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UGC Rebranded

Promising autonomy without relaxing political controls does not qualify as reform

TOI Editorials

i , . #! It is widely accepted by now that education is India’s best bet

— - F ﬁ if it is to adapt and prosper in the midst of radical

U technological and political changes - such as automation and

- B4 the rise of protectionism - that are disrupting the global

U economy. Crucially, this calls for a fundamental reorganisation

. of higher education. The draft bill mandating a new Higher

Education Commission of India (HECI) to replace the

University Grants Commission (UGC) zeroes in on the problem

of poor quality of Indian higher education, and ticks boxes in terms of wanting to promote autonomy of

institutions and academic standards. Yet there is ground for grave scepticism on whether HECI can
rectify UGC'’s flaws which effectively hobble higher education.
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7 UNVERSITY GRAVTS COMMSSION

Empowered to allocate grants and ensure standards in higher education, UGC ended up as a bureaucratic
exercise in centralisation. Now the Union human resource development ministry will take over the grant
giving function of UGC. HECI has been tasked with specifying learning outcomes, laying down teaching
and research standards, evaluating yearly academic performance, and promoting research. But without
the ability to offer monetary and other incentives for those scoring high on its regulatory watch HECI will,
in itself, be reduced to a toothless tiger. As if to overcome this fundamental flaw, the ministry seems to be
compensating HECI with penal powers that reflect the hyper-regulatory approach of a licence raj.
Institutions not meeting HECI standards can be closed down and individuals heading them can even face
imprisonment. But fear only breeds insecurity and constrains growth.

Quality cannot be decreed by government fiat and punitive measures. Among other things, they will
surely prevent top flight foreign educational institutions from opening branches in India. Instead,
institutions must be given autonomy and allowed to fail in a competitive market. Funding flows can also
be used as a tool to incentivise quality. UGC’s quality assessment and accreditation body, NAAC, having
audited just 40% of universities and 20% of colleges by 2016 - despite being in existence for over 20
years - attests to the failure of bureaucratic centralisation. Allowing competent, independent agencies to
undertake this accreditation function - the US has pursued this model for decades - would ensure
constant monitoring and accelerate progress towards the regulator’s quality goals. Light touch regulation
with built in incentives is the best way to reform higher education.
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SNael TR & deelra M arell I RAC qarch § fob STefarg gRacs & 3@ & 2050 o #RA &
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qiferEard, freldid 3R SiTaeer & A8 9RA & ¢ ¥ AR & e & g Rae Rfad & arelr £
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THE HINDU

Reform 101: On higher education

More thought is needed on the proposed requlatory body for higher education
Editorial

The provisions of the new Higher Education Commission of India (HECI) Bill drafted by the Centre have
far-reaching implications for the expansion and quality of human resource development, at a time when
access to skill-building and educational opportunity are vitally important. There were 864 recognised
universities and 40,026 colleges in the country in 2016-17, while the gross enrolment ratio of students
was only about 26%. To put this in perspective, there were only 20 universities and 500 colleges at the
time of Independence. Previous attempts at system reform involving expert committees and even
legislation to create a new body for higher education and research had advocated changes, with an
emphasis on promoting autonomy, access, inclusion and opportunity for all.

That challenging goal will fall to the HECI, the proposed successor body to the University Grants
Commission. For this very reason, the Centre should give sufficient time to academia, the teaching
community and society at large to submit considered opinions on the draft proposals. Among the key
questions that need resolution is the future role of multiple regulatory bodies that currently exist for
engineering, medicine and law; the Yash Pal Committee had recommended that they should be brought
under the ambit of a single commission. There is a case to include other professional education streams
as well, including architecture and nursing. The aim should be to set academic benchmarks for each
stream, with sufficient autonomy to innovate on courses and encourage studies across disciplines.

Among the more contentious issues arising out of the draft Bill is the Centre’s decision to shift grant-
giving powers for higher education institutions to the Ministry of Human Resource Development or a
separate body. The UGC has been doing this so far, covering a variety of functions, and whatever the
flaws, it ensured a separation of funding decisions from political considerations. Maintaining a balance on
allocation of funds and ensuring transparency will now depend on the proposed advisory council to the
HECI. It is welcome that the States are represented on the advisory council, giving it a federal character,
although it is the Centre that will have the final say in all matters, not even the apex HECL

At a broader level, higher education is challenged today by fast-paced technological changes affecting the
economy and the need to create a workforce that has the requisite skills. Reform should, therefore, lead
to the creation of an agency that has the intellectual corpus to help universities and colleges adapt, and
the vision to plan for public funding in the emerging spheres of activity. There is a positive attempt in the
draft legislation to weed out degree mills and dubious training institutions, with a provision for
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prosecution and imprisonment of management officials who defy the HECI. Yet, this will take political
will, given that over the past three decades laissez faire expansion of higher education has been pursued
purely for commercial motives.



