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No More IITs, Please 
http://www.newslaundry.com/2014/06/03/no-more-iits-please/  

 

Smriti Irani, the new Union Minister For Human Resource Development is pushing for eight new Indian 

Institutes of Technology (IITs). The move exhibits the inept understanding of the higher education sector by our 

political class. The United Progressive Alliance government went about making eight new IITs in their tenure 

and also advertised the same in their Bharat Nirmaan advertising campaign. A well-researched article in Open 

on September 14, 2013 tells us that IIT Indore has no hostels, IIT Mandi runs from a temporary premise, land 

acquisition is proving difficult for IIT Ropar and construction at IIT Gandhinagar and IIT Patna have been 

severely delayed. The faculty supply to these new IITs is low in numbers and wanting in standards. Latest 

reports do not indicate much progress either. 

It is amply clear that UPA government faced huge infrastructural and logistical challenges in setting up new 

IITs. Major opposition to the move of the new HRD Minister is coming from bureaucrats made wiser from 

these experiences. The fact that the economy is in doldrums and requires huge expenditure cuts to remain afloat 

also does not support any such initiative. However, this does not form the bedrock of my opposition to the 

supposedly noble cause of setting up new IITs and letting more of our youth get the highest standards of 

technical education available in the country. 

What if the next government can fix all infrastructure and resource challenges with a magic wand and set up 

new IITs seamlessly? Let us try to understand why this is not desirable – even if possible as well as affordable. 

The Indian Institutes of Technology remain a top brand, but their standing as centres of excellence can no 

longer be stated as convincingly. The brand has also taken a hit with the increase in the number of IITs. Still 

more fledgling IITs would tarnish the brand further. Ask any current student (or a recent alumnus) of an “old” 

IIT, he/she will make the necessary distinction between the “new” and “old” IITs. The demographic dividend 

and our target of achieving 30% enrolment in higher education till 2020 (set by the UPA government) implies 

that we should look toward building a many more engineering colleges and not just some IITs in order to cash 

in on their brand name. Just like we had a private school revolution in primary and secondary education even in 
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states like Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, we require a private higher education revolution to ensure that we prepare a 

lot of skilled graduates ready to assume their role in the Indian economy. 

The private higher education revolution does not merely mean building a lot of private colleges, it also means 

ensuring a modicum of quality. For that, we would need a firm regulator bereft of political predilections and 

interferences. The University Grants Commission in its current avatar fails to meet the required criteria. The 

exclusivist nature of private higher education can be tackled by introducing loans and scholarships on a large 

scale. We can borrow elements from the Browne report of Britain. Professors Jagdish Bhagwati and Arvind 

Panagariya quote the Browne report in their book, India’s Tryst with Destiny. 

“The Browne report recommended that Britain eliminate the existing tuition fee cap of £3,000 altogether, with 

two key provisions to ensure access. First, students have to pay no upfront fees, with the government paying it 

to the university up to £6,000 per student. Institutions charging more than £6,000 should be required to pay a 

progressively rising tax on the margin. The tax should then be used to finance grants to students from low-

income background to meet the living expenses. Second, after graduation, students should be required to begin 

paying back the costs paid by the government once their income reaches a threshold recommended to be 

£12,000.” 

Those who remember the implementation of Other Backward Classes quota in IITs and IIMs introduced by the 

then HRD Minister Arjun Singh might also remember the resignation of Pratap Bhanu Mehta and André 

Béteille from the National Knowledge Commission following the contentious decision. Try to remember a little 

more and you would recall the words of Pratap Bhanu Mehta in his resignation letter asking for more intelligent 

targeting for the disadvantaged sections of society. While the context is different, measures such as allowing 

foreign universities to open campuses in India, permitting greater and cleaner proliferation of quality private 

higher education institutions when implemented in tandem with measures enunciated by Bhagwati and 

Panagariya, will amount to a more intelligent targeting of the youth of the nation. 

Now consider the egregious fact that Seemandhra has been promised an IIT as a part of the Andhra Pradesh 

bifurcation package. It is high time politicians realise that IITs are institutions that help build the character of 

the nation. IITs are not tools to be offered in appeasement packages and political trade without evaluating the 

costs and benefits of such expedient measures. 

There are some private medical colleges which compete with government medical colleges on relatively similar 

footing. However, there is only one private engineering college, that is, Birla Institute of Technology and 

Science that comes close to competing with the IITs. The lack of domestic competition has resulted in 

depreciation in the output of the IITs both in terms of research output and “finishing” of the students. The core 

industry demands have remained low which has resulted in engineering students ending up as investment 

bankers and management consultants. The big packages that IITians bag every year is just one side of the story. 

The other side of the story is the IITs having to resort to ersatz media publicity to build salubrious market 

images for themselves. The only good story that has emerged is the proliferation of entrepreneurs out of IITs. 

This has also happened despite the system, and not because of it. Overall, brand IIT, though still on a high 

pedestal, is on the way downhill. We need to create enough quality private engineering colleges that give IITs a 

run for their money. Increasing the number of IITs, I am afraid, is not just a wrong prescription but also an 

inability to think beyond the obvious. 

What Challenges Will Smriti Face in HRD?  

 http://www.theindianrepublic.com/tbp/challenges-will-smriti-face-hrd-100038291.html  
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Ever since she was declared BJP’s candidate in Amethi, Smriti Irani has had the political spotlight firmly 

trained on her. Her spirited fight against Rahul Gandhi and 

excellent (though not adequate to win) performance in the 

General Elections has made the country take notice of her. Irani 

was not exactly either unknown to the masses (thanks to her role 

as Tulsi Virani in the highly-watched and tremendously long-

running serial, Kyunki Saas Bhi Kabhi Bahu Thi even before her 

candidature in Amethi. At the same time, she wasn’t a novice to 

politics either. She joined BJP in 2003 and has been with them 

since. She got known to be highly articulate and often appeared 

as BJP’s face on television. 

However, since the swearing in ceremony of the New Cabinet on May 26th where she took oath as the HRD 

Minister of India it is like floodgates of brickbats against her have opened. Attacking her educational 

qualifications, Congress is venting their rage against her gutsy action of contesting against Rahul Gandhi in 

Amethi. 

While Party colleagues like Uma Bharti responded to Congress’ attack on Irani by counter-questioning the 

educational credentials of Sonia Gandhi. Irani maturely released a statement asking to be judged on her work. 

Instead of getting into a attack-and-lunge or strike-and-duck situation, Irani truly needs to let her actions speak 

for her. 

In his criticism, Ajay Maken of Congress tweeted: ‘What a cabinet of Modi? HRD Minister (looking after 

education) Smriti Irani is not even a graduate!’ Not to downsize the importance of education, but as HRD 

Minister in charge of education, Irani is not expected to conduct classes and give lectures. Her job is to create an 

enabling atmosphere and infrastructure that encourages education in the country. To this end, she has released a 

list of 60 priority areas for her department which includes plans to have a IIT in every State. 

The previous well-educated HRD Ministers have toted up an impressive list of negative achievements which the 

youngest minister of the current Cabinet will have to grapple with. Some of the most glaring challenges: 

1. An international study returned the result that Indian students in the secondary level couldn’t read or perform 
simple arithmetic operations like subtraction, division and multiplication of primary levels. Improving the quality 
of education should be one of the priority areas for Irani. 

2. The current dropout rate is a staggering 40%. Irani will have to create an atmosphere where the dropout rate 
decreases and the high level of illiteracy goes down. This is not the job of the HRD Minister alone, but the 
current government will have to work synergetically. Inflation and mindsets are important contributing causes 
for the high dropout rate combined with access to educational institutes. 

3. India remains one of the most illiterate countries in the world. The huge number of young in the country 
represent an incredible people-power – possibly the highest in the world. However, the illiteracy has changed 
the high people potential from a asset to a liability. To reap the dividend of this vast potential, Irani will have to 
strive for higher literacy. 

4. When “education” is mentioned, it automatically means creating a force that can work in offices. Agriculture is 
still the mainstay of the country. Sadly, so far education initiatives have ignored this important field of work. The 
advancements in agriculture have been by-passed thus dwindling the workforce and the possible output from 
the land under cultivation. For wholistic growth, Irani will need to tap the field of agriculture. Bring in the 
knowledge, tools and technology from around the world and be a catalyst to making agriculture and farming a 
viable career option. 
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5. Education in the country is not standardised. Every State (and almost every University) has its own curriculum 
and syllabus. This means that the quality of students coming out of each Board and University (and deemed 
university) is very different from each other. A 10th standard pass student from Mumbai would be different from 
one in Chattisgarh. This creates disparities and limits the students from pursuing education in an institute of 
their choice in other parts of the country. Results of common admission tests would indicate the State 
disparities. 

6. As per newspaper reports there are glaring errors in textbooks all over the country. Standardisation of syllabus 
will ensure that textbooks are of better quality. 

7. Poor salaries deter the best minds from the profession of teaching. This in turn results in poor quality of 
teachers and the teaching imparted. This also results in severe understaffing in educational institutes – 
particularly municipal schools. The ultimate outcome is that students from the less privileged sections of the 
society are unable to go beyond their birth circumstances. Attracting good teachers into the profession should 
be a part of the priority areas for Irani. It is not by accident that Japan is considered to be amongst the best in 
education in the world. A teacher in Japan is paid as well as an equivalent in a private sector company. 

8. There are a multitude of educational institutes in the country that turn out degree and diploma holders in lakhs 
every year. But as per studies and feedback from various sectors only about 20% to 25% of these 
degree/diploma holders are employable. 

One of the biggest challenges that the HRD Minister will have to tackle is the employability factor of students. 

It is not enough to open a huge number of institutes imparting education (like IITs) but it is more important to 

ensure that the graduates from these institutions are employable. Effective use of technology by the tech-savvy 

government can make a marked difference in the employability status of students. 

If Irani can deal with these challenges she would do far, far better than the post-graduates who have held the 

same post before her. 

- See more at: http://www.theindianrepublic.com/tbp/challenges-will-smriti-face-hrd-

100038291.html#sthash.GtL2VlKN.dpuf 
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