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HIGHER EDUCATION IN INDIA: CONFRONTING THE CHALLENGE OF CHANGE 
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SHAHABAD MARKANDA 

 

ABSTRACT 
Higher education in India is undergoing rapid changes. The challenges are multifaceted and multidimensional. The state of Indian higher education has always 

been in the dock, more specifically for its quality. India still lacks in terms of right faculty, right infrastructure, meaningful research and development projects and 

equitable reach and equal access to higher education. Globalization and privatization have imposed new challenges, whereas the nation is still entangled in 

solving the basic issues of accessibility to higher education for all. In the wake of the transition from elitist to mass education, universities and colleges are also 

under tremendous pressure to enhance access and equity on the one hand, and to maintain high standards of quality and excellence, on the other. Today the 

notion of equity not only implies greater access to higher education, but also opportunities for progress. The notions of equity and access must go beyond 

minority to diversity, from caste to gender. My paper makes an attempt to examine the recent changes and reforms proposed and their possible effects on the 

health of our higher education. 

 

KEYWORDS 
Liberalisation, education, reforms, equity, access, excellence. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
ur university system is, in many parts, in a state of disrepair...  I am concerned that in many states university appointments, including that of vice-

chancellors, have been politicised and have become subject to caste and communal considerations, there are complaints of favouritism and corruption. . 

In almost half the districts in the country, higher education enrolments are abysmally low, almost two-third of our universities and 90 per cent of our 

colleges are rated as below average on quality parameters.  

                                                                         Prime Minister Manmohan Singh in 2007 

At the dawn of the 21st century, when India is confronted with the reality of collapsing past, and in the process, attempts to carve out a new paradigm for 

future, we find it facing both quantitative and qualitative changes – quantitative in terms of economic growth and technological innovations, and qualitative in 

terms of an evolving society governed by altogether different values and ethos. The processes of liberalization and technology have not only led to economic 

integration of markets at the global level but have caused the compression of the ‘economic’ and ‘learning space’ also. In the contemporary era of knowledge-

driven economy, both formal and informal education has to play an increasingly vital role in promoting economic solidarity, social cohesion, individual growth, 

sustainable development, and a culture of peace and world citizenship. It has opened up new challenges and opportunities for higher education sector in India 

to keep pace with the fast changing reality and shifting priorities.  

 

DISCUSSION 

Kapil Sibal, former HRD Minister, was reported to have said in an interview that “what Manmohan Singh did to the economy in 1991 must be done to the 

education sector in 2009 (Interview, India Today)”. He also underlined the fact that the implementation of reforms in the education sector cannot wait any 

longer. With this objective, he is feverishly pushing ahead with a number of reforms, all of which share a common objective, which is to expedite neo-liberal 

reforms in higher and technical education. Having introduced the thematic background for reforms, he came out with a long list of reforms ranging from the 

abolition of examination system for class 10
th

 to the establishment of foreign universities. However it must be mentioned that these hasty initiatives envisaged 

and initiated by the Minister were totally unilateral and arbitrary in nature as the principles of federal polity and participatory governance were undermined and 

ignored completely. Along with this initiative of the HRD Minister came various steps initiated by UGC and CBSE, like the introduction of semester system, 

grading system and various other measures. 

There seems to be a visible shift in the mode of implementation of the neo-liberal agenda. Whereas the reforms were openly advocated as the only viable 

alternative in the nineties, the new initiatives are smartly veiled in content and form.  In the nineties the privatisation of higher education was sought to be 

shamelessly justified by classifying higher education as a non-merit good under the dictates of GATS regime as contrasted with primary education classified as 

merit good. Ban of appointments of permanent faculty was justified on the basis of the convenient but spurious argument that tenure (temporary) appointment 

will bring about more accountability and improvement in quality. However the new rhetoric favours permanent faculty, better funding and establishment of 

new institutions for better access. Dismissing competitive globalisation as outdated, a new mantra of collaborative engagement through Public-Private-

Partnership (PPP) model is envisaged. It is another matter that this new venture is nothing but a subtle way for private appropriation of public funds, as seems to 

be the case in Haryana. Handing over Govt. schools to the private agencies in Haryana appears to be nothing but a kind of disinvestment in education, not for 

the benefit of the people, but for the benefit of the corporate sector. 

The XI plan for higher and technical education (HTE) gives an apt illustration of this strategy. Prime Minister called the 11
th

 plan as a National Education Policy, 

aimed at focussing on ensuring equity, excellence and access in the field of higher education. The plan proposed to increase public spending on education quite 

substantially. The allocation were raised nine fold from Rs. 9600 crore in the 9
th

 plan to Rs. 84963 crore. Out of this amount Rs. 30682 crore was set aside for 

new initiatives like the opening up of 16 central universities, 14 worls class central universities, 370 colleges, 8 IITs, 7 IIMs, 10  NITs, 20 IIITs, 5 IISERs, 2 SPAs and 

50 centres for training and research in frontier areas. All these new ventures required an estimated amount of Rs. 2,52,260/ crore for implementation as per the 

estimates of the Planning Commission. It indicated a gap of Rs. 2,52,260/ crore between the outlay and the estimated cost of implementation. There was 

another proposal of the Planning Commission which said that an amount of Rs. 1,00,000/ crore would be further required for setting up 200 more universities in 

the country during the 11
th

 plan. All these figures mentioned above simply mean that for all these noble initiatives of ensuring equity, excellence and access, only 

8% of the total amount required will be contributed by the public sector. The remaining 92% will have to be contributed by private sector.  

In the light of this background, the Planning Commission suggested to provide necessary enabling framework to attract private investment and PPP in HTE sector 

was proposed as the appropriate strategy for its implementation of expansion. This is strange concept of mixing business with charity. What the Planning 

Commission proposed to do was not only de-facto commercialisation of HTE institutions but also privatisation of public assets of existing public institutions. It 

shows that the increased allocations in HTE are nothing but a clever strategy to lure private entrepreneurs into HTE and give them complete control over these 

institutions. Today there is a deliberate myth created around not-for–profit PPP just to camouflage the discredited self-financing mode and to save them from 

the legal embargo against profiteering. The central and many state governments are in the process of taking many initiatives to operationalize this PPP model 

through various administrative or legislative measures. One of the basic models of PPP is the one which has been operating successfully in India in the form of 

Aided colleges and schools where the private sector invests in infrastructure and runs the operations and management of the institutions as per the rules and 

regulation of the govt. But the govt., in its over enthusiasm for privatisation, has adopted another model of PPP in which private sector invests in infrastructure 

and runs operations and management, and the responsibility of the government is to pay the private investor for the specified services. In response, the Indian 

system of higher education has unleashed a major program of reforms. Many of these reforms can be traced back to a policy template provided by the National 

O
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Knowledge Commission (NKC) set up by the Prime Minister in 2005, and chaired by a diasporic Indian technocrat, Sam Pitroda. Based on what the NKC saw as 

‘global imperatives’, many of its recommendations for reform in higher education drew heavily on neo-liberal policy ideas circulating around the world 

(Srivanstva, 2007). It maintained, for example, that, ‘to respond to the global challenges more strongly than ever before, India today needs a knowledge-

oriented paradigm of development to give the country a competitive advantage in all fields of knowledge’ (NKC 2006: 11). Some of these measures initiated by 

the govt. to pursue this path of neo- liberalisation are: 

1) Constitution of National Commission for Higher Education and Research (NCHER) 

2) Bill on Foreign University and off-campus centres of foreign universities 

3) Bill on prohibition of unfair practices in unaided institutions 

4) Proposal for differential pay scales to teachers 

5) Mandatory accreditation of institutions by NAAC  

1) Constitutions of NCHER: The central govt. has been trying feverishly to introduce a bill in Parliament for the constitution of NCHER which will replace all 

existing apex bodies like UGC, AICTE, MCI and BCI. Yash Pal Committee recommendations for the constitution of NCHER are based on the premises of academic 

autonomy and decentralisation of decision making process at every level – university, college and individual. But ironically what is proposed in the form of 

NCHER is nothing but a supreme body with overarching powers and responsibilities. The proposed NCHER is entrusted with responsibilities such as national 

policy framework, academic innovation and regulation, coordination and financing of higher education. In a country like India this kind of attempt at universality 

will surely be detrimental to the possibility of diversity and innovation which are the essentials for quality education. There is no clear provision for mandatory 

consultations at any level. In my view what is required to be proposed is a body with responsibilities restricted only to the area of policy advice, academic 

innovation and coordination of all other existing regulatory bodies. The issues like financing and coordination of the universities and colleges should be left to 

the existing bodies such as UGC, MCI and AICTE. There should be a mandatory mechanism for consultation with the states, university and teachers’ 

representatives in the formulation of policies. All such recommendation should be sent to the respective governments or universities for consideration and 

implementation through proper democratic process. 

2) Bill on foreign universities: Statistics show that there is a huge gap between the demand and supply. The HRD ministry thinks that the foreign institutions 

could fill this gap to a large extent. But realistically speaking, the foreign institutions cannot fill this gap. The govt. has been trying to pass a bill in Parliament for 

setting up of foreign universities and their off-campus centres in the country even in the face of a strong resistance from teachers’ bodies. Due to the lack of 

numbers in Parliament it has failed to get the bill passed so far. It seems that the govt. has not learnt its lessons from earlier mistakes of setting up private 

deemed universities. Even at that point the argument was that the private universities will help in improving the three basic parameters – quality, equity and 

access. However our experience of the last two decades proves to the contrary, with the result that now Yash Pal Committee has called for a review of the 

system. Ironically the same committee has extended a new proposal of setting up of foreign universities within the framework of strict regulations (Yashpal 

committee, 40). This kind of proposition is absolutely misplaced. If any foreign university enters India, it will not be altruistic purposes or for the love of India. It 

will entirely be a mercenary pursuit intended for profiteering alone. Improvement of quality has to come from within, through an internal process. 

Collaborations and coordination with foreign universities in academic field can definitely be a useful exercise. Hence instead of opening up our education sector 

for foreign players, what is needed is the active collaboration between Indian and foreign universities in the field of academics and research. This kind of mutual 

interaction will create possibilities for our young minds to get and share ideas across cultures, and benefit in the process.  

3) Bill on prohibition of unfair practices and inclusive higher education: Bill on prohibition of unfair practices and inclusive higher education has already been 

passed by the Parliament. A Central umbrella legislation empowering Central and State governments to regulate admission, fees and content of education in 

private professional educational institutions had become necessary to offset the judgment of the Supreme Court in TMA Pai Foundation case in 2002, which had 

set aside the provisions made for common entrance test and differential fees through the Unnikrishnan judgment in 1993. In response to the large public 

demand for a comprehensive legislation to restore the dimensions of equity and excellence in private professional education, attempts were made first in 2005 

by MHRD to enact a central legislation for regulating private educational institutions. The second draft was prepared by a committee appointed by UGC in 2007. 

However the provisions of the bill seek to legitimise corporatisation and commercialisation of higher education by incorporating the vocabulary and ethics of 

business in the administration of educational institutions. The bill appears to have created an impression that the Central government has positively responded 

to the long standing public demand for stringent regulations to rein in private professional educational institutions. The provisions in the bill for awarding a 

maximum of three years imprisonment and fine of Rs.50 lakhs for charging capitation fee and issuing misleading advertisements or wilfully giving wrong 

information in the prospectus are certainly laudable. But any presumption that the bill would ensure social and academic accountability of private professional 

educational institutions seems totally unwarranted. “Transparency is an essential, but not adequate condition for equity and excellence. The Bill would ensure 

transparency, but not social and academic accountability in the functioning of educational institutions (Shiv kumar, The Hindu)”. By identifying transparency as 

the only mandatory good practice, the bill seeks to equate educational practices with business practices. Profiteering is justified, provided the account books are 

open. The bill overcomes the restrictions on commercialisation of education, which law courts have been consistently upholding. TMA Pai judgment, even with 

its reformist bent, had ruled that profiteering in education was unconstitutional. The new bill only recognizes corporate responsibilities and corporate ethics. 

Imparting education would cease to be charitable activity, even in name, and become a business activity, sanctioned by law, with the enactment of the bill. The 

restrictive interpretation of unfair practices would keep the vast majority of academic and social offences out of the ambit of the present bill. 

Under the stated position of the bill to ensure transparency in the functioning of educational institutions is hidden the unstated objective. There are no 

provisions to regulate the three vital concerns of students, namely admission, fees and content of courses. Through its studied silence on these aspects, the bill 

seeks to limit social and academic accountability of educational institutions to merely ensuring transparency in the process of admission and levy of fees. The 

larger issues of social justice and excellence in education are totally ignored. Even the issue of exploitation of teachers at the hands of the managements has not 

been adequately addressed. 

4) Differential pay scales for teachers: One of the proposals discussed at the meeting of the Central Advisory Board of Education held on 31
st
 Aug. 2009 was to 

discuss and suggest a structural framework of differential pay scales to teachers of central universities. This was done under the pretext of luring Indian Scholars 

working abroad back with a hefty pay packages and privileges. However this nefarious intent could not succeed as in the present context of falling Indian 

currency and the lack of ideal conditions in Indian universities for scholarly pursuits will always deter them from taking a reverse migration. On the contrary this 

provision is likely to be exploited by mediocre scholars to make their entry into our world class institutions. In addition, this kind of regressive policy of 

differential salary would encourage greater disparities and frustration, and would spoil the atmosphere of academic freedom and security so necessary for 

teachers to grow and excel intellectually. Incentives for a few also means disincentive for others. The creation of two streams of teachers – one privileged and 

the other less privileged – will undermine the collegiality and atmosphere of collaborative learning. What is required is a decent and secure living for all the 

teachers so as to attract and retain talent in the education system. 

5) Mandatory Accreditation of institution: The Higher Education sector intends to ensure the quality of the educational process with the help of accreditation 

agencies established for the purpose. The main agency which accredits universities and colleges in general education is the National Assessment and 

Accreditation Council (NAAC) established by the UGC in 1994, whereas a similar function is done for technical education by the National Board of Accreditation 

(NBA) set up by AICTE in 1994, and for agricultural education by the Accreditation Board (AB) set up by ICAR in 1996. NAAC proposes to introduce the India 

Education Index (IEI) for ranking institutes based on academic, research performance and other parameters. The proposal for mandatory accreditation of all 

educational institutions is nothing but a blind imitation of the American model. The govt. has constantly issued instructions to the institutions to go for the 

mandatory inspection of the committee, linking it to the grant of funds by govt. agencies. However the fact is that the real problem is not that the institutions 

are not accredited. Real issue is the lack of proper infra-structure and trained faculty which hinders the element of quality in our educational institutions. More 

than 75% of the higher education institutions – public and private both – fall way below the standards set by NAAC and leave much to be desired. There has 

been no visible improvement in the quality of education even in the institutions accredited by NAAC.  
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The immediate need is to focus on improving the infra-structure, physical and human, and then think of anything like accreditation. To begin with, we can start 

with a mandatory disclosure of norms and, then, try to improve facilities in institutions by giving grants and human resources. There is also a considerable 

difference of opinion regarding the practices and procedures adopted by NAAC. There is no standard and effective procedure adopted keeping in view the 

demographic and socio-cultural factors that play it out in the institutions. The practice of the past few years has also brought out the arbitrariness and lop-

sidedness in the assessment of institutions. Corruption, as a necessary norm of Indian culture, too plays a part in one form or the other, overtly or covertly. The 

registration of private agencies for the purpose of accreditation and the mandatory nature of accreditation will only bring in more corrupt practices in the 

system which is already reeling under the stress of mal-practices especially in the technical and medical streams. The mandatory accreditation will only 

accentuate existing inequalities and create a negative complex of inferiority in the smaller rural institutions. In my view, the affiliating universities could be 

entrusted with the task of periodic assessment and UGC could do the same in case of universities. The basic intent should be to ensure improvement of the 

existing system, not to deter them on the pretext of inadequacies. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In this paper, I have argued that, faced with a growing policy anxiety in India about the risks it confronts in view of the contemporary stream of reformative 

changes envisaged by the govt. in higher education. It is true that to survive in the fiercely competitive global knowledge economy our universities and colleges 

need to be re-engineered. The Indian Government has begun to view these reforms as inextricably linked to the requirements of the global economy and the 

shifting architecture of global higher education. The Government has therefore greatly increased its level of investment in higher education. As overdue and 

welcome as the initiative is, I have argued that while additional resources are clearly necessary to reform Indian higher education, they are not sufficient. This is 

so because the problems of the Indian system of higher education are deep, and relate to a range of dilemmas arising out of the historical, social, cultural and 

economic contexts. I have suggested that unless these dilemmas are squarely addressed, the Indian system of higher education will continue to struggle, 

producing isolated pockets of academic excellence but leaving the nation as a whole poorly served. What is required is a well thought out, truly democratic in 

nature and indigenous in content policy framework to renovate and rejuvenate our education system. 
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