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Higher education as a stage in competence development* 

Abstract 

Higher education should enable students to raise their qualifications, and particu-

larly acquire new knowledge, develop their interests, or learn to think critically. 

As for economics students, tertiary education should provide them with an oppor-

tunity to find and follow their career path. Having this in mind, the author of the 

present paper discusses factors contributing to economics students’ involvement in 

raising their qualifications. The main aim is to state why they have become less 

involved in doing so and particularly in acquiring new knowledge. 
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1. Introduction 

The basic goals of studying should be to improve competencies, in particular to 

acquire knowledge, develop interests, learn critical thinking and acquire work 

experience in time free from learning, as well as to shape the personality traits 

needed for professional work.
1
 For students, studies should be a conscious and 

                                                           
* The article is an updated version of the paper published in Polish in the Annales. Ethics in Economic 

Life, 18(3), 133–141.  
1 More on the goals, motives of studying and tasks faced by students in Polańska (2008). 
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purposeful path to a professional career. However, one can get the impression that 

for many of them, they are an end in themselves. It is important for them to get 

a diploma, being a student, and often less important to acquire relevant 

knowledge, both general and oriented towards future professional work.  
With the above in mind, the purpose of the article will be to answer the ques-

tions: is the coursework a way for students to improve their professional skills? 

What are the motives for students to study in higher education? What are the main 

reasons for choosing a field of study? What is the risk in undertaking higher edu-

cation? In the analysis, the major references will be to students of economic stud-

ies. The data will be used mainly from the Central Statistical Office (hereinafter 

CSO) and my own research. 
One of the important motivations to take up the topic of using the period of 

studies to shape competencies were discussions with students of economics and 

humanities, conducted in the academic year 2014/2015, regarding their views on 

the subject of acquiring knowledge during studies and its importance in future 

professional work. In the opinion of a dozen or so students (who spoke inde-

pendently of themselves, with basically no voices of opposing opinions), it can be 

stated that knowledge has lost its significance for them, that is, acquiring 

knowledge during studies doesn’t significantly improve the situation of students 

and graduates in the labour market. According to them, the knowledge needed 

both to pass the subjects and the necessary in future professional work is available 

on the Internet, and skills can be acquired and developed by doing work. The 

statement, however, showed that they identify knowledge with information avail-

able on the Internet. Another motive of this analysis is a certain concern, probably 

felt by many lecturers, for the development of students’ competencies. 

2. Studies as a possible way to increase professional competencies 

If we want to analyze the issue of competence, we must first determine what this 

concept means. There are many definitions in the source literature. It is worth 

mentioning that it is possible to identify competencies with qualifications. In this 

article, without going into an analysis of these concepts, the first term will be used 

and be defined with Oleksyn’s words (1997, p. 23) as “competencies are educa-

tion, experience and skill, talents and predisposition as well as (other) psycho-

physical features and behavior expected by the employer and important in paid 

work.” In a simplified way, it can be concluded that competencies are knowledge, 

experience and personality traits. 

When talking about the issue of using the period of studies to increase com-

petencies, it is worth noting that the decision to study results in direct costs (fees 

related to studies, study materials: books, scripts, notebooks, copies, computer 

programs, etc.), but above all, the opportunity cost understood as lost wages (so-

called economic cost), which would be obtained by taking a professional job in-

stead of studying (full-time mode) (cf. e.g. Chapman, 1997, especially p. 740; 
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Musgrave & Musgrave, 1989, p. 183). Lost wages, according to many researchers, 

are the highest cost of studying in full-time mode. It has been and it is often 

adopted to test the rate of return on investment in education as the only opportuni-

ty cost of education at this level. Additional costs of education are indirect costs 

(e.g. accommodation, commuting) as well as time devoted to learning (so-called 

non-economic cost) (cf. Bundesministerium fuer Bildung und Forschung, 2007, 

p. 24). On the other hand, studying brings specific individual effects,
2
 primarily in 

the form of acquired knowledge, but also other elements of competence (e.g. 

teamwork skills, creativity, independence, responsibility, etc.), and their measure 

is the number of rewards and the stability of employment obtained after the gradu-

ation. Therefore, it could be concluded that students should engage in the devel-

opment of competencies, in particular in acquiring knowledge, because this is 

mainly the purpose of studying, and as a result, increase their chance for satisfying 

salary and better working conditions. We can ask if students really use the period 

of study to develop competencies and whether students undertake studies to im-

prove their competencies at all.  

3. The motives of for studying and choosing a field of study 

It can be assumed that the motives
3
 for studying, that is first the decision to study 

and then the choice of direction, influence the involvement to acquire knowledge. 

It would be desirable to study for the development of one’s own interests, with 

a simultaneous vision of their future professional work related to these interests. It 

would probably have a positive impact on a greater involvement in studying and 

active learning, not limited to the one conveyed during the course. The ideal situa-

tion is that the high school graduate chooses a particular field of study because he 

is interested in it and at the same time has a vision of what he wants to do after 

graduation. It should also result in the acquisition of experiences in a period free 

of learning, allowing to verify the acquired knowledge and expand it. However, 

we can ask if the development of interests is an important motive for studying and 

choosing fields? The research conducted in 1974 by Liberska (1974, p. 84) shows 

that the main motivation for students to study (for 44%) was the desire to deepen 

their knowledge. On the other hand, from the CSO
4
 research carried out in 2004, it 

seems that among people who have been under 30, the main motivation to study 

was the opportunity to find a good job (69%) and the second one to develop inter-

ests (61%) (CSO, 2005, p. 124), while for people over 30 years old, it means  

earlier students, the most important motive was the development of interests 

(68%) and the opportunity to find a good job (51%) (CSO, 2005, p. 125). There-

fore, younger people, who recently graduated,
5
 when they decided to study, they 

                                                           
2 Outside of them are also external effects, which are usually a social benefit. 
3 Maybe even more accurately—the reasons. 
4 In the case of these studies, several answers could be selected. 
5 This means recently compared to 2004. 
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paid more attention to future work, but despite that more than 60% said that the 

development of interests is very important to them. In turn, the most important 

motive for choosing the field of study was the development of interests (for 70% 

of people aged 30 and 79% above 30) and then the chances for a good job (for 

60% of people up to 30 years old and for 43% above 30 years of age) (CSO, 2005, 

pp. 131, 133).  

From research carried out by the Central Statistical Office in 2012 (2013, 

p. 77), the main motivation
6
 to study was the opportunity to study in the expected 

profession (for 43%), and to choose the field of study—finding a job consistent 

with their interest (also 43%, of which social sciences and the law only 32%) 

(CSO, 2013, p. 83). This percentage (32%) is a certain confirmation of the results 

of a survey conducted in 2009 among graduates of the Faculty of Economic Sci-

ences and Management (WNEiZ) of the University of Szczecin, as 34% of those 

graduates stated that they undertook full-time studies, mainly focusing on the 

development of interests (Jarecki, 2011, p. 202). Interestingly, but perhaps also 

logically, similar percentage (30%) of WNEiZ graduates declared that before their 

studies they had defined career preferences, and additionally 8% specified them in 

the first half of the studies (in the second half, another 23%) (Jarecki, 2011, 

p. 205). Therefore, it is also interesting that after graduation only 52% of the ex-

amined graduates started work in accordance with the field of education (Jarecki, 

2011, p. 230), however, in Poland in general, the percentage of university gradu-

ates working in accordance with their learned profession amounts to 62% (CSO, 

2013, p. 103).
7
 

The presented data allow, with some limitations, to draw the conclusion that 

in 2004 and earlier about 60% of students undertook studies aimed at developing 

their interests, and now it is about 40%, while at the University of Economics this 

is an even lower percentage. The same questions arise: why are fewer and fewer 

people studying guided by their interests; how can it affect student involvement in 

improving competencies while studying; why, despite the fact that about half of 

students began studies according to their interests and future professional work, 

a much lower percentage actually engages in acquiring knowledge, which can be 

stated on the basis of observation of involvement in discussions, grades, or falling 

attendance. 

4. Acquisition of additional knowledge and experience during 

the period of study 

Studies are a period of not only acquiring knowledge in the area of a given field, 

but also learning foreign languages, learning to cooperate, and acquiring profes-

sional experience. In a survey conducted in 2009, among about 3,000 randomly 

                                                           
6 If they could choose only one. 
7 The lower level of education is the smaller percentage. 
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selected graduates of full-time studies at the Faculty of Economic Sciences and 

Management (512 responses were received), interesting results were obtained 

regarding the acquisition of additional knowledge and professional experience by 

students (table 1). The analysis was concerned, in particular, with the undertaking 

of work compatible with their studies.  

Table 1. Professional and non-professional activity during the period of full-time studies in 
the opinion of WNEiZ graduates (2009) 

Type of activity N % M 

Professional work undertaken on own initiative related to the field of study 174 34 15 

Work not related to the field of study or obligatory internships 360 70 13 

Active participation in research club and other research activity 88 17 18 

No job 62 12 – 

Additional (outside the university) language courses 205 40 20 

Other activity 60 12 23 

Note. N = Number of active, % = percentage of active, M = average number of months per student. Adapted from 
“Szacowanie kosztów i efektów kształcenia ekonomicznego na poziomie wyższym,” by W. Jarecki, 2011, Dissertations 
and Studies (of University of Szczecin), 789, p. 207.  

The data presented in Table 1 about opinions of graduates of full-time econom-

ic studies reveal that during the studies, they showed relatively high activity in gain-

ing experience. The most—70%, undertook work not related to the field of study or 

obligatory internships, and 34% undertook work related to the field of study on 

their own initiative. During the period of study, students worked, on an average, for 

over one year. It is difficult to evaluate these data. Probably these 70% took up jobs 

that were incompatible with the field of study because it was not possible to find 

work in line with their interests. It can only be concluded that the proportions should 

be reversed—a larger proportion of people should perform work related to the field 

of study. In turn, evaluating the number of months worked, you should have to have 

data concerning the period in which they were worked, or more specifically, whether 

or not it interfered with the time of study. In this context, it would be worthwhile to 

carry out research on the rate of return into higher education, depending on whether 

someone is studying on an individual basis or not, or more specifically, whether he 

is attending classes or not and what his grades are.  
It should be mentioned that 12% of full-time WNEiZ graduates declared that 

they did not work during their studies, thus 88% worked.  

Knowledge of foreign languages is an important element of competence. The 

data contained in Table 1 show that 40% of WNEiZ full-time students have 

learned, for an average of 20 months during their studies, foreign languages. Addi-

tionally, because this applies to the entire population, it can be added that accord-

ing to the Central Statistical Office, 17% of graduates speak a foreign language 

fluently and 38% on a medium level, 19% of which have a certificate (CSO, 2013, 

p. 96). 
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5. The risk studying 

Education differs from other goods in that this gain creates its value for the pur-

chaser during acquisition (basically when exchanging material resources for 

knowledge). Therefore, the knowledge buyer does not know what product he will 

receive (how it will benefit). The benefits of studying are usually achieved after 

a long period (measured by years), so it is difficult to say that someone has carried 

out a thorough analysis of the benefits and costs of acquiring knowledge (especial-

ly from the choice of the field of study). The question may be asked: is studying 

connected with the risk, so with the possibility that the venture will fail? (Słownik 

języka polskiego, 1981, p. 155)
8
 The answer is basically yes, although the risk is 

small. There are three types of risks connected with investing in higher education 

(cf. Wolter & Weber, 2005, pp. 38–42). The first type is that one may not finish 

the studies, for example due to failed exams. The size of this risk is probably di-

versified depending on the field of study, study mode or university. This type of 

risk may also include the choice of a course of study incompatible with interests, 

which may lead to studying “for passing” and not for developing one’s qualifica-

tions, especially knowledge. 
The second type of risk is related to the fact that after raising the level of ed-

ucation, the amount of remuneration may be lower than expected and the risk of 

unemployment may be higher. 

The third type of risk is related to the fact that the state, when making admin-

istrative decisions regarding the labour market, tax system, etc., may affect the 

situation of graduates in the labour market. 

Therefore, some types of risk related to studying can be identified. Their size 

depends basically on a given person and concerns the commitment to improving 

their qualifications, including acquiring knowledge and, perhaps, awareness of the 

choice of the field of study. The risk of not completing studies is not high. Ac-

cording to the CSO data (2010–2014, pp. 139–140), about 95% of students of 

economic studies finish their chosen course. Therefore, the risk of not completing 

studies is basically close to zero, especially since those who have not graduated 

will probably be those who will finish them later. 

Statistical data (CSO, 2016, p. 53) show that the average remuneration re-

ceived by people with higher education is around 40% higher than all employees, 

in other words, mentioned remuneration risk is also relatively low. The situation is 

equally favorable for employees with higher education in terms of the unemploy-

ment rate. In 2010–2012, the unemployment among university graduates was 

about 5.0–5.5%, while the national average for Poland was 10.0–10.5% (by Re-

search on Economic Activity of Population, CSO, 2014, p. 124). 

An additional benefit resulting from the next stage of education, including 

studying is explained by the selection theory by Thurow (1970). According to this 

theory, the education system serves only to select good employees and it has no 

                                                           
8 A broad analysis of this concept, risk subdivisions etc. are included in Ostrowska (1999). 
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direct impact on productivity growth. Employers assume that after a given level of 

education one can expect a certain productivity or motivation to work.  
In the “milder” form of the selection theory, presented by Blaug (1976), edu-

cation affects work efficiency in an indirect way, through a positive impact on 

learning skills, commitment and motivation to work.  

It can be concluded that the decision to study may also be influenced by the 

fact that the risk of such investment is close to zero, and the benefits of studying 

depend on the willingness to learn, way to present and verify knowledge, the la-

bour market situation, etc.  

6. Conclusions 

Summing up, in the context of the questions asked at the beginning, it can be stat-

ed that studies are a way to competencies, but to an increasing extent, not quite 

justifiably, this development concerns the acquired experiences but less 

knowledge. It seems that the young people want to be financially more independ-

ent and yet that less and less often do not always treat learning as an investment in 

the development of the needed competencies. Probably really, among students, an 

opinion of the superiority of acquiring professional experience in acquiring 

knowledge began to prevail. The problem is that the experiences they gain are 

rather at the level of a vocational or secondary school graduate, not a university 

graduates. As a result, the competencies of higher education graduates do not 

increase significantly. This probably does not apply to all fields of study, perhaps 

mainly the social ones.  
When it comes to the motives for studying, the students are guided primarily 

by their interests and the situation on the labour market, but there is a noticeable 

decrease in the percentage of people undertaking studies in terms of their own 

interests. This probably results in an increase in the randomness of the choice of 

the field of study. Students are guided by the current situation in the labour mar-

ket, and after a few years of study, it turns out that after the completed course, 

there are problems with finding a satisfactory job, consistent with the field of 

study. It is also difficult to get involved in learning and then in professional work 

when the choice of studies and often later occupation are accidental. Today’s 

employers expect their employees to actively use their knowledge and skills to 

build the organization’s success, as well as committed attitudes and morals con-

sistent with the organizational value system (Młokosiewicz, 2017, p. 175). 

Nevertheless, it should be admitted that making decisions about studying is 

rational because studying is fraught with little risk and information about the in-

crease of competencies of a given person is sent to the labour market. 

It is also worth taking into account that the accidental choice of field of 

study, resulting in less involvement in acquiring knowledge and, as a result, lower 

to possible competencies, wastes public and private funds. 
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Finally, it should be noted that as part of the development of students’ com-

petencies, it may be necessary to stimulate their interest in learning values other 

than strictly economic ones, through references to philosophy or ethics, as this will 

help to broaden their interests and activities both during their studies and in pro-

fessional life. The shaping of these values during the university years should have 

a positive impact on building a personality which promotes not only efficiency in 

work but also a better self-awareness. Research shows that engagement in work 

promotes work-satisfaction thus the quality of life (Młokosiewicz, 2017, p. 175). 

Perhaps students need a course in the first semester of studies, which would 

make them aware of the need and sense of using studies to acquire knowledge, 

shape their personality, and indicate methods of learning. It seems that, paradoxi-

cally, students undertake studies focusing on their work from their beginning. 
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