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Challenges in Indian higher education 
 
India’s higher education system is the third largest in the 
world. Before 1900, there were only a few modern uni-
versities, located in Bombay, Calcutta, Madras and Allaha-
bad. Later, during 1900–1950, several other universities 
flourished, such as Banaras Hindu University, University 
of Mysore, Osmania University, Aligarh Muslim Univer-
sity, University of Delhi, etc. Most of them became well 
known nationally and internationally. In addition, we had 
institutions/research laboratories like IACS, IISc, ISI and 
the CSIR labs. During the next 50 years, a large number 
of institutions and universities, including six IITs were 
established. For any country, the key to achieving social 
and economic development is to strengthen its higher 
education system, which is dependent on various verti-
cals, including primary education. There is much to dis-
cuss on improving India’s primary education system, and 
in many ways, it is far more challenging than improving 
the higher education system.  
 The 21st century is witnessing an academic revolution 
as a large number of universities and institutions (new 
IITs, NITs, IIITs, IIMs, SPAs, AIIMS, etc.) are being  
established. Our flagship institutions, viz. IITs have  
increased from 6 to 23. IISERs are a new initiative to 
strengthen science education in the country, which over-
all has been a successful one. It is critical that a country 
of India’s size should maintain a large base of quality 
higher education system with a sufficient number of uni-
versities/institutions in order to serve the needs of the 
second largest population of the world. For this, capacity 
building is paramount, but poor infrastructure often  
becomes the stumbling block to increase the capacity. For 
the academic systems to host and support a large number 
of young undergraduate and doctoral students, the infra-
structure of institutions must be robust. Given rapid  
developments all over the country, some luxuries of the 
20th century must now be sacrificed. Vast expansive 
campuses may not be viable any longer. While expanding 
the academic system, we should be sensitive to resource 
optimization. Footprints of new buildings should be  
minimized in order to save land for agriculture and other 
infrastructure requirements. At the same time, an empha-
sis on keeping campuses green, with ample number of 
trees and playgrounds is essential. Knowledge can flou-
rish in green campuses with physical spaces dedicated to 
research, teaching, study, residences and social activities. 

 Despite the academic revolution in the 21st century, a 
significant number of universities and institutions are 
struggling to create an impact on the world map of aca-
demia. It appears that these academic systems have large-
ly suffered from poor management and governance. 
Although centrally aided academic systems have fared 
better, lack of passionate academic leadership, coupled 
with suboptimal funding, has slowly crippled the academic 
edge of several institutions. Decades-old archaic ordin-
ances and rules set forth by the regulatory agencies, not 
only rein the spirit of academic freedom and excellence, 
but also limit the flexibility of running a large university 
system. A solution to this is to implement the newly  
approved National Education Policy (NEP-2020) true to 
its spirit and in a critical fashion. Although funds crunch 
is quite often mentioned and is justifiable to some extent, 
money alone cannot be the solution. Also, at some places 
spending was a challenge than funding. A major reform 
in governance structure and managerial aspects is re-
quired so that good practices can be implemented. A top–
down approach, by choosing good leaders and enabling 
them with robust policies, can have immediate impact in 
any system. For long-lasting impact, we must recommit 
ourselves to the building-blocks of the institutions – the 
faculty, staff and students. 
 There is often a talk on availability and shortage of 
quality faculty. However, we should be bold enough to 
ask ourselves why a quality faculty should choose to join 
our academic system. Once we answer this question and 
course-correct, we will be able to attract good people for 
faculty positions. We must make faculty positions attrac-
tive for young talent to be eager to join our academic in-
stitutions. Although salaries may not be negotiable, we 
should be able to offer quality labs, computing clusters, 
opportunities for collaboration, and research autonomy to 
candidates aspiring to teach and conduct research in aca-
demic institutions. What has helped in hiring more  
talented faculty is the rolling advertisements that several 
premier institutions have implemented. This dynamic 
process of hiring faculty should be implemented in all the 
universities. Heads of the academic system, Deans and 
Heads of various departments should be proactive in hir-
ing faculty members through head-hunting. They should 
not wait to get an application, but approach promising 
candidates either directly or through the universities. 
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Once good facilities for teaching and research are pro-
vided to faculty members, institutions/universities should 
set high expectations. There should be an intense evalua-
tion process to assess the quality of research output, moti-
vating each and every faculty to push the boundaries of 
scientific research and strive for excellence. In addition to 
periodic review of faculty members and the staff, our 
academic leaders (VC, Director, DD, Deans and Heads) 
should encourage internal reviews to find opportunities for 
improvement and shed light on administrative blind-spots. 
 While we hear of a shortage of quality faculty, we do 
not talk enough about the shortage of well-trained non-
teaching officers/staff members. The latter are equally 
important and crucial in managing day-to-day work. Aca-
demic and administrative staff are the backbone of the 
governance and management in the academic system. In 
the absence of competent non-teaching officers/staff, 
most premier institutions turn to top-heavy management 
by appointing many Deans/Associate Deans to help the 
system. Instead of this, we must invest in training and 
hiring quality administrative/technical staff and equip 
them adequately. This will not only increase jobs in aca-
demia, but also allow experienced researchers to focus on 
their area of expertise. 
 India produces annually more than 10,000 doctoral 
students in science and around 8000 students in engineer-
ing subjects. Given the low numbers relative to the size 
of the country, one would expect outstanding quality of 
doctoral research. However, this is not the case across  
India. Variation in the quality of Ph.Ds remains a prime 
concern and reflects clearly in the overall shortage of 
competent faculty in all the academic systems. What re-
mains severely lacking is genuine academic discourse,  
research interactions and training in the philosophy of  
research. For India to be at the forefront of science and 
technology, we need to urgently look at the Ph.D. grant-
ing higher education system and provide fresh gover-
nance paradigms to make a difference. This absolutely 
requires capable academicians to provide necessary lea-
dership as Heads of the institutions, research laboratories, 
and universities, in order to nurture young talent and  
establish superior research ambience. Premier academic 
systems like the IITs, IISc, IISERs and a handful of  
universities are a shining example of reasonably good 
academic governance and have produced quality under-
graduate, postgraduate and Ph.D. students who contribute 
to India’s academic and research prowess. 
 Centrally funded research laboratories, set up with a 
mission to start industrially relevant science research in 
the country, possess some elements of governance struc-
ture similar to premier institutions. However, it is impera-
tive that we introspect and review these laboratories, with 
a clear focus on the future. It is often debated that many 
of these research laboratories will serve a better purpose 
if they could be integrated with nearby institutions/ 
universities. Such an arrangement will create a symbiotic 

relationship between laboratories and universities. This 
will not only strengthen applied research in the universi-
ties, but also allow research laboratories to utilize expe-
rienced and trained personnel and their infrastructure to 
promote interdisciplinary research. These approaches will 
be successful only through effective coordination  
between Heads of the institutions to realize the goal of 
globally competitive, flexible university systems. 
 An answer to many of the problems and concerns 
raised here, is to build a system that grooms effective 
leaders. For any sustained development, it is imperative 
that a stream of able and proactive leaders be available 
for the ever-increasing number of institutions. The pres-
ence of an effective academic leader can bring minimal 
bureaucracy hurdles and allow for quick implementation 
of the desired goals, targets and long-term vision. This 
means that authorities must recruit the right kind of indi-
viduals to head organizations. Also, this should be done 
before the term of the current incumbent is over, with a 
smooth transition of power set in place. The current pro-
cedure, where applications are sought for the top position, 
should be re-examined. In fact, the search and selection 
committees may find able candidates to head academic 
systems. A thorough search process for selecting an  
academician with an excellent teaching, research and  
administration track record minimizes the possibility of 
catastrophic failure. In fact, a study by A. H. Goodall, 
(Research Policy, 2009, 28, 1079–1092) reports that a 
university performs better with a scholar-leader. The suc-
cess of several academic systems is proof of this study. 
 Finally, it is high time that our Government embarks 
on the advancement of education and research as an im-
portant national mission. There must be serious discus-
sions about replacing the current University Acts/statutes 
by new ones – similar to IITs/IISERs. Fellowships and 
funds should be available for doing research in areas  
directly relevant to issues of water, energy, food, security, 
etc., which should be critically assessed by national and 
international experts. A renewed emphasis must also be 
given to arts and humanities; science on its own can only 
bring technological change. However, for everlasting im-
pactful change, we must equally invest in the arts and 
humanities. It is important that we develop a new gover-
nance and accountability model for all public-funded in-
stitutions/universities, and create a vibrant ecosystem 
where quality higher education and cutting-edge research 
can flourish simultaneously with critically acclaimed 
academicians at the helm of affairs overlooking growth, 
development and good governance at every stage. 
 

Vinod K. Singh 
 
Department of Chemistry,  
Indian Institute of Technology Kanpur, 
Kanpur 208 016, India 
e-mail: vinodks@iitk.ac.in 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


