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Abstract: 

Indian Higher Education has taken a complete overhaul, a paradigm shift in so far as governance, regulation, 
funding, examinations, evaluations, research etc. are concerned. It has already taken shape with the passage 
of the Higher Education Commission of India Bill replacing the more than six decades old University 
Grants Commission Act of 1956. Much before that Indian Higher Education took a huge jump towards its 
rejuvenation when the Government of India started its Digital India initiatives-SWAYAM, SWAYAM 
Prabha, National Digital Library, National Academic Depository and other digital initiatives. Introduction 
and emphasis on Massive Open Online Courses and E-contents have added feathers to the wishes of change 
in Indian Higher Education. Even though the Indian higher education has come to this stage through a long 
line of development, the changes introduced after the present government at the Centre bear far-reaching 
implications. The time, efforts, logistics and force applied for breaking down the age-old traditions, some 
albeit archaic, is huge in nature. These have been applied in a concerted manner aimed at jolting the shatters 
that bound Indian higher education for a long time in a state of oblivion, a feel-good state, a state of 
teaching-learning–evaluation and academic discourses devoid of much innovation.  For a long time the 
need for change was felt. This article is an attempt to describe and anaylze some of these changes that have 
made Indian Higher Education take the next huge leap. A descriptive method of the rules and regulations 
including some of the hiccups has been adopted in preparing this article.  
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Introduction 

Indian Higher Education is about to take a complete overhaul, a completely new avatar in so far as 
governance, regulation, funding, examinations, evaluations, research etc. are concerned. It has already taken 
shape with the passage of the Higher Education Commission of India Bill replacing the more than six 
decades old University Grants Commission Act of 1956. Much before that Indian Higher Education took a 
huge jump towards its rejuvenation when the Government of India started its Digital India initiatives-
SWAYAM, SWAYAM Prabha, National Digital Library, National Academic Depository and other digital 
initiatives. Introduction and emphasis on Massive Open Online Courses and E-contents have added feathers 
to the wishes of change in Indian Higher Education. Even though the Indian higher education has come to 
this stage through a long line of development, the changes introduced after the present government at the 
Centre bear far-reaching implications. The time, efforts, logistics and force applied for breaking down the 
age-old traditions, some albeit archaic, is huge in nature. These have been applied in a concerted manner 
aimed at jolting the shatters that bound Indian higher education for a long time in a state of oblivion, a feel-
good state, a state of teaching-learning–evaluation and academic discourses devoid of much innovation.  
For a long time the need for change was felt. Ground preparation was going on. Something mysterious went 
on in the background the shape of which was not imagined. Then there came revolutionary ideas like HEEA, 
HEFA, HECI, etc. The government took a plethora of initiatives to overhaul the entire package of Indian 
higher education. It did, eventually.   Irrespective of what the detractors and opponents say, the changes 
and rejuvenation are there to stay and continue. Against this backdrop it will be worthwhile to introduce 
and discuss the changes which are emerging for higher education in India today. 

 



 

 
282 

 

Discussion 

Changes in Governance and Regulation of Higher Education: 

The Central Government of India has embarked on a process of reform of the existing regulatory agencies 
for higher education for what it feels as reasons of better administration getting rid of ‘inspector raj’ of 
regulatory agencies like the UGC. Hence, the government was very keen to reform the regulatory 
framework and for revamping the UGC Act. Earlier to this, the NITI Aayog also agreed that the UGC Act 
should be allowed to lapse.   
 
In fulfilment of the Government’s resolve to bring about a complete change in governance and regulation 
of Indian higher education, several reformative measures have been launched. The replacement of the 
erstwhile UGC Act with the Higher Education Commission of India is by far the most drastic change 
coming over to the Indian higher education scenario. Along with this, the initiatives to reform NAAC, 
regulation for grant of Graded Autonomy to Universities, granting of Autonomous status to colleges, 
Regulations for Minimum Standards and Procedure for Award of M.Phil./Ph.D. Degrees, Regulations for 
Promotion of Academic Integrity and Prevention of Plagiarism in Higher Educational Institutions, 
Regulation for Open Distance Learning, Regulation for Online degrees etc.  
 
For the draft Act for repeal of UGC and setting up Higher Education Commission of India, the HRD 
Ministry places the following rationale and purposes. 

a. Less Government and more Governance:  
The Ministry says it is for downsizing the scope of the Regulation. Henceforth, there shall not be any 
interference in the management issues of the educational institutions. 

b. Separation of grant functions:  
The UGC has basically been seen as a grant-giving organization. Many view this organization as the 
arbitrary regulator of HEIs and a one-eyed authority on utilization. Now the draft Act of the HECI proposes 
that the grant functions would be done by the HRD Ministry, and the HECI would focus only on academic 
matters. 

c. End of inspection raj:  
A general perception about UGC has also been that it has always bullied the Indian higher education 
scenario with arbitrary, in-transparent policies and documents. There have been allegations of some quarters 
of UGC officers working in tandem with corrupt players in Indian higher education who build up large 
areas, get a Bill Passed in state legislatures, enroll students and start awarding degrees at sky-rocketing 
prices without caring a fig for maintaining many quality parameters. These players often enjoy political and 
all other sorts of impunity and get the newly built-up institutions recognized by the UGC. Now in the HECI, 
regulation is proposed to be done through transparent public disclosures, merit-based decision making on 
matters regarding standards and quality in higher education. 

d. Focus on academic quality:  
Erstwhile UGC has performed a plethora of tasks-regulation, maintenance of standards, grant of autonomy, 
grant of funds, recognition of equivalence of degrees/diplomas, etc. Now the proposed HECI is ‘tasked 
with the mandate of improving academic standards with specific focus on learning outcomes, evaluation of 
academic performance by institutions, mentoring of institutions, training of teachers, promote use of 
educational technology etc. Will develop norms for setting standards for opening and closure of institutions, 
provide for greater flexibility and autonomy to institutions, lay standards for appointments to critical 
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leadership positions at the institutional level irrespective of University started under any Law (including 
State Law)’ 

e. Powers to enforce :  
The HECI is mandated with powers to enforce compliance to the academic quality standards. It will also 
have the power to order closure of sub-standard and bogus institutions. Non-compliance could result in 
fines or jail sentence. 

SWAYAM:  

It has been quite some time since the introduction of the concept of Swayam. It is one of the major initiatives 
undertaken by Govt. of India to make Indian higher education vibrant, relevant and making it able to cater 
to the diverse needs of learners, who would learn at their own pace, convenience, time and place.   

As has been in the MHRD official website, SWAYAM is a programme initiated by Government of India 
and designed to achieve the three cardinal principles of Education Policy viz., access, equity and quality. 
The objective of this effort is to take the best teaching learning resources to all, including the most 
disadvantaged. SWAYAM seeks to bridge the digital divide for students who have hitherto remained 
untouched by the digital revolution and have not been able to join the mainstream of the knowledge 
economy. 

This is done through an IT platform developed indigenously which facilitates hosting of all the courses, 
taught in classrooms from 9th class till post-graduation. This can be accessed by anyone, anywhere at any 
time. All the courses are interactive, prepared by the best teachers in the country and are available, free of 
cost to the residents in India. As stated in the Ministry website accessed on 27th September, 2018 more than 
1,000 specially chosen faculty and teachers from across the country have participated in preparing these 
courses. 

The Ministry website further says that the courses hosted on SWAYAM are in 4 quadrants – (1) video 
lecture, (2) specially prepared reading material that can be downloaded/printed (3) self-assessment tests 
through tests and quizzes and (4) an online discussion forum for clearing the doubts. Steps have been taken 
to enrich the learning experience by using audio-video and multi-media and state of the art pedagogy or 
technology. In order to ensure best quality content are produced and delivered, nine National Coordinators 
have been appointed: They are AICTE for self-paced and international courses, NPTEL for 
engineering, UGC for non-technical post-graduation education, CEC for under-graduate 
education, NCERT & NIOS for school education, IGNOU for out-o-f –the- school students, IIMB for 
management studies and NITTTR for Teacher Training programme. 

One of the most welcome aspects is that courses delivered through SWAYAM are available free of cost to 
the learners. Students wanting certifications shall be registered and shall be offered a certificate on 
successful completion of the course at a nominal fee. As has been provided in the said Ministry website, at 
the end of each course, there will be an assessment of the student through proctored examination. The 
marks/grades secured in this exam could be transferred to the academic record of the students. It is notable 
that the UGC has already issued the UGC (Credit Framework for online learning courses through 
SWAYAM) Regulation 2016 advising the Universities to identify courses where credits can be transferred 
on to the academic record of the students for courses done on SWAYAM. 

As has already been stated, the SWAYAM platform is indigenously developed by Ministry of Human 
Resource Development (MHRD) and All India Council for Technical Education (AICTE) with the help of 
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Microsoft and would be ultimately capable of hosting 2000 courses and 80000 hours of learning: covering 
school, under-graduate, post-graduate, engineering, law and other professional courses. 

The SWAYAM PRABHA  

The SWAYAM PRABHA is another way to rejuvenate Indian higher education in its new avatar. It is a 
group of 32 DTH channels devoted to telecasting of high-quality educational programmes on 24X7 basis. 
These channels use the GSAT-15 satellite. There will be new content every day for at least (4) hours which 
would be repeated 5 more times in a day which will allow the students to choose the time of their 
convenience. The channels are uplinked from BISAG, Gandhinagar. The contents are provided by NPTEL, 
IITs, UGC, CEC, IGNOU, NCERT and NIOS. The INFLIBNET Centre maintains the web portal. 

The DTH Channels of SWAYAM PRABHA shall cover the following as clearly announced by the 
MHRD in its official website: 

A. Higher Education: Curriculum-based course contents at post-graduate and under-graduate level 
covering diverse disciplines such as arts, science, commerce, performing arts, social sciences and 
humanities, engineering, technology, law, medicine, agriculture, etc. All courses would be certification-
ready in their detailed offering through SWAYAM, the platform being developed for offering MOOCs. 

B. School education (9-12 levels): Modules for teacher's training as well as teaching and learning aids for 
children of India to help them understand the subjects better and also help them in preparing for 
competitive examinations and for admissions to professional degree programmes. 

C. Curriculum-based courses that can meet the needs of life-long learners of Indian citizens in India and 
abroad. 

D. Assist students (For classes 11th & 12th) and to prepare for competitive exams. 

National Academic Depository (NAD) 

This is yet another initiative of the Govt. of India, Higher Education Department. As stated by MHRD in 
its official website and its documents, the vision of the NAD is born out of an initiative to provide an online 
store house of all academic awards. The NAD is a 24X7 online store house of all academic awards viz., 
certificates, diplomas, degrees, mark-sheets etc. duly digitized and lodged by academic institutions / boards 
/ eligibility assessment bodies. NAD not only ensures easy access to and retrieval of an academic award 
but also validates and guarantees its authenticity and safe storage. 

Two data-base management giants have been associated with this venture of the Govt. The NSDL Database 
Management Limited (NDML) has been appointed as Depository of NAD. NDML is a subsidiary of 
“National Securities Depository Limited (NSDL)". NSDL has pioneered the demat revolution in securities 
markets and supports 89% of the market.  The other is the CDSL Ventures Limited (CVL) which is a wholly 
owned subsidiary of Central Depository Services (India) Limited [CDSL], a leading securities depository 
in the country. In addition, to the securities market, CVL also offers the services of an Academic Depository 
to all Academic Institutions (AI) through the CVL National Academic Depository (CVL NAD). CVL NAD 
is a system of creating and holding award details in electronic form and making them available for 
verification to employers and other AIs. 

CVL NAD aims to bring in a wide range of benefits to Academic Institutions (AI), students, employers and 
verifiers in the form of enhanced transparency, reduction in costs, better service standards and above all, 
mitigating reputation risk by eliminating fake and forged certificates. 
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CVL NAD, therefore, offer services for the implementation of a cost effective, convenient and completely 
secure digital Academic depository solution.  

It is expected that the NAD will completely transform the way we receive, keep and retrieve our 
degrees/diplomas, certificates. awards, etc. from academic institutions..  

IMPRINT  

IMPRINT stands for Impacting Research Innovation and Technology. It is the first of its kind MHRD 
supported Pan-IIT + IISc joint initiative to address the major science and engineering challenges that India 
must address and champion to enable, empower and embolden the nation for inclusive growth and self-
reliance.  

In order to have a glimpse of the genesis of IMPRINT we have to riffle a few pages of recent history of 
Indian higher education. In the introduction to the initiative the Ministry of HRD says that the present 
Hon’ble Prime Minister of India has always held the view that research shall be socially relevant. The 
higher educational institutions shall not remain islands of knowledge, untouched by the society around. 
Based on this idea, an initial brain storming deliberation was held in the RETREAT between the Human 
Resource Minister and leadership (Directors and Chairpersons) of the Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) 
in Goa on June 28-29, 2014. Intense discussion led to the resolution that India today should aspire to be a 
knowledge and innovation driven economy for employment generation and prosperity, and IITs and 
industries should join hands to solve the national challenges. Innovative research and new technology 
development through industry-academia partnership may pursue the following course of action: 

Identify and select themes of national importance and challenge for technology development 
through MEGA research project which can provide complete system engineering solution and generate 
large scale employment Key to approach such objective is to forge formidable and effective partnership 
between industry and academia with mutual trust and dependence Identify domains and themes, hold wide 
discussion, define the scope/objective, select the partners to make a team, and pronounce the deliverables 
with clear roadmap and timeframe IITs must continue to pursue high-risk fundamental research of academic 
interest, but allow to create an eco-system that will enable the industry depend on academia for technology 
solutions, and even seek advice / guidance for future Closer interaction between IITs and Industry will 
promote entrepreneurship.  
As a way forward, it was decided to: 

Hold thematic workshop in a relevant industry with selected invitees from IITs to define the scope, 
objectives, roadmap, timeframe and deliverables Develop a joint project proposal for funding from industry 
and government Develop a team drawn both from industry and IITs with specific work elements / targets 
to be handled by a specific team (of students / faculty / engineers) Create an independent monitoring team 
and mechanism for periodic assessment of progress as per milestones and approve next phase of work The 
process ahead must be simple and urgent so that industry does not lose its patience and interest 
As a result, there came into being the initiative called IMPRINT with the two-fold mandate aiming at:  

a. Developing new engineering education policy 

b. Creating a road map to pursue engineering challenges 
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The National Institutional Ranking Framework (NIRF)  

This is another initiative to engage the HEIs of India in continuous activities and make them march towards 
progress and excellence. The National Institutional Ranking Framework (NIRF) was approved by the 
MHRD and launched by the Minister of Human Resource Development on 29th September 2015. 

The NIR framework outlines a methodology to rank institutions across the country on certain defined 
parameters. The methodology broadly covers parameters of “Teaching, Learning and Resources,” 
“Research and Professional Practices,” “Graduation Outcomes,” “Outreach and Inclusivity,” and 
“Perception”. In spite of serious objections by some academic institutions of repute, NIRF has been there, 
now in its fourth year, making institutions to rise on to the occasion. 

The UGC Regulation 2018 

True to the Central Government’s declared resolve to give a total brush-up, rejuvenation and dynamism, 
the new UGC Regulation, 2018 does away with a number of earlier provisions and includes a plethora of 
other reforms. It is pertinent to note that with HECI not yet taking the reign, the UGC and its regulations 
are still in place. The new UGC Regulation with the title of “The University Grants Commission (Minimum 
Qualifications for Appointment of Teachers and other Academic Staff in Universities and Colleges and 
other Measures for the Maintenance of Standards in Higher Education) Regulations, 2018” has already been 
published in the Gazette of India . As has been the tradition, this Regulation too puts in place the various 
measures for the maintenance of standards in higher education in the country.  

Some of the changes that the new Regulation of 2018 brings in are-  

a. Scrapping of the contentious API system for promotion of teachers to a certain level, the introduction 
of a simplified teacher evaluation grading system, and the addition of an academic/research score for 
universities to improve research output. 

b. Ph.D. mandatory for Assistant Professors to be appointed in Universities from 2021. 
c. PhD has also been made mandatory for promotion to the level of associate professor in colleges and 

assistant professor (Selection Grade) in universities. 
d. Teachers will undergo a mandatory, month-long induction programme before they embark on teaching. 
e. In order to retain the best brains that made a mark in foreign universities, a special provision has been 

made in the eligibility conditions for recruitment of assistant professors in universities and colleges. 
All those who have a PhD degree from a university/institutions with a ranking among top 500 in the 
World University Ranking (at any time) by Quacquarelli Symonds (QS), the Times Higher Education 
(THE) or the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU) of the Shanghai Jiao Tong University 
(Shanghai) will be eligible for direct recruitment and not be required to clear NET. 
These, nevertheless, are some of the most important changes which will also make for a new incarnation 
of Indian higher education. Most will agree that so far so good about higher education. But there are 
other gory sides of the otherwise pleasant story of Indian higher education assuming new roles in a 
completely new format. Not everything is pleasant as they very often seem to be. A serious question 
has been raised regarding making Ph.D. a must for appointment or for promotion. Will this provision 
make some sort of criminalization in Indian higher education? Will not there be a mad rush to get 
enrolled for Ph.Ds. in HEIs? Will the HEIs be free from corruption in the entire process of admission 
and award of the Ph.D. degree? Will there be a degree for the sake of a degree? Will it make a Ph.D. 
degree a commodity?  
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Another question has been raised about scrapping of certain sub-clauses of Clause 17 in the Regulation 
which were there in the UGC Regulation of 2010.  Traditionally UGC Regulations also stipulate some 
codes of professional ethics, duties and responsibilities on the teachers and academic staff in the 
Universities and colleges across the country. This was the case in the earlier Regulation of 2010, most 
specifically in Clause 17 regarding the pious duties of teachers which read as follows: 

“…the teachers of the higher educational institutes should:  
 

(i) Recognize that education is a public service and strive to keep the public informed of the educational 
programmes which are being provided;  

(ii) Work to improve education in the community and strengthen the community’s moral and intellectual 
life;  

(iii) Be aware of social problems and take part in such activities as would be conducive to the progress of 
society and hence the country as a whole;  

(iv) Perform the duties of citizenship, participate in community activities and shoulder responsibilities of 
public offices.  
 
But what is worrying is that in the UGC Regulation of 2018 these paras or any content like that anywhere 
in the entire Clause of 17 are gone. By scrapping these provisions, the UGC is alleged to have gagged the 
teachers from being pro-active in societal and other issues. It seems to take away that inextricable part of a 
teacher which makes him a teacher in essence- his independent voice, his critical prowess, the spirit of free 
thinking and enquiry, being a voice for the society at large in crucial times.  
This kind of imposition of restriction on a teacher’s original thinking, critical enquiry and its expression for 
the greater interest of the society finds its best counterpart in Assam. Or, it can be said that the scrapping 
of the said UGC sub-clause is in consonance with what is happening in Assam, especially in cases of college 
teachers whose services and posts were provincialized by the Govt. of Assam by an Act of the Legislature 
in 2005. Subsequently when the Rules were out it was seen that the basic minimum of duties of a teacher 
associated with higher education was taken away. Teachers were tried to be gagged with the inclusion of a 
Proviso in the form of a Clause (Clause 15 (Discipline and Appeal) in the Assam College Employees 
(Provincialization) Rules, 2010. This clause says that college teachers in Assam shall be governed by the 
Assam Services (Discipline & Appeal) Rules, 1964 and Assam Civil Services Conduct Rules, 1965.  
 
Now, Rule 16(2) of the Assam Civil Services Conduct Rules, 1965 states thus:  
 
“16(2) No. Govt. servant shall, except with the previous sanction of the Government or the prescribed 
authority, or in bonafide discharge of his duties, participate in a radio braodcast or contribute any article 
or write any letter in his own name or anonymously, pseudonymously, or in the name of any other person 
to any newspaper for the periodical:  
Provided that no such sanction shall be required if such broadcast or such contribution is of a purely 
literary, artistic or scientific character.” 
 
From the foregoing contents, it becomes crystal clear that in the garb of giving some pecuniary benefits 
natural in every pay review committee, the government is gradually taking away the very basic, very 
essence, that very inseparable something from a teacher which essentially makes a teacher. That special 
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something is a teacher’s voice-a strong, rationale voice growing out of critical studies. A voice which is 
crucial for societal transformation. Now that voice is sought to be put to rest. It is something like a bargain. 
It is as if the government says-take some apparently attractive financial benefits but put your voice and 
conscience in your pocket. Can this be allowed? It is interesting to note that this move of the Government 
of India or Government of Assam is diametrically opposite to what the World Declaration on Higher 
Education, of which India is a signatory, mandates.   
 
It is pertinent here to mention and highlight the ideals, goals, roles and responsibilities set forth by the 
World Declaration on Higher Education, 1998 which are violated by the restrictions imposed by the 
provisions under contention of the Assam Civil Services Conduct Rules, 1965 or for that matter what the 
said UGC Regulation has taken away with the deletion of the previous sub-clauses in Clause 17.  
 
In the relevant Articles of the Proclamation of the Missions and Functions of Higher Education, the  
World Declaration on Higher Education states thus about the role of teachers of higher education:  
 
(a) educate highly qualified graduates and responsible citizens able to meet the needs of all sectors of human 
activity, by offering relevant qualifications, including professional training, which combine high-level 
knowledge and skills, using courses and content continually tailored to the present and future needs of 
society;  

(b) advance, create and disseminate knowledge through research and provide, as part of its service to the 
community, relevant expertise to assist societies in cultural, social and economic development, promoting 
and developing scientific and technological research as well as research in the social sciences, the 
humanities and the creative arts;  

(c) Help understand, interpret, preserve, enhance, promote and disseminate national and regional, 
international and historic cultures, in a context of cultural pluralism and diversity;   
 (d) Help protect and enhance societal values by training young people in the values which form the basis 
of democratic citizenship and by providing critical and detached perspectives to assist in the discussion of 
strategic options and the reinforcement of humanistic perspectives;  
 
Article 2 of the said World Declaration pertaining to “Ethical role, autonomy, responsibility and 
anticipatory function” of Higher Education and Educators state thus:  
 
In accordance with the Recommendation concerning the Status of Higher-Education Teaching Personnel 
approved by the General Conference of UNESCO in November 1997, higher education institutions and 
their personnel and students should-  
(a) Preserve and develop their crucial functions, through the exercise of ethics and scientific and intellectual 
rigour in their various activities;  
(b) be able to speak out on ethical, cultural and social problems completely independently and in full 
awareness of their responsibilities, exercising a kind of intellectual authority that society needs to help it 
to reflect, understand and act;  
(c) enhance their critical and forward-looking functions, through continuing analysis of emerging social, 
economic, cultural and political trends, providing a focus for forecasting, warning and prevention;  
(d) Exercise their intellectual capacity and their moral prestige to defend and actively disseminate 
universally accepted values, including peace, justice, freedom, equality and solidarity, as enshrined in 
UNESCO’s Constitution;  
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(E) Enjoy full academic autonomy and freedom, conceived as a set of rights and duties, while being fully 
responsible and accountable to society;  
(f) Play a role in helping identify and address issues that affect the well-being of communities, nations and 
global society. 
 
Hence, it can be said that the non-inclusion/deletion of the sub-clauses of Clause 17 of the UGC Regulation 
2018 or the imposition of Rule 16(2) of the Assam Civil Services Conduct Rules, 1965 in case of the college 
teachers engaged in imparting higher education infringes upon, impairs, handicaps, subverts the aims and 
objectives of higher education, the constitutional provisions of freedom of speech and expression and also 
violates the provisions of the “WORLD DECLARATION ON HIGHER EDUCATION FOR THE 
TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY: VISION AND ACTION AND FRAMEWORK FOR PRIORITY 
ACTION FOR CHANGE AND DEVELOPMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION”, 1998, to which India 
was a signatory. 
 
Conclusion 
 
There are other gory sides as well. Questions, doubts, apprehensions regarding the efficacy of the HECI, 
the government’s alleged subtle design to take over grant sanctioning function through its HRD Ministry, 
with the possibility of political high-handedness and mud-slinging, the politics over appointments, the 
question of graded autonomy, the gradual curtailment of funds for the education sector, etc. will need some 
more time for clarification. But one thing is sure. Indian Higher Education, in spite all these reservations, 
objections, apprehensions, etc. is set to embark on a new venture, is ready to jump into the unknown. Most 
of the measures for the total overhaul of Indian Higher education are pragmatic, futuristic, needed for the 
changing demands and necessities of time. If the government addresses some of the core issues raised by 
teachers as the biggest important stakeholders, the measures are sure to succeed.     
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