work. Based on
these elements, the primary curriculum is categorized into three key stages.

Early Stage (Grades 1-2)

During this stage of primary education, children learn well when they are introduced to new
concepts through guided play, storytelling, songs, movement and teacher-supported interactions.
In this stage, the teacher’s authority ideally appears as the form of supportive guidance rather
than surveillance since teachers assist with language, encourage participation and consider
mistakes as opportunities for improvement and feedback rather than as defects (Abayasekara,
2019; National Institute of Education, 2023; Nawastheen, 2019).

Middle Stage (Grades 3—4)

This stage is ideally when children begin to develop critical and independent thinking rather than
relying on rote memorization. As children progress through primary years, classroom learning
gradually shifts from guided play into more structured activities that incorporate knowledge and
practice. These activities may involve group works, experiments, field observations, creative
writing, problem-solving exercises, role-play and group discussions (Abayasekara, 2019; National
Institute of Education, 2023; Nawastheen, 2019).

Upper Primary Stage (Grade 5)

By Grade 5, primary education tends to become more desk work-centered. It involves greater
emphasis on written exercises, time management, worksheets, revision activities and
performance routines (Abayasekara, 2019; National Institute of Education, 2023). Although
developmentally, some movement toward more independent work is appropriate, there is a risk
that desk work becomes dominant primarily due to examination preparation demands rather
than learning needs.

Therefore, it has been identified that, the transformation of the learning experience from Grade
1 to 5, the progression from guided play to activity-based learning to desk work represents both
a developmental and a cultural pathway. This gradual transition from playful exploration to
structured reasoning is well supported by this developmental framework (Abayasekara, 2019;
National Institute of Education, 2023; Nawastheen, 2019).

However, the underlying cultural logic of examinations can increase the shift towards more desk
work and repetitive practices, ultimately narrowing the pedagogical relationship from interactive
dialogue towards performance review (Abayasekara, 2019).

2.3. The Grade Five Scholarship Examination

At the end of Grade 5, the students complete their primary education around the age of 9-10 and

experience the national-level Grade Five Scholarship Examination (National Institute of
Education, 2023; Keembiyahetti, 2023). “The Grade Five Scholarship Examination is a highly
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competitive examination conducted by the Department of Examinations of Sri Lanka for
students in the final year of primary school education” (Keembiyahetti, 2023, p. 68). As
Keembiyahetti (2023) notes, the Grade Five Scholarship Examination was introduced to meet
two objectives: first, to admit talented students to popular schools and the second, to provide
bursaries to talented but economically disadvantaged students. This written examination
encompasses several subject areas including Sinhala, Tamil, Mathematics and English. It also

serves as a formal indicator of students’ achievement in the primary school curriculum
(Abayasekara, 2019).

However, previous research indicates that the Grade Five Scholarship Examination is not
considered compulsory for all students (Keembiyahetti, 2023). According to the circular issued
by the Ministry of Education in April 2019, the Grade Five Scholarship Examination was made
non-compulsory (Keembiyahetti, 2023). Also this examination is not considered as a prerequisite
for the progression of the secondary education (Aturupane & Little, 2020). According to
Aturupane and Little (2020), qualifying for this examination does not impact the continuation of
secondary education since passing this examination is not a general requirement. Rather, the
success in the examination provides an opportunity to gain admission to better-resourced
schools and bursaries.

According to Abayasekara (2019), each year, a significant proportion of the student population
undertakes this examination since it is treated as a gateway to educational opportunities,
including access to reputed secondary schools. And for a smaller subset this examination enables
eligibility for bursaries. As a result, this examination operates not only as an evaluative tool but
also as a system-level force that ultimately influences parental decisions, school reputations and
classroom practices across the grades in the primary cycle (Abayasekara, 2019; National Institute
of Education, 2023).

2.4. History (Origin to Present)

It is important to understand the historical setting of the Grade Five Scholarship Examination
since it positions this examination as an equity-oriented instrument which attempts not only to
identify talented students but also to provide provisions for their movement into better-
resourced educational options (Little, 2024).

The Grade Five Scholarship Examination originated in the period when educational reforms and
the expansion of state schooling were taking place. Abayasekara (2019) states that during this
time educational institutions known as “Central Colleges” (p. 4), which provided improved
facilities and greater opportunities were established and student admission to these schools was
based on scholarship selection. The earliest form of the scholarship examination appeared in the
1940s as the “Central Colleges Scholarship Examination” (p. 4), the objective was to identify and
admit academically strong students into Central Colleges that offered comparatively well-
resourced and structured secondary education (Abayasekara, 2019). As Abayasekara (2019)
further states, this development coincided with the Free Education Act period, which focused on
widening access to education regardless of socioeconomic background. However, the immediate
result was that wealthy families continued to secure places in prestigious resourced schools while
students from disadvantaged communities usually remained in under-resourced schools
(Abayasekara, 2019). Therefore, the scholarship mechanisms were implemented as a corrective
measure to mitigate unequal access (Abayasekara, 2019; National Institute of Education, 2023).

Over time, participation in the Grade Five Scholarship Examination expanded substantially. “In
1952, the eatliest year for which records are available, 23,806 students sat for the examination.
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This number has gradually increased over the years, and stood at 350,462 in 2017 (Abayasekara,
2019, p. 4). According to data presented in Keembiyahetti (2023), the number of students who
sat for the examination further increased up to 335,158 in 2021 (p. 68).

The examination’s content and structure have also undergone considerably important changes
(Abayasekara, 2019). Until 1995, the Grade Five Scholarship Examination consisted of two
papers that prioritized the First Language and Mathematics, aimed at assessing proficiency in
literacy and numeracy respectively. However, in 1995, a major reform occurred when these were
renamed as Paper I and Paper II (National Institute of Education, 2023). This change is
significant because it redefined what the examination claimed to measure and how it justifies
selection.

Paper I, aimed at evaluating general intelligence, spans 45 minutes and measures learning
abilities and potential in various areas including substitution, interpretation, prediction,
translation, problem-solving, relationship identification, cause-and-effect analysis,
information organization, perception, observation, reasoning, spatial relationship
recognition, and following instructions. Paper II encompasses subjects such as First
Language, English (Grammar and Comprehension), Mathematics, Environmental
Studies, and Writing Skills (assessed through an essay), extending for 75 minutes
(National Institute of Education, 2023, p. 7).

To pass this examination, a student should score at least 35 marks for each paper. Despite that,
“the requirement to qualify for either bursaries or entry to better secondary schools is much
more stringent, with students having to score around 160, or 80%, to meet the cutoff”’

(Abayasekara, 2019, p. 4). As Abayasekara (2019) states, the cutoff marks are decided based on
the quality and the rankings of the secondary schools and the districts to which students belong.

However, the Grade Five Scholarship Examination, which was initially introduced to ensure fair
student selection has later turned into a large-scale national examination with powerful social
meaning (Abayasekara, 2019). Reforms such as the post-1995 Paper I/Paper 11 model indicate
attempts to redefine what is measured, however the extreme competitive nature of the
examination continues to shape how primary schooling is structured and experienced
(Abayasekara, 2019; National Institute of Education, 2023). As reflected in recent examination
patterns, over 300,000 students face the examination annually and this clearly indicates the deep
institutionalization of this examination within the schooling system (Hiru News, 2025).

Keembiyahetti (2023) further emphasizes that the Grade Five Scholarship has become a source
of intense competition and academic pressure among young learners. Educational authorities
have acknowledged the psychological burden experienced by the children, emphasizing that
students who are ten years old experience significant stress due to the examination’s outcomes
and their possible impact on school placement (Daily News, 2025; National Institute of
Education, 2023).

Within current policy discussions, the Grade Five Scholarship Examination remains a topic for
debate with discussions focusing on possible reforms to mitigate the pressure on students but
retain its role in educational selection. Government statements have been given to prevent the
immediate discontinuation of the examination and for that a committee has been proposed to
assess the future of the examination beyond 2029 and propose structural adjustments (Newswire,
2025). Therefore, the Grade Five Scholarship Examination would continue with some
adjustments to the examination structure by 2027 (Shaheid, 2025).
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Chapter 03
Methodology

This chapter presents the methods that I incorporate for this study and the methodological
considerations that signify it. The chapter presents an account of data generation methods and
the concepts used for data analysis, and also a discussion of the problems encountered during
data collection and analysis, along with the limitations of the techniques and processes.

3.1. Research Design and Data Collection

This study employs a qualitative empirical methodology to investigate teachers’ lived experiences
and perceptions of pedagogical relations within the context of the Grade Five Scholarship
Examination in Sri Lanka. As pedagogical relations are inherently complex, relational and shaped
by specific contexts, encompassing elements such as care, authority, trust and emotional
involvement, they require an approach capable of attending to different perspectives, subjective
meanings and everyday experiences. Flick (2009) argues that qualitative research is particularly
suited to studying complex phenomena in everyday contexts without reducing them to isolated
variables. Therefore, a qualitative design makes it possible to explore in depth how teachers
make sense of and navigate shifts in their teaching practices and relationships with students as
they move from Grades 1 to 5 under the pressure of examination.

As this study aims to examine lived experiences of teachers regarding the impact of the Grade
Five Scholarship Examination on pedagogical relations in the primary education cycle, a broader
consideration is given to several qualitative data collection methods, such as focus group
discussions, classroom observations and semi-structured interviews to gain a thorough
understanding of teachers' experiences. However, certain practical considerations influence the
final selection of the data collection methods. Classroom observations require physical presence,
unfortunately, which is not feasible in this study. Although it is possible to go for a document
analysis, it primarily reflects formal or institutional practices rather than personal experiences and
relational dynamics. Therefore, semi-structured interviews are selected as the most appropriate
method for this study. They enable direct and in-depth engagement with teachers' experiences,
preserving both structure and flexibility. It also supports engaging in a dialogical process in
which knowledge is co-produced through interaction between me as a researcher and the
participants.

In an interview conversation, the researcher asks about and listens to what people
themselves say about their lived world, about their dreams, fears and hopes; hears their
views and opinions in their own words; and learns about their school and work situation,
their family and social life. The research interview is an inter-view where knowledge is
constructed in the inter-action between the interviewer and the interviewee (Brinkmann
& Kyvale, 2018, p. 20).

The semi-structured interviews are appropriate as they provide opportunities for participants to
express their social experiences in depth and support the researcher to understand the meanings
embedded within their narratives (Creswell & Creswell, 2023).

In designing interview questions, theoretical aspects serve as the basis and the guiding

framework in order to ensure coherence with the study’s objectives and support a structured
analytical process (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). At the same time, the interview questions are
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particularly designed to motivate the participants to express themselves freely, focusing more on
their experiences.

Qualitative sampling does not focus on statistical representation. Instead, it emphasizes selecting
participants who can provide detailed and meaningful insights about the study. Therefore, in
addressing the research questions, purposive sampling is particularly appropriate (Creswell &
Creswell, 2023). The purposive sampling is employed here to select participants with direct
experience relevant to the research focus, the primary school teachers who teach across different
grades, particularly those with experience in the Grade Five Scholarship Examination. However,
they share variations in terms of experience in teaching, subject, school and grade. These
variations allow for an enriched qualitative analysis, highlighting different interpretations in
similar conditions.

As a teacher in my home country, I have many networks related to my profession. Therefore,
participant recruitment is based not only on personal networks but also on professional
networks. For example, groups on WhatsApp and Facebook connect teachers in Sri Lanka and
social media groups that include Sri Lankans currently residing in Sweden. In addition, snowball
sampling is employed, with participants proposing and recommending other teachers who meet
the inclusion criteria. By employing these methods, 13 responses are initially received and
accepted. However, only 10 participants take part in the interviews. One participant declines due
to personal concerns and two of the other participants who initially accepted do not respond
further.

3.2. Profile of Participants

The 10 participants of this study comprise two male and eight female teachers from different
schools across diverse geographical areas in Sri Lanka. This variations in location focus on
obtaining a range of perspectives and experiences within the primary educational system. Among
these 10 participants, two are employed in semi-government schools (assisted or partially
government-supported institutions that operate with a combination of government and private
organizations). The remaining eight are from government schools (fully funded and administered
primarily by the state through the Ministry of Education). All interviews last between 45 and 60
minutes, allowing for a productive conversation.

The following figure provides a clear and concise summary of the demographic and institutional
characteristics of the ten participants in this study. Accordingly, the participants differ in terms of
their age, the grades they have taught and the duration of their professional experience. In terms
of age, the participants are in the range of 27 to 49 years. However, the majority are in between
30-40 years old and they have experience in teaching several grades (1-5) in primary cycle. The
teaching experience of the participants also varies from 2 to 20 years, but the majority have
experience more than a decade. This indicates the seniority in terms of experience matters in
providing a broader range of teachers’ perspectives on the examination and its influence on their
practices. Among the ten participants, many participants have experience in teaching across all
grades 1-5, while others have experience with selected grades within the primary cycle. This
variation is vital as this study examines how the teacher-student relationships and teaching
practices change as students progress towards the Grade Five Scholarship Examination.
Teachers with experience in teaching all primary grades are able to reflect on changes between
the earlier grades (Grades 1-2) and later grades (Grades 3-5), which is highly relevant to the focus
of my study. As mentioned above, the differences in schools and geographical locations of the
participants also provide a range of experiences within the Sri Lankan primary education context.
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Name  Age  Years Classes Method of  Date of Interview Language

of handle interview
service
Kamala 43 9 1-5 In person 15 March 2026 Sinhala
Sama 34 11 2-5 Online 19 March 2026 Sinhala
Wimala 36 6 1,3,5 Online 19 March 2026 Sinhala
Sunila 49 20 1-5 Online 22 March 2026 English
Kamal 45 17 1-5 Online 24 March 2026 Sinhala
Kusuma 29 4 2-5 Online 26 March 2026 English
Nimal 36 6 2-5 In person 26 March 2026 Sinhala
Anula 32 12 1-5 Online 3 April 2026 Sinhala
Susila 27 2 1,3,5 Online 7 April 2026 Sinhala
Nayana 38 10 1-5 In person 10 April 2026 Sinhala

3.3. Methodological Considerations

As this study uses a combination of in-person and online interviews, it presents both strengths
and limitations. In-person interviews allow for richer interaction, including the observation of
non-verbal cues such as facial expressions and body language, which contribute to a more
profound understanding of participants’ experiences. Online interviews also provide more open
and reflective responses. Online-audio interviews, in a way, restrict the ability to observe non-
verbal communication, which limits the depth of the interpretation, particularly when exploring
relational and emotional aspects of teaching to a certain extent. But their voice changes and signs
of pauses describe the emotional element to a greater extent.

Although this combined data collection approach provides feasibility, due to the differences in
personal and online interview settings, there are variations in depth and nature of responses. The
data collection process is affected by numerous practical challenges, such as scheduling across
availability due to the busy schedules of the participants, occasional connectivity issues (power
cuts and signal failures in Sti Lanka), time differences and maintaining constant engagement,
particularly during the remote interviews.

Language plays a vital role in interviews as it significantly influences how participants express
their thoughts, construct meaning and communicate their experiences, particularly in qualitative
research. Therefore, in this study, I provide careful attention and consideration to participants'
language preferences as well. These language preferences reflect the linguistic context in which
the participants are most comfortable and professionally engaged. The participants have selected
the language they mostly use in their classroom, as it enables them to express their ideas more
clearly, precisely and confidently in greater depth, contributing to overall meanings, emotions
and rich meaningful data.
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However, conducting interviews in two languages presents certain limitations in this study. The
main challenge is the process of translation, as the interviews which were conducted in Sinhala
later translated into English for analysis and reporting. Difficulty in maintaining consistency
across data is another challenge since responses in different languages may vary in tone, depth
and structure. The main challenge in analyzing bilingual data is time management and this is one
of the main obstacles that I personally encountered during the research process. Translating and
transcribing Sinhala interviews into English is considerably time-consuming. It also requires
careful attention in order to ensure accuracy and equivalence of meaning which adds significant
extra work to the research process.

3.4. Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations are central to qualitative research that involves human participation.
Treating participants with respect while protecting their rights, privacy and well-being should be
ensured by the researchers throughout the research process. Therefore, ethical issues arise in
different phases of an interview-based research, including the pre-phase, data collection, analysis
and reporting and data storage (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). Considering the ethical aspects of a
qualitative study, initially, a brief description of the study is posted on social media to recruit
participants. Once I receive the acceptance of the participants, they are well informed about the
purpose of the study, the procedure and their role. Next, notify the participants that their
involvement is voluntary and they have the right to withdraw from the study at any time without
any harmful consequences (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). Once their consent is received, the
interviews begin.

In interviews, confidentiality and anonymity are regarded as key ethical considerations
(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). Generally, to ensure the protection of participants' identities,
pseudonyms or codes are used instead of real names. Although the majority of the participants
have given their consent to the use of their real names, I use pseudonyms for all participants in
the study by adhering to the ethical considerations.

To respect participants' linguistic backgrounds, they are offered a choice of language. This also
highlights the ethical sensitivity of this study. Interviews are also arranged according to
participants' availability, minimizing disruption to their professional duties and personal affairs.
Participants have been given the space and freedom to change the interview scheduled times
when necessary. The mode of interview (audio/video/in person) is determined based on
patticipants' preferences, adhering to the ethical aspect of the qualitative interviews. Consent for
recording the interview is obtained beforehand. A respondent who had initially accepted to
participate later withdrew due to personal concerns regarding the recording of the interview.

As the interviewer, I have always ensured that the participants are not subject to any form of
harm, stress or discomfort during the execution of the interview by creating a comfortable
interview environment to express their views conveniently and confidently. During the
interviews, I demonstrate that their contributions are valued. The interview recordings are stored
on a personal storage device. The transcriptions are also stored in a personal file to prevent
unauthorized access and the data is deleted after use.
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3.5. Analysis of Data: Thematic Approach

The systematic identification of themes and interpretation of the patterns within the data are
mainly involved in qualitative analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). Following the completion of
the interviews, transcription begins, converting the spoken interviews into written text for a
systematic analysis (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). A significant amount of time is allocated for the
analysis of the study, as considerable care is given for the better treatment of participants'
experiences.

This study employs a thematic analysis to analyze the collected data. This thematic analysis is not
limited to applying pre-existing theoretical concepts, instead, it involves a continuous interaction
between the data, my interpretations and relevant theory. A careful reading of the transcripts is
done several times initially to achieve data familiarization and gain a holistic understanding of
participant responses. These repeated readings not only assist in identifying recurring ideas and
patterns across the data but also help in understanding the context in which participants express
their experiences.

The process of coding includes the identification of meaningful segments of data and the
systematic organization of initial codes in order to represent central concepts and ideas (Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2009). These codes are developed manually using a systematic review of transcripts.
The codes ate not predetermined. Rather, they are grounded in the participants' own words and
narratives. As an example, when the participant describes the feeling of pressure to meet
examination expectations at the cost of students' well-being, these segments are coded to reflect
both emotional tension and pedagogical conflict. This indicates that coding is closely tied to
participants' expetiences rather than being purely theory-driven. My experience and background
as a teacher also influence how I view and interpret certain aspects of data, particularly in
recognizing subtle meanings in teachers’ descriptions about classroom relationships, authority
and care. However, I remain reflexive throughout the process by continuously questioning my
assumptions while ensuring that interpretations are supported by the data rather than personal
bias.

Then the codes are organized and grouped into initial categories based on shared, recurring
patterns and meanings. Through an iterative process, I move back and forth between the data
and the emerging structure of the themes. Overlapping codes are refined, merged or eliminated
for better reflection of participants’ perspectives. This process leads to the development of many
sub-themes, which are subsequently refined into key themes, finally connecting the identified
themes to relevant theoretical frameworks to support a deeper interpretation of the findings. It
is important to mention again that the themes are not simply derived from the theory. Rather,
they initially emerge from data and are later linked to theoretical concepts. After the
identification of key themes, I cross-examine how they relate to the existing theoretical
framework on pedagogical relations such as dialogue, care, authority and experiential learning.
Therefore, theory is used as an interpretive lens to deepen the understanding of the findings
rather than a foundation for the analysis.

This combined inductive and deductive approach is utilized to guide the analysis, allowing for a
flexible but meaningful interpretation of the data. The inductive approach enables themes to
emerge directly from participants’ experiences and the deductive approach is informed by
relevant theoretical concepts that guide the interpretation and maintain alignment with the
research framework (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). However, utilizing this integrated approach
strengthens the credibility and richness of the analysis. Therefore, it helps to ensure that the
findings are both empirically grounded and theoretically informed.
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To enhance the trustworthiness of the analysis, the transcriptions are repeatedly reviewed and
compared with the original recordings. This process helps to maintain the consistency and
accuracy. The use of this method also contributes to strengthening the credibility of the findings.
Besides, the analysis is conducted in a reflexive manner, with continuous reflection on my
potential influence on the interpretation. Efforts are made to set aside my own personal
assumptions in order to represent the participants' perspectives as accurately as possible.
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Chapter 04
4.1. Theoretical Framework

This section provides the theoretical framework for the study. It discusses pedagogical relations
to establish a framework for analyzing the empirical data generated for this study on how the
Grade Five Scholarship Examination reshapes and transforms primary education in Sri Lanka
and the dilemmas teachers experience in relation to their work. This chapter focuses on the
conceptualizations of John Dewey, Paulo Freire and Nel Noddings. Although these theorists
emerge from different backgrounds, I argue that their ideas resonate with one another,
particularly in their shared concerns about experiential learning, dialogue, care and the ethical
nature of teacher-student relationships.

In educational theory, numerous educational theorists address teaching and learning in different
aspects. Among them, John Dewey, Paulo Freire and Nel Noddings play a vital role, as these
three theorists address the core dimensions of pedagogical relationships, which are central to my
study. Dewey’s work Democracy and Edncation presents an epistemological perspective by
conceptualizing learning as experience, inquiry and participation (Dewey, 2001). Since my topic
involves examining the varying nature of teaching practices, Dewey aids in presenting these shifts
and explaining what is being pedagogically lost or transformed. On the other hand, Freire (2000)
presents a political perspective that foregrounds concerns regarding power and student voice,
which is essential in understanding how classroom interactions are subjected to change under
examination pressure. Noddings (2013) provides an ethical framework central to the aspects of
care, attentiveness and responsibility. This framework enables an exploration of the moral and
relational tensions that teachers encounter in practice. Although these three theorists operate on
different levels and differ in their priorities, their perspectives can be viewed as complementary
lenses for this study. This approach implies that utilizing these three theories together provides a
more comprehensive understanding of what happens in a classroom than does a single theory.
Therefore, together they provide a complementary framework for analyzing how the Grade Five
Scholarship Examination reshapes teacher-student relationships in primary education in Sri
Lanka.

In addition, my previous professional experience as a teacher in Sri Lanka supports my
understanding of the contextual importance of the Grade Five Scholarship Examination and
primary education. My prior involvement with these theories during the study programme also
provided initial theoretical sensitivity to key aspects of pedagogical relations. Themes like care,
pressure, fairness and responsibility signify the need for theories that involve normative
dimensions of pedagogical relations. This study requires a theoretical framework to facilitate an
understanding not only of what is happening in student-teacher relationships but also of what
should happen in teacher-student relationships, enabling a deeper interpretation of experience
beyond surface-level description. Therefore, Noddings (2013), Dewey (2001) and Freire (2000)
were chosen as the theoretical framework for this study, as their ideas are well suited in
addressing normative dimensions.

4.2. Paulo Freire: The Banking Model vs. Problem-Posing and Dialogical Pedagogy

Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed presents a powerful theoretical perspective for analyzing
pedagogical relations in examination-driven schooling, as it addresses how education can
reproduce domination through classroom relations and how alternative pedagogies can cultivate
agency and critical consciousness, which are the areas of concern that Freire addresses in his
conception of “banking education” (Freire, 2000).
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Freire highlights the premise that education is never neutral. It either supports humanization,
developing learners as reflective, agentic beings or it supports dehumanization by reducing
learners to objects shaped by authority (Freire, 2000). This is fundamentally a relational claim,
the teacher—student relationship can either be dialogical (mutual, participatory, respectful) or
anti-dialogical (hierarchical, controlling, silencing).

Freire's concepts use the metaphor of “banking” to describe an oppressive educational
relationship where knowledge is treated as a deposit, students as containers and teachers as
owners of knowledge (Freire, 2000). Freire's (2000) most famous contribution is his critique of
what he terms the “banking concept of education”, which describes this traditional approach as
fundamentally narrative in character, “involving a narrating subject (the teacher) and patient,
listening objects (the students)” (p. 71). In this model, education suffers from “narration
sickness”, where “the teacher talks about reality as if it were motionless, static,
compartmentalized and predictable” (Freire, 2000, p. 71).

In contrast to the banking model, Freire (2000) proposes an alternative approach to education
which is called “problem-posing education” as an instrument for liberation. This approach,
“responding to the essence of consciousness-Intentionality- rejects communiques and embodies
communication” (p. 79). Therefore, education is not simply the mere transmission of
information from the teacher to the student. Instead, it should involve genuine communication
and dialogue between teachers and students (Freire, 2000).

Freire identifies that the key transformation in problem-posing education is the resolution of the
teacher-student contradiction, which is a valuable concept. The following extract further
exemplifies this idea.

Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-students and the students-of-the-teacher cease to
exist and a new term emerges: teacher-student with student-teachers. The teacher is no
longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with the
students, who in turn, while being taught also teach (Freire, 2000, p. 80).

This process creates a partnership where people do not learn completely on their own and no
single person teaches everything. Everyone learns from each other through interactions with the
wortld (Freire, 2000). It is clear that “problem-posing education involves a constant unveiling of
reality”, students are gradually “posed with problems relating to themselves in the world and
with the world” and “feel increasingly challenged and obliged to respond to that challenge”
(Freire, 2000, p. 81). This approach develops people's “power to perceive critically the way they
exist in the world with which and in which they find themselves; they come to see the world not
as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation” (Freire, 2000, p. 83). Freire also
describes that

(a) the teacher teaches and the students are taught;

(b) the teacher knows everything and the students know nothing;

(c) the teacher thinks and the students are thought about;

(d) the teacher talks and the students listen—meekly;

(e) the teacher disciplines and the students are disciplined;

(f) the teacher chooses and enforces his choice, and the students comply;

() the teacher acts and the students have the illusion of acting through the action of the
teacher; (Freire, 2000, p. 73).
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This approach treats students as “adaptable, manageable beings”, minimizing their creative
power and stimulating credulity, which serves the interests of oppressors who "care neither to
have the world revealed nor to see it transformed" (Freire, 2000, p. 73).

Freire further analyzes the relationship between the oppressor and the oppressed. He describes
how the oppressed internalize the oppressot's image:

“The oppressed, having internalized the image of the oppressor and adopted his
guidelines, are fearful of freedom. Freedom would require them to eject this image and
replace it with autonomy and responsibility” (Freire, 2000, p. 47).

This internalization where “the oppressed suffer from the duality which has established itself in
their innermost being. They discover that without freedom, they cannot exist authentically. Yet,
although they desire authentic existence, they fear it” (Freire, 2000, p. 48). In educational
contexts, the students accept their passive role, believing that the teacher is the one who has
knowledge and the one they should always listen to. This self-depreciation “derives from their
internalization of the opinion the oppressors hold of them” (Freire, 2000, p. 63).

Freire's framework demonstrates that teaching practices are never neutral. The banking model
serves oppression by positioning students as passive objects, maintaining the oppressor-
oppressed relationship and denying the possibility of critical intervention in reality. As Freire
(2000) states, “banking education anaesthetises and inhibits creative power, problem-posing
education involves a constant unveiling of reality” (p. 81).

4.3. John Dewey: Democracy, Experience and Learning as Inquiry

John Dewey’s Democracy and Edncation highlights a strong foundation for understanding
pedagogical relations as the social and moral fabric of classroom life. Dewey (2001) treats
education not as the delivery of subject matter but as a process of growth, defining it as the
“reconstruction or reorganization of experience” (p. 81), where learning emerges through
experience, communication and participation in shared activity. This perspective is applicable in
analyzing examination-centric education, as it delineates a distinct contrast between education as
exploration and education as preparation for externally mandated results. Dewey’s system of
thought highlights the costs that occur if learning is separated from experiences or when the
classroom becomes a non-democratic community (Dewey, 2001).

According to Dewey (2001), learning is fundamentally relational. It occurs through interaction
between the learner and the environment, including other people, language, tools and shared
practices. Education is therefore not simply the acquisition of information, it is about the
development of capacities, thinking, judgement, communication and cooperation that make it
possible to participate in social life (Dewey, 2001).

Furthermore, Dewey (2001) denies the idea that students learn best through passive reception.
Instead, he emphasizes active involvement in meaningful experiences, arguing that “the required
beliefs cannot be hammered in; the needed attitudes cannot be plastered on” (p. 15). However, it
is not simply an activity, it involves complex processes. It becomes educational when it is
organized for reflection and connected to understanding. Dewey (2001) distinguishes between
experiences that are merely “had” and experiences that promote growth by expanding curiosity,
strengthening reasoning and deepening the learner’s ability to connect ideas, reflecting that
genuinely educative experiences “enlarge and enlighten experience; it stimulates and enriches
imagination” (p. 10). This understanding reflects that teachers are responsible not only for
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managing behaviour and transmitting content. They have a greater responsibility of shaping
experiences that invite learners to think about.

A core idea explained in Dewey's Democracy and Education is that democracy is not merely a
political system. As Dewey presents it, “A democracy is more than a form of government; it is
primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience” (Dewey, 2001, p.

91).

This reflects the idea that it is more a way of associated living based on communication, shared
interests, mutual respect and participation (Dewey, 2001). Educational theories should cultivate
democratic habits such as listening, cooperating, problem-solving together and considering
others’ perspectives as these habits sustain a healthy society. This makes Dewey’s (2001)
framework directly relevant to teacher—student relationships, the classroom is not only an
instructional space but also a social community. The school becomes a form of social life, a kind
of miniature community where children learn to work with others and to participate in shared
life (Dewey, 2001).

In practical terms, Deweyan pedagogy encourages classrooms where students are invited to ask
questions and pursue problems while teachers guide and assist inquiry without controlling the
learning process, highlights the use of discussion to develop meaning rather than test recall and
relates knowledge to lived experiences and real contexts (Dewey, 2001).

Particularly in primary education, these principles support a relational climate, where children
develop confidence to speak, explain and negotiate meaning. It is also important to mention that
the teacher’s authority is not removed. It is redefined. The exercise of teacher’s authority can be
expressed through the ability of organizing learning conditions and encouraging reflective
participation.

According to Dewey (2001), genuine thinking arises when learners encounter uncertainty, reflect,
test ideas and work toward solutions, rather than simply following routines. As Dewey explains:
“thinking occurs when things are uncertain or doubtful or problematic. Only what is finished,
completed, is wholly assured” (Dewey, 2001, p. 154)

It is therefore clear that questioning and inquiry are both cognitive and relational. However, it
depends on classroom norms where questioning is welcomed, where students can question
without the fear of humiliation and where dialogue is used to refine understanding (Dewey,
2001). Dewey (2001) also emphasizes that education operates through experience and interaction,
rather than through external measurement, as he states, “We never educate directly, but
indirectly by means of the environment” (p. 23).

Dewey's critique is more pertinent to examination-driven systems of education. He challenges
the form of education that views students as an instrument for other people's goals or external
ends (Dewey, 2001). When test scores become the main way to measure success, students may
feel pressured, which takes them away from their real growth. Dewey warns against education
that turns into rote learning. According to Dewey (2001), this method separates knowledge from
meaningful experience and reduces opportunities for students to be actively involved in the
process of understanding.
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4.4. Nel Noddings: Ethics of Care, Attention and Teaching as Moral Practice

Nel Noddings' concept of caring views pedagogical relations as fundamentally ethical and
relational concepts. Noddings argues that teaching is not merely a technical activity of delivering
the curriculum, it is a moral practice in which the teacher is responsible for sustaining
relationships that support learners’ growth and well-being (Noddings, 2013). It is important for
primary education, as younger children require emotional security and stable relational support to
confidently engage in learning.

Further, Noddings conceptualizes care not merely as an emotion but as a relational practice
involving attentiveness, receptivity and responsive action (Noddings, 2013). Noddings (2013)
names the two parties of this relation as “the first member is the ‘one-caring” and the second is
the ‘cared-for” (p. 4).

Care is manifested when the teacher (the “one-caring”) engages with the learner (the “cared-for”)
and responds in ways perceived as supportive and significant (Noddings, 2013). This shifts the
focus from teacher intention to the learner’s positive experience. What matters here is whether
the learner feels recognized, supported and safe. In classrooms, caring relations are visible
through small everyday interactions for example, how teachers speak to children, how they
respond to mistakes, how they notice emotional cues, how they distribute attention and whether
they protect children from humiliation.

A key concept in Noddings’ understanding of caring is attention. She argues that caring teaching
requires educators to see students as individuals rather than as measurable outputs. “He must be
aware always that for me he is more important, more valuable, than the subject” (Noddings,
2013, p. 174). Attention involves listening, noticing and being responsive to children, particularly
for their needs, interests, fears and strengths (Noddings, 2013). In primary education,
attentiveness is central because children’s learning difficulties generally manifest as behavioral
signals, anxiety or withdrawal. A caring teacher reads these signals and adjusts pedagogy by
explaining differently, giving reassurance and creating a supportive peer environment.

Care ethics also reframe the meaning of “good teaching” as a moral practice, where “everything
we do, then, as teachers, has moral overtones” (Noddings, 2013, p. 179). In a caring framework,
exemplary teaching includes protecting learners’ dignity, promoting confidence and supporting
the development of ethical and relational capacities as the learning outcome. This approach is
important for primary education because childhood is not only a preparation for future
performance but also a stage of life with its own developmental needs and rights.

4.5. A Relational Lens — Dialogue, Care and Experience

Nel Noddings, Paulo Freire and John Dewey provide complementary lenses around many
central themes which are significantly relevant to classroom practices. But here I focus on three
aspects that align more closely with my study.

Dialogue as the heart of learning

Freire, Dewey and Noddings reject authoritarian, one-way teaching and promote dialogue in
education. For Freire (2000), dialogue is not only a method of teaching but a liberatory practice.
He criticizes the ‘banking model of education’, instead, he proposes dialogical education.
Dialogue for Freire is grounded in humility, trust and a shared search for truth. According to
Dewey (2001), learning happens through interaction and shared problem-solving. He argues that
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education is fundamentally a social process and dialogue assists individuals to participate
meaningfully in a democratic society. Nel Noddings complements this perspective with a
relational lens and according to Noddings (2013), genuine dialogue requires recognizing others
with their needs and feelings, not merely as participants in an intellectual conversation.

Care as the ethical foundation of education

Freire, Dewey and Noddings suggest that education is not value-neutral, it is fundamentally
ethical and relational. It is Noddings who places caring relationships at the center of her
approach to education. She emphasizes “care” at the center of ethical and educational life, stating
that moral education begins in relationships where the carer is attentive and responsive to the
cared-for (Noddings, 2013). Although Freire (2000) is more political in his concepts, he
approaches this ethical grounding through the concept of humanization, which reflects a deep
commitment towards student dignity and well-being. Even though ‘care’ is not the central
concept of Dewey’s educational theory, his emphasis on community, growth and shared interest
implies a moral responsibility toward others. Education for Dewey must cultivate individuals
who contribute to the common good, which involves concern for others.

Experience — Learning through living

Dewey considers experience to be the key aspect of learning. In his work Dewocracy and Education
(2001), he argues that learning happens through active engagement with real-life situations,
therefore, education must connect to students’ lived experiences and promote continuous
growth. Freire (2000) insists that education must originate in the lived realities of the oppressed.
For Freire, knowledge emerges through a process of critical reflection and action upon one’s
experience, which he calls praxis. This transformation leads learners to become agents of change.
Thus, Freire highlights experience as the basis of critical consciousness. Noddings (2013) also
values experience, specifically the experience of being cared for and of caring for others.
According to her, moral education is not something learned through mere abstract principles but
through lived relationships and emotional engagement.

Therefore, these perspectives suggest a complementary vision of education as a relational, ethical

and experiential process that consolidates dialogue, care and lived experience, highlighting that
meaningful education must engage the mind, heart and action.
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Chapter 05
Analysis

The thematic structure of this analysis derives from the empirical data of the study. Based on the
empirical data, three key themes are formulated. They are,

@ Theme one: From Play to Pressure — Tracing the Pedagogical Turn
@® Theme Two: The Transformation of Care

@ Theme three: The Teacher as Both the Oppressed and the Oppressor

Together, these themes present how examination-oriented schooling progressively limits the
pedagogical possibilities available to teachers across the primary education cycle. This pressure
not only influences what is taught but also how relationships between teachers and students are
formed, sustained and ultimately transformed.

5.1. Theme One: From Play to Pressure — Tracing the Pedagogical Turn

This study demonstrates that teaching practices across the primary educational cycle are subject
to a gradual and significant transformation. What the participants’ narratives illuminate is not
merely a change in methodology but a deeper shift in the positioning of children within the
classroom and consequently, in the teacher-student relationship itself.

In the early primary grades, particularly Grades 1 and 2, many participants contentedly and
consistently shared their experiences and classroom practices as being organized around activities,
active participation, collaborative discussion and play-based learning. Rather than positioning
children as recipients of predetermined knowledge, participants describe learning environments
in which children's experiences, interests and interactions form the basis of classroom activity.
This reflects not merely the use of child-centered methods but a particular understanding of the
child as an active participant in the learning process. Sama describes how her classroom activities
are structured to encourage children to discover things for themselves, evaluate their
understanding and develop competencies through interaction rather than instruction.

I do many enjoyable activities, spending more time ontside the classroom and usually we work in small
groups. For excample, we go around the school, observe the environment, listen to the sounds of nature,
build playhouses and enjoy learning. I actually, as a teacher in early primary grades, develop the abilities
of students through different activities. For example, how they touch the scissors to cut a piece of paper,
how children move their fingers in tearing paper like very simple ones. From these activities, we prepare
children to perform in later grades. For subjects like Sinbala, I conduct small activities to develop speech
skills by allowing students to discuss topics that interest them and for reading, we enconrage them to
engage with texts through pictures. When doing these activities, I always want them to find the answers
on their own first....... Children at this stage are quite curions and eager to learn since many things are
new to them. So they ask as many questions (Sama, interview, March 2026).

What Sama highlights here is a significant pedagogical orientation within the early primary years.
She deliberately avoids predetermined answers. Instead, she creates opportunities for students to
engage actively in the learning process. As she explains, the focus here is not to obtain correct
answers but to understand how children think, interpret and make sense of their experiences.
This positions learning as a process of inquiry rather than transmission. This idea closely
connects with John Dewey's foundational argument that education must begin with the learner's
experience. Dewey (2001) argues that genuine learning occurs through active inquiry, problem-
solving and engagement with one's environment rather than passive reception of information.
Therefore, according to the interpretation of Dewey, Sama’s classroom reflects a particular
educational relationship in which learning is grounded in children's present experiences rather
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than future performance demands. This reveals the eatrly primary years of Sri Lankan primary
education, particularly how educational success is understood including social interaction,
communication, creativity and physical development rather than measurable academic outcomes.

However, there is an important tension that is highlighted here. As emphasizes by the participant,
it is the dual role occupied by the teacher, guiding learning while simultaneously providing
adequate freedom for students to explore independently. The challenge here is not simply about
whether students acquire knowledge but how they do so. Therefore, teachers must constantly
balance curricular expectations with children’s developmental needs for exploration, creativity
and participation.

I never write the topic of the lesson on the board. I use a game, a song, or a small act to start the lesson.
When I start like this, the students, through conversation and questioning, get to know what they are
going to learn in class by themselves. .. I actually get the topic of the lesson through the children (Kamala,
interview, March 2026).

Similarly, Kamala’s pedagogical practices in these early grades also reflect what Paulo Freire
describes as 'dialogical education'. Freire (2000) distinguishes sharply between what he calls the
“banking” model of education and dialogical education. He argues that authentic education must
be grounded in dialogue, for it is only through dialogue that human beings can name and
transform their world. Therefore, the classroom practices described by many participants,
including Kamala in grades 1 and 2 present how children are encouraged to participate, ask
questions and construct meaning, fundamentally reflect this dialogical philosophy.

....... I act mostly as a facilitator and that is the role I wonld like to play as a teacher in the classroom.
Based on my experiences, 1 know the outcome, the content and the aims and goals that 1 want to achieve
through the lessons. If 1 provide facilities and resources, children would do that. Children are nuch more
creative and intelligent (Kamala, interview, March 2026).

Kamala reveals again here how these pedagogical practices shape educational relations. As she
presents, during the early grades of the primary cycle, the teacher-student relationship appeared
to be less authoritarian and more dialogical. Children are considered capable participants whose
ideas and experiences are valued. In this approach, teachers are positioned as guides and
facilitators who accompany learners through the process of discovery.

The participant Kamal further illustrates this relational approach by describing the flexibility he
has in planning and adapting lessons, introducing another significant aspect of eatly primary
education. This is called pedagogical flexibility. He emphasizes that he responds to the emotional
state, interests and readiness of his students, by altering his planned lessons when the
atmosphere of the classroom calls for it. This highlights a significant tension between planning
and responsiveness. Even though institutional expectations demand teachers to prepare lessons
in advance, this reflects effective teaching usually requires adaptation to circumstances,
particularly students’ questions, interests and needs that emerge during classroom interactions.
According to the participant’s statement, educational decisions are therefore shaped not only by
curriculum requirements but also by teachers' ongoing interpretations of children's needs.

In Grade 1 and 2 classes, I had much freedom to be creative in doing and planning the lessons. We are,
as teachers, supposed to write a daily lesson plan with how and what we are going to achieve expected
competencies... Although I plan for a day, if I see the children are not in a mood or condition to do that
or if something else is capturing their interest, I conld follow that. I alter and adopt my plans according to
what 1 see as the needs and interests of my students (Kamal, interview, March 2026).

The way of responsive to the children's emotional and developmental realities represented by
Kamal reflects Nel Noddings’ ethics of care, which provides a useful and relevant framework for
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understanding this practice (Noddings, 2013). Noddings (2013) argues that genuine caring in
education requires the teacher to be “engrossed” in the cared-for, directing her full attention to
the other and responding in ways that serve the person's growth and well-being. The
participants’ willingness to modify a prepared lesson in response to the emotional reality of
students is the kind of attentive, responsive practice that Noddings describes as foundational to
ethical teaching.

However, the dialogical and participatory nature of early primary pedagogy does not reflect an
unambiguous pedagogical commitment on all teachers. An important observation emerges from
Nayana, who acknowledges that these child-centered practices are possible primarily because the
early grades are still not dominated by Grade Five Scholarship Examination pressure.

. L do a lot of activities in the class, as I have time to do the lessons leisurely. There is nothing that 1
should worry about and work for like in Grades 4 and 5. In Grades 4 and 5, there is an examination
we should work on and that is why we can not continue with child-centred practices, devoting time
towards conversations and students' explorations (Nayana, interview, April 2026).

What Nayana reveals does not suggest that her pedagogical beliefs have changed. Rather, what
changes are the conditions under which she is expected to teach, specifically the Grade Five
Scholarship Examination. The tension, therefore, is not simply between different teaching
methods but between two competing purposes of education, supporting children’s present
learning experiences and preparing them for future examination success. It suggests that what
may appear to be a teacher’s orientation towards child-centered learning is, at least in part,
shaped by the degree of freedom that teachers possess from the demands of Grade Five
Scholarship Examination. However, this situation reflects a broader educational dilemma which
is experienced by most of teachers in reality, to what extent do teachers have their freedom when
they are also expected to achieve predetermined learning outcomes.

In early primary grades, we evaluate students in the classroom itself..... For example, during activities
how the child interacts with friends, how he or she cares and shares with others, .... The evalnation is
not done by a score but with three different colours. And that is completely done by the teacher in the class.
The teacher marks the relevant colour based on how far the student has achieved the relevant competency
in their book. The students do not even feel or see that the teacher is evaluating them. ...a competency

means knowledge, attitudes, skills and habits evalnated in primary grades (Sama, interview, March
2026).

Moreover, many participants describe the evaluation practices in early grades as continuous,
relational and involved in everyday classroom life. According to them, children’s competencies
are assessed through observation, interaction and the quality of their participation, a method that
appreciates the diversity of children’s abilities. This echoes Dewey’s (2001) emphasis on
understanding education as the development and growth of the whole child, not merely the
ability to reproduce approved content.

The transition from eatly primary years (Grades 1 and 2) to Grade 3 marks a significant change
in teachers' experiences of pedagogy. While many participants continue to attempt to maintain
participation and interaction in their classrooms, the preparation for future examinations begins
to alter the organization of classroom time, the kinds of activities prioritized and the positioning
of students long before the students actually sit for the Grade Five Scholarship Examination. As
Kamala presents the excessive form of desk work, formal instruction and structured paper
exercises gradually enter the classroom practices. As a result, participants found themselves
navigating increasing tensions between maintaining child-centered learning and preparing
students for future academic demands.
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The practice of papers usually starts in Grade 3. 1 feel it is too soom .......... they need more time to
enjoy learning and play. This is the stage where the competition initiates in the primary cycle. Even after
school time, children do involve themselves in practising papers in school. This burden of papers led
Students to create a hatred towards not only the examination but also for education and even towards the
teachers (Kamala, interview, March 2026).

Along with Kamala, many participants explain that Grade 3 is usually the stage at which
examination preparation begins to enter the classroom. However, Nimal understands this move
as a form of care, a way of gradually familiarize children with the examination and reducing their
pressure when the real examination takes place.

....... I know many teachers will not agree with me on this point. But personally, with the experience 1
have, I wonld see the advantage, preparing early for the examination reduces the stress and pressure of the
students' latter grades because they already have the practice of doing papers and especially, the form of
questions, the methods and the structure of the paper, as children are being used to experience these early,
mafking them handle the latter grades with less pressure and effort (Nimal, interview, March 2026).

This dilemma within teachers’ own understanding of their professional responsibility is
theoretically significant. Kamala and Nimal face two competing forms. Nimal, on one hand,
introduces examination preparation early, which can be understood as an act of caring intended
to familiarizing children with future expectations and reduce anxiety. On the other hand, Kamala
presents, exposing small children to examination-based practices too eartly, may undermine the
very ethos of childhood that primary education seeks to protect. Although both perspectives
reflect genuine concern for children, what matters here analytically is not the teachers’ intentions
but the structural impact of examination preparation on the classroom.

If the prior examination preparation gradually transforms learning into an examination-oriented
training, it may neglect many of the educational values that primary education aims to promote.
Teachers therefore, find themselves torn between protecting children's present educational
experiences and preparing them for an uncertain academic future. This tension represents one of
the significant contradictions generated by examination-oriented schooling and it also serves as
an important foundation for understanding more significant pedagogical transformations that
emerge in Grades 4 and 5, where many participants describe classrooms as dominated by
examination preparation, syllabus completion and performance-orientated teaching. At this stage,
many have replaced the dialogical and participatory practices of the early years with teacher-
centered, transmission-based instruction.

..... we don’t have time to cover the syllabus. Especially with the other extra-curricular things in the
school. Therefore, 1 have to do the syllabus fast within a very short time in order to leave a considerable
time to practice papers. ...During lessons, no time for discussions. Students would like to ask questions
and they wonld like to share their experiences....We encourage this in Grades 1 and 2 and I wonld
personally like to carry this in other grades too, but this is impossible to do in Grades 4 and 5 because of
the examination..If a student comes with a question, either I ignore it or instruct to share and ask after
the lesson. If we allow children to ask too many questions, we cannot finish the syllabus on time and then
both students and teachers face problems (Anula, interview, April 2026).

Anula finds herself choosing between two responsibilities, creating meaningful learning
opportunities for children and ensuring examination success. What is particularly visible here is
how she describes the use of time. Anula does not reject discussion as a form of learning
because she does not consider it educationally unimportant. Rather, she perceives discussion as
something she can no longer afford to prioritize. Based on what Anula describes, discussion,
questioning and collaborative learning are no longer viewed as opportunities for growth but as
potential threats. This emphasizes that the Grade Five Scholarship Examination creates an
atmosphere in which educationally valuable practices begin to compete with institutional
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expectations. Thus, the challenge teachers typically face is not simply a matter of methodology
but a conflict between competing educational purposes.

I do not feel like I am teaching. I am just narrating lessons, completing the syllabus and practising and
marking papers. As an instructor and examiner, I am merely providing everything without leaving space
Jor students to discuss and explore. This is not the teacher I wanted to be, but 1 feel helpless...this
examination forces me to act like this (Susila, interview, April 2026).

Further, Susila describes how she functions as a mere instructor whose primary function is to
transmit examination-based content and ensure that students are prepared to reproduce it
accurately in the examination. Here, she highlights the tension aligning with teachers'
professional identities. What is emphasized by Susila is how teachers enter the profession of
teaching with an aim of supporting students' well-being and how the Grade Five Scholarship
Examination increasingly requires them to function as mere transmitters of content. This
situation reflects a contradiction between teachers' expetience, their professional beliefs and
their daily classroom practices. The participant’s description of “just narrating lessons” is
particularly resonant in this context. It reflects a conflict between the teacher’s self-
understanding as an educator and the role she is forced to perform. Importantly, what Susila
describes is her awareness of this transformation, which is not an exaggeration. She recognizes
the educational value of participation and dialogue, but at the same time, she admits her
responsibility in preparing her students to succeed within the system.

The above leads to an important question whether teachers can negotiate examination demands
by adopting pedagogical strategies that both prepare students for the test and preserve elements
of meaningful learning. Kamal provides a better explanation for this in his interview based on his
professional experience. The efforts suggested by Kamal reflect teachers’ agency and their
continuous attempt to balance institutional expectations with their pedagogical values. However,
as many participants describe such possibilities remain constrained because the priorities of the
examination system ultimately focus on measurable performance.

Teachers teach idioms in Grade 3 and 4 classes, as this content usually appears on the exam paper.
Usually, Grade 3 and 4 teachers write them on the board. Students should memorize and recite them
orally from time to time. If we can teach this lesson more practically by connecting to everyday experiences
and real-life situations, it will be more effective and will be able to remember even after the
examination. . ...even if the questions are asked in any format, students will know how to answer without
confusion. . ... proper training, our mindset and attitudes play a vital role in performing this kind of
pedagogy (Kamal, interview, March 2026).

Kamala presents her perception of the score-based evaluation by stating that it overlooks and
neglects important human capacities and competencies such as creativity, imagination and
emotional development. According to her interpretation this indicates that the students whose
real strengths that the examination cannot capture become marginalized. As Kamala, many
participants recognize that children possess different talents, abilities and various forms of
intelligence and the examination considers only those competencies that can be evaluated
through standardized assessments. As a result, they are confronted with a contradiction between
their understanding of children’s diverse capabilities and the system that defines achievement.

If I say it simply, the Grade Five Scholarship Examination is a rote memorigation based examination.
To pass this examination, wisdom should be there to a certain extent, but practice is more essential to
perform well. Thus, we cannot assess the true wisdom or talent of a child from this examination paper.
Some children are creative and emotionally intelligent, but if they cannot pass the exam, they are
considered as failures. This is why I always say this score of the examination does not evaluate the real
talent and intelligence (Kamala, interview, March 2026).
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This observation echoes Freire’s concept of dehumanization. Freire (2000) argues that
oppressive systems deny humanity by defining individuals based on their measurable function
rather than by their full human capacity. As participants describe, the Grade Five Scholarship
Examination risks producing conditions by evaluating children primarily through scores and
rankings. When children’s creativity, imagination, emotional depth and practical intelligence
cannot be translated into examination performance, they get marginalized and labelled as failures
and this can be interpreted through Freire’s concept of dehumanization.

Dewey (2001) argues that education must facilitate the growth of every individual child and
equip all children to participate actively and critically in democratic life. Therefore, according to
participants’ viewpoints, an educational system that subordinates and neglects the development
of creativity, curiosity and critical thinking for the requirements of a single high-stakes
examination fails this democratic element. It produces not thoughtful, capable democratic
participants but performers trained to repeat predetermined answers.

To mark the conclusion, this theme shows that pedagogical relations in Sri Lankan primary
classrooms shift as children move from Grade 1 to Grade 5, moving from dialogical, child-
centred teaching in the early grades toward increasingly examination-driven instruction by
Grades 4 and 5. Teachers' perceptions of this shift vary. Some participants see the diminishing of
dialogical teaching as a genuine loss rooted in values of exploration and care, echoing Dewey,
Freire and Noddings while others attribute it to changing conditions rather than changing beliefs,
and some even reinterpret early examination exposure as a form of care that reduces later
pressure. Despite these different views, all teachers share a common dilemma in balancing
children's present curiosity and well-being against preparing them for a high-stakes examination.
Together, these findings reveal a conflict between teachers' professional identities as facilitators
of holistic growth and their institutional role as agents of examination success, confirming that
this pedagogical transformation is gradual rather than abrupt and that it lays the foundation for
the further dilemmas explored in the themes that follow.
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5.2. Theme Two: The Transformation of Care

The second main theme relates to the transformation of care and emotional engagement within
pedagogical relationships across the primary cycle. The findings highlight that care, far from
being a stable feature of teacher-student relations, is itself deeply shaped by the institutional
context in which those relations are formed and sustained. When the Grade Five Scholarship
Examination pressure increases across the primary cycle, the nature, scope and possibility of
caring relationships are subject to significant transformations. Participants who work as teachers
in the early primary grades describe classrooms as characterized by emotional intimacy, where
children depend heavily on their teachers for emotional support, encouragement and reassurance.

In early primary grades, children constantly look for teachers for emotional support, as they are very new
to the school environment. They feel anxions, fearful and insecure in this new environment. Therefore, as
a teacher in these grades, 1 have to build close relationships with trust and reassurance and help them to
adjust slowly. . .children need to feel safe, if not, they lose interest and attention to learning and show their
reluctance to come to school even (Wimala, interview, March 2026).

Wimala does not experience care and teaching as two separate responsibilities and she believes
supporting children’s well-being has become an essential part of education. As she says,
meaningful learning becomes difficult when children feel anxious, insecure or emotionally
unsupported. Therefore, participants often prioritize building trust, providing reassurance and
helping children to adjust to school even when such practices are not directly recognized within
formal educational expectations.

I pay close attention to their emotional behaviours and adjust the classroom activities accordingly. If the
Students show lack of interest towards a topic, I change the topic and start a discussion about something
else and then combine it with the topic later. For another example, if 1 feel like the students take a lot of
time to understand and grasp the essence, then I make the activities simpler and make them less fast. If
Students are sad due to a quarrel with a friend or if they miss their families, individually, I attend to
them and try to help them (Sunila, interview, March 2026).

Sunila also describes how she pays close attention to children’s emotional behaviour and social
interactions throughout the school day and how she adjusts classroom activities, her responses
and provides individual support accordingly. This attentiveness represented by Sunila, is the
teachet's recognition of children entering to school not only as learners but also as young
individuals experience significant personal and emotional transitions. This understanding of care
as constitutive of the educational relationship is consistent with Nel Noddings’ ethics of care.
Noddings (2013) argues that caring is not an addition to teaching but its very foundation. She
distinguishes between caring as a moral disposition which is a genuine orientation towards the
well-being of the other and caring as an ethical practice that requires the one who cares to be
receptive, responsive and attentive to the specific needs of the cared-for. Noddings (2013)
argues that students can learn meaningfully within relationships of care.

'Engrossment’, defined by Noddings (2013), is particulatly visible in many teachers in their eatly-
grade practice. Teachers in the eatly grades describe this form of attentiveness that can be
understood through the concept of engrossment as they are alert to children’s emotional states,
responsive to signs of distress and genuinely present to the child as a whole person rather than as
a student performing against measurable standards.

However, Nimal reflects a dilemma regarding attentiveness in the early primary grades. As he
says, although the early primary grades are uninfluenced by the Grade Five Scholarship
Examination, classroom size and time have become constraints in distributing care while
maintaining the collective learning of the classroom.
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In Grades 1 and 2, children are waiting to see me and welcome me with flowers. They cling to my saree.
They indirectly ask for my affection and care. .. But in classes in Grade 3, 4 and 5, it is quite different.
I see that they are not happy about my arrival and I can see mixed feelings in them such as fear, anger,
dislike (Kamala, interview, March 2026 ).

Kamala describes in her interview, how this relational quality of teacher-student interactions
undergoes a significant transformation as children progress through the primary cycle,
particularly from Grade 3 onwards. At the same time, she explains particularly the growing
difficulty of sustaining the kinds of emotionally attentive, responsive relationships that had
characterized her practice in the eatlier grades due to the increasing institutional demands related
to examination preparation.

eev. from the last term of the Grade 3 class, the examination pressure comes to the surface. Care is still
there, but not as in Grades 1 and 2, because time has become a problem. Because as a teacher I am
responsible for covering the syllabus and practice papers more than caring. .. Even if I see some children
need personal support, 1 can actually attend to them to a certain extent or ignore completely, especially in
Sfamily matters (Kamala, Interview, March 2026).

As demonstrated by the above extract, Kamala does not suggest here that her commitment to
students has diminished completely. Rather, she describes the situation in which her ability to act
upon that commitment becomes increasingly constrained. According to responses given by the
majority of the participants, when the examination preparation and syllabus demand intensify,
teachers face growing pressure to focus more on curriculum coverage. Consequently, the time
and flexibility required for emotionally responsive relationships become more difficult to sustain.

Noddings (2013) argues that care demands attentiveness and the possibility of genuine dialogue.
When curriculum demands and accountability pressures constrain teachers by leaving limited
space and time for individual attention, they progressively weaken the relational conditions for
care. According to Kamala, the relationship does not simply become less warm; it becomes
structurally incapable of supporting the kind of mutual recognition and responsiveness that
Noddings understands as the basis of ethical teaching.

In Grades 4 and 5, when we enter the class, students get up from their chairs and welcome the teacher
because of respect and fear and not becanse of true affection and love. This expression is not a genuine one
and 1 believe it is mainly because of the pressure that they have due to the examination. Many children
believe and accuse, it is becanse of wus that they have been pressured and work for the
examination. ... .... as teachers we are being pressurized by this examination too. Although the children
need more individnal and emotional support in these grades because of the massive workload and
expectations, as a teacher 1 do not have that capacity to provide this support and care at once...
(Nayana, interview, April 2026).

These words of Nayana describe the main stage where the classroom atmosphere becomes
extensively impacted by examination-related anxiety. In Grades 4 and 5, providing individual
attention to students who struggle academically or emotionally becomes increasingly difficult.
According to Nayana, when the examination pressure gradually enters the classroom, students
require additional emotional support as they encounter greater expectations, increased workload
and growing anxiety regarding performance. But at the same time, it is precisely during this
period that she describes having less opportunity to provide individual attention and assurance,
revealing a paradox, the more support children need, the less capacity teachers feel they have to
provide it.

Although many participants express their frustration about the difficulty of maintaining the
caring relationship, Sama argues that care does not entirely disappear from the examination-
dominated classroom. Instead, care becomes reconfigured in response to the educational
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demands, particularly the Grade Five Scholarship Examination. Therefore, she continues to view
herself as a caring professional, but how she expresses care usually changes as the examination
preparation becomes more dominant within the classroom. This shift illustrates a significant
tension concerning the meaning of “care” for children within an examination-based educational
system.

...... Children in Grades 4 and 5 spend more than half of the day in their classrooms. Even in affer-
school classes. So they spend a lot of time with us. And personally, I know that in these two years
children need more care and emotional support because of this competitive examination. So I always
provide extra care and comfort to reduce fear and uncertainty. ...even today, the students who are much
closer to me are Grades 4 and 5 than students in other primary grades (Sama, interview, March 2026).

Instead of withdrawing from a caring relationship, Sama actively attempts to protect children
from the emotional ramifications of the examination. Her experience presents how the
examination pressure can sometimes intensify teachers’ awareness of children’s emotional needs
rather than diminishing it, reflecting that 'care' takes on a different form, one that is specifically
focused towards managing and mitigating the emotional impacts of institutional pressure. The
key contradiction that she notices here is that the same educational system that generates the
need for increased emotional support is the same system in which teachers are expected to
prepare children for this Grade Five Scholarship Examination. This approach is consistent with
Noddings’ observation that caring relationships adapt to context, the one who cares responds to
the specific needs of the cared-for as those needs are shaped by the circumstances in which both
find themselves. According to Sama, in the context of the Grade Five Scholarship Examination
children’s primary requirements include reassurance and emotional steadiness beyond academic
performance. Her responsiveness to these needs represents a sincere expression of care, even
within an institutional context that structurally limits wider expression. Although Noddings
(2013) reminds that care must remain sensitive to the experience of those receiving it, this can
lead to an important question, whether care remains fully responsive to the present needs of the
students when educational practices are increasingly organized around future examination
outcomes.

I am working in a primary school... after Grade 5 the students have to go to a new school for their
secondary education. So if students perform well in the Grade Five Scholarship Examination, they can
eastly get into a better school without a problem, to a better-resourced school. So my true intention is to
create a better educational path for their future. That's why I keep them for after-school classes, do papers
and get them ready (Susila, interview, April 2026).

Susila invests considerable effort in preparing students as she genuinely cares about their future
opportunities. This utterance reveals one of the significant contradictions within the theme of
care. She tries to justify intensive examination preparation as an expression of care because she
believes that success in the examination may provide open access to better educational
opportunities. From her point of view, rigorous examination preparation is not an act of
victimization but a demonstration of responsibility and consideration for children’s future.

Unlike Susila, Kamala views these practices as caring contribute to stress, pressure, and diminish
talents and abilities, such as creativity. She further discusses how encouraging rote memorization,
starting practice papers in early grades and giving students score-based targets lead many
students to feel stressed and exhausted. Therefore, these different viewpoints provided by the
participants lead to confusion between two competing understandings of care, one that
emphasizes children's present well-being while the other emphasizes children's long-term future
opportunities.

Dewey's concept of continuity of expetience also provides a framework to understand this. His
concept of continuity of experience reflects that education must connect children’s present
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experience to their future growth in a way that is meaningful and growth-promoting in the
present, rather than merely preparing for a future purpose.

In conclusion, this theme uncovers that care within Sri Lankan primary classrooms is not a fixed
feature of teacher-student relations. It is itself reshaped by increasing Grade Five Scholarship
Examination pressure. When the children progress through Grades 1 to 5, it addresses how
pedagogical relations change across the primary cycle. In Grades 1 and 2, teachers describe close,
emotionally attentive relationships on which children depend on them for reassurance and
security. This context be understood through Noddings' concept of engrossment which
illustrates care as foundational to teaching rather than separate from it. However, from Grade 3
onwards, the syllabus coverage and examination preparation intensify. Therefore, care becomes
structurally constrained by time and institutional demands. Teachers' perceptions of this
transformation differ, as some experience it as a denial of relational closeness and a paradox
where children need more emotional support when teachers have the least capacity to give it.
What others insist is that care does not disappear. It is reconfigured. These differing
interpretations disclose that the Grade Five Scholarship Examination does not simply reduce
care, it alters its meaning, form and expression.
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5.3. Theme Three: The Teacher as Both the Oppressed and the Oppressor

The experiences that are shared by the participants in this study reflect Paulo Freire’s
understanding of oppression within educational systems, particularly his argument that
individuals within oppressive structures can simultaneously occupy the position of both the
oppressed and the oppressor. Freire (2000) observes in his work Pedagogy of the Oppressed that
oppressive structures do not operate solely through direct control or authority. Drawing on
Freire’s discussion, within the context of the Grade Five Scholarship Examination, the teachers
themselves become oppressed by institutional power while simultaneously recreating oppressive
practices upon the children in their care and concern. Many participants reveal that primary
school teachers experience deep and continuous tensions as they attempt to work within an
education system dominated by performance-based accountability.

I want to be creative in my lessons. I wonld like to do many activities promoting discussions and let
students enjoy the lesson. 1 do this very well in Grades 1 and 2 classes. I sing songs with students, relate
stories ......... But there is no space to do these things in Grades 4 and 5. The best example is that
children in Grades 4 and 5 do not sing children’s educational songs now. The aesthetic values have
disappeared. They sing and murmur famous common songs that they hear in day-to-day life on radio and
television. This is because we do not even have time to teach and sing songs together, as practising papers
has become the priority in late primary grades (Anula, interview, April 2026).

Anula describes that she entered the profession with a motivation and desire to support children
through creative, joyful and meaningful learning experiences. And she is able to continue with
these core values, particulatly in the early grades of the primary cycle. However, during the
middle and later grades, the institutional realities of schooling frequently compel her to act in
ways that contradict her educational values and professional beliefs. The dilemma that Anula
brings here concerns professional autonomy. As a teacher, she does not necessarily reject the
examination preparation itself. Rather, she struggles with the extent to which examination
demands decide what happens within the classroom.

Kusuma conveys her direct frustration as a teacher working towards the examination
expectations by ignoring and going against her educational ideals. Here her words reflect what
Freire describes as the experience of the oppressed, the internalization of a condition of
powerlessness that prevents individuals from acting in accordance with their values and
principles. Participants who recognize that children should enjoy learning according to their
developmental needs but are unable to create conditions for such learning within the institutional
limitations they face resonate with the aspect of structural oppression that Freire describes. The
role of educational officers and institutional supervision plays a vital role in intensifying teachers’
experience of oppression, leading to the above professional frustrations. As Kusuma describes,
when educational authorities primarily monitor examination performance and syllabus
completion, they communicate institutional priorities that leave limited space for child-centered
or creative pedagogical practices. She further describes her feeling of being compelled to
conform to the examination-focused methods even when those methods conflicted with her
professional judgement and understanding of children’s developmental needs.

Currently, many officers who come from the educational department focus mainly on what we have
written in the lesson plan and the extent of the syllabus's coverage. They question about why the class
average is low and why the students are not performing well. It does not matter how I spend time with my
Students doing interactive learning, how well I teach and how students enjoy the lesson. What matters for
them is the completion of the syllabus on time and the results.... I have to give priority to the results
(Kusuma, interview, March 2026).
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The primary section of a school is evaluated by the Grade Five Scholarship Examination. The school's
reputation depends on the pass rate of the examination. Therefore, teachers are usually pressurized by the
school hierarchy to produce good results and focus more on examination preparation (Anula, interview,

April 2026).

Moreover, Anula presents that the success and the existence of the school are measured through
examination results and the pass rate of the students, showcasing that teachers feel responsible
not only for children’s learning but also for maintaining the reputation of the school. This
indicates how institutional expectations pressure participants’ professional conduct, thereby
limiting teachers' autonomy and emphasizing their position as the oppressed.

If I fail to have a good pass rate, even my profession will be at stake. The school can give me a transfer to
a rural school and obtain a replacement for me with teachers who perform better in producing a good pass
rate in the examination. As human beings, we all personally do not like these ontcomes, especially within
our career lives (Kamala, interview, March 2026).

Viewed through the Freirean perspective, this indicates that oppressive systems exercise their
power not only through direct pressure but also through the cultivation of fear, the
internalization of institutional norms and the creation of conditions in which conformity to them
becomes strategy for professional survival. Kamala illustrates this dynamic well. The fear of
criticism, institutional judgement, professional marginalization and labelling as ineffective
professionals compel teachers to adhere to examination-centered practices, even though they
personally understand that these practices are educationally harmful. In this respect, participants
experience themselves as powerless within the hierarchy of the education system, which curtails
individuals’ professional autonomy and creativity.

The expectations of the parents further complicate this picture. Many participants emphasize
that parental demands strongly support the examination-oriented culture of schooling, creating
additional pressure to prioritize academic performance over children’s overall development.
Kamala explains that the majority of the parents, particularly in Grades 4 and 5, evaluate teachers
according to Grade Five Scholarship Examination result, as they consider and strongly believe
that this examination is a pathway to many educational opportunities. She explains well how
teachers are compelled to satisfy parental expectations even if they conflict with their educational
values. She further reveals that effectiveness as teachers is measured through scores and rankings
rather than the quality of children's learning experiences. This parental pressure indicates the
internalization of examination culture beyond the school and into the wider community and
society which can be interpreted through Freire’s (2000) argument that oppressive structures
reproduce themselves not only through institutional mechanisms but also through the wider
culture of a society that has come to accept and recreate their logic as natural.

Parents normally compare teachers based on how well they complete the syllabus, practice papers, conduct
after-school classes and provide notes. For example, if the note is short, the teacher has not done nuch for
the day; if the note is long in the student's book, the teacher has done a great job. If I spend a lot of time
outside doing activities in Grades 4 and 5, the parents will define me as a useless teacher and I will not
produce better results, as many parents decide the effectiveness of the teacher based on the pass rate
(Kamala, interview, March 2026).

Participants describe a competitive culture in which they compare themselves against one
another in their profession based on pass rates and examination outcomes. This can be
interpreted through Freire’s perspectives: discussion as a culture of competition and comparison
functions as a mechanism of normalization since adhering to examination-focused practices
appears not merely acceptable but professionally necessary.
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The Grade 5 teacher usnally expects students to learn most of the things in Grades 3 and 4 because the
priority of Grade 5 is to practice papers and prepare students for the Grade Five Scholarship
Excamination. ...when 1 was a teacher in Grades 3 and 4, 1 was pressured to focus more on
examination-related content since the Grade 5 teacher expected that from me. 1 feared that she wonld
evaluate me based on how far I had been doing that. When 1 work in Grade 5 again, 1 have to
maintain my speed and coverage of the syllabus along with the parallel class teachers. .. Wimala,
interview, March 2026).

The tension between Wimala’s personal educational values and the practices adopted by her
parallel colleagues highlights that her own methods are difficult to sustain, as examination-
oriented practices have become the accepted form in the current school system. Therefore, many
participants express their feeling of being unable to act differently without risking criticism and
professional isolation. In terms of Freire’s (2000) perspective, oppressive ideologies become
deeply internalized within social and professional cultures, making them extraordinarily difficult
to challenge or resist, even for those who experience their harmful effects. Examination success
becomes the socially and professionally accepted definition of educational achievement, a
definition so pervasive that teachers who might wish to challenge it find themselves without the
institutional or social support necessary to do so effectively. Many participants cleatly illustrate
how oppression becomes embedded not only in institutional policies but also in the informal
culture of professional practice, where they occupy the position of the oppressed.

Many parents and even students focus more on tuition. 1V arious online and day and night classes are
available for students to attend according to their preferences. Many students neglect school and attend

classes instead, having more faith in their tuition teachers than their own class teacher (Susila, interview,
April 2026).

Like Susila, many participants express that private tuition has commercialized the Grade Five
Scholarship Examination. In tuition classes, as she says, teachers are not involved in activities.
The tuition teachers completely focus on covering the syllabus and on practicing papers. School
teachers are compared with tuition masters. And even parents give priority to tuition rather than
school work. Thus, teachers are challenged to maintain their standards.

As participants are constrained by examination pressures, particularly by school hierarchy and
educational department authorities, they transfer those pressures to children through the practice
papers and memorization without providing them with an atmosphere to enjoy learning. This
becomes much visible in schools (semi-government), where students who do not intend to sit
the scholarship examination are nevertheless required to complete papers and participate in
examination-oriented activities like examination-based seminars. As a result, all students become
subject to the same form of competition regardless of their individual educational needs. The
tension therefore, lies in the participants’ awareness of the problem. They recognize that children
are under pressure. But still, they feel unable to act differently from the expectations imposed
upon them.

In my class, some students do not take the examination because it is not compulsory for everyone at my
school. The parents decide whether the child is going to take part in the examination or not. But all
Students learn in the same classroom. As a teacher, I have a duty to prepare the students who sit for the
examination with relevant content and practice papers in the class. .....Therefore, even the students who

do not take part in the examination are also subjected to unnecessary pressure and this is unfair to them
(Sunila, interview, March 2026).

Many participants reveal that the mechanisms through which institutional oppression recreate
itself are not driven by the intentions of individual teachers. It happens particularly through the
structural conditions that make certain practices appear necessary and logical within the
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institutional context. As participants describe they do not oppress students out of personal
cruelty or indifference. They oppress students because the system in which they are embedded.

The simultaneous experience of being oppressed and functioning as an oppressor creates
significant emotional and moral distress for teachers. Nayana describes an experience that can be
understood as a form of professional contradiction, a persistent tension between their
educational beliefs and professional values on one hand and the institutional practices they feel
compelled to enact on the other.

I am now genuinely not considering the number of students who take better marks and get into better
schools. What I really expect and work for is the pass rate of my class, the percentage of students who
obtain their marks above the cutoff. .. 1 feel this intention is quite selfish as a teacher since I truly do not
care abont the students but about my own survival (Nayana, interview, April 2026).

Freire (2000) argues that oppressive systems damage the humanity of both the oppressed and the
oppressor. This argument powerfully illustrates the emotional reality of participants in this study.
Teachers are not indifferent to the suffering their practices may cause. They are acutely aware of
the contradiction between their professional convictions and their institutional behaviour. This
awareness produces genuine moral suffering, a sense of professional shame and ethical failure
that is itself a product of the oppressive structure in which teachers are embedded.

From Noddings’ (2013) perspective, this moral distress can be interpreted as the damage that
institutional pressure does to the caring values that motivate teachers’ professional practice.
Many participants suggest that genuine caring is not simply an individual moral quality but a
relational and contextual practice. They further express that when the school system is less
attentive to the conditions necessary for caring relationships, such as time, emotional
responsiveness and professional freedom, it not only harms children but also teachers by forcing
them to act in ways that violate their professional and ethical commitments.

I do not like after-school classes. Because it exhansts me physically and mentally as we continue the same
work. for the same purpose for more than half of the day. After-school classes have become a burden not
only for us but for students as well. As a result, personally, 1 have lacked interest in my profession. I feel
like shifting to another profession. Due to after-school classes, 1 have lost the time to spend with my
Sfamily. Especially my children. ....... Mental relaxation affects teaching a lot. If we are relaxed and
calmr as teachers, we can produce better results and will not express our pressure on the children as well
(Samay, interview, March 2026).

As Sama describes, the Grade Five Scholarship Examination extends beyond classroom teaching.
It has influenced the teachers' lives outside school as well. Additional classes, paper marking and
preparation activities increase workload and reduce opportunities for personal and family life for
many teachers, particularly those who teach in Grades 4 and 5. This reflects Freire's argument
that oppression affects not only human action but also individuals' ability to exercise control
over their lives. Her utterance clearly reflects how the examination pressures penetrate personal
spaces and contribute to emotional and professional strain. Therefore, the tension arises as
teachers remain committed to supporting students while also recognizing the personal sacrifices
required to meet examination expectations.

Drawing on Freire's concept of oppression, it can be concluded that this theme reveals the idea
how the Grade Five Scholarship Examination operates as an institutional structure positioning
teachers as simultaneously the oppressed and the oppressor while offering an insight into how
pedagogical relations change across the primary cycle. Within the primary cycle, teachers describe
sustaining creative, dialogical practices in Grades 1 and 2. However, they experience a loss of
professional autonomy in Grades 4 and 5, as syllabus completion and pass rates come to
supersede child-centred teaching. Teachers' perceptions of this pressure are shaped by multiple
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factors, such as educational department inspections that evaluate teachers merely on results,
school hierarchies that threaten transfer or professional marginalization for poor pass rates,
parental expectations that judge teachers by notes and paper practice rather than quality of
learning, competitive comparison among colleagues and the growing commercialization of
tuition culture. This produces a profound dilemma at the core of teachers' professional and

ethical identity.
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Chapter 06
Discussion and Conclusion

This chapter demonstrates, as revealed by the thematic analysis, the findings about “how” the
Grade Five Scholarship Examination changes pedagogical relations in primary education (Grades
1-5) in Sri Lanka and the dilemmas that teachers face due to these transformations. As
mentioned in the introduction, the study addresses an important research gap by showing
through teachers' perspectives, how this examination transforms pedagogical relationships and
classroom practices over time in the primary cycle.

As the thematic analysis presents in the previous chapter, the influence of the Grade Five
Scholarship Examination progressively reshapes teaching and learning practices throughout the
primary cycle. The transition towards examination-oriented education does not initiate only in
Grade 5. It gradually starts in the third term of Grade 3 and becomes more visible in Grades 4
and 5. The thematic analysis clearly demonstrates what aspects of pedagogical relations such as
teaching practices, evaluation and caring are subject to change due to the level of influence of the
examination, showcasing how and when exactly these transformations appear and the
perspectives of teachers regarding these changes. According to the findings, when the
examination becomes increasingly influential, the teacher-student relationship shifts from caring,
child-centered and activity-based interaction towards a more controlled, examination-focused,
teacher-centered approach, resulting in the disappearance of many important aspects of learning
in primary education, such as creativity and flexibility.

The analysis also illustrates how teachers perceive these transformations in both positive and
negative ways, particularly in terms of the aspects of evaluation and caring. Although some
participants interpret this examination as producing positive impacts, such as caring for the
future of the students and early preparation of students to reduce stress, many participants
express concerns about the harmful consequences, including emotional stress and excessive
competition that result from these changes.

The changing nature of pedagogical relationships as a result of the Grade Five Scholarship
Examination creates several dilemmas for teachers. As presented in the analysis, teachers
frequently present themselves balancing institutional expectations, parental demands,
examination targets and their own professional beliefs regarding appropriate primary education.
As many participants express, the pressure to cover the syllabus, the focus on practice papers,
limited time and overcrowded classrooms have conflicted with maintaining better pedagogical
relationships with students and their ideologies. Participants further describe the emotional
burdens, professional frustrations and threats that they encounter due to the impact of the Grade
Five Scholarship Examination in primary education. These dilemmas encountered by the
participants indicate the tensions between the relational and participatory principles emphasized
in the theoretical framework of the study and the examination-oriented practices required in the
classroom. The limitation of time available for discussion and exploratory learning reflects
Dewey’s (2001) concern that education focused on externally imposed outcomes becomes less
effective as it hinders student’s genuine learning rather than supporting meaningful learning
experiences. Similarly, the mere emphasis on syllabus coverage and examination preparation
resembles Freire’s (2000) concept of the banking model of education, in which knowledge is
transmitted rather than constructed through dialogue. The limitation of the teacher’s ability to
provide individual attention and emotional support illustrates Noddings’s (2013) view that caring
relationships call for sustained attentiveness and responsiveness, which become difficult to
maintain under examination pressure. Thus, the thematic analysis clearly demonstrates the
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conflict between educational theory and classroom practice, reflecting how the dialogical,
experiential and caring approaches advocated by Freire, Dewey and Noddings are constrained by
the demands of the examination-driven educational system.

In addition to the findings generated through the thematic analysis, the study further reveals that
the original aim of the Grade Five Scholarship Examination has gradually changed in practice.
Although the Grade Five Scholarship Examination was initially introduced to provide better
educational opportunities and access to better schools, majority of the participants in this study
describe that many schools today focus more on increasing the number of students who pass the
examination rather than on those who truly receive scholarships and gain entrance to better
schools. This is because the success of the examination has become a measure of school
performance and prestige, particularly within highly competitive schools. Teachers perceive that
this institutional focus has contributed to increasing pressure on both teachers and students and
intensifying examination-oriented practices within primary classrooms.

The participants representing semi-government schools, highlight that their schools prioritize
scholarship examinations because the schools’ prestige is linked to the examination results. In
such schools, some students intend to sit for the examination while others do not. Despite these
differences, however, all students are generally expected to participate in examination-oriented
activities, such as doing practice papers, particularly the papers provided by the zonal and
provincial departments. The teachers are expected to provide lessons focusing on examinations
for all students, including both candidates and non-candidates. Particularly, students who do not
sit for the examination are expected to attend extra classes and follow the same examination-
focused classroom routines as examination candidates. Teachers consider this situation unfair
and unjust, as non-examination students are also drawn into a highly competitive learning
environment with limited opportunities for appropriate leisure learning experiences at the end.
Therefore, the two participants who represent the government-approved private schools
describe this process as a form of oppression within primary classes exemplifying Paulo Freire's
concept in Pedagogy of the Oppressed.

This study also reveals that the teachers lack institutional and professional support and freedom
to maintain healthy pedagogical relations while working within an examination-oriented system.
Many participants emphasize that large classroom sizes and limited time have become major
constraints, particularly in Grades 4 and 5, where examination preparation is heavily prioritized.
This has limited the opportunities of participants in providing individual attention and the
cultivation of relational connections which they view as central to meaningful teaching. To
maintain healthy and meaningful relationships while providing individual attention, teachers
prefer manageable classrooms with a maximum of 25 students and greater professional freedom
to design lessons according to children's emotional and developmental needs.

Beyond the scope of the current objectives, several participants shared their views regarding
possible changes to the Grade Five Scholarship Examination and its surrounding conditions.
These include designing the examination to evaluate skills, creativity and practical competencies
of the students rather than focusing on scores and mere memorized content, addressing the
mismatch between the curriculum and the structure of the examination, particularly Paper I,
which plays a vital role in early examination preparation, ensuring proper involvement and better
regulations towards tuition sector to reduce excessive unnecessary competition and pressure
among teachers and students, limiting the examination mainly to the under-resourced schools
and schools without secondary section and establishing the cut-off marks in order to preserve
the original purpose of supporting disadvantaged children. Although these comments and
observations reflect participants’ thoughtful engagement with the examination system, they
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extend beyond the study’s relational concerns and therefore can be highlighted as potential
directions for future investigations.

The participants' accounts cleatly reflect that professional experience plays a significant role in
managing the transitions, particularly in coping with the pressure directed by the examination
system. Teachers with substantial experience in teaching Grades 3, 4 and 5 tend to provide more
confident, balanced, detailed and constructive explanations regarding these changes, reflecting
more positive approaches and opinions in their discussions. In contrast, the participants with
limited experience in these grades frequently highlight the negative consequences they
encountered, including stress, workload and challenges in maintaining healthy pedagogical
practices. However, these findings indicate that professional experience, rather than age, has
become a crucial factor in effectively navigating the pedagogical transformation associated with
the examination culture.

Furthermore, a comparison between urban and rural schools indicates that external and internal
pressures. Particularly, the parental and school hierarchical influences which are considerably
lower in rural contexts since the parents from the rural areas are mostly from non-academic
backgrounds. Another finding that emerges from the study is that many teachers in rural schools
are required to teach multiple primary grades simultaneously due to the shortage of primary
teachers. Several participants have experience managing two or three grades at the same time,
reflecting how structural limitations within the rural schools further shape responses to
examination-driven educational practices.

Importantly, this research goes beyond the mere identification of the negative impacts of the
examination culture. This study contributes for a better understanding of how the Grade Five
Scholarship Examination pressure transforms primary education in Sri Lanka as it uncovers
hidden educational processes, examine teachers' experiences and critically analyze the unintended
consequences of examination-driven education. Therefore, the findings clearly reflect when and
how examination pressure begins to dominate classroom practices, which dimensions of holistic
learning are diminished, how teachers perceive these changes and what professional and
emotional tensions emerge as a result.

Therefore, the study does not aim to offer a final decision on the Grade Five Scholarship
Examination. Instead, it aims to create a well-grounded and theoretically based understanding of
how the Grade Five Scholarship Examination reshapes pedagogical relations throughout the
primary cycle and the dilemmas these changes create for teachers. The implications that emerged
from the findings may contribute to future discussions on enhancing primary education and
maintaining productive pedagogical relationships for the creation of a more balanced, supportive
and child-centered primary education system in Sri Lanka.
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APPENDIX: Interview Guide

Research Aim - To understand how the grade five scholarship examination reshapes the
pedagogical relations in primary education in Sri Lanka

Interview type - Semi strutured

All interviews are commenced with an appropriate greeting and eliciting basic personal and
professional information from the participants.

Age -

Years of experience -

Grades-

Subjects -

Purpose of doing all grades-(if)

Main interview questions

&

*®

10.

11.

12.

How would you describe your experience and teaching practices in early primary grades?
And then grade 5?

What changes do you notice in classroom teaching as students move closer to the grade five
scholarship examination?

How do the curricular demands and time constraints shape your teaching in grade 5?

What challenges do you face when trying to use child-centered teaching methods in
examination classes?

In your experience how does examination-focused teaching impact students overall learning
and development?

How examination requirements influence how much freedom students have to ask
questions or express their ideas?

How do you find yourself, like an instructor or facilitator?

How does examination preparation affect your relationship with your students?

How have your caring and supportive teaching practices changed as students progress grade
wise?

How do you assess and evaluate students in different grades?Are the methods effective?
Why or why not?

What is your personal view of the grade five scholarship examination?Do you view it as
beneficial or harmful?

Based on your experience what changes or reforms would you suggest to improve primary
education and concerns about the grade five scholarship examination on teaching and
learning?
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