THROWING LIGHT: IIT-Kanpur Chairman M. Anandakrishnan (centre), handing
over the book authored by P.C. Chandrasekaran (eft), at a function in Chennai
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[IT-Kanpur chairman vents ire
on engineering colleges

“If I had the authority, I will close down 50 per cent of them”
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on Monday. The first copy is being received by Anna University Vice-
Chancellor P, Mannar Jawahar. - PHOTO: K.V. SRINIVASAN

Special Correspondent

CHENNAI: Institutions of high-
er education have become the
playground of corrupt politic-
ians and professors are being
kicked around like football,
said M. Anandakrishnan,
Chairman, Indian Institute of
Technology-Kanpur, on
Monday.

“If 1 had the authority, I
will close down 50 per cent of
the engineering colleges as
they have ruined technical
education,” he said at a book
release function at Anna Unj-
versity-Chennai.

. Recalling that teacher-stu-
dent relationship used to be
the benchmark ©of higher
learning in the olden days,
Mr. Anandakrishnan, who
served as Vice-Chancellor of
Anna University for two
terms, said it was unfortunate
that the vast expansion of
technical education had been
“mindless.”

The engineering colleges
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- gave the syllabus to students

and functioned like tutorial
colleges, he alleged. He got
angry whenever he saw ad-
vertisements in neighbour-
hood newspapers stating they
would coach students in ther-
modynamies, civil engineer-
ing and other engineering
subjects. “Are we producing
robots?” he asked.

Earlier, Mr. Anandakrish-
nanreleased a book by former
dean of postgraduate studies
at Anna University P.C.
Chandrasekharan.

In his speech, the author
said that his book, ‘Under-
standing the Universe - From
the Quantum Word of the In-
finitesimal to the Cosmic
Realm of the Infinite’, dealt
with the origin, evolution,
composition and structure of
the universe. The target audi-
ence was university students
from diverse disciplines and
lay readers with a modest
background in science and
mathematics.
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PROFIT AND HIGHER EDUCATION

Pick up any list of the world’s best uni-
vetsities and go through those
names. You can go through the top
500—not just top 10 or 20. You will not
find a single for-profit university.

It's useful to remind ourselves of what
most of us already know: the Harvard
and Yales of the world are all not-for-
profit organizations. They won't survive a
year in the absence of their large endow-
ments, and substantial annual grants.

The point is simple, high quality higher
education is not and cannot be a for-
profit enterprise. This is not an ideologi-
cal issue; it is merely an economic impti-
cation of what is required to have high-
quality higher education. Three of these
requirements are: deep and broad-based
research, a good student faculty ratio and
a multidisciplinary faculty ranging from
humanities to applied domains. There
are other requirements, but these three
in themselves are sufficient explanations
for the not-for-profit nature of high quali-
ty higher education enterprises.

I wrote about this issue in these col-
umns about a year ago. What has
prompted me to write again is the news
that I'read in Mint and other dailies. The
Planning Commission has suggested the
country permit establishment of insti-
tutes of higher learning that can be run
for profit. These reports quoted a Plan-
ning Commission approach paper, “The
not-for-profit tag in higher education

For our problems of quality
and equity in education,
the government has to
invest more money and
improve its performance

sector should perhaps be re-examined in
a more pragmatic manner so as to en-
sure quality without losing focus on ex-
pansion and equity.”

In the related reports, 1 found two bits
of welcome pragmatism from the Plan-
ning Commission. The first was the can-
did admission of the open secret that
even now most private educational insti-
tutions are out to make a profit, although
the current law prohibits them. The sec-
ond was that private capital will not
come to the education sector unless prof-
it making is allowed, bar the rare bit of
philanthropic capital.

That’s where the pragmatism stops.
Pragmatism, not ideology, should have
also led them to stating that “since pri-
vate capital, will (largely) not come with-
out profit motive, it cannot solve the
problem of quality and equity”. Instead
the approach paper seems to be con-
structing a new delusion that private for-

profit capital will help in improving qual-
ity and equity in higher education. Ad-
mittedly I am drawing only on these re-
ports, and so may have misread the real
drift of the commission. Though it
doesn’t seem likely, given the statements
that I have read, but I would be happy if I
am proved wrong. That's because this se-
rious issue of the abysmal quality of our
higher education is being side-stepped
by deploying such an artifice.

You cannot fix someone’s cardiac fit-
ness by recommending a hair transplant.
That’s what this artifice amounts to. To
address our problems in education, both
school and higher education, there are
just two ways ahead and both are need-
ed, For cardiac fitness you have to eat
right and exercise, there is no other way
out. Similarly for our problems of quality
and equity in education, the government
has to invest more money and improve
its performance.

Implementing these two, however, is
very very difficult. The Planning Com-
mission has good reasons to look for oth-
er paths. Getting more money for educa-
tion is only possible if wasteful expendi-
ture is controlled and economically dis-
torting subsidies are reduced. Only
through slow grinding changes on the
ground can improvement happen in the
government education system. This will
not happen as a result of some policy or
plan change.

Both the issues, of more money for ed-
ucation, and improving the government’s
performance, face resistance from en-
trenched political interests, massive exe-
cution challenges of scale and complexity
and general apathy.

If you were to cut free electricity sup-
ply to agriculture, you will have a mass
rebellion on your hands. Which political-
ly and socially influential group is willing
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to take up cudgels for education? None;
and that is the reality.

Governments and other bodies, have
continually made efforts (with limited ef-
fect) to improve the school system. There
have been almost no such efforts made
in higher education. The only steps being
the setting up of new IITs, NITs, [IMs,
AlIMS, ete.

Creating this additional capacity is im-
portant, but even more important is im-
proving the governance and functioning
of the 500-0dd existing universities and
their affiliated colleges. This is not just a
practical issue of improving the impact of
what is already being spent, it also in-
volves the larger problem that unless we
improve the functioning of these institu-
tions, we will continue to churn unedu-
cated people whom we call graduates by
the millions. The problem is severe in the
basic undergraduate courses in sciences
and humanities, which are almost com-
pletely ignored by any initiative for im-
provement and fresh capacity creation.

The Planning Commission can get all
the wise advisers, and can think through
this issue far better than most of us can,
if only it would not get caught in the
blind belief that “for profit” education
can help in improve quality and equity of
higher education.

Anurag Behar is chief executive officer
of Azim Premji Foundation and also leads
sustainability initiatives for Wipro Ltd. He
writes every fortnight on issues of ecology
and education. Comments are welcome at
othersphere@livemint.com
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To read Anurag Behar's previous col-
umns, go to
www livemint.com/othersphere
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ince the industrial revolution,
Stedi\:\us human chores have steadily
been handed over to machines, Going
bvthis trend, the adventof fullvcom puter-
ised cars that drive themselves should
01113-' be a matter of fime. A prototype has
already been tested by researchers on
Berlin's streets. They equipped a Volks-
wagen Passat mthalauge of built-in tech-
nology which allows it to sse and mano-
euvre through traffic onits own.
Technophobes may shudder at
the vision of speeding driverless
cars, navigating through heavy traffic,
Buthow canthey forget that in theend, it's
driver errvor that causes most accidents?
Acecidents can potentially be elitminat-
ed if amachine’s in charge. Their re cogni-
fion of and reaction to the environment
canbemuchfaster and moreaccurate than
a human being's, Few would dispute that
concentratingon the road isan ordealwith
all-round traffic mayhem, speeding cars,
and frequently ringing mobile phones,
Surely nothing could be better than allow-
ing well-tested technological devices to
take care of road anxieties. Besides

HindustanTimes
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Berlin researchers test driverless cars on city streets

It's the trend of the future

avoiding other tetchy drivers and road @

rage, we will have more productive time
and leisure. If automated cars that drove
themselves became the norm, we would
no longer have that drunk driver to worry
about. Forthose whoworry aboutmachine
malfunction, cars
could be designed to
stop themselves at the
first sign of suspected

error. They could also
come equipped with
an override funetion,
which would allow
human beings to take

Why cede human control?

riverless cars - the fruit of Berlin
)Um\ne]sm s research project — are

being touted as the future of car

1 mobility The idea of a complete ly compu-

t voke anxiety, not

! ter-controlled driverless car should pro-

satisfaction. Though
technology  enthusi-
ESTS'IT]ET_\-'PUI'I'IIEH‘-’EI]-
ous road safety tests
carried out by the car

manufacturers  in
question, the thought
of having a computer
incharge atthe wheel
sounds both crazy

overif the need arose.

Technology sceptics shouldn't forget
that at present aireraft come equipped with
an autopilotfunction, which in effect allows
them tofly themselves, This hasn't made air
travel any more unsafe than before - 1 any-
thing, it's the contrary It is high time that we
rid ourselves of our fear of radical techno-
logical nnovations.

and scary We don't
need seience fiction to conwvinee us of the
inherent dangers of trusting machines to
the extent of cedingall hwman control.
Computer-driven cars may reduce
deaths in accidents caused by human er-
ror ar inebriated drivers. But what if’ the
oomputers can’trespond to unusual situa.
tions the way the far more adaptable
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‘Ajay Vaishnav

human brain can? Machines do malfune-
tion. They can also be manipulated by the
tech-savvy enemies of the carowners, In
case of accidents by malfunction or
design, fixing responsibility will be a
tricky issue. Existing traffic rules pre-
sume human beings operate antomobiles
on the roads. When driverless cars take
oven thiswhalesystem will need junking.
Technology 13 meant to make life
easier Thatcan'tbe equa-
ted with maldng humans
parasitically dependent
on it, While people would opt for car tech-
nology thatenhaneces their joy of driving
and aids them to better handle traffic, it's
toomuch toassume they 1w illingly relin-
quish total control. Driving 1s not just a
necessity Inthis car-crazy age, it isalso a
hobby, Many wort't take kind Iy toso-called
technological wizardry that robs them of
this source of pleasure. Mor will the auto-
mobile sector be too happy Its resources
will be better spent improving engine
technology and fuel efficiency of cars as
theyexist rather than be diverted tointro-
ducea rather pointless ‘innovation”,
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NEW DELHE The centre infor-
med the HC that it has sought
help from [T experts to red-

uee noise level near [GL ASG

AS Chandhiok told this to the
division bench of Chief
Justice Dipak Misra and
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