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Abstract
It is amazing all has been achieved by us in the last two decades

in terms of reforms in education. Right from the moment the

internet opened the doors to knowledge there has been no

looking back. The 21st century will be the “Knowledge Century.

The economic and social transformation of India in the 21st

century will depend in large part on knowledge. Only knowledge

can provide the foundations of an inclusive society. This paper

describes the initiative by Prime Minister of India, Dr. Man

Mohan Singh to reform the Indian economy into Knowledge

Economy by making reformation in higher education of India.

The Knowledge Commission has come forward with creative

ideas to promote the ‘knowledge base’ of Indian economy and

to exploit the vast latent potential. The aim is to take India on

the top of the world economy in knowledge by enhancing access

to knowledge, reinvigorating institutions where knowledge

concepts are imparted, creating a world class environment for

creation of knowledge, promoting applications of knowledge

for sustained and inclusive growth and using knowledge

applications in efficient delivery of public places.
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Introduction

US President Barack Obama while on his visit to India

got firsthand account of how It has revolutionized life

in rural India, when villagers of Kanpura near Ajmer

interacted with him in Mumbai through video

conference. After a short introduction by National

Knowledge Commission Chairman Sam Pitoda,

Obama spoke to the villagers who shared the benefits

of broadband penetration-from online medical

consultation, education and local e-governance. The

President expressed happiness about the progress

being made with the aid of IT. The villager’s

interaction was coordinated by Union Minister of

State for Communications and IT Sachin Pilot, who

said It was not just about exporting services, but was

also about changing lifestyle of rural India. Much of

what the President said could, however, not be heard

because of poor audio quality!

The above incident depicts very clearly the gist of the

rapid change taking place in the rural countryside of

India. On one side is the absolutely rural populace

and on the other are the sweeping winds of change.

The reform agenda set by Minister of Human

Resource Development (MHRD) is a clear sign that
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the time is ripe for considering a major restructuring

of the education system in India. Higher education

(College and university education) has along been

viewed as an area where major interventions by

Parliament and Government may be necessary. The

process of reform has been speeded up by the

extraordinary haste with dozens of new institutions

having been created, the controversies over

corruption in the accreditation processes, the growing

pressure for creation of private institutions of higher

learning, the challenges posed by the impending entry

of foreign institutions and the growing realization

that the best of India’s institutions must complete

with the best in the world. Reform is being

contemplated within a framework that abounds with

constraints. The demands for equity must be balanced

by the imperatives of excellence. The rules of the

game for public, private and foreign institutions may

have to be different, but the playing field must be

largely even, if public institutions are to stem the

tide of decay.

Everyone will agree that there is no homogeneity in

rules. What may be allowed for you may just not be

feasible for some private player. There has been an

unhealthy growth in number of Universities in recent

years literally giving new meaning to the word

“mushrooming”! Many of universities and colleges, at

places look like residential rooms, with no faculty,

and literally sale of degrees and absolutely no

research. We encourage rote system of learning,

cramming. Knowledge, as such, is not given much

importance. There is rigidity in course and teachers

are not free to experiment. Massive increase in

tutorial colleges has rendered the whole education

system helpless and completely at the mercy of

coaching institutes. Every school going child boasts of

tuition and tuition teachers. With regimentation of

curriculum and irrelevant political intervention the

educational institutes have slowly succumbed to the

power politics. Everybody who is not an educationist

seems to be the most knowledgeable and an expert in

advising how to run schools and colleges! There are

non-academic interventions in all their hues. The

most amazing has been the increase in the specialized

form of universities like engineering university,

medical, law etc. All these make it amply clear that

the need of the hour was a neutral knowledge

commission.

National Knowledge Commission
While identifying the key focus areas the Commission

took care to ensure identification of diverse

stakeholders and understanding major issues in the

area. Constitution of Working Groups and organizing

or workshops/seminars, extensive formal and

informal consultations with concerned experts and

stakeholders became the initial points. They had

consultation with administrative Ministries & the

Planning Commission. Elaborate discussion in NKC to

finalize recommendations in the form of letter to the

PM from the Chairman was done. Letter to PM

containing key recommendations, first steps, financial

implications etc. supported by the relevant

explanatory documents by NKC are available on the

net and they are crystal clear about the way to

proceed on this onerous task. Dissemination of

recommendations to state govts., civil society and

other stakeholders has been done in a phased manner.

The next big task was initiating the implementation

of the recommendations under the aegis of the Prime

Minister’s Office. It could not have been easy

coordinating and following up implementation of

proposals. Lot many working Groups like from

Libraries, Language, Agriculture, Health Information

Network, Undergraduate Education, Medical

Education, Legal Education, Management Education,

Engineering Education, Traditional Health System,

More Students in Maths and Science, open and

Distance Education have been considered.

The recommendations on Workshops/Seminars

include Literacy, Translation, Networks, School

Education, Muslim Education, vocational Education,

open and Distance Education, Intellectual Property

Rights, Science and Technology, Agriculture, Open

Education Resources. Surveys on Health Information

Network, Traditional Health System, and

Entrepreneurship are to be encouraged.

Regulation of the Education Sector
The strongly federal nature of our governing

structures dictates that Centre-State relationships must

be balanced and cooperative. Both state governments

and institutions view excessive ministerial interest

with suspicion; reform measures can often be

mistaken for attempts to interfere with local

autonomy. The heavy and often clumsy, hand of

bureaucracy can ensure that even the best of

intentions are misinterpreted by institutions which
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jealously guard autonomy. Over the last couple of

years the National Knowledge Commission (NKC)

and the MHRD, using the Yashpal Committee, have

produced reports that spell out the contours of a

reform agenda.

Regulation of the education sector has become a

critical area with the rapid growth of private

institutions. Higher education is now a commodity to

be sold and the pressures of the marketplace build up

rapidly. The manner in which institutions are

accredited and permitted to award degrees has been

the subject of much recent discussion. Inevitably

regulatory authorities, who have served admirably

for many years after their inception, crumble under

modern day pressures. Corrupting existing institutions

and hastening their decay has unfortunately been a

characteristic of India’s turbulent, and at times

dramatic, growth over the last three decades. The

NKC and Yashpal Committee reports are an attempt

to address the issues raised by the crumbling

foundations of the higher education enterprise in

India, even as the sector is poised for unprecedented

growth. These reviews have resulted in the drafting

of legislation that intends to provide the foundations

for reform and restructuring of higher education in

India. The National Commission for Higher Education

and Research Bill 2010 (NCHERB) has been introduced

as ‘an act to provide for the determination,

coordination, maintenance of standards in, and

promotion of, higher education and research,

including university education, technical and

professional education other than agricultural and

medical education’. The bill, as drafted, places

agriculture and medicine on a different pedestal;

undoubtedly a recognition of political realities and

the zealousness with which ministerial turf is

guarded in Delhi, rather than the more esoteric

grounds of academic unity.

Conclusion

It is time that the word ‘education’ is used and

understood in its broadest sense. The distinctions in

educating students (and teachers) in different

disciplines need to be blurred and indeed removed. In

a sense the draft Act seems to suggest that this may

happen when it states that its purposes will be

achieved by establishing the ‘National Commission

for Higher Education and Research (NCHER)’. Three

broad areas may be excluded from the ambit of the

proposed Commission; agriculture, medicine and law.

This is a clear tribute to the power and influence of

ministries and councils which controls these areas.

The curricula and requirements for degrees in these

disciplines will lie outside the scope of the

Commission to examine. Institutions in these areas

will continue to operate as they have always done.

The Act aims ‘to further promote the autonomy of

higher educational institutions for the free pursuit of

knowledge and innovation, and for facilitating access,

inclusion and opportunities to all, and providing for

comprehensive and holistic growth of higher

education and research in a competitive global

environment through reform and renovation; and to

provide for an advisory mechanism of eminent peers

in academia’. Opening paragraphs of the Act unveil

two new bodies; the National Commission and the

body of ‘eminent peers’. It is in Chapter III that the

‘collegium’ is unveiled as a body ‘consisting of core

Fellows and co-opted Fellows, being persons of

eminence and integrity in academia in higher

education and research’. The collegium will advise

and ‘recommend to the Commission a vision on the

emerging trends in different fields of knowledge’. It

will draw up panels of three persons for each

position in the National Commission. It will

‘recommend for inclusion in the National Registry’

names of ‘persons eligible and qualified to be

appointed as Vice-Chancellor of a university or the

head of an institution of national importance’. In the

last few years the procedures for appointing

institutional heads has degenerated to a level where

any person of real or perceived ‘eminence’ is unlikely

to be comfortable advancing a candidature. The

‘national registry’ seems both undignified and

impractical. Surely, well intentioned ‘search

committees’ carefully appointed by the National

Commission will serve the purpose.
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