












Gowda is professor and chairperson, Centre for Public 
Policy, Indian Institute of Management, l1angalore 

A Chunk of Change 
Reforms might be the need of the hour, but it is the culture 
within Indian higher education that needs a major overhaul 

K
apil Sibal is clearly a man on 
a mission. He aims to rid Ind­
ian higher education ofits ills, 
while drawing more students 

into its net. He has unleashed a quar­
tet of education reform bills in Par­
liament, with one more in the works. 

Clearly, having a sharp Supreme 
Court lawyer as human resource 
development minister has some 
advantages. Sibal knows how to 
design laws to close loopholes and to 
counter education racketeers. He 
knows how to craft alternative insti­
tutional structures to ensure that his 
reforms accomplish their goals. 

A key strength of the education 
bills is their crackdown on rapacious 
private managements. Sibal has 
ushered in transparency in their 
functioning and made extracting of 
capitation fees and exploitation of 
students punishable as crimes. He has 
eliminated corruptible regulatory 
institutions and established 
accreditation systems in their place. 
He has put in place tribunals to resolve 
disputes that affect higher education. 

These are good starts to attack the 
rollhal aITecls higher education. Bul 
other covert ills, like rigging of 
exams, cash donations, and caste 
politics, continue to degrade our 
campuses. How does one tackle 
them? There are concerns about 
whether the new controls will stifle 
the innovations needed in higher ed­
ucation. Is it right to assume that 
everyone is out to beat the system? 
Understandably, states are con­
cerned about whether the Centre is 
encroaching on their turf. 

Sibal's reforms are also aimed at 
making education an enterprise to 
enable a quantum increase in the 
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number of colleges and universities. 
But quantity is just one issue. It's 
what happens in our universities, be­
tween them and beyond them that 
makes all the difference. 

Our students focus on earning 
degrees and cracking exams, and 
view education merely as a box to 
tick off to qualify for a job. The 
concepts of mastering knowledge, 
engaging with ideas, thinking criti­
caUy, testing learning in practice and 
reflecting on relevance just do not 
resonate. For Indian education to be 

Without better salaries 
and academic freedom, 
we can hardly expect 
to create the large 
numbers of high quality 
academics that we need 
to transform Indian 
higher education. 

meaningful and worthwhile, this 
culture has to change. 

Our leachers are assaulted by fi­
nancial pressures and asphyxiating 
administrations. Overloaded with 
teaching, they rarely get the chance 
to pursue research or upgrade their 
skills. Our educational ecosystem 
does not have enough high-quality 
conferences, journals, associations 
and funding agencies to enable schol­
ars to flower intellectually. Without 
better salaries and academic free­
dom, we can hardly expect to create 
the large numbers of high quality 
academics that we need to transform 
Indian higher education. 

Sibal figures that one way to rev-

olutionise India's education ecosys­
tem is to open the door to reputed 
foreign universities. By promoting 
competition, bringing in best 
practices and stemming the outflow 
of Indian students and their 
education expenditures. he hopes to 
make India a Vishwa Vidyalaya, a 
global education hub. 

Sibal argues that he is ushering in 
the equivalent of economic liberalisa­
tion in the education sector. But the 
Foreign Universities Bill, in its cur­
rent form, has a very licence-permit 
Raj flavour. Provisions like stringent 
capital requirements, non,repatri­
ability of "profits" and a prohibition 
on appointing their own vice-chan­
cellors are likely to keep Foreign uni­
versities fIrmly on foreign shores. But 
the value of this bill is that it theoret­
ically opens the door to foreign com­
petition. The bill's provisions will 
surely be amended after seeing how 
it actually performs. 

Another criticism of the Foreign 
Universities Bill is that it creates an 
un-level playing field. Domestic 
centres of excellence. such as the var­
ious Indian institutes, will remain 
subject to a variety of restrictions and 
will have to compete with foreign in­
stitutions with their hands tied tight. 
If there is a flight of faculty to "for­
eign-local" campuses, our premier 
institutions will be crippled. 

But Sibal also has a National 
Commission for Higher Education 
and Research up his sleeve. Hope­
fully, that institution will address our 
concerns and build a formidable 
Indian higher education sector. For 
the sake of half-a-billion youth and 
the demographic dividend we dream 
of. these reforms must succeed. • 

---- ---.----.- .. - .. 
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Hubs of EXCELLE CE 
Breaking new grounds in research and revamping infrastructure, Indian 
universities have finally corne of age. An INDIA TODAy-Nielsen survey reveals . 

1 BANARAS HINDU UNIVERSITY 

The Halls of Ivy 
Chanting expansion mantra has catapulted the university to new heights 

T
here are very few universities in 
the country that can boast ofhav­
ing a deep-rooted connect with 

the country's history, besides being a 
centre for excellence in academics and 
extra-curricular activities. The Bana­
ras Hindu University (BHU) in Varanasi 
belongs precisely to this league. 

Established in 1916, BHU was 
founded by social reformer and free-

dom fighter Madan Mohan Malviya 
who travelled extensively across the 
country to gather funds and donations 
to set up the university. In his endeav­
ours, he was supported by social ac­
tivist Annie Besant. Once the 
foundation of the university was laid, 
studying in BHU became a rage among 
the students. Such was the euphoria 
that at the time of third Parliament 
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A RANGE OF OFFBEAT 
COURSES ATTRACTS 

STUDENTS TO BHU 

around 1962, as many as 137 MPs were 
BHU alumni. Mahatma Gandhi himself 
visited the university about 13 times 
and lived with the students and teach­
ers to guide them on matters related to 
the freedom struggle and to emphasise 
on the importance of education. It is no 
surprise then that the university has 
produced a number of errtinent politi­
cians, scientists, bureaucrats and has 

------.---- ._-_. - --.--------.-. - .--.-. 
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churned out numerous success stories. 

In fact, BHU'S role in setting up the 
higher education network is often for­
gotten. BHU played an integral part in 
setting up the now internationally 
recognised Indian Institute of 
Technology. "We had already set up the 
technology and engineering institutes 
at a time when there were no such in­
stitutes in the country," says Professor 
B.N. Pandey, head of the media and 
public relations cell. In 1918, BHUhad its 
full-fledged engineering institute called 
the Institute of Technology (IT) with 
departments like glass technology, 
geophysics, and metallurgy. Many 
alumni of this college have been 
responsible for setting up the modern 
fiTS. "You may highlight the IITS and 
other institutes, but the fact is that it 
was BHU that played a pivotal role in the 
creation of the today's IITS," says an IT 

professor, adding that almost all 
BHU students in IT get placed every year 
while the students of the medical, 
agriculture and science departments 
also get lucrative offers. Pandey says 
that at present BHU registers highest 
number of research papers and 
thesises in the country. 

Science may seem like I3HU'S core 
strength but the humanities form an 
essential asset to the university. The 
frontrunner here is the Department 
of Musicology that has played a 
pioneering role in developing the 
theoretical aspect of the discipline. It 
has also given a number of musicians 
and instrumentalists to the country like 
eminent violinist N. Rajan. 

Over the years, I3HU has included a 
number of courses in its syllabi, from 
astrology and metallurgy to visual and 
performing arts. Spread across 3,000 

MANY DEPARTMENTS HAVEWON ACCLAIM 
FOR PATHBREAKING RESEARCH 

acres of sprawling land, the BHU cam­
pus has more than 30,000 students and 
more than 2,000 faculty members. 
"What attracts the students from India 
and abroad is the variety of courses. I 
do not think there would be any other 
university in the country that offers 140 
courses under one umbrella," says 
Vmod Singh. a BHU alumnus working 
with the Alllndia Radio. 

BHU has also come up with innova­
tive ideas such as 'Earn While You 
Learn', a scheme that has become im­
mensely popular among young people 
in the campus. The students are given 

"The fact that SHU offers several 
courses has turned out to be its 
uSP. What has also worked in our 
favour is the fact that the mp 
still maintains the socio7Cultu I 
ethos of India. " 

Rs 50 per hour for work­
ing in important areas of 
social work that include 
working in hospitals. "A 
number of students who 
come from the economi­
cally poor background 
get substantial support, 
thanks to the scheme," 
says Dr Ashutosh Shukla 
of the BHU Medical 
College and Hospital. 

The university was 
rated in the '/\ category 
by the National 
Assessment Accredit­
ation Council. Many ofits 

~ other departments too 
t have received acclaim 

. f for the quality of educa­
! tion. For instance, the I immunology and biolog-

r!~~fiil~ ~ ical sciences department 
~ was ranked third, agri­
~ cultural and biological 
:! sciences was ranked 

seventh, biochemistry, genetics and 
molecular biology was ranked eighth. A 
nrnnber of foreign students also seek 
admission in this prestigious university. 

Its past achievements may be intim­
idating but expansion and innovation 
into the future has kept BHU on its feet. 
The Rajiv Gandhi South Campus of the 
BHU in Mirzapur, 80 km from Varanasi. 
offers 45 courses that aim at rural em­
powennent, and there are plans to ex­
pand it further. "We are planning to 
develop the second campus as a place 
where students can be guided and work 
towards rural development," says 
Pandey. The University Grants 
Commission (uGC) has allocated Rs 27 
crore as grant for the Rajiv Gandhi 
South Campus. Vice-Chancellor D.P. 
Singh has already raised the issue of 
expansion in front of the Ministry of 
Human Resource Development. Next in 
line is the plan to set up Institute of 
Environment and Sustainable 
Development with funding from the UGC 
at the South Campus. "The Prime 
Minister's Office has itself declared this 
university best in the top three," says 
Pandey. With such elaborate plans, the 

D.P. SINGH. l1ke-t:fumce/Jor; BanaraJI HIndu Unll!ersitlJ j university is on its way to achieve new 
.. milestones. by Subhash Mishra 
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