
Hasnai, Shabiba Juma Al-

Balushi, Shaima Saleh Al-

Hasmi, Tahira Tawfeeq Al-

Lawati, Thuraya Al-Riyami 

and Thuraya Al-Amri. 

After selecting the ten nomi-

nees, the next big challenge 

was training the students for 

the competition. The timing 

was also not on our side be-

cause of the final exams 

clashing with the dates of the 

competition. It was difficult 

to have a full attendance 

during the training days. All 

of them were so concerned 

about their final exams that a 

few of them skipped the 

coaching sessions. I have to 

fight for their time to the 

extent of keeping them until 

6pm. It was frustrating but 

the students’ desire to excel 

and to well represent our 

college was like a fire burn-

ing in my heart. I talked and 

they listened. There’s so 

much potential in them. They 

looked upon me to lead the 

way and glad that I did not 

failed them. 

After the competition, the 

feedbacks from the students 

were looking very good. The 

E&Y organizers were delight-

ed and commented that, ‘HCT 

was the most organized’ in 

the competition. It was a sign 

of good things to come. The 

THE PATH TO EXCELLENCE WAS 

NEVER AN EASY ROAD.  

HCT’s journey to the prestig-

ious excellence award start-

ed in 2012. I just recently 

joined the college at that 

time. Two days before the 

competition, I came to know 

about the student award 

from our Head of Section 

(HoS), Ms. Teresita Cedro 

and was asked to meet these 

five graduate students that 

the college has selected. 

Since I have experience 

coaching and training stu-

dents in national business 

plan competition in China 

and in international competi-

tion like the CIMA Global 

Business Challenge, I accept-

ed the task. 

So we contacted the students 

and asked them to see me for 

some coaching and motiva-

tional speeches. Most of 

them have jobs at that time 

while others lived in far plac-

es making it difficult for 

them to visit the college. In 

an effort to at least give them 

words of advice before going 

to the competition, they 

managed to come out of their 

busy schedules just to meet 

me. I sat down with them for 

about 15-30 minutes. Most of 

them came and left after 

getting brief instructions on 

conceptualizing a business 

idea to be emailed to me 

later.  

The next time I saw them 

was at the awards night held 

at the Intercontinental Hotel. 

As expected, our students did 

not win. It was a sad mo-

ment. I was a bit taken aback 

by the defeat but I have to 

stand up to show support 

and encouragement to our 

students.   

I T WAS NOT THE END BUT JUST 

THE BEGINNING.  

The following year, I teamed 

up with Ms. Zamzam Al-

Balushi. I had a better plan 

then but the previous year’s 

results slightly placed a dent 

on my confidence to deliver. 

We laid down a screening 

procedure consisting of ac-

counting tests, report writing 

and interviews. The test 

scores were dismal and the 

report writings were not that 

impressive either. The inter-

views gave us a light of hope. 

A number of candidates sur-

prised us with their smarts, 

confidence and great com-

munication skills. We called 

them the ‘shining stars.’ 

Our nominees for the E&Y 

student excellence award 

2013 were Ahad Said Al-

Qasmi, Aysha Al-Raisi, Eman 

Saif Al-Rahbi, Meera Hilal Al-

Kharousi, Mohammed Al-
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In the recently concluded, Ernst & Young Student Excellence Award 2014, students from the 
Business Studies Department of Higher College of Technology (HCT) emerged victorious by 
bringing home the top awards in the accounting and finance discipline. 

Most people may not have heard of this award. Even if they do, some may not know what the 
award is all about and how it was able to inspire and changed the lives of our students-
participants. I decided to write this essay to tell about our students’ journey to excellence and 
to celebrate their outstanding achievement with the hope of inspiring others—especially our 
students. And this was their story. 

HCT student nominees were 

also confident to declare 

that, ‘there is a winner among 

us.’ Indeed, they won two of 

the top five awards in the 

E&Y Student Excellence 

Award 2013. Tahira Tawfeeq 

Al-Lawati and Mohammed Al-

Hasani, were the top finalist 

in that year. The win placed 

HCT in E&Y’s radar. 

This 2014, we’ve set our 

aims higher. I guess the ex-

pectations were high and the 

stakes were greater. The 

pressure was on but with the 

experience from the past 

years competition, we have a 

better game plan.  

HCT officials and staffs with the E&Y Student Excellence Award 

2012 and 2013 nominees. 

The E&Y Student Excellence Award 2013 finalists, Mohammed 

Al Hasani and Tahira Tawfeeq Al Lawati showing their plaques 

and Ipads. 



SELECTING THE NOMINEES .  

Again, Ms. Zamzam and I 

worked on the same formula 

of selecting the nominees. 

Learning from the 2013 excel-

lence awards, we studied the 

profiles of the past winners. In 

our minds, we have a picture 

of the ideal profile of the can-

didates and the qualities that 

we were looking for.  

As usual, we conducted an 

accounting test. Around twen-

ty (20) students have taken 

the test. The scores gave me 

mixed signals that I had diffi-

culty assessing their level of 

knowledge. Report writing 

was also given using the top-

ics from the E&Y SEA 2012 

competition. A few students 

have taken the writing test 

which includes only two of 

our final nominees. Most of 

the students that we were 

expecting as potential nomi-

nees did not came because of 

class schedules. 

Based on the accounting and 

report writing assessments, 

we were faced with a predica-

ment of not having enough 

students who were interested 

to participate. Those made me 

decide to disregard the results 

of those assessments and pro-

ceed with the interviews. 

We conducted interviews with 

Ms. Sameena Begum as one of 

the panelists. The interviews 

were conducted to assess the 

students based on a set of 

defined criteria: communica-

tions skills, leadership, business 

knowledge, attitude and per-

sonality. In order to make it 

scientific, we used a rating 

system to rank the students 

based on these criteria. 

Completing the list of 10 nom-

inees was a mathematical 

challenge due to the shortage 

of qualified and willing candi-

dates. The disqualification of a 

strong contender, Zarah Ibra-

him Al Haddad, who is a Bah-

raini national, further aggra-

vated our current position. 

We still needed 3 students to 

complete the magic 10.  

Mr. Faheem Khan recom-

mended two potential candi-

dates. I requested Ms. 

Sameena to call the said stu-

dents. The students came with 

their friend, Samiya Ibrahim 

Al-Rawahi, who happened to 

be my student in auditing and 

control. I explained to them 

the mechanics of the competi-

tion as well as the high degree 

of dedication that we demand 

from the students.  

The submission of the nomi-

nees will be due in 2 days. I 

was desperate to get the three 

students to accept the nomi-

nation. Samiya, who somehow 

fits the profile that we were 

looking for, agreed to the 

nomination and even volun-

teered to convince her friends 

to join. Eventually, she was 

able to convince one of them.  

We still need one more to 
complete the list. Racing 
against time, we looked at the 
names of students with very 
high GPAs and called them 
one by one and asked them 
whether they are interested in 
joining the E&Y competition. 
No one was willing to partici-
pate. Upon the recommenda-
tion of one of the nominees, 
we decided to include a boy, 
even though he did not meet 
the required GPA but very 
much willing and brave 
enough to go through the ri-
gors of the competition. The 
magic 10 was complete.  

The HCT nominees for E&Y 
student excellence award 
2014 were Abeer Issa Al-Zain, 
Aisha Ali Al Busaidi, Amira 
Ahmed Al-Siyabi, Balqees Al-
Makhmari, Dalal Muneer Al-
Balushi, Hosam Ali Al Mashari, 
Namareq Yousif Al-Hooti, 
Samya Ibrahim Al-Lawati, 
Sharifa Said Al-Said, Sukaina 
Fida Al-Lawati.  

“We demand a high-
degree of dedication 
from our students-

nominees” 
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HCT students listening attentively to Ms. Maha Al Kharusi of 

Ernst & Young 

HCT-E&Y SEA Advisers: Mr. Jesus Obana & Mr. Hassan Sanadi 

supervising the students activities. 



TRA INING THE NOMINEE S .  

We planned a two-week train-

ing program to prepare the 

students to the E&Y’s highly 

competitive assessments: 

accounting test, group discus-

sion, report writing, presenta-

tion and interview. The stu-

dent nominees were taught in 

various topics such as finan-

cial accounting, financial man-

agement, management ac-

counting, cost accounting, ac-

counting systems and internal 

control, strategic HR, global 

trends, marketing, leadership, 

strategy, business planning 

and case analysis. The lectur-

ers who unselfishly extended 

their expertise include Mr. 

Hassan Sanadi, Ms. Teresita 

Manju, Dr. Anitha Ravikumar, 

Mr. Gopalan, Dr. Samir Pra-

dhan, Dr. Sandeep Solanki and 

Dr. Sanchita Ghosal.     

Most of the nominees attend-

ed the training classes during 

initial days but the number 

became less and less as we 

approached the final examina-

tion period. The final exam 

fever has taken over and the 

competition has taken the 

back seat. The students’ ap-

parent lack of interest to at-

tend the training was alarm-

ing. I was frustrated to the 

point of threatening the nomi-

nees that I will stop the train-

ings if they keep on not at-

tending. They apologized and 

promised to be in full attend-

ance on the last two days of 

the training set on April 16 

and 17. I agreed under the 

condition that they have to 

come for a 2-hour assessment 

consisting of an accounting 

test and report writing. The 

internal assessments were 

extremely important to evalu-

ate their individual strengths 

and weaknesses so we can 

concentrate on enhancing 

those strengths and help them 

overcome weaknesses as we 

approach the final days mov-

ing to the competition.  

I designed an accounting test 

that will specifically identify 

the topic areas and concepts 

that they need to give particu-

lar attention. Their report 

writings were critically evalu-

ated starting with the writing 

style, logical content, quality of 

analysis including spelling and 

grammatical mistakes.  

After a week of training, we 

had to stop to give way to the 

final examinations. While the 

exams were going on, I was 

analyzing the results of the 

interviews, accounting tests, 

and report writing of the nom-

inees. My objective is to be 

able measure their current 

performance and compare 

them with the performance of 

the past year’s winners.   For-

tunately, all the nominees 

were my students in account-

ing theory and auditing and 

control, in which they did 

group presentations as a 

course requirement. In class, 

their presentations were 

graded based on their commu-

nications skills, relevance of 

content and question and an-

swer (Q&A). Using the marks 

obtained by the students, I 

was able to measure their 

presentation skills. The re-

sults were combined with the 

other assessments to get their 

actual total scores.  

The last day of their examina-

tion was on April 15 at 1pm. 

And immediately, we had to 

resume the training because 

the competition was moved 

one day earlier. 

On April 15, I showed to them 

their actual scores and ex-

plained to them their current 

position as well as their indi-

vidual strengths and weak-

nesses. Their overall scores 

were within striking distance 

with the scores of the past 

winners. Based on my inter-

pretation of the results, I was 

able to draw a strategy for 

them to successfully hurdle 

the group discussion, report 

writing and presentation. And 

if my projections were correct 

together with the assumption 

that the nominees will proper-

ly execute the strategy, they 

were going to win the compe-

tition. 

One of the nominees begged 

to drop out of the competition 

because of work commit-

ments while another was ex-

cluded by E&Y for not meeting 

the GPA requirement. The 

HCT nominees were now 

down to eight. 

The magic 8 were coached on 

strategy, business planning 

and SWOT analysis. On the 

basis of the assessment pro-

gram sent by E&Y to the nomi-

nees, I had to bring them to 

the computer labs to take the 

online aptitude test to famil-

iarize them with the type of 

questions: numerical, logical 

reasoning and situational test. 

On April 16, Mr. Hassan 

Sanadi conducted a whole day 

workshop on group discus-

sion and interview. The feed-

back on their performance 

during the workshop was a 

“The internal 
assessments were 
extremely important to 
evaluate their 
individual strengths 
and weaknesses, so we 
can concentrate on 
enhancing those 
strengths and help them 
overcome weaknesses.”  
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The students taking the internal assessments: accounting test 

and report writing. 
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complete disaster. Mr. Hassan 

gave them the shock of their 

lives. It was a moment of reali-

zation for the students. Their 

confidence and defenses were 

down but I was not bothered 

at all. Somehow, their hope-

less state was the perfect op-

portunity to effectively imple-

ment the game plan. 

I can still remember vividly 

how one of the nominees, 

Abeer Issa has expressed her 

deep concerns through the 

Whatsapp group chat, ‘Sir, we 

need to be coached in report 

writing and technical test. I 

don’t know how to link it with 

the report writing. I tried yes-

terday.’ Realizing the urgency 

of the situation, I told them to 

come early. She immediately 

replied, ‘I don’t mind if I stay 

until 6pm. I don’t want to go to 

the competition like a stupid 

person who doesn’t know any-

thing.’ At that moment, I knew 

that they needed help. They 

were ready to listen. I had 

their full attention. So let the 

games begin. 

THE GAME PLAN.  

The nominees of the partici-

pating universities and colleg-

es will go through a challeng-

ing and demanding evaluation 

process designed by Ernst & 

Young. On the day of the com-

petition, the nominees will be 

given topics to choose from 

for their group discussion, 

report writing and presenta-

tion. I have no doubt in my 

mind that our nominees have 

great verbal communication 

skills. There were common 

flaws to their writing like 

spelling and grammatical mis-

takes and the lack of depth 

and cohesion. Sometimes, 

their discussions were irrele-

vant to the real requirements 

of the topic or case. On the 

basis of their strengths and 

weaknesses, I designed a sim-

ple yet very methodical ap-

proach for them to successful-

ly undertake any topic that 

will be given to them. 

Our game plan can be 

summed up into four words: 

Focus, Recall, Strategize and 

Execute. 

Focus – they need to focus and 

pay attention to the require-

ments of the topic or case. 

This will involve the careful 

reading and understanding 

the requirements. Highlight-

ing or underlining the require-

ments will help them focus 

and not lose sight of the criti-

cal issues of the topic or case.  

Recall – after identifying the 

important aspects of the case, 

they need to recall the 

knowledge and concepts that 

were applicable to solving 

and/or addressing the re-

quirements of the topic at 

hand. At this juncture, the 

lecture on strategy and busi-

ness planning becomes very 

critical. Let say for instance, 

that they were asked to con-

ceptualize a business idea or 

project. This task requires 

them to clearly describe their 

business idea. In addition, 

they need to remember that in 

the project description of the 

business plan, they have to 

explain value proposition and 

the business model. The value 

proposition answers the ques-

tion: Why the customers are 

going to prefer your products 

or services instead of your 

competitors? The business 

model explains how your busi-

ness idea will make money – 

the revenue models.   

Strategize – once the applica-

ble concepts have been identi-

fied and linked with the re-

quirements of the topic or 

case, the next step is to estab-

lish a structure or framework 

for their report writing and 

presentation. This will involve 

the ranking or outlining of the 

essential requirements of the 

case forming an introduction, 

body and conclusion. This is 

basically an outline that will 

help them organize and pre-

sent their ideas in a consistent 

and seamless manner.  

Execute – after establishing 

the outline, now the student is 

ready to execute the tasks of 

writing an essay or report and 

delivering a presentation. 

“We designed a simple 
yet very methodical 

approach for them to 
successfully undertake 

any given topic.” 
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Ms. Zamzam Al-Balushi delivering an orientation on the 

E&Y Student Excellence Award 

Mr. Jesus Obana and Ms. Sameena Begum explaining the 

training program and internal assessments. 



Too good to be true, we didn’t 

want rush to a conclusion. 

After a couple of speeches and 

musical intermission, the em-

cee requested all the nomi-

nees to line-up and wait for 

their names to be called to 

receive their plaques of partic-

ipation.  Three of our nomi-

nees: Amira, Balqees and 

Sukaina, failed to attend the 

ceremonies.  

After our students received 

their plaques, I was curious to 

know what was given to them. 

Samya, who was seated at the 

row behind me, showed her 

plaque which read as ‘Finalist.’ 

It was a sigh of relief knowing 

that HCT has secured a finalist 

spot. I didn’t see the plaques 

of our other students but had 

this feeling that Namareq was 

also a finalist. Abeer and 

Sharifa were also strong can-

didates for a finals spot.  

Then come the announcement 

of the finalists for the account-

ing and finance discipline. 

There were only four finalists 

and not five: two from Sultan 

Qaboos University (SQU) and 

two from HCT. Doing the 

math, guarantees HCT at least 

one of the top 3 places.  

Finally, we have reached the 

most awaited moment – the 

announcement of the top 3 

winners in accounting and 

finance, business management 

and IT disciplines.  

The announcement for third 

place goes to ‘Higher College of 

Technology – Samiya Ibrahim 

Al-Rawahi.’ There was a big 

round of applause from the 

crowd particularly from the 

HCT corner. The announce-

ment continued, ‘It is not by 

design,’ followed by a long 

pause of silence filling the air 

with suspense. ‘The second 

prize also goes to Higher Col-

lege of Technology – Namareq 

Al Hooti.’ It was followed by 

an even bigger round of ap-

plause to recognize our win-

ner. Of course, the first prize 

went to SQU but HCT stole the 

limelight by winning 2 out of 

3. 

FATE OR COINCIDENCE.  

This year’s E&Y student excel-

lence award winners have 

their interesting stories.  

The story of our second plac-

er, Namareq Al-Hooti, started 

during the time when we were 

just starting our information 

campaign in search of candi-

dates for the awards. I went to 

the OJT room to get some wa-

ter, when I overheard two 

students, Namareq and 

Balqees, pleading their case to 

Ms. Sameena Begum. Accord-

ing to the students, they can’t 

join the E&Y competition be-

cause they want to focus on 

their studies. Further, their 

marks last semester were 

down and that their GPAs 

suffered a lot. I remembered 

them in my class in auditing 

and control 2. So, I told them 

with a serious face, ‘you better 

join or else I will fail you.’ Of 

course, it was just a joke but it 

worked. They were afraid that 

I will really fail them. 

Another remarkable story, 

worthy of being told was our 

third placer, Samya Ibrahim Al

-Rawahi. She was not in the 

list of candidates that were 

considered for nomination. 

She has neither taken the ac-

counting test, the report writ-

ing, nor interview.  

In one of my conversation 

with our colleague, Mr. 

Faheem Khan, he recommend-

ed two students for considera-

tion. We called up the said 

students and they showed up 

with their friend, Samya. I still 

THE AWARDS NIGHT.  

Now we came to the penulti-

mate moment of truth – the 

awarding ceremonies. I ar-

rived at the venue on time and 

saw our student nominees 

Dalal and Sharifa. In a short 

while, another nominee, 

Samya arrived followed by 

our lecturers: Ms. Tess Cedro, 

Ms. Sameena Begum, Ms. Te-

resa Manju, Dr. Anitha Raviku-

mar, Dr. Donalie Cabral, Ms. 

Anupum, Mr. Hassan Sanadi 

and Ms. Zamzam Al-Balushi.  

The special guests were run-

ning late. I can see the main 

coordinator of the event very 

restless organizing the nomi-

nees from different universi-

ties and colleges. I was told by 

Sharifa that the E&Y people 

were searching for the other 

nominees, the HCT students in 

particular. That gave us a pos-

itive indication but it was too 

early to be confident. Our top 

nominees, Namareq and 

Abeer were late. The main 

coordinator came to greet us 

and happily exchanged pleas-

antries. Unwittingly, she 

spilled the beans by saying, 

‘this is a great night for HCT.’  

“this is a great night for 
HCT.”  
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The E&Y Student Excellence Award 2014 nominees: Namareq Al-Hooti (2nd 
Placer), Samya Ibrahim Al-Rawahi (3rd Placer), Dalal Muneer Al-Balushi and 

Abeer Issa Al-Zain posing their awards. 

Ms. Zamzam Al-Balushi accepting the award on behalf of 

Higher College of Technology. 

The HCT-E&Y SEA Team with the E&Y Student Excellence 

Award 2014 nominees.  
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work hard for their marks, 

much more to get an A. Getting 

a low mark in a course or a low 

GPA in a semester is not a rea-

son for despair. Use it as a mo-

tivation to improve and excel 

in the next course or semester. 

The GPA is just an ‘end,’ but 

not the ‘means’ towards future 

success. The knowledge 

learned and skills acquired 

during his or her study will 

ultimately spells the difference 

between success and failure. 

For our esteemed lecturers – 

we should not only strive for 

excellence in times of competi-

tions. Lecturers should always 

try to bring a high level of ex-

cellence in the classrooms 

whether by delivering a lecture 

for the day, in giving exams, 

assignments or projects and in 

any other encounter with the 

students including course ad-

vising, mentoring and counsel-

ing.  

For our very own department 

– it is definitely a great year for 

our business studies depart-

ment. We took pride in our 

past and present achieve-

ments: the Injaz business com-

petition, inter-collegiate busi-

ness quiz bee and E&Y student 

excellence awards. By working 

together, we can achieve more. 

Let us continue in this tradi-

tion of unity and cooperation 

in our continuing pursuit for 

excellence. 
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need three students to com-

plete the list of nominees. So, I 

thought the three students can 

fill in the remaining slots. The 

two students were quite hesi-

tant to join. Samiya seems to fit 

the profile of a potential nomi-

nee and immediately offered 

her to be a nominee without 

undergoing any assessment. I 

also asked her to convince her 

friends to join. She obliged and 

promised to convince her 

friends to accept the nomina-

tion. She was able to convince 

one of them.  

Another thing that was aston-

ishing was that her name was 

not included in the list of par-

ticipants for the E&Y Graduate 

Program held on March 17, 

2014. I asked Ms. Tess Cedro 

(HoS) to email Ms. Maha Al-

Kharousi of E&Y to add the 

name of Samya Al-Rawahi. 

Should her name was not in-

cluded in the list; she would 

have not been accepted for 

nomination. 

Are these happenings plain 

coincidence? Perhaps! To 

quote from the words of the 

great, Napoleon Bonaparte, 

‘there is no such thing as acci-

dent; it is fate misnamed.’ 

LESSONS LEARNED.  

There were many lessons 

learned from the entire E&Y 

Student Excellence Award ex-

perience.  

For our dear students – the 

GPAs have no direct relation 

with student excellence. There 

is nothing wrong with the stu-

dent being concerned with his 

or her GPA but not to the point 

of being ‘GPA obsessed.’ A 

number of students go for end-

less arguments with their 

teachers for extra marks. They 

must understand the students’ 

life is not easy and they have to 

AN INVITATION TO STUDENTS .  

Finally, we invite our students 

to participate in the E&Y Stu-

dent Excellence Award in the 

years to come. We hope that 

you will take part in the expe-

rience and be inspired in the 

same way the nominees have 

been inspired.  

The student excellence award 

will challenge you to excel as 

you compete against the best 

and the brightest students 

from various universities and 

colleges in the whole of Oman. 

It will also open the door for 

greater opportunities like our 

students Namareq and Samiya, 

who are now working with 

Ernst & Young. 

Come join us! Be a part of the 

elite club of excellent students 

and yours might be the next 

success story. 

 

“The student excellence 
award will challenge 

you to excel as you 
compete with the best 

and the brightest 
students from various 

universities and colleges 
in whole of Oman.” 


