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Every month we at http://www.wastedtalent.ca/blog  ask our panel of engineers a 
general question from a reader. Have a question? Send us an email! 
Jam@wastedtalent.ca  

 
This month’s question is actually a combination of two different emails that I 
received about the same time. Figured it would make a good question to pose to 
the panel! The gist of the question is below: 
 

 
I’m graduating from University soon. My parents think I should 
go to graduate school, but there isn't a topic that I'm very 
interested in studying further. Being in University right now, I 
have lots of friends and profs who can advise me on why I might 
want to go to graduate school, but what are some reasons that I 
might want to go into industry right after graduating? 
 

 
So… to Grad School or Not to Grad School, that is the question! 

 
Jim - Cement Industry, Pennsylvania, USA 

 
So your basic education is done and everyone around you says you 
should get more education? Maybe you think it’s time to get on with life 
but you haven’t fallen upon a sense of purpose, a mission, an 
obsession?   
 
Most career advice experts will tell you that you start by defining your 

goal, and then proceed to make a plan with checkpoints and milestones spread out into 
the distant future. Blah, blah, blah.  The rest will tell you to choose a mentor or at least a 
role model to emulate.  If you could define a career goal or identify a suitable role model, 
you wouldn’t be asking this question would you?  
 
So what you do next is you go on a journey.  Take on something unfamiliar, challenging, 
a little bit frightening.  Leave your friends and your family behind for a year or so. One 
great way to do this is to sign up with a company who will train you and send you to 
some remote place.  And they’ll pay you.  Companies are always looking for young 
engineers to take on challenges in “less desirable” locations.  An alternate path could be 
to choose a graduate program that takes you to a location or a field of study that is 
outside your comfort zone. 
 
In any case, hit the road! I’ll bet your future plans will sort themselves out along the way. 
 
 



Dan - Diesel Engine Manufacturing - Illinois, USA 
 

Based on what I'm seeing in my industry, hiring is going way up right 
now. There are so many entry-level jobs going around that if there is an 
industry you are interested in, you can find someone hiring! Entry level 
jobs are also a good way to find something more to your interest; a lot 
of companies offer rotation assignments which can span a lot of their 
departments (My company, for instance, does this with a lot of their 

engineers who just graduated) and this is a good way to find where you best fit in. 

A lot of companies have idiosyncracies about how things are done, and you might find 
that you don't end up using the equations and such you learned. Entry level positions 
are a great way to get familiar with ways companies do their work and all the 
regulations/standards which are prevalent. I've been out of school for 4 years now, and 
I'm still not always familiar with everything. 

In addition, many companies offer tuition reimbursement if you decide later you want to 
get a Master's degree, instead of getting one now to find its not what you want (complete 
disclaimer: my, masters is not in what I'm doing now, but I suppose it’s close enough). If 
that's not to your liking, many of the professional societies offer training classes that are 
more tailored. 

 Justin - General Contracting/Construction Management – 
International 

The single most compelling argument I can make for a student entering 
the work force as soon as they leave school is to gain experience.  I am 
sure it holds true in all forms of engineering, but in construction there is 
just no substitute for it.  Your master's thesis and all the extra course 
work will give you valuable technical knowledge, but in the end it all 

comes down to application, and you won't learn how to apply your knowledge in a 
classroom.  For that, you have to watch other people do the job and muddle through it 
on your own. 

Dyson - Mechanical Technologist - Yukon Territories 
 
We have a couple of young fellas if our office that just got their degree, 
so I asked them why they didn't get their masters, or doctorates.  
 
Their responses fell into two distinct points; the first was that they were 
starting to get really burned out, the second was they knew their return 
on investment was negligible (eg: the cost of higher education didn't 

necessarily correspond to an increase in wages).  
 
Perhaps you've worked for 3 or 4 years and paid tens of thousands of dollars to getting 
some sort of fantastic knowledge? Why not go out and earn that money back? True, 
there is a creep upward in the amount of education required to get work and it seems 
more and more necessary to have a masters or a doctorate to stand out from the crowd. 
However, experience is even more valuable than a doctorate. In the consulting fields 



where everyone from the techs to the guy with the doctorate down the hall serves in the 
"trenches" at first, it doesn't make real sense to delay your experience by four years. It 
only seems to delay the inevitable. 
 
You also get a truly fantastic thing called time. A standard day is about 8 hrs that leaves 
the evenings and weekends free to do what you want. Some jobs allow you to combine 
leisure and work; others are a little less flexible. However, the end effect is the same. 
After you loosen your tie at the end of the day, your time is your own! No late classes, no 
assignments, and no tests. 
 

Johan: Software, Domotics Industry, Netherlands 
 

Whether you want to go to graduate school depends, obviously, on a 
number of things. One of those things is the question of whether or not 
there's a subject you'd like to study. However, I do believe there's a 
more direct criterion. Are you a thinker or a doer? 
 
Two types of people in the engineering workforce are what drive 

development throughout the industry (industries). Neither is superior to the other, but 
both have distinct and valuable function. 
 
The doers use the tools available to them to solve problems. These problems can range 
from 'find the best way to do X' or 'Y is performing below expectations, how do we fix it?'. 
These tools are not just the physical tools, but also methods of thinking, problem solving 
techniques and common models. Doers often work from a problem, and find a solution. 
 
The thinkers are the ones designing and creating the tools. They think in meta-problems: 
problems with problem solving techniques/technologies available. These are the people 
who find new ways to define and tackle problems and develop the tools used by the 
doers. The doers do not work from a problem but instead, work from a situation. They 
then find a way to improve upon the situation. 
 
Without the thinkers, the doers would be stuck in using the same tools for all eternity and 
never finding better ways to solve problems. Without the doers, the thinkers would come 
up with all kinds of improvements but no-one would be there to use them. Both are 
important. 
 
Now as far as I know, the Bachelor degree is best suited for a doer, while the Master 
degree is best suited for a thinker. If you know you're more of a thinker, or would like to 
be, go for the Mastesr. Otherwise, the Bachelor degree is enough to find a fulfilling job 
just doing things and solving problems. 

 

Angela – Sustainability Industry – Vancouver 
 

 It was obvious to me by the time I graduated that I wanted to get to 
work and get out of school.  The workload wasn’t the problem, in fact, 
by my fifth year I had finally started getting the hang of it. The problem 
was that many 4th level courses were obviously “if you go to grad 
school you’ll need to know this” courses, and they weren’t exciting for 
me.  



 
There are lots of entry-level jobs in the market, it seems, but getting a graduate degree 
*may* limit those opportunities because you may be deemed “overqualified”. People with 
a masters degree (that isn’t an MBA) are going to appear, on a resume, as a bookish 
person who isn’t going to be good with people. That may not be true, but that is a 
perception I’ve come across in industry.  Quite often when we’re going through a resume 
slush pile, we weed out people with too many degrees because we think they would 
quickly become bored with our position. (Aside: that’s probably true.) 

I think you need to ask yourself: what exactly are the opportunities that the masters 
degree will open up for you that you can’t pursue with an undergraduate degree? And, 
are you absolutely certain that you are interested in those opportunities? Unless you’re 
doing cutting-edge R&D, experience usually matters more than education. 
 
Finding the right fit of job is no small feat, but the benefits outweigh the risk. You learn a 
lot about yourself during Uni, but you also learn a lot about yourself during your first few 
years in a job.  By figuring out what you don’t like in your day-to-day, you quickly start to 
realize what you should be looking for instead. Also, you get paid (well)! If the job thing 
doesn’t work out and you discover your burning question, go to grad school! Often grad 
schools are more interested in candidates with “real world” experience. At least, that’s 
the case with MBA, I’ve never looked into an engineering masters. I get the feeling that 
getting halfway through a masters and then quitting is more expensive, more difficult and 
harder to explain on a resume then going back to school after some work experience.   

 Bruno - Polytechnique - Junior Software Engineer - Quebec 
(OIQ) 

That's a hard question. It really depends on your personnality. I have 
some friends who chose graduate studies because it made sense to 
them, but for my part it made perfect sense to go into the industry right 
away. Being a software engineer, there were plenty of jobs available 
when I graduated: as a matter of fact, I had two offers on the table in 
February... and graduated less than 3 months AFTER signing my 

contract.  
  
I was pretty lucky that there were plenty of jobs, too... My brother was not a lucky: he 
studied in Chemical Enginering and the jobs were scarce. I'd say that a good step 
towards your choice would be to look if the market is healthy for your specific field of 
engineering. 
  
However, even with that in mind, the most important question you must ask yourself: are 
you ready to continue studing hard or do you want to start your adult life? For my part, I 
was really tired of studying, the choice wasn't even hard to make. I was fortunate enough 
to have parents that would have supported my decision to continue further, but I felt it 
was time for me to take my life to the next level and start my career, and I do not regret 
my choice! 
 

 

Robert - Oil and Gas Industry - Texas, USA 
 



The answer really does depend on you. Grad school is good for two 
reasons in my opinion. The first is if you want to become specialized in 
a particular field. It would be best if it was a field that you were actually 
interested in. The second reason would be if you wanted a change in 
career/focus, but a post-baccalaureate would do the same. 
 

The benefits of going straight to industry: For one, if you find yourself a position that you 
want, you might as well take it while you can, remember you can always go back for 
graduate school. Another reason is if you're tired of school, it is a nice break to be able 
to go home and not worry about work until you go back in the morning. The main reason 
I would suggest industry rather than graduate school right now is because it seems that 
you're not all that interested in pursuing a graduate degree.  
 
You shouldn't let others push you into something that you're not completely interested in, 
and ask yourself, would grad school, 2+ years of studying, research and reports, be 
something that you want to be doing, especially if it's something that you don't find 
stimulating? I'd say take your GRE, because I think that it's valid for a little while but 
double check for yourself, and then if industry doesn't excite or stimulate you, well you 
had a small break from school, made some money, and grad school didn't magically 
disappear. Of course if you find a grad program that does interest you, then by all means 
go for it. 

 
Kimberly - Computer Science Undergraduate - United States 

 
Making the decision on whether or not to go to graduate school is a 
tough one, especially if you're like me and feeling like you are just 
ready to be done with school.  I'm on my next-to-last quarter before 
graduating, so I'm in the same boat! 
 
Some reasons why you might want to go into industry instead: 

 
1) There's no substitute for professional workplace experience.  It's a completely 
different environment from being a student, and a great learning experience.  You will 
have many opportunities to grow as a professional instead of as a student.  You will also 
be making money, which is never a bad thing! 
 
2) Working for a while allows you to save money for a masters. It also allows you to take 
a break from school and recharge.  If you're like me, you may not feel like you have 
enough momentum to continue on being a student.  Working for a while will help you 
build desire and momentum to be a student again. 
 
3) Many employers will pay for their employees' continuing education.  Some employers 
may even offer free (or discounted) continuing education classes. 
 
4) You can go back for a professional masters (also possibly paid for in part or in full by 
your employer).  Depending on the kind of graduate schools and programs you are 
looking at, many can be research-oriented.  At my university, the normal master's 
program is more research-oriented, while the professional master's program - directed 
toward professionals continuing their education - will more closely resemble what you're 
used to right now: completing classes (albeit, more advanced classes) toward a degree. 



 
But I want to counterbalance those points with reasons to go to graduate school (or 
simply to continue your education) now or in the future: 
 
1) People with higher degrees tend to make more money.  In fact, some companies may 
determine how much money you can ever make based upon your level of education.   
 
2) You'll get to stimulate your mind and keep up with new technology and ideas in your 
field.  You'll get to become even better at what you do!  Or, it might give you the 
opportunity to explore something different than your original major. 
 
3) Some schools pay their graduate/doctoral students, depending on what they're 
working on or if they've won a fellowship/grant. 
 
4) If the job market is sparse, going back to school can be a productive way to learn 
more and make yourself an even more valuable employee. 
 
Personally, I opted to sign a job offer to begin in the industry once I've graduated. Part of 
what determined that choice is that I had a job lined up that I'm very excited about.  It's 
also a company that encourages its employees to grow and also provides an annual 
incentive for those who pursue continuing education/a professional master's.  So I know 
that if I want to keep on learning in the future, I will have that option! 
 

 

 
Have a question for our engineers? Email it to jam@wastedtalent.ca ! Register 
now to join the discussion and comment on this post: 
http://www.wastedtalent.ca/user/register   
 
Ask an Engineer is a monthly feature of the blog for Wasted Talent: an 
autobiographical webcomic. Check out the blog for monthly updates of this 
feature (and more!) at http://www.wastedtalent.ca/blog  
 
 

 
 


