That Higher Education in India

is riddled with pmb!éms and crises

is universally admitted.

' But sincere attempts have not been

forthcoming towards a proper assessment

of the situation and

a meaningful solution of the problems.

Here (s @ comprehensive,
though brief, look at the scene.

SOME PROBLEMS OF
HIGHER EDUCATION
IN. INDIA.

The document issued by UGC enttied “A policy
Fframe” on the eve of the 6th Plan says - “The system
of higher education is now in a state of crisls, due fo
unconirolled unplanned exponsion, . inadequate inputs in
terms of money, materiais and talents, fallng standord
in a large proportion of institutions, weakening of student
motivation, increase of educated unemployed etc”. The
list of causes for the collapse of indlan Higher education
con be further lengthened with items like the following:
the breakdown of the examination system, the fallure of
the affilation pattern, the negligence of research, the
absence of @ meaningful pattern of governance in Uni-
versities and Coileges and above dll the prevailing atmos-
phere of cormuption and low standards in administrafion
in the oufside polity and slow economic growth in
the country despite the several Five Year Plans.

1. The Colonlal origin and lis impact on Quallly

Higher education in India is not a natural outcome of -
the indigenous system of learning. it is the result of certain
policy decisions of the Colonial Government. In 1813, the
charter of the East India Company contained a clause
fo the effect that a sum of not less than Rs. One Lakh
“shall be set apart each year to be applied to the revival
and improvement of Literature and encouragement of
leamed natives and for the infroduction and promotion
of (the) science ” The money was spent mostly on teaching

. Classical languages {Arabic. Persion and Sanskrit) and on
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translations. In 1838 carne the famous minute of Macaulay
proposing English as the medium of education ond
creating a class of men “though Indian by birth English
in taste”, who will be suitable to man the lowsr rungs of
the colenial administration. The focus of the debate ot



that time wos whether to have Arablé, Persion, Sanskrit
or English as mediumn. Men like Raja Ram Mohan Roy
sfrongly - pleaded for English and Europson Science and
did not have any sympathy for the native leaming which
he thought was largely "empty and vain subtieties”. It
has fo be conceded that enlightenedindian opinion was
in favour of English education and European science.
The new education became a passport for enfrance In
Govemment Service and is emphasis was on Iterary
subjects, not on science or a préparation for life.

Wood's despatch of 1954 made certaln recommenda-
tions which led fo the establishment of three presidential
Unlversities of Calcutta, Bombay and Madras in 1957,
These Universities were not modelied on the traditions of
English Universities such as Oxford or Cambridgse or Scottish
Universities. They were modelled on the pattern of London
University (with independent Colleges ond the University
functioning as an Examining Body). The London Univarsity
underwent major changes soon, but these were not
Introduced In the Indian system. They confinued to be

examining bodies, and dll teaching was corried on in
the ofﬂllcging colleges. Any keen observer at that time

would have felt the vast difference between the Colonial

Indlan education and the Education in English Unlversities
- Lord Curzon was struck by this difference and recorded
as follows. "How different is Indial Here the University has

no corporate existence in the same sense of the term

{as in Oxford and Cambridge). it is net a collection of
bulldings, It is scarcely even a site. It Is. a body that
controls courses in affillated Colleges. They are not port
of it. They are frequently not in the same city, sometimes
not in the same province”, Some efforts were made to
comect, this setting up Universties such
as Lucknow, Benares and Aligorh but by and large the

dffliation of University becarne the pattern for the country.

The words in the 1913 Policy resolution of Government
of Indic have been prophetic - “The day is probably far
distant when Indla will be able to dispense altogether
with the offliating Universities”, Indeed the day is far
distant. Today we have more than 5500 affiliated Colleges
whereas in 1913 there were only two dozens of them. It
was not merely the afflliating paottern that affected ad-
versely Indion education, but the low standards aimed
at, fght from the beginning. After matriculation, which
meant 10 'years schooling, students were given o two
years Intermediate course and a two year Degree course.
This was of a much lower standard than the Degree
courses of 3 yoars in English Universities. So the Indian
Degree was already devalued from the very beginning.
Many of the defects of University education today can
be thus traced back to the Colonial Origin - the University
as an examining body, the dubious role of the afflliated
Colleges. the shortened degree course and iearing not
rooted In the culture of the Land. About this last point,
the remarks of Sir Eric Ashby ore worth guoting - “This
fallure of the University to meet the challenge of Indian

Society has many complex causes, but among the causes
are undoubtedly the decisions made between 1835 and
1854, the exclusion from University Studles, for half a
century, the whole of oriental leaming and culture and
to purvey fo Hindus and Muslims o history and phliosophy
whose roots lle exclusively on the Mediterranian ond in
Christianity, to communicate the examinable skelston of
European chvilization without ensuring that the values and
standards, which give flesh to these bones are communi-
coted too: fo set up the extemal parapherailia of a
University without the warmth and fellowship of academic
Society; these are the handicaps against which Indian
Universities are sfil struggling and which prevent the
University from becoming the cenfre and focus of Indla‘s
Intellectual life.” (The Bulietin of (nternational Association
of Univarsities, Nov. 1962) - :

2. The explosion of Numbers

Even though the serious shorfcomings of the educational
system were very much debated in the counfry during
the Freedom struggle, after independence the system
was dllowed to expand, without let or hindrance and

‘without any major reform. At the time of freedom in 1947,

there were 20 Universties with a student population of -
about 1.8 Lakhs, In 40 years the number of Universtities
and deemed Universities and Degree granting Institutes
has risen fo 160, and the students to more than 36 lakhs,
The number of offiliated Colleges has risen from less than
500 to more than 5500. The perlod can be called the
“era of higher education” if quantitative expansion Is the
crteric. By and large, this expansion has outsiripped
focliies ond hos o deleterious eftect on stondards. The
éxpansion has besn too rapid In the ars and commerce
courses for the first degree. It was not based on the
enrclimert capacities of these institutions, nor on the
employment potenfial it was the result of the pressure
of public demand for expansion. The Education Commis-
sion had recommended certain controls in the axpansion
of higher educafion and the starting of Universities and
Colleges. They had projected an average growth of 5.3
per cent ond estimated the number of students by 1985
io be 22 iakhs, whereas the actual rse was ot @ much
higher rate and the number stood at 35 lakhs In 1985,



~ When the -Commisslon Report was published the number
of Universities (in 1946) was 66. Nearly 100 more Universities
and Institutes came into being in the last 20 years Insplte
of the cautious growth recommended by the Commisslon.
Ancther dilemma s the growth of what are called non-vi-
able Colleges. with enrcliment of less than 500 students.
Such Colieges consfifute about a thira of the total number
and are considered to be a strain on the resources and
a drag on stondards.

This s one side of the picture. Enroliment in higher
education in India Is not high in comparison to other
counfries. In India it Is about 4.8 per cent of the age
group 18-21. In USA # Is 37% of the age group and in
UK It is 13.5%,In Japan 27% and USSR. and East
European countries around 7% of the age group. Hence
the numbers in the Indlan higher educdtion system cannot
be desmed to be too high and It Is also difficult fo stop
further expansion. The problem in Indla Is unplanned
growth, the paucity of resources for maintenance of
qualty and the incapacity of the economic system to
cbsorb the frained mon-power. There has never been
any serious effor, nor doss it appear to be faasible, to
limit the expansion to the man-power needs. Firstly there
is no accurate forecast of man-power needs on a longtime
basis, nor is there a determined effort to regulate admisslon
to varlous sectors of higher education according to
need-based projactions.

3. Breakdown of the Affillation System

Higher education in India is vidually carled on in the
afflicted Colleges. More than 85 per cant of the first
Degree students and more than half the students In Post
graduate courses are In the affiicted Colleges. The af-
fiiated college is a pecullar phenomenon in the Indlan
subcontinent, it Is an unfortunate creation of the colonial
times. It has no parcllel in the Brtish Universities, or
eisowhere, When they were small in number In each
Universtty, they had a functional relationship with the
parent University. But os these numbers grew and they
bhecame heterogenocus, naturally that relationship became
tenuous and rmechanical and semewhat lllusory, Though
conditions. are laid down for dffiiation, they are rarely
fulfiled and the Universities rddled with numerous functions

andia-multitude of problems can hardly even take a serious 3
view_of the matter. The Universities do litle more than
lay down the syllabus and conduct the exam as best as 3
they can and the Colleges at best function as coaching 3
establishments. Even this last fancton Is now largely caried 4
out by ofher agencles like tutorial Colleges and ramsh 3

ackle “parallsl’ Colleges in Kerala.

Many proposals have been made for the improvement §
of the condilon of Colleges such as UGC finance for j

lloraries, laboratories, hostels, faculty improvement and

Improvernent of teaching of sciences ahd the humanities 3

such as GOSIP, COHSIP. While these certainly have helped 3§

to pravent the collopse of the system, it is not easy to ;

say that there has been o remarkable general improve-
ment in colleglate education.

The Educatlon Commission recommended and the USC
decided tc Implement the programme of selecting a

good number of Colleges for autonomy in the matter of |

framing courses and syllabuses, conducting exoms and
declding methods of teaching etc. Howaver there wers
few takers for the scheme during the 5th and éth Plan.
Only 24 Colieges. In Tomll Nadu mainly, were glven
autonomous status il the end of V1 Pion. In the VIl Plan,
it i proposed fo select 500 Colleges for autonomy and
liberal financial ald s offered for such Colleges. # Is not
eqsy to pradict the outcome of this substantial Investrent
in atzout 500 Collages, but it should be remembered that
500 Colleges out of 5500 constitute but a very small
number and by and large the systern will rernain unaltered,
in spite of this outlay. A more radical approach is necessary
if higher education in this counfry is to be saved - an
approach that will olter the condition of all Colleges -
In a very short span of time, This calls for more resources
and a greater wll-power than core available at the
momant,

-4. Low Invesiment in Education

Starting with the "not less than Rs. One Lakh” syndrome
of 1913, india never spent on education enough money
crmensurate with its imporfance. Total expenditure on
e ..cafion in 1950-51 was Rs. 140 crores, being 1.2% of
the G.N.P. It is now of the order of 4000 crores, about
3% of the G.INP. Plan expenditure has aiso not been
high. While In the Ist Plan education had a share of 7.6%
In successlve plans the share became smaller and smaller
and in the Vith Plan it was only 2.46%. In the 7t Plan
there has been a slight Increase, but st it is less than
3%. The provision for education and cutture and youth
weolfare Is 6286 crores. About 20 to 25% of the Pton
expenditure has been set apart for higher education ond
science. There has been some crificism of the low share
of Plon expenditure for Primary Education. While this is
true, it is due to the low allotment in the Plan to the
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education sector os o whole and not to high allocation
for higher educdation. The Education Commission had
pteaded for @ minimum investment of 6% of the G.N.P.
for education. There is no country in the world, barring
Burma and Afganistan, which spends Jess than 3% of the
GNP. on education. Most countries of the world spend
6 jo 8% of thelr G.N.P. on education, both developed
and developing natlons. Egypt and Kenya spend 8% of
GNP, Cuba 12% and Norway and Sweden 9% (vide
UNESCO statistics).

In India the aflotment for higher education has always
remalned too meagre for sustalned qualltative Improve-
ment. Tl 1976 education was a state-subject. The resources
of the states have aiways remained extremely limited
and this hos adversely offected education. Evén after
education was placed In the concurrent list, the situation
has not chonged because thers has not been any
substantlal change In the flow of Ceniral funds for edu-
cation, The Educafion Commission recommended the
establishment of 5 or 6 major Universities in the country
and resort 1o selective admission to the Universitles, so
that quality can be raised In some centres with available
resources. They also relied on the development of selected
Depanments as centres of Advanced study. The ideg of
Maijor Universifies died o notural death, selective admission
remains @ dream and centres of advanced study are
limping on without making much of a mark In the vast
concourse of mediocrity. Unless the present pattern is
radically changed, there is no likelihood of Indian educa-
fion making any rapid strides in qualitative improvement
to catch up with the rest of the world.

5. Falling Standards

Educationat standard is a somewhat elusive conception
and different peopie may mean different things by "stan-
dard’. But there seermns to be no doubt about the levet
of our first degress in arts and science. As noted earlier
the colonial rulers who set up the first Unliversities did not
Intend to copy the better Universities in England and they
devised a degree course of shorter duration, and lesser
qims. it was examn, ¢centered. Post independent efforts did
not materially alter the situction. In fact more adverse
frends developed, such as lack of motivation due to
~ &ducated unemployed and politicization of campuses
and explosion of numbers. In the words of the Education
- Commission: “In infemationdl comparlson it would be
- wrong to compare our first degrees in arls, commerce
- Or science with the corresponding first degrees of educa-
fionally advanced countries, what is reclly comparabie
I8 our second degree in arts, Commerce and Sclence
. and first degrees In agriculture, Engineering and Medicine
- with the first degrees given by Unlversities in the educa-
~ flonally advanced countrles.” (Vide 12.04(2) page 302 of
. Education Commission Report 1966) A similar observation
- was made earller by the University Education Commissian

(1948}, If first degree in Ars, Science and Commerce
are considerad outside the range of University. education,
then the number bf students in the higher education
sector wili be only iess than & lakhs constituting less than
1% of the age group. Instead of explosion of members
we come fc the opposite conclusion, that "the overal
axpansion of higher ecucdtion in India is toco meagre.”
(Educafion Commission Report).

Jhe Consfitution of India (1950) had Iaid down as o
function of the Cenfral Govemment “the Co-ordinotion,
determination and maintenance of standards” in University
education. In pursuance of this, the Centre brought forward
in 1981 the Indian Universities Bill to establish Indian
Universities Councll to regulate the working of the Univer-
sities with power to Issue direction and to cancel degrees
if necessary. There was o hue and ¢ty In the name of
University outonomy against this proposed leglsiation. The
Centre did not pursue this legislation and Instead estab-
lished the University Grants Commission with powst to
co-ordinate and determine stondards and also fo make
available Central funds to the Universities. The UGC made
use of whatever limited funds were assigned to it, largely
for the maintenance of the Central Universities being the
first charge on ifs funds and the rest was distributed to
other Unlversities and the Colleges. The funds were too
meagre and the demands too many fo make any visible
Impact upon the system, though, no doulst marginal
improvements were offected. But in the matter of deter-
mination and maintenance of standards, the Impact of
the UGC was eveh less than marginal. In fact some of
the efforts of the U.G.C. to raise standards have even
resulted in the opposite effect. UGC's Insistence on Ph.D
Qualification for teachers had led to o sudden spurt in
the demand for Ph.D Degres programmes, Soft options
were resorfed to in many places and this hos besn a
source of anxiety sven for the UGC. New schemes such
as National tests at the Degree and Post graduate stage

are under consideration and nationwide tasts for selection
of Research scholars have already been implemented.

These are desperate remeadies and amount only 1o tinker-
Ing with the problem. Ad hoc tests can hardly be q
sufficient guarantee for good education.




6. The Collapse of the Examination System

The failure of the exornination systam in the Universities
has received wide attention and has been studied exhaus-
tively by Commissions and experfs and various remedies
have been proposed. There is lifle sense left In the
external examinations, and the way in which they are
conducted. Thera Is encrmous wastage, which at the
Degree stage is even as high as 50%. With the prevailing
affllating pattern, atternative methods such as semester
systern, continuous assessment, grade system have been
dificutt to operate with any degree of credbllity. Many
Universities which have resorted to new methods of evalu-
ation have bumt their fingers and have been forced 1o
. make a hosty retreat. Reform of exam is not possible in
iselation. There has to evolve one intergrated process of
teaching, leaming and evaluction.

7. The Medium of Inshruction

The medium of education is still an unresolved problem
in Indian Colleges and Unlversities. On the theontical
plane, there !s wide agreement that the medium of
aducation should be same both at school and college
and that it should be the mctherongue or regiongt
language. The development of the modern Indian lan-
guages Is linked with their place in the educational
systorn, parficularly the Universities, It is also necessary 1o
bring the ellte and the masses necrer. It is necessary for
the wider dissermnination of sclentific knowlaedge which s
essontial for the general development of the Indian
people as well as industral and agricuttural progress.
Besides the medium of education should be such as to
enable easy acquisition of knowledge and facilitate Clarity
of thought and expression with precision and vigeur, The
cholce of a foreign language as medium compels the
student fo concentrate on cramming Instead of mastering
the subject mattar. Therefore the choice of the regional
language meadium is an inescapable necessity. However
there are many onxieties regarding this, There is fear
about the fragmentation of the infellectual community

within the country into regionai groups. and their isolation
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from the-international community of scholars and sclentiste.
There is alsc the grim realty of poverly of lterature In
the higher branches of knowledge In the reglonal lan-
guages. There is the fesling that a common medium
such as Hindi should ba develeped within the country to
replace English. The situation is fiuld and uncertain even
today with English remaining the more accepiable medium
in the central Universities and all India institutions, A further
complication Is brought about by the network of Central
schools, Public schools, English medium schools ond now
Navodaya Schools which are promotling the English
medlum even at the secondry level. If intallectual progress
and the spread of science and credtivity are to be
established, there is ne doubt thot the primacy of place
must be for the regional language. The Central Govemn-
ment and the State Governments and the Universities
must adopt a firm policy regarding this. Situated as we
are foday, we have to adopt a policy of billnguallsm,
English and the regional language the Regional language
as maln medium of education and expression and English
as the link language within the country and for communion
with the outside werd,

8. Universities and Research

In an age chc:recterlzed by science and technology
research is ‘a necessary precondiion for all kinds of
humean endeavour-not only for industrial, agricultural prog-
ress, The advanced natfions have invested tremendous
resources boih in money and manpower for scientific
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research. Some advonced counfrieés spend even maore

than three per cent of their GNP, in research alone.
And their rate of investment is stlll on tha increase.

A maojor weakness of Indian education and research -
is the relatively small part played by the Universities in
research. Before independence there was Iiitle attention

pald to research in Universities. The very few instances

of rare achlevernents by Indian scientists were the result -
of lone endeavours, against heavy odds. When India
became free, the outiay on Research was merely Rs. 2.5 ¢
crores. t has grown In the post independent pericd and |

at present 1t Is arcund Rs, 2000 crores. But it is still a very

low figure, being iess than 1% of the G.NP. But more
than 95% of this amount s spent by agencies other than :
the Universities. such as the CS.LR, Atomic Energy Com-

mission, 1.C.AR, Defence Research, ICMR, the Geological

Survey of India etc..., The National laboratories, which ¢ire

the main institutions ef resecrch are visuolly grand instttu-
tions but the ressarch output is not cost effective

K is not eﬂen rodlised how poorly Indian Universily
Resasarch Departments are equipped, and how small is :
the Investment. In the 7th Plan U.G.C, set apart only Rs.:

75 crores for research Development in all Universities
to-gether. It is heartening fo know that this has been

rdised further now. The Universifies have to play a key




rofe in the development and improverment of the scientific
tradition of the country and the organisation of socially
advanced sclentific community. It is therefore appropriate
that the premier role of research in Universitias should be
reqlised by Government and a far greater share of
research funds should be channelled to the Universities.
They should be brought fo the “centra stage in research”
as proposed in the new educdation policy. '

9. The Governance of Universities

Since Universities began in colonlal times, the hangover
of imperlal legisiction for the first Universities still hount
the modern Universities. Thers is an exggerated emphasis
on adminisirglion gngd a complex formation which prevents
a clear view of what is happening. The system of controls
s outmoded and the cluster of confused rules (ead to
red tape and pedestdon and unthinking audit procedures,

which stifie academic initiative. it is most distressing that

new Universities copy the old statutes and rules of older
Universities which were merely pubiic offlces for axaming-
tion and award of degrees.

audine in his bock The indian University sald:- 'Nobody
fakes the senate seriously’. Ironically encugh, the UGC
has come to the same conclusion and has proposed
the aboliion of the Senate or constituting senates as
advisory bodies with nominated personnel. This Is a swing
of opinion to another extreme. The UGC's own earlier
documant, the resu't of the work of a prestigious Commis-
sion neaded by JusticeGanjenoragadkar entiled "Gover-
nance of Universitias” however gave very elaborate direc-
tions regarding the powers, consitution and functioning
of the wvarous bodies. This represented the daccepted
authorltative posiion of the UGC till ait on a sudden it
changed aver to nominated Syndicates and Senates and
other radical changes. While reform was needed and
radical changes were essential in the govermnance of
Universities and in their administrative methods, the present
proposdls of tha USC are not likely to improve matters.
The dependence on present day Chancetlors or Ministers
for nomination of personnel, with a view to depoliticising
University campuses and administration shows only the
Commissions innocence and total ignorance of the state
of offairs In the country. While the selectoral process has
led to problems for the proper functioning of Universitios,
the remedy cerainly does not lie in nomination in the
prasant day political culture of the country. A more
thoughtful approach s necessary. A new model Act for
Universities must be evolved to suit modem conditions,
without the hangover of the Colonial Acts. A new set
of financial rules ana audit procedure appropriate for
teaching and research establishments should be devised,
without the inhibiion of Gevermment rules and regulations.

10. The system should be made to work

The Indian Higher education scene presenfs' a very -

-~ uneven picture of a few good institutions and vast body

of institutions where all norms of good acaodemic work
ara undermined. This is frue of teachers and students
and the evaluation systern and of research, There is great
need not only to increase the Investment in educcation
but also for discipline in the system. Even in the matter
of number of working days, the wastage is enormous.
While Universities and Ceolleges are expected to put in
a minimum of 180 doys exclusive of exam days, the
aciual number of days of work is often even less than
hundred. In Kerala for example post graduate courses
bagin only. In the second holf of the ccademic year
owing fo delayed publication of Degres exam results,
The Repor of the West Bengal Education Commission
1987 menticns the case of teachers putting in only "0
hours ™ or less in a year {of 45 minutes duration). This
may be a very extreme case, but it highlights the fact
that our Coileges are functioning far below their potential,
There are many Universities which were offen years behind
the schedule for the conduct of their examination. By
and large the systemn of higher education in the country
have broken down. Flanned effort on a consistent and
a long term basis, say for a period of 15 t¢ 20 years is
necassary fo put Indian Higher education on an even
keel. Apart from divarsicn of substantially higher resources
it is also necessary for ail concernad-the Governments
ot tha Centra and the States. the educational administ-
rations, the teacher researchers and students and ailso
the soclety in general to play thalr part well for the purpose.
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