Do academics
really matter?

r I 7 he debate on what ac-
ademic success
means will never

end. But do better grades in-

dicate a better employee?
Ramesh Shah was my
high school math teacher
who managed to inspire,
teach and tyrannize us. I re-
cently re-connected with
him and asked him if he be-
lieved that academic success
in school has any connec-
tion with workplace success.
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His honest answer was “ab-
solutely not.” He said to get
ahead in school you need to
do everything alone but in
the workplace you need to
get everything done through
other people.

/Grades, exams, report
cards can give nightmares
and anxiety for children and
parents. I really wonder
what do they actually rep-
resent. I work for a people
supply chain firm that suf-
fers because India’s skiil
deficit leads to continuous
pressure from clients to find
better ways to identify high
performers before they are
hired. Last year we hired
over a lakh of people,
against the requirement of
10 lakh.

the workplace particularly
as you climb higher in the
organisation since leader-
ship, entrepreneurship and
strategy are more art than

‘science.

I would propose three hy-
potheses about non-aca-

“demic skills that are key to

workplace success: a) a
strong education is more im-
portant than training, b)
Chemistry is more impor-
tant than Biology and, c)
Synthesis is more important
than Analysis.

The first point came up
at a recent education reform
conference where my com-
ment that our system was
overly focused on grades
and did not teach our kids
learning for earning in-
voked a violent response
from an educationist who

" said education taught learn-

ing to live. But both of us
were right; trainers cannot
teach youth in six months
what they should have
learnt in 12 years. We can
train them to be a salesman,
handle customers, be an
electrician or bar bender
but we need and cannot
teach is them to be confi-
dent, curious, creative, risk
takers, and team players.
Early in my career I
would look for biology in
candidates; well spoken,
cerebral, high academics,
good looking, smart, raw in-
telligence and much else.
Now I realise chemistry is
more important; the ability
to get along with people, the
realisation that for you to
win the other person does
not have to lose, and the abil-
ity to, get things done

demic success I mean
grades. When I talk about
success I mean workplace
success and not success in
life because happiness, kind-
ness, peace of mind and love
have nothing to do with
workplace success. But now
I do believe that academics
may be a poor predictor for
workplace success. This
hardly implies that good ac-
ademics are a guarantee for
workplace failure.
Einstein once said that
Education is what is left be-
hind after you have forgot-
ten what you learnt in the
classroom. I will argue that
this applies ferociously to

In our quest to effective- through people who do not
ly filter candidates, some- or will not take your orders.
times our Finally, when
clients and I came out of
my re- business school
cruiters use I believed that
the easy the key skill was
proxy of aca- pe e e analysis; taking
demics to fil- a problem and
ter candi- breaking it into
dates. But 1 ee smaller pieces.
data seems to As I grow older,
suggest that this laziness Irealise the key skill is syn-

‘confuses correlation with thesis (just another word for
causation. creativity and imagination)

When I talk about aca- and dealing with uncer-

tainty. There is never per-
fect information. In fact if
there is perfect information
even a clerk can make the
decisions a CEO does.

I hope this did not sound
like an argument against
hard work. Academic suc-
cess, for all its weaknesses,
is surely an indicator of
hard work, stress manage-
ment and working with:
deadlines. All of these are
valuable qualities in any
workplace. But they are nei-
ther necessary nor suffi-
cient for workplace success.

(The author is chairman,
Teamlease Services)




