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The Link between Educational
Institutions and the World of Work
Prof. Lakshman Jayathilake

The wearing of cloaks by not only the graduands, but also the teachers and others is a special
feature of this occasion. It is apt to know what is signified by this cloak. According to what I
have heard, cloaks were worn in Western countries in early times by venerated persons of erudition and
learning. Their cloaks had an open pocket hanging at the back. Even now cloaks worn by those who have
received higher degrees from British universities have this feature. In olden days when the personages
wearing cloaks went about, ordinary folk threw coins into those pockets. This was done as a mark of
reverence; to honour their wisdom, knowledge and great learning. The personages may have even
depended on the money thus collected for their livelihood. The cloak was in those days a symbol of
being educated. The education, the conduct and service of the educated ones merited the offerings they

received.

Today your cloak directly signifies that you have received a degree. Because of this degree you may
expect specific positions and special respect from society. The degree is considered the necessary
qualification for various appointments. A person with a degree expects a higher salary than one who has
only passed the Advanced Level. How one could come to deserve special attention, respect and
remuneration due to the possession of a degree is a question that should be faced at all times by
graduates, university teachers and university authorities. I feel that we should ponder on the question

on this occasion.

How do we become worthy of the respect and special attention? Is it because we have more
knowledge than others? Is it because of our special skills? Are we able to do things which most others
cannot do? Is it due to us having a greater power? Are people intimidated by our ability to cause a
greater commotion and to do more damage when we get together? Is it because we are entitled to wear
the cloak? Is it because we have an honourable conduct and noble appearance? Do people feel that we

are dedicated to a selfless service? Or, is it because we respect others?

I doubt whether we would be correct if we were to think that we can compulsorily command
respect because we have the knowledge and skills resulting from a university education. That we should
be respected because we know is perhaps a notion created during childhood because of the regard
parents have for a child who is doing well at studies. Specially, if the child is good in science and
mathematics, parents are reluctant to even guide him about what is ‘right” and ‘wrong’ It is not surprising
that such children become swollen headed automatically. When children do a lot of ‘cramming’ of
information to pass examinations and receive prizes and honours as a result of doing better than others,

it is not surprising that the idea that we are worthy of great respect as a result of possessing subject
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knowledge gets confirmed. It is, however, doubtful that being awarded degrees and higher degrees after

specializing in some discipline or other entitles us to special respect and regard.

When one specializes deeply in a subject area he also, thereby narrows his horizon. When we see the
conduct of some so-called highly educated people we begin to wonder whether their very specialization
has hindered the development of wisdom, clarity of vision and the development towards full human
stature. Truly, we cannot find fault with such persons. When one pursues such narrow goals, one may
not simply have time to spare for other essential personal development. The opportunities, to undergo
the experiences to become a mature adult may often be denied to one who chases after deep specialization

in a discipline.

The age at which adolescents leave formal education in the so-called developed countries of the
west which we have been blindly imitating, has been going up steadily. This does not happen due to
demands from the work-places for people with greater knowledge and skills. It happens because of the
need of parents and the society 'extend the adolescence' and keep the offspring herded and prevented
from engaging in unwholesome activities. We feel that keeping incipient adults herded in classrooms is
an unnatural thing. The education and higher education processes used in such instances are contrived
and artificial. The students may in some way be even deprived from having opportunities for facing real
life situations and gaining valid experiences for a livelihood. Some critics are of the opinion that
countries like the United States and England are weakened as a result of this deprivation. These are the

countries which are considered as showing the way to us.

We should question whether the subject knowledge that we impart on children in upper classes of
schools, undergraduates of universities and such other institutions is adequate. You graduates may be
able to discover some of the significant deficiencies if you look introspectively at what you yourselves
know about life, the human condition, the environment you live in, your body, how to protect your
health and the environment, how to determine whether any information given to you is valid or not,

and how to plan the strategy and harness resources for attaining a goal.

One thing that should be kept in mind at all times is that it would be amounting to self-deceit if one
feels that one deserves respect on account of the learning of notes and reading of books that was done
to qualify for the degree. The same thing can be said about the specific competencies that we have
attained. We should question the respectability of such limited competencies, particularly those that

can be practised while being seated comfortably on a chair.

The extent of knowledge and skills that we can attain in any science, art or craft, and the progress
which mankind can ever attain is limited in scope. Therefore we should never feel proud about our
mastering such and such a topic; and one should not boast about that kind of mastery. We cannot make
such claims about even the things that we can do or know best. However cautious and attentive we are,
and irrespective of whether we use the most refined and advanced of methodology, we will create
waste, disorder and distress somewhere or other in all that we do. The useful outcome is generally the

smaller of all the results of our action.
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Getting formally educated is like walking on an endless road. It is much better to get off that road
and do things that are connected with our livelihood as early as possible. The time to do so is when one
feels that one has the self- confidence to work towards the attainment of life goals and has the ability to
recognize and harness the resources necessary for it. This is because there is really no end to the formal
knowledge that we can find. What one truly claim to know is that there is so much that one does
not know. Your skills will improve only if you actually practise them. Learning the description of the
methodology and spending time criticising others who are actually practising will not help in improving
your own performance. This is why even those who do not have degrees do wonderfully well in the

world of work; and why they also are able to live in good mental and physical health.

We read recently a comment made about the industrial and economic decline of the United States
of America. According to that commentator, the reason for the relative success of Japan, KoreaTaiwan,
China and Singapore, and the decline of the US is the greater attention paid to formal education by the
successful countries, and the low priority given by both children and parents in the US. We, however,
can see other reasons. One is that it is natural for an economy to undergo ups and downs, and will no
always stay on top. Another reason is that people in those newly developed countries, however highly
educated they are, have a regard for traditions, conform to standards and follow prescribed routines.
While following such routines to the letter, these heirs to Buddhist and Chinese culture are also
consciously thinking of new developments and innovations. They consider that completing a task
methodically, and critically reviewing and revising procedures are two distinct phases of one’s work
which should not be mixed-up Therefore, while they are actually engaged in a task they will not dilute
their efforts on their own, and write off standards and norms. Another key feature in those countries is
the general acceptance that a job of work must be done according to a plan with full concentration of

mind and body.

In our country, what happens is completely in contrast with this. In most instances, starting from the
manager to the labourer the intention is to do some ‘make believe’ regardless of the accepted procedures
and standards. We can give enough examples of such happenings. People also do not hesitate to interrupt
their work partway and engage in criticizing others. At the same time, the ability to make workable

suggestions and thinking of feasible alternatives is very rare.

Although in our country there are great traditions and deep knowledge regarding mental culture
and the mind, there is no effort to apply them to real life and daily duties. They are not even mentioned
in such contexts. A very successful approach used in Japan is referred to as ‘KAIZEN’, meaning dhyana
applied to work. This goal-seeking methodology is applied to life and industry without any feeling of
shame or reluctance, and with great success. I wonder whether our graduates even think of such things

as dhyana, sati, guarding and disciplining of the mind, and being goal-directed.

Today the very operation of universities has become problematic. The management in many situations
is disorderly. A key to sound management is close contact which facilitates the formation of good
relationships. If we were to distance ourselves from students thinking that they belong to unions which

will take up their causes, will form groups to achieve narrow ends, and are intent on making commotions,
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we thereby become weak. In many situations students are interested in debate and conflict. For that
very reason, closeness, contact, and moving with them is essential. They need our leadership and
guidance in fashioning their lives, analysing and evaluating social situations, and ethical development.
Distancing ourselves would be detrimental to them, even if that is not our intention. Our service to
students should not be confined to giving subject knowledge and specific skills. If so, the future
generations would not be brought up correctly. Hence, we must deliberately make connections with
our students. We must never devalue any one of them. We must not consider any one inferior on
account of intellect and age. We must count students as being among those whom we consider the best
friends. I personally know the value of such friendship. In any part of Sri Lanka I can find close friends.

I know that they care for me. [ never feel lonely out there.

It is not my intention to end my address with a wish. Such wishes are pointless if you do not work
tirelessly and with dedication.You only can create your own world out of the infinite number of things

in the universe. Therefore strive diligently towards the attainment of your goals.

Thank You.
1992.07.24
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