Knowledge Commisson
and Higher Education

There are a number of serious problems with the recommendations
of the National Knowledge Commission. Many are not based

on any analysis and are without supporting evidence. Thisarticle
critigues some important observations of the Commission.

JANDHYALA B G TiLAK

few striking features of the report
A on higher education in India sub-

mitted recently by the National
Knowledge Commission to the prime
minister are too conspicuousto miss: first,
the report does not seem to have been
based onany in-depthanalysisof thehigher
education system in India. Second, the
Commissionseemstobestrongly favouring
privatisation of higher education, the
growth of private and foreign universities,
and correspondingly and moreimportantly
adrastically reducedroleof thestate. Third,
while some of the recommendations made
by the Commission areimportant, familiar
and less controversial, many are not sup-
ported by any evidence — theoretical or
empirical, nor are their strengths and
weaknesses even discussed. In this short
article only a select few of these aspects
are critically examined.

The Commission notes that there is “a
quiet crisis’ in higher education in India
whichrunsdeep, thoughnosinglefeature of
the crisisis analysed in depth. The Com-
mission admits, “It is difficult enough to
provide acomplete diagnosis of what ails
our universities. It is even more diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to outline a set of
prescriptions for our universities”.
Y et, the Commission lists a set of major
recommendations.

A neat diagnostic analysisof the present
higher education system as it developed
over the years and the socio-economic
and political milieu in which it is situated
ismissing in the report. One need not
necessarily make a fresh analysis. But a
fair understanding of the analysis avail-
ableisnecessary. Substantia researchexists
on higher education in India and the re-
forms needed for improvement therein.
Even in the recent past, quite afew com-
mittees have discussed in detail some
aspects, such as autonomy and financing
of higher education. Hardly any feature of
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theexisting system or asit developed over
the years has been noted in the report,
except for making a few highly generdl,
pedestrian observations on the quality
of higher education or on the governance
of universities. No reference could be
found in the report to any earlier research
or reports.

University Enrolment

Thereport startswith afactual error that
currently only 7 per cent of the relevant
age group population enters the world of
higher education in India.l According to
theavailable official statisticsof themini-
stry of human resource development
(MHRD), the 10-million plus students
in higher education account for a gross
enrolment ratio of nearly 10 per cent in
2003-04, the latest year for which such an
estimate is available (see the table).2 The
ratio rangesbetween 5.8 per centin Jammu
and Kashmir and 32.2 per centintheunion
territory of Chandigarh. In as many as
11 states/union territories the enrolment
ratioisabove10per cent. That theCommis-
sion did not care to discuss any issue with
the MHRD or the University Grants Com-
mission (UGC) or othersat any timecannot
be the reason for thisfactual error relating
to the gross enrolment ratio in higher
education. Perhaps the Commission did
not careto look at any available database.

The error is seemingly a minor one but
such errors may lead to setting wrong
targets for the future. The underestimate
of the current enrolment ratio has in fact
led the Commission to set atarget of a15
per cent enrolment ratio by 2015,3 which
according to the Commission means
doubling the enrolment ratio in about a
decade. But actually, the target is
only about 50 per cent higher than the
current level. Thus, the targets, and also
therecommendation on the number of new
universities to be set up are based on a
guestionable base.

The Commission recommends the
expansion of the number of universitiesto
1,500 in the country. This, it is believed,
would enable Indiato attain agross enrol-
ment ratio of at least 15 per cent by 2015.
Increasein accessto higher education does
require an expansion in the number of
universities and colleges but the question
is: do we need 1,500 universities? The
recommended number is not based on any
detailed analysis. No clear rationale is
provided. It is based on very ssmple logic
that as there are about 350 universitiesin
the country with a current enrolment of
about 10 million students, a four times
increase in enrolment to about 40 million
would require afour timesincrease in the
number of universities. The figure of
40 million is also not supported by any
detail or reason. Notethat the UGC (2006)
has found that the enrolment may have to
increase to 22 million, about double the
current enrolment, by 2011-12 to reach a
gross enrolment ratio of 15.5 per cent.
A detailed diagnostic analysisof theexis-
ting higher education system would have
helped the Knowledge Commission to
come up with amorereliable and credible
recommendation.

Further, even if the enrolment has to be
increased to 40 million, it seems too sim-
plistic to believe that an increase in enrol-
ment by four times would require an
increase in the number of universities by
four times. Such arecommendation can be
accepted only if werefuseto acknowledge
the evidence that showsthat many univer-
sities are much below any “optimal” size
that one can think of. The average enrol-
ment size of the universitiesin India may
bearound6,000but therearesevera univer-
sitieswith avery small level of enrolment.
For exampl e, whilethetotal student enrol-
ment in Jawaharlal Nehru University is
4,890andViswa-Bharati 5,020, itisaslow
as 790 in Mizoram University, 627 in
Tezpur University and 280 in Babasaheb
Bhimrao Ambedkar University—all central

Table: Gross Enrolment Ratio
(Enrolments as Per Cent of the
Age-Group: 18-24) in Higher
Education in India

1950-51 1.0
1960-61 2.0
1970-71 3.9
1980-81 5.4
1990-91 4.3
2000-01 7.9
2003-04 9.2

Source: Education in India and Selected
Educational Statistics, MHRD (various
years).
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and also somewhat better funded univer-
sities. More than 100 of the current 367
universities are institutions deemed to be
universities, which are mostly single
faculty universities or specialised institu-
tionswith avery small number of students
on roll, sometimes making a mockery of
the very concept of “university”. Among
the deemed universities some have
enrolments as low as 40 (Devi Sanskriti
Viswavidyalaya); in many it is around
1,500. It is not just special/professional
universities such as the National Law
University (Jodhpur) and Tamil Univer-
sity which have an enrolment of only 85
and 265 respectively, there are a good
number of central and state universities
with an enrolment of below 3,000 [AIU
2006].4 Enrolment inmany state (and some
central) universities is high, essentialy
because they include enrolment in affili-
ated colleges.

Is Bigger Better?

In general, small universities may turn
out to be, asisthe case now, academically
and economically “unviable” institutions.
The point isthat there isalot of scope for
strengthening small universities and help-
ing them to grow into bigger universities
whichwouldfunctionacademically aswell
as economically efficiently. If one adopts
such an approach and makes a detailed
analysis, one may come to the conclusion
that we may not need as many as (or more
than) 1,500 universities.

But, surprisingly, theCommission argues
thatweneedsmaller, “ appropriately scaled
and more nimble” universities, ignoring
the well-recognised fact that there are
economies of scalein higher education. It
isdesirabletohaveafewer number of large
universities, with sprawling campuses, and
excellent facilitiesintermsof high quality
teachers, libraries, |aboratories, classrooms,
playgroundsand other infrastructure, with
large areas of student and faculty resi-
dences. Such large campuses may provide
a better, more vibrant and stimulating
learning environment, attracting students
and faculty from various corners of the
country and abroad to study various dis-
ciplines, ensuring atrue culture of anideal
university. In addition, this will help in
efficient utilisation of physical, financial
and human resources and in reaping scale
economies.

Similarly, the Commissionrecommends
the establishment of 50 national universi-
ties — by the government or by private

sponsoring bodies that set up a society or
acharitabletrust or asection 25 company.
The 50 isalso an arbitrary number. Of the
50 — along-term goal — the Commission
recommendsthat 10 will haveto be set up
in the next three years. The recommenda-
tion to set up national universities is not
anew suggestion. TheEducation Commis-
sion (1966, p 542) recommended the
devel opment of some“ major” universities,
where first-class postgraduate work and
research would be possible and whose
standards would be comparabl e to the best
institutions of their typein any part of the
world. Note that there is a difference
betweenthenational universitiesproposed
by the Knowledge Commission and the
Education Commission’ sproposal onmajor
universities. The now proposed national
universities are also not like national
universities in Japan, where national uni-
versitiesmean state universitiesfunded by
the government, in contrast with private
universities. The Education Commission
had proposed liberally funded high quality
publicuniversities, having closelinkswith
other universities. TheKnowledgeCommi-
ssion’ s proposed national universities can
be public or private, in principle, but the
Commission’s preference seems to be in
favour of private universities.

Another major recommendation that the
Knowledge Commission makesisthe esta-
blishment of an Independent Regulatory
Authority for Higher Education (IRAHE)
holding all powers and responsihilities,
and are-defined, reducedrolefor theUGC,
the All-India Council for Technical Edu-
cation (AICTE), the Medical Council of
India(MCI),theBar Council of India(BCl)
and such other bodies. It clearly arguesfor
the abolition of the AICTE, and limiting
the role of the MCI, BCI, etc, to work as
professional associations, conducting na-
tionwideexaminationsto providelicences.

Governing Universities

Of late, it has become very fashionable
to suggest setting up new bodies rather
than strengthening and restructuring the
existing ones. After all, the suggested
structure of governance of the IRAHE —
starting from setting it up by an act of
the Parliament, the appointment of the
chairperson and members, their tenure etc
— is more or less the same as that of the
UGC. The UGC and similar bodies were
all set up with noble ideas but they were
not allowedtofunctionautonomously; they
were given limited funding, they were
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subjected to all kinds of avoidable inter-
ventions and distortions and now we say
that they have become defunct and should
be replaced. If the UGC was not provided
with sufficient funds, how could it ad-
equately fund various universities, com-
mand respect from universities and
performitsfunctionsproperly?1f theUGC
has deteriorated over the years, then how
do we ensure that the IRAHE will not
deteriorate to the samelevel of the present
UGC in years to come? The rationale for
setting up the IRAHE and the mechanism
that will ensure its superior functioning
compared to that of the UGC arenot clear.
Instead of arguing for the setting up of
another organisation, one might favour
strengthening and even revamping an
organisation like the UGC to ensure its
autonomous efficient functioning as was
originally conceived and for it to strivefor
maintaining the quality and standards in
al levels and types of higher education.
In fact, the UGC may be entrusted with
the larger responsibility of coordinating
the development of the entire higher edu-
cation system in the country, with the help
of other bodies.

Some of the recommendations of the
Commissionarenct altogether new, though
they might look like fresh proposals. As
theCommissiondoesnot refertoany earlier
recommendations, itisprobably not aware
that suchrecommendationsweremadein the
recent past. For instance, the Commission
recommends that government support for
higher education should be increased to at
least 1.5 per cent of GDP, out of a total
of at least 6 per cent of GDPfor education.
It isthe Central Advisory Board of Educa-
tion (CABE) Committee (2005) on financ-
ing higher and technical education, that,
for the first time argued (not necessarily
based on any detailed calculations on the
financial requirementsof higher education
sector but recognising the need for bal-
anced development of the total education
system) for the allocation of 1.5 per cent
of national incometo higher education (1.0
per cent for higher general education and
0.5 per cent for higher technical educa-
tion), out of 6 per cent of national income
for education. The recommendation to
alocate 6 per cent of national income to
education was made long ago by the
Education Commission (1966). Also, the
Knowledge Commission recommended
that student fees should meet at least 20
per cent of thetotal expenditure of univer-
sities. This was also a recommendation
made by the Justice Punnayya Committee
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oncentra universities[UGC 1993] andthe
Dr Swaminadhan Committee on technical
education [AICTE 1994]. However, the
recent CABE Committee (2005) has rec-
ommended that this 20 per cent should be
regarded as the maximum, as increases
beyond this limit would jeopardise equity
in higher education. The Knowledge
Commission emphasises at least 20 per
cent and favours no limit on this.

The Commission remembers that “ pub-
lic finance is an integral constituent of
universitiesworldwide’, and recommends
financial support from the government,
including “ substantial allocation of public
land, inexcessof itsspatial requirements”,
evento private universities. The Commis-
sion fails to note that many private “not
for profit” (and of course “for profit”)
universities in north America, western
Europe and east Asia do not depend upon
state support but generate huge funds on
their own without substantially relying on
student fees. The Commission further rec-
ommendsautonomy for the universitiesto
set student fee levels, tap other sources,
and also for the commercial use of univer-
sity facilities. Land grants are recom-
mended as a mechanism to attract “ more”
not-for-profit private investment, and
develop public-private partnerships in
higher education—thegovernment provid-
ing land and private sector the finances.
This indirect method of subsidisation of
private universities has no justification,
particularly if these universities are to be
“autonomous” in setting feelevels, admis-
sion criteria and in al their functioning,
as proposed by the Commission.

A somewhat new recommendation made
by the Commission now isto use the land
available with universities as a source of
finance. But thiscan create more problems
than it can solve. The use of land as a
source of finance might mean either sale
orrenting (or leasing) outlandtotheprivate
sector for commercial purposes. Thismeans
that land received either free or at ahighly
subsidised price from the government will
be put to commercial use, essentially for
thebenefit of theprivatesector. Thiscannot
bejustified. Further, there is adanger that
the universities and government may
eventually be fatally attracted to note
that the use of their land for commercial
purposes would yield higher returns than
its use for academic purposes. Other
suggestions related to mobilise alumni
contributions and encouragement of phil-
anthropic contributionsareoftenmadeear-
lier. The Commission, however, now goes
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further and suggeststhat universitiesshould
be allowed to engage professiona (pri-
vate) firms to generate alumni contribu-
tions and licensing fees — contributing to
further privatisation of the system!

The overall approach adopted by the
Commission is largely pro-private, and
even anti-public. Noting that college edu-
cation in engineering, medicine and man-
agement is de facto privatised, the Com-
mission favours similar privatisation of
university education — setting up private
universities and enabling public-private
partnerships. The Commission feels that
“it is essential to stimulate private invest-
ment in higher education as a means of
extending educational opportunities’. The
Commission also recommends the entry
of foreign institutions into India, promo-
tion of Indian institutions abroad and

15x 2

formulation of appropriate policiesto pro-
mote competitionin higher education. The
underlying assumption that increases in
the number of private (and foreign) insti-
tutions will increase substantially, if not
proportionately, the educational opportu-
nities in higher education is not based on
any empirical evidence. For example, while
privateuniversitiesaccount for 75 per cent
of all universitiesin the US, they account
for only 35 per cent of the student enrol-
ment; in Uruguay private universities
account for 89 per cent but only 12 per
cent of the student’s enrolment; in
Mexico the respective figures are 73 and
42 per cent. Even in countries like
Thailand, where nearly half of all univer-
sities are private only 17 per cent of the
students are enrolled in them [PROPHE
2005; OECD 2004].
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In this context, it is important to note
that (a) only very few strong and vibrant
higher education systemsintheworldhave
large private higher education systems,
(b) higher education systemsevenin mar-
ket economies in north America and
western Europe are predominantly public,
and (c) many economieswith alarge share
of private higher education continue to re-
main as developing countries, with social
and political unrest for several decades
[Tilak 20086].

Financing Higher Education

Lastly, an important assumption widely
circulated and shared by the Commission
is that the government will not be able to
finance the needed massive expansion of
higher education inthe country, and hence
feels the need for privatisation. Some
detailed, though tentative, calculations
reveal that an increase in the allocation as
per cent of GDP from 0.65 per cent in
2007-08 to a little above 1 per cent may
enable us to reach the enrolment ratio of
about 15 per cent by the end of the Elev-
enth Five-Year Plan [Srivastava 2007].
TheCABE Committee(2005) recommends
anallocationof 1 per cent of GDPtohigher
education and 0.5 per cent to technical
education; and the Knowledge Commis-
sionalsorecommendsallocation of 1.5 per
cent of GDP to higher education. While
this 1.5 per cent of GDP may not neces-
sarily satisfy all the needs of the higher
education system, it clearly shows that
government can finance the needed mas-
siveexpansionof higher educationtoa great
extent, if it so desires, without necessarily
depending upon private sector or on the
foreign universities.

Basically, the Knowledge Commission
doesnot recognisetheimportanceof public
education and the significant role that the
state plays in the development of higher
education for it to contribute to national
development in most civilised parts of the
world. What a pity! @l
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Notes

1 According to amember of the Commission, the
ratiowasonly 3 per cent; and it should beraised
to8per cent! Chandrasekhar and Ghosh (2005).

2 According to the National Sample Survey, the
estimate of gross enrolment ratio in post-senior
secondary educationinthecountry canbeabove
13 per cent and according to the censusit could
be nearly 15 per cent [UGC 2006].

3 The UGC (2006) also seemed to be setting a

target of 15 per cent enrolment ratio but by the
end of theEleventh Five-Y ear Plan, i e, by 2012.

4 AlU (2006) provides some useful information
on each university. But all the universities do
not necessarily provide up-to-date oR detailed
enrolment data. Most of them do not separate
the enrolment in affiliated colleges from
enrolment in university departments; and many
do not provide any information on enrolment
at all.
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