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Abstract 
 

Indian knowledge tradition can be traced back to the 5th century BC with the 
creation of the ancient universities of Takshasila and Nalanda, based on the 
Indian concepts on education of being philanthropic in nature. Modern 
western education, introduced in India by the British Raj came to be funded 
mostly by the Union or State governments. 
At the world level, several efforts have been undertaken to create research 
universities. One such is the Bologna Process, intended to shape the future of 
HE in Europe, while facilitating student mobility across the globe. An 
ambitious reform process, it attempts to answer some of Europe’s social and 
economic challenges by enhancing the quality of its education, research 
capacity and graduate employability. In the United States, HE is influenced by 
three major philosophical beliefs that shape American life – freedom of 
expression, capitalism and the belief in the rationality of markets, and a 
commitment to equal opportunity and social mobility. 
HE in India has undergone various changes through the reforms introduced by 
various commissions like the Radhakrishnan Commission, Kothari 
Commission, Yashpal Committee and Indian Knowledge Commission. 
Conscious that research universities are at the pinnacle of any higher 
education system, the BRIC countries have come together to strengthen HE by 
building research universities , contributing thus to economic and scientific 
development. The thrust is on providing an impetus to skill development in 
the context of the emergence of new technologies in a fast expanding global 
economy. 
This paper attempts to trace the roots of Indian education in general and 
higher education in particular through the ages and the changes brought about 
with and without the involvement of the State. 
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From Knowledge Tradition to Knowledge Economy: Positive Interludes in 
Indian Higher Education 
Indian knowledge tradition can be traced back to the 5th century BC with the creation 
of the ancient universities of Takshasila and Nalanda.Based on the Indian concepts on 
education, the universities were philanthropic in nature. Modern western education 
introduced by the colonial powers was intended primarily to provide the necessary 
manpower for the clerical work of the Raj. Modern Indian universities were modelled 
after their British counterparts.  Funded mostly by the Union or State governments, 
they continued to mimic the west in the creation and dissemination of knowledge. 

The educational imbalances that existed during the pre-independence era 
called for urgent reforms when India became independent in 1947, more so because of 
a rapid expanding population and the need to raise the standards of living. Educational 
planning being an essential part of economic and social planning, young independent 
India had to initiate changes in its educational system and policies, taking into account 
the changing needs and post-colonial aspirations. 

The Higher Education Commission constituted in 1948 under the 
chairmanship of Dr. S. Radhakrishnan was intended for the purpose of reconstructing 
university education for a national cultural resurgence as well as to meet the 
requirements of scientific, technical and other manpower of a developing nation. 
Besides laying stress on the introduction of general education throughout school and 
college, the focus of the Commission was on the development of universities as 
centres of research. With adequate funding by the central government for effective 
functioning, professional education was the main thrust of these centres. Realizing 
that qualitative improvements in education had not kept pace with the increasing 
expansions, the Government of India appointed the Kothari Commission in July 1964. 
Headed by Prof. D.S. Kothari, the Commission proposed radical changes to meet the 
demands of a democratic and socialistic society. The sixth in the history of education 
commissions and the most comprehensive in nature, this commission reviewed almost 
all aspects of the education system, prime among them being, qualitative 
improvement to achieve international standardsand expansion of educational facilities 
based on manpower needs and equal educational opportunities. As a follow-up to the 
Education Commission Report (ECR), the National policy on education was framed 
in 1968 with its stress on quality improvement at all stages withmore attention to 
science and technology. The policy also suggested a review of the progress of 
development every five years. Despite some achievements, the lack of a proper 
strategy of implementation resulted in the failure to address problems of access, 
quality, quantity, utility and financial outlay. The National Education Policy (NEP) of 
1986 promised to fulfill its promiseswith its policy of inclusion. A Committee headed 
by Prof Yashpal, former Chairman of the UGC was constituted to look into the 
anomalies. The Committeesubmitted its report to the Ministry of Human Resource 
Development (MHRD) on June 24, 1993. The highlights of the report were the 
scrapping of all higher education regulatory bodies and the creation of a seven 
member Commission for Higher Education and Research (CHER), academic 
autonomy and a multi-disciplinary approach to learning which proposed the inclusion 
of the arts and humanities in IITs and IIMs. 
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Though much water has flowed down the bridge ever since, a closer look at 
the Indian educational scenario in the 21st century does not present a rosypicture. 
Despite India’s economy doing well at the global level, the anomalies in Indian 
universities continue to be dismal, striking among them being, poor instructional 
quality, lack of adequate research culture, and absence of intellectual training to 
survive in a global economy. Although there is no dearth of employees, there is an 
acute shortage of employees with critical and creative skills required to become major 
producers of new knowledge and application. An outmoded system of governance, 
corruption at different levels, lack of accountability and a rigid control by the 
government add to the ills of Indian University education, notwithstanding the 
withdrawal of state funding which has led to the compartmentalization of higher 
education though the participation of private players who more often than not flourish 
merely by catering to the market forces. 

Would it then be preposterous to say that our more than five thousand year old 
engagement with education is facing a threat in the garb of forces that promise to be 
harbingers of change in the context of a globalized world?According to the last Indian 
Education Review (6 Aug2014) the UGC’s regulation of higher education institutions 
has come under attack and a committee is to be constituted to evaluate and suggest 
means to overcome the anomalies prevalent in the existing system. 

Despite an unprecedented demand for and a great diversification in higher 
education (HE), the reality is that HE is faced with great challenges and difficulties 
related to financing, equity, staff development, skill based training, enhancing and 
preservation of quality in teaching methods, research and consultancy services, 
relevance of programs, employability as well as efficient co-operation agreements that 
allow for equitable access to the benefits of international co-operation. At the same 
time, HE is being challenged by new opportunities relating to technologies that can 
help improve the ways in which knowledge can be produced, managed, disseminated, 
accessed and controlled. 

If sustainable development is the concern of a developing nation, then the 
thrust should be on producing skilled people and promoting innovative potential 
which can be achieved only through qualityperspectives in higher education and 
research institutions. 

The purpose of research should not end with the creation, dissemination and 
preservation of knowledge. It should lead not only to the evolution of new ideas but 
also serve the purpose it is intended for, i.e. respond effectively to socio-economic 
realities to effectuate changes. A sustained effort from the part of all concerned – the 
researcher, the governing body and the administrators would be necessary if real 
research has to be cultivated. 

Lessons can be learnt from the Bologna process which is a reform process that 
“attempts to answer some of Europe's social and economic challenges by enhancing 
the quality of its education, research capacity and graduate employability," according 
to Andrew Miller, deputy director, Communications, European University 
Association (EUA). At a survey conducted, 97 % of students felt that it was important 
to provide students with knowledge and skills needed to succeed in the labour 
market.A large majority of students also felt that it was important for higher education 
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institutions to foster innovation and an entrepreneurial mindset among students and 
staff as well as the possibility of doing internships in private enterprises as part of the 
study programme. 

Research universities are the pride of any higher education system and the 
philosophy of the BRICs nations enforces this. The ‘Memorandum of Understanding’ 
whichhas been drawn up to provide a formal framework for scientific and technical 
cooperation, would cover funding and the creation of guiding protocols for 
cooperative projects. The idea of designated nodal points for each creative theme is 
meant to help establish national research teams and coordinate their activities. 

Anthony Giddens (1991) notes that in contemporary Indian debates, the 
adverse impact of colonization has led nationalists to believe that modernization 
(mistaken for westernization) should be opposed as it poses major threats to local 
cultural traditions. On the other hand, modernists believe globalization to be an 
opportunity for Indians to show their creative ingenuity and innovation and work on 
long needed reforms that would help India emerge as a global market in higher 
education. 

Given the advantageous demographic dividend of a working population half of 
which consists of youth 15-34 years old, a considerable English speaking middle class 
and a strong global diasporic presence, India has the potential to develop a world class 
system of higher education. Altbach’s (2012) recommendation of a combination of 
specific conditions and resources that include sustained financial support with an 
appropriate mix of accountability and autonomy; the development of a clearly 
differentiated academic system; well planned and executed managerial reforms; truly 
meritocratic appointments and promotion policies, a just and fair recruitment process 
and quality instruction deserves a serious study if Indian universities want to rub 
shoulders with the best in the world. 

The proposal of the Government to formulate a New Education Policy aimed 
at meeting challenges posed by lack of quality, research and innovation in our 
educational institutions of India is a step in the right direction. As the President of 
India remarked, there is a need for experimentation in higher education if the gap 
between theoretical concepts and practical applications has to be bridged. The focus 
of research should be the creation and application of knowledge and the evolution of 
new ideas. For all ventures to fructify, there needs to be a consolidated effort from the 
part of researchers, administrators and governing bodies.The 2014-15 budget 
proposes an allocation, up by 13% for HE. The total budget is to be close to Rs 84,000 
crores with a view to improving quality. The stress is on multi skill focus and the need 
to integrate employment and entrepreneurship, breaking away from the policy that 
skill development should lead to employment. 

For any institution to succeed, the institutional culture needs to be strong. This 
includes a system of shared governance in which the academic faculty have control 
over curriculum design, hiring and promotion of staff, awarding of degrees and other 
core aspects. In addition academic leaders must have the power to lead the institution 
without being subject to governmental control or, excessive professorial or student 
participation. Effective governance calls for an appropriate mix of faculty autonomy 
and administrative leadership. An academic culture that supports the essential 
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missions of HE, adequately funded higher education system, clear rules and working 
conditions that foster high quality will go a long way in ensuring institutions of high 
repute. 

To enhance international mobility, key mobility barriers like lack of personal 
motivation, lack of quality programmes, insufficient funding, poor language skills, 
non-recognition of study abroad periods and foreign qualification, and poor curricular 
design need to be addressed. In an era of globalization, where the need to cater to the 
international market has become almost imperative, it would be worthwhile to 
consider some of the above factors if we intend to enhance the knowledge economy. 
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