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Public libraries play a pivotal role in dissemination 
of knowledge and are an extremely important 
element of the foundation of a knowledge 
economy. There is widespread agreement that there 
is an urgent need for reform in the Libraries and 
Information Services (LIS) sector. Several initiatives 
in this regard have already been taken by the 
Government. NKC has consulted extensively with 
diverse stakeholders, including a Working Group of 
experts and professionals. NKC’s recommendations 
for formulating strategies in the LIS sector are as 
follows: 
1. Set up a National Commission on Libraries: 

A permanent, independent and fi nancially 
autonomous National Commission on Libraries 
should be set up by the Central Government 
as a statutory body to address the information 
and learning needs of the citizens of India. 
To launch the process in a mission mode, a 
National Mission on Libraries should be set up 
immediately, for a period of three years.

2. Prepare a national census of all libraries: A 
national census of all libraries should be prepared 
by undertaking a nation-wide survey. Collection 
of census data on libraries would provide 
baseline data for planning. The Task Force that 
has been set up by the Department of Culture 
for this purpose should be given fi nancial 
and administrative support to implement this 
activity and complete the survey on a priority 
basis (within one year). User needs and reading 
habits should be periodically surveyed at the 
national level as part of the National Sample 
Survey.

3. Revamp LIS education, training and research 
facilities: The proposed Mission/Commission 
on Libraries must assess as soon as possible the 
manpower requirements of the country in the 
area of LIS management, and take necessary 
steps to meet the country’s requirement 
through LIS education and training. To keep 
the LIS sector abreast of latest developments, 

necessary encouragement should be given to 
research after evaluating the research status in 
this fi eld. Establishing a well-equipped institute 
for advanced training and research in library 
and information science and services would 
provide the necessary impetus to this task. 

4. Re-assess staffi ng of libraries: In the changed 
context, it is necessary to assess the manpower 
requirements for different types of libraries 
and departments of library and information 
science, keeping in mind job descriptions, 
qualifi cations, designations, pay scale, career 
advancement and service conditions. 

5. Set up a Central Library Fund: A specifi ed 
percentage of the Central and State education 
budgets must be ear-marked for libraries. In 
addition, a Central Library Fund should be 
instituted for upgrading existing libraries over 
a period of 3-5 years. The initial funding from 
the Government may be Rs 1,000 crores, which 
may be matched by the private sector through 
corporate philanthropy. This fund should 
be administered by the National Mission/
Commission on Libraries.

6. Modernize library management: Libraries 
should be so organized and the staff so trained 
that they become relevant to user communities 
(including special groups) in every respect. 
Also, to optimize resources, efforts should 
be made to synergize the strengths of 
different types of libraries through innovative 
collaboration. NKC proposes the creation of 
a model Library Charter, a list of services to 
be performed by libraries, a Library Network 
and a National Repository for Bibliographic 
Records.

7. Encourage greater community participation 
in library management: It is necessary to 
involve different stakeholders and user groups 
in the managerial decision-making process  
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for libraries. Public libraries must be run by 
local self-government through committees 
representing users of the library. These 
committees should ensure local community 
involvement and should be autonomous enough 
to take independent decisions to conduct 
cultural and educational community-based 
programmes. Libraries should integrate with 
all other knowledge-based activities in the local 
area to develop a community-based information 
system. In the rural sector, the responsibility 
for village libraries or Community Knowledge 
Centres must lie with the Panchayats. These 
should be set up in close proximity or on the 
premises of schools.

8. Promote Information Communication 
Technology (ICT) applications in all 
libraries: The catalogues of all libraries should 
be put on local, state and national websites 
with necessary linkages. This will enable 
networking of different types of libraries 
and setting up of a National Repository 
of Bibliographic Records and a centralized 
collaborative virtual enquiry-handling system 
using the latest ICT. To enable equitable 
and universal access to knowledge resources, 
libraries should be encouraged to create more 
digital resources by digitizing relevant reading 
material in different languages, which can be 
shared at all levels. Peer-reviewed research 
papers resulting from publicly funded research 
should also be made available through 
open access channels, subject to copyright 
regulations. It is recommended that open 
standards and free and open source software 
may be used for the above.

9. Facilitate donation and maintenance of 
private collections: There are numerous 
rich private and personal collections in India 
which need to be identifi ed, documented and 
preserved for posterity. While there is a need to 
create a decentralized model for identifi cation 
of personal collections, it is also necessary to 
sensitize organizations to receive and preserve 
donations of personal collections through a 
simplifi ed process. The National Mission/
Commission may set up a committee on 
private and personal collections under the 
chairpersonship of an eminent scholar. Since 
special facilities for maintaining private or 
personal collections are not easily available, it is 
suggested that 10 regional centres with specifi c 
mandates be set up in different parts of the 
country for this purpose.

10. Encourage Public-Private Partnerships in LIS 
development: Philanthropic organizations, 
industrial houses and other private agencies 
should be encouraged through fi scal incentives 
to support existing libraries or set up new 
libraries. The ingenuity of civil society may also 
be utilized to prepare necessary infrastructure to 
meet the special ICT needs of the LIS sector.

In order to facilitate the coordinated development 
of libraries across different sectors and to provide 
the legislative framework, required legal support 
and fi nancial backing to the library sector, the 
Government could, in course of time, consider 
including libraries in the Concurrent List of the 
Constitution of India. This should be done without 
in any way abrogating the existing responsibilities 
of the States towards libraries.

 

Libraries
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There is an urgent need to expand the quantity 
and improve the quality of translation of different 
types (human, machine-aided, or instant) 
and in different domains (literary, scientifi c, 
technical, business) that would provide greater 
access to knowledge across the country. The 
current facilities available are inadequate and 
less than what is socially required. There is 
latent unrecognized demand which is not being 
met because of incomplete and asymmetric 
information. Inadequacy of information, 
compounded by the lack of coordination between 
potential users, also leads to market failures. 
There is inadequate dissemination of good quality 
translations which would provide a benchmark 
and create incentives for more private activity in 
this area. This therefore requires some amount of 
public intervention, not as a permanent feature, 
but as a set of measures to kick-start a process 
of encouraging private initiative so that the large 
commercially viable provision of high quality 
translation in different areas becomes feasible. 
The direct and indirect employment generation 
potential of translation activities is very high, 
and could absorb a substantial part of educated 
unemployed youth. 

Based on these insights, NKC formed a 
Working Group led by Dr. Jayati Ghosh to bring 
together people and agencies involved in translation, 
publishing and dissemination activities. They 
included representatives of some of the relevant 
government bodies, academics, language experts, 
publishers, teachers and others associated with 
translation activities in India. They met several 
times for workshops and consultations.

As a result of their work and discussions NKC 
recommends the following:
1. Provide impetus for developing translation 

as an industry in the country. Going by the 
experiences of other countries, in a country like 
India with its many languages, as well as the 

Translation
September 1, 2006

huge potential for foreign language translation, 
the entire translation industry has the potential 
eventually to employ between 200,000 and half 
a million people. 

2. Establish a store-house of information on 
all aspects of translation involving Indian 
languages, and make this available by creating, 
maintaining and constantly updating 
information on translations published, training 
programmes, translation tools/instruments 
and new initiatives, and facilities such as a 
‘National Register for Translators’. 

3. Promote printed as well as virtual publication 
of works on translation studies; provide a 
clearing house for all translation activities, both 
in theoretical and applied subjects, in as many 
Indian languages as possible. 

4. Create and maintain various tools for 
translation, including digital tools like 
Thesauri, Bilingual Dictionaries and software 
for translation. In addition, promote machine 
translation, leveraging emerging technologies to 
provide a rapid and large volume of translation 
at a relatively low cost.

5. Provide quality training and education for 
translators. This could be done through short 
term training programmes, course packages 
for translators that could be incorporated 
in language teaching programmes, and 
fellowship programmes and research projects 
to encourage quality. There is also need for 
guidance in the methodology of translation 
and for action to enrich teaching and training 
activities in translation studies.

6. Translate pedagogic materials at all levels 
(including primary onwards to tertiary 
education) specifi cally in natural and social 
sciences.
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7. Project Indian languages and literatures 
within South Asia and outside through 
high-quality translation.

8. Set up a national web portal on translation as a 
one-stop shop for all information on translation 
and to provide a forum for dialogue by creating 
a bulletin board for people to post questions 
and answers. 

9. Organize annual national conferences on 
translation to take stock of activities and 
initiatives in the fi eld, for experts, industry and 
practitioners in the fi eld to confer.

10. Promote book launches, festivals, fellowships 
and prizes and encourage collaborative 
translation work, as well as long-term multi-
translator projects, and organize workshops for 
translators to interact and exchange views and 
experiences. 

NKC feels that in order to achieve these goals 
as rapidly and effi ciently as possible, the 
Government of India may establish a National 
Translation Mission (NTM), which would take 
up these tasks in a systematic way. The NTM 
would be a relatively small body in terms of its 
own infrastructure and be fl exible in organization, 
but would have a budget suffi cient to enable it 
to carry out targeted funding in identifi ed areas. 
It would not function in a centralized way but 
will require involvement of state and local levels, 

and co-ordination with many different agencies. 
Since immediate requirements may be different 
from future needs not only in terms of translation 
activities but also the nature of interventions 
required, the NTM should be fl exible and 
responsive to current and future social realities 
and market conditions. 

It is envisaged that a National Translation Mission 
performing these activities could be set up during the 
11th Plan, with a proposed budget of Rs 250 crore 
for the entire Plan period (around Rs 80 crore for 
organizational costs, manpower and scholarships, 
and around Rs 170 crore for all other activities, 
which would involve funding other collaborating 
institutions or parties). Depending upon the 
experience during the 11th Plan period, the extent 
of this support could be enhanced subsequently. In 
addition, the NTM would require some one-time 
support for creating and developing the necessary 
infrastructure.

A proposal on these lines was sent to the 
Planning Commission which made some further 
suggestions on the organization and structure 
of the National Translation Mission. 

Translation activities should be seen in tandem 
with the plan to increase access to English language 
training across the population, and the promotion 
of English in school education at the primary level. 
Both are aspects of the goal of increasing access to 
knowledge. 

Translation
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The National Knowledge Commission has 
emphasized the importance of an inclusive society 
as the foundation for a knowledge society. NKC 
has also recognized the signifi cance of language, 
not only as a medium of instruction or a means 
of communication but also as a determinant 
of access. An understanding and command of 
over the English language is a most important 
determinant of access to higher education, 
employment possibilities and social opportunities. 
School-leavers who are not adequately trained in 
English as a language are always at a handicap in 
the world of higher education. More often than 
not, teaching is in English. Even if it is not, in 
most subjects, books and journals are available 
only in English. And those who do not know 
English well enough fi nd it exceedingly diffi cult 
to compete for a place in our premier educational 
institutions. This disadvantage is accentuated 
further in the world of work, not only in 
professional occupations but also in white-collar 
occupations overall. 

This reality is not lost on our people, who recognize 
that the English language is a critical determinant 
of access to, and opportunities for a better life. 
Available information suggests that middle-
income or lower-income households spend a large 
proportion of their modest income on sending 
their children to relatively expensive English 
medium schools. Such educational opportunities 
for children are a priority that is almost at par 
with health care for the family. But there are a very 
large number of people who simply do not have 
the resources for such investment. The outcome 
is exclusion. We believe that inclusion is possible 
through public provision.

There is an irony in the situation. English has 
been part of our education system for more than 
a century. Yet English is beyond the reach of most 
of our young people, which makes for highly 
unequal access. Indeed, even now, no more than 

one per cent of our people use it as a second 
language, let alone a fi rst language. 

These realities cannot be changed overnight. But 
NKC believes that the time has come for us to teach 
our people, ordinary people, English as a language 
in schools. Early action in this sphere, would help 
us build an inclusive society and transform India 
into a knowledge society. In just 12 years, it would 
provide the country's school-leavers with far more 
equal access to higher education and, three to 
fi ve years thereafter, much more equal access to 
employment opportunities.

The Commission engaged in informal 
consultations on this subject with a wide range 
of people in government, academia, media and 
industry. It consulted some Chief Ministers in 
the states. It consulted Members of Parliament. It 
consulted people in professions such as medicine 
and law as well as civil society organizations. There 
was unanimity that this can and should be done. 
A Working Group was constituted to work out 
the modalities in terms of fi rst steps. The report 
submitted by this group was used as an input in  
NKC’s deliberations.

NKC recommends that the teaching of English 
as a language should be introduced, along with 
the fi rst language (either the mother-tongue or 
the regional language) of the child, starting from 
Class I in school. This phase of language learning 
should focus on using both languages to create 
meaningful learning experiences for the child 
without disproportionate emphasis on grammar 
and rules. 

NKC recognizes that nine States (of which six 
are in the north-east) and three Union Territories 
have already introduced English as a compulsory 
subject from Class I onwards. In addition, as many 
as 12 States and three Union Territories have made 
English a compulsory subject, at different stages in 
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primary school, by Class V at the latest. However, 
the implementation is slow and the quality of 
English language teaching is simply not good 
enough. The support systems, such as the number 
of teachers or materials for teaching, are neither 
adequate nor appropriate. NKC is recommending 
a fundamental change that seeks to introduce, 
nationwide, the teaching of English as a language 
from Class I onwards. This is not meant to be a 
stand-alone, add-on subject, but is meant to be 
integrated into the school curriculum.

Language learning cannot be separated from, 
and must be integrated with, content learning. 
Therefore, English should also be used to teach 
some non-language, content subjects, starting 
from Class III in school. The choice of subjects 
for this purpose can be left to schools depending 
on the profi ciency of teachers and availability 
of materials. This would, in effect, create multi-
medium schools. It would also help reduce the 
divide between English medium schools and 
regional language-medium schools. 

The pedagogy of language learning as well as 
teaching should be suitably contextualized, to lend 
meaning to real situations and daily lives. Moreover, 
assessment should be based on profi ciency rather 
than specifying achievement targets that reward 
mastery of single texts acquired through rote 
learning. To this end, a National Testing Service 
(NTS) for certifi cation of language competence as 
well as recruitment of language teachers should be 
set up.

In order to meet the requirement for a large pool 
of English language teachers, graduates with high 
profi ciency in English and good communication 
skills should be inducted without formal teacher-
training qualifi cations. They could be selected 
through an appropriate procedure developed by the 
National Testing Service and then given a short–
term orientation. The nearly four million school 
teachers all over the country, regardless of their 
subject expertise, especially teachers at the primary 
level, should be trained to improve their profi ciency 
in English through vacation training programmes 
or other short-term courses. Most teacher training 

programmes are not based on a real assessment 
of needs of teachers. Thus, the entire teacher 
training system catering to pre-service and in-
service training that exists today, including training 
for language teaching, needs to be thoroughly 
reviewed, recognizing the centrality of language in 
the curriculum. 

A multiplicity of English textbooks should be 
made available to address the diversity of English 
language environments in the country. However, 
to ensure that certain standards are maintained, 
benchmarks may be laid down for the content of 
textbooks at each stage. For this purpose, an expert 
group should be set up to develop pedagogically 
sound English textbooks for every level, from Class 
I to XII. These should be used as models by states 
and made freely available on the web to allow easy 
access. While the State Council for Educational 
Research and Training (SCERT) may continue to 
be a nodal agency for textbook development for 
state board schools, the writing of textbooks needs 
to be further decentralized. To make the exercise 
more collaborative, civil society organizations 
with expertise in the domain should be involved 
in developing textbooks. 

Since language learning takes place not only through 
direct instruction but also through assimilation 
from the environment, the classroom needs to 
be equipped with appropriate supplementary 
audio-visual and print material. Resource libraries 
could be set up in every classroom, comprising 
of a collection of books, magazines, newspapers, 
audio-visual material and posters, appropriate to 
the age of the students, on a variety of subjects. 
Language learning opportunities should also be 
created outside the classroom through specifi c 
bi-lingual radio and TV channels, which could 
be introduced for formal and informal teaching 
and learning of English. Knowledge clubs could 
be formed to discuss and disseminate knowledge 
as well as extend the use of English outside the 
classroom. Given that language learning requires 
extensive resources, a centrally sponsored scheme 
of fi nancial assistance for developing English 
language resources (teachers and materials) should 
be instituted to address this requirement.

Language
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State governments would need to be equal partners 
in the implementation of this idea. NKC therefore 
proposes that the Prime Minister discuss this 
matter with all Chief Ministers at the National 
Development Council, to formulate a National 

Plan for the teaching of English as a language, in 
addition to the regional language, starting in Class 
I. This would also ensure that at the end of twelve 
years of schooling, every student is profi cient in at 
least two languages.
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NKC strongly feels that to optimally utilize the 
potential of institutions engaged in generation 
and dissemination of knowledge in various areas, 
such as research laboratories, universities and 
other institutions of higher learning, including 
professional institutions, it is important to connect 
them through a high-speed broadband network. 
In order to explore the feasibility of establishing 
broadband connectivity among such institutions, 
NKC spent six months studying various issues 
and alternatives. Extensive consultations with 
experts, potential users, telecom service providers, 
government offi cials and various educational and 
research institutions provided insights on the 
requirements, implementation issues and benefi ts 
of creating an integrated national knowledge 
network.

The purpose of such a knowledge network goes 
to the very heart of the country’s quest to build 
quality institutions with requisite research facilities 
and to create a pool of highly trained persons. 
Considering the magnitude of the challenge, NKC 
believes an immediate objective of the network 
will be to share the existing content, coursework, 
expertise, ideas, innovations, equipment and 
facilities available in the limited number of centres 
of excellence, with a wider group of institutions, 
educators and students. 

Globally, research and development activities and 
innovations are increasingly multi-disciplinary, and 
collaborative, and require substantial computational 
power. The key to successful research today is live 
consultations, data sharing and resource sharing. 
Therefore it is essential to provide broadband 
connectivity to our knowledge institutions to 
improve access, quality and quantity of R&D 
activities.

The primary objective is to interconnect all our 
knowledge institutions in various fi elds, and 
at various locations throughout the country, 
through an electronic digital broadband network 

with adequate capabilities  and access speed to 
encourage sharing of resources and collaborative 
research. 

NKC commissioned an expert to examine what it 
would take to create a national knowledge network. 
NKC also held detailed discussions with the offi ce 
of the Principal Scientifi c Adviser (PSA) to the 
Government of India. The discussions yielded a 
consensus on the optimal approach to be adopted 
for setting up such a network, whether it is for a 
broad range of institutions as envisaged by NKC or 
a specifi c community of Science and Technology
(S&T) research institutions. Based on the various 
discussions NKC recommends the following:
1. National Knowledge Network: Build a 

national knowledge network with gigabit 
capabilities to connect all universities, libraries, 
laboratories, hospitals and agricultural 
institutions to share data and resources across the 
country. This will ultimately require provision of 
connectivity to around 5,000 nodes covering all 
major institutions. The actual implementation 
could be in phases targeting 500  to  1,000 
nodes in the fi rst phase. However, the design 
of the network will have to be based on the 
fi nal network. The prioritization of the nodes 
for implementation purposes should be on the 
basis of the institutions which are most likely to 
use the network from Day one and which would 
be able to demonstrate the benefi ts. Based on a 
detailed analysis of the country’s existing optic 
fi bre infrastructure and technologies available, 
it is estimated that a 500 to 1000-node 
network can be commissioned within three to 
six months.

2. Options: Wide consultations with experts and 
technology providers suggest that there are four 
possible networking options:
• The fi rst one involves hiring dark fi bres that 

have been extensively laid out by various 
telecom service providers and lighting 
them. 

Knowledge Network
December 21, 2006

Knowledge Network
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• The second involves lit fi bres and 
differs from the fi rst in not requiring 
transmission equipment procurement and 
its maintenance. 

• The third involves using existing 
commercial networks, making capital 
investment in equipment unnecessary. 
It requires minimum maintenance and 
operations organization. 

• The fourth is a hybrid approach where the 
Core consists of two layers in which the 
inner higher-speed layer is wholly owned 
by the stakeholders while the lower layer is 
provided by commercial service providers. 

 From the viewpoint of cost, the third approach 
based on the utilization of the available 
commercial networks appears to be most 
attractive to start with. This is because the capital 
expenditure is negligible if the operator chosen 
has a well established network which is being 
used by a large number of existing customers. 
However, lack of experience of architectural 
fl exibility and security aspects of virtual private 
networks (VPN) set up on a commercial basis, 
do not allow prospective users to be entirely 
comfortable with this approach. Therefore, 
NKC recommends that existing commercial 
networks be utilized. Subsequently, feedback 
from this exercise could enable a shift to a 
hybrid network with a central Core, preferably 
of a relatively few nodes, and an outer network 
constituted by practically each one of the other 
operators’ networks.

3. Architecture: The network should consist of a 
Core using Internet Protocol (IP) and Multi-
Packet Labeled Services (MPLS) technology, 
an Aggregation or Distribution network, 
and an Access or Edge network linking the 
institution’s local area network (LAN) to the 
Core. The Core network could be a single 
hierarchy or a two-stage network with a higher 
speed network at the top to accommodate 
architecture fl exibility and security concerns 
in a VPN-based commercial Internet Protocol-
Multi Protocol Label Switching (IP-MPLS) 
network. The detailed specifi cation of the 
network will have to be drawn up with a view 

to inviting bids for speedy implementation. 
The network should be implemented in 
phases. The fi rst phase should cover about 
1000 institutions and should be commissioned 
in three to six months.

4. Congruence with E-governance: The question 
of whether the network for E-governance and 
the Knowledge Network should be one single 
network assumes importance and relevance 
depending upon the approach adopted for the 
realization of the network. In the recommended 
approach in the fi rst phase, namely VPNs 
on commercial MPLS networks on Dense 
Wavelength Division Multiplexing (DWDM), 
this question becomes irrelevant because several 
VPNs can be created on a commercial network 
and they could be entirely un-correlated, 
as may be the case with these two networks. 
This question would assume importance only 
if the country were to implement a purely 
owned network on lighted fi bres. On the 
other hand, even in the hybrid approach, the 
E-governance network with an entirely different 
geographical spread and much lower bandwidth 
requirements, can be realized as VPNs and the 
security and fl exibility could be addressed by 
the inner core. The issue of congruence of 
the two networks therefore no longer remains 
important and the two aspects can be totally 
de-linked. 

5. Security and Privacy: Methods will have to 
be evolved both at the time of commissioning 
of the network as well as during operations, 
to ensure security of data along with privacy 
and confi dentiality. Access to data from the 
Data Centre of a given institution should be 
under the control of the institution being 
addressed. An arrangement for authentication 
and authorization, with the participation of the 
connected institutions is essential to launch the 
network.

6. One-time Support for LANs: The proposed 
broadband network envisages higher access 
bandwidth and therefore almost all user 
institutions will have to upgrade their networks 
to be able to cater to these speeds. While several 
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institutions may have the resources for doing 
this, a large number will need one-time capital 
support to set up Fast Ethernet LAN (FELAN) 
which includes expenditure on routers, switches 
and optic fi bre cable on the campus.

7. Costs: The Knowledge Network initially 
proposed to be launched on existing commercial 
networks will therefore involve a recurring cost 
of Rs 20-40 lakhs per institution connected, 
amounting to Rs 200-400 crores annually for 
1000 institutions in the fi rst phase. In addition, 
there will be a one-time capital investment in 
upgrading the LANs of these institutions to 
a 100 Mbps capability Fast Ethernet LAN. 
Thereafter, based on feedback, the installation 
of the inner core network of 10 Gbps or higher 
capability will be taken up. This will involve 
a capital investment of around Rs 1,000 
crores on a 7 or 8-node Inner Core network, 
its Gigabit connectivity to the commercial 
IP-MPLS networks, as also direct connectivity 
to a few users who are particularly concerned 
about the security and internetworking 
experiments. This expenditure will be 
incurred over a period of time. There will be 
an additional recurring expenditure for this 
Inner Core on hiring large bandwidths from 
bandwidth service providers. This amount 
will depend on the number of nodes and the 
negotiated or bid-based price.

  
8. Organization: To ensure day to day coordination, 

operation and effi cient utilization NKC 
recommends establishing a Special Purpose 
Vehicle (SPV) consisting of major stakeholders. 
Such an SPV should have professional experts 
pooled from various stakeholder institutions 
for coordinating and guiding various 
private vendors for speedy implementation. 

The policy, security and overall management 
should be the responsibility of the SPV and 
the operational support requirements should 
be met by the industry. One of the compelling 
reasons for such a mechanism is to provide 
assurance that the use of cyber space will in no 
way compromise the security concerns of the 
country.

9. Ownership:  The Knowledge Network should 
be owned by the SPV consisting of major 
stakeholders. Government ownership is not 
desirable, despite the fact that substantial 
funding will be from the Government, 
because:
• It is the Government’s policy to withdraw 

from direct operations and maintenance 
activities in the ICT sector. 

• The type of trained manpower needed, 
though not large, is in great demand in the 
market, and therefore will require special 
remuneration and incentives.

10. Special Group: NKC recommends the setting 
up of a special Working Group of experts to 
fi nalize specifi cations, implementation plans, 
cost estimates, and network plans, as well as to 
carry out the actual task of procurement and 
commissioning of the network. This group will 
also establish the SPV needed for running the 
network on a day to day basis.

NKC believes that a National Knowledge Network 
interconnecting our knowledge institutions and 
infrastructure with access speeds of 100 mbps 
and more will give a major push to collaborations 
and sharing needed to enhance the quality of our 
education, research and applications and at the same 
time will empower our people to be competitive in 
the global economy. 

Knowledge Network
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NKC believes that providing universal access 
to quality school education is a cornerstone 
of development and a minimum necessary 
condition for any progress towards making India 
a knowledge society. NKC is in the process of 
extensive consultations and will make detailed 
recommendations on various issues relating to 
school education at a later date. 

However, at this point NKC would like to 
respond specifi cally to the recent initiative of the 
central government of sending a model Right to 
Education Bill to the Secretaries of State Education 
Departments, with incentives for the state 
governments to enact this bill. NKC has perused the 
bill and consulted with a wide range of experts and 
educationists. It feels that the model bill is fl awed 
for a number of reasons, and most importantly that 
such legislation must be enforced by the central 
government following upon the commitment made 
in the Constitutional Amendment Article 21A. 

NKC recognizes that there may be concerns about 
federalism, since school education is dominantly the 
responsibility of the state governments at present. 
However, it feels that this matter can be resolved 
through an appropriate central legislation which 
takes into account the following proposals: 

1. Central legislation: Legislation at the national 
level is required to affi rm the Right to Education, 
which is a fundamental right mandated by 
Article 21A. Since it cannot be dependent upon 
which state a citizen lives in, a model bill sent to 
be enacted individually by State Governments 
is not adequate to meet the constitutional 
responsibilities of the Government of India. 
Therefore, a central legislation should be 
enacted along the lines of the Panchayati Raj 
(Amendment) Act, requiring the states to enact 
Right to Education Bills within a specifi ed 
time period, and with the primary fi nancial 
responsibility for this resting with the central 
government.

Right to Education Bill
 October 23, 2006

2. Financial commitment: The Central 
Government must provide the bulk of the 
additional funds required to ensure the 
Right to Education. Therefore there must be 
fi nancial provision in the central legislation, 
requiring the central government to share the 
revenues of the Prarambhik Shiksha Kosh with 
state governments and to provide additional 
resources as required to meet the requirement 
of ensuring the right to all children. Estimates 
for the additional resources required to 
achieve the goal of universal elementary 
education currently range from 0.8 per cent 
to 2.5 per cent of GDP, depending on the 
criteria used. However, the required fi nancial 
resources are likely to be at the lower end of 
these estimates, since there is already close to 
universal provision in several states and there 
has been recent progress in providing more 
access through the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan in 
other states. 

3. Time frame: The state-level legislation should 
specify the period within which universal 
education of reasonable quality is sought to 
be achieved, preferably within three years. 
The model bill does not provide any time 
frame for adoption and implementation of the 
provisions. 

4. Schedule of norms and standards: To ensure a 
minimum quality of education, it is important 
to have a schedule of norms for all schools to 
follow. The model bill does not have such a 
schedule of norms, and there is no specifi cation 
of the minimum quality of education that 
schools should provide. There is only a reference 
to ‘equitable quality’ without defi ning the 
parameters of quality. While ensuring quality 
is a complex matter, certain norms regarding 
infrastructure, number of teachers per school 
and per student, teaching methods and other 
facilities, must be adhered to as necessary 
conditions. 
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5. Specifi cation for teachers: Since teachers are 
critical to ensuring the quality of education, 
it is particularly important to lay down well-
defi ned but fl exible norms for the minimum 
qualifi cations of teachers. The model bill has no 
specifi cation of a teacher, or the qualifi cations 
and in-service training needed for the position. 
A teacher is only defi ned as a person who teaches 
in the classroom. It is necessary to specify norms 
for teacher qualifi cation and training. 

6. Justiciability: Any right, including the Right to 
Education, is only meaningful if it is justiciable. 
However, in the model bill sent to state 
governments, the onus is placed on parents or 
guardians of the child. The responsibility of 
the Government, at different levels, must be 
recognized and made justiciable. The example 
of the National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Act (NREGA) could be used in this context. 

7. Redressal mechanism: To ensure justiciability, 
a redressal mechanism should be outlined and 
an appropriate procedure must be set in place 
for students or parents in case the right is not 
upheld. 

8. Universal schooling: School education must 
be provided to all. This necessarily also 
requires that children of the disadvantaged, 
landless and minority communities must 
also be integrated, along with children with 

disabilities or special needs. There should be 
no distinction made in terms of the type of 
schooling provided within the government 
system for children from different social, 
economic and cultural backgrounds. The model 
bill has the potential of creating a parallel and 
discriminatory system of schooling which can 
result in stratifi cation of the education system 
for children from disadvantaged communities 
and backgrounds, because it requires only 
provision of non-formal education in such 
cases, rather than mandating the provision of 
regular schooling. 

Obviously, in all cases, the school system should 
be fl exible enough to cater to particular needs of 
students. 

NKC can offer detailed explanations on these 
points. Continuing to consult with stakeholders 
and examine other issues in relation to school 
education, it is focussing in particular on the 
questions of how to ensure better quality across 
the board; the institutional structures and forms of 
control by local communities that could contribute 
to improved quality of schooling; issues related to 
common schooling and neighbourhood schools; 
ensuring adequate quantity and quality of school 
teachers, especially in specifi ed areas. 

NKC will make a broader set of recommendations 
on school education in the near future. 

Right to Education Bill



40
National Knowledge Commission

Vocational Education and Training
December 1,  2006

NKC considers Vocational Education and Training 
(VET) to be an important element of the nation’s 
education initiative. In order for VET to play its 
part effectively in the changing national context 
and for India to enjoy the fruits of the demographic 
dividend, there is an urgent need to redefi ne the 
critical elements of imparting vocational education 
to make them fl exible, contemporary, relevant, 
inclusive and creative. The Government is well 
aware of the important role of VET and has already 
taken a number of important initiatives. Through 
consultations with industry groups, academics, civil 
society and practitioners, NKC has deliberated on 
ways and means to strengthen these initiatives and 
recommends the following long and short-term 
strategies. 

1. Place Vocational Education entirely under the 
Ministry of Human Resource Development 
(MHRD): In view of the role of VET in human 
resource development and importance of its 
linkages with other streams of education, the 
Government may consider placing all aspects 
of VET under MHRD. Currently, VET falls 
under the purview of MHRD as well as the 
Ministry of Labour, which leads to fragmented 
management of the VET framework. MHRD 
may consider setting up a National Institute 
of Vocational Education Planning and 
Development to formulate strategy, advise 
the Government, and undertake research and 
development in areas pertaining to technology 
and workforce development. 

2.  Increase the fl exibility of VET within the 
mainstream education system through the 
following steps:  
i. Aspects of general education (such as 

numeracy skills) should be retained in 
VET as far as possible, to enable students 
to return to mainstream education at a 
later stage.

ii. Courses in training institutes and 
polytechnics should have distinct tracks 

for students of different educational 
attainments.

iii. Entry requirements for certain trades 
should refl ect the requirement of the trade 
(as appropriate, for instance the entry 
requirement of Class X could be relaxed to 
Class VIII in some cases). Students should 
be permitted multiple entry and exit options 
in the vocational education stream.

iv. Links should be established between the 
vocational education stream and school 
education as well as higher education.

v. Courses devoted to certain skills training at 
the primary and secondary level should be 
introduced in all schools.

vi. Vocational training should be made 
available in various literacy and adult 
education schemes.

vii. Schemes for lifelong skill up-gradation, 
through short training programmes, should 
be introduced. 

viii. There should be a provision for generating 
a cadre of multi-skilled persons.

3.  Quantify and monitor the impact of 
vocational education: Data should be collected 
periodically and analyzed in order to assess the 
impact of training on employability. Empirical 
evidence on wage premium or other advantages 
enjoyed by VET graduates, seat utilization in 
training institutes, nature of employment post-
training, and the effi cacy of various schemes 
is essential for continuous improvement. A 
detailed exercise of manpower analysis is a 
necessary step to understanding the nature 
and quantum of demand for VET and the 
mismatch between the skills of VET certifi cate 
holders and the requirements of the labour 
market. This exercise may be undertaken by 
the proposed National Institute of Vocational 
Education Planning.

4. Increase resource allocation to vocational 
education: In per capita terms, vocational 
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education costs more than general education, 
however public expenditure on vocational 
education has been extremely low, as 
compared to general secondary education. 
Given the demand for skilled manpower in 
manufacturing and services, the Government 
should aim to spend at least 10-15 per cent of 
its total public expenditure on education, on 
vocational education. Some options that may 
be considered for raising additional funds to 
fi nance a modernized VET scheme are: 
i. Enhancing fees, coupled with student 

loan schemes. This would also make VET 
institutions more responsive to market 
needs. 

ii. Raising funds through a cess on employers 
(for instance two per cent of salaries of all 
employees, as in Singapore). 

iii. Making it obligatory for companies to 
fi nance public vocational education and 
training programmes (as in Korea).

5. Expand capacity through innovative delivery 
models: In order to meet the burgeoning 
requirements of skilled and unskilled labour, 
a massive increase in quantity of training is 
needed. The Government could explore new 
delivery models to increase capacity such as 
public private partnerships, decentralized 
delivery, distance learning and computerized 
vocational training. At the same time, the 
Government must introduce certain minimum 
standards as a measure of quality, and ensure 
that all public and private VET institutions 
adhere to these.

6. Enhance the training options available for 
the unorganized and informal sector: The 
greatest challenge lies in providing training 
for potential entrants in the unorganized/
informal sector, which accounts for the largest 
proportion of employment. Systematic efforts 
need to be made to impart the skills required 
by the unorganized sector. These should 
be formally introduced in the curricula and 
practical training courses. In order to achieve 
this, the Government should act as a facilitator 
and provide fi nancial support. This aspect of 
VET is critical for the success of the system as 
a whole.

7. Strengthen the current institutional 
structure: The existing Industrial Training 
Institutes (ITIs) and Industrial Training 
Centres (ITCs) are widely recognized to face 
problems such as poor quality trainers, lack 
of fl exibility, and outdated infrastructure. 
Measures to improve the existing institutions 
are as follows:
i. Extent of functional autonomy must be 

increased, ITIs should be given more power 
to strengthen and adapt their training 
programmes to better meet local market 
needs.

ii. Indicators of internal and external effi ciency 
should be developed (by the proposed 
National Institute) to incentivize good 
performance.

iii. Modules on literacy, numeracy, 
communication skills, entrepreneurship 
and other general skills relevant to workplace 
requirements must be introduced in all 
courses.

iv. Different tracks within courses for 
different levels of specialization should be 
introduced.

v. Students should be offered incentives such 
as tools, membership of trade associations, 
etc., as part of their degree or diploma.

vi. Industry and trade involvement should be 
enhanced not only at the internship stage, 
but also at the time of examinations and 
placements.

vii. Curricula should be constantly monitored 
and updated. 

viii. The skills and courses offered should be 
reviewed periodically. The number of skills 
currently offered needs to be increased.

ix. Teaching should be conducted in English 
as well as local languages.

x. Infrastructure should be regularly 
upgraded.

xi. Quality of teaching should be drastically 
improved.

8. Ensure a robust regulatory and accreditation 
framework: In order to achieve the desired 
modernization and expansion, a critical aspect 
will be to regulate entry of new institutions 

Vocational Education and Training
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and accreditation of all institutions. NKC 
therefore recommends that an independent 
regulatory agency for VET be established. 
This body would license accreditation agencies 
and prescribe standards for certifi cation. The 
procedures and methodologies adopted by the 
body would need to be simple and transparent 
to ensure unhindered growth in the sector.

9. Ensure proper certifi cation: At present, the 
process of certifi cation is handled by the 
National Council for Vocational Training 
(NCVT), in association with State Councils 
for Vocational Training (SCVTs). Clear 
demarcation between the roles of the NCVT, 
the SCVTs and the Directorate General of 
Employment and Training is essential for the 
proper functioning of the certifi cation process. 
In order to ensure recognition of certifi cation 
by employers, both in India and abroad, 
an electronic database of certifi ed training 
providers as well as electronic identifi cation 
for certifi ed workers should be introduced. 
Electronic identifi cation should contain 
information regarding skills and qualifi cations 
(and eventually other relevant information 
as well) about certifi ed individuals and can 
be used to facilitate mobility of workers, 
encourage bank linkages and entrepreneurial 
initiatives.

10. Undertake a re-branding exercise: It is widely 
recognized that a crucial problem with vocational 
training in India is a negative association with 
manual labour. In order to match the modern 
requirement of the skills and competitiveness of 
the workforce, a massive re-branding exercise is 
of the highest priority. This could be the prime 
task of the recently announced National Skills 
Mission. Initiatives such as replacing the use 
of terms like ‘vocational education’ by ‘skill 
development’ are a step in the right direction. 
Training institutes should try to chart out a 
career path for their students and introduce 
entrepreneurship training modules.

It is crucial to signifi cantly increase public and 
private investment in VET. However, a detailed 
analysis of manpower requirements in terms of 
numbers, skills   and competitiveness is essential 
before formulating a master plan and deciding the 
quantum of expenditure in the 11th Plan. A robust 
framework put in place as a visible and dedicated 
resource in the MHRD is a pre-requisite to 
ensuring quality and facilitating signifi cant private 
investment and participation. Most importantly, 
the quality as well as the image of VET needs to 
be actively promoted in order for it to be viewed as 
comparable to general secondary education, and as 
relevant.
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Higher education has made a signifi cant 
contribution to economic development, social 
progress and political democracy in independent 
India. But there is serious cause for concern at this 
juncture. The proportion of our population, in the 
relevant age group, that enters the world of higher 
education is about 7 per cent. The opportunities for 
higher education in terms of the number of places 
in universities are simply not adequate in relation 
to our needs. Large segments of our population 
just do not have access to higher education. What 
is more, the quality of higher education in most of 
our universities leaves much to be desired.

Foundations are critical. NKC believes that an 
emphasis on expansion and reform of our school 
system is necessary to ensure that every child has 
an equal opportunity to enter the world of higher 
education. It is engaged in consultations on school 
education and will submit recommendations in this 
crucial area in due course. In this recommendation, 
it focuses on higher education.

NKC has engaged in formal and informal 
consultations on the issue with a wide range of 
people in the world of higher education. In addition, 
it consulted concerned people in parliament, 
government, civil society and industry. Concerns 
about the higher education system are widely 
shared. There is a clear, almost unanimous, view 
that higher education needs a systematic overhaul, 
so that India can educate much larger numbers 
without diluting academic standards. Indeed, this 
is essential because the transformation of economy 
and society in the 21st century would depend, in 
signifi cant part, on the spread and the quality of 
education among our people, particularly in the 
sphere of higher education. It is only an inclusive 
society that can provide the foundations for a 
knowledge society. 

The objectives of reform and change in our higher 
education system must be expansion, excellence and 
inclusion. NKC recognizes that meaningful reform 

Higher Education
November 29, 2006

of the system, with a long-term perspective, is both 
complex and diffi cult. Yet, it is imperative. 

I. Expansion
1. Create many more universities. The higher 

education system needs a massive expansion 
of opportunities, to around 1500 universities 
nationwide, that would enable India to attain 
a gross enrolment ratio of at least 15 per cent 
by 2015. The focus would have to be on new 
universities, but some clusters of affi liated 
colleges could also become universities. Such 
expansion would require major changes in the 
structure of regulation.

2. Change the system of regulation for higher 
education. The present regulatory system 
in higher education is fl awed in some 
important respects. The barriers to entry are 
too high. The system of authorizing entry 
is cumbersome. There is a multiplicity of 
regulatory agencies where mandates are both 
confusing and overlapping. The system, as a 
whole, is over-regulated but under-governed. 
NKC perceives a clear need to establish an 
Independent Regulatory Authority for Higher 
Education (IRAHE). The IRAHE must be 
at an arm’s length from the Government 
and independent of all stakeholders 
including the concerned Ministries of the 
Government. 
• The IRAHE would have to be established 

by an Act of Parliament, and would be 
responsible for setting the criteria and 
deciding on entry.

• It would be the only agency that would 
be authorized to accord degree-granting 
power to higher education institutions.

• It would be responsible for monitoring 
standards and settling disputes.

• It would apply exactly the same norms to 
public and private institutions, just as it 
would apply the same norms to domestic 
and international institutions.

Higher Education
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• It would be the authority for licensing 
accreditation agencies.

•  The role of the University Grants 
Commission (UGC) would be re-defi ned 
to focus on the disbursement of grants to, 
and maintenance of, public institutions 
in higher education. The entry regulatory 
functions of the All India Council for 
Technical Education (AICTE), the 
Medical Council of India (MCI) and the 
BCI would be performed by the IRAHE, 
so that their role would be limited to that 
of professional associations.

3. Increase public spending and diversify sources of 
fi nancing. The expansion of our system of higher 
education is not possible without enhanced 
levels of fi nancing. This must necessarily come 
from both public and private sources.
• Since government fi nancing will remain 

the cornerstone, government support for 
higher education should increase to at 
least 1.5 per cent of GDP, out of a total of 
at least 6 per cent of GDP for education 
overall.

• Even this would not suffi ce for the massive 
expansion in higher education that is an 
imperative. It is essential to explore other 
possibilities that can complement the 
increase in public expenditure.

• Most public universities are sitting on a 
large reservoir of untapped resources in the 
form of land. It should be possible to draw 
up norms and parameters for universities 
to use their available land as a source of 
fi nance.

• It is for universities to decide the level of 
fees but, as a norm, fees should meet at 
least 20 per cent of the total expenditure 
in universities. This should be subject 
to two conditions: fi rst, needy students 
should be provided with a fee waiver plus 
scholarships to meet their costs; second, 
universities should not be penalized by the 
UGC for the resources raised from higher 
fees through matching deductions from 
their grants-in-aid.

• India should nurture the tradition of 
philanthropic contributions through 

changes in incentives for universities and 
for donors. At present, there is an implicit 
disincentive in both tax laws and trust 
laws. These laws should be changed so 
that universities can invest in fi nancial 
instruments of their choice and use the 
income from their endowments to build 
up a corpus.

• Universities should also seek to tap other 
sources such as alumni contributions and 
licensing fees. There is need to create 
supportive institutional mechanisms that 
allow universities to engage professional 
fi rms for this purpose.

• It is essential to stimulate private investment 
in education as a means of extending 
educational opportunities. It may be 
possible to leverage public resources, 
especially in the form of land grants, 
to attract more (not-for-profi t) private 
investment.

4. Establish 50 National Universities. NKC 
recommends the creation of 50 National 
Universities that can provide education of the 
highest standard. As exemplars for the rest 
of the nation, these universities would train 
students in a variety of disciplines, including 
humanities, social sciences, basic sciences, 
commerce and professional subjects, at both 
the undergraduate and post-graduate levels. 
The number 50 is a long-term objective. In 
the short run, it is important to begin with 
at least 10 such universities in the next three 
years. National Universities can be established 
in two ways, by the Government, or by a 
private sponsoring body that sets up a society, 
charitable trust or Section 25 company.

 Since public fi nance is an integral constituent 
of universities worldwide, most of the new 
universities shall need signifi cant initial fi nancial 
support from the Government. Each university 
may be endowed with a substantial allocation of 
public land, in excess of its spatial requirements. 
The excess land can be a subsequent source of 
income generation. Exceptions need to be made 
in existing income tax laws to encourage large 
endowments. There should be no restriction on 
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the utilization of income in any given period or 
in the use of appropriate fi nancial instruments. 
These universities should have the autonomy 
to set student fee levels and tap other sources 
for generating funds.

 The National Universities, NKC proposes, 
will admit students on an all-India basis. 
They will adopt the principle of needs-blind 
admissions. This will require an extensive 
system of scholarships for needy students. 
Undergraduate degrees in the National 
Universities, in a three-year programme, 
should be granted on the basis of completing 
a requisite number of credits, obtained from 
different courses. The academic year will 
therefore be semester-based and students will 
be internally evaluated at the end of each 
course. Transfer of credits from one National 
University to another would also be possible. 
An appropriate system of appointments 
and incentives is required to maximize the 
productivity of faculty in these National 
Universities. Strong linkages would be forged 
between teaching and research, universities 
and industry, and universities and research 
laboratories. The National Universities shall 
be department-based and shall not have any 
affi liated colleges.

II. Excellence
5. Reform existing universities. The endeavour 

to transform higher education must reform 
existing institutions. Some essential steps are:
• Universities should be required to revise or 

restructure curricula at least once in three 
years.

• Annual examinations, which test memory 
rather than understanding, should be 
supplemented with continuous internal 
assessment which could begin with a 
weight of 25 per cent in the total to be 
raised to 50 per cent over a stipulated 
period.

• NKC proposes a transition to a course 
credit system where degrees are granted on 
the basis of completing a requisite number 
of credits from different courses, which 
provides students with choices.

• Universities must become the hub of 
research once again to capture synergies 
between teaching and research that enrich 
each other. This requires not only policy 
measures but also changes in resource 
allocation, reward systems and mindsets.

• There must be a conscious effort to attract 
and retain talented faculty members through 
better working conditions combined with 
incentives for performance.

• The criteria for resource allocation to 
universities should seek to strike a much 
better balance between providing for 
salaries or pensions and providing for 
maintenance, development or investment. 
It should also recognize the importance of 
a critical minimum to ensure standards 
and strategic preferences to promote 
excellence.

• The elements of infrastructure that support 
the teaching-learning process, such as 
libraries, laboratories and connectivity, 
need to be monitored and upgraded on a 
regular basis.

• There is an acute need for reform in the 
structures of governance of universities 
that do not preserve autonomy and do 
not promote accountability. Much needs 
to be done, but two important points 
deserve mention. The appointments of 
Vice-Chancellors must be freed from 
direct or indirect interventions on the 
part of governments, for these should 
be based on search processes and peer 
judgment alone. The size and composition 
of University Courts, Academic Councils 
and Executive Councils, which slow down 
decision-making processes and sometimes 
constitute an impediment to change, need 
to be reconsidered on a priority basis.

• The need is for smaller universities which 
are resposive to change and easier to 
manage, and these should be created.

6. Restructure undergraduate colleges. The 
system of affi liated colleges for undergraduate 
education, which may have been appropriate 
50 years ago, is no longer adequate or 
appropriate and needs to be reformed. 

Higher Education
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There is an urgent need to restructure the 
system of undergraduate colleges affi liated to 
universities.
• The most obvious solution is to provide 

autonomy to colleges either as individual 
colleges or as clusters of colleges, on the 
basis of criteria that have been stipulated. 
However, this would provide a solution 
for a limited proportion, or number, of 
undergraduate colleges.

• Some of these affi liated colleges could be 
remodelled as community colleges, which 
could provide both vocational education 
and formal education.

• A Central Board of Undergraduate 
Education should be established, along 
with State Boards of Undergraduate 
Education, which would set curricula and 
conduct examinations for undergraduate 
colleges that choose to be affi liated with 
them. These Boards would separate the 
academic functions from the administrative 
functions and, at the same time, provide 
quality benchmarks.

• New undergraduate colleges could be 
established as community colleges and 
be affi liated with the Central Board of 
Undergraduate Education or State Boards 
of Undergraduate Education, or with 
some of the new universities that are 
established.

7. Promote enhanced quality. The higher 
education system must provide for accountability 
to society and create accountability within. An 
expansion of higher education which provides 
students with choices and creates competition 
between institutions is going to be vital in 
enhancing accountability.
• There should be stringent information 

disclosure norms for all educational 
institutions such as their fi nancial situation, 
physical assets, admissions criteria, faculty 
positions, academic curricula, as also their 
source and level of accreditation.

• Evaluation of courses and teachers by 
students as well as peer evaluation of 
teachers by teachers should be 
encouraged.

• There must be a focus on upgrading 
infrastructure, improving the training of 
teachers and continuous assessment of 
syllabi and examination systems.

• It is particularly important to enhance the 
ICT infrastructure. Websites and web-
based services would improve transparency 
and accountability. A portal on higher 
education and research would increase 
interaction and accessibility. A knowledge 
network would connect all universities and 
colleges for online open resources.

• It may be necessary to rethink the issue 
of salary differentials within and between 
universities along with other means of 
attracting and retaining talented faculty 
members. Such salary differentials between 
and within universities could be effective 
without being large.

• It is necessary to formulate appropriate 
policies for the entry of foreign institutions 
into India and the promotion of Indian 
institutions abroad, while ensuring a level 
playing fi eld for foreign and domestic 
institutions within the country.

• The system of higher education must 
recognize that there is bound to be 
diversity and pluralism in any system of 
higher education, and avoid a uniform 
‘one-size fi ts-all’ approach. This sense of 
pluralism must recognize, rather than 
ignore or shy away from, such diversity 
and differentiation.

III. Inclusion
8. Ensure access for all deserving students. 

Education is the fundamental mechanism for 
social inclusion through the creation of more 
opportunities. It is therefore essential to ensure 
that no student is denied the opportunity to 
participate in higher education due to fi nancial 
constraints. NKC proposes the following 
measures.
• Institutions of higher education should be 

encouraged to adopt a needs-blind admissions 
policy. This would make it unlawful for 
educational institutions to take into account 
any fi nancial factor while deciding whether 
or not to admit a student.
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• There must be a well-funded and extensive 
National Scholarship Scheme targeting 
economically underprivileged students and 
students from groups that are historically, 
socially disadvantaged.

9. Affi rmative action. A major aim of the higher 
education system must be to ensure that access 
to education for economically and historically 
socially underprivileged students is enhanced 
in a substantially more effective manner.
• Reservations are essential, but they are 

only a part, and one form, of affi rmative 
action.

• Disparities in educational attainments 
are related to caste and social groups, 
but are also strongly related to other 
indicators such as income, gender, region 
and place of residence. There is need to 
develop a meaningful and comprehensive 
framework that would address the multi-
dimensionality of differences that still 
persist. For example, a deprivation index 
could be used to provide weighted scores 

to students and the cumulative score could 
be used to supplement a student’s school 
examination score.

NKC's recommendations require action at three 
different levels: reforms within existing systems, 
changes in policies, and amendments in, or the 
introduction of, new statutes or legislation. The 
suggested changes would also be implemented 
at three different levels: universities, state 
governments and the Central Government.

It is important to recognize that there is a quiet crisis 
in higher education in India which runs deep. The 
time has come to address this crisis in a systematic 
and forthright manner. NKC's recommendations 
constitute an important beginning; the changes 
suggested would make a real difference. Of course, 
the process of reform and change is continuous. 
There is more to be done, and NKC will continue 
to think about next steps, but it emphasizes the 
urgency of the situation, because India’s future 
depends on it. It is important to act here and 
now. 

Higher Education
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Note on Higher Education
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Introduction
The spread of education in society is at the 
foundation of success in countries that are latecomers 
to development. In the quest for development, 
primary education is absolutely essential because 
it creates the base. But higher education is just as 
important, for it provides the cutting edge. And 
universities are the life-blood of higher education. 
Islands of excellence in professional education, 
such as Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) 
and Indian Institutes of Management (IIMs), are 
valuable complements but cannot be substitutes 
for universities which provide educational 
opportunities for people at large. 

There can be no doubt that higher education 
has made a signifi cant contribution to economic 
development, social progress and political democracy 
in independent India. It is a source of dynamism for 
the economy. It has created social opportunities for 
people. It has fostered the vibrant democracy in our 
polity. It has provided a beginning for the creation 
of a knowledge society. But it would be a mistake to 
focus on its strengths alone. It has weaknesses that 
are a cause for serious concern. 

There is, in fact, a quiet crisis in higher education 
in India that runs deep. It is not yet discernible 
simply because there are pockets of excellence, an 
enormous reservoir of talented young people and 
an intense competition in the admissions process. 
And, in some important spheres, we continue 
to reap the benefi ts of what was sown in higher 
education 50 years ago by the founding fathers 
of the Republic. The reality is that we have miles 
to go. The proportion of our population, in the 
age group 18-24, that enters the world of higher 
education is around 7 per cent, which is only one-
half the average for Asia. The opportunities for 
higher education, in terms of the number of places 
in universities, are simply not enough in relation 
to our needs. What is more, the quality of higher 
education in most of our universities requires 
substantial improvement. 

It is clear that the system of higher education in 
India faces serious challenges. It needs a systematic 
overhaul, so that we can educate much larger 
numbers without diluting academic standards. 
This is imperative because the transformation of 
economy and society in the 21st century would 
depend, in signifi cant part, on the spread and the 
quality of education among our people, particularly 
in the sphere of higher education. It is only an 
inclusive society that can provide the foundations 
for a knowledge society. 

The challenges that confront higher education 
in India are clear. It needs a massive expansion 
of opportunities for higher education, to 1500 
universities nationwide, that would enable India 
to attain a gross enrolment ratio of at least 15 
per cent by 2015. It is just as important to raise 
the average quality of higher education in every 
sphere. At the same time, it is essential to create 
institutions that are exemplars of excellence at 
par with the best in the world. In the pursuit of 
these objectives, providing people with access to 
higher education in a socially inclusive manner 
is imperative. The realization of these objectives, 
combined with access, would not only develop the 
skills and capabilities we need for the economy but 
would also help transform India into a knowledge 
economy and society. 

We recognize that a meaningful reform of the higher 
education system, with a long-term perspective is 
both complex and diffi cult. Yet, it is imperative. And 
we would suggest the following building blocks in 
this endeavour. First, it is essential to reform existing 
public universities and undergraduate colleges. 
Second, it is necessary to overhaul the entire 
regulatory structure governing higher education. 
Third, every possible source of fi nancing investment 
in higher education needs to be explored. Fourth, it 
is important to think about pro-active strategies for 
enhancement of quality in higher education. Fifth, 
the time has come to create new institutions in the 
form of National Universities that would become 
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role models as centres of academic excellence. Sixth, 
the higher education system must be so designed 
that it provides access to marginalized and excluded 
groups. 

I. Universities
Universities perform a critical role in an economy 
and society. They create knowledge. They impart 
knowledge. And they disseminate knowledge. 
Universities must be fl exible, innovative and 
creative. They must be able to attract the best talent 
whether teachers or students. They must have the 
ability to compete and the motivation to excel. We 
cannot even contemplate a transformation of our 
higher education system without reform in our 
existing universities.

There is, however, a serious cause for concern about 
universities in India. The number of places for 
students at universities is simply inadequate. The 
quality of education at most universities leaves much 
to be desired. The gap between our universities and 
those in the outside world has widened. And none 
of our universities rank among the best, say the 
top fi fty, in the world. The symptoms are clearly 
visible, even if we do not wish to diagnose what 
ails our universities. Of course, every problem does 
not exist everywhere. And there are exceptions. 
But the following problems are common enough 
to be a cause for concern. First, curricula, which 
have remained almost unchanged for decades, 
have not kept pace with the times, let alone with 
the extending frontiers of knowledge. Second, 
learning and creativity are at a discount in a system 
of assessment that places a premium on memory 
rather than understanding. Third, the milieu is not 
conducive to anything beyond the class room, for 
it is caught in a 9.30 to 1.30 syndrome. Fourth, 
the academic calendar is no longer sacrosanct for 
classes or for examinations, as there are slippages 
in schedules so much so that, at several places, 
classes in the timetable are not held and results are 
often declared with a time-lag of 6 to 12 months. 
Fifth, the infrastructure is not only inadequate but 
also on the verge of collapse. Sixth, the boundaries 
between disciplines have become dividing walls that 
constitute barriers to entry for new disciplines or 
new courses, while knowledge is developing most 
rapidly at the intersection of disciplines. Seventh, 

the importance attached to research has eroded 
steadily over time. Eighth, the volume of research in 
terms of frequency of publication and the quality of 
research refl ected in the frequency of citation or the 
place of publication, on balance, is simply not what 
it used to be. Ninth, as in most public institutions, 
there is little accountability, because there are no 
rewards for performance and no penalties for non-
performance. Tenth, structures of governance put in 
place fi fty years ago are not responsive to changing 
times and circumstances but the system is readily 
subverted by vested interests.

It is diffi cult enough to provide a complete 
diagnosis of what ails our universities. It is even 
more diffi cult, if not impossible, to outline a set 
of prescriptions for our universities. Nevertheless, 
it is clear that a reform of existing institutions must 
be an integral part of our endeavour to transform 
higher education. We recognize that this is easier 
said than done. Even so, we believe that reforms 
in the following spheres, along the lines suggested 
by us, are not only possible but would also make a 
difference. 

Number and Size: India has about 350 universities. 
This number is simply not enough with reference 
to our needs in higher education, or in comparison 
with China which has authorized the creation of 
1250 new universities in the last three years. Yet, 
some of our universities are much too large, for 
ensuring academic standards and providing good 
governance. We need to create more appropriately 
scaled and more nimble universities. The moral of 
the story is not only that we need a much larger 
number of universities, say 1500 nationwide by 
2015, but also that we need smaller universities 
which are responsive to change and easier to 
manage. 

Curriculum: The syllabi of courses in universities, 
which remain unchanged for decades, need to be 
upgraded constantly and revised frequently. The 
laws of inertia reinforced by resistance to change 
must be overcome. Universities should be required 
to revise or restructure curricula at least once in 
three years. These revisions must be subjected to 
outside peer review before implementation. The 
process for such revisions should be streamlined 
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and decentralized, with more autonomy for 
teachers, through a change in statutes wherever 
necessary. For existing systems often act as major 
impediments to a timely or speedy revision of 
curricula. There should be some mode of censure 
for departments or universities that do not upgrade 
their courses regularly. It needs to be recognized 
that it is very diffi cult to introduce new courses 
or innovative courses in universities because of 
departmental divides. Appropriate institutional 
mechanisms should be put in place to resolve this 
problem. 

Assessment: The nature of annual examinations 
at universities in India often stifl es the teaching-
learning process because they reward selective and 
uncritical learning. There is an acute need to reform 
this examination system so that it tests understanding 
rather than memory. Analytical abilities and creative 
thinking should be at a premium. Learning by rote 
should be at a discount. Such reform would become 
more feasible with decentralized examination and 
smaller universities. But assessment cannot and 
should not be based on examinations alone. There 
is a clear need for continuous internal assessment 
which empowers teachers and students alike, 
just as it breathes life back into the teaching-
learning process. Such internal assessment would 
also foster the analytical and creative abilities of 
students which are often a casualty in university-
administered annual examinations. To begin 
with, internal assessment could have a weight of 
25 per cent in the total but this should be raised to 
50 per cent over time. 

Course Credits: The present system is characterized 
by too many rigidities and too few choices for 
students. Universities that are smaller, or run 
semester-based systems, are obviously more fl exible. 
Even in large universities, however, it is necessary to 
introduce greater diversity and more fl exibility in 
course structures. This would be the beginning of a 
transition to a course credit system, where degrees 
are granted on the basis of completing a requisite 
number of credits from different courses. Every 
student should be required to earn a minimum 
number of credits in his/her chosen discipline 
but should have the freedom to earn the rest from 
courses in other disciplines. It is essential to provide 

students with choices instead of keeping them 
captive. 

Research: We attempted to create stand-alone 
research institutions, pampered with resources, in 
the belief that research should be moved out of 
universities. In the process, we forgot an essential 
principle. There are synergies between teaching and 
research that enrich each other. And it is universities 
which are the natural home for research. What is 
more, for universities, research is essential in the 
pursuit of academic excellence. It is time to reverse 
what happened in the past and make universities 
the hub of research once again. This would need 
changes in resource-allocation, reward-systems and 
mindsets. Substantial grants should be allocated for 
research. The provisions of these grants should be 
competitive and the criteria for these grants should 
be different from the usual criteria for non-plan 
and plan grants. 

Faculty:  There must be a conscious effort to attract 
and retain talented faculty members. This is necessary 
because talented students who are potential faculty 
members have choices that are far more attractive 
in other professions in India or in the academic 
profession outside India. It is necessary to provide 
working conditions in the form of offi ce space and 
research support combined with housing. But it 
may not be suffi cient. This must be combined with 
some incentives and rewards for performance. There 
is, however, another dimension to the problem. 
Universities do not always choose the best in part 
because of native-son/daughter policies which leave 
them to select their own former students. This 
tends to lower quality and foster parochialization in 
universities. Therefore, cross-pollination between 
universities should be encouraged. It may be worth 
introducing a ceiling, say one-half or even one-
third, on the proportion of faculty members than 
can be hired from within the university. This would 
almost certainly engender greater competition and 
more transparency in faculty appointments. 

Finances: There is a serious resource crunch 
in universities which leaves them with little 
fi nancial fl exibility. In general, about 75 per cent 
of maintenance expenditure is on salaries and 
pensions. Of the remaining 25 per cent, at least 
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15 per cent is absorbed by pre-emptive claims such 
as rents, electricity, telephones and examinations. 
The balance, less than 10 per cent, is not even 
enough for maintenance let alone development. 
Laboratories and libraries languish while buildings 
crumble. But that is not all. In most universities, 
plan (investment) expenditure is less than 5 per cent 
of non-plan (maintenance) expenditure. Such a 
small proportion of investment in total expenditure 
can only mortgage the future. It is doing so. The 
time has come for some strategic thinking on the 
re-allocation of budgets for universities with some 
allocation for development grants and on needs other 
than salaries. The criteria for resource allocation 
should seek to strike a much better balance between 
providing for salaries/pensions and providing for
maintenance/development/investment.These 
criteria should recognize the importance of a 
critical minimum to ensure standards and strategic 
preferences to promote excellence. 

Infrastructure: The elements of infrastructure that 
support the teaching-learning process, most directly, 
need to be monitored and upgraded on a regular 
basis. This means attention particular attention to 
libraries and laboratories, in addition to class rooms, 
sports facilities and auditoriums. It is imperative that 
universities provide broadband and connectivity to 
all students and teachers in campuses. In parallel, 
information technology systems should be used 
for admissions, administration and examinations 
along with other relevant web services for campus 
communities. And, as soon as possible, a digital 
infrastructure for networking universities should be 
put in place. 

Governance: There is an acute need for reform 
in the structures of governance of universities. 
The present system is fl awed. On the one hand, 
it does not preserve autonomy. On the other, it 
does not promote accountability. The autonomy 
of universities is eroded by interventions from 
governments and intrusions from political processes. 
This must be stopped. At the same time, there is 
not enough transparency and accountability in 
universities. This must be fostered. It is exceedingly 
diffi cult to provide generalized prescriptions. 
Some steps, which would constitute an important 
beginning, are clear. First, the appointments 

of Vice-Chancellors should be based on search 
processes and peer judgment alone. These must 
be freed from direct or indirect intervention on 
the part of governments. Once appointed, Vice 
Chancellors should have a tenure of six years, 
because the existing tenure of three years in most 
universities and fi ve years in central universities is 
not long enough. Second, the size and composition 
of University Courts, Academic Councils, and 
Executive Councils slows down decision-making 
processes and sometimes constitutes an impediment 
to change. University Courts, with a size of 500 
plus, which are more a ritual than substance, could 
be dispensed with. Large Academic Councils do 
not meet often. Even when they meet, decisions 
are slow to come. Thus, Standing Committees 
of Academic Councils, which are representative, 
should be created for frequent meetings and 
expeditious decisions. The Vice-Chancellor should, 
then, function as a Chief Executive Offi cer who 
has the authority and the fl exibility to govern with 
the advice and consent of the Executive Council 
which would provide checks and balances to create 
accountability. Third, experience suggests that 
implicit politicization has made governance of 
universities exceedingly diffi cult and much more 
susceptible to entirely non-academic interventions 
from outside. This problem needs to be recognized 
and addressed in a systematic manner not only 
within universities but also outside, particularly in 
governments, legislatures and political parties. 

II. Undergraduate Colleges
Undergraduate education, which accounts for about 
85 per cent of the enrolled students, is the largest 
component of our higher education system. It is 
imparted through colleges where students enrol for 
fi rst degrees in Arts, Science or Commerce. There 
are a total of about 17,700 undergraduate colleges. 
Of these, a mere 200 colleges are autonomous. The 
rest, as many as 17,500 colleges, are affi liated to, or 
constituent in, 131 universities. On average, each 
university has more than 100 affi liated colleges, but 
there are some universities each of which has more 
than 400 affi liated colleges. 

This system of affi liated colleges for undergraduate 
education, which may have been appropriate fi fty 
years ago, is neither adequate nor appropriate 
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at this juncture, let alone for the future. It is 
cumbersome to manage. And it is diffi cult to 
ensure minimal academic standards across the 
board. The problem has at least three dimensions. 
First, it imposes an onerous burden on universities 
which have to regulate admissions, set curricula and 
conduct examinations for such a large number of 
undergraduate colleges. The problem is compounded 
by uneven standards and geographical dispersion. 
Second, the undergraduate colleges are constrained 
by their affi liated status, in terms of autonomy and 
space, which makes it diffi cult for them to adapt, to 
innovate and to evolve. The problem is particularly 
acute for undergraduate colleges that are good, for 
both teachers and students are subjected to the 
‘convoy problem’ insofar as they are forced to move 
at the speed of the slowest. There is also a problem 
for undergraduate colleges that are not so good, 
or are poor, because universities cannot address 
their special needs or unique problems. Third, it is 
diffi cult to set curricula and assess performance for 
such a large number of students where there is such 
a large dispersion in performance at school before 
entering college. This reality tends to make courses 
less demanding and examinations less stringent 
across the board. In fact the design of courses and 
examinations needs to be fl exible rather than exactly 
the same for large student communities. 

There is an urgent need to restructure the system 
of undergraduate colleges affi liated to universities. 
In doing so, it is important to make a distinction 
between undergraduate colleges that already exist 
and undergraduate colleges that will be established 
in the future. It is also important to remember 
that undergraduate colleges are affl icted by 
problems which are very similar to those that affl ict 
universities. 

The most obvious solution is to provide autonomy 
to colleges, either as individual colleges or as clusters 
of colleges.

Individual colleges: Colleges with a proven record 
of academic excellence and effi cient administrative 
functioning can be granted autonomy in terms 
of academic self-governance. Existing affi liated or 
constituent colleges should be granted autonomy 
in phases after due assessment by professional 

accreditation bodies. A review of performance of 
these colleges should be institutionalized and they 
may be granted university status on the fulfi lment 
of stated criteria of academic and administrative 
performance. The college authorities should be 
given fi nancial autonomy with regard to internal 
allocation of resources. However existing methods 
of fi nancing should be retained. In operational 
terms, then, the autonomy would be accorded in 
setting of curriculum and evaluation of students. 

College Clusters: Autonomy can be provided 
to clusters of colleges, selected on the basis of 
criteria such as similar standards or geographical 
proximity. These colleges could then form a group, 
complementing each other, offering different 
courses between them. In time, these clusters could 
be upgraded to universities. The course-credit 
system can be implemented in these autonomous 
clusters, whereby different colleges offer semester-
based courses on a credit system and credits can be 
transferred across colleges. A mechanism for the 
administration of courses across colleges and for the 
resolution of problems should be institutionalized 
with provision for representation in committees.

Such autonomous colleges, or clusters of colleges, 
would constitute a part of the 1500 universities we 
propose nationwide by 2015. It must be recognized, 
however, that this is, at best, a limited solution. 
There are two discernible problems. 

The fi rst problem with the model of autonomous 
colleges is the principal-agent problem of providing 
autonomy as an option. It becomes necessary 
to distinguish between the motivations and 
the capabilities of colleges. We need to make a 
distinction between colleges that wish to become 
autonomous but do not deserve to, and colleges 
that have the capabilities to be autonomous but 
do not wish to opt for autonomy. For colleges 
that wish to become autonomous but may not be 
suitable, clear cut criteria should be put in place as 
a fi ltering mechanism for colleges wishing to attain 
autonomous status: critical number of faculty 
and disciplines, governance, track record in terms 
of students, faculty and research, administrative 
competence measured by utilization of grants, 
regularity of audits, offi ce resources and account 
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maintenance, contribution to university processes, 
infrastructural facilities and ratings, if available, 
by accreditation agencies. For colleges that can be 
autonomous but do not wish to be, appropriate 
incentives have to be designed, especially for 
the teaching staff to encourage a move towards 
autonomy. Institutional incentives relating to 
funding and resource generation and professional 
incentives for staff including positions of professors, 
research grants and greater mobility should be 
provided.

The second problem with the model of autonomous 
colleges is that it would be able to provide a 
solution for a limited proportion, or number, of 
undergraduate colleges. There would be a signifi cant 
number of undergraduate colleges that would 
remain because they may not have the capabilities 
to become autonomous or join an autonomous 
cluster. The obvious solution would be for this 
latter group to continue as affi liated colleges with 
their present universities. In that event, problems 
will persist not only for these undergraduate 
colleges but also for their affi liating universities. 
Nevertheless, a proportion of these undergraduate 
colleges will continue to be affi liated to their present 
universities on the basis of stipulated criteria. There 
are two other possibilities that could be explored. 

The fi rst possibility is that some of these affi liated 
colleges could be remodelled as community colleges. 
These colleges could provide both vocational 
education through two-year courses and formal 
education through three-year courses. This would 
serve the needs of a particular segment of the student 
population better. They could focus on promoting 
job-oriented, work-related, skill-based and 
life-coping education. These community colleges 
could provide a unique opportunity to provide 
holistic education and eligibility for employment 
to the disadvantaged.

The second possibility is that we establish a Central 
Board of Undergraduate Education along with 
State Boards of Undergraduate Education which 
would set curricula and conduct examinations 
for undergraduate colleges that choose to be 
affi liated with them. These Boards would separate 
the academic functions from the administrative 

functions and at the same time provide quality 
benchmarks. Governance would become much 
simpler. It is possible that some of the existing 
undergraduate colleges, particularly those that are 
at some geographical distance from their parent 
university, may wish to affi liate themselves to these 
Boards. 

New undergraduate colleges are bound to be an 
integral part of the expansion of opportunities in 
higher education. Where would these be located? It 
would be diffi cult for them to become autonomous 
colleges without a track record. It may be possible 
for some to join a cluster of autonomous colleges 
but this would be more the exception than the 
rule. It would not be possible for them to affi liate 
with existing universities which are already 
overloaded. Hence, there are three possible 
options for new undergraduate colleges to come. 
First, they could be established as community 
colleges. Second, they could be affi liated with the 
Central Board of Undergraduate Education or 
State Boards of Undergraduate Education. Third, 
they could be affi liated with new universities that 
are established. 

There are, of course, issues related to governance, 
curricula, examinations, course credits and access 
which arise in the context of undergraduate 
colleges. These have been discussed in the context 
of universities in the preceding section of this 
note. 

III. Regulation
There is a clear need to establish an Independent 
Regulatory Authority for Higher Education 
(IRAHE). Such a regulatory authority is both 
necessary and desirable. 

It is necessary for two important reasons. First, in 
India, it requires an Act of Legislature of Parliament 
to set up a University. The deemed university 
route is much too diffi cult for new institutions. 
Entry through legislation alone, as at present, is 
a formidable barrier. The consequence is a steady 
increase in the average size of existing universities 
with a steady deterioration in their quality. The 
absence of competition only compounds problems. 
Second, as we seek to expand the higher education 
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system, entry norms will be needed for private 
institutions and public-private partnerships. The 
institutional framework for this purpose must be 
put in place here and now.

It is desirable for four important reasons. First, it 
would minimize confl icts of interest as it would 
create an arm’s-length distance from stakeholders. 
Second, it would replace the present system which 
is over-regulated but under-governed, through more 
appropriate forms of intervention. Third, it would 
rationalize the existing system where mandates are 
both confusing and overlapping. Fourth, it would 
dispense with the multiplicity of regulatory agencies 
to provide a single-window clearance. 

The present regulatory system in higher education 
is fl awed in many respects. The barriers to entry 
are too high. The system of authorizing entry is 
cumbersome. And there are extensive rules after 
entry, as the UGC seeks to regulate almost every 
aspect of an institution from fees to curriculum. 
The system is also based on patently irrational 
principles. The UGC Act section 3.1.2(a) suggests 
that permission for receiving grants will be accorded 
only if the Commission is satisfi ed that the existing 
institutions in the state are not adequate to serve 
the needs of the state. The other regulators, say 
in the sphere of professional education, are often 
inconsistent in their adherence to principles. There 
are several instances where an engineering college 
or a business school is approved, promptly, in a 
small house of a metropolitan suburb without the 
requisite teachers, infrastructure or facilities, but 
established universities experience diffi culties in 
obtaining similar approvals. Such examples can 
be multiplied. These would only confi rm that the 
complexity, the multiplicity and the rigidity of the 
existing regulatory structure is not conducive to 
the expansion of higher education opportunities in 
India.

In sum, the existing regulatory framework constrains 
the supply of good institutions, excessively regulates 
existing institutions in the wrong places, and is not 
conducive to innovation or creativity in higher 
education. The challenge is therefore to design a 
regulatory system that increases the supply of good 
institutions and fosters accountability in those 

institutions. An independent regulator has to be 
the cornerstone of such a system. 

The proposed IRAHE will rationalize the principles 
on which entry is regulated. There are two aspects 
to this rationalization: what is to be regulated and 
what are the principles used for regulation. 

In higher education, regulators perform fi ve 
functions: (1) Entry: licence to grant degrees. 
(2) Accreditation: quality benchmarking. 
(3) Disbursement of public funds. (4) Access: 
fees or affi rmative action. (5) Licence: to practice 
profession.

India is perhaps the only country in the world 
where regulation in 4 of the 5 functions is 
carried out by one entity, that is, the UGC. The 
purpose of creating an IRAHE is to separate 
these functions. The proposed IRAHE shall be 
responsible for setting the criteria and deciding 
on entry. It would, in addition, license agencies 
to take care of accreditation. The role of the UGC 
will be limited to disbursing public funds. Issues 
of access will be governed by state legislation 
on reservations and other forms of affi rmative 
action. And, professional associations may, in 
some institutions, set requirements to determine 
eligibility for conducting a profession. All other 
regulatory agencies such as the AICTE will need 
to be abolished while the MCI and the BCI will 
be limited to their role as professional associations. 
These professional associations could conduct 
nationwide examinations to provide licences for 
those wishing to enter the profession. 

The second aspect of regulation is the principle used 
to regulate. The IRAHE will determine eligibility 
for setting up a new institution based on transparent 
criteria rather than discretionary controls. Its main 
role would be to exercise due diligence at the point 
it approves a licence to grant degrees. In doing so, 
it would assess the academic credibility and the 
fi nancial viability of the proposed institution on 
the basis of information submitted in accordance 
with the stipulated criteria. It will apply exactly the 
same norms to public and private institutions, just 
as it will apply the same norms to domestic and 
international institutions. 
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The IRAHE would be constituted as follows. It 
would have a Chairperson and six Members. The 
tenure of the Chairperson would be six years. The 
tenure of the Members would also be six years. 
One-third of the Members of the Authority will 
retire every two years. The Chairperson would be 
a distinguished academic from any discipline with 
experience of governance in higher education. 
The Members would be distinguished academics 
drawn from the following sets of disciplines: 
physical sciences, life sciences, social sciences, 
humanities and professional subjects such as 
engineering, medicine, law or management. The 
IRAHE could have some part-time members or 
standing committees drawn from academia to 
advise the Authority in each of the aforesaid sets 
of disciplines. The Chairperson and the Members 
of the IRAHE would be appointed by the Prime 
Minister based on the recommendations of a 
Search Committee. 

The IRAHE would have to be established by an 
Act of Parliament. It would be the only agency 
that would be authorized to accord degree granting 
power to higher education institutions. It would also 
be responsible for monitoring standards and settling 
disputes. It should also be thought of as the authority 
for licensing accreditation agencies. The IRAHE 
must be at an arm’s-length from the government 
and independent of all stakeholders including the 
concerned Ministries of the Government. The Acts 
of the UGC, AICTE, MCI and BCI would have 
to be amended. The role of the UGC would be 
re-defi ned to focus on the disbursement of grants 
to, and maintenance of, public institutions in 
higher education. The entry regulatory functions 
of the AICTE, the MCI and the BCI would be 
performed by the IRAHE, so that their role would 
be limited to that of professional associations. These 
professional associations could conduct nationwide 
examinations to provide licenses for those wishing 
to enter the profession. 

IV. Financing
The expansion of our system of higher education, 
which is both necessary and desirable, is not 
possible without fi nancing. For an increase in 
supply of quality education depends upon an 
increase in investment which, in turn, requires 

fi nancial resources. There are several sources of such 
fi nancing.

Government Support: There is no system of 
higher education in the world that is not based 
upon signifi cant public outlays. And government 
fi nancing will remain the cornerstone of any 
strategy to improve our system of higher education. 
The present support for higher education, at 0.7 
per cent of GDP, is simply not adequate. In fact, 
over the past decade, in real terms, there has been 
a signifi cant decline in the resources allocated 
for higher education, in the aggregate as also per 
student. In an ideal world, government support for 
higher education should be at least 1.5 per cent, if 
not 2 per cent of GDP, from a total of 6 per cent 
of GDP for education. This is easier said than 
done. But the government should endeavour to 
reach these levels by 2012. Even this magnitude of 
state fi nancing, however, would not suffi ce for the 
massive expansion in higher education that is an 
imperative. Therefore, it is essential to explore a wide 
range of possibilities which can be complements to 
the increase in public expenditure. 

Better Asset Management:  Most public universities 
are sitting on a large reservoir of untapped resources 
in the form of land. In effect, with some imagination, 
many of our universities can be converted into 
institutions that are similar to land grant universities. 
Each university should thus have an innovative 
asset management plan. Such plans should be in 
consonance with objectives of universities. At the 
moment, however, universities have no strategy in 
this sphere. And there is considerable room to think 
in strategic terms about the use of physical assets in 
the possession of universities. It should be possible 
to draw up norms and parameters for universities to 
use their land as a source of fi nance. 

Rationalization of Fees: On an average, fees 
constitute less than 10 per cent of total expenditure 
in our universities. And, in most universities, fees 
have remained unchanged for decades. In theory, 
universities have the freedom to decide on fees. In 
practice, however, universities have not exercised 
this freedom in part because of some genuine 
concerns about access but in larger part because of 
the rhetoric and populism in the political process. 
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The problem has been compounded by the UGC 
method of providing grants-in-aid to bridge the 
difference between income and expenditure. 
Consequently, there is no incentive for universities 
or colleges to raise income through higher fees as 
that sum would be deducted from their UGC 
(or State government) grants. The low fees in 
public universities, without any means test, have 
meant unquantifi able benefi ts for unintended 
benefi ciaries. But private players and foreign 
institutions have not been restrained in charging 
fees that the market can bear. The time has come 
to rethink, as we have no choice but to rationalize 
fees. It is for universities to decide the level of fees 
but, as a norm, fees should meet at least 20 per 
cent of the total expenditure in universities. In 
addition, fees need to be adjusted every two years 
through price indexation. Such small, continuous, 
adjustments would be absorbed and accepted 
far more easily than large, discrete changes after 
a period of time. This rationalization of fees 
should be subject to two conditions: fi rst, needy 
students should be provided with a fee waiver 
plus scholarships to meet their costs; second, 
universities should not be penalized by the UGC 
for the resources raised from higher fees through 
matching deductions from their grants-in-aid. 

Philanthropic Contributions:  It is clear that we have 
not exploited this potential. In fact, the proportion 
of such contributions in total expenditure on higher 
education has declined from more than 12 per cent 
in the 1950s to less than three per cent in the 1990s. 
It should be possible to nurture this tradition of 
philanthropy through changes in incentives for 
universities and for donors. In the present system, 
there is an explicit disincentive. If universities 
mobilize resources from elsewhere, they are in 
effect penalized through a matching deduction in 
their grant-in-aid. What we need to do is exactly 
the opposite. Universities which mobilize resources 
through contributions should be rewarded with 
matching grants-in-aid. At present, there is also an 
implicit disincentive in both lax laws and trust laws. 
Endowments of universities can only be placed in 
specifi ed securities where rates of return are low and 
barely keep up with rates of infl ation. What is more, 
trusts must spend 85 per cent of the income stream 
from the endowment in the same year, so that only 

15 per cent of the income stream can be used to 
build up the corpus in the endowment. These laws 
should be changed so that universities can invest 
in fi nancial instruments of their choice and use 
the income from their endowments to build up a 
corpus. 

Other Sources: Obviously, universities must not be 
driven by commercial considerations. But it would 
be both prudent and wise to tap other sources such as 
alumni contributions, licensing fees, or user charges 
(for facilities in universities used by people from 
outside). We need to create supportive institutional 
mechanisms that allow universities to engage 
professional fi rms for this purpose. Mobilizing 
resources, even from former students, is a task that 
cannot be performed by academics because it needs 
specialized talents and experience. Current UGC 
practice also penalizes universities for any resources 
mobilized with a matching deduction from the 
grants-in-aid provided to the institution. Rather 
than penalizing universities for raising resources, 
the UGC should incentivize them. In addition, 
universities must have the autonomy and fl exibility 
to mobilize resources from elsewhere by creating or 
using appropriate institutional mechanisms. 

Private Investment: In three professions – 
engineering, medicine and management- there has 
been a de facto privatization of education so that 
two-thirds to three-fourths of the seats are in private 
institutions. But private investment in university 
education, where more than 70 per cent of our 
students study, is almost negligible. It is essential to 
stimulate private investment in higher education as 
a means of extending educational opportunities. We 
must recognize that, even with the best will in the 
world, government fi nancing cannot be enough to 
support the massive expansion in opportunities for 
higher education on a scale that is now essential. 

Public-Private Partnerships: It might be possible 
to leverage public funding, especially in the form of 
land grants, to attract more (not-for-profi t) private 
investment. The present system of allotment of land, 
where political patronage is implicit, discourages 
genuine educational entrepreneurs and encourages 
real estate developers in disguise. In principle, it 
should be possible to set up new institutions in 
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higher education, not just more IITs and IIMs but 
also more universities, as public-private partnerships 
where the government provides the land and the 
private sector provides the fi nances. Such public-
private partnerships which promote university- 
industry interface would also strengthen teaching 
and research. 

International Students: India is not an attractive 
destination for international students, not even as 
much as it used to be 30 years ago. It is time for 
us to make a conscious attempt to attract foreign 
students to India for higher education. This would 
enrich our academic milieu. This would enhance 
quality. This would be a signifi cant source of 
fi nance. Even 50,000 foreign students charged 
fees at an average rate of US$ 10,000 per annum 
would yield US$ 0.5 billion: the equivalent of 
Rs 2,300 crores per annum in current prices at 
current exchange rates. The other side of the coin 
is perhaps even more important. Estimates suggest 
that there are about 160,000 students from India 
studying abroad. If their average expenditure on 
fees and maintenance is US$ 25,000 per student 
per year, Indian students overseas are spending 
US$ 4 billion: the equivalent of Rs 18,400 crores 
per annum in current prices at current exchange 
rates. This has an enormous potential as a source 
of fi nance for higher education in India, if only 
we could crate more opportunities for students 
with increased places and enhanced quality in our 
system. 

V. Quality
The introduction of an independent regulator in 
higher education, the reform of existing public 
universities and the creation of national universities, 
taken together, would contribute to enhancement 
of quality in higher education. But this needs to be 
supported with some pro-active steps that would 
foster quality in higher education. 
  
Accountability: The quality of higher education 
depends on a wide range of factors. But 
accountability, at every level, is a critical determinant. 
The higher education system must, therefore, 
provide for accountability vis-à-vis the outside 
world and create accountability within the system. 
Accountability of universities must not be confused 

with control of the state. Institutional mechanisms, 
based on checks and balances, constitute the most 
effective system for this purpose. The essential 
objective of accountability to society must be to 
empower students to take decisions rather than 
simply increase the power of the state. Stipulated 
performance criteria or inspections are forms of 
control. We need to create systems that enable 
students, or their parents, to choose between and 
assess universities.

Competition: The supply constraint on higher 
education is an impediment to accountability. When 
students have relatively few choices, institutions have 
greater power over them. An expansion of higher 
education which provides students with choices 
and creates competition between institutions is 
going to be vital in enhancing accountability. Such 
competition between institutions within India 
is, of course, essential. But the signifi cance of 
competition from outside India, more qualitative 
than quantitative, must not be underestimated. 
For this purpose, we must formulate appropriate 
policies for the entry of foreign institutions into 
India and the promotion of Indian institutions 
abroad. Such policies must ensure that there is an 
incentive for good institutions and a disincentive 
for sub-standard institutions to come to India. The 
present regime does the opposite: sub-standard 
players rush in while premier universities stay 
away as they care more about their autonomy and 
wish to set benchmarks for themselves. However, a 
level playing fi eld should be ensured and all rules 
that apply to domestic institutions should also be 
applicable to foreign institutions. At the same time, 
policies must encourage rather than discourage 
Indian institutions to create campuses abroad 
not as business opportunities but as competition 
opportunities in their quest for academic excellence. 
Of course, expansion abroad should not be at the 
cost of domestic provision, either at present or in 
the future. 

Accreditation: So far, we have sought to create 
accountability by increasing the powers of 
government regulators. Yet, it has done little to 
improve the quality of higher education. Consider, 
for example, the National Accreditation and 
Assessment Council (NAAC). This system has 
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three characteristics which signifi cantly erode its 
credibility. First, it grants one institution, the NAAC, 
monopoly power over accreditation. Second, 
NAAC itself does not have the capacity to rate all 
the institutions. It has rated just about 10 per cent of 
the total number so far. Third, the methodology of 
NAAC is much too discretionary. Instead of vesting 
one institution created by the state with monopoly 
power, the IRAHE may be empowered to license 
a number of accreditation agencies, public and 
private, to do the ratings. In doing so, the regulator 
would set standards for them. This will need to be 
accompanied by stringent information disclosure 
norms for all educational institutions, including 
the source and level of their accreditation. The 
rapid growth in higher education, particularly in 
the private sector, has created a strong need for 
empowering students and parents with reliable 
information from a credible accreditation process. 
This system can be supplemented with the creation 
of self-regulatory bodies in the higher education 
system and the freedom to seek recognition from 
global accreditation systems. 

Internal Systems: In most universities, the main 
stakeholders, students, are minimally part of any 
mechanism for accountability. Obviously, student 
evaluations need to be used with care. Even so, 
they can be part of a baseline set of accountability 
measures which could at least establish whether 
classes scheduled in the timetable are held. But 
that is not all. Evaluation of courses and teachers 
by students is also needed, just as much as we 
need peer evaluation of teachers by teachers. Such 
internal systems of evaluation would strengthen 
accountability in the teaching-learning process. 
These must be combined with institutional 
mechanisms for accountability in other dimensions 
of university systems. 

Information: Almost everywhere, information 
in the public domain is an important source of 
accountability. Higher education should be no 
exception. There should be disclosure norms for 
universities and institutions imparting higher 
education. They should be required to place basic 
information relating to their fi nancial situation, 
physical assets, accreditation ratings, admissions 
criteria, faculty positions, academic curricula, 

and so on, in the public domain. This would 
empower students and parents and enable them to 
make informed choices. Information, along with 
competition, fostered by increased supply, will close 
the accountability loop.

Incentives: Even if we cannot introduce penalties 
for non-performance, it is necessary to introduce 
rewards for performance. We must, of course, 
recognize that universities are different from the 
hierarchical worlds in governments and corporate 
structures. The web of incentives is far more subtle. 
Even so, the time has come to think of salary 
differentials within and between Universities as a 
means of attracting and retaining talented faculty 
members. The salary differentiation among teachers 
within the same university needs to refl ect the 
opportunity costs for teachers in some departments. 
This will help retain talent in some disciplines where 
remuneration in the market is much higher than 
in other subjects. Salary differentiation may enable 
some universities to develop centres of excellence in 
some disciplines. At the same time, it is important 
to ensure that disciplines which are essential for a 
good liberal education such as social sciences and 
humanities, as well as basic sciences which are 
not necessarily rewarded by the market, are given 
appropriate incentives to attract both teachers and 
students. Such salary differentials between and 
within universities could be effective without being 
large. Indeed, there is a good reason to stipulate a 
maximum ratio for differences in salaries between 
faculty members so as not to threaten the identity 
of the professoriate. Obviously, universities cannot 
compete with salaries elsewhere, but they should 
endeavour to provide a comfortable minimum for 
all, with some premium for those who perform. It 
is also important to think of other incentives, such 
as housing, good facilities for teaching and research 
and some fl exibility for non-teaching professional 
activities so long as these do not impinge on the 
primary responsibilities to the institution. 

Differentiation: We have to recognize that there is 
bound to be diversity and pluralism in any system of 
higher education. Therefore, in a country as large as 
India, we cannot afford to adopt the principle that 
one-size-fi ts-all. We must allow diversity to blossom. 
This could have many dimensions: curriculum, 
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specialization, institutional architecture, students’ 
composition, and so on. Similarly, differentiation is 
inevitable if not natural. Even if we do not wish to 
recognize it, such differentiation is a reality. Students 
and parents have clear preferences, possibly implicit 
rankings, based on their perceptions derived from 
available information. Our sense of pluralism must 
recognize, rather than ignore or shy away from, 
such diversity and differentiation. It is characteristic 
of every higher education system in the world. For 
higher education is about a quest for excellence. It 
is, at least in part, about distinction and not always 
about levelling. The institutions which excel are 
the important peaks that raise the average. They 
are also role models others seek to emulate. And 
institutions that become such role models could 
mentor and guide other selected institutions. 

VI. National Universities
We need to create substantial additional capacity 
in higher education for achieving a quantum 
jump in the gross enrolment ratio for a rapidly 
expanding population of young people. It would 
be expeditious to do so by simply expanding on our 
existing educational infrastructure. A fundamental 
paradigm shift in our understanding of quality and 
standards in higher education, however, requires 
creating completely new institutions that operate 
unconstrained by the current institutional and 
regulatory framework. We recommend the creation 
of up to 50 National Universities that can provide 
education of the highest standard. As exemplars 
for the rest of the nation, these universities shall 
train students in a variety of disciplines, including 
humanities, social sciences, basic sciences, commerce 
and professional subjects, at both the undergraduate 
and post-graduate levels. The number 50 is a long 
term objective. In the short run, it is important 
to begin with at least 10 such universities in the 
next 3 years. It is worth noting that the National 
Universities need not all be new universities. Some 
of the existing universities could also be converted 
into National Universities, on the basis of rigorous 
selection criteria, to act as exemplars. We recognize 
that there could be a human resource constraint 
if faculty members are not available in adequate 
numbers to establish these universities. But, for 
such centres of academic excellence, it should be 
possible to attract talent from among those who 

choose other professions in India or the academic 
profession outside India. 

National Universities can be established in two 
ways, by the government, or by a private sponsoring 
body that sets up a Society, Charitable Trust or 
Section 25 Company. Since public fi nance is an 
integral constituent of universities worldwide, 
most of the new universities shall need signifi cant 
initial fi nancial support from the government. 
This could be in several forms. Each university 
may be endowed with a substantial allocation of 
public land, in excess of its spatial requirements. 
The excess land can be a subsequent source of 
income generation, its value rising over time 
due to the growing stature of the university. In 
the case of privately executed Charitable Trusts, 
exceptions need to be made in existing Income Tax 
laws to encourage large endowments. In particular, 
there should be no restriction on the utilization 
of income in any given time period, the Trusts 
should be allowed to invest their funds in fi nancial 
instruments of their choice, and all proceeds from 
the sale of capital assets should be exempt from 
capital gains tax. These universities shall have the 
autonomy to invest in fi nancial instruments of 
their choice, by employing private fund managers 
if required. Appropriate mechanisms also need 
to be put in place for the optimal management of 
physical assets, like laboratories, libraries, classrooms 
and other facilities. Finally, these universities shall 
have the autonomy to set student fee levels and 
tap other sources for generating funds such as 
industry collaborations, overseas operations, as also 
commercial use of university facilities and alumni 
networks.

The National Universities we propose shall admit 
students on an all-India basis. They shall adopt the 
principle of needs-blind admissions, thereby ensuring 
that an applicant’s ability or inability to pay shall 
not infl uence the admission decision made by a 
university. Further, once admitted, the university 
should ensure that no student has to forego his/her 
place due to fi nancial constraints. This will require 
a host of scholarships, freeships, bursaries and 
awards for economically disadvantaged students. 
At the undergraduate level, a nationwide test that 
objectively measures the verbal, quantitative and 
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analytical abilities of applicants shall be administered 
by an independent testing body. Admissions shall be 
based on a combination of Class XII results, scores 
from the nationwide test, application materials 
including written work and personal statements, 
as also interviews. At the postgraduate level, 
admissions shall be based on a combination of the 
applicant’s academic record, application materials, 
interviews and academic or professional references 
that indicate his/her aptitude for further studies in 
the relevant discipline.

Undergraduate degrees in the National Universities 
shall have a duration of three years so that these are 
in conformity with the duration of undergraduate 
courses elsewhere in India. In the fi rst year, students 
shall have the opportunity to study foundation, 
analytical and tools courses before choosing a 
specifi c discipline in the second year. They shall 
also have the option, at the end of the second 
year, of completing an integrated fi ve-year master’s 
degree. Degrees should be granted on the basis of 
completing a requisite number of credits, obtained 
from different courses. Each student shall be required 
to earn a minimum number of credits in his/her 
chosen discipline, and shall have the freedom to 
earn the rest from courses in other disciplines. The 
academic year shall therefore be semester-based and 
students shall be internally evaluated at the end of 
each course. Transfer of credits from one National 
University to another shall also be possible. A wide 
variety of courses shall be offered, in traditional 
academic disciplines, employment-oriented specifi c 
areas and cross-cutting competencies. Syllabi shall 
be revised every year to keep up with changes 
and current developments in various disciplines. 
Departments that do not update their syllabus for 
two consecutive years shall be asked to provide 
justifi cation. Students shall have the option of 
taking up internships in private companies or 
research institutions in lieu of a certain number of 
credits. 

An appropriate system of appointments and 
incentives is required to maximize the productivity 
of faculty in the National Universities. There shall 
be scope for salary differentials between National 
Universities and also between disciplines. Faculty 
training will be contingent on periodical reviews of 

research output and student evaluation. The most 
accomplished faculty members shall be encouraged 
to teach undergraduate courses. There shall be no 
career advancement schemes and appointments at 
every level shall be through open competition. The 
total number of faculty positions may be specifi ed, 
but there should be complete fl exibility in choosing 
the level at which faculty appointments are made, 
so that, for talented faculty members, career paths 
are not constrained by the number of vacancies. 
In order to maintain the quality of the National 
Universities, mechanisms should be in place to 
monitor and evaluate the performance and progress 
of teachers including peer reviews. The procedures 
and results of these evaluations will be open and 
transparent.

The research outputs of these universities shall 
be vital contributors to India’s socio-economic 
development and progress in science and technology. 
Strong linkages shall be forged between teaching and 
research, universities and industry, and universities 
and research laboratories.

The National Universities shall be department-
based and shall not have any affi liated colleges. Each 
department will administer undergraduate and post-
graduate courses. Non-teaching functions should be 
outsourced wherever possible, and a maximum ratio 
of 2:1 should be maintained between non-teaching 
and teaching staff. Each university should appoint 
an internal ombudsman for the redressal of faculty, 
staff, student and public grievances. Administrative 
processes, wherever possible, should be streamlined 
and made transparent and accountable by the use 
of information and communications technology.

VII. Access
Education is an essential mechanism for inclusion 
through the creation of social opportunities. It is, 
therefore, essential that in addition to ensuring that 
no student is denied the opportunity to participate 
in higher education due to fi nancial constraints, 
access to education for economically and historically 
socially underprivileged students is enhanced in a 
substantially more effective manner.

Economic barriers to higher education can be 
addressed by ensuring fi nancial viability for all 
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students wanting to enter the world of higher 
education. This can be done through two strategies. 
One is to adopt a needs blind admissions policy. This 
would make it unlawful for educational institutions 
to take into account any fi nancial factor while 
deciding whether or not to admit a student. Every 
institution will be free to use a variety of instruments 
to achieve this aim: scholarships or cross-subsidies. 
In addition, academic institutions would be able to 
set a fee of their own choice subject to the provision 
that there are at least two banks that are willing 
to fi nance the entire cost of education at that 
institution, without any collateral other than the 
fact of admission. The cost of education includes 
not just fees but also reasonable living expenses 
including costs such as hostel and mess fees and any 
other expenses associated with the course of study. 
Since commercial banks may be wary of funding 
economically deprived students, especially in non-
professional courses, we need a well-funded and 
extensive National Scholarship Scheme targeting 
economically underprivileged students and students 
from historically socially disadvantaged groups, 
particularly students from rural and backward areas. 
The success of this proposal depends on generous 
government support. For instance, the government 
should endeavour to make available about 100,000 
scholarships for such students. These scholarships 
should be set at a level where students are empowered 
to go to any institution of their choice. 

We also need to undertake more proactive forms of 
affi rmative action to ensure inclusion of marginal 
and excluded groups. Reservations are essential but 
they are a part, and one form of, affi rmative action. 
Disparities in educational attainments are related to 
caste and social groups, but are also strongly related 
to other indicators such as income, gender, region 

and place of residence. Access to quality higher 
education is further limited for students from 
certain types of schools. Therefore deprivation of 
educational opportunities is a multi-dimensional 
problem and attention needs to be paid to different 
salient levels of deprivation faced by students. A 
meaningful and comprehensive framework would 
account for the multidimensionality of differences 
that still persist. Such a deprivation index could 
provide weighted scores to students and the 
cumulative score could be used to supplement a 
student’s school examination score. After adding 
the score from the deprivation index, all students 
could compete for admissions. 

The indicators need to be easily identifi able and 
verifi able for the system to work effectively. They 
should cover the different types of disadvantages 
that a student could face at the school level, and 
while applying for admissions to higher education. 
This system serves the dual purpose of considering 
various disadvantages and ensuring that a reserved 
category student who has otherwise enjoyed other 
benefi ts does not get great preference at the time of 
admissions. 

Illustrative indicators of backwardness that need 
to be measured by such an index could include 
social background covering caste (keeping in view 
regional variations), religion and gender, family 
education history; family income, type of school 
distinguishing between government and private 
schools and between schools from different 
locations, the medium of instruction, place of 
residence distinguishing between urban and rural 
areas and accounting for regional deprivation by 
sorting districts along an index of infrastructure or 
access to social benefi ts and  physical disability.

Note on Higher Education
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Indian scientists made signifi cant contributions to 
the advancement of science and technology in the 
1950s and 60s. This was possible because of the 
support successive governments extended to science 
education and research. Numerous research and 
development institutions were established across 
the country. However, over the years, in spite of 
continuing government support, both the quality 
and quantity of the research output from India has 
been on the decline. It is necessary to examine the 
reasons for this decline and implement remedial 
measures.

One widening realization of the last few decades 
has been that knowledge is a continuum and the 
boundaries between disciplines are increasingly 
becoming blurred, tenuous and indefi nable.

The following major causes for the current crisis in 
Indian research deserve attention:
• Lack of interaction: There is very rigid 

compartmentalization of natural and social 
sciences; as a result, there is little or no 
interaction between researchers in natural 
sciences and social sciences.

• Lack of long-term vision: Research topics of long 
term relevance and importance are not taken up 
as support tends to be for the duration of three 
to fi ve years because of our planning process.

• Lack of differential remuneration: The 
principle of differential remuneration based 
on performance and output is not followed to 
reward those who perform well and chastise 
those who do not.

• Lack of scientifi c methods: Current teaching 
methodologies at school, college and university 
levels do not inculcate a scientifi c temper in the 
students.

NKC is aware that the Science Advisory Council 
has recently suggested the establishment of a 

National Science Foundation to address some of 
these and other issues confronting research. It 
supports this suggestion, with some modifi cations 
that will make the solution more comprehensive 
and practicable.

NKC feels that in view of the disappearing 
boundaries between various disciplines of knowledge 
and knowledge emerging as a continuum, India 
should set up a National Science and Social 
Science Foundation (NSSSF) which will look 
at all knowledge as one seamless entity. We 
will be the fi rst country to set up such an avant 
garde organization – and rightfully so, given our 
5,000-year-old tradition of broad-based knowledge.

The objectives of the proposed NSSSF will be to:
a) Suggest policy initiatives to make India a leader 

in the creation and use of new knowledge in all 
areas of natural, physical, agricultural, health, 
and social sciences, with emphasis on those 
areas which cut across traditional disciplines;

b) Ensure that science and technology are 
maximally used for betterment of the lives of 
our people;

c) Develop a scientifi c temper

The Governing Board of the Foundation should 
have a Chairman, a Vice-Chairman and 
8-10 members. The Chairmanship and Vice-
Chairmanship of the NSSSF should rotate between 
the sciences and the social sciences, ensuring that if 
the Chairperson is a scientist, the Vice-Chairperson 
should be a social scientist, and vice-versa.

The Chairman, Vice-Chairman and members of 
the Governing Board should be appointed by the 
Prime Minister and should satisfy the following 
criteria:
• High level of professional competence.
• High national and international reputation.

National Science and Social Science 
Foundation

November 28, 2006
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• Professional and personal integrity and honesty 
that are beyond reproach.

• Evidence of absence of any bias or prejudice.
• A strong social commitment, loyalty to the 

country, and concern for others.
• Commitment to social, professional and 

fi nancial accountability.
• Someone who combines erudition with 

articulation.
• Courage of convictions.
• Ability to listen to other people’s views and 

modify one’s own if reason demands that

The budget of the NSSSF should be Rs 1,250 
crores a year; which will allow it to fund between 
200 and 400 outstanding, long-term (5-10 years), 
extremely carefully selected projects that have the 
potential of making India a leader. We should 
expect at least a 20 per cent success rate. The 
NSSSF should work towards having at least three 
to four Indian scientists and/or social scientists 
produce work in six years which should be worthy 
of a Nobel Prize. The NSSSF will set up a world-
wide review system involving some of the best-
known scholars around the world for approval of 
the projects that it supports. The project-funding 
activity will, however, be only one (though a major 
one) of the activities of the NSSSF

Some of the major activities and responsibilities of 
the NSSSF will be to: 
• Identify major unsolved problems in various 

areas of science and social sciences and 
individuals, groups and/or institutions who can 
work on them to provide India leadership. 

• Identify and set up studies on (a) relationships 
of science with other areas of human concern 
such as economics, sociology, politics, art 
and literature, and vice versa, and (b) social, 
economic, political, legal, moral and ethical 
implications of advances in science and 
technology. 

• Identify and set up studies on futuristic 
interdisciplinary areas in real time. 

• Recommend steps that would help inculcate 
a scientifi c temper amongst the people of the 
country as envisioned in the constitution. 

• Help the Government to set up systems 
that would remove bureaucratic hurdles, 

increase professional, social and fi nancial 
accountability; and recognize that creativity in 
science and social sciences like in all creative 
endeavors is non-hierarchical. 

• Identify and set up studies to fi nd solutions to the 
problems of the poor and the underprivileged 
by translating the advances in science and 
technology. 

• Recommend strategies (scientifi c, technological 
and social) that would provide additional 
employment in the rural sector and help set 
up mechanisms for their implementation with 
the cooperation of Government, industry and 
NGOs. 

• Recommend steps for optimizing the use 
of our natural resources (including marine 
resources). 

• Help set up systems for documentation, 
standardization where necessary, validation and 
use of our traditional knowledge. Ensure that 
the custodians and providers of such knowledge 
and wisdom are identifi ed, are involved in the  
process, and share benefi ts accruing from the 
use of such knowledge. 

• Set up policies for international cooperation in 
science and social sciences.

• Serve as a platform for the coming together 
of various departments, organizations 
and agencies of the Government that are 
concerned with scientifi c and social science 
research and related developmental work, to 
optimally utilize their collective knowledge 
and capabilities. 

• Set up a mechanism for close interaction 
between state-funded scientifi c and social 
science organizations, private sector and 
responsible and effective NGOs.

• Set up a system that would ensure that 
appropriate credit comes to India, the Indian 
institutions and the Indian scientists and social 
scientists for their work, and that their work 
is duly publicized in and outside India (e.g. 
through our embassies and missions). 

• Formulate ethical guidelines for administration 
of science, doing science, communicating 
science, and using science; and a system 
of punishment when those guidelines are 
compromised. Set up similar guidelines for 
social sciences.

National Science and Social Science Foundation
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• Recommend setting up of new organizations 
or institutions that would help advance these  
objectives and close down existing institutions 
which have outlived their utility or are not 
functioning satisfactorily.

• Prepare and present to the Government of 
India, periodic reports on the state of science 
and social sciences in India in the global 
context, and suggest steps that may be taken to 
improve it. 



65

After a series of discussions and reviews of various 
E-governance efforts at the Centre and State levels, 
NKC formed a special group, under the chairmanship 
of Nandan Nilekani, to study E-governance. The 
report of this group was discussed at the Planning 
Commission and presented to the Minister for 
Communications and Information Technology. 
Thereafter, several discussions were held with other 
stakeholders including the Administrative Reforms 
Commission. Based on these discussions, NKC 
is convinced that E-governance is more about an 
opportunity for administrative reforms than merely 
about electronics and information technology 
and infrastructure. NKC’s recommendations on 
E-governance which broadly relate to Processes & 
Standards, Infrastructure and Organization are as 
follows:
1. Government process re-engineering before 

any computerization — At present the 
E-governance efforts are primarily based on 
computerizing age-old processes left behind by 
British Raj and compounded by a plethora of 
new layers and silos by Indian bureaucracy, each 
working within departmental boundaries and 
pet-priorities. As a result we are computerizing 
cumbersome processes and hence not 
commensurately benefi ting from it. Simply 
digitizing the existing government processes 
merely adds an additional layer of expense, 
complexity, delay and confusion. NKC feels 
that there is now a unique opportunity in the 
history of India to leave behind the British Raj 
and re-engineer and modernize government 
processes to build a new India of the 
21st century. Hence it is essential zto fi rst 
redesign the government processes keeping 
the citizen at the centre, providing for the 
enablement of citizens, businesses, producers 
and consumers, replacing the old mistrust 
and control regime of the colonial past. This 
redesigning of government processes will 
drastically reduce the numbers and duration 
of successive steps required to obtain services. 
It will also provide traceable records; enable 

E-governance
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enforcement of individual performance, 
accountability, effi ciency and productivity, as 
well as transparency of policies and processes.

2. Ten to 20 important processes and services — 
To make an immediate impact on citizens it is 
critical to identify and simplify important 
processes and services, say 10 to 20 to begin with, 
which are currently cumbersome, bureaucratic 
and prone to unnecessary delays and even 
corruption. These processes can be simplifi ed 
and made available as web-based services. 
Initially, these services could include birth 
certifi cate, death certifi cate, proof of residence, 
and ration/ID cards. Other processes can be 
added over a period of time. This approach will 
require each state to implement these processes 
in concert and learn from each other.

3. Common standards — At present, various 
state governments are choosing their own ways 
of selectively computerizing their processes 
and provide E-governance. Many of these 
programmes are vendor-driven and not scalable. 
It is critical to develop and enforce citizen/
business entitlement standards uniformly over 
all states and central ministries and functions, 
spanning from voting, taxes, certifi cates, 
fi nancial products, law-enforcement and 
welfare for individuals, properties of land, 
institutions, businesses etc. These standards 
should not be hardware-centric and vendor 
dependent but should enable easy participation 
by any State, Panchayat Institution, business, 
NGO or citizen, whenever they decide. These 
standards, templates and data formats must be 
designed carefully by teams of experts drawn 
from government, IT companies, academia, 
R&D institutions and users or stakeholders 
who understand latest trends, technology, 
software, user interfaces and interoperability 
requirements. NKC recommends that all state 
governments follow these standards. At the 
same time, it is also conscious of the need to 

E-governance
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incorporate some of the standards followed by 
state governments.

4. Best practices and lessons from the past — 
A great deal of work has already been done 
in various central ministries and in state 
governments. The key is to learn from these 
and design best practices that are affordable 
and applicable nationwide to ensure ease of 
use and interoperability. NKC notes that the 
Government’s own offi ces, laboratories, and 
directorates have an immense amount of useful 
and relevant data (e.g. the seven centres of the 
National Bureau of Soil Science and Land 
Use Planning - NBSSLUP), which needs to 
be digitized and made publicly accessible for 
use and analysis. Data collected by one agency 
should be made available across all agencies 
as well as to the public, subject to national 
security considerations.

5. National infrastructure — It is important 
to provide secure broadband infrastructure 
and associated hardware, software and 
hosting facilities nationwide with easy access 
at all levels. This infrastructure should be 
based on a ‘user pays’ principle and public-
private partnership in investments and 
mutual accountability and effi ciency. This 
infrastructure creation should be led by the 
Central Government to enforce a high level 
of security, uniformity and standards at every 
interface, regardless of state language, culture, 
legacy and fi nancial health.

6. Web-based services  — To enforce standards 
and to keep the governance uniformly 
responsive and transparent, it is recommended 
that state governments use templates created 
by the Central Government to offer  localized 
data and services in Indian languages. In this 
model, the private sector can invest in creation 
of access-infrastructure and building relevant 
business models for user-fee collection and 
its sharing across all stakeholders, to ensure 
sustainability and adaptation for future needs. 
This also implies that all public institutions will 
make sure that all public data is available on the 
web.

7. Open source software — Because of the 
enormous size and scope of the E-governance 
effort in India and because of the availability of 
globally recognized software talent of Indians, 
we must actively encourage open source 
software implementations and open standards 
wherever possible. This will allow us to have 
cost-effective solutions and help develop open 
software products and standards. It will also 
help improve scaling up and minimize delays 
caused by repeat tendering.

8. Specialist CITO (Chief Information 
Technology Offi cer) — Each state and major 
central government departments must create 
an empowered chief information technology 
offi cer, with relevant expertise and skills in the 
domain subject and IT usage. These posts must 
be fi lled on open recruitment and draw the best 
and the brightest from India’s technologically 
qualifi ed talent. These offi cers should be paid 
market salaries and have a three-year contract 
with the Government, which can be renewed 
depending on performance.

9. New national programmes — As government 
plans to spend hundreds of thousands of 
crores on Bharat Nirman, Rural Employment 
Guarantee Scheme, and urban development 
initiatives, it is recommended that we 
mandate that each of these programmes 
begin with well engineered E-governance 
implementation and web-interface that ensures 
speedy delivery, productivity and effi ciency. 
It is recommended to invest one to two 
per cent of the national programme budget 
in establishing new processes and associated 
E-governance infrastructure to improve delivery 
and reduce leakages.

10. Focused organization — For national 
E-governance to succeed, it is critical to create an 
appropriate central organization with structures 
that can operate in a mission mode, with full 
autonomy and accountability. NKC recommends 
creation of an organization with a Chief 
Executive Offi cer (CEO), with board members 
drawn from the IT industry and government to 
redesign processes and procedures, to represent 
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a multiplicity of stakeholders and diversity in 
domain expertise, and to drive the national 
E-governance plan with facilitation from the 
CIT Ministry.

The task of this organization shall include but not 
be limited to:
a) administrative reforms related to process 

re-engineering 
b) providing and maintaining common national 

ICT infrastructure for E-governance
c) providing leadership and framework for 

implementation, with immediate focus on 
selected mission mode projects ; and 

d) providing a neutral consulting framework and 
standards for E-governance with the help of 
CITOs

There is a need to re-engineer our processes fi rst to 
change our basic governance pattern for simplicity, 
transparency, productivity and effi ciency, to select 
10 to 20 important services that make a critical 
difference, to offer web-based services, develop 
common standards and deploy a common platform 
or infrastructure for E-governance to make it citizen-
centric.

As a next step, NKC recommends focusing on 
the organizational issues related to re-engineering 
government processes with strong committed 
leadership, autonomy, fl exibility, clarity of purpose, 
predefi ned deliverables, measurable milestones and 
periodic monitoring in order to implement the 
national E-governance programme within three to 
fi ve years.

E-governance






