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What  Is To Be Done About 
Indian Universities?

Academics for Creative Reforms

The manner in which the state is 
intervening in higher education is 
causing alarm. This position 
paper is the collective product of 
roughly six months of discussion 
among teachers of several 
central universities in Delhi. 
As part of a larger process of 
critical self-evaluation of the 
university system, it is also a 
considered response to recent 
policies and directives issued by 
the Ministry of Human Resource 
Development and the University 
Grants Commission.

Catering as it does to roughly 30 
million students, the Indian higher 
education sector is larger than 

the population of Australia—and of 
about 152 other sovereign nations. How-
ever, what makes this sector truly 
remarkable is not its size but the scale of 
the social revolution it is effecting. We 
are enacting one of the most dramatic 
instances of the democratisation of access 
to higher education in human history, as 
millions of families send children to 
college for the fi rst time. 

As teachers, we take great pride in 
being part of this momentous process. 
The state, which had treated the higher 
education system as a public good, pro-
vided access to institutions of higher 
learning to many hitherto excluded groups, 
including Dalits, tribals, women and 
people from backward regions. Class-
rooms in colleges and universities have 

begun to refl ect this extraordinary diver-
sity, representing both a challenge to, 
and an opportunity for, a new higher 
education system. 

As teachers, we are also conscious of 
the failures of governance, the rapidly 
escalating unmet demand for higher 
education, and the disquieting reluctance 
of the teaching community to come to 
terms with its own lack of accountability. 
Our universities are now in a state of 
perpetual crisis, straining to fulfi l their 
historic mandate of offering a space of 
equality of opportunity as well as excel-
lence, a space for critical thinking as well 
as professional skills. Faced with the 
growing aspirations of young people for 
higher degrees, university admini strators 
are hard-pressed to fi nd the logistical 
means and the intellectual resources to 
fulfi l these demands. Similar strains have 
been felt worldwide and hopes are being 
pinned on technology, such as Massive 
Open Online Courses (MOOCS), to meet 
these challenges. 

The breakneck expansion of our higher 
education during the past decade and a 
half remains largely undocumented 
though certain broad features are already 
clear. Perhaps as much as three–fourths 
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of the expansion has been in the private 
sector, and the bulk of it has been 
restricted to professional courses rang-
ing from engineering and medicine to 
relatively new vocational fi elds seeking 
to train physiotherapists, beauticians, 
travel agents and fl ight attendants. For 
some time now, particularly in the states 
of southern India, private institutions 
have seen opportunity where the state 
has failed to quench the growing thirst 
for credentials and provided education 
in technical and managerial skills. 

Such expansion is only to be expected, 
especially since the gross enrolment ratio 
(GER) is still only about 21%, compared 
with middle- and high-income countries 
where enrolments are in the 30s and 40s, 
respectively. The bulk of the increases in 
enrolment are in vocational and profes-
sional fi elds, often at the expense of tra-
ditional disciplines, including the basic 
sciences. In fact, recent data suggest that 
absolute levels of enrolment in subjects 
like physics and chemistry may be fall-
ing for the fi rst time since independence. 
Dispensing with the basic sciences and 
humanities exposes two new sets of 
problems. First, we know that the vast 
majority of institutions offering job- 
oriented training are dysfunctional even 
by the standards of vocational educa-
tion. The second problem is that the so-
cial sciences and humanities are essen-
tial even for high quality professional 
training, as is recognised by the leading 
institutions of the world. The best-edu-
cated doctors or engineers or account-
ants are those who have also had expo-
sure to fi elds like art, philosophy, litera-
ture, and music in addition to history, 
politics, sociology, economics and so on. 
While it is diffi cult to pinpoint the im-
mediate returns from such broad-based 
training, the long-term benefi ts are on 
view in the technological success stories 
from around the world—well-designed 
highways, user-friendly medical systems 
and so on. By acquiescing in the drastic 
downsizing of the humanities and the 
social sciences, the present generation is 
doing a grave injustice to its successors. 

All is not well with Indian universities: 
some of the more pressing problems 
include the pressure of numbers, the 
multiplicity of languages in which higher 

education is demanded and which is 
only partially met by English teaching 
and materials, the comparative lack of 
teacher accountability, and the increas-
ing tendency of students and parents to 
see the university as a source of creden-
tials rather than education. There is, 
therefore, an urgent need for hard, 
collective thinking on how and why uni-
versities should change in response to 
these threats and challenges, as well as 
opportunities.

As the Kothari Commission pointed 
out decades ago, universities in post- 
colonial countries need to balance the 
need to respond to popular pressures 
with the need to provide quality educa-
tion. The university must produce an in-
tellectual leadership dedicated to the 
principles of the Constitution—justice, 
liberty, equality and fraternity. Such 
leadership is needed in all spheres of 
life: industry, bureaucracy, civil society 
and politics. How can we rejuvenate our 
universities to meet this challenge?

In the following sections, we present 
an alternative view on important as-
pects of the recent policy statements.

1 Diversity or Uniformity? 

Sixty years after independence we are a 
self-confi dent nation that need not burden 
its universities with producing uniform-
ity. Instead, we require our universities 
to take the diversity of our classrooms 
seriously, and to do this, we must also 
respect the differences between univer-
sities. Yet, an overwhelming urge to 
standardise and centralise is the most 
visible aspect of recent policy pronounce-
ments. Standardisation and homogeni-
sation are being seen as the one-step so-
lution for all the problems of uneven 
quality. However, there is no contradic-
tion between diversity and excellence 
and the current reforms are driven by 
the idea that diversity is a problem. 

The indiscriminate borrowing of blue-
prints and vocabularies from the West 
ignores the specifi city of our context. For 
example, much of the terminology in the 
Ministry of Human Resource Deve-
lopment documents may have been 
thoughtlessly borrowed from the Bolo-
gna Process experiment of the European 
Union, against which there have been 

widespread student protests and public 
outcry (especially in Germany and Aus-
tria). The main motivation for this 
scheme was to increase enrolments in 
the average European university which 
was proving to be unsustainable in the 
wake of cutbacks in state funding. On 
the contrary, the central problem of 
I ndian higher education is scarcity of 
higher education rather than oversup-
ply—we have too many aspirants and 
too few places, especially in the better 
institutions. In India, the reasons that 
prevent a student from moving have 
nothing to do with the incompatibility of 
courses or administrative formats and 
everything to do with extreme selectivity 
imposed by the gross mismatch between 
supply and demand. Clearly, the critical 
issue is not “mobility” but the shortage 
of quality institutions. 

Other proposed changes to the central 
university system also require greater 
thought. Each of our central universities 
has a unique culture and specifi c history as 
a result of its links to its locality and region 
as well as to the country and the world, 
and each has developed its own pattern of 
knowledge production and reproduction. 
The real challenge is to nurture and 
strengthen our universities without de-
stroying their diversity by forcing them 
into a disabling standardised normative 
frame. Any integration of universities to 
serve the public better must respect their 
individual cultures and contributions.

2 Syllabus, Curriculum and 
Standardisation

Among the proposed reforms is the in-
troduction of a common syllabus for all 
central universities; a common entrance 
test; faculty and student mobility; and 
credit transfers. 

If the intention is to address the prob-
lem of uneven quality across institutions, 
or the lack of standards in some, then in-
troducing a common curriculum by fi at 
will not help. The desire for sameness is 
misplaced if the goal is to raise the stand-
ard of education. The shortage of quality 
institutions cannot be solved by enabling 
mobility—it will increase the pressure on 
a few institutions without helping others. 
If the aim is something else, such as 
 student mobility across institutions, then 
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this too needs to be thought through. 
What is it that is preventing students 
from moving? Why do they wish to 
move? How would a common curriculum 
and transferable credits help them to 
move? There is no evidence that these 
questions have been addressed. 

The terms “syllabus” and “curriculum” 
are not interchangeable. While “curricu-
lum” is prescriptive, referring to the over-
all framework of planned interaction of 
students with teachers, course content 
and institutional resources in order to 
meet a set of learning standards, a “sylla-
bus” is a descriptive outline of topics to be 
covered in a particular course and the 
specifi c readings that will be used. This 
distinction is crucial in enabling the same 
curriculum to be expressed in many dif-
ferent syllabi catering to different disci-
plinary or regional contexts. 

Curricula in the 45 central universities 
already reveal a broad agreement on 
what is desirable at the bachelor’s and 
master’s levels of higher education. It is 
unnecessary and disabling to force a 
similar uniformity at the level of the syl-
labus. A common syllabus would require 
the same course content to be taught 
across the 45 central universities. Such 
homogenisation would stand in the way 
of innovative pedagogic practices and 
incorporating new courses based on 
emerging issues. Since all central uni-
versities are research universities as 
well, and restriction to a common sylla-
bus will choke the development of 
strong research profi les of individual 
d epartments. Given the uneven develop-
ment of higher education in the country 
till date, many aspects of Indian lan-
guages, history, art, culture, geography, 
botany, etc, remain either unknown or 
under-explored. Even those that have 
been studied have not entered standard 
instructional materials like textbooks; 
yet each department may be able to de-
velop a specialised research area that 
could grow to be signifi cant. For exam-
ple, the Comparative Literature course 
in the Central University of Kerala has 
focused on Arabi–Malayalam literature, 
which remained a marginal area of study 
until very recently. By severing the con-
nection between teaching and research 
through a mandatory universal syllabus, 

the proposals will thwart the very objec-
tives of setting up 45 autonomous central 
universities in different parts of India. 

Moreover, standardisation would not 
serve the needs of students from differ-
ent parts of the country. For example, 
studying linguistics in the Central Uni-
versity of Gujarat but learning only 
about the grammar of standard Hindi 
will not equip students with the skills 
and knowledge they need to participate 
in the development of their own regions. 
In fact, our central universities can be 
envisioned as a network of regional ex-
pertise since each of them has its own 
specifi c research and teaching speciali-
sations, developed through its location, 
the intellectual and social backgrounds 
of students and faculty, and its institu-
tional history. It is important to focus on 
the ways in which such expertise can be 
made available to other universities. 

A centrally-determined syllabus will 
also tend to be resistant to change and 
amendment, particularly in basic courses. 
Adherence to a set of textbooks or fi xed 
topics will make basic learning tend to-
wards obsolescence. If international prac-
tice is anything to go by, the closest ana-
logy to a network of central universities is 
the University of California system, whose 
10 campuses have not adopted common 
syllabi, presumably for all the reasons 
listed above. More generally, US institu-
tions allow only credit transfer based on 
availability of facilities within the host in-
stitution, as well as principles of course 
equivalence arrived at with partner insti-
tutions. Credit transfers do not presup-
pose the existence of common syllabi or 
even common curricula. 

There is no reason why the same can-
not be adopted across the central univer-
sities in India. However, the principle of 
autonomy granted to each institution has 
to be respected—so that the host and 
partner institution have equal rights to 
enable and regulate credit transfers (just 
as it is respected in memoranda of under-
standing about credit transfers with 
 foreign universities).

3 Collaboration and Cooperation 

There is enough space within the exist-
ing framework to encourage close co-
operation between central universities 

on the matter of teaching and research. 
Already co-supervision, involvement in 
assessment and evaluation of particu-
larly research students’ work, and par-
ticipation in administrative and aca-
demic committees is fast becoming the 
norm; these processes can be strength-
ened and funded, but without impinging 
on the autonomy of any higher educa-
tion institution.

Specifi cally, closer cooperation bet-
ween central universities can be forged 
through the measures like selective 
agreements of cooperation between de-
partments/schools of different universi-
ties; the setting of more Inter-University 
Centres in the Social Sciences and 
H umanities (of the kind that exist in the 
sciences); regional and national work-
shops with faculty and students from dif-
ferent central universities, which iden-
tify thrust areas and help in rethinking 
and revising syllabi and strengthening 
research profi les; short-term exchange 
programmes for research students for 
accessing specialised knowledge of dif-
ferent departments/universities.

4 Challenge of Language 

In contrast to the plethora of hurriedly 
introduced reform proposals, there are 
clearly important areas left unad-
dressed. Easily, the most vital of these is 
the issue of language. Historians of a 
later era will no doubt be astonished at 
the extent to which English continued to 
function as the gatekeeper of higher 
e ducation in India decades after inde-
pendence. Progress on this issue will 
have the largest impact in widening ac-
cess to higher education, and yet it has 
not been addressed by the state with the 
urgency it deserves. 

All Indian universities, particularly 
central universities, draw students and 
teachers from diverse multilingual and 
ethnic/regional backgrounds, with dif-
fering levels of access to English, which 
usually is the medium of instruction 
adopted in institutions of higher learn-
ing. While the choice of English is widely 
acceptable to both teachers and students 
for its international character, both gov-
ernment policies and universities must 
also provide support for the develop-
ment of the various languages that enter 
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the higher education classroom, as well 
as improving students’ access to English. 

Formulating such institutional policies 
is purely pragmatic rather than a ltruistic: 
in a multilingual society like India, no 
one language can ever replace all others 
as the vehicle of knowledge. The present 
situation in which knowledge of English 
(rather than ability and curiosity) is giv-
en disproportionate weightage in higher 
education is undemocratic. Teaching of-
ten needs to be done in more than one 
language and for this purpose the culti-
vation of other languages is necessary. 
Further, primary research, especially in 
the social sciences and humanities, typi-
cally involves interaction with people 
and texts written in Indian languages. 
This necessitates the ability to master 
I ndian languages which may or may not 
be familiar to the student. This needs 
greater focus on translation. In fact, a 
large part of teaching and research in 
universities globally relies on translation, 
beginning with the texts taught (many 
are o ften translated into English) to re-
search (where the data is gathered using 
other languages and translated into Eng-
lish by the researcher). English as a lan-
guage has benefi ted tremendously from 
knowledge creation through translation. 
We believe that the way forward for the 
Indian system of higher education is one 
that fosters a similar knowledge creation 
in Indian languages while improving stu-
dent and faculty access to English. Trans-
lation must not only be from English, but 
also into English as well as into other 
I ndian languages.

We propose that policies be framed at 
three levels: the University Grants Com-
mission (UGC), the university and indi-
vidual departments. At the UGC level, 
knowledge creation through translation 
must be accorded due weight as an aca-
demic activity of students, faculty, and the 
university as a whole. Moreover, the UGC 
must facilitate and foster the linkages 
b etween universities and institutions 
like the National Translation Mission 
(NTM). At the level of the individual uni-
versity, supporting translation activities 
of the sort outlined above is imperative. 
A sustained attempt must be made to 
bring multilingual training into the 
classroom. Departments must identify 

good regional language periodicals and 
journals and encourage the use of re-
gional/minority language material. Cour-
ses on research techniques and method-
ology should also focus on translation. 
In addition, an institutional effort must 
be made to improve access to English 
through an ongoing English writing and 
reading programme. Such courses should 
be specifi cally tailored to each discipline 
and therefore developed in consultation 
with the departments.

5 National and International 
Ranking

The anxiety over rankings and the 
search for a more transparent system of 
evaluation of academic performance 
have both led to a preoccupation with 
quantitative indicators which may be 
self-defeating. While it is important to 
gather and publish periodic data on uni-
versities and colleges, this should not be-
come yet another site for gaming and 
manipulation. Any system of evaluation 
must recognise the equal validity of mul-
tiple systems of knowledge production 
which have their own specifi cities, and 
which cannot be tackled solely with the 
methods used in the natural sciences.

Ranking of universities at the global 
level has gained prominence in the last 
decade and it has been lamented time and 
again that Indian universities do not fea-
ture in the top 200. But is inter national 
ranking the best way to evaluate Indian 
universities? An obsession with featuring 
in international rankings obscures the 
commendable specifi c achieve ments and 
social commitments of Indian universities, 
which may not a lways be quantifi able. 

Courses cannot be evaluated merely 
on the basis of the number of students 
enrolled since it defi es the mission of ed-
ucation. Research ranking systems 
which focus on citation indexes, or lab–
industry interfaces, cannot be applied to 
social sciences and hard sciences alike. 
Teaching and learning processes in the 
social sciences, humanities and languages 
are gradual and incremental. 

Goading universities to compete with 
each other on ranking would be coun-
terproductive. Since ranking focuses on 
inputs which entail expensive resources, 
there exists a genuine possibility of 

f avouring some universities over others, 
accentuating the wide differences that 
already exist among the universities in 
terms of infrastructure and other facili-
ties. Diversities exist among the differ-
ent disciplines in terms of opportunities 
for funding and publication, differences 
in perspectives. Ranking would lead to 
institutional homogenisation and distor-
tion in disciplinary balance as institu-
tions strategise to achieve what is being 
measured. Finally, ranking places greater 
emphasis on research, while teaching—
which is so crucial in the context of mas-
sifi cation of Indian higher education—
may get sidelined. There is also a non-
evaluative, information gathering as-
pect to ranking which teachers would 
support in the interest of improving 
teaching–learning practices. If ranking 
is intended to empower students to 
make an informed choice, then this 
would be better achieved by requiring 
every university to annually upload its 
own data on teaching–learning activi-
ties (student results, degrees conferred, 
faculty publications, etc). Such a data-
base would respect the specifi city of dif-
ferent kinds of universities without sub-
suming all under one generic formula, 
and it can then be linked to a national 
university navigator which allows stu-
dents to match universities to their own 
needs and interests (e g, teacher–stu-
dent ratios, courses taught, availability 
of hostels, etc). However, we must re-
member that students’ decisions are not 
based exclusively on academic indica-
tors (e g, they may also consider medium 
of instruction, the presence of relatives 
nearby, safety, social and cultural appro-
priateness or opportunity, etc). 

6 Autonomy of Higher 
Educational Institutions

The fi rst University Education Commis-
sion in independent India set up in 1948 
under the leadership of  S Radhakrishnan 
(also known as the Radhakrishnan Com-
mission) had this to say on the autonomy 
of institutions of higher learning:

Freedom of individual development is the 
basis of democracy. Exclusive control of 
education by the State has been an impor-
tant factor in facilitating the maintenance 
of totalitarian tyrannies. In such States 
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 institutions of higher learning controlled 
and managed by governmental agencies 
act like mercenaries, promote the political 
purposes of the State, make them accept-
able to an increasing number of their popu-
lations and supply them with the weapons 
they need. We must resist, in the interests of 
our own democracy, the trend towards the 
governmental domination of the educational 
process. Higher education is, undoubtedly, an 
obligation of the State but State aid is not to 
be confused with State control over academic 
policies and practices (emphasis added).

Despite such a clear and forceful for-
mulation of the rationale for autonomy 
so early in the history of our republic, 
I ndian universities and other institu-
tions of higher learning have had a rather 
mixed experience on the question of 
a utonomy. Not only have governments 
been very eager to control and direct 
universities, particularly at the state 
l evel, but academics themselves have ac-
tively participated in their own subordi-
nation to politicians and bureaucrats. 

Autonomy from the state—which is 
the principal funder in India—is an es-
sential feature rather than a privilege 
because the university is supposed to be 
the space where critical thinking is fos-
tered. This kind of thinking in turn is 
meant to act as a watchdog on the centres 
of power, as well as to prepare society to 
face the unknown challenges of the 
 future. Because power tends to perpetu-
ate itself, a healthy democracy needs 
countervailing forces (such as the me-
dia, universities, art and culture, and so 
on) which must be insulated and pro-
tected from power. That is why we need 
insulating mechanisms like the UGC. But 
these mechanisms have been completely 
bureaucratised to the point where, to-
day, there is hardly any perceptible dif-
ference between the Ministry of Human 
Resource Development and the UGC.

Autonomy is directed not only at the 
state but also at the market. The pursuit 
of knowledge that may be irrelevant to, 
or opposed to, market interests is an 
 important reason for maintaining the 
autonomy of institutions of higher learn-
ing. This is particularly true because 
 India does not have a tradition of dis-
interested philanthropy in higher educa-
tion, where wealthy individuals and 
 institutions donate resources without 
wishing to exert direct control.

Finally, and perhaps most important, 
the autonomy of the university must not 
be subverted to mean the autonomy of its 
administrators alone. Institutional auton-
omy presupposes institutional democracy 
and all the checks and balances that have 
been created to protect it. Autonomy 
without healthy internal democracy is 
simply a particularly harmful form of 
a uthoritarianism accountable to no one. 
Authoritarianism or anti-democratic ten-
dencies are not the monopoly of adminis-
trators—they have also been fostered by 
teachers’ organisations themselves. Demo-
cratic functioning is very arduous and re-
quires more time, effort and goodwill 
than other forms of governance.

7 Faculty Performance 
Evaluation

The important issue of evaluation of fac-
ulty performance illustrates very well 
the diffi cult challenges that democratic 
systems of public education must face. 
On the one hand, administrators seek 
standard, easy to interpret measures of 
performance that can be used to in-
centivise faculty behaviour, maintain 
standards and provide a justifi cation for 
disciplinary action where needed. On 
the other hand, teachers resist standard-
ised measures that do not take account 
of the specifi cities of their working con-
ditions, are excessively dependent on 
quantitative measures, and fail to con-
sider the more intangible aspects of 
their “output.” This generates a diffi cult 
relationship b etween administration 
and teachers, where both sides are en-
gaged in “gaming” the system and bend-
ing it to their own advantage, or are en-
gaged in an openly adversarial confl ict. 
In these institutional wars of attrition, 
students often get used as pawns or are 
marginalised.

To break this debilitating deadlock it 
is necessary to build trust, and this can 
only be done by a mutual recognition of 
the legitimate concerns of all three 
sides—administration, teachers and stu-
dents. Some constructive avenues to ex-
plore include: (a) renewed efforts from 
teachers to acknowledge the need for 
evaluation and to suggest fair methods 
of doing so; (b) the recognition that ad-
ministrators also need to be evaluated, 

and that the primary purpose of all 
 evaluation is not to exercise punitive 
power but to constantly improve the per-
formance of the institution; and (c) re-
membering that while they must cer-
tainly be involved in this process, stu-
dent evaluations must explicitly address 
the level of their own commitment as 
well as ways in which the teaching–
learning environment can be enhanced. 

8 The Road Ahead

The Indian university system is both 
very large and very diverse, with 45 cen-
tral universities, 321 state universities, 
129 deemed and 187 private universities. 
Proposed changes to this large system 
must be done in consultation with those 
who are at the centre of this process of 
knowledge production and reproduc-
tion, namely, teachers and students. As 
has been repeatedly demonstrated else-
where in the world, an exclusive empha-
sis on technical skills and employability 
to the detriment of other dimensions of 
learning impoverishes the very idea of 
education. The offi cial approach to higher 
education reform today seems destined 
to rediscover the age-old distinction 
bet ween training and education. Train-
ing is necessary but far from suffi cient 
because it only enables the effi cient 
r eproduction of what is already known. 
Education, on the other hand, is about 
acquiring the imaginative ability to 
tackle the unknown. 

The demands of today’s “knowledge 
economy” have placed a great burden on 
teachers to distinguish what they do 
from the market metaphor that drives 
the idea of education as commodity. We 
must continue to emphasise the idea of 
the university and indeed higher educa-
tion as a public good. As many national 
committees have acknowledged, if a 
quantum leap in the generation of 
knowledge is to be achieved, it is the 
public university that must be the princi-
pal site of change. We must work to re-
new the university as a site for the mak-
ing and unmaking of knowledges, and as 
a democratic and free space of enquiry.

The authors of this article are a group of about 
20 teachers from the Delhi University and 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, primarily from 
the humanities and social sciences.


