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ABSTRACT

Knowledge has been recognized as the key driving force in the twenty-first century, and India's ability to emerge as a 
globally competitive player will substantially depend on its knowledge resources. To foster generational change, a systemic 
transformation is required that seeks to address the concerns of the entire knowledge spectrum. The National Knowledge 
Commission presents a wide-ranging set of prescriptions on the issues relating to the current state of higher education system. 
This article highlights the all-pervasive interference factors as the fundamental systemic factor in eroding the functional 
capabilities of our higher education system and suggests ways to deal with them. The Knowledge Commission has come 
forward with creative ideas to promote the 'knowledge base' of Indian economy and to exploit the vast latent potential.
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Introduction
For India to be globally competitive in the 21st century, a criti-
cal factor would be our ability to harness our knowledge po-
tential. The economic and social transformation of India will 
largely depend upon knowledge. Only knowledge can provide 
foundation of inclusive growth which is the main objective of 
11th five year plan. 

In the fast-changing global scenario, there is urgent need for 
an integrated and balanced education system which not only 
helps students to develop their personality, but will also result 
in a well-qualified, skilled human force. Higher education has 
made a significant contribution to economic development, so-
cial progress and political democracy in independent India. But 
there is serious cause for concern at this juncture. The oppor-
tunities for higher education in terms of the number of places 
in universities are simply not adequate in relation to our needs. 
Large segments of our population just do not have access to 
higher education. What is more, the quality of higher education 
in most of our universities leaves much to be desired.

India has more than 9% annual growth rate. In order to sus-
tain the growth rate, there is a need to increase the number 
and quality of the higher education institutes in India. There-

fore Govt. has announced the establishment of 8 IITs, 7 IIMs 
and 5 IISERs and 30 Central Universities. 

There are some ISSUES in the current Indian higher educa-
tion system framework which are as follows:

Expansion: The current enrolment in higher education stands 
at about 11 million. While there has been a consistent growth 
in enrolment in higher education over the last few years, this 
is not enough when compared to other countries. The Gross 
Enrolment Ratio (Fig 1) for higher education (percentage of 
the 18-24 age group enrolled in a higher education institution) 
is around 8 to 10 per cent whereas the enrolment figure for 
USA is 81 per cent, 54 per cent in UK, 49 per cent in Japan 
and more than 25 per cent for various developing countries. 
Various committees that have examined the higher education 
scenario in India have recommended an increase in the GER 
to at least 20 per cent (Table 1). For instance, CABE com-
mittee on Financing of Higher Education concluded on the 
basis of international experience that an enrolment rate of 20 
per cent or more is consistent with a turnaround in economic 
performance. 

Fig 1: Enrolment Ratio in Higher Education (2001)
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Table 1: Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) for 18-24 years (in 
percentage)

Source: Ministry of HRD

Access: With high disparities, inclusive education has re-
mained an elusive target. Inter-caste, male-female and re-
gional disparities in enrolment still remain prominent. For 
example, while the gross enrolment ratio for people living in 
urban areas was almost 20 per cent, it was only 6 per cent for 
rural areas. Further, the gross enrolment ration for Scheduled 
Tribes (STs), Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Other Backward 
Classes (OBCs) was 6.57, 6.52 and 8.77 respectively, much 
lower than the all- India ( see figure 2).

Figure 2: Disparities in enrolment in higher education (2004-
05)

Source: UGC

Regulation: The regulatory structures in the current higher 
education system are cumbersome. Entry through legislation 
alone, at present, is a formidable barrier. The consequence is 
a steady increase in the average size of existing universities 
with a steady deterioration in their quality. There are a large 
number of institutions that are technically under the purview 
of the UGC but are not provided financial support by it be-
cause they fail to fulfill the minimum eligibility norms.

Faculty: Shortage of quality faculty is one of the main prob-
lems affecting higher education in India today. Teacher short-
ages often occur due to non availability of suitably qualified 
people. Further, the academic profession has seen a steady 
decline in popularity – as a result of lack of incentives and 
more lucrative opportunities in other professions. Apart from 
increasing compensation of teachers, there is also a need to 
introduce performance-based incentives in order to ensure 
teaching of superior quality.

Funding: Public expenditure on education is only around 3.6 
per cent of GDP. Government funding of higher education is 
still below 1 per cent of GDP. The percentage expenditure 
on University and Higher Education to GDP, which was 0.77 
per cent in 1990-91 showed a gradual decrease to 0.66 per 
cent in 2004-2005. Various committees have unanimously 
recommended that state funding be increased to 6 per cent. 
While the Central Advisory Board for Education (CABE) rec-
ommends spending 1 per cent to higher education and 0.5 
per cent to technical education, the proportions in 2004-05 
were 0.34 per cent for higher education and 0.03 per cent for 
technical education. 

Private Institutions: The share of private unaided higher ed-
ucation institutions increased from 42.6 per cent in 2001 to 

63.21 per cent in 2006. Their share of enrolments also in-
creased from 32.89 per cent to 51.53 per cent in the same 
period. This trend is likely to continue and therefore, it is rea-
sonable to expect that about half of incremental enrolment 
targeted for higher education will come from private provid-
ers. There is a need for the state to recognize the role of the 
private sector and encourage their participation. There has 
already been a de-facto privatization of the professional edu-
cation sector, with more than 80 per cent of the engineering 
colleges being privately funded and managed. 

Accreditation: Accreditation in higher education pertains to 
determining the quality of an institution. The criteria on which 
institutions are judged typically involve expected student 
achievement, quality of curriculum, faculty, academic support 
and services for students, and financial capacity. In India ac-
creditation is performed by government agencies i.e. National 
Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC) to accredit 
institutions of higher education. The NAAC’s assessment is 
based on pre-determined criteria that combine self-study and 
peer review. NAAC accredits and certifies for educational 
quality in institutions different weights for each criterion, and 
for different types of institutions. The results of the accredita-
tion process thus far indicate serious quality problems

Quality: There are concerns about the quality of higher edu-
cation provided in India currently. There is an annual outflow 
of more than 1,50,000 students to institutes in the west every 
year – driving out nearly 2-3 billion dollars in foreign exchange 
per annum. It makes India the second largest target market 
globally for education institutes in the west. Though the prob-
lem of reaching world class standards is not as pressing as 
meeting the larger needs of the population, India’s standing 
in this regard is indicative perhaps of the generally low stand-
ards. In a London Times Higher Education Supplement rank-
ing of the top 200 universities, only 1 Indian institution was 
listed, while the Shanghai University ranking of 500 world-
class universities featured only 3 Indian universities. (Fig. 3)

Figure 3: Country wise Number of Universities in Times Top 
100 Universities

Source: Times Higher Education Supplement, London

NKC Recommendations
The following key recommendations of NKC on Higher Edu-
cation address these issues:

•	 Creation of Universities: To bring about expansion in In-
dian Education System, NKC has suggested the creation of 
1500 universities by 2015, partly by restructuring the existing 
ones. These institutions would have provisions for frequent 
curricula revision, an appropriate system of appointments 
and incentives to maximize productivity of faculty, a great 
deal of autonomy in management coupled with accountability 
and freedom to set student fee levels as well as to tap other 
sources of generating funds.

•	 Increase in GER: NKC has recommended increasing 
GER in higher education to 15 and above by 2015.

•	 Diversification of Sources of Financing: In addition to in-
creased public spending, this would involve diversifying the 
sources of financing to encourage private participation, phil-



Volume : 1 | Issue : 7 | April 2012 ISSN - 2249-555X

INDIAN JOURNAL OF APPLIED RESEARCH  X 77 

anthropic contributions and industry linkages.

•	 Establish 50 new national universities may be established 
to provide education of the highest standard. These National 
Universities will admit students on an all-India basis. They will 
adopt the principle of needs-blind admissions. 

•	 Creation of Independent Regulatory Authority for Higher 
Education (IRAHE): In order to reduce the current barriers 
to entry, NKC has recommended setting up an Independent 
Regulatory Authority for Higher Education (IRAHE) which 
would be at an arm’s length from all stakeholders and would 
accord degree granting power to universities.

•	 Reform of Existing Universities: To ensure quality, NKC 
has called for reform of existing universities to include fre-
quent curricula revisions, introduction of course credit sys-
tem, enhancing reliance on internal assessment, encouraging 
research, and reforming governance of institutions.

•	 Ensure access for all deserving candidates: NKC recom-
mended that no student is denied the opportunity to partici-
pate in higher education due to financial constraints. Institu-
tions of higher education should be encouraged to adopt a 
needs-blind admission policy.

•	 Attract Students in Science and Mathematics: To reju-
venate science education and research in the country. NKC 
considers it crucial to attract more students in science and 
mathematics. To encourage this, NKC has recommended 
launching a massive science outreach programme, upgrad-
ing available infrastructure, revitalizing the teaching profes-
sion and revamping teacher training at all levels.

•	 Improvement in Quality of PhDs: To invigorate research 
and development in the country NKC has recommended 

steps to improve the quality of PhDs. It has suggested mas-
sive investment in education and research at all levels, to-
gether with a renovation and reform of the university system, 
and the fostering of a global outlook in research. 

•	 National Knowledge Network: The key to successful re-
search today demands live consultations, data sharing and 
resource sharing. Towards this end, NKC has recommended 
the establishment of a high-end national knowledge network 
connecting all India’s knowledge institutions in various fields 
and at various locations throughout the country.

Conclusion
The Indian Education System improvement is required at 
many levels – from primary schools to higher education and 
research institutions of national excellence. At all levels, there 
is a need to improve both access and excellence. At the bot-
tom of “knowledge pyramid” the challenge is one of improving 
access to the primary education. At the top of the “pyramid” 
there is need to make our institutions of high education and 
research world class. 

The advancements are emerging very fast and innovations 
are daily seen world over, there is neck to neck race in vari-
ous fields of knowledge from imparting education to school 
education, higher education, vocational education, profes-
sional education including medical education, legal educa-
tion, engineering education etc. Scholars are become more 
conscious about enhancing their own knowledge and knowl-
edge of students who are to become scientists/professionals 
of tomorrow. 

The Knowledge Commission has come forward with creative 
ideas to promote the ‘knowledge base’ of Indian economy and 
to exploit the vast latent potential. If these initiatives are suc-
cessfully implemented, the country will be able to harness the 
advantage of its demographic dividend and the youth will be 
able to realize their full potential in the global economy. This 
is the time to create a second wave of institution building and 
of excellence in the field of education, research and capability 
building so that India is better prepared for the 21st Century. 
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