'Think Before You leap': for the 'right' career 

Skills OR paper qualifications / instant job and quick bucks OR time-consuming studies and steady job thereafter the unending dilemma of students wanting to opt for jobs that feed their talent and pay well OR go for the traditional degree course and do long-term career planning, is something to be thought about with great care before taking the plunge, feels Dr Ali Khwaja 

Sunil was a good student till he came to high school. Sports, friends and the computer, overtook his interest in studies over a period of time, but with great pressure from his parents and teachers, he still managed to get over 75% in his tenth standard board exams. In PUC, his grades went all the way down, he started bunking college, and was finally debarred from appearing for exams due to low attendance.

Sunil did not seem unduly disturbed. He had developed an interest in computer gaming, and had already started programming his own action games. Soon, he was glued to the computer, refused to continue with his studies, and started earning big chunks of money with his creative talent. His parents are still in a dilemma — whether to allow him to continue in his vocation or to pull him back and send him to college. Only time will tell whether his decision was right or wrong.

Making the right choice

There are many intelligent and capable young persons like Sunil, who are choosing to give up on traditional graduate studies, and pick up skills that will get them a good career. In an era of fast changing technology and lifestyles, it is yet to be seen what the future will be, for people like Sunil. But one thing is certain — to keep abreast of advances, the current generation will have to keep up continuous education and learning — or they will be left behind. While a lot of the learning can take place on-the-job, some more will require formal training, either by taking an ‘off’ from work and going back to college, or through online or correspondence courses. Without a university degree, higher education may be out of bounds.

Some professional bodies have actually started doing away with the requirement of a university degree — the Institute of Chartered Accountants of India, being a prominent example. Now, students who have completed 10+2, can start with the CPT (Common Proficiency Test), and move on to the Intermediate and Final exams of CA. In order to complete their computer and articleship training, they need free time that would otherwise be taken away by college classes.  Even though graduation is no longer a prerequisite to become a chartered accountant, it is observed that most serious contenders for CA are continuing with their degree courses in the correspondence mode. This is because if later they wish to acquire dual qualifications like MBA. etc, they will not be left behind. A capable youngster who combines qualifications like CA and MBA, will have a definite edge over others who have only completed their CA.

When it matters

Similarly, there may be occasions when a candidate is competing with a colleague for promotion, and if both candidates have similar track record in work, the organisation may promote the person with a degree superceding the one without graduation.

When it comes to degrees by correspondence, many students are apprehensive that they may not be given the same weightage as those who studied through regular classes. This is true to a great extent. But if the same candidate has spent his time wisely, acquiring experience in the field, then he will definitely have an edge over a fresh graduate who spent the past three years in the classroom. Incidentally, degrees through correspondence are considered sufficient for candidates appearing for IAS, Civil Services, and various other competitive exams. In fact, the person who studied through correspondence and spent his time preparing thoroughly for competitive exams, may have a better chance of getting in.

There are some students who wish to take a break after schooling, and before going on to graduate studies. There is nothing wrong in that, provided they have a clear focus and determination that they will definitely get back to higher studies after exploring the practical world of work for a year. If they get lured by the easy money, move into dead-end routine jobs that pay well, and take up the attitude of “I’m earning more than graduates do, so why should I study?” — they may have to pay a big price in later years.

Thinking ahead

For those seeking short cuts and an easy way to finish studying and start earning, there is one point they need to keep in mind. In this generation, retirement age is likely to go up to anywhere between 65 and 70.  So a person who is around 20 years of age now, needs to plan 50 years ahead of him. The ease with which he can acquire a degree now, will not be so later. And if for any reason he realises decades later, that he is not progressing up the ladder of success at the rate he would like to, because of lack of higher qualifications, then it may be too late to catch up.

Many students who have financial or academic difficulties, are not aware that they can take the path of the three year polytechnic diploma after their 10th, and after gaining this basic qualification, build up their motivation and complete a B.E. degree in three years, without losing a year. Such ‘Lateral Entry’ is now being offered by many universities in various courses.

While the three-year basic degree sounds the easiest and simplest, and longer professional degree has distinct advantages — even if one does not pursue the career in which one has qualified. For many decades, engineering has been the foundation for successful careers in a wide range of fields. Not only do engineers constitute almost three-fourths of those who get into IIMs’, they are also in civil and military service, banking, politics, creativity, communication, etc. Now, the scope of professional courses has extended beyond engineering. A candidate can opt for professional courses in hotel management, medical, veterinary, pharmacy, law, paramedical sciences, architecture, and various others that drill a student through projects, group work, presentations, practical work, etc., and hence enhance his ability to take up challenges, build leadership skills, and be successful in any field he eventually chooses to settle in.

Since the largest employers now are the private sector, who are focussed more on skills rather than paper qualifications, there is a strong lure to quit studies and start earning. Yet, the fact remains that many of these jobs become routine and monotonous, and the candidates without degrees or higher qualifications find it very difficult to move to anything better, thus stagnating for long periods of time. A formal university qualification is an insurance against such a mishap.

Categorisation of university degrees

In India, all recognised universities offer degrees after a minimum of study of 3 years. For classroom and correspondence courses, one has to complete 10+2, while under the open university (distance learning) scheme, anyone above the age of 18 can enroll if he passes an entrance exam.

1. The traditional 3-year degree courses are BA, BSc and BCom. Later additions are BBM/BBA, BCA, BFA, and many others specialising in fields ranging from banking to social work, biotechnology to tourism and visual communication.

2. Four year professional courses include the most popular BE/BTech, paramedical sciences, hotel management, pharmacy, design, etc.

3. Five year professional courses are medicine, law, architecture, integrated masters degrees in science or social science, etc.

Many foreign university degrees are not recognised for higher education or government employment in India. Other than recognised universities, no other institution is permitted to award ‘degrees’. One needs to be cautious of coaching centres that enroll students for degree courses. A university degree from India is generally recognised all over the world, and opens the doors for higher education, and better progress in one’s career.

Career Tips

Planning for exams

Aren’t you used to seeing the above type of headings only in February/March every year?  “We’re hardly into December, and why should we be planning for exams so soon,” may be the thought entering your mind. For example, if you are in PUC 2nd year, it is exactly three months for your exams to start on 13th March. That’s almost a hundred days to go.

Perhaps you are making vague plans as to how you will study in these three months, or maybe you are just drifting along, studying whatever seems important on that day. Let us see how these hundred days, or 13 weeks, are going to go by:

There are at least one or two days in the week when you either don’t study at all due to distraction and loss of motivation, or are so bored and tired that nothing goes into your head. You can knock off 25 days straight away.

Unless you keep absolutely perfect health, you will lose at least 5 days to some minor sickness or ailment.

Knowing how our families and society function, you will lose at least 10 days for  weddings, religious functions, bandhs, guests at home, or visiting relatives.

In small bits and pieces, you will lose up to 250 hours (approximately ten days), to household chores, haircuts, shopping, telephone conversations, games, Internet, TV, etc.

Hence, you actually have only half the productive time that you actually think you have. If your exam is a hundred days away, make a plan as though you have only 50 productive days to study. Only then will your plan be realistic. The additional time you get over and above those fifty days, is your bonus for revision and better preparation. 

From highly competitive entrance tests to annual academic exams, it is not the most brilliant students who succeed, it is those who start preparation early, work systematically, and keep a track of time. The story of the hare and tortoise is actually true.  Do you want to be the hare or the tortoise?

By Dr Ali Khwaja
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