Higher Education at the Crossroads

The debate around higher education today may have been prompted by immediate
concerns, but the issues that are being addressed have been in the making for a long while.
The following collection of six articles focuses on some of the current challenges.

SuiaTA PATEL

cationisfacing major challenges. Thoughthesechallenges
have a historical origin, in recent times and especialy in
the context of globalisation these have increased.

Higher education’ s early growth was associated with colonial-
ism and its later expansion was a consequence of the post-
independence project of realising social development through
education. Thus in the earlier period education was considered
an instrument of the colonial state and its access was partial;
its teaching and limited research programmes were oriented to
colonial state policies. Liberal education as we know of today
had a limited institutional expression.

After 1947, the post-independent state promoted education as
an instrument of social development. Asaresult both the central
and the state governments encouraged the establishment of uni-
versities and colleges in their areas of jurisdiction. Today there
are around 300 universities and equivalent institutions together
with 13,000 colleges with 8.8 million students. Though such an
expansion has democratised higher education, (40 per cent of
students are from low socio-economic strata together with 35
per cent being women) and also increased the reservoir of sci-
entific and technical professionals, it has given rise to numerous
problems including the most important of them all: state depen-
dence for funding.

Additionally higher educational institutes are now beset
with new problems arising out of the uneven spread of higher
education ingtitutionsin terms of lack of fundsfor infrastructure,
research and salaries, outdated curricula and political inter-
ference in the day-to-day functioning of universities. Added to
these is the changing character of the market. Together the two
have had an impact on the demand for subjects; there has been
a declining student interest in traditional subjects such as fun-
damental sciences, social sciences and humanities and a shift
to applied areas. These issues have raised anew the debate on
the learning process and the commitment to it given by both
teachers and students.

Theissues noted above are not particular to India. In different
ways these manifest in other countries and regions. In this paper
| draw on the proceedings of the workshop (the six following
paperswere presented at thisworkshop) to discuss the following
issues: challenges faced by higher education in terms of the
impact of globalisation processes, the changing nature of state
policies to privatisation of higher education and lastly the im-
plications of these before mentioned changes to the process of
learning.

Does the state have a consistent and a long-term policy on
higher education? Does it only take decisions at an ad hoc level ?
What are its initiatives today? Is it legitimising a gradua with-
drawal from higher education and on the other introducing
some form of privatisation? Tilak! argues that the state has no
policy and itsinterventions may betermed ‘laissez faireism’. An
indicator of this attitude is the changes made by the government

There is recognition today that the system of higher edu-
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recently wherein it initiated expenditure cut on higher education
because of the structural adjustment programme. As a result
outlay per student declined from Rs 7,676 at 1993-94 pricelevels
to Rs 5,873 in 2001-02 (budget estimates). The government also
appointed two committees to recommend a new financia struc-
ture for investment in higher education. Both committees rec-
ommended that state funding to higher education should con-
tinue. However, the state paid more attention to the committees
four measures that would mobilise non-government resources,
namely raising fees, promoting consultancy with industries
thereby raising funds, introducing self-financing courses and
promoting student loans than in implementing the new financial
regulation. It naturally followsthat the government doesnot seem
to have a coherent policy on the value and the plan for higher
education.

A critical element regarding state’'s policy is the confusion
between the intent and the actuality of the UGC Act, which
governs the relationship between UGC and universities and
affiliated colleges. Originally the constituent assembly had rec-
ommended that education be a central subject and thus the
original bill to constitute UGC held two provisions, both of which
gave the UGC and thus by implication the center more powers.
Thefirst provision stated that no university could be established
without the approval of the UGC and the ministry of education.
Secondly it also affirmed that the UGC had the authority to
derecognise any degree.2

However, just before the act was passed these two key pro-
visions were eliminated and the UGC became merely a coor-
dinating body that invoked standards rather than being a moni-
toring and regulatory institution. Theresult wasdisastrous. There
was an unregulated increase in colleges and universities by the
state and central governments with a subsequent lowering of
standards of quality of teaching and learning. An indication of
this is the way universities have mushroomed in the new state
of Chhattisgarh. In this situation, the universities become, as
Andre Beteille, so aptly stated, “a degree giving institution
concentrating on conducting examinations rather than becoming
a system that transmits, generates and interprets knowledge’.

Additionally the state has complicated matters by establishing
professional councils such as AICMR or AICTE to oversee
medical and technical and scientific education. These evolved
their own rules for training and imparting of higher education
including requirements of infrastructure, which are often in
conflict with the guidelines given by the UGC. As a result the
courtsareflooded with disputes. Another unchecked and unregu-
|ated aspect of higher education system hasbeen the proliferation
of self-financed universitiesfor imparting educationwhich charge
extremely high fees, thereby destroying one of key goals set out
by the Nehruvian state in India— education for all. Because the
state has not introduced legislation on this regard private uni-
versities have functioned without any controls whatsoever.
Again it has been the court judgments that have given some
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policy directions to these institutes and their structures. Does
thismean that the state is encouraging privatisation of higher
education through the backdoor to resolve the problems of
the system?

Privatisation of Higher Education

Within Indian academia there have been two contradictory
positions on the issue of privatisation. The first not only accepts
but also promotes the policy of private control of education on
the grounds that the state has no longer any funds for higher
education and that through private initiatives aone there could
be an improvement in accountability and efficiency in the
management of colleges and universities, which are in a state
of complete decay. Some commentators have, instead, argued
that one part of the contention is wrong — the state has funds
for public ingtitutions, but has no political will to mobilise and
utilise them in the best interest of the public. Arun Kumar has
contended that if the black economy (40 per cent of GDP) is
tapped and taxed the state would have enough liquid funds to
invest in education.3 Thus this position is highly sceptical of the
role played by private sector in higher education suggesting that
the state is the only body, which can define and manage public
goods. It argues that because corporate houses or private trusts
work for their own interests, there is no reason to believe that
would eschew doing that in case of higher education. .

This can be seen from the report of Ambani-Birla committee
set up by the prime minister’ s office. While giving anew vision
for higher education, it wanted to convert education into an
industry and encourage the growth of private universities with
its own fee structure. It wanted the UGC to curtail financing
higher education except in the field of liberal arts. It isimportant
to note at thisjuncture those most self-financing universities and
collegestend to promote engineering, medicine and management
education. Why? Is liberal education based on humanities and
social sciences not to be taught or is it because it has no com-
mercial value? Should commercia viability be the criteria for
the promotion of higher education? In this context thereisaneed
todiscusstheNaidu planin AndhraPradesh to closedown history
departments in AP colleges. Will this not create a new strati-
fication within universities where aready social sciences and
humanities are rel egated to the background? Will social sciences
and humanities lose their significance and importance?

Self-financing institutions, it has been argued, have no alter-
native but to charge high fees because they have to attract the
best in quality availablein the market. On the other hand because
the state subsidises education the public institutions do not face
thisdifficulty. Additionally, towhat extent will such privatisation
make university education restricted to a few? With the dismal
statistics of only 7-8 per cent of the India’ s population between
17 and 23 was enrolled in colleges and universities, how will
such privatisation and raising of fees affect the goal of education
for al? Will the experiment in democratisation that India en-
visioned after independence lose out and the deprived groups
once again barred from education?

Two more questions can be brought into focus in this debate.
One is historical. When did such private institutions start? In-
stitutes such as Gokhale Institute of Politicsand Economicswere
set up by private trusts during the late 1930s and 1940s. The
need then was to develop a social science for nationalist needs.
In the post-independence period, at least in Maharashtra, these,
emerged in early 1980s as a response to the paucity of state
institutions in medical and engineering aress* (In Karnataka
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private institutions had been set up by the 1960s). But thisraises
another problem. Were private institutionsin the colonial period
sponsored by private trusts, which had a public interest and thus
did not act for commercia interests? Is the situation different
now when these institutions are being sponsored directly by
corporate groups? Is all privatisation commerciaisation or can
we distinguish these on the basis of which group sponsors it?
Why is it that private trusts do not sponsor higher education
institutions any longer?

After Globalisation

Itisnow acknowledged that globalisation haschangedradically
the structure of higher education as the trade in this service now
crosses national boundaries. Earlier education encouraged the
movement of people across borders. Thus in order to access
quality education, there was migration outside underdevel oped
regions such as India. Now education migrates from its location
to new locations in search of clients. This change affects not
only the organisational structure of ingtitutions of higher edu-
cation, especially inunderdevel oped countrieslike India, but also
the way institutions of higher education perceive education, and
thus reorganises their authority structure. A comparative study
on the implications of globalisation on India and the other on
adeveloped country, such as Canada, cay be attempted to grasp
the complexity of the impact of this process.

In the case of Indiawe should consider the changesin the shift
in demand for applied education especialy in IT areas as an
opportunity and not dismissit off hand. Based onthe premise that
globalisation was inevitable and that India has to build on the
existing resources. IT thus could have a positive impact on a
country likelndiawherein educationwaslimitedtoafew. It could
act as a catalyst in expanding the potential users of higher
education, becauseasatechnol ogy it hasapotential tomake educa-
tion truly democratic, and give opportunity to studentsin remote
areasand from deprived communitiesto haveaccessto education.

Additonally it can be argued that the recently released UGC’s
Tenth Plan document is sensitive to knowledge industry and the
knowledge controlled world economy as well as to the demand
of utility oriented education. The document also urges univer-
sities to introduce internationally equivalent examination and
teaching systems. In this context UGC and the NAAC play an
extremely important rolein nudging higher educationinstitutions
to improve their profile and make their structures related to the
new emerging demand from the market.> In this context, the
recommendations of the UGC committee for the Promotion of
Indian Higher Education Abroad (PIHEAD) may be deliberated.
The UGC hasidentified twenty universitiesthat can project itself
abroad as dispensers of quality education. Should the UGC get
involved in marketing Indian education internationally? Should
it become a marketing agency?

Therearemorecritical positionson globalisation and itsimpact
on Indian educational system. Over the years,there have been
two kinds of flows of human capital from India. The first took
place prior to globalisation and led to emigration of knowledge
workers to feed the western market. The second occurred after
the inauguration of the new trade regime of WTO and GATS
and involves new strata of students who are now being trained
by western educational institutions based in India or established
through a system of franchising. These institutions coach Indian
students in western curricula so that they can find placement in
the global market. Three negative issues were highlighted in the
recent trends. The first was the amount of fees to be paid for
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obtaining degrees from these branches of western universities.
Second the nature of |earning done by the studentsasthecurricula
iscompletely oriented to western needs. Lastly, theseinstitutions
create new human resources compl etely identified with lifestyles
and needs of western countries. This leads to subversion of the
nationalist goal sof higher education.? Theremay bethreepertinent
issues on globalisation. Is globalisation inevitable? Who ben-
efits? Who are the losers and what happens to brain drain?
Althoughglobalisationisinevitable, certainarticleswithin GATS
can hel p participation of devel oping countriesonanequal footing.
Can the GATS articles be invoked to protect the interests of the
nation?Hasthe | ndian government been ableto evolveacoherent
policy and programme to deal with the challenges confronting
it and the institutions of higher education as aresult of GATS?

What is the situation in other countries, specialy that of the
developed world? For example the Canadian state has started
encouraging the universities to play a role both in the labour
market and through global competition. The state has argued that
there is a value in higher education showing a preference for
market and market-like activity. It is also promoting reliance on
private revenues as a result of the decrease in public funding.
In this context, the university policies and practices have been
harnessed to the processes of commodification, commercialisa
tion and privatisation of higher education. The university admin-
istration now self-consciously urges departments to develop
commercia research and business/vocational curricula. Thishas
led to commercialisation of research and teaching in terms of
collaborations between industrialists and academic researchers
and administrators, particularly in the areas of technology and
science. Also this has helped to convert education from learning
to online courses These trends have led to the reorganisation of
recruitment, evaluation and promotion system of teachers as new
sets of criteriaareintroduced. Within the university these efforts
have led sometimes to the displacement of academic consider-
ations and the increasing importance of managers in decision-
making processes.8 Another fall-out of these trends have been
the disadvantaged position of many academics who are from
minorities and women as authorities have reorganised the system
and stopped new recruitment, and/or recruiting faculty at lower
ratesand on contractual jobsaswell put new pressureson faculty
on promotion.®

University as a System of Learning

There is a fundamental problem regarding the present crisis
that relates to the public psyche and confidence in institutions.
Andre Beteille has argued insightfully that for the first timein
Indiathereisaseriouslack of confidenceintheuniversity system.
Nehru had suggested at one time that if everything is good with
the universitiesthen all will be good with the nation. The process
of institutional collapsefirst started in the post-emergency period
and now after twentyfiveyearsit hasenveloped the entire nation.
Today’ scrisisof legitimacy of thenationreflectsitself alsowithin
the university.

Crucial tothisdecay isthelack of recognition of thedistinction
inteaching and | earning between undergraduate and postgraduate
systems in India. The latter prepares the students for research
and is responsible for helping them to develop an interest in
knowledge itself, and to train them how to think in context of
received methods and methodologies. Over time, Beteille has
argued, this distinction has been worn out with postgraduate
teaching becoming note driven, rule driven and examination-
oriented. The contemporary situation of post graduate studieshas
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got further complicated with the state deciding to lessen itsfin-
ancia rolein higher education, thusaffecting government invest-
ment in infrastructure including most importantly the libraries.
However, the government has allowed an increase in salaries.
This has led to further contradictions and conflicts between
undergraduate and postgraduate teachers as the former are now
giventhesamesalariesasthelatter. Thisequivalencehasdragged
down the quality of postgraduate teaching and research, as al
teachers have now to teach as much as undergraduate teachers.
There is no time for research and upgradation of knowledge.

There is a discerning suggestion that the whole model of the
university (university as asystem of affiliated colleges) asaway
to build knowledge and to impart learning, be rethought. There
were two models that emerged in Europe. The first developed
out of an experiment at Humbolt university in Germany where
teaching and research were both practised and had an organic
relationshipwith each other. The second wasthemodel of schools
developed in France, which were mainly networks of researchers
who contributed to new knowledge. In the US they followed the
German model. However inthe US, dual financing was practised
—while the state financed community colleges and state univer-
sitieslarge corporate trusts backed new universities, which soon
became the elite institutes in the US given their large financia
base [Beteille 2004].

What are the indicators of this decay? Is it teachers who are
not available in the departments and who teach from notes made
decades back and who are not interested in upgrading their
knowledge and doing research? Is it students who do not attend
classes, are not interested in learning anything new and only
interested in obtaining degrees? Isit the syllabi, which teachers
teach and studentslearnwhich areoutdated and havenorelevance
tocontemporary soci ety ?How doesonebuild commitment among
teachers and students?

A microeconomic framework put forward gives a new dimen-
sion on the above subject. The teaching, necessarily, isthe result
of two inputs — teaching time/effort and the services from the
stock of knowledge or human capital. Thus it follows that the
productivity of thetime spent onteachingwill be higher when the
stock of human capital is higher. The procedure for emoluments
in Indian academiais more areward for theinitial human capital
acquired and time spent on teaching. This system fails because
of thelethargy that creepsinto the system and lack of motivation
to increase the present stock of knowledge through research
undertakings. One way to overcome these lacunae is to follow
the contractual arrangement for teachers, where they are judged
on aregular basis. Thus this aternative is to set a time bound
and goal bound contract that would ensure the maintenance of
quality.10 But there exist certain intrinsic problems even within
this arrangement. Hiring of talented faculty is seen as a threat
by the established authority and therefore there is a space for
discrimination on ideological grounds. This could lead to self-
censorship of the temporary faculty.

However how does the university promote reflexive thinking?
Can the classrooms become a vibrant public sphere where stu-
dents are made better citizensand isit pertinent that we preserve
this tradition? What role can and should mother tongue play in
the teaching process at ingtitutions of higher education? What
role does imagination and idedlisation play in everyday inter-
action? And how does the classroom make possible the growth
of these attributes and thus enhance intellectual capacity of
students?11

While academics in humanities and social sciences have the
methodology to think out these issues, within the sciences,

2153



specially applied sciences, thereisan absence of theseknowledge
practices. To be able to evolve these practices, not only is there
aneed for sciencesto go back into areflection on fundamentals
of nature but also they need to integrate a holistic approach in
learning and teaching practicestogether with devel oping collabo-
ration and interaction between various science, art and humanity
disciplinesin order to evolve the new building blocksof the stock
of knowledge.12

Higher educationiscertainly at thecrossroadstoday. Theearlier
vision of higher education as institutions of learning is fast
changing to it being acommodity in the market. With the market
showing interest in converting this institution as a location for
imparting information rather than an institution of knowledge
andlearning process, quantity hasfound privilegeover quality and
the global system over national concerns. What is at stake isthe
very vision of higher learning and universities as an institutional
expression of this vision. Will we in India and in the world be
able to preserve this notion or move over to its marketisation?
This is today’s challenge for higher education. Ell
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FIFTH Dr. D.C. PAVATE MEMORIAL FELLOWSHIP TO CAMBRIDGE
JANUARY 2005

The Karnatak University and Dr. D.C. Pavate Foundation in collaboration with the Centre of International
Studies, Cambridge, offer one Visiting Fellowship annually to enable a graduate from India to pursue a
course of research at the University of Cambridge.

Citizens of India normally not above the age of 45 years on 1st January 2005 who have secured first class
in Masters Degree or its equivalent are eligible to apply for the Fifth Dr. D.C. Pavate Fellowship effective
from January 2005. Candidates with brilliant academic record would be considered in the academic areas
of History, Political Science, International Economics, International Law or Military Affairs.

The Visiting Fellowship tenable up to three months will cover stipend of 2400 Pounds sterling and also
economy class excursion return air fare and 2000 Pounds sterling as academic charges of the Fellowship
at the Centre of International Studies, Cambridge University. The monograph of academic research of the
Fellow would be published in due course and would be the intellectual property of Dr. Pavate Foundation.

Applications can be obtained after 15th of May 2004 from Karnatak University, Dharwad-580 003
or Dr. D.C. Pavate Foundation Office, C-39, Neeti Bagh, New Delhi-110 049; Tel (011) 26512520;
Fax: (011) 26524899; E-mail: sharadjavali@usa.net by sending a self-addressed and duly stamped envelope
of 25x 10 cms size. Applicants should give full details of their academic qualifications and references.
Application forms must be returned to the above address not later than 10th July 2004. The selection would
be completed by October 2004.
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