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Suppose a job appli-
cant came to you
and said that he was
a 2nd class English
graduate of Agra
University. What
does that convey?

Can this person, for instance,
write a two-page essay in English
that has a structure and an argu-
ment with fewgrammatical errors?
Ifnot, what exactly can the person
do that he could not.have ifhe had
simply stopped studying after
high school? What skills has he
learnt in the three additional
years ofeducation?

The answers to these ques-
tions speak to one of the most
crucial challenges facing Indian
higher education: its quality.
Whenever Indians think about
quality in higher education they
mentally jump to the IITs and
IIMs, which have justifiably
become international brand
names. Yes,there are other names
that also signal quality, be it the
venerable IISc and ISI, the new
National Law Schools, the dozen
or so well-known medical schools
and perhaps a score of what one
might call liberal arts undetgrad-
uate colleges. There are some
more enrolled in design, architec-
ture and fme arts; add them all up,
and its about 50-60,000students
out of a total of more than 12mil-
lion enrolled in higher education
that we are talking about.

Let's double the number.
That's still 1per cent that attracts
all the attention. Newspapers run

breaking stories' of who gets in
and breathless stories ofjob place-
ments and skyrocketing salaries.
Intellectuals passionately argue
the case for afl1rmative action
in thes;e institutions to advance
social justice. And politicians of
all hues lobby to get an lIT or an
IIMlocated in their state.

Pity the remaining 99per cent.
How many newspaper stories
have you read about just what
jobs the graduates of the local
college or agriculture university
got? Or intellectuals getting as
passionate for the social justice
denied to the vast majority con-
demned to a mediocre education?
Or politicians getting excited
about the lack of a good agricul-
ture university or nursing school
in their state?' The 11thPlan has set

ambitious goals for raising
the quality of Indian higher
education amongst
which is the setting up
of 14 "world-class"
universities ,

The 11thPlan has set ambitious
goals for raising the quality of
Indian higher education amongst
which is the setting up of 14
"world-class" universities. It's a
laudable goal, but what's puzzling
is that somehow it is seen as some-
thing that needs to be done from
scratch. In fact, in most of our
major cities we have the nucleus
of world-class universities. In
Bangalore, suppose one had an
umbrella that covered IIM-B

These are among the lucky few'

along with National Law School,
IISc and St John's Medical Col-
lege. Right there India has a
world-class university with excel-
lent business, law, and medical
schools and science and engineer~
ing. The same .couldbe the case
in Ahmedabad,' if one combined,
for example, 11M-A,with NID,
PRL and SAC. In Delhi, if one
could manage a creative merger
offour-five of the best undergrad
colleges with the Delhi School of
Economics, ISI, lIT-Delhi, NPL,
AlIMS and National Institute of
Immunology, for sure the result-
ing institution would be on any
top 500list. In Hyderabad, there's
CCMB, NMRL, lIlT, the new lIT
and NALSARLaw College- again
their combined strength would
be formidable. Chennai, Kolkata

and Mumbai also offer similar
possibilities. That's seven possi-
ble world-class universities.

The essential requirements
for quality higher education are
basically three: concentration of
talent, both students and faculty;
financial resources that are sub-
stantial and stable; and govern-
ance, especially autonomy on
teaching, research, admissions,
hiring and pay. All great univer-
sities have these in abundant
measure. India's best higher
education institutions have them
as well,with one major caveat:
they are single-dimensional;
rather than the multiple faculties
that are the hallmark of a great
university.

The proposal to create new
"world-class" universities ignores

a fundamental reality. The only
way this can happen in the foresee-
able future is if these institutions
massively cannibalise faculty
from India's existing high quality
institutions. It was recently re-
ported that a UGCstudy covering
14central universities found that
42per cent of posts at the level of
professor, 29per cent at the reader
level and 34per cent at the lecturer
level are lying vacant. Further
rapid expansion can only result in
robbing Peter to pay Paul. And
frankly any claims otherwise are
simply farcical.

Combining existing institu-
tions of excellence under a com-
mon umbrella may seem ludicrous
- who ever thought ofmergers and
acquisitions in higher education?
But the idea is less radical than
it sounds. Great universities have
strong federal structures that
give their constituent colleges
autonomy on most issues that
matter .Yet the whole is more than
the sum ofits parts. If India spends
Rs 500 crore to build common
systems and infrastructure for
each of the seven possibilities out-
lined above, there's a reasonable
possibility that it couldbuild seven
world-class universities in a cou-
ple of decades. If, however, it
persists with its existing blue-
print, it has almost no chance and
that too will come at the cost of
eXisting institutions. And it still
leaves the daunting challenge of
how to improve the quality ofthe'
remaining 99per cent.
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