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Four-Year Degree: Exit or Stay after the
Third Year?

Dr Achuthsankar, Vice-Chairman, KSHEC
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Four-year undergraduate programmes have been in operation in Kerala since 2023. By
the end of the current academic year (March 2027), students in the third year of these
programmes will have to make an important academic decision: should they complete
their studies with a three-year degree, or proceed to the fourth year and earn an
Honours degree? This decision will have a bearing on their future prospects, including
career opportunities, higher studies and research (including studies abroad), and
entrepreneurship.

From a Sadya to Buffet

The existing FYUGP framework gives every student the freedom to choose and
organise their studies in ways that suit their interests, abilities and future goals. The
old degree programmes were like a traditional Kerala kalyana sadya (wedding feast),
where everyone was served the same dishes, in the same order, according to a fixed
arrangement. Higher education was “served” to students in a format predetermined by



colleges and universities. There was little scope for individual students to make
changes according to their own interests, abilities and future aspirations.

The new system, however, is more like a buffet-style feast. A variety of dishes are laid
out, and everyone is free to choose what they need and enjoy. In other words, each
student can customise their degree programme. But the freedom offered by the new
system also increases the student's responsibility and, at times, the possibility of
confusion. The question of whether to continue into the fourth year is one
manifestation of this challenge.

3-year or 4-year ?

Let me state at the outset that an additional year of study can generally be expected to
provide greater knowledge and skills and improve employment prospects. However,
the three-year degree is a complete and valid qualification for those who are
convinced that they have acquired the education necessary to pursue their future goals
within three years. It should not be viewed as abandoning one's studies halfway
through.

What does a student generally aspire to do after graduation? Broadly speaking, the
options are to seek employment or to pursue further studies in the hope of securing
better employment later. The suitability of different degrees for different careers needs
to be examined. Here are some pointers.

The 3-year Option:

Let us first consider the opportunities available to holders of a three-year degree.
Numerous posts recruited through examinations conducted by the Kerala Public
Service Commission (PSC), the Union Public Service Commission (UPSC), the Staff
Selection Commission (SSC) and similar bodies require only a bachelor's degree. A
three-year degree is sufficient for these positions. After completing a three-year
degree, students can pursue the existing B.Ed. qualification and seek school-teaching
positions (A one-year B.Ed. programme is expected to become available in the near
future). A three-year degree is also sufficient for certain further-study options, such
as MBA programmes through CAT, MAT, a three-year LLB, and the HDC diploma
required for employment in cooperative institutions. It also meets the educational
requirements for officer-level positions in banks and insurance companies, as well as
for certain positions in the defence services. (For the Air Force and Navy, degrees in
Physics and Mathematics are required, while the Army accepts a degree in any
discipline.)

A three-year degree will also suffice for students who wish to pursue courses and
examinations not generally available through colleges, such as professional
qualifications in Chartered Accountancy, Company Secretaryship and Cost
Accountancy, or certification programmes offered by multinational companies in the IT



sector. A bachelor's degree may also be sufficient for entry-level employment in
companies and business establishments.

Although an Honours with Research degree is more suitable for those aspiring to
research careers or college teaching, a three-year degree does not rule out these
possibilities. Students can pursue the newly designed two-year Master's programmes,
which are scheduled to come into effect from 2027, and subsequently enter PhD
programmes through the conventional route.

The 4-year Pathways

Students who have earned 133 credits (some Universities have relaxation) by the end
of the third year and passed all their courses are eligible to proceed to the fourth year.
They can choose between two academic pathways: the Honours degree and the
Honours with Research degree. The Honours degree places greater emphasis on skKill
development, whereas the Honours with Research degree is designed for students
aspiring to careers in research and teaching. Admission to the Honours with Research
pathway requires students to have secured at least 75 per cent marks in their studies
up to the third year.

A three-year degree is sufficient for those aspiring to enter the civil services, including
the IAS, IPS, IFS and KAS. However, a four-year Honours degree, possibly followed by
a Master's degree, may be more suitable for these aspirations.

Students aiming for research or college teaching would find the Honours with
Research pathway appropriate. Completing a four-year Honours with Research degree
opens the door to direct entry into PhD research. Those who qualify in the Junior
Research Fellowship (JRF) examination can pursue research with a substantial
fellowship. A system under which holders of an Honours with Research degree and a
PhD can obtain teaching positions without an additional Master's degree is also being
Introduced.

Students who complete a non-research Honours degree and subsequently decide to
pursue research can do so after completing a one-year Master's programme and
qualifying in the relevant research entrance examination.

A four-year degree is generally preferable for students planning to pursue higher
education abroad and explore employment opportunities there. It may also be more
suitable for postgraduate studies in most other Indian states. Research and
Development (R&D) companies may likewise give preference to candidates with a
four-year degree.

Some students may choose to establish their own enterprises, creating employment
for themselves and others. Depending on the skills they need to acquire for this
purpose, they can opt for either a three-year or a four-year degree.



Recognition and Eligibility

Students will now receive degrees with unfamiliar designations such as Major, Double
Major and Double Minor. Questions have been raised about whether these new types of
degrees will receive the necessary recognition and meet eligibility requirements for
employment and higher education. Students can pursue Master's programmes in any
subject they have studied as a Major or Minor at the undergraduate level. The Kerala
State Higher Education Council is working on comprehensive reform to ensure that the
new degree structures are recognised in the eligibility criteria specified for various
jobs.

Linking Decision to Dreams.

Students should examine these possibilities carefully, identify their own goals, and
make their decision about continuing beyond the third year accordingly. They should
resist the temptation to follow the majority simply because a particular option is
chosen by more students.

Since FYUGP is still in its initial stages of implementation, it has not yet evolved into a
fully developed “buffet” system. As long as constraints such as teachers' workload and
various other rules and institutional arrangements continue without sufficient
flexibility, the challenges involved in allowing every student to “hyper-personalise”
their degree remain considerable. Nevertheless, most states have already adopted this
broad structure. Everyone must recognise that this has become the “new normal” in
higher education.



