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Developing Leadership Skills and Positive Attitudes In Undergraduates of Sri Lanka

Brigadier ALDM Gunasekara RSP USP psc MSc, Deputy Vice Chancellor(Defence & Admin) - KDU
INTRODUCTION

The General Certificate in Education (Advanced Level) (GCE A/L) examination, for which approxi-
mately 270,000 students sit for every year is one of the most competitive exams held in Sri Lanka.
Out of this, only about 20,000 students countrywide, i.e. less than 8% of the total student population
is selected for undergraduate programmes in national universities. Due to this extreme competi-
tion, majority of the students entering A/L classes refrain from engaging in activities outside the
prescribed curriculum in the belief that it might hamper their academic careers, thereby foregoing
opportunities to develop self-confidence, personal abilities and leadership skills despite the fact that
it is the most critical age of a student’s life for such development. Consequently, the majority of the
undergraduate population in Sri Lankan Universities demonstrates a lack of leadership qualities and
positive attitudes. This is a growing concern in the country today.

The student population in Sri Lankan universities therefore, has serious lapses in their personalities,
leadership and attitudes; deficiencies which the academia faces the difficulty in addressing as the
academic environment and classroom settings are highly focused on theoretical education in almost
all local Higher Education Institutions (HEISs).

The problem at hand does not lie in the tertiary or higher education set up itself. Instead, it has its
roots in the primary and secondary education systems in the country, which encourage students to
be equipped with theoretical knowledge to pass written examinations while discouraging them from
taking part in extracurricular activities which are mandatory for self-development and for cultivating
leadership abilities and positive thinking.

There is another dimension to the problem — the unequal distribution of resources among schools
and provinces, an inequality that prevails even among schools within a province. For this reason,
schools are differently identified as ‘popular schools’ and ‘the rest’ — the latter is not termed as “un-
popular’ for unspecified reasons. Simply, the students in ‘popular schools’ category have distinct
advantages over those in the  rest of the schools’ category in terms of their reach of better teachers,
study aid, materials and other facilities.

The opportunities for higher education in state universities are limited, and hence, the education
authorities have adopted a system to select the best lot out of the mammoth student population. In
that, the entrance mark for University academic programmes for students who study in less devel-
oped districts is low compared to the students who study in developed districts in the country. The
students of both categories are in a competitive environment and focus only on examinations that
only test their knowledge through written papers. This has been another factor for students to opt out
of extracurricular activities essential for cultivating leadership skills and positive attitudes.

Under these circumstances, students are only focused, throughout their school career, on getting
through a set of written examinations. This is totally different to what is being practiced in most of
the developed countries, where extracurricular activities of students are taken into account and a
written examination is not the only factor that determines their future prospects. In the Sri Lankan
context, high achievements in sports and such extracurricular activities of students are also con-
sidered, but it is insignificant compared to developed western practices. Therefore, students put all
their efforts to get through the written examination while purposefully neglecting extra-curricular
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activities which would otherwise help them to learn valuable lessons for leadership and positive at-
titude development. Therefore, the students who enter the University system after crossing all the
aforesaid obstacles are equipped with theoretical subject knowledge sans leadership and positive
attitudes which are vital to their lives.

The modern education system in Sti Lanka was inherited from the British colonial rule which was
initiated in the late 19th century, but the history of education in Sri Lanka dates as far as back to the
Anuradhapura era. As a result, Sri Lanka’s literacy rate is presently at 92% which is higher than that
of most developed countries, and it is the highest in South Asia.

In the present context, the education in Sri Lanka has been converted into a ‘race’. Students in
government schools face three hurdles in their learning path, namely the 5th standard scholarship
examination, GCE Ordinary Level (O/L) examination and the GCE Advanced Level (A/L) examina-
tion. Students sit for the Grade 5 scholarship examination in their 5th year of school, and high marks
in this examination guarantees them of opportunities to enter the so called “popular” schools in the
country. The next hurdle is the GCE Ordinary Level examination, and a competition also exists
there, as the stream of further education is decided on the basis of the results of this written examina-
tion. The GCE A/L examination is the final and the toughest hurdle. The rare prospects for university
education in the state university system in Sri Lanka are decided on the results of this written exami-
nation. Tertiary education opportunities in state universities are so limited that even the majority of
those who pass this examination are not able to secure a place in undergraduate degree programmes.
Observing the prevailing deteriorating situation, the Ministry of Higher Education sought the as-
sistance of the Sri Lanka Army through the Ministry of Defence & Urban Development to introduce
and conduct a programme to develop leadership skills and positive attitudes in the candidates select-
ed to the Universities under the University Grants Commission (UGC) for the Academic Year 2011,
The objective of the programme was to equip university students with leadership, skills and posi-
tive attitudes necessary to be good and productive citizens of Sri Lanka. The selection of the Armed
Forces to conduct this programme was for the reason that the Sri Lankan Armed Forces had proved
to be the most disciplined and result-oriented organization in Sri Lanka with vast experience in lead-
ership and maintenance of discipline in all forms of its activities. Moreover, the government viewed
that the Armed Forces was the only establishment that could effectively undertake a leadership
training programme of this large a scale, for more than 20,000 students at a time, particularly due to
the availability of multiple command, administration and logistical institutions and training centers.
The discussions on planning and preparation of the proposed programme was initiated with the par-
ticipation of higher officials of the Ministry of Defence and Urban Development and the Ministry
of Higher Education, including the Minister of Higher Education, Secretaries of the two Ministries,
Chairman UGC, Vice Chancellor of General Sir John Kotelawala Defence University (KDU), Di-
rectors of Training of the Army, Navy, Air Force, Cadet Corps, and the Police and other relevant
officials.

The Vice Chancellor of KDU was entrusted with the task of developing the syllabus for the proposed
programme and of providing assistance to the Tri-Services, the Cadet Corps and the Police in con-
ducting the course.

The Vice Chancellor, KDU spearheaded the Working Group at KDU in developing the course cur-
riculum, and the programme was designed for a duration of 21 days including a total of 171 periods.
The programme, according to the views of students, parents and society was a success and the post-
evaluation of the programme showcases a necessity to implement such a well designed programme
to be followed by the whole student population of the country.
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The researcher conducted a questionnaire survey incorporating 10,000 university students who fol-
lowed the above programme. The participants have indicated its usefulness in developing their lead-
ership abilities and positive thinking.

The present study is an attempt to evaluate the success of the leadership programme conducted for
the undergraduates selected to Universities in Sri Lanka in 2011.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

University undergraduates are the future leaders of society. In the Sri Lankan context, they lack the
required leadership abilities and positive attitudes to take up future challenges in society.

The Researcher conducted a survey by administrating questionnaire among 10000 students who
followed first leadership and positive development course conducted by the Army, Navy, Air Force,
Police and Cadet Corp.

Areas covered during the course :

a. Drill
b. First Aid
c. History
d. Leadership
e. Conflict Management
f. Psychology
g. Sexual Harassment
h. Law and Order
i Social Ethics and Customs
j. Personal hygiene
k. Physical Training
L Miscellaneous (Debates, Presentations and some competitions such as dancing, singing)
I Syllabus
S/ Subject 1" Week 2= 3™ Total
No Week Week
Arrival and Registration 9 - - 9
2 Opening Address and Introduction of the 2 - - 2
Course
3 Drill 13 8 5 26
4 |FirstAid 3 3 - 6
5 History - 4 - 4
6 | Leadership i 9 31 26 66
7 Conflict Management 5 - 1 6
8 Psychology 3 - 3
9 Sexual Harassment o - 2 4
10 Law and Order - 6 8
11 Social Ethics and Customs 6 - 6
12 | Personal hygiene 6 - 1 7
13 Miscellaneous - - 9 9
14 Passing out and closing address - - 6 6
15 Clearance and Departure - - 9 9

Total 56 54 61 171
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2. Daily Routine
a. Wake up 0500 hrs
b. Physical Training 0600 — 0645 hrs
ct Breakfast 0715 — 0745 hrs
d. Muster Parade 0745 — 0800 hrs
€. 1* Period 0815 — 0855 hrs
f. 2" Period 0900 — 0940 hrs
g. 3" Period 0945 — 1025 hrs
h. Tea Break 1025 — 1045 hrs
i. 4" Period 1045 — 1125 hrs
j. 5" Period 1130 — 1210 hrs
k. 6" Period 1215 — 1255 hrs
L Lunch - 1300 — 1400 hrs
m. 7" Period - 1400 — 1440 hrs
n. 8" Period - 1445 — 1525 hrs
0. 9" Period - 1530 — 1610 hrs
p. Tea Break 1610 — 1630 hrs
a. PT/Recreations - 1645 — 1800 hrs
r. Self Study - 1900 — 2030 hrs
8. Dinner - 2030 —2130 hrs
t. Roll Call - 2130 hrs
u, Lights Off - 2215 hrs

3. Trainers Training Programme — A trainers training programme was conducted at Panagoda on 13 May 2(

the KDU military and academic staff. Total number of instructors who participated in the workshop: 1,500 (Army/Na
Force/Cadet Corps/Police). Minister of Higher Education, Secretary Ministry of Higher Education, VC KDU, and
KDU addressed the trainers

4. Methodology
a. Distributing a well-designed questionnaire among the total population of the first batch of the lead
programme in Sinhala and Tamil as appropriate.

b. Total number of participants 9,118.

5. The questionnaire is as follows :
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7. Results of the Each Question
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Comparison of Weak and Strong Areas of the Course
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12. Overall Impact

Ho-4
m5-7
E8-10
Figure 16
13. Group Dynamics & Mobilization
a. Group interaction
b. Group mobilization
C. Group norms
d. Leadership and motivation
14. There is a small group of 2.75% who enters Universities with a radical and irrational

mindset. Out of this, 0.67% could be rigid and tough who might go to any extent to achieve their
aims and goals through revolutionary actions. This group will interact with rational and balance
minded students of 80.69%. There is a moderate group of 16.56%.

15. The balance and rational minded student group (80.69%) could be very soft and mild in
nature. However, there could be a small percentage of students with strong leadership qualities,
who would be identified in this programme.

16. Interaction between these two groups (hard and soft) would result in an imbalance of the
entire system, because young minds could easily be influenced due to their immaturity and lack of
experience in life.

17. This exposure also allowed them to develop a sense of autonomy, independence, self-
confidence, and, especially, resistance to radical irrational behaviour that might be encouraged by
the sudden entry into the liberal society which generally prevails in universities.

18. Comments from Students
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CONCLUSION

22. The research provided in depth understanding of students’ behavior pattern and their
previous exposures at their homes and schools. The analysis provided many openings for further
researches. It is very significant that majority of students have not engaged in leadership
development activities during the primary and secondary education although they had the desire to
engage in such activities. The long term impact of the leadership training programme cannot be
evaluated until this group become seniors in their respective Universities. As per the feedback from
questionnaires, it is apparent that there has been a significant impact on their life styles. We need to
do further research to evaluate the extent to which this course has influenced them in decision-
making processes while they are in Universities.
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