Resources File

The readings for this module appear in the following order below:

| Gunawardena, G, et al. 2002 'Employment of university graduates in Sri
Lanka: the demand-supply nexus." Annual Academic Sessions 2002: Abstracts,
Nugegoda: Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, The Open University
of Sri Lanka (extract pp I-11)

2 Bell, ). 1999 Doing your own research project, Buckingham: Open University
(extract pp 92-95)

Note on copyright

Individuals may reproduce these copyright materials for their own personal
educational use only. Reproduction for other purposes or transmission of any
such content is strictly prohibited except by permission of the copyright
holder of individual materials.

Note on quality of reproduction

Readers may find the reproduction quality of these readings varies. This is
dependent on the quality and format of the original copies. In some cases,

alternative web links have been provided.
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INDIVIDUAL PROPOSALS

PROJECT 01

Title of the Project:

Employment of University Graduates in Sri Lanka: The Demand -

Supply Nexus

Applying University:

Open University of Sri Lanka

Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences

Project Coordinator and Principal Investigator:

Prof. G.I.C.Gunawardena
Senior Professor of Education
Dept. of Education

Open University of Sri Lanka
Nawala

Nugegoda

Sri Lanka

Tel: 94-1-820032/853777 ext 407
Fax: 94-1-820032/4368584
E-mail: ggunawardena@hotmail.com

Co-operating Institution:
Details are being arranged with the faculty of Education of University of Stockholm. (Details

are given in page 06)
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Research Team and Responsibilities

Member

Functions and time allocations

Prof. G.I.C.Gunawardena
Senior Professor of Education
Principal Investigator

Project coordinator

20 % of full-time work (approximately 08 hours
a day) available for planning, training,
supervision and coordination of activities and
writing the report

Mr. Upali Vidanapathirana
Dean/ Faculty of Humanities and
Social Sciences

Team member

10% of full-time work (approximately 04 hours
a day) available for planning, training and
supervision of activities

Dr. N.G.Kularatne
Senior Lecturer, Gr. |
Team member

10% of full-time work (approximately 04 hours
a day) available for planning, training and
supervision of activities

Dr. H.V.M.Ratwatte

Senior Lecturer, Gr. II

Head/ Dept. of Language Studies
Team member

10% of full-time work (approximately 04 hours
a day) available for planning, training and
supervision

activities

Abstract:

The study seeks to investigate the factors affecting graduate employment in Sri Lanka in order

to determine whether mismatch’ between education and employment exists or whether a

process of ’achievement suppression’ is operating in Sri Lanka. The study will examine the

background characteristics, the recruitment of university and secondary school graduates,

their conditions of service, and performance on the job from employers in 200 organizations.

The research will identify manner in which the background characteristics such as gender,

socio-economic status, etc. influence the development of attributes desired by employers and

examine the education-employment relationship from both equity and quality perspectives.

Faculty of HSS - The Open University Sri Lanka 1
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The study will contribute to the growing body of literature in the area and also provide
insights to government policy makers, educational planners and employers on reform of
policies on university education, economic planning, employment generation and recruitment

to employment.

Rationale:

Background

For more than half a century, Sri Lanka showed a great commitment to education. Education
was espoused for its supposed potentialities to achieve social justice and social efficiency
(Govt. of Sri Lanka, 1943). Progressive policies implemented since the 1940s such as free
education up to university level, the change over to the mother tongue as the medium of
instruction, the ’ expansion of the education system and incentives such as scholarships, free
textbooks and fee mid-day meals have effected a widening of access to education. More
recently, on several occasions, education was reformed with the aim of improving its

capability to ‘contribute to the solutions in a rapidly and a continually changing society.

As rising expectations of social mobility centered around education, more university places
were created by establishing new universities and new campuses and by increasing the intake.
Despite these measures, the percentage of the age group that gains entry to university

education is restricted to a mere 2 per cent.

In late 1980s, social unrest led to a closure of universities for prolonged periods resulting in
delays in university admissions. The prevalence of the war in the North and the East also had
adverse consequences on resourcing of universities and as a consequence, the quality of
university education has also deteriorated rapidly. Those who are selected for university have
long periods’ of waiting to commence their studies as well as similar long periods of waiting

after graduation to obtain employment.

Faculty of HSS - The Open University Sri Lanka 2

Individuals may reproduce a copy of the third-party copyright materials listed below for their own personal use only: any further reproduction or transmission of any such content is prohibited except by permission of the copyright holder of the relevant materfal.

74 Practitioner research and evaluation skills training in open and distance learning



Resources

Proposal to Establish a Research Fund (SIDA)

The insufficiency of places at the top rung of the educational ladder and the deteriorating
quality of university education, have in recent times led to the emergence of an alternative
structure of private higher education, parallel to state higher education. This move has been
facilitated by the acceptance of open economic policies that permitted educational institutions
to be established as BOI (Board of Investment) companies and the welcome extended to
foreign investment in Sri Lanka. Restriction of funding of universities in developed countries
such as United Kingdom and Australia also has enabled private higher education institutions
to establish links with recognized foreign universities and thus offer more valued degrees

than those offered by Sri Lankan state universities.

Parallel to the above developments in higher education, free market policies had a significant
impact on recruitment of graduates for employment. The public sector which had absorbed
the majority of university graduates in the past had shrunk to 21.5 per cent in 1990 and to 13.6
per cent in 2000. A large number of small scale business enterprises have sprung up,
especially in the garments industry, which recruit graduates at executive level but it is

doubtful whether a significant expansion in numbers recruited has occurred.

In the private sector, often described as the engine of growth , English is emerging as the de
facto language used in spite of Sinhala and Tamil being continued as the media of
instruction up to university level. Surveys of employers of university graduates have led to
consistent findings: employers look for more than mere educational credentials. They expect
an education in the broader sense, where learning is not limited to sheer book learning but
entails the development of higher cognitive abilities and applicable transferable skills and
personal development in which competency in English language is a prime tool. There is a
widespread belief that selection for employment is not purely governed by objective criteria
described above but is also influenced by family or personal contacts which is considered as
closely related to the commitment of an employee to the organization. Moreover, concern is
being expressed about a discernible shift from university graduate level to secondary level
recruits for employment in the private sector, the justification given being the case with which

the latter can be molded to fit in with the organization s needs.

Faculty of HSS - The Open University Sri Lanka 3
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Review of Pertinent Literature

Numerous studies have probed into the effect of education on social mobility. They have
shown how as greater democratization of education occurs, particularistic criteria are given
priority over educational achievement. Thus consideration of such criteria as kinship or
friendship (Hallak and Calloids, 1980), institutional links (Dore, 1977), political affiliation
(Finlay et al, 1968; Gunawardena, 1980) or caste (Hommes and Trivedi. 1970) tends to
reduce the effect of educational achievement on occupational status. In Sri Lanka, gender has
often been cited as a factor-causing disadvantage in obtaining employment (SLFUW, 1980
and Jayaweera and Sanmugam, 2001). Nan and Yauger (1975) referred to this phenomenon as

achievement suppression.

Achievement suppression can also occur when additional criteria are incorporated into the
selection mechanisms. Employers normally use characteristics of schooling such as length of
schooling and examination grades as proxy indicators of productivity. However, in situations
where a stagnant economy lacks the ability to absorb larger contingents of school or
university graduates who have acquired educational credentials, employers tend to look for

additional skills and competencies to fill the few vacancies that exist (Gunawardena, 1993).

Other interpretations of the emerging relationship between education and employment were
also being put forward during this time. The mismatch between education and employment
was put forward first by Dudley Seers in 1971. The Seers report (ILO, 1971) on Matching
Education to Employment argued that unemployment among the educated had partly resulted
from their high aspirations on entering white-collar employment and a desire for academic
education. Subsequent studies (World Bank, 1991) on employer expectations indicate that
employers were critical of the quality of the products of Sri Lankan secondary schools and
universities. Gunawardena s study (1991) showed that employers listed communication skills,
personality, interpersonal skills and general transferable skills such as adaptability, decision-
making ability and organizational skills as important requirements from university graduates,

which graduates lacked. These findings are confirmed by Vidanapathirana (1997).

Faculty of HSS - The Open University Sri Lanka 4
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A recent survey (Chamber of Commerce, 1999) also identified more or less the same
attributes as the earlier studies. Additional attributes mentioned were the ability to head a
team and achieve results in a short period, ability to prioritize/organize time productively, an
open, positive, practical mind set, willingness to learn from a cross-section of people, general
knowledge including world affairs, wide interests and dress sense, personal grooming and
business etiquette. Specific mention is made of private business owners and managers who
have difficulty in employing young graduates due to the latter’s low English proficiency,
inadequate practical experience and very often negative attitudes to work Lakshman (2001)
also affirmed that a mismatch exists (a) between existing labour skills and the needs of the
employers as well as (b) between aspirations of those waiting for jobs and employment

opportunities that are available.

Vidanapathirana (2001) however argues that more than deficiencies that occur in the quality
of the graduates produced by the Universities (the supply), the basic problem lies in the
demand sector, in the stagnant economy which does not create a demand for highly educated

manpower.

Outcomes of the Study

The study would make a significant contribution to the existing knowledge on the interface
between education and employment in this country. It will lead to a better understanding
among the stakeholders (state, employers and university educators) of the interplay of
different forces that operate in the employment market and enable them to make informed
policy decisions regarding educational reform, recruitment procedures and expansion of

employment opportunities.

Capacity Objectives

The project envisages using the services of several junior academics from the Faculty of
Humanities and Social Sciences as research assistants for the study. The project will

contribute to the capacity building of these academics through development of their research

Faculty of HSS - The Open University Sri Lanka 5
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skills in interviewing, analysis and interpretation data and also by enhancing their motivation
for research by collaboration with senior researchers. As a result of collaboration with
Swedish universities, it is expected to provide the junior academics with the much-needed

exposure to a research culture.

Research Objectives

The research objectives are specified in the form of research questions.

1. How many university graduates on an average per year have been recruited by
different organizations during the period of last five years? How does this number
compare with the number of secondary school graduates recruited by each of these

organizations?

2. What is the profile of these recruits- university graduates and secondary school

graduates in respect of:

(1)  University/higher education Institutes/ School attended?
(i) Field of study

(iii) Competency in English language

(iv) Socio-economic background

(v) Gender

3. What is the evaluation of employers on the quality of these recruits university and

secondary school graduates regarding their
(i) Commitment to the organization in terms of period of service, work
attitudes, inter-personal skills etc.

(ii)) Competency to produce the desired output related to work norms

4. What are the inducements given to these new recruits within the organization since

joining, such as

Faculty of HSS - The Open University Sri Lanka 6
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(i) Pay rises, and other perquisites,
(ii) Promotions and

(iii) Access to foreign and local training, new experiences etc.

Framework of Analysis

The study will examine the applicability of three main theoretical perspectives related to the
education-employment relationship: Human Capital Theory which postulates that
investment in education leads to economic advancement both for individuals and society;
Mismatch Theory which argues that unemployability is a direct result of the lack of desirable
attributes in the employees; and the Reproduction Theory which explains inequity in relation
to outcomes in education as a result of the operation of extraneous factors other than

education, which factors suppress achievement.

The review of existing pertinent literature and the analysis of the situation prevailing in the
employment market in Sri Lanka leads us to hypothesize that the theory which is most
applicable to the Sri Lanka situation is the Reproduction Theory and not the other two

theories.

Expected Results

1. It is expected that the study would arrive at significant findings which will
demonstrate a clearer understanding of the education-employment relationship as

operating in Sri Lanka.

2. These findings can be communicated to employer associations such as the Chambers

of commerce to re-examine their recruitment policies in the light of the findings.

(1) The findings can indicate to the university authorities the areas of reform that
are imperative in curricula and teaching methodology and for improving the
quality of higher education.

(ii) The findings can be communicated to university students at counselling to

Faculty of HSS - The Open University Sri Lanka 7
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indicate to them the expectations of employers.
(iii) The findings can be used by national level planners in devising economic and

employment planning to articulate education to employment effectively.

Methodology

Sample

As this study would effectively complement the study undertaken by the Marga Institute for
the World Bank in 1991 (Gunawardena, 1991), it is envisaged to include the organizations (93
in number) in the original study. The 93 employers interviewed for the earlier study was
drawn from among 25 public sector organizations, 25 semi-government organizations and 50
private sector organizations. An additional sample of 100 small business enterprises will also
be included in the sample. It is expected that these employers would extend their cooperation
for the proposed study also. Any who request to be left out would be substituted by new

organizations from the same sector.

A purposive sample of approximately 500 employees employed in these organizations will be

selected for the interview sample.

Methods of Data Collection and Analysis

The major method used for data collection would be interviews, using a semi-structured
interview schedule focusing on the research questions outlined above. Where necessary,

relevant documents pertaining to employment will be perused.

As the research data is primarily qualitative, methods of analyzing qualitative data such as
using the ethnograph will be used. Additionally, frequencies and cross-tabulations will be
used to bring out variations that occur in recruitment practices of employers from different

types of organizations and their perceptions, requirements and evaluations.

Faculty of HSS - The Open University Sri Lanka 8
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Time Frame

vi. Data Analysis
vii. Interim Seminar

viii.  Submission of the Final Report

Activity Time Frame

i. Planning Sessions January 2003

ii. Inception Seminar February 2003

il. Development of Instruments, Piloting and Finalization | February-March, 2003
v. Interviews with HRM Directors March-July,2003

v. Focus group discussions with employees August, 2003

September- October, 2003
December, 2003
January, 2004

Budget - 2003

Applying Institution
Fieldwork Costs Local SEK
1. Minor Equipment 3,000
2. Consumables 6,000
3. Allowances 53,500
4. Travel 20,000
5.Unforeseen 7,500
Subtotal 90,000
Cooperating Institution
Fieldwork Costs Local SEK
1. Minor equipment 9,000
2. Consumables 3,500
3. Travel 25,000
4. Salaries 15,000
5. Overheads 7,500
Sub-total 60,000
Grand Total 150,000

Faculty of HSS - The Open University Sri Lanka
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Gender Considerations

The research team is very much gender sensitive and will ensure that gender equity is
maintained in selecting the senior as well as the junior researchers. In fact, the effect of
gender on employment opportunities is one of the characteristics that is being studied.

Environmental Considerations
The research study will not have any adverse environmental effects.
Ethical Considerations

The subjects for the study are all persons with a considerable level of education who
understand the value of research and the positive impact the study can have on future
development of the country. The objectives of the study will be clearly explained to them
before getting their concurrence for participation. They will also be assured that the
information obtained from them will be treated with utmost confidentiality. As the research
team consists of senior researchers with long experience in undertaking research, no problems
in this regard are envisaged.

Risk Analysis

The only risk factor, which can be foreseen at this juncture, is the inability of one or more
team members to participate in the study due to some unavoidable circumstance. Even this
factor would not have a significant bearing on the conduct of the study as the research team

has worked on the proposal as a team and have sufficient experience. It is possible in such an
event, to invite another research from the Faculty to substitute him/her.

Faculty of HSS - The Open University Sri Lanka 10
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