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Abstract

Objective To identify possible gender related differences
in performance at undergraduate medical examinations in
Sri Lanka.

Study design and methods Results of examinations con-
ducted by the faculty of medicine, University of Kelaniya
in 1997 and 1998, and data published by the University
Grants Commission (UGC) on final examinations conducted
by 4 other Sri Lankan medical faculties (in the Universities
of Colombo, Peradeniya, Ruhuna and Jaffna) in 1996 and
1997, were analysed for sex related differences.

Results The proportion of women in each batch of
students who sat for 8 examinations conducted at the faculty
of medicine, University of Kelaniyain 1997 and 1998, ranged
from 40.7 to 48.4% (average 44.3%). Among students sitting
for the final MBBS examinations in other medical faculties
in 1996 and 1997, the proportion of women ranged from
37.3% in Peradeniya to 53.7% in Jaffna. The proportions of
women who obtained “classes” were higher than that of
men in 12/15 examinations, with statistically significant
differences in four. Higher proportions of men were referred
or failed in all 8 examinations analysed; the differences were
statistically significant in two.

Conclusions 'Women appear to do marginally better than
men in undergraduate medical examinations in Sri Lanka.

Introduction

Females in Sri Lanka have equal access to education
at all levels, but it has been suggested that education has
not adequately empowered women to be aware of, and as-
sert their rights, and that women are still unable to resist
the social imposition of practices that inhibit their personal
development (1). There is a paucity of publications on gen-
derissues in relation to medical education and the medical
profession in Sri Lanka, perhaps because large numbers of
‘women have been admitted to study medicine since the

1960s (1,2). A study from the University of Peradeniya on
gender issues among staff and students did not address
problems of the medical faculty in any detail (2). The term
gender is used here to describe “those characteristics of

men and women which are socially constructed and there-
fore can change, in contrast to those that are biologically
determined and therefore cannot change” (3).

Performance at undergraduate examinations is a fac-
tor that affects the careers of all medical professionals. It
was used in this study as an objective indicator of pos-
sible gender related differences in student achievement.

Methods

Results of 8 examinations conducted by the Faculty
of Medicine, University of Kelaniya, in 1997 and 1998 were
analysed for sex related differences, as were data pub-
lished by the UGC on final MBBS examinations of other
medical faculties.

Examinations of the Faculty of Medicine, University of
Kelaniya

Four main examinations are conducted in the faculty
each year. The first three examinations (2" MB, 3¢ MB
Part I, 3 MB Part II) consist of three subjects each, and
the final has four subjects. “Classes” are awarded based
on the overall average mark in each examination. The re-
sults of the examinations held in 1997 and 1998 were
analysed with regard to sex distribution among (a) stu-
dents sitting for each examination (b) those obtaining dis-
tinctions (270% in the subject) and or “classes” (overall
average of >60% in the examination) (c) those who were
referred (<50% in a subject) or failed (<50% in all sub-
jects). Only the results of students sitting any given ex-
amination for the first time were included in the analysis.

Final MBBS examinations of other faculties of medicine

Data on the results of final MBBS examinations con-
ducted by the faculties of medicine of the Universities of
Colombo, Peradeniya and Ruhuna in 1996, and J affna in
addition in 1997 (as published by the UGC) were analysed
with regard to the sex distribution among (a) students
sitting for each examination and (b) students obtaining
“classes” (4).
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Statistical analysis

P-values were calculated from the Mantel-Haenszel
%2 using one degree of freedom, or by the Fisher exact
probability calculation if an expected cell value was less
than 5, to determine statistically significant differences
between men and women.

Results

Examinations in the Faculty of Medicine, University of
Kelaniya

In 1997, 658 students (373 men, 56. 7%) registered for
their first attempt at the examinations conducted in the
faculty. In 1998 there were 708 students, 388 of whom were
men (54.8%). The proportion of women in each batch
ranged from 40.7 to 48.4% (mean 44.3%). Data on the
results of the eight relevant examinations are shown in
Table 1. In all except one examination, the proportions of
women who obtained “classes” (or distinctions in the 3%
MB Part I subjects) were higher than the proportion of
men (6.6 to 42.5% for women, compared with 4.61t023.9%
for men). The differences were marginal in most (5/7)
examinations, but statistically significant in both 3 MB
Part IT examinations. Moreover, in all 8 examinations, the
proportion of women who were referred or failed was less
than the proportion of men (17.7 to 50.0% and 31.8 to 72.0%
~ respectively). Again the differences were mostly marginal
(6/8 examinations), but statistically significant in the 3"
MB Part I and Part IT examinations in 1997.

Final MBBS examinations of other faculties of medicine

In 1996, 423 students sat for the final MBBS examina-
tions in the medical faculties at Colombo, Peradeniya and
Ruhuna, the proportion of women being 39.9, 37.3 and
41.6% respectively in each faculty. In 1997, 541 students
sat their finals, with 38.7, 41.1, 49.7 and 53.7% women in
Colombo, Peradeniya, Ruhuna and Jaffna respectively. In
5 of the 7 examinations analysed, the proportion of women
who obtained “classes” was higher than the proportion of
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men (Table 2). The differences were statistically significant
in two examinations (Peradeniya 1996 and Ruhuna 1997). |

Discussion

At 44.3%, the percentage of women among medical
students in the University of Kelaniya is similar to that of
medical faculties in Ruhuna (43 to 44%), Sri Jayawar-
danapura (44 to 45%), and Jaffna (43 to 49%), but some-
what higher than in Colombo (37 to 38%), and Peradeniya
(40 to 41%) (4). This is consistent with the observation that
a higher percentage of men are admitted to the Univer-
sities, especially for science courses including medicine,
despite a higher percentage of women students “qualify-
ing” for selection (5,6). This has been attributed to the
fact that men are more likely to achieve high grades in
the university entrance examination, (General Certificate
of Education, Advanced Level), thus placing them at an
advantage in a selection system based on the aggregate
mark obtained.

Our results indicate that men are more likely to be
referred in, or to fail examinations, and less likely to obtain
“classes”, both in our faculty and in other medical facul-
ties. Similar results were recently reported from University
College, Dublin, Ireland, where the analysis of 5 final year
examinations (1992 to 1996) showed that women were more
likely to achieve an honours grade, and had a similar or
lower likelihood of failing than men (7). In the UK, where
students are offered places in medical schools on the basis
of predicted A Level grades as well as many other criteria,
women applicants were recently found to be more likely to
gain entry than men (8). It has also been shown previously
that in Sri Lanka, A Level aggregates per se do not corte-
late well with performance in a medical faculty (9).

Further studies are needed to confirm our findings;
and to find reasons for this apparently paradoxical situa-
tion where more men than women are being admitted to th
medical faculties, on the basis of A Level aggregates, b
after admission, women medical students appear to per-
form better than men.

Ceylon Medical Journ



Paper

onpea-d pafre)-T 108X J0USLy s

A[uo suonounsIJ

1o
0ro
L90

€10

680
1000>
1000>
890

anpoa-d

9¢eC
€9
LT0

YA

00
1234
L6Tl
LT0

£

weg)1g
(0sooz
680)TC

o9 ov

#9)0z
67992
wLr

009)9¢

apwa,]

®19¢r
Ten 8e
819 8€

(6'99)8S

(SLe)oe
(0o L9
Lev) 8e
(€909

IV

(%) ponvf/ paisajos soquiny

900
100
%610

L0

81’0
00
910
S60

anpa-d

we

199

0ro

110

6v'0.

€0'S

68'1

000

L9DET
STYE
+(9'9) S

(S61)LI

(z8n 01
o611
(10D 8

6€nor

apuia ]

@9
6€01T
x($°6)9

(CHANR ]

®€DTI
oL

OV
Tyt

IV

(%) S2sSDIO YNM LoquInN

oL O1T1

g R R
K

L8
a ell

apwa,] W

UOYDUIUDXD

J0f unygis aaquinp

sTeury

I13ed 9N €

[1ed 9N €

HNpC 8661

sfeurq

I1ved 9N mt

I1¥ed gt

N T L661

UOYDUIUDXT

RAIUBOY JO AJISIFATU() ‘QUIDIPIIAL JO AJ[MOR, 3Y) UI PIJONPUOD SUONBUILIEXD JO S)MSIY °[ I[qEL

121

Vol. 45, No. 3, September 2000



Gender differences in undergraduate medical examination results

Table 2. Results of final MBBS examinations conducted by other Universities

Number sitting for Number with classes (%)
examination
University Male Female Male Female x p-value
1996 Colombo 101 67 32(31.7) 25(37.3) 0.57 045
Peradeniya & 53 7(1.9) 11(20.8) 499 0.02
Ruhuna (0§) 47 10(15.2) 6(12.8) 0.13 0.72
Jaffna NA NA NA NA
1997 Colombo 106 67 33(31.1) 18(26.9) 0.36 0.54
Peradeniya 83 8 11(13.3) 9(15.5) 0.14 0.70
Ruhuna 3 7 6(8.2) 17(23.6) 643 001
Jaffna 38 44 6(15.8) 15(34.1) 3.58 0.06

NA - Not available
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