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‘Meta univ to
start nxt yr

Manashhaﬁmﬁohahlmn

NewDelhi: HRD minister Ka-
pil Sibal announced here on
Friday that a network of uni-
versities, forming a meta-uni-
versity, will allow students to
pick courses from across dis-
ciplinesfromdifferent institu-
tions from the coming aca-
demic session (2012-13).

He explained that this
would reinterpret the concept
of auniversityasnotjustatra-
ditional, physical space of
learning, butasarepositoryof
knowledge and information
that can be delivered in multi-
ple ways and can be accessed
from anywhere and anytime.

Addressing a conference
on ‘One Globe 2012: Uniting
Knowledge Communities’ or-
ganized by US-India Business
Council, Sibal said: “The 21«
century meta-university
would be a network and an
ecosystem rather than a sin-
gle brick and mortar space.
Though internet and technol-
ogy are fundamental to the
conception of meta-universi-
ty at the crux isnot a new tech-
nology but a ‘new pedagogy’
that is more in tune with the
requirementsof thesociety of
the21= century”

Pnocm-:sws STEP

Referring to the PM's an-
nouncement on formation of
a meta-university with the
broadband backbone linking
institutions of excellence in
specific fields of knowledge,
Sibal added: “To give this idea
a shape we have mounted a
National Mission on Educa-
tion through ICT to link in
25,000 colleges and 2,000 poly-
technics for enabling e-learn-
ingand content sharing.”

The minister said there is
a need to open doors to reput-
ed foreign education institu-
tionstousher in global compe-
tition in the higher education
sector as well as to ex-
pand itsbase. He said the
government is seeking
toopenupestablishment
of foreign colleges in In-
dia through enactment
of a Foreign Education
Providers Act, which
will allow for 100% FDI
inhigher education.
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-Needed Urgently: An
Education Revolution

Kanti Bajpal

No country has transited from being poor and back-
ward to being rich and developed without an educa-
tion revolution. We in India are busy boasting about
our economic growth rates and geopolitical rise but
have lost sight of the deep weakness of our society
w _ The results of the Programme for International
& Student Assessment (PISA) 2009+ test, which Indian
students from Himachal Pradesh and Tamil Nadu took, are an
indication of the abysmal state of our education system.

Here are the results from these two states. In reading compe-
tence, of the 74 regions worldwide participating in PISA 2009+,
Himachal Pradesh and Tamil Nadu beat out only Kyrgyzstan
in Central Asia. In mathematics, the two states again beat only
Kyrgyzstan. In science, the results were even worse; Himachal
Pradesh came in last, behind Kyrgyezstan, while Tamil Nadu
finished 72nd. )

Of course, when we in India get bad news in terms of global
comparisons, we have the usual reactions. The first reaction is to
shoot the messenger: the person or organisation giving us the
bad news must be anti-Indian or have a hidden agenda. The second
reactionistobecome methodological purists: question the nature of
the test, the sample taken, the statistics used, and so on. The third
and worst reaction is nativism and exceptionalism: India has its
own way, its own genius and its own time horizons.

S0 i have heard responses to the PISA result that go something
like this. Indian education is unique and is not geared to foreign
tests. Indians are “essentially” clever and the tests don’t pick up the
“jugaad” culture of India. There is a deep wisdom in the humblest

.Indian, and literacy numeracy comprehension and problem
solvingarenottrueeducation. Finally, it is toosoonto passjudgment
onIndian education. We in Indiado th ings gradually.

Perhaps this is all correct.

Or perhaps we just don’t want
R E B 0 OT I N G to face reality I have been in
I ND A school and university educa-

tion in India since 1989, And i

can say, in all earnestness, that the PISA results do not surprise
me at all even if they are not completely accurate (would it really
make a difference if Himachal Pradesh and Tamil Naduhad ranked

60" out of 747). Incidentally, there are Indian studies carried out

by respected groups such as Pratham that bear out the basic
conclusionsreached by the PISA test.

Let’s face it. Our school system, vocational education (such as it
is), colleges and universities are in 2 shambles. At Independence,
India would have ranked much higher in Asia. Today, its education
system has fallen massively behind. Our universities certainly
were at the top of the pile in Asia in 1950. Today, not a single Indian
university ranks in the top hundred institutions of the world while
there are over adozen Asian universities on that list. Even amongst
Asian IT and engineering universities, India has only half a dozen
out of the top 50 institutions — when India is the second maost
populous country in Asia and, on a purchasing power parity basis,
the third biggest economy after China and Japan. .

Why such a mess? The central government, committed to
spending 6% of GDP on education, spends 4% . Then there is the
quality of teachers. Finland, which tops the PISA rankings,
recruits its teachers from the top 10% of its graduates (vet does
not pay them exorbitantly); i shudder to think where we get our
teachers from. Thirdly, there is the accountability problem. The
government recruits teachers, pays their salaries, and cannot
get them to perform. And this when government teachers are
paid twice the salary of private school teachers. Why the lack of
accountability? The teachers’ unions are too strong, legal protec-
tions for teachers seemunassailable and the government justdoes
not care enough to challenge either. .

The problems of our colleges and universities merit a separate
column altogether, but government interference in their workings
is alarge partof the problem. Having said that, the ordinary Indian
too is to blame, especially those who are educated and well off. Until
weinsistonhigh quality education for allIndians, little will change.
EI SA 2030 will be the sarne story as PISA 2009.

Sy
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2011, was a significant day for both the

US and India. The former saw Steve
Jobs—oneof the greatest innovators of tech-
nology—breathehislastonthisdayendingan
erain American history The latter witnessed
the launch of the world’s cheapest education
tablet—Aakash, touted to be priced at $35 or
31,700 0nly—on the same day, markingnotgn-
ly theprogressof India’s technical know-how
butalsosignallingthedawnof anewerainthe
way education isimparted inIndia.

With its affordable price, this initiative by
the Government of India hopes to reach stu-
dents across rural and urban areas alike and
bridgethedigitaldivide. It woulddeliveranen-
hancedlearningexperienceandhelpstudents

Coincldemal as it may seem, October 5,

gaina multi-dimensional view of the subject -

while studying with featureslike video,audio
and images apart from just textual content.
There is considerable interest towards
cloud computing, which has the potential to
allow students to work and research from
anywhereacross the world. Leading colleges
anduniversitiesareaimingatsynchronising
their content to make it device agnostic.
Tablets provide the desired portability and
constant connectivity The students’ work
and projects can be stored to a centralised lo-
cation and the work can be accessible from
any device. With the advent of tablets in the
education sector, books canbemadeavailable
in digital format, which would make the
process of updating the syllabus easier. Stu-
dents would no longer have to carry physical
textbooks and can have central access to all
the course material on a cloud repository,
which canbe accessed through tablets.
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AAKASH TABLET

B

Dawn of a new era

Revolutionary as the Aakash tablet is, it is a means to an end—greater and more inclusive education. Of greater significance
- is the government’s need to bolster rural internet connectivity to harness the full potential of the low-cost tablet

Aakash hasan intuitive, easy-to-use inter-
face that helps in providing a userfriendly
and enriching learning experience to stu-
dents. Easy usability of thedevicehelpsrural
students—who have never hadaccess tosuch
computing devices . before—move up the
learningcurvequicklyandwithconsiderable
ease. In addition to this, the affordability of
the device further adds to its attractiveness.
The device made record breaking sales in the
first week of itslaunch andracked upover1.4
million pre-orders, whichisacleartestament
tothebuzzithascreated inthe market.

Much before Aakash was even conceived,
innovationsineducationalhand-held devices
‘were already under way in India. During the
last decade, the Indian education sector has
beendrawn towards digital content. As black-
boards and chalk gave way tosmart boards in
the classrooms, educational hand-held de-

vices mushroomed alongside increasing con-
nectivity;thedemand fordigital contentgrew.
Hand-helddevicesareincreasingly beingcon-
sidered the new-age medium of education for

A inschool dcoll However,the
steeppricingof other devices, like Edutor Ad-
vantage, iProf, myDrona and iBerry, stifled
their proliferation. Cost remains one of the
biggestbarriersin increasingthespreadof ed-
ucation in rural areas. In such a scenario, the
launch of Aakash promises to take learning
and teaching at a different level by providing
digital opportunitiesforall.

However, soon after thelaunchof Aakash,
itgotmiredincontroversiesduetoitslow-end
technical specifications. Viewing this,
DataWind—the manufacturer of Aakash—
stopped the production of the tablet and an-
nounced the launch of its next and improved
version, Ubislate 7+, which is expected to hit
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themarketby March-end and would be priced
at32,999. Thenew versionwouldrunonanup-

gradedversionof Androidandwillhaveabet- .

ter processoraswellaslongerbatterylife. The
newer version also aims to address the prob-
lems of poor connectivity inrural areas with
an additional feature of GPRS connectivity.
Now, the users would not have to depend sole-
1y on Wi-Fisignal strength and internet plans

and can switch to GPRS when the connectivi-

ty is poor. It remains to be seen whether this
versionof thetabletwouldbeabletofulfillthe
requirements of several institutions and ea-
ger customers who are waiting patiently to
embrace this technology.

But let us not lose the forest for the trees.
Aakash is just the beginning and is a means,
nottheend. Over timewe willhavemorenum-
ber of tablets, with advanced technical speci-
fications, that will be of satisfactiontothestu-
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dent community and institutions alike, What
really is of alarger implication here istheen-
tire idea of connectivity, and probably the
largest initiative of connecting the student
community in India across states, cities and
villages. Whichever way welookatit, itisarev-
olution in the way the younger generation of
this country will communicate with each oth-
erandtherestof theworld. Thisitself isworth
every penny being spent.

And the facts bear out—in spiteof thenot-
so-greatspecifications, thefirst version of the
Aakash tablet was sold-out withinaweekand
Datawindclaimstohavereceivedretailorders
of overX700crore!

In the global arena, various technology
playersaremakingstridestore-inventtext-
books and move towards digital content.
Devices such as the Kindle and iPad have
targeted the e-book market. Recently, thein-
dustry witnessed a renewed focus on this
segment with Apple’slaunch of the iBooks
2,anapplication fore-books and iBooks Au-
thor, aMacapplication to create a textbook
for iBooks 2. Apple is hopingtoredefine the
future of education and self-publishing by
replacing physical books, whichare too big
and heavy, quickly obsolete and lack inter-
activity. With India now holding the tag of
introducing the cheapest tablet in the
world, it is opening up several new
prospects for tech companies to replicate
similar technologies for the price-sensitive
Indian marketand provide an equalfooting
to Indian students.

Technologies and products like these are
going to enable India to achieve inclusive
growth by providingequallearning opportu-
nities to students from urban as well as rural
areas. While the market for tablets in India is
stillatitsinfancy;increast nectivity will
propel the growth of these devices. With ap-
proximately 540 million potential students in
the 0-24 age bracket, there is immense poten-
tialfor these devices. Sorestassured, thenext
generation is notjust going to learn different
things, they will learn itdifferently!

Theauthorishead-IT & ITeS
Practice, KPMG

Tailor-made IIT course to train engineers for metro rail

Sandhya Soman|n

Chennai: IIT-Madras has
started a postgraduate diplo-
ma programme in metro ratl
engineering and manage-
ment in association with
Chennal Metre Rail Litd
(CMRL). The first batch of
students of this customised
course will pass out in a few
months and join CMRL.

“We need qualified people
who canhandle both the tech-
nical and management sides
of the operations. The one-
year course will help us get a
talented workforee for the fu-
ture,” saidasenior CMRLoff}-
cial.

The BTech graduates who

are doingthe course learnthe
nuances of coniract manage-
ment, including how to float
tenders for projects. “There
are a ot of management les-
sonsandlcan apply whatever
Tlearn as soon as I start work-
ing,” said S Bhavya, astudent,

The technical aspects are

equally important. "k is a
highly speeialised field that
needs engineers who have a
good understanding of civi,
mechanical, electrical, and
electronics and communica-
tion engineering,” said R G
Robinson, associate profes-
sot, civil engineering, HT-M.
The course has been structur-
ed so that students will learn
movreabout thesestreams,

i

6N THE RIGHT TRACK: Apart from HIT professors, retired Indian
Railways professionals have been roped into provide training
in signalling and station design

ApartfromIIT professors,
retired Indian Railways pro-
fessionals have been roped in

to provide training in signall-
ingandstation design,
The only other institution

that offers a similar course is
IIT-Delhi, which has been
TUnNning a programme in as-
sociation with Delhi Metro
Rail Corporation for about
twoyears.

IFT-M hasbeenrunningan
MTechprogramme for infras-
iructure company Larsen &
Toubro (L&T) for more thana
decade. “L&T is huge and
needs pecple with training in
technical and management
components,” said Robinson,

Since metro rail engineer-
ingisaspecialised course, on-
1y students with a BTech in
civil, mechanical, electrical,
or electronics and communi-
cation, can apply. Candidates
are shortlisted based on their

score in the Graduate Apti-
tude Testinengineeringanda
gualifying examination,
Those selected receive a
monthly stipend of %20,000
from CMRL.

“The first batch, which
will pass out inJuly 2012, will
have to work for CMRL for the
next five years. Students find
itattractive asitisacoreengi-
neering area and the metro
system is coming up in many
Indiancities,” said Robinsen,

Students also see opporu-
nitiesinthefield. “There isal-
so scope for the students to
work abroad later as most ma-
jor citles have metro rail sys
tems,” said asenior official.

sandhya soman@timesgreup.com
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Indian student accuses
Harvard of race bias

Washington: An Indian-origin stu-
dent has levelled allegations of racial
discrimination against two presti-
gous American universities — Har-
vard and Princeton — in their admis-
sion policy, prompting a probe by US
anthorities. The unnamed ndian-
American student, who was among
the topstudents in hisCalifornia high
school class and whose family origi-
nally came from India filed the
complaints  against  the  two
nstitntions. Acting on the complaint,
the US education department is prob-
ing whether the Harvard and Prince-
ton Universities discriminate against
Asian-Americans in undergraduate
admissions, Bloombergreported.
The department's office for civil
rights is investigating a complaint it
received in August that Harvard re-
jected an Asian-American candidate
for the current freshman class based
on race or national origin, a spokes-
man said. Theagency islookingintoa
similar  Aupust 2011 allegation
against Princeton as part of a review
begun in 2008 of that schools hand-

US mulls H-1B revamp
to woo skilled workers

midst pending immigrationreform,

theUs hasproposed several steps
—including changes inthe F-1and H-1B
visas — toattract foreignskilled work-
force, amove likely tobenefitprofess-
ionals from countries like India sm

ling of Asian-American candidates,
said the spokesman citing depart-
ment policy The new complaints,
along with a case appealed last Sep-
tember to the U8 SC challenging pref-
erences for blacks and Hispanics in
college admissions, may stir up the
longstanding debate about whether
elite universities  discriminate
against Asian-Americans, the na-
tion's fastest-growing and most af-
fluent racial category, the report said.
Harvard “does not discriminate
against Asian-American applicants”,
and doesn’t comment on the specifics
of complaints under federal review,
spokesman Jeff Mealsaid. en

Washington: International astron-
omers said on Friday they have
found the fourth potentially habita-
ble planet outside our solar system
with temperatures that could sup-
port water and life about 22 light-
yearsfrom Earth.

The team analyzed datafrom the
European Southern Observatory
about a star known as GJ 667C,
which is known as an M-class dwarf
star and puts out much less heat
thanour Sun.

However, at least three planets
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New habitable planet discovered

22 Lights Years Away, The Super-Earth Most Likely To Hold Water & Host Life

areorbiting close to the star, and one
of them appears to be close encugh
that it likely absorbs about as much
incominglight and energy asEarth,
has similar surface temperatures
and perhaps water.

The new rocky planet, GJ 667Cc,
orbits its star every 28.15 days —
meaning its year equals about one
Earth month -- and has a mass at
least 4.5 times that of Earth, accord-
ing to the research published in As-
trophysical Journal Letters.

“This planet is the new best can-

-

OUR NEW HOME?

didate to support liquid water and,
perhaps, life as we know it,” said
Guillem Anglada-Escude who he
conducted the research. The theory
about water, however, cannot be con-
firmed until astronomers learn
moreabouttheplanet'satmosphere.

Other planets circling the same
star — which is part of a three-star
system — could include a gas-giant
and an additional super-Earth with
an orbital period of 75 days, but
more cbservations are needed to
confirmthat. are
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