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Preface 

 
The journey of the exploratory project ‘South Asian network on the role of educational institutions as 
innovation intermediaries for inclusive development’ over the last two years has been exciting and 
innovative. The International Development Research Centre’s (IDRC) programme on Inclusive 
Innovation and Development (IID) provided an excellent opportunity for researchers from South Asia 
interested in the role of universities in socially inclusive innovation and development to meet and build 
the field of IID as a programme in the region. The region has witnessed high economic growth along 
with   increasing inequality and a continuing neglect of the informal sector. Policy initiatives in the past 
have been focused on the role of innovation in transforming the economies of these nations and 
recasting their national innovation systems to pursue economic growth. Contemporary understanding 
of innovation systems has also ignored discussions on power and hierarchies of knowledge even as 
the role of universities in inclusive growth and development has remained unaddressed. Thus a 
programme which focuses on this role of universities, and was informed by ideas of ‘developmental’ or 
‘civic’ universities in other parts of the globe, was welcomed. 
 
Colombo Conversations 
When Veena Ravichandran, then Senior Programme Officer at IDRC approached some of us in India 
who had worked on these ideas in Knowledge Swaraj, a new manifesto on science and technology , 
we were keen to collaborate.   The key question was to rethink the role of universities in critiquing the 
new mantra of economic growth led innovation systems thinking. A research network towards this 
critique would need to be widely constituted representing different institutional settings and providing 
spaces for the periphery, given the diversity in India.  Thus the first challenge was to put together a 
team of researchers who would be broadly aligned to this exploration while remaining open to 
differences in perspectives. Those of us who had worked on Knowledge Swaraj saw the need for 
academicians to work closely with practitioners and value their knowledge and expertise for inclusive 
innovation. Dhruv Raina of the Jawaharlal Nehru University, an ally from the start, shared a discomfort 
about innovation studies and policy but was open to a broader science studies perspective.  Learning 
and competence building on innovation was unlikely to happen in sufficient measure if alternate 
perspectives on power, knowledge and expertise were not taken on board.  The task was made even 
more exciting as we expanded ideas beyond India to the region.  A draft concept note for the 
preliminary workshop was vigorously discussed and went through several drafts and changes and the 
first workshop of the network was held at Colombo on February 2-3, 2012.  
 
Participants from the region shared their responses to the concept note in advance and we realised 
early on that plurality of perspectives needed to be seen as the strength of the intellectual climate in 
the region even if it presented challenges for project management.  One of the earlier decisions was 
to recognise the role of intermediaries, especially Civil Society Organisations (CSOs). It was 
understood that given the knowledge hierarchies in South Asia, universities by themselves may not be 
the intermediaries to enable inclusive innovation. Therefore they would need to engage with other 
intermediaries to become more inclusive. This meant a subtle, yet important shift in thinking in the IID 
concept, from ‘universities as intermediaries’ to ‘universities and intermediaries’ for inclusive 
innovation and development. These ideas were put together in the website of the first conference 
http://uniid2012.ximb.ac.in/. The thirty participants who met at Colombo were from eight countries and 
had researchers, vice chancellors, civil society representatives and donors amongst them. The 
workshop outlined some of the ideas of IID and a couple of regional networks who had already 
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other agencies could step in and fill the gap, even as Veena and others at IDRC offered their 
continued support to both the ideas and keeping the research network active. 
 
The months that followed can best be described as an adaptive response of the network that 
practiced frugal innovation. Financial and time constraints (besides issues like Visa) meant that we 
had to restrict the scale of operations till other South Asian partners could join in. Rather than shelve 
the exploration, we decided to work towards contextualising the ideas through discussion papers. A 
new website http://uniid2012.tk/ was created to host a discussion paper series. Ideas were explored 
by existing members on different themes. These included research on universities such as 
contextualising the developmental university, rethinking the universities of teaching and research and 
exploring the knowledge gaps in agricultural universities working towards sustainability. We also did 
research on alternative ideas on education that explored social exclusion and social transformative 
learning and a case study of the Adivasi Academy, which looked specifically at innovations which 
acknowledge indigenous knowledge. The Centre for Education and Documentation (CED) took up a 
rapid exercise of putting together ideas on social innovation from their archives to facilitate further 
engagement on social innovation and provide material for future use.  
 
Delhi Deliberations on Rethinking Universities 
The discussion papers were supplemented by another set of papers from Indian researchers who 
were working on ideas of inclusive innovation and development, albeit from their own perspectives on 
meaningful roles for higher education. They kindly consented to share their ideas through discussion 
papers at very short notice. The final workshop of the network was held at JNU on January 8 -9, 2013 
with the Zakir Hussain Centre for Education Studies playing host. The Vice Chancellor of JNU, Prof. S 
K Sopory shared his thoughts on social inclusion and innovations and universities. The workshop had 
an appropriate ending with Prof Mahendra Lama, the founding Vice Chancellor of the Central 
University of Sikkim, sharing his experiences of architecting and building a university closely linked to 
local communities and participating  actively in  the development of the under-served Himalayan 
region. We also held discussions on collaborations between universities and civil society 
organisations and examined the case of the development of an M Phil in Development Practice jointly 
developed by the Ambedkar University Delhi (AUD) and PRADAN, a leading civil society organisation.  
We had discussions on vocational education, skill development and also a rethinking of the Gandhian 
concept of Nai Talim (New Education) in India today. The workshop in a sense was a project 
completion workshop.  It was also the launch of a new network, albeit focused within India that was 
keen to engage with the ideas that could rethink the university. 
 
The discussions and papers in this volume are a preliminary offering of an emerging network of 
researchers whose work has been incubated by IDRC. The ideas are rich and diverse and the 
deliberations during the workshop in an academic setting indicated that much more would have to be 
done to take these ideas further even as newer dimensions of the research emerged. The Delhi 
deliberations have helped provide a strong case for research in South Asia on the ‘entrepreneurial’, 
‘civic’ or ‘developmental’ university.  
 
We hope these ideas will find greater traction within Indian research granting councils such as the 
Indian Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR) as well as other agencies. Discussions on 
universities in India, and the region, have increased considerably in recent times. There is a case for 
newer ideas and thinking to enable universities reorient themselves towards larger societal goals of 
social justice and inclusive development even as they face greater challenges in responding to market 
forces and commercialisation pressures on the one hand and over-regulation on the other. We hope 
that this volume will encourage some of the discussions on the role of universities and that the 
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network will play a role in working towards the goals of inclusive innovation and development. Some 
possibilities include engaging in pilots with university administrators, taking up these ideas in particular 
domains such as agriculture or rural livelihoods, collaborating in curriculum design and thereby 
contributing to the ongoing academic discussions on universities in transition.  
 
On behalf of the emerging network of researchers in the region on IID, we would like to thank IDRC 
for their support and constant encouragement even during adverse times. We would also like to thank 
the university administrators in India and Sri Lanka for their active participation at the deliberations 
and for freely sharing their challenges and for their openness to new ideas. We look forward to 
continuing engagement on the ideas and concepts even as a particular phase of engagement comes 
to an end. Coordinating this network from the periphery of a higher education institution, that is not yet 
a university, has been possible due to the faith of the members of the network as well as the 
tremendous support from the directors of XIMB, Fr P T Joseph sj and now Fr Paul Fernandes sj.  I am 
also grateful to the steadfast support from the administrative team at XIMB, especially Samikhya 
Panigrahi, throughout the execution of this exploratory project.   This book would not have been 
possible without the painstaking effort by John D Souza and his colleagues at the Centre for 
Education and Documentation (CED) ably supported by Joseph Satish. 
 
 
 
 
Shambu Prasad                        Bhubaneswar, February 2013 
 





 

 

Innovation, Inclusion & Development: Introductory Session 
 
S K Sopory, Vice Chancellor, JNU (Inaugural Address) 
 
Why rethink the role of universities? All Universities, including those like Harvard are “rethinking” their 
role in this changing day and age. It is perhaps true that the “half-life” of any university is about 30-40 
years, which is about the time it takes to stabilize itself after which it starts deteriorating in terms of 
both research and teaching. 
 
With the Universities for Research and Innovation Bill being introduced in 2012, there is much debate 
on what constitutes innovation and what the role of the university in innovation is. The passage of 
such bills seems to suggest that existing universities have not innovated and do not need to innovate 
any longer. Boundaries are being enforced on the nature of innovation and these boundaries are 
being dictated by a purely economic outlook on what innovation or development constitutes. 
Innovation can emerge only from an uncaged mind free from restrictive agencies and directives. 
Research should indeed be guided, but there should not be restrictions on what one should or should 
not discover. 
 
Inclusion is as important. JNU was among the first universities in India to implement affirmative 
policies on its own. As a result the university admits people from all cultures, gender and backgrounds 
and provides an enabling environment to them. Many are of the wrong opinion that social inclusion is 
detrimental to innovation, but universities like JNU have proven otherwise. 
 
It is the duty of research networks like UNIID to identify the shortcomings of the university and thereby 
suggest guidelines on how they can reflect and act on implementing inclusive innovation and 
development. In spite of all the obstacles like incoherent recruitment policies, autonomy, dilution of 
standards in teaching and research processes, red-tapism and regulatory procedures, we should 
collaborate and take forward suggestions to set our house in order to become more innovative and 
responsible to society at large.  
 
Dhruv Raina, JNU 
 
At the UNIID workshop in Colombo, two different views emerged. One that the university was perhaps 
an outdated structure, and there was need to work outside the university or draw the university 
towards the experiments that went on outside the university within the format of what has been called 
mode-2. The second view was that the university, if permitted was still a place where interesting 
experiments could be pursued, and that it was not an organisationally and intellectually moribund site 
for the production of knowledge. This gathering is testimony to the marginal view outside academe 
that while much is wrong with the university and its related structures today, there is still latitude for 
experimentation and innovation – or  imagination and play. 
 
Thinking about UIID, and drawing inspiration from a classic paper by A.K.Ramanujan, one wonders 
which of the four terms in UNIID must be problematized – the university, innovation, inclusion or 
development. To which somebody could say,  it is the relationship between these four terms. To which 
Ramanujam would have responded that the question would vary with the emphasis accorded to each 
of the four terms.  
 



 

2 

Is the university in a crisis? Has the university which for 200 odd years been the site for the production 
of robust knowledge been marginalized in the knowledge production game? Is it no longer considered 
an innovative place? If we seek to invent a new institutional space, the questions -- innovation for 
what and for whom which refer to the two other terms inclusion and development get problematised.  
 
At Colombo we were concerned with the sort of curricula we could envision for an inclusive society of 
the future. The epistemology group asked what sought of curriculum would be able to respond to a 
variety of economic (global) social and cultural tasks and what sought of reform would this entail. 
Would it mean reconfiguring the disciplinary maps of the 19th century university and re-envisioning 
our schools and faculties?  Would it also call for the destabilisation of the organizational hierarchies 
within the university and its entire family of affiliated institutions – from the technical institutes and the 
vocational colleges, to the institutions dedicated to the tasks of continuing education? 
 
What sort of innovation are we speaking off and why does the term evoke images of the market and 
marketability? Is this itself a part of managerial norms that are being introduced into the system of 
credentialisation of the university? Why have we as social scientists forgotten to comprehend where 
this term comes from and what sorts of agendas does it disguise and how like science, innovation too 
has come to acquire a culturally and value neutral connotation? Or perhaps we have been so 
complicit in the realization and celebration of the knowledge economy that we have for the time being 
side-stepped the critical function of the social sciences. 
 
The third term we need to ask ourselves is inclusion and its complex conjugate, exclusion. Can it 
suggest something beyond affirmative action? Does it also suggest that besides including the 
discriminated and marginalized – the suppressed and subaltern voices, it is imperative to envision 
new ways of knowing, of integrating new knowledge forms into our conceptual and inter or trans-
disciplinary maps. Does the discourse of inclusive innovation attempt to commoditise these different 
ways of knowing by suggesting that the quantum and quality of innovation would be enhanced by 
bringing in a diversity of perspectives and knowledge forms?  What problems of translation, 
philosophy of science, and deeply ethical concerns are implicated in this way of thinking? One can 
recognize the crossing here of different agendas: How does one employ the term inclusion 
innovatively without compromising the central concerns of social justice and equity; and on the other 
hand to critically ask ourselves what does it mean for innovation to be inclusive? 
 
And finally the term development.  We have a critique of development. But the term that was deeply 
problematic in social science discourse in the 1970s and 1980s came back within the sustainable 
development discourse in the 1990s, was subsequently pluralized within the social theories of multiple 
modernities or development discourse. 
  
Each of us here have come to our subjects of investigation from different sets of concerns and 
disciplinary predispositions – but each one of us sets of by a recognition of a conceptual or relational, 
organisational or institutional crisis and it is the responses we set to chronicle, describe or engage 
with. In doing so we would need to reflect on how we could keep this network going, and one way of 
doing so is also to widen and deepen the canvas of our research agendas. I hope this would be the 
beginning of an innovative/fruitful/imaginative/meaningful conversation. 
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Shambu Prasad, XIMB 
  
How can we re-envision Science & Technology in the 21st century on three principles of Plurality, 
Sustainability and Justice?  This is the context in which some academics and practitioners have 
brought out a manifesto “Knowledge Swaraj”. Internationally too, a certain kind of re-thinking on the 
issue of science and society was taking place and the Institute of Development Studies, Sussex had 
brought out its own “A New Manifesto”.  Some of us have worked on innovation, mainly to move away 
from a narrowly defined economic understanding of innovation to a broader social science 
understanding of innovation. We wanted to move away from the predominant innovation systems idea 
and look at the role of civil society in bringing to the fore knowledge which many people at the 
grassroots have used while shaping their idea of development. In this project, we wanted to take it 
further to see how Universities can be involved in such innovation and take it forward. There was the 
notion of the developmental University floating around particularly in Latin America, that Universities 
have a role beyond research and teaching, to development of the region in which they exist. Can we 
work on this idea in the Indian Context?  
 
Phet Sayo & Ambika Sharma, IDRC 
 
The discourses on themes around innovation, namely development, knowledge society, knowledge 
economy are in crisis. I am in a programme in IDRC called Information and Networks. We focus 
around issues around how society is changing vis-a-vis the adoption of Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICTs), particularly network technologies – mobile phones, internet and 
how that is changing sectors including the university. We seem to be pushing ideologies and agendas 
with these technologies without even questioning the issues of inclusion/exclusion, or what 
development we are actually promoting.  
 
Work on Granting Councils 
IDRC’s current work in South Asia is focused on looking at opportunities in and with research granting 
councils around the world. As part of this, IDRC took up a four year scoping study looking at efficiency 
of operations and collaboration of research councils in Latin America, Africa and South East Asia. In 
South Asia, this scoping study and discussions within and outside IDRC led to two themes for future 
work.  The first component is to explore the changing landscape in funding and financial mechanisms 
at research granting councils, and to examine the rise of civil society in South Asia (primarily India) in 
this emerging context. The second component is to look at the emerging open science movement, for 
instance, the role of the university in citizen science, open access, etc. and how this can lead to 
collaborative research and impact such as the work done by the Open Source Drug Discovery  
(OSDD) movement in India.  These two themes emerged out of the realization that there is 
inadequate support for social science research in the developing world. Within these two themes there 
are secondary questions on where is the global funding for research councils in South Asia going and 
why? What is the industry-academic interface in this? It seems that private universities are moving 
more into agriculture, bio-technology, information technology and pharmaceuticals and how are 
private universities placed in this? Which disciplines are receiving the most funding and why?  
 
IDRC will also promote opportunities for promoting collaborative research and explore if and how 
universities and government systems can work together in research. The idea is to leverage existing 
research granting councils to convene and collaborate in research activities and not die a slow death 
like the council in Bangladesh.                                    .   
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Contextualizing the developmental university in India1 
 

Dr C Shambu Prasad, Professor, Xavier Institute of Management, Bhubaneswar 
Joseph Satish V, Research Associate, Knowledge in Civil Society 

Dr K V G Krishnamurty, Independent Consultant 
 
The university as a seat of learning has had a rich and long history in both oriental and occidental 
societies. Some of the oldest universities have originated from a plethora of culturally rich civilizations  
such as the Buddhist traditions of Nalanda University in 5th century India,  the Islamic Al-Azhar 
University of Cairo of the 10th century and the Church assisted “places of teaching universal 
knowledge” of 19th Century England expounded by Cardinal Newman (Newman, 1852). The modern 
university as a secular place of learning is often traced to the medieval European university of the 12th 
Century and the notion of a research university birthed from the Humboldtian perspective of 19th 
century Prussia (Altbach, 2011).  Universities then went on to symbolize institutions which contribute 
to a nation’s socio-cultural progress, scientific and technological advancement, and economic 
development while simultaneously engaging with academic institutions across the globe. Universities 
were also seen as important sites of interconnectivity where different cultures, traditions and origins of 
knowledge could blend harmoniously and contribute to a knowledge society (Delanty, 2000).    
 
Evolving roles from research and teaching to development 
 
The university acts as an avenue for creating and bringing about advances in knowledge and culture, 
through the main pillars of teaching and research. The role of the university in a nation’s development 
is well recognised. They are seen as integral part of national innovation systems as sources of new 
knowledge. Recent research on the university however looks at the institution in transition  and newer 
ideas of the ‘entrepreneurial university’ (Clark 1998) or ‘developmental university’ (Sutz 2005) or the 
‘civic university’ (Goddard 2009) have been suggested even as the University responds to the crises 
of autonomy in a neo-liberal context, made more severe by the recent financial crises worldwide.  
 
In addition to the traditional roles of generating knowledge (research) and dissemination (teaching), 
there has been a recent focus on the contribution of universities to regional or national development in 
developing countries. The developmental role is seen as an important third mission for universities in 
transition (Göransson, Brundenius, 2012: 347-350). Dialogue within and outside universities have led 
to the call for these institutions to engage directly with society and contribute to social welfare. These 
“developmental universities... will take knowledge to deprived communities... [With] local needs 
[being] included in research agendas... [Where] good research into problems of local relevance must 
be rewarded, irrespective of whether it achieves international acceptance or impact... [And] support 
must be provided for students and university staff to identify and commit to solving social and 
productive problems...” (Sutz, 2005). The idea of the developmental university was earlier articulated 
by Coleman in the African context as strongly linked to nationalism and was concerned with resolving 
the problems of societal development. Development, as currently (mis)understood, embodies 
westernization and economic growth. Coleman however understands development to be an 

                                                            
1 This paper combines  two discussion papers on ‘Contextualising the Developmental University in 
India: A Preliminary Mapping Exercise” (Shambu Prasad, Joseph Satish V and KVG Krishnamurty 
2012) and ‘Discussions on Higher Education in India” (Joseph Satish and Shambu Prasad 2012) into 
one.  The detailed appendices from the original papers are available on the website 
http://uniid2012.tk/ . 
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“amelioration of poverty, unemployment and inequality under the rubric of human personality” while 
promoting “interdependence based on symmetry and mutual accountability” (Coleman, 1994). 
 
Much of these discussions on a changed role of universities have however escaped discussions in the 
Indian or South Asian context. This preliminary research seeks to contextualize the developmental 
university in India. We seek to explore answers to the following questions: 
• What is the nature of discussion and areas of concern in the higher education discourse in India 
today? How do current India universities (& higher education institutes in general) look at their relation 
to development, if at all and how has this been articulated?  
• How does this associate with concepts and ideas of social inclusion (and exclusion) and / or 
inclusive innovation? What are the arguments and suggestions, if any, for social innovations in Indian 
higher education? 
• Are concerns of development and social justice being articulated in spaces other than formal 
universities? If so what are they and how is inclusive innovation and development understood by non-
formal spaces? 
• Can formal universities learn from the ideas and experiments in the non-formal educational 
space, especially in their engagement with the informal sector? What are the perspectives on 
collaborations with civil society and non-formal education spaces, if any?   
• How can these initiatives in the non-formal spaces add to the imagination of the idea of the 
universities?  
  
This paper opens up the idea of the developmental or civic university in India. It is meant to take 
forward recent discussions on universities and inclusive innovation in the South Asian context, and 
present a case for further empirical studies on universities in the South Asian region in general and 
India in particular. We begin by examining the historical evolution of higher education in India. We 
provide a bird’s eye view of the university landscape in India highlighting both the growth and 
institutional diversity of the educational space in the twenty-first century. We then proceed to look 
briefly at some recent discussions on concerns regarding higher education including those put forward 
by committees and commissions constituted by the Indian Government in its attempts to reform the 
university space.  
 
How do universities perceive their role in the development of the nation? We explore this in the 
following section by examining the developmental role of some Indian universities and higher 
education institutions through an analysis of their vision or mission statements. The preliminary 
analysis indicates an inadequate articulation, if not complete silence, on the developmental role of the 
university.  We then proceed to extend some of these discussions on the developmental role of the 
university and other higher education institutions in India through a look at one of India’s most popular 
social science journals, the Economic and Political Weekly (EPW)2.  We conclude the analysis of the 
developmental role by exploring alternative visions of development and knowledge outside the formal 
space. These experiments need closer scrutiny if we need to rethink the idea of the university and its 
role in inclusive innovation and development has been attempted by other discussion papers in this 
volume (see Rajni Bakshi on the Adivasi Academy or A R Vasavi on alternative experiments in 
education).  In this paper we suggest that the expansion of new universities in India and their 

                                                            
2 EPW is widely read among academicians, practitioners and policy makers in India, South Asia as 
well as abroad. While other journals (see end note) do carry nuanced discussions on higher education 
in India and elsewhere, this study is limited in scope and focused on exploring the nature of questions 
on higher education in a popular and widely read journal.  
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degree awarding status as Institution of National or State Importance respectively through 
appropriate central or state law.  

 
According to the UGC, there are 43 Central Universities, 297 State Universities, 100 Private 
Universities and 129 Deemed Universities in 2011. In addition, there are 65 Institutes of National 
Importance and other university level institutions. The number of degree awarding institutions in India 
is indicated in Figure 1  
 
Rapid mushrooming of higher education institutions 
A large part of the growth in numbers has been in the last decade, as is seen in the next graph.  While 
increase in the number of universities bodes well for students and the nation in general, there is rising 
concern regarding the rapid mushrooming of private and deemed universities in India. The UGC 
recently putting the process of conferring deemed university status on hold and 44 universities were 
stripped of their “deemed” status (Chopra, 2011). There has been no policy or guidelines to measure 
the competence of the private and deemed universities. While the entry of private players is important 
for the growth of higher education, there is no clear understanding on the nature of their role. As 
Goswami (2013) has recently suggested the Indian higher education environment requires private 
investment but also better visioning of basic regulatory principles that can inform the debate and 
institutional exemplars that can demonstrate social and public good. While the provision for the entry 
of private players was made with the noble intent of providing quality education and promoting centres 
of excellence, issues of affordability and access at these institutions are not being addressed 
adequately.  These universities in India should be encouraged in the background of access, regional 
balance, regulation, quality, credibility as well as the social concerns of inclusiveness. 
 

 
Figure 2 Growth in Number of universities from 1857 to 2012 
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interaction between universities, local communities and civil society has to be given equal, if not more, 
importance as university-industry partnerships.   
 
Quality 
The exclusionary trend at the core of the Indian higher education policy is further intensified by lack of 
quality education for even those already enrolled in the many institutes of higher education. The 
general response to these shortcomings have been to improve infrastructural facilities, recruit 
adequate number of quality faculty, and introduce academic reforms with respect to admissions, 
teaching and examinations. However, such simplistic solutions may not bode well for the reformation 
of higher education. The crucial question is to ruminate on what exactly has gone wrong in spite of the 
fact that we have so many universities and higher educational institutions spread across the nation.  
 
Reforming Higher Education: Concerns and Initiatives  
 
The evolving character of higher education in India is in line with the changing nature of thrust 
pursued by the Planning Commission. The initial Five Year Plans were largely focused on setting up 
infrastructure, regulation and governance mechanisms. With the developing economy, research, skill 
development and expansion became central to later plans. The changing Plan strategies indicate that 
the situation is such that the challenges to Indian higher education have not only increased but have 
become more complex as well.   
 
Since the Ninth Five Year Plan (that is, post liberalization) there has been a focus on increasing the 
relevance of higher education improving quality and quantity of the information technology era in a 
globalized economy.4   This is being planned through alternative financing models, public-private 
partnerships.  There is also talk of socially inclusive policies, demographic dividend etc.   
 
Recent initiatives by the Government of India 
In 2005, the National Knowledge Commission (NKC) was constituted to prepare a blueprint for 
reforming India’s educational system for transforming India into a global knowledge hub. In its 2006 
note, the NKC listed outdated curriculum, rote learning, lack of applied or inter-disciplinary teaching, 
erosion of research and lack of accountability as some of the recurring causes for concern. (NKC, 
2006).  
 
To reform higher education, NKC suggested the creation of more universities, the establishment of an 
Independent Regulatory Authority for Higher Education (IRAHE) and diversification of sources of 
funding. To promote excellence, the NKC called for an overhaul of the curriculum and evaluation, as 
well as undergraduate education. It emphasised reformulation of existing policies to enable entry of 
foreign institutions, among others. On inclusion, the NKC suggested the development of a 
“comprehensive framework” to address all kinds of differences and deprivation which are not currently 
addressed by the reservation policy in vogue (NKC, 2007). 
 
In 2008, a ‘Committee to Advise on Renovation and Rejuvenation of Higher Education’ was 
constituted by the Ministry of Human Resource Development (MHRD) under the leadership of Prof. 
Yashpal (former Chairman of the UGC). The Committee was to review the UGC and various other 
statutory councils and suggest ways of progressing higher education towards a more creative and 
active form. The committee submitted its report in early 2010. The primary concern of the Committee 
was the fragmentation of educational disciplines into independent entities. New knowledge and 
                                                            
4 http://planningcommission.nic.in/aboutus/committee/wrkgrp11/wg11_hgedu.pdf  
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insights, it says, are born at the “boundaries of disciplines” – which have been eroded by the current 
university system with its emphasis on storing information rather than creating knowledge. It also 
expresses concern over the mushrooming of institutions which have become mere business 
enterprises dispensing sub-standard education. 
 
While encouraging a holistic curriculum which will create interfaces between different disciplines, the 
Yashpal Committee stresses the need to relate to the outside world. It suggests the revision of 
curriculum and pedagogy to induct the student into a “community of participant citizens”. The syllabi 
should equip the student with thinking in and for the real world rather than a lopsided emphasis for 
scoring in examinations. Importantly, it remarks that the Indian higher education system should start 
listening to “the worker, the artisan and the peasant” and learn from the profound local knowledge 
existing in the world outside the classroom.  
 
The recommendations of NKC are overtly focused on addressing the manpower requirements of a 
rapidly growing economy. While creating a skilled workforce is an indispensable necessity, it appears 
that the social dimension of a nation mired in disparities is not addressed. This is evident in the NKC’s 
emphasis on “sustaining economic development”, which it considers the third area of far reaching 
impact after “realizing demographic dividend” and “reducing social disparities”. The NKC also favours 
privatisation and internationalisation of higher education, towards fulfilling the requirements of an 
industrialised economy. The Yashpal Committee on the other hand encourages joint and cross 
disciplinary research and learning between/among students, teachers and the community.  
 
Finally, the draft National Commission for Higher Education and Research (NCHER) bill introduced in 
the Parliament and touted as elixir to all the evils haunting higher education in India, appears to be 
more concerned with bureaucratic procedures than with the “renovation and rejuvenation” of higher 
education, thus falling short of expectations (Tilak, 2010). 
 
Eurocentric and industry dictated focus on higher education 
Most universities in India have their origins in the european traditions rising out of the colonial roots of 
English rule. After independence, universities took on a national character under policies for 
developing Indian identity, but they still appeared to follow a “euro-american” academic framework 
(Alvares, 2011). Socio-economic factors, and more particularly demands of industry, dictated the 
choice of courses offered. With this linear understanding of a university, students take up only what is 
offered to them. Higher education is simply seen as an act of transferring information from teacher to 
student, making it a mere “information management problem”. Teachers are expected to gather 
information, organise it and re-package it for students’ consumption with little or no relevance to the 
world around them.  
 
More recently, the increasing influence of corporate in globalised context also constructed in “euro-
american” terms, have thwarted whatever marginal efforts there was to address local realities or 
interact with local knowledge producers. Thus universities tend to adopt an elitist flavour and 
pedagogy, curriculum and theoretical frameworks do not reflect all the needs of classes and sections 
of society. As a result, given the complex of problems faced by India today, the university is not able to 
provide adequate tools and methods to tackle these problems. The restrictive nature of university 
education is also evident in the fact that it does not attach importance to inherited knowledge systems 
nor aspects of local culture. For instance, the FAO has officially recognized the traditional agricultural 
system of Koraput in Odisha, which has been practiced by tribal farmers. In spite of being recognized 
as a Globally Important Agricultural Heritage System (GIAHS) site (FAO, 2012) such agricultural 



Shambu Prasad, Joseph Satish & Others 

12 

systems are seldom included in the curriculum in agricultural institutes. (See Joseph Thomas and 
Ramasubramaniam’s paper on Knowledge Gaps in Agricultural Universities in this volume). 
 
Efforts to re-imagine the developmental role of the university have not received a suitable impetus. 
While one initiative (the NKC) was purely industry driven, the other (Yashpal Committee) has not 
received sufficient support from the policy makers. It is therefore seen that the traditionally understood 
functions of the university (teaching and research) are not adequate to tackle the problems of society, 
mainly because efforts to reform them from a social perspective are not receiving the attention they 
deserve.   
 
Are there space and a mandate for evolving a “developmental university” within the current set-up? 
The next section explores the vision/mission statements of universities, to understand if their mission 
also embodies developmental goals. 
 
Whither Development? Universities and their Societal Connect beyond Access  
 
The overview of university and higher educational institutes in India above has pointed to the 
challenges of university education in a diverse and unequal society. Despite policies of affirmative 
reservation for increasing social inclusion, questions remain whether universities as institutions treat 
themselves as open spaces for greater interaction with society. The higher education landscape 
consists of elite institutions with several internal conflicts on inclusion.  There is also no clear mandate 
to engage with societal issues at large. Effective inclusion will require going, beyond issues of access, 
deeper into the sociology of knowledge -- on how universities create knowledge, on how they would 
themselves engage with actors beyond academia particularly with social movements and civil society 
organisations. It requires going into the knowledge, perspectives and language of people at the 
margins who are, to paraphrase Anil Gupta, “knowledge rich but economically poor”.  To do this, we 
also need to ask about the ways in universities have engaged, if at all, with the regions around them? 
How successful have they been in taking up local issues of development or managing natural 
resources of the region in a sustainable manner? Do Indian universities see for themselves a role 
beyond teaching and research? 
 
But is the University envisioned such that it is able to address this issue. The purpose of a university is 
often reflected in its vision, mission and objective statements. As a preliminary inquiry, we examined 
the vision/mission statements5  of representative sample from Central, Deemed and Private 
Universities and Institutions of National Importance across different geographical regions. Has the 
vision changed over the years?  
 
The three oldest State Universities in India (Madras, Mumbai and Calcutta) do not seem to have 
explicit vision statements. This perhaps is because they were part of the State Acts legislated during 
the British era (in 1857). The vision and mission statements of some public educational institutions do 
talk about “socially responsible behaviour”. Some of them, drafted more than five decades ago, 
contain archaic visions of social and cultural enhancement. They assume that the educational and 
research activities of the institution will indirectly contribute to societal development.  The University Of 
Hyderabad (UOH), for example talks from a research-centric focus in its mission on creation and 
dissemination of knowledge while the developmental role is not overtly articulated.  
 
                                                            
5 The list of these institutions and their vision statements have been listed in a separate appendix 
available at http://uniid2012.tk/ . 
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It is interesting to note that two of the leading medical educational institutions in India, All India 
Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS) and Jawaharlal Nehru Institute of Post-Graduate Medical 
Education and Research (JIPMER), talk only about the educational aspects of medicine and 
healthcare, without any reference to society. The National Institutes of Technology (NITs) and Indian 
Institutes of Technology (IITs) seem to have a varied perspective with some of them (like IIT-Bombay 
and IIT-Kharagpur) focusing only on the educational aspects of science and technology, while others 
such as NIT-Trichy, IIT-Madras and IIT-Delhi making explicit reference to their role in society and 
industry.   
 
Very few universities have focused community interaction or local outreach programs.  The Central 
Universities like Benares Hindu University (BHU) and Aligarh Muslim University (AMU) talk about their 
social responsibilities from a religio-centric perspective. The Visva Bharati University makes explicit 
visionary statements for its two campuses about enhancing human values and fellowship of mankind. 
The Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) talks about enhancing access to education, 
while the North Eastern Hill University (NEHU) talks about the socio-economic needs of the North 
East while fulfilling its academic responsibilities.  
 
Some of the newer universities appear to have a more focused take on societal development. The 
Central University of Orissa talks about providing “economically relevant education” through “an 
extensive network of partnerships” while providing “a diverse and inclusive campus” and remaining 
committed to addressing “tribal society's educational, economic, and cultural challenges”. The Sikkim 
University aspires to become a “centre of academic excellence and research” while building “an all 
inclusive institutional character with a strong commitment towards regional development and cross-
border integration”. 
 
Among the deemed universities, the Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS) explicitly mentions its 
aspiration “To be an institution of excellence…that continually responds to the changing social realities 
through the development and application of knowledge, towards creating a people-centered and 
ecologically sustainable society…with special emphasis on marginalized and vulnerable groups”. 
Some private universities offer a glimmer of hope with some of them being guided by principles of 
societal development. The Azim Premji University says that its work is guided by the values of “social 
justice, equity, humane values and sustainability” within the framework of a “secular and democratic 
Indian polity”. Accordingly, its research programs are led by three initiatives – law governance and 
development, mind and society, people and ideas. The hope is that the university, through its research 
programs, will create a multiplier effect at the national, state, district and sub-district levels. The 
Centurion University through its Gram Tarang initiative has three programs to impact rural 
communities through Employability Training Services to improve employability of young Indians from 
socially and economically disadvantaged backgrounds, empowerment of communities by adding 
value to agricultural produce, and financial services to provide capital and promote entrepreneurship 
and to extend financial services to marginalized groups. Vellore Institute of Technology (VIT) has a 
Centre for Sustainable Rural Development & Research Studies to promote sustainable rural 
development through participative planning, capacity building, effective networking, research and 
innovative efforts. 
 
The relative importance of mission/vision statements in determining the active orientation of an 
institution is a recent phenomenon brought in by newer management sciences, and is therefore not 
completely adequate to conclude any aspiration towards the developmental university, a broad 
analysis of these statements indicate that a developmental perspective is at best inadequately 
articulated, if not absent.  This is borne by the fact that conventional studies of the universities 
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(Krishna, 2012) look at paper and patent publications and citation indices as the main output of 
universities and do not look into the broader roles of universities in local, regional or national systems 
of innovation. The recent literature on the developmental university suggests the case for a shift. 
Indian universities, given the lack of a definitive objective to do so, are less likely to play leading roles 
in development despite having the potential. One is aware though, that a socially conscious vision 
statement does not necessarily indicate the makings of a “developmental university”. But it does 
indicate that the newer universities may be better sites for experimentation and engagement for ideas 
of inclusive innovation and development, even as the older universities and the institutes of national 
importance can provide expertise to rethink the role of universities.   
 
The reasons for this apparent disconnect of universities with their developmental role and other 
development actors requires closer attention and more deliberation. But this does not seem to be part 
of the agenda on higher education reform. In the Indian context though there have been several 
experiments in educational reform outside the formal university space, often by products of Indian 
universities and centres of excellence. They have sought to use the liberal education of the university 
to engage more pro-actively with societal concerns. There have also been several instances of 
university academics working with activists and actionists involved in constructive work with 
marginalised people. There has also been a long tradition of creative dissent among Indian 
intellectuals and scientists.  A recent example of such an initiative is the work by the Knowledge In 
Civil Society (KICS), a network of academics and activists working together to produce a manifesto on 
science and technology. The manifesto focuses on the three principles of sustainability, plurality and 
justice while advocating a closer engagement with civil society organisations for a Knowledge Swaraj6. 
The manifesto suggests the need for a closer look at the knowledge question7 and the need to engage 
with educational innovations outside formal spaces. It is therefore a useful reference point for looking 
at the role of universities in inclusive innovation and development.  
 
But before we look further into this aspect, we need to take into account the nature of discourse and 
the issues in the predominant critical intellectual circuit. We do this by analysing the discussions on 
higher education in one of India’s leading scholarly magazines, the Economic and Political Weekly, 
which is considered representative of the critical progressive discourses in the country. 
  

                                                            
6 Knowledge Swaraj, an Indian Manifesto for Science and Technology, Knowledge in Civil Society 
(KICS). 2011  
7 Seminar Issue# 597 “Knowledge in Question”, http://www.india-seminar.com/2009/597.htm   
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inefficiencies.  The entire system, it appears, is more concerned with the processes and paperwork 
rather than improving the quality of education. As a result, strong opinions with regard to effective 
leadership and discerning academics have been expressed in many articles, calling for decisive 
interventions (Singh, 2003). 
 
Specifically, it is felt that the perpetuation of this system of affiliation has resulted in deterioration in 
quality of education and denial of social justice (to faculty and students alike). However the increasing 
stake of the private sector in recent times appears to have limited the focus to creating a work force 
for the growing economy. This has led to career oriented disciplines (like engineering) getting more 
impetus albeit not with the expected rise in manufacturing output in the economy. Secondly, the 
affiliation model appears to benefit only those with a reasonable english-based school education, 
pushing the disadvantaged students away from the university system (Singh, 2006). Alternatives have 
been suggested in refining the existing structure to infuse greater accountability on the part of the 
colleges, including one which recommends the usage of business control systems to measure output 
and evaluate results to guide future decisions for improving quality and delivery (Gupta, 2005). 
 
One of the key alternatives to affiliation as can be inferred from the nature of discussions in EPW is 
autonomy. It is said that it will increase accountability and help accomplish excellence in academic 
quality and also relate to societal concerns sufficiently. However, it is also argued that institutions 
which oppose bureaucratic interferences should first enhance their accountability if they have to earn 
autonomy status (Prakash, 2011). Some of the authors allege that vested interests and arm-twisting, 
have resulted in legislation, allowing exploitation thus setting bad precedents for the future of Indian 
higher education (Chousalkar, 2000) (Assadi, 2001) (Deshpande, 2000). The dialogue between 
academics and bureaucrats seem to be more about who has more power and rather than who can do 
more for the students and how. 
 
Issues on societal relevance of curriculum 
Many articles in EPW discuss the need for collaboration between academics and practitioners 
primarily to reform curriculum and ensure better synergy between theory and practice. The concern 
however is that many disciplines which were introduced to aid practice have possibly been reduced to 
intellectual exercises. Some authors have quoted the example of women’s studies in this light. 
Feminist scholars suggest that women’s studies have not done enough to strengthen women's rights 
(Poonacha, 2003) (Anandhi & Swaminathan, 2006). 
 
There also appears to be a call for a socio-political and economic contextualization of the curriculum 
while framing the syllabus. Apart from being job oriented, higher education curriculum should promote 
interdisciplinary learning and analytical skills by working with voluntary groups, government institutions 
as well as industry (EPW editorial, 2001). This also requires an emphasis on inter-disciplinary nature 
of courses to challenge the conventional paradigms and rethink the links between actors in society, 
both in the past and in the present (Roy, 2004). The stress should be on promoting a “plurality of ideas 
and approaches”; this will help to blend different disciplines “wider interest in the idea of holistic 
development” and make it more rooted in the needs of society today (Varma, 2008). 
 
Interferences in curriculum which have a direct impact on farming traditions and farmers’ rights have 
however not received as much attention by the authorities (Raina, 2006). Hence, curricular 
interferences in the form of propaganda, industrialization and denial of rights appear to be more than 
innovations to improve the quality of higher education as evidenced by these concerns in the EPW 
articles. 
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Issues in teaching and research 
While some academics have been expressing their concerns about regulation and restrictions on their 
freedom in imparting education to students as well as in carrying out their research activities, others 
have been discussing about the lack of creativity among academics leading to deterioration in their 
own standards, and even integrity (Katju, 2011). Discussions in EPW have highlighted how teachers’ 
unions and bodies are more concerned about protecting their professional interests rather than 
thinking critically about how such moves can affect the future of higher education itself (Pinto, 2001). 
Because of existing structures of perceiving higher education as a ‘consumer good’, it is alleged that 
the teacher has become a mere provider of educational services and a conductor of examinations. 
Subsequently, a lot depends on the teacher’s personal efforts and calling.(Choudhury & Mahajan, 
2004). 
 
Innovative approaches to improving teacher engagement have been discussed in the EPW articles. 
One framework suggests that student assessment of teachers can contribute to better results albeit in 
a phased manner (Singh, 2003). Others suggest that teachers should not be rewarded only on the 
basis of the number of publications but on the quality of their teaching (D' Souza, 2004). Others opine 
that the contractual nature of teaching enrolments needs to be rethought so as to encourage teachers 
to teach better (EPW Commentary, 2002). 
 
It is suggested that inspiring teachers to engage better will also lead to improvement in indigenous 
research (Nair, 2002). Some have suggested that if the different research councils and universities 
work together in promoting various academic disciplines it would lead to a more productive higher 
education scenario (Mehta, 2008). There is also a need to look at out-of-the-box solutions to seek 
high quality faculty like tapping those who have studied abroad and are interesting in teaching and 
research in India (Finegold, B, Kumar, Winkler, & Argod, 2011). Such measures will also inspire more 
students to take up research careers (Shah, 2005) leading to greater innovations not just in 
engineering but also social sciences and the humanities.  
 
Issues in financing higher education 
The debates on liberalising higher education has had mixed responses in EPW. Some see this as 
beneficial to developing nations subject to their being able to negotiate their terms effectively. 
However, others have expressed their reservations regarding the impact it will have on curtailing 
diversity of disciplines (Sahni & Shankar, 2005) (Sahni & Kale, 2004). Calls for guarded liberalization 
of the national educational system have been rendered (Bhushan, 2004) (Paul, 2009) while others say 
that it will only result in education becoming profit oriented and catering to the job market, thus blurring 
boundaries between institutions providing public goods and private enterprises selling commodities 
rejecting all possibilities of a socially inclusive higher education system (Gillan, Damachis, & Mcguire, 
2003) (Gandhi, 2005) (Chattopadhyay, 2009) (Chattopadhyay, 2010) (Tilak, 2012) (Engineer et al, 
2011).  
 
The authorities appear to be open to the liberalization agenda because it is claimed that India is not in 
a position to afford inclusive education on a large scale. The government has predominantly focused 
on elementary or primary education. Higher education expenditure has steadily declined ever since 
neo-liberal reforms had their way in the early 1990s. Private philanthropists who used to support 
public education efforts earlier have given way to for-profit entrepreneurs. Public expenditure on 
improving university education has reduced considerably leading to privatization of higher education 
and erosion in the public nature of universities (Tilak, 2012) (Chakrabarti & Joglekar, 2006).  
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Debates on who should and how to fund higher education have featured regularly in the EPW (Tilak, 
2004) (Mishra, 2004) (Vrijendra, 2005). Existing systems of financing higher education do not seem to 
benefit the people who need them the most (Upadhyay, 2007). Alternative interventions to finance 
higher education have been proposed to ensure access at all levels and to all peoples (Prakash, 
2007) (Hatekar, 2009) (Chattopadhyay, 2007)  (Shah K. R., 2008). Others have pointed out that it is 
important to realize that increased expenditure on higher education will alone not solve all the 
problems and reform the system (Balakrishnan, 2007). Other issues such as the problem of equal and 
inclusive access have dominated the discourse for quite some time especially in the context of 
reservations. 
 
Issues around affirmative action and social inclusion 
In spite of seemingly progressive policies, the disconnect between policy and practice continues to 
exist especially in inclusion of all socio-economic groups in higher education. Women continue to play 
a secondary role in science and research (Poonacha, 2005) and caste based reservations without 
adequate socially relevant policies elsewhere have not helped as the elite continue to be leveraged in 
the job market (Fuller & Narasimhan, 2006) (Somanathan, 2006).  
 
While some argue that reservation based admission policies, though not the best option, is the most 
workable (Ghosh, 2006), others have drafted alternative frameworks for affirmative action, taking into 
consideration multiple criteria (Deshpande & Yadav, 2006). It may be a challenging task to take an 
objective view of what academics say since there have been empirical studies supporting (Mohanty, 
2006) and negating (Morris, 2006) reservations as a constructive method for the nation’s progress.  
 
From the brief qualitative exploration of EPW articles in the last decade or so, it appears that there 
has not been much discussion on educational innovations and the challenges inherent in innovative 
experiments. Academicians on higher education need to focus more on cases of innovations and 
explore bottom up initiatives which can lead to institutional change. The institutional diversity in higher 
education in India has allowed for isolated efforts, but these have been in silos. Perspectives on the 
role of civil society and non-formal educational spaces do not also feature much in current discussions 
on higher education. While it is generally acknowledged that it is important for students and teachers 
to interact and embed themselves with civil society (Singh, 2004), there has not been sufficient 
discussion on the how’s and why’s of this critical suggestion. It is therefore our submission that there 
is a need for academics and researchers to look more closely at the existing social innovations in 
higher education in India, to explore their strengths and weaknesses and to examine their role in 
strengthening higher education in India.  Efforts towards inclusive innovation can be attempted from 
two ends. One within the university and the current spaces within these currently seem rather limited. 
A more fruitful exploration for ideas and innovations might require a closer engagement with initiatives 
outside formal spaces. 
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Educational Innovations outside Formal Spaces 
 
Recognising the theory and practice divide which has pervaded the societal development space in the 
Indian university, some institutions have created new opportunities for learning by engaging with 
people working in the field. Chaitanya, a capacity building organization in Maharashtra has 
successfully collaborated with TISS to launch courses on NGO Management and Resource 
Mobilisation. These courses have attempted to bridge the gap between development academics and 
practice. On the other hand SPJIMR (SP Jain Institute of Management and Research) has joined 
hands with BAIF (Bharatiya Agro Industries Foundation) to create a cadre of professionals who will 
potentially combine best practices of experience in the field and relevant management practices for 
systemic improvement of their spheres of work. Similarly, the Ambedkar University (Delhi) has 
collaborated with PRADAN (Professional Assistance for Development Action) to offer a “rich 
understanding” of the theory and equip students with the “skills to address challenges in sustainable 
development” through its Masters programme in Development Studies. Another recent initiative 
involving higher educational institutes and civil society organizations is Livelihoods MANTHAN 
(Management institutes Network for Transforming Human resources through Action and Knowledge) 
which brings forth a harmonious blend of management practices and field insights to the rural 
livelihood missions in India9. 
 
Universities should also explore working with institutions rethinking education outside formal spaces. 
The Multiversity initiative seeks to question the underlying assumptions of higher education and create 
indigenous spaces of knowledge creation. Shikshantar promotes a mode of lifelong societal learning 
“which grow from a larger understanding of and respect for human potential and human dignity, 
dynamic learning processes and relationships, pluralistic identities and cultural contexts, the human 
spirit and its connection to the web of life.” Vidya Ashram originated from the belief that only a 
knowledge born out of the people can create an equitable society. Through its engagement with 
farmers, artisans, women and adivasis, the ashram campaigns for equal respect to all streams of 
knowledge. The Adivasi Academy at Tejgadh is an institute involved in the study of tribal history, 
folklore, cultural geography, social dynamics, economy, development studies, medicine, music, arts 
and theatre.  
 
For universities to understand social realities and work towards creating spaces for dialogue and 
development of society, it is imperative that there should be a joint exploration of research and 
learning from such radical experiments. The interaction between university and the informal sector is 
at a nadir in India.  This needs to be changed and universities need to reform their curriculum to 
include activities that encourage the involvement in the affairs of the community and informal sector. 
The university should further design programs to integrate the excluded people in a participatory 
‘knowledge economy’. 
 
If universities are to transform into developmental universities they have to take innovative 
approaches. These innovative approaches may be in the shape of expanding the curriculum, multi 
disciplinary research and introducing inclusive degrees, diplomas, and other certification programs. 
These programs should be based on skill development of the population, improving the processes of 
local economic activity and innovative programs leading to local enterprises.  
 
  

                                                            
9 See http://livelihoods-manthan.tk/ 
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Towards Innovation for Inclusive Development 
Conventionally, state support to universities has been aimed at increasing the supply of qualified 
human resource to further economic growth in the region. The role of universities in contributing to 
knowledge through teaching and research has been appreciated (Altbach, 2011); however their link to 
development, especially in South Asia, has been less understood or researched. 
 
The continued absence, or diminishing, engagement by universities with a large percentage of 
society, often referred to as the informal sector (Portes & Haller, 2005) (Losby, et al., 2009) remains an 
important concern. Most citizens of the informal sector lack access to universities or its products. 
While access to education is an important challenge, the role of universities as engaged centres of 
learning with society requires closer attention to the content of university education. The archaic view 
of universities being the sole custodians of knowledge in society is being challenged by the 
developmental university which recognizes the contributions of artisans, craftsmen, farmers and 
others along with industries in the generation of knowledge.  It is therefore a call for today’s 
universities to interact with them for sharing and improving the knowledge.  This is in sharp contrast to 
the interaction of university with only industry, where the focus is producing knowledge, which can be 
patented and subsequently commercialized.  The transfer of university resources to industry in its 
entirety is myopic and undesirable.  It is important to realize that knowledge is not only university 
generated but also tacit or experiential. Hence, there is a need to look beyond current teaching and 
research roles of the universities to examine its developmental role more closely. There has been a 
rich discussion on the role of ‘developmental universities’ (Arocena & Sutz, 2011) as well as the need 
for universities to respond to changing contexts.  
 
There is a need to build on the current discussions on the role of universities. Recognising the role of 
science and technology institutions in the production of knowledge, we need to shift to a more 
engaged discussion on the role of universities in the systems of innovation in developing countries 
with normative objectives of just, inclusive and sustainable development. Higher education institutes 
of the region are increasingly challenged, and in the process better connected and integrated, to 
contribute to global knowledge. Universities have engaged with western universities to become 
competitive. This has however meant that they have increasingly got separated from and contributing 
much less, to the development needs of citizens in the region. The reward structures in universities do 
not necessarily encourage innovative programmes, pedagogy, partnerships that could serve the 
region better. Despite reasonable capacities within the countries, there has been little emphasis on 
collaboration within the region and across the hierarchy of colleges, universities, higher education 
institutes. If knowledge generation and dissemination are to adequately address the developmental 
challenges of the nation, the university needs to be geared not to merely responding to the 
preferences of the industry, but, “at the level of integration of purpose, all those activities which can 
help develop the competencies of all its citizens (peasants, artisans, rural labour, small businesses, 
patients and ordinary people)” (Abrol, 2011). 
 
Hence, it is imperative that we start exploring the role of universities in socially inclusive innovations 
and examining the nature of experiments in India on making universities as engaged centres of 
learning closely linked to social groups, broadly the ‘informal sector’. There should be an exploration 
of current spaces in higher educational institutions that are opening up to socially relevant and 
economically productive innovations, specifically, the role of intermediary organisations in linking 
universities with objectives of inclusive innovation and development. Insights should be drawn from 
experiments and pilots in the region by universities and intermediary organisations for programmes for 
research and capacity building through possible research networks. This can then be used to inform 
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and influence the government so as to enable policies that encourage and support innovation for 
inclusive development. 
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Discussion 
 
Questioning Vision Statements 
Ram: We should examine when and in what political context the vision statements of Universities 
emerged from. Why did such statements come into vogue? Is there any pattern there? . 
Dhruv: The task of the university is multifarious and the agenda of the university could be 
developmental without an explicit developmental statement in the vision statement.  
Amalan: There is indeed a symbolic significance to the rhetoric of a vision statement. There is also the 
power of rhetoric.  But we have to explore how the vision statements get translated in the governance 
structures, in representation etc., which is only the first step forward. Are there any studies on this? 
Naveen: Local and environmental factors influence the translation of vision statements and so a mere 
inclusion of developmental vision does not say much.   
Shambu: Vision statement/mission statements do come up within certain contexts, and there would be 
all kind of questions on who does the vision statements? Was it a participatory exercise? Or is it just 
something that came up suddenly for them to get some rating or fulfill some ISO type norm or some 
international quality standard etc.?  These questions have to be answered, and therefore while they 
may not be a good proxy, let us look at it and ask whether there is a conception of the role of 
universities beyond teaching and research. 
 
Development Role 
Dhruv: Classifying the  University as developmental might commit you to a particular kind of 
development and not necessarily cater to the larger framework of the development of a community or 
region.  
Shambu: It is for the universities to take a call on whether they want to have development, what form 
of development role they support etc. The Universities may say they are already doing it, but the 
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demands from society are much higher on the university, and the answers aren’t enough.  We are just 
trying to re-focus on the questions that are being asked.  In a sense,  that demand is getting reflected 
in some of the newer universities. Perhaps they are  not doing a good job  vis-a-vis  their potential. 
Perhaps the bigger institutes like the institutes of national importance have an important role in 
shaping that agenda.  
 
There is no tradition of a social watch on universities in India as we may have on other sectors.  We 
are coming from a civil society perspective. We don’t want to take a vigilante role and prescribe what 
the University should be doing. The primary question of the developmental university is not to say that 
there is a notion of a developmental university, which we want to evaluate our Universities against.  
There is one idea of a developmental university that has developed in some other context. Does it 
make sense in India? We say that it cannot make sense unless it looks at certain questions. For 
example you can’t speak of innovation without speaking of inclusion and exclusion.  
 
Gopal: The vision statements seem to revolve around needs of partners like industry, NGOs, civil 
society etc. What about political parties, trade unions etc. Why is it left out? Are we moving to another 
trajectory altogether?  Is there a concept of social change or social transformation in the statements? 
In the preambles, there are terms like disseminate, advance, relevant, excellence, guide, help etc. Is 
this valid in the 20th century, where we talk of outcomes, outputs etc  particularly in today’s neoliberal 
paradigm.  
Tirthankar: Around 2006, three important policies -- the Reservation Policy, National Innovation Policy 
and the Higher Education Bill set the role of Universities and research networks. How have these 
policies affected inclusion and development and how has it affected funding for research on inclusion 
and innovation. 
Geetha: The current framework for exploring inclusion is mainly in terms of access. If it is about 
access what happens afterwards? What would be the framework of inclusion that we should look at?   
What is the experience of the universities in terms of knowledges which have been marginalized.  We 
have to also talk about issues of power, struggles and contestation. For example dalit studies and 
gender studies have come about because of the social movements and not because the universities 
are open to it. What are the dynamics within the University, in terms of structure, power, authority, turf 
that come up when new knowledge areas like these are sought to be included? 
Shambu: Can some of the questions which are being asked from outside, be part of the discourse on 
educational research. Can concerns of civil society get reflected in this dialogue and how can 
universities can engage with them? This will help us understand how tacit knowledge gets translated 
into university knowledge traditions. Our original question was, with regard to the IDRC question on 
whether it is vocationalisation from a purely economists’ perspective or skill development,  where is 
this knowledge of artisans, craftsmen farmers etc  and how is it getting incorporated in the curriculum?   
 
Most of the questions that we have raised today are before us, and we  as a group, have  to decide  
which of these issues we would like to be engaged in the next six months or so, Some of the 
questions require much more serious investigation if we want this to be part of the educational studies 
discourse in India. 
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Rethinking the University of Teaching and Research 
Challenges Now and in the Future1 
Dhruv Raina and Prakriti Bhargava2 

 
This reflection has been cobbled together out of three distinct activities. The first has to do with my 
own historical investigations into the institutions and processes of the production of knowledge; the 
second very briefly from my teaching on the changing conceptions of the university; and the third has 
to do with the specific manifestations of the university in India. Any student of the history of the 
university as a corporate institution would be confronted by the variety of institutional and 
organizational structures within which it has evolved in this long millennium. And yet the history of the 
university as a corporate institution of higher learning commences in two related organizational 
curricular formats namely the university of students and the university of the masters in the twelfth 
century AD. Over the next six centuries the elements of these two university structures synthesized 
and multiplied in a variety of combinations and geographical and cultural environments to give rise to 
new generations of universities each reflecting larger social and political changes.  
 
Furthermore, towards the end of the eighteenth century with the rise of nation states and the 
spreading industrial revolution, this ensemble of corporate institutions underwent another radical 
mutation, undergoing speciation along two distinct axes – the university of teaching and research and 
the specialist polytechnics and grandes ecoles which by the end of the nineteenth century served as a 
model for MIT and the related family of institutions. As the nineteenth century progressed these new 
institutional and organizational forms were globalised or expanded, first within Europe and then 
outside of it – although the expansion of the university outside Europe commenced two centuries 
earlier – I am referring here to Latin America. In this migration, either through the efforts of imperial 
regimes, or otherwise as in Japan, different models of the university domesticated from varieties 
derived from Europe developed.  
 
The development of institutions, it has been suggested by historians and sociologists of knowledge, is 
driven through internal social impulses and external pressures. This leads us to the paradox Bourdieu 
associates with knowledge institutions, namely the drive to reproduce a tradition which is manifest in 
the resistance to innovation, and on the other is the drive towards innovation which too is an essential 
feature of knowledge institutions. In a manner of speaking, then in definitional terms, the attempt to 
qualify a knowledge institution as innovative is superfluous – we are almost in the neighbourhood of 
an oxymoron. In any case, if the university is in a state of crisis as several scholars of the universities 
believe it is, then that also has to do with how the paradox is seen as resolvable. 
 
                                                            
1 The paper draws upon the following articles: Dhruv Raina, 2011. “Institutions and Knowledge: 
Framing the Translation of Science in Colonial South Asia”, Asiatische Studien/ Études Asiatiques, 
LXV, 4, pp.945-967; Dhruv Raina, “Science since Independence”, in Ira Pande (Ed.),  India 60: 
Towards a New Paradigm, Harper Collins India, 2007, pp. 182-195; and  two forthcoming chapters 
entitled “Land-and-Other `Scapes’ of Knowledge, Institutions and Curriculum: From now till 2035” – 
appearing in a Vision Document, and “Transformation in the World of Higher Learning: Changing 
Norms and Values of Universities and Research Institutes in India”, in Rajeswari S. Raina (Ed), 
Values and Norms: S & T and Development Policy in India, Orient Blackswan.. 
 
2 Zakir Husain Centre for Educational Studies, School of Social Sciences, Jawaharlal Nehru 
University 
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Today, the university in its latest incarnation, namely the Humboldtian university – though some would 
argue that the university of teaching and research predates it, is facing a major crisis, and we cannot 
anticipate what new forms it shall acquire in negotiating its way out of its present predicament. In any 
case, in taking a long durée view of the history of the university it is but certain that the historiography 
of decline is not a particularly fruitful one. Consequently, the history of the university or that of the 
system of higher education needs to be viewed in terms of the historiography of crisis and reform, 
rather than one of revolutionary change and rupture. Ironically enough, the crisis of the university of 
teaching and research may well be a product of the mass expansion of higher education and the 
raised levels of general education in contemporary society. This expansion is further reflected in the 
explosive growth in the number of universities and in the expansion of its institutional structure.  
Nevertheless, the Humboldtian university – characterized by its emphasis on the unity of teaching and 
research activities was globalized in the twentieth century and transformed the university into the 
primary site for the production of knowledge. This university was patronized by the nation state and 
could be seen as one of its central institutions. The crisis today is that this model of the university is in 
decline as the nation state retreats and new patrons introduce different values and norms. The 
epistemic dilemma of the university today relates to the disconnectedness of teaching and research. 
Consequently, the crisis presents itself at many levels: epistemological, in the movement from 
department based disciplines to new transdisciplinary formations, to concerns about the re-
organization of the production of knowledge and the emerging patterns of enrollment. Amidst the 
ongoing process of reform collective myths central to the identity of the university are abandoned – 
these include the idea that the university was a space of free politics, and the cultivation of democratic 
citizenship. These ideas appear today to belong to a golden age that universities refer to in their self-
understanding and in engaging with the realities of the post--Humboldtian era.  
 
I shan’t go into the transformations in the world of the production of scientific knowledge and the 
epistemological metamorphosis of contemporary science. As far as the world of science is concerned 
it could be said that there are three global trends and these include: [1] the declining enrolment of 
students in science at the collegiate and university levels; which puts the fear of god into those who 
have been celebrating the arrival of the knowledge society; [2] the migration of students to NBICT – 
this migration threatens linkages with other components of the science system., [3] and finally, but 
most importantly the migration of research from the university to research institutes – the university no 
longer remains the primary site for knowledge production. Consequently, outside the highly structured 
regimes of modernity; a whole new range of organizational structures have altered the landscape of 
knowledge production and these include consultancies, a range of laboratories, think tanks, research 
centers, industrial labs, government labs, universities and now social movements as well. This 
migration from the university separates the pursuit of knowledge from its transmission; and for some is 
seen to be the single causative factor for the perceived decline in the quality of students coming in for 
research.  
 
Some Concerns plaguing Indian Universities 
 
Without going into the history of the university in colonial India, it can be argued that one of the 
primary tasks for the newly independent state was to reorient the system of education and expand it to 
suit the objectives of decolonization and development. Like most other governments committed to the 
idea of the mass university in the post World War II decades that coincided with the decades of 
decolonization the issue of access was prioritized. Two reports were commissioned that sought to 
develop a rationale for a centralized education system. The University Education Commission under 
the chairmanship of Dr. S. Radhakrishnan was set up in 1948. The Commission recommended the 
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establishment of a national standards regulator.3 Following this recommendation, in 1956, Parliament 
established the University Grant Commission not just to provide financial support for the university 
system but as a national regulator of standards. The governance of the University system in the first 
two decades after independence; thus shifted away from provincial state control towards centralization 
under the central government. The very constitution of the republic of India (seventh schedule) 
squarely put the responsibility for coordination and determination of standards in the institutions of 
higher learning and research on the central government. However, the UGC, though responsible for 
setting national quality standards, was not empowered to implement them by accrediting universities 
or through financial incentives. In practice, its remit over quality and standards was ignored by the 
provincial university. Amrik Singh rightly pointed out UGC was made more of a recommendatory entity 
than a body which could lay down the law.4  
 
In the next decade another important commission was constituted under the chairmanship of Prof. 
D.S. Kothari in 1964 again to reform national education but this time around to develop policy 
instruments for all stages of education. The model of national system of education proposed by 
Education Commission was based on number of tacit assumptions about the future visions of society 
or the nation, the role education was to play in that society and the relationship between the two.5 As 
far as the commission was concerned the education system needed to foster a “scientific outlook” and 
to become “a part of our way of life and culture”. Science and technology would not merely relate 
education to productivity but science was emblematic of a culture of reason and free inquiry. This 
required radical changes in objectives, content, teaching methods etc; and the implementation of 
these reforms required strong political and financial support at the level of the state and central 
governments – not to mention the role of educationists who would provide academic leadership. The 
Kothari Commission Report and subsequent National Policy on Education of 1968 (NPE-1968) 
reflected these priorities, with a new stress on multilingual instruction, agricultural education and adult 
education, while noting the continuing importance of scientific and technical education. The primary 
concern at the time was to ensure some financial stability and autonomy for the university while 
protecting it from what may have been considered political intrusiveness. The instruments and 
recommendations were never internalized as policy.6  
 
However, the politicization of university governance and the liberalization of the Indian economy were 
reflected in the National Policy of Education in 1986 and its updated version in 1986.7 Officially for the 
first time, the idea of autonomous colleges was mooted that involved creation not just of autonomous 
colleges but providing mechanisms for the creation of new courses, regulated by an umbrella 
university.  The NPE notes that: ‘in view of mixed experiences with the system of affiliation, 
                                                            
3 Carnoy, Martin and Dossani, Rafiq. 2011. “The Changing Governance of Higher Education in 
India,” Working Paper, Stanford University. 
4 Singh, Amrik. (2004) Challenges in Higher Education, Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 39, pp. 
2155‐2158. 
5 Naik, J.P. (1997).  The Education Commission and After, A.P.H. Publishing Corporation, New 
Delhi, p. 9. 
6 The Committee was headed by an academic, Dr. P.B. Gajendragadkar, the Vice-Chancellor of 
Bombay University. It was mandated to ‘to consider the structure of universities, the functions, the 
responsibilities, and power of the various statuary bodies and student participation.’  From Carnoy, 
Martin and Dossani, Rafiq, “The Changing Governance of Higher Education in India,” Working 
paper, Stanford University, 2011, p. 13. 
7 NPE-1986 noted the need to protect the system from degradation through unplanned expansion. The 
policy noted that future expansion should be within existing institutions rather than via an expansion 
of the number of the institutions.   
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autonomous colleges will be helped to develop in large numbers until the affiliating system is replaced 
by a freer and more creative association of universities and colleges. Similarly, the creation of 
autonomous departments within universities on selective basis will be encouraged. Autonomy and 
freedom will be accompanied by accountability.’ Raising fees as a strategy was also mooted for the 
first time, marking an expansion in the objectives to include cost effectiveness. (NPE-1986, p. 18)  
The 1992 amendment to NPE-1986 noted that AICTE, which was given statutory status by the Act of 
1987, would be responsible for planning, formulating and maintaining standards. An accreditation 
board would be created. AICTE was earlier an advisory body without statutory powers, but the 1987 
Act, pursuant to the recommendation of NPE-1986 established as a statutory body. AICTE mandate 
covered engineering, management and other professional fields (excluding healthcare education). As 
initially designed it mirrored UGC in its function of financing and regulating the standards of education 
in its domain, setting fee scales, approving new programs and institutions and granting autonomy to 
colleges. In practice, the finance function continued to be retained by UGC. This demand gradually 
snowballed in the 1990s in the form of a demand for autonomous universities. 
 
Manifestations in the World of Science 
 
The debate itself coruscates in the scientific world in India around two related themes, and nested 
within this are a range of other issues. The first has to do with an attempt to understand the factors 
behind the qualitative and quantitative decline in Indian science, which has prompted the participants 
to propose broad organizational and logistic questions. The second issue is that of the decline of 
student enrolment in the sciences has resulted in academics frontally attacking the information 
technology industry that appears to be sucking away the entire student population – this debate could 
as well be called the coolie-ization debate. This tasteless neologism is not mine, but is a creation of 
the interlocutors and I see in it the inherent hierarchies operating in the world of science.  
 
The relationship between the research institutes and the university in India has always been a tense 
one, wherein the latter see the former as parasitic upon financial and human resources that were 
really meant for the university. The decline of the university is in part ascribed to the rise of research 
institutes and national laboratories. So the conflict and the tension between the two is not a really new 
one, but the debate took on a new turn recently when some national laboratories decided to apply for 
deemed university status. It is important here to understand what is at stake here and why it prompted 
a knee-jerk reaction from the universities. Off the variety of universities, whether legislated by state or 
central governments, private universities, the deemed universities could well be considered 
institutions of higher learning. It is found that more private institutions in the sector of higher education 
are aspiring for deemed university status. There is an interesting cross- over phenomenon here. On 
the one hand most of these seeking a sort of upgradation are teaching institutions with limited 
research facilities, and on the other hand the national laboratories and research institutes are 
research organizations with little teaching if any at all [Lakhotia, 2005, p. 1303].  
 
The idea of the deemed university, proposed by the Radhakrishnan Commission on, arose out of the 
need to accommodate research institutions that were independently established during the freedom 
struggle. The UGC Charter Act gave these institutions an autonomy; and empowered the commission 
to confer any institution of higher education that it considered fit the status of a deemed university –“all 
the provisions of this Act shall apply to such institution as if it were a university” [Lakhotia, 2005, p. 
1303]. The diagnosis of the deterioration in the quality of teaching and research in the universities is 
pretty standard fare. Interestingly however, the new argument appearing in the current discussion is 
the evocation of the mandate of the research institutes that was to do applied research. The 
conventional university did not gain anything from the linkages they established with these institutes 
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other than awarding doctoral degrees to the students of these research institutes. On the other hand, 
the university lost quality faculty to the research institutes and this migration did tell on the university 
departments. In a way then the divorce between the teaching and research functions of the university 
in India was accomplished well before the contemporary crisis of the Humboldtian university 
inaugurated a debate on higher education.  
 
Thus it was felt that conferring deemed university status on national laboratories would only further 
polarize the dichotomy between the national laboratories/deemed universities and other universities 
[Raghuram, 2005, p. 21]. One could as well take the view that the national laboratories are faced with 
deterioration in the quality of students enrolling in their research programmes. By acquiring deemed 
university status they could break their ties with the university system altogether and systemically 
become autonomous of the former [Raghuram, 2005, p.22]. In which case, the distinction between the 
two would only increase and create a greater scope for the technocratic transformation of society. 
Another way of looking at the same problematic that does not engage with the conflictual or 
antagonistic polarization of these institutional frames would argue that universities and national 
laboratories need to simultaneously revise their mandates. In fact mobility between the two needs to 
be encouraged while the university system needs to acquire greater flexibility without compromising 
on its knowledge ideals [Sangar, 2005, p. 1305]. The question here is can organizational structures 
dedicated to the task of imparting higher learning learn from their organizational experiences, can they 
become learning organizations and codify their norms of innovation and change. In other words the 
university has a pressing need for greater reflexivity since it is the location for training new 
generations of students and imbuing them with the capacity for reflection, which entails the ability to 
develop capabilities to handle both risk and unwanted side-effects and institutional crises.  
 
The other side of the crisis for science and the university is that the brightest students, whatever that 
may mean, are opting for professional and vocational courses, and most of these are within the 
information technology related sectors. Those students who opt for professional courses do not 
subsequently opt for research careers [Bhattacharya, 2005, p. 1453]. In the long run these trends are 
seen to be detrimental for the knowledge economy and this is the cause of anxiety amongst sections 
of the academic community. The “Pied Piper” of information technology appears to be drawing away a 
large number of students from the more classical disciplines [Devdas, 2006, p.7]. This anxiety 
exploded in discussions about the coolieization of India [Prathap, 2005, 1063-4, Vidyasagar, 2005, 
1063, Siddhartha, 2005, p. 1975; Mukund, 2006, p.8]. The engagement was rather heated, for the 
tasteless neologism of coolieization referred to two related phenomenon. The one had to do with the 
brain of India’s engineering graduates into the new economy IT firms, and the second was that this 
white collar force in the current state was fast becoming a blue collar force – thus there was not only 
an external migration but an internal one within the IT sector as well. This double migration was then 
about a substantial de-skilling. Sections of the IT industry dismissed the coolieization argument by 
insisting that at least alternate employment opportunities were available for the new generation of 
engineers. Underlying this exchange was a deep tension between industry and academy, with each 
side holding the other responsible for either IT coolieization or for not contributing to an innovative 
industrial culture. One way out of the dilemma was a proposal for building closer ties between the 
academy and industry – an idea that arrived late in the Indian environment but arrive it has 
nevertheless.  
 
What does this mean for the research system and the university? During the early fifty’s science policy 
discourse shaped by the cold war found expression in Vannevar Bush’s bible of science policy 
Science the Endless Frontier and the linear model of innovation that it proposed. According to this 
model pure science pursued in the university produced applied science again pursued in the 
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university produced technology developed by industry that resulted in societal prosperity. This model 
that proposed a linear sequence from basic science to applied science to technology to prosperity 
went into decline in the 1990s when some magnificent research laboratories such as Bell Labs, IBM, 
and Phillips Eindhoven closed down [Roy, 2005, p.424]. Since then science itself has undergone a 
reorganization of its practices and a new mode of knowledge production is now in place called post-
academic science or mode-2; wherein knowledge  production is distributed throughout society and 
wherein a diverse range of specialists are assembled to work in teams, thus widening  the production 
base of science.  
 
However, on the down-side the anti-elitist democratization of Higher Education after World War II has 
created a financial crisis for the widely admired university of “research and scholarship”. So much so 
two core assumptions around which the career of the Twentieth century University was sustained are 
no longer held sacred: [1] teachers in the framework of good undergraduate training have to be good 
researchers; [2] all citizens undergoing a university education should receive the same training; 
[Elkana, 2005]. The second assumption is challenged on the ground that globally only 7-8% of the 
student population ends up as researchers. Thus the economic logic of maintaining large Humboldtian 
universities or the multiversities for such a small fraction of the student population does not appear to 
convince anybody in today’s policy circles. Thus in the past two decades we have witnessed a re-
visioning of the system of the production and reproduction of knowledge. One of the proposals is to 
dismantle the large research-curriculum based university and replace them with small, well-staffed, 
well equipped research universities. Quality teaching functions could be imparted at teaching 
universities. What the social costs of such a fragmentation of the world of learning might entail still 
escapes most of us. In a manner of speaking, the move by research institutes to seek deemed 
university status may be visualized as one such response to the present crisis. The larger question to 
which I have no answer at the moment is how will the university of culture and citizenship respond. 
Further, could we afford this kind of down-scaling while we embark on joining the so-called knowledge 
societies? In the world of science and technology we have one model in MIT, but then that is an elite 
technological institute and not a classical university. As usual I have ended up asking more questions 
than I have attempted to answer.  
 
Some Considerations for the Future 
 
As part of a team working on likely scenarios for the future of technology education I would like to 
bring up three themes for consideration as elements undergoing transformation within the structures 
of higher education.  
 
(i) The Theory-Practice Divide 
By the beginning of the nineteenth century two large structures for higher education emerged in 
revolutionary Europe that went on to subsequently structure the domains of higher education and its 
subsequent institutionalization. These were the German university of teaching and research and the 
French model of the grande écoles or the specialist technical institutions. In either case they catered 
to the demands of an emerging industrial civilization, nourished by the crystallization of a culture of 
techno-science strung together by ties between universities, research institutes and industrial 
research laboratories. Hybrids of these two modes began to populate the landscape of nation states 
across the globe as the twentieth century progressed. 
 
In India, as happened elsewhere, both kinds of institutions were established during the post-
independence period. Nevertheless, the knowledge ideals of the university, the research institute and 
the specialised engineering schools were conceptually quite distinct although there were significant 
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zones of overlapping commitments. The limitations of the specialised engineering institutes were 
recognised in the 1950s and Melvin Kranzberg and others looking into engineering education 
recognised the shortcomings of a purely technocratic instruction. This form of education could only 
foster a dystopian technological future unless the values underpinning technical education were 
recognized and problematised. These apercus when seen more than half a century later still bother 
engineering educators and is manifest in the efforts of engineering and medical schools to restore 
some courses in the humanities, ethics and philosophy into their graduate and undergraduate 
curricula. 
 
If on the one hand, this institutional and epistemic divide distinguishing the two structures is seen as a 
divide of a humanist education and a value-free technology driven programme, there is another larger 
divide that institutionally plays itself out in different knowledge ideals and related curricular practices. It 
may be suggested that at the foundational level curricula and research programmes at the grandes 
ecoles and the polytechnics are separated by their commitments to theoretical or formal knowledge on 
the one hand seemingly transmitted through the university and practical or applied knowledge 
transmitted through the technical schools. This separation provided the impetus for innovation and 
development during the first and second industrial revolutions. However, during the information and 
biotechnology based revolutions or synthesising the two - the genetic communication revolution - 
there has been an irreversible change in the modes of the production of knowledge as well as within 
the regimes of knowledge production and consumption.  
 
The inauguration of this phase of what some call post-normal science and others post-academic 
science generates both institutional and social tensions that are resolvable by redefining and 
reconfiguring knowledge production regimes to the extent that it is possible to do so. It could be 
argued that the so called mode-2 knowledge production is itself a response to the changing character 
of techno-scientific knowledge and the need for modifying the social and institutional arrangements 
that this revision necessitates. The changes in the social character of techno-scientific knowledge are 
further exemplified in the efforts of international agencies to conceptually grasp and reorient the 
changing relationship between science and state reflected in the contract between science and state.  
 
In addition, this larger reflection is also an outcome of the recognition that the global crises confronting 
us such as climate change, the impending water crisis etc. have no just solutions if we were to put all 
our eggs into the basket of modern science and technology alone. In other words a serious social 
engagement not just with local knowledges but the contextually bound knowledge systems would 
complement not just our understanding of the deeply social dimensions of technological regimes but 
complement efforts towards finding sustainable and just solutions to environmental crises of the 
future. This engagement will take the form wherein it would become imperative to enlist indigenous 
knowledge systems into the curricula of institutions of higher education of the traditional or hybrid 
varieties. The existing institutions of higher education will not have to jettison the frames within which 
earlier curricula were established but to redefine their relationship with other ways of knowing. A very 
ambitious goal would then to be to not only produce scientists in universities and engineers in the elite 
technical schools but well honed practitioners in the anthropology of knowledge. 
 
(ii) How Engineering Scientists Envision Future Sustainable Development? 
The engineering profession too has for sometime felt the need to develop a more holistic approach to 
engineering and the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development had 
suggested that “Sustainable Development will be impossible without the full input by the engineering 
profession”. This shift towards a more holistic approach, it is felt, would require a paradigmatic or 
perspectival shift that revises the objectives of engineering education from controlling nature to 
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participation with nature. In other words the new components of the engineering curricula will not just 
be the study of ecosystems and ecosystems sciences, but integrate equally complex ideas and 
sciences of preservation and restoration. Some thinking in the area has already been initiated in the 
interdisciplinary fields of genetics and biotechnology and we are likely to see a rapid evolution in the 
future. In addition to which then the societal goals of sustainable development become realizable 
through the rapid institutionalization of ecosystems thinking resulting hopefully in the mutual 
enhancement of nature and humans, exemplified in the emergence of fields such as Earth Systems 
Engineering, perhaps still in its infancy. 
 
As a trans-disciplinary field earth systems engineering (ESE) would need to develop a curricular 
repertoire incorporating systemic tools to engage with the issues of complexity and the ability to 
address interactions between the atmosphere, ocean and other natural and socio-cultural systems. In 
that sense ESE could evolve into a field that brings together several sciences, more specifically, the 
natural sciences, engineering sciences and the social sciences. However, as field it could extend its 
geographical ambit when compared with fields such as Sustainable and Appropriate Technologies 
that for long have been seen to address the “engineering and developmental” problems of emerging 
economies by recognising the global scope of the problems confronted by a globalised society. The 
scientific part of this programme would entail understanding the complexity of the processes involved 
from several disciplinary perspectives, as well as acquiring a better understanding of the behaviour of 
non-linear systems. And in the second stage it would be necessary to develop the curriculum to 
transmit this understanding to the next generations.  
 
(iii) The tension between Commercialisation and Sustainable Development 
It is in this light that the National Science Foundation in the United States has been encouraging 
thinking on Engineering for the Future. Here too the present understanding is that in order to have a 
truly “creative and compassionate” culture of engineering it would be necessary to incorporate both 
technical and non-technical components and disciplines. This again seeks to orient the practice of 
engineering towards the goal of sustainable development. On the other hand there are philosophers 
of technology who are trying to conceptualise an economy and engineering which is oriented towards 
“no-growth”.  
 
While speculating about the Utopian possibilities of engineering in the future guided by the idea of 
sustainable development; it must nevertheless also be recognised that changes in the paradigms of 
engineering education have also been prompted by a number of other factors, such as global 
competition and at the same time, as already discussed the genetic communication revolution. These 
technologies have inexorably triggered a race among both teachers and students to upgrade in the 
former case the quality of their courses and the standards of higher education and among students to 
participate in their own edification. 
 
As a result there will be a creative tension between the drive towards greater commercialisation and 
the social agenda of sustainable development in turn sustained by a culture of open-ended research. 
It is likely that open-ended research will be under pressures generated by the current economic crisis 
and the agendas put in place by governments committed to neo-liberalism. In such an environment it 
would be absolutely essential to safe guard the possibility of open-ended research and not render the 
system entirely vulnerable to the dictates of social relevance however defined or product development 
as the only drivers of research in the future. As the late science policy analyst John Ziman once 
pointed out, it appears as if academic science is losing out on its institutional independence.  
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This raises the methodological question as to how to produce robust knowledge and reliable 
technologies at the sites of knowledge production such as the university and industrial research 
laboratories. We could take a lesson from historians who have found it more convenient to work with 
the concept of cultures and have revised our understanding of civilizations as deeply porous entities. 
In other words, the divide between knowledge forms as “radical alterity” is far more apparent than real. 
The active engagement with different knowledge forms reveals as much about what they share than 
just about what separates them. This has become increasingly evident in debates about indigenous 
knowledge forms and their underlying philosophical premises – being both empirical and dynamic. 
The new regimes of technology implemented within systems of education will go a long way in 
providing access to the diversity of local knowledges and in the course of engagement with local and 
global problems with highlight the global and local features of these knowledge systems.  
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Discussion 
 
Amalan: What is driving the orientation towards inter-disciplinarity? Is it that the margins of disciplines 
cannot form sub-disciplines on their own? Or that boundaries between disciplines are vanishing? Or is 
it because that the schools teaching disciplines are inadequate? How can we also avoid the 
megalomania towards a grand synthesis of disciplines which can lead to a loss of the local narrative? 
Dhruv: To give you an example, the notion of sustainable development, cannot be addressed by 
modern science and technology alone. Local knowledge systems are also important to address this 
question. Hence there is recognition to mainstream all knowledge systems in the new discourse 
despite the risk that a lot could be lost in the process. So, there is recognition of the limitations of 
contemporary science. Alternately, it has been pointed out that social, intellectual or disciplinary 
differentiation goes together at one level and works splendidly, which is what specialization has done. 
But at some point this disciplinary differentiation collapses. It does not work optimally because the 
connections between disciplines are lost. At that point inter-disciplinarity or multi-disciplinarity or trans 
disciplinarity arises.  
 
Vasavi: Do you wanted to qualify endorsement of Prof Beteille’s stand that the Indian University is not 
really a clone. I suppose it is not, but it could also be seen that to the extent that there is a porosity 
between Indian Society and the University, it was a bad copy of a model.  
Dhruv. I don’t take the view of Beteille. I am more informed by Eric Ashby, historian of education, 
which says that the University in its transmission is not a clone. But as a sociologist I am not inclined 
to talk whether it a bad clone or a good clone. Social contexts shape how the university emerges or 
doesn’t emerge.  You don’t want to take a very normative view on that. At the end of the 19th century 
the university globally was an elitist place.  It was only in the post 1950s with the massification of the 
University that the University stops being an elitist place, not just in India but globally.  
Student: Beteille’s comment that Universities in Europe have been conservative when the society has 
been radical, and the reverse is the case of India. In the Indian context, are there any ways in which 
society can become more radical due to the university? 
Dhruv: He was talking of the 19th century. He is not talking about the end of the 20th century. But there 
is also a problem in the model, which means that you have to look at the University as the source of 
the civilizing mission. Is that the role of the University?  
Shambu. I would be a bit surprise if you said that Universities were ahead of society in terms of 
dissent or creating knowledge.  For example: in agriculture and sustainable agriculture, so many ideas 
have been knocking at the door, and the agricultural universities have been extremely reluctant to 
engage with these ideas. The other example is on livelihoods: when we looked at the literature from 
Indian Universities, it is way below the kind of knowledge that exists among practitioners. So in some 
sense the source of ideas and dissent has also  moved away from the universities to other kinds of 
spaces.  We need to recognize this. We can’t think that as 25 years back the Universities were 
considered the fountainheads of knowledge, as is seen in some mission statements, it is true today. I 
think society is doing much better in terms of raising questions, creating new possibilities of 
knowledge, and sometimes they have been trying very hard to engage with the Universities, with very 
limited success.  
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Rajni: Whether it was PPST or KSSP, from one end of the ideological spectrum to the other, how 
much of that agenda of peoples indigenous knowledge about science, entered into the formal domain. 
I don’t think it did. 
Dhruv: I have said that the University is no longer at the centre of knowledge production. The 
University has failed in incorporating other knowledges. But to bring in curricula reform in the 
university takes a very long time. The inertia comes from what Bourdieu calls the paradox of the 
University that the university must reproduce a tradition but at the same time it has to be innovative.  It 
is not that the efforts of the PPST or the KSSP have gone awry within the university. Maybe within the 
regular University, but today you have a centre like Villgro or CSIE so it has in its own way 
accommodated this thing. I don’t wish to be an apologist for the University and agree that new social 
movements that have joined the army of knowledge producers.  
 
How do you perceive the role of the market as a driver for the future of the University? 
Dhruv: In the 17th or 18th century, the traditional philosophy of science consisted of two programmes 
– to understand the world which is the instrumental role and to control the world which is the intrinsic 
role. Today we appear to have entered a phase where the instrumental role is being led largely by 
market concerns. 
Sujit: In the late 80s, Prof Amulya Reddy would say that IIT Kanpur has produced very different kinds 
of students in larger numbers because it took the humanities very seriously.  Dhruv: Yes and several 
people who have been inspired in the social science programme have moved out of engineering and 
moved to the social sciences.  
Joseph: Only recently, we had a discussion with institutions teaching rural management about what 
ails the discipline, and interestingly both Dr Kurien of Anand and Fr Bogard of XIMB said they 
envisioned the discipline as a harmonious blend of social science and management expertise. 
Unfortunately students of rural management don’t speak the language of the social sciences and 
social scientist look down upon management professionals, as if they all compromised to the capitalist 
regime.  So, how do we get these two voices to think together? Can we visualize a university structure 
which can encourage students of these two spectrums to think together?  
Student: You said that research is moving out of universities to specialised institutions. Even before 
independence there was an impatience with the structure of the University. Those close to Nehru kept 
pushing him to set up those specialized institutions. Why did the same thing start getting replicated in 
the social sciences? One of the initial indicators would be the establishment of the CSDS, then CSSS 
in Calcutta, and the ICSSR network of research institutions,  
 
Student: In the vision statement we see social inclusion as one of the ideals of Indian University, but I 
find that explicitly the University practices social exclusion. For example the block that stands at the 
gate of the university is the english language. Being from a rural India, I find that my level of knowing 
english has been the yardstick of my intelligence. So an overwhelmingly large pool of intelligence in 
India remains untapped.  
Fozia: In terms of exclusion, we have to acknowledge that the University admits only good test takers 
because of the entrance exams. The system is design to exclude bright students who may not be 
good test takers. 
 
Remarks by the chair: In addition to the issues, I would like to highlight only three  
1. There is often pressure from the university administration on the scientist to generate more 
revenue. At the same time, knowledge is getting the status of a public good because of IT and open 
science. In this context the question is to what extend do scientists and the faculty relies on patenting 
as the source of revenue?  



Rethinking the University 

37 

2. The economist obsession with efficiency has become infused into the overall administration of the 
University resulting in the changing governance structure of the University. While accountability is 
important within the university, to what extent should it be accountable to the global market?  
3. We also need to look at how universities are trying to conform to the International ranking system. 
To what extent is the mission and the vision of the university being altered, modified or redefined 
purely because of global pressure and the pressure of ranking. Is it within the context of the global 
market that the universities are now playing an increasing role?  
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Knowledge Gaps in Organic Agriculture 
A preliminary study on Agricultural Universities, 

Changing State Agricultural Policies and  
Organic Farming Practices in India 

Joseph Thomas, Centre for Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship, IIT, Madras 
and  O B Ramasubramanian, Samanvaya 

 
India’s food policy has been dictated by fear rather than  promise.  Ever since India gained 
independence, the government was in constant fear of famine and its response was the Green 
Revolution wherein  inputs of high yielding hybrid seed varieties, synthetic fertilizers, pesticides and 
herbicides gave a dramatic 
increase in food grain 
production from 50 million 
tonnes to 130 million tonnes by 
1980. Food grain production for 
2012 is estimated to be above 
250 million tonnes. Table 1 
below shows decadal growth of 
population, GDP and food grain 
output. The technology used 
has achieved the purpose of 
self-sufficiency in food for the 
country. But this has come at a 
very heavy environmental cost. 
Soil degradation, pest and 
weeds gaining resistance, 
salinity due to water logging, 
pesticide residues in human 
and animal food, pollution of 
ground water, rivers and 
coastal waters due to run off of synthetic farm inputs and loss of biodiversity due to monocultures are 
the major ill effects of the Green Revolution technology. In short Green Revolution technology is found 
to be both unsustainable and unsafe for humans, animals and plants. 
 
The Green Revolution technology that is now also called conventional farming displaced traditional 
farming practices and knowledge in India. Traditional agriculture was based on inputs generated 
within the farms such as green manures, compost and animal dung. Seeds were stored for use in the 
next season and would also be exchanged with other farmers. A large amount of knowledge was 
generated by farmers and textual foundations of these are evident in literature such as 
Vrukshayurveda. Farmers have lost much of this knowledge in the years subsequent to the Green 
Revolution, though there were and continue to be groups attempting to preserve it. The majority of our 
farmers are small holders in rain fed areas and they grow roughly 40% of our food needs. It is 
believed that since input costs are heavy these farmers practice traditional agriculture rather than 
Green Revolution technology. They, and not the agricultural universities, may well be the last 
repository of knowledge on sustainable and safe agricultural practices. 
 
 

Table No. 1 Population Growth, GDP and Food grain 
Production, India: 1950-1951 to 2010-2011 

Year 

Population 
(in 
Millions)  

GDP at Factor 
Cost (at 
constant price 
in ` crore) 

Output of 
Food Grains 
(millions 
tonnes) 

1950-51 361 224786 50.8 
1960-61 439 329825 82 
1970-71 548 474131 108.4 
1980-81 683 641921 129.6 
1990-91 846 1083572 176.4 
2000-01 1028.7 1864300 196.8 
2010-11 1210.2 4493743 218.2 
source: GDP and Foodgrains from Economic Survey, 2010-
11. GDP (quick estimate) and food grains production (4th 
advanced estimate) correspond to 2009-10 
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The Agriculture Universities in India 

 
 “The challenge facing India's State Agriculture Universities (SAUs) for the next century 
will be to complement the concern for the immediate needs of increased production with 
a greater emphasis on productivity and long-term sustainability; to balance the focus on 
disciplinary and commodity research with a greater emphasis on interdisciplinary 
research and a systems perspective; and to move from being reactive organizations to 
proactive ones, from hierarchical organizations to participatory ones, from agricultural 
universities to universities for rural development.” 1   

 
This was the conclusion of a review of SAUs for USAID in 1988. Thirty years on, the SAUs are still 
focused on increasing production levels whereas it is the rural development ministries that seem to be 
taking the agriculture agenda forward. This is most visible in states such as Andhra Pradesh where 
the rural development department has driven the sustainable agriculture initiative and not the 
agricultural department or university. The SAUs also seem to be twice removed from Organic 
Farming. Only two out of the 53 Agriculture Universities have a course or department for Organic 
Agriculture.2 Thus, if organic farming and ecologically sustainable agriculture are to be national 
priorities, as they are in age of Climate Change, we need to examine the state of SAU’s research, 
knowledge and dissemination on organic farming.  
 
The Indian Agriculture University system largely created after independence, has, in effect, been 
modeled on the lines of Land Grant University in the USA. The origins and philosophical roots of these 
universities are in a 19th century 'science' and economic crisis situation and its Malthusian economic 
understanding then.  The nature of USA’s hold on Indian agriculture education system is 
acknowledged in the first chapter on agriculture education in the Indo-US Knowledge Initiative in 
Agriculture (KIA) signed between the two governments in 2009 as follows: 
 

“India, since independence, followed a path of science-led growth of its agriculture. 
Agricultural education was placed in the forefront of this strategy. A comprehensive 
educational system has been evolved for building human resource that could 
undertake location and situation specific research and transfer its results to improve 
productivity, profitability and stability of agriculture. Not only the educational system 
was patterned on the Land Grants Colleges of the USA, but faculty was also trained 
in the US universities through a joint Indo-US programme….” 

 
Not only did the agriculture faculty in Indian universities train in US universities, they also seem to 
have adopted a view that agriculture developed in India around the same time that it developed in the 
USA, effectively becoming blind to agricultural knowledge of earlier periods. In fact the introductory 
course material for the Acharya N. G. Ranga Agricultural University (ANGRAU) and University of 
Agricultural Sciences (UAS) on agronomy provides a chronology of agriculture in India which traces its 
evolution only from the later part of 18th century. 
  

                                                            
1Universities for development: Report of the Joint Indo-U.S. Impact Evaluation of the Indian 
Agricultural Universities A.I.D Project. Impact Evaluation no. 68 by Lawrence Busch ( University of 
Kentucky, Lexington, Kentucky) U.S. Agency for International Development September 1988 
2 A list compiled from the internet is available www.kicsforum.net/uniid/ICAR.docx. 



Joseph Thomas & O B Ramasubramanian 

40 

The KIA is an attempt to comprehensively revise the agriculture system in India and in the process 
revive the US control over the Indian food market whose dependency on the world market for basic 
food items had fallen since the green revolution.  The KIA aims to ensure that the Indian market will 
continues to provide market and business opportunities for companies in different parts of the world, 
particularly the USA.  The rationale for the revised Indian draft proposal3 is to  promote , 
“…approaches that move from: (i) piece-meal to holistic solutions, (ii) commodity to production 
systems, (iii) applied to basic and strategic research, (iv) mono-disciplinary to interdisciplinary 
research, (v) single institution to cross organization and trans country working and (vi) home-based to 
consumer and market-driven agriculture….” 
 
The KIA itself provides for easier access of the faculty to methods such as ‘Re-Usable Learning 
Objects’ (RLO). These are self-contained standardized agriculture learning units or materials 
developed for US universities.  Available RLO materials do not indicate any localized content. They 
cover commercialised agriculture growth and practices and topics where adequate material is 
available in US universities. The shift from applied to basic and strategic research indicates adoption 
of tools such as RLO which find effective application in top-down implementations such as military and 
corporate entities. Local adaptation may vary in a tactical sense and not significantly. As one of India’s 
global agriculture experts puts it, “There cannot be a significant method of correcting the agricultural 
university system as it is structured like an army”.  
 
The lack of engagement with other social science discipline is apparent; there is hardly any ‘social 
science’ engagement within the agriculture system. There are but two research establishments that 
are even categorized under social science in the entire agricultural system in the country - one of 
them focuses on statistical methods and another on policy impact. The ‘science led agriculture’ in 
effect ushered in a “technology” centric agricultural education which has made the agriculturally 
educated class into a new social category amongst agriculturists. “We cannot ask our students to 
study organic farming as it is seen as ‘going back’. They want to do/learn something that is novel, new 
and technically fancy” stated a young faculty in an agriculture university. The Prime Minister’s 
Scientific Advisor perhaps amplifies this sentiment when he supports Genetically Modified technology 
for food production as otherwise the scientific community will feel that they are not ‘included’ in the 
global scientific community.   
 
The preoccupation of looking outward amongst academics in India may happen across other 
technology areas as well, but, in the sphere of agriculture it presents a contrasting picture. A look at 
the different agriculture university curricula and the availability of organic farming courses4  indicates 
that though India has the largest number of practicing organic farmers it has never been a priority area 
in the agriculture university system. Indeed, the growth of practicing organic farmers is in spite of the 
formal system. The knowledge acquired through the agriculture university systems is at odds with 
reality in the Indian context. This disconnected knowledge system is most pronounced in the sphere of 
organic farming and sustainable agriculture. Needless to say the harshest criticism on the Indo-US 
KIA has emerged from those who are practicing and professing organic farming in the country. 
 
  

                                                            
3 Draft: US‐India Knowledge Initiative on Agriculture: Indian Proposal. 
www.dare.nic.in/bil_Usa/Draft Indian proposal (revised).doc 
4 List of ICAR supported Agricultural Universities showing Organic Courses/Depts. 
www.kicsforum.net/uniid/ICAR.doc 
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Propellers of Organic Farming in India 
The major reason for organic certification is better commercial returns. A good example of this comes 
from the tea estates in Darjeeling. Loss of soil fertility due to excessive chemical fertilizer usage was 
leading to lowering of yield of the tea leaves. Many large estates were being abandoned or closed 
down as economically unviable. A handful of estate owners in the late 1990s decided to improve soil 
fertility by taking to traditional organic practices. They now are in a position to export the tea leaves 
and also command a premium for their product. These owners took an economic decision and today 
many others have followed suit. However the major reasons for organic farming include costs of 
inputs, lack of irrigation, culture and environmental consciousness.  
 
By Default, small and marginal farmers in rain fed areas cannot depend on costly inputs like synthetic 
fertilisers and associated pesticides for economically viable farming. Non-availability of irrigation limits 
their utilization of chemicals which are heavily water dependent for their effective usage. Many such 
farmers are organic by default depending largely on on-farm inputs to grow and protect their crops. A 
study undertaken by scientists from International Crop Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics 
and Haryana Agricultural University has shown that for such farmers high yield is possible with 
biologic approaches. The study also explains a wide variety of technologies required to do this6. 
 
Cultural Reasons: The Jain community 
with its dharma of Ahimsa and cow 
protection has worked on organic 
farming as a natural outcome of 
“reverence for life”. The cow is seen as 
an integral part of organic farming as it 
produces dung and urine both being 
valuable inputs for crops. The Ahimsa 
Research Foundation is devoted 
amongst other things to “Environment 
and Ecological Balance– which means 
toxin-free agricultural practices”7.The 
case of Namdharis is also an unusual 
pathway. They have always practiced 
sustainable agriculture; one could 
even say it was sustenance farming, 
producing only what they need. 
 
Environment Consciousness: 
Increasing awareness of consumers 
and producers of the harmful 
environmental effects of synthetic 
fertilisers on the soil and of pesticides 
on the local flora and fauna and on the 
human body has seen a rise in crop 
land under organic practice. For the 

                                                            
6http://www.fao.org/fsnforum/sites/default/files/resources/High%20yield%20organic%20farm.pdf 
7http://www.ahimsaaresearchfoundation.org/index.html 

Centre for Indian Knowledge Systems (CIKS) 
Initially CIKS concentrated on seed multiplication of 
traditional varieties. They would give a farmer 1 kg of 
seed and ask the farmer to return 2 kg of seed at 
harvest. CIKS would help the farmers to sell the rest of 
the produce, mostly to urban customers. Once CIKS 
had built up their seed bank they looked to groups of 
farmers to cultivate the varieties organically. It was a 
15 year long struggle. Farmers had to be trained in 
organic cultivation practices and later, on the 
procedures for inspection and certification.  
Marketing and selling organic produce was still a 
problem. A for profit company, Arogyam Organics 
Private Limited was created. Inventory management 
and cash flows became a stumbling block.  Arogyam 
had to keep stock of a large variety of products. They 
had to deal exclusively in non-perishables. Cash flows 
was also a problem as they were paying farmers for 
their produce a premium upfront. Even the costs of 
quality control, packaging, pricing, on time supply and 
other logistics were creating cash flow problems. After 
nearly 5 years, Arogyam had a profitable quarter this 
year.  
 CIKS meanwhile has inspired several such ventures in 
Tamil Nadu and elsewhere to create other models and 
movements on organic farming. 
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producer/farmer it is about making agriculture sustainable and keeping the local ecology unharmed. 
The consumers of the produce want the right to choose between pesticide laden food and organic 
products. 
 
Civil Society Action: While individuals reached the organic farming framework through their own 
routes, institutions were created through civil society action over a period of time. Since the 1980s 
NGOs have worked to help farmers shift to organic cultivation across the country. These were driven 
by ideological, cultural, environmental and economic reasons. Centre for Indian Knowledge Systems 
(CIKS) (see box) is one such NGO operating in Tamil Nadu. Networks of such NGOs became 
dominant advocates of organic farming. These include  the now defunct ARISE network, active 
Organic Farming Association of India (OFAI) based in Goa, Bio-dynamic Association of India (BDAI), 
the commercial export oriented ICCOA based in Bangalore, Alliance for Sustainable and Holistic 
Agriculture (ASHA) and many more.  
 
Climate Change: Perhaps the biggest push for non-chemical farming in India will come from the 
climate change scare. The Indian government eager to show itself as progressive, formulated the 
National Mission on Sustainable Agriculture, one of the eight missions under the Prime Minister’s 
National Action Plan on Climate Change. “The Mission…seeks to transform Indian agriculture into a 
climate resilient production system through suitable adaptation and mitigation measures in the domain 
of crops and animal husbandry. These interventions would be embedded in research and 
development activities, absorption of improved technology and best practices, creation of physical and 
financial infrastructure and institutional framework, facilitating access to information and promoting 
capacity building. While promotion of dryland agriculture would receive prime importance by way of 
developing suitable drought and pest resistant crop varieties and ensuring adequacy of institutional 
support, the Mission would also expand its coverage to rainfed areas for integrating farming systems 
with management of livestock and fisheries, so that agricultural production continues to grow in a 
sustainable manner.” 
 
Challenges before Conversion to Organic Farming 
There are several issues to consider before farmers in India can leave conventional farming and shift 
to organic farming. These include food security, risk mitigation, lack of support, sovereignty of seeds 
etc. 
 
Food Security: Farmers need to secure their own food supply. Since farming is their livelihood they 
must seek security in that activity.  
 
No risk mitigation: The biggest fear is a loss of crop either through a pest attack or a plant disease 
that they are not in a position to control by conventional means. The second impediment is the drop in 
yield, which is likely in the initial years of conversion. The drop in income needs to be mitigated  
 
State Support. When converting to green revolution technology the Indian government gave plenty of 
support through training programmes and subsidies on inputs and seed material. This continues to 
date. Farmers wishing to move away from conventional farming have no such support system as of 
now. They are not even compensated for the seed and inputs subsidy that the government actually 
saves.  Other State induced policies and trends that impact organic farming include reduction of 
pasture land, promotion of dairy based cattle breeds against agriculture centric conventional breeds, 
lack of quality seeds supply, inadequate access to credit, yield driven extension mechanism and 
increasing pressure for conversion of land from agriculture to industry, infrastructure and residences. 
Popular agricultural subsidy announcements to garner electoral advantage also privileges 
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(APEDA) for 2010-11 shows 4.43 million hectares of certified land under organic farming practice in 
India8. Madhya Pradesh leads the country in terms of area.9 APEDA places the 2010-11 export of 
organic produce at 69000 metric tonnes consisting of over 80 organic farming products to many of the 
developed countries in the world10. 
 
The large percentage of organic farmers, farm lands and farmer preference despite the limitations 
examined above are a definite case for serious academic study and research. Academic Institutions 
need to facilitate institutionalisation of organic farming at the knowledge level, rather than merely in 
marketing. For example the main area of institutionalisation vis-à-vis organic farming has been in 
certification processes.  
 
Promotion of Organic Farming by the State 
The Government of India has taken different paths to organic farming. The central government has 
been creating support mechanism primarily for organic farming exports. The Department of 
Agriculture and Cooperation, Ministry of Agriculture has set up the National Centre for Organic 
Farming whose mission is  
• Promotion of organic farming in the country through technical capacity building of all the 
stakeholders  including human resource development, transfer of technology, promotion and 
production of quality organic and biological inputs, awareness creation and publicity through print and 
electronic media. 
• Statutory quality control of biofertilizers and organic fertilizers under the Fertilizer (Control) Order 
(FCO), 1985, including revision of standards and testing protocols keeping in view the advances in 
research and technology and bringing remaining organic inputs under quality control regime. 
 
The centre maintains detailed statistics of organic production in India and these can be seen at their 
website11.  
 
The Ministry of Rural Development has come up with the Mahila Kisan Sashaktikiran Pariyojana 
(MKSP), which seeks to support women in agriculture, with sustainable agriculture as the focus. A 
budget of Rs. 100 crore is available for interventions at the grassroots level involving women in 
sustainable agriculture and allied activities 25% of the project cost is to be borne by the State Govt. or 
Project Implementation Agency.  Importantly, the MKSP is being linked to the National Rural 
Livelihood Mission (NRLM) that has the mandate to continuously shape and monitor rural livelihoods 
over the next decades. Livelihood is the central component of the project, which will be linked to 
concerns such as Climate Change, millets production and processing, drudgery reduction, 
biodiversity, food and nutritional security, conservation and improved access to natural resources, 
pasture and wasteland development.  
 
In related development, Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Act (MGNREGA) has included 
Nadep composting, vermi-composting, Liquid Bio-Manures (Sanjeevak or AmritPaani) in the list of 
works that can be taken up in an individual’s home under the scheme. 
 
 
                                                            
8http://www.apeda.gov.in/apedawebsite/organic/Organic_Products.htm 
9http://www.mpkrishi.org/krishinet/hindisite/pdfs/Javikneeti_Eng.pdf 
 
10http://www.apeda.gov.in/apedawebsite/organic/Organic_Products.htm 
11http://ncof.dacnet.nic.in/areaandproduction.html 
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Indian States, their Organic policies and implementation 
Agriculture in India is a state subject and food security is the subject of the federal government. While 
this provides the individual states freedom to enact and adhere to their own agriculture policies, the 
central government controls the major funding through its different programmes on food security and 
supply to the nation.  Many state governments have made several strides in the direction of organic 
farming. Each state government has a different approach to organic farming based on local 
conditions. To the best of our knowledge the following states have an intention to, or have mentioned 
becoming organic: Sikkim, Karnataka, Kerala, Uttarakhand, Madhya Pradesh and Manipur. Some of 
the states have created organic policy documents.  The table below gives a quick comparison of their 

approach.  A detailed note on some of the states is given below. 

A Quick Comparison of State Agricultural Policies 
What does the Organic Farming Policy 
contain? 

Sikki
m

Madhya 
Pradesh

Karna
-taka Kerala Uttara

-khand 

Is the 
main 
thrust on 

a) livelihoods and improving net 
returns of farmers Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 b) is it about export and niche 
markets? Yes No Yes No Yes 

Does the 
policy 
emphasi
se on 

a)  'internalisation' of farm inputs Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
b)  providing opportunities to the 
organic industry, where farmers 
will buy things from various input 
factories/entities/outfits? 

Yes No No No Not 
Clear 

Have farmers' institutions and empowerment 
been emphasised upon, for sustainability of 
the effort? 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Is there convergence between various 
departments envisaged?  Yes Yes Yes Yes Not 

Clear 
Have forward linkages as well as backward 
linkages been thought of, and planned for?  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Is the policy ambitious in its approach or 
not?  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 How is the implementation against the 
objectives? Are the goalposts being moved or 
being adhered to?  

Yes Yes Not 
Clear Yes Not 

Clear 

Does the 
policy 
address 

equity concerns No No No Yes No 
fragile eco-zones No No Yes Yes No 
 women farmers No No Yes Yes Yes 
smallholders Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
tribal and dalit farmers No Yes Yes Yes Yes 
rain fed farmers Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Are subsidies being recast clearly to promote 
organic?  No Yes Yes No Not 

Clear 
Do main subsidies continue in a chemical 
farming paradigm, vitiating any plans for 
organic right at the beginning  

No No Not 
Clear Yes Not 

Clear 

Is a farming systems approach being taken - 
livestock integration, agro-forestry etc 

Not 
Clear Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Note: These responses based on study of documents and field visits and interactions. Since the 
policies on the ground are uneven and based on responses to specific situations, they have 
limited validity. There is however a clear need to study the policies further and to create a 
template to address concerns of the state and citizens.   
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Sikkim:  
Sikkim is a case of decision enabled by concentrated political power to shape a completely new 
indigenous institutional arrangement, role and alignment. 
 
Sikkim has two prominent tribes and one labour class tribe. The two dominant tribes control most of 
the economy and politics. It has also had a single party rule in the state for almost a decade and half, 
providing the state with reasonable political stability. Geographically too it is located in a place where it 
is surrounded on three sides by international borders and only one side can be approached from 
India. This has provided this state with an easy way to control the inflow of chemical fertilizers and 
pesticides once it decided to go completely organic in 2003.  
 
Sikkim does not have an Agricultural University. There is however a Central College of Agricultural 
Engineering on Post-Harvest Technology (CAEPHT). The academics from CAEPHT that we 
interacted said they were not in any way involved with the state’s organic mission. The government 
was depending for knowledge and training on the Dept. of Organic Agriculture CSK Himachal Pradesh 
Agricultural University at Palanpur. The mission is driven entirely by the staff of the agricultural 
department and there is a general sense of enthusiasm among them. Sikkim stopped purchase of 
synthetic fertilizer and pesticides in 2003 and phased out their stock of synthetics by 2008. Sikkim has 
continuous training of the government staff and of farmers. They started inspection and certification of 
18000 hectares in 2010 and expect that area to be fully organic by end of 2013. Sikkim is looking to 
get organic certification for 52000 hectares by 2015. There seems to be political will in favour of 
organic farming in this one party state. They aim to make Sikkim a completely organic tourist 
destination. 
 
In Sikkim there is an evident need to fill the existing knowledge gaps. For example, they have not yet 
been able to determine whether a recent disease which afflicted one of the primary crops, was fungal 
or viral in origin. This has affected their ability to take remedial action. The government is creating 
awareness of organic farming at school level. Farmers are being trained continuously on the Internal 
Control System for inspection and certification to be successful. The Chief Minister of Sikkim in April 
2012 wrote to the central government asking for subsidy for farmers in Sikkim as they are not using 
chemical fertilisers. 
 
Karnataka:  
The Karnataka State Policy on Organic farming, as published in 200412 was based on a model village 
concept where subsidies for conversion to organic farming were proposed. The programme was 
changed to mission mode with the launch of the Karnataka Organic Farming Mission in 2004-05. 
Activists for sustainable agriculture are of the opinion that since the activities have changed from 
model village to a mission mode that there will be a danger of farmers relapsing to conventional 
agriculture once the given support is withdrawn. 
 
Under the mission mode, in the first phase one village in each district and in the second and third 
phases one village in each taluka would be completely converted to organic. The launch was driven 
by a politically active government which took several steps to visibly modify the way organic farming 
was viewed in the state. The then Chief Minister decided to stay overnight in the house of one organic 
farmer every month to promote the message of organic farming and food.  The state government 
officially reported that from a few thousand hectares at the time of creating the Mission, currently the 
                                                            
12http://raitamitra.kar.nic.in/kda_booklet.pdf 
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state has over 76000 hectares under organic farming. A significant initial budget of a 100 crore rupees 
was announced. However the high visibility led to debates with some civil society players complaining 
that the government spent more funds on publicity than on the overall organic farming programmes in 
the state. The lack of political patronage when the government changed and an indifferent 
bureaucracy resulted in the Mission not being able to sustain its initial progress. The Mission 
Chairperson has indicated that there have been no funds released in over two years for the Mission.  
 
Critics say that the Mission has not been able to convert even a single village completely to organic, 
as per the original approach, which was abandoned. They also pointed out that there was no official 
move on certification as a result of which the existing organic farmers have to rely on their own 
systems. There was general feeling that 
despite the fact that the vice chancellors of 
two agricultural universities were on the 
board of the mission, and that each of these 
universities had a research Institute under a 
ICAR funded project, the outreach 
programme has been poor. The UAS 
through its organic farming institute in 
Dharwad has been conducting research 
and training programmes of its own.  The 
Vice Chancellor recently has acknowledged 
that organic farming is a preferred method 
of agriculture in certain regions. 
 
On the positive side, Bengaluru has 
become the largest urban organic farming 
market. The number of commercially driven 
ventures that were primarily catering to this 
market as well as to the export market 
increased during this period. Thus a large 
number of farmers in the state converted to 
organic farming in this period.  
 
Andhra Pradesh:  
AP has seen civil society propel a state 
driven large scale development programme 
which is changing agriculture while 
maintaining its focus on sustainability.13 
 
Centre for Sustainable Agriculture (CSA) an NGO pioneered Non Pesticidal Management (NPM14) as 
a set of practices for managing pest in crops without the use of synthetic pesticides. It was a farmer 

                                                            
13 The material has been culled out of several reports from the Community Managed Sustainable 
Agriculture (CMSA) provided by SERP, Andhra Pradesh, CSA, their website and related news 
reports from Forbes Magazine and Down To Earth as well as personal interview with Dr. 
Ramanjuneyulu, Director, CSA. 
14 The movement from Integrated Pest Management (IPM) to NPM and then on to CMSA when the 
government adopted the NPM in a large scale can be read in detail with flow diagrams at 

“Will the agriculture university take up 
NPM?” 
“Yesterday it seemed impossible. Today it 
looks likely. All of us have our strengths and 
weaknesses. It is said there are difficulties in 
integrating knowledge from sources other than 
university and industry. But if a system works, 
they’ll have to work on it sooner or later. As 
for the agriculture department, it is bound by 
what the university recommends. Its officials 
think they have to learn from ‘experts’ and 
teach the ‘illiterate’ farmers. They struggle to 
learn from farmers. They can’t move forward 
due to innate problems with the technologies 
they are saddled with.”  
Dr. G.V. Ramanjuneyulu,  Director of CSA, 
Interview in Down To Earth, 2006 
 
Why do your department and the 
agriculture university avoid NPM? 
They don’t. They have their own version, 
which is IPM. But if there is such a gap, it is 
my duty as a political leader to bridge it. I will 
make all experts meet, sort things out, and 
work together.  - “NPM works”,  Interview 
with Raghuveera Reddy, farmer and 
agriculture minister, Andhra Pradesh in an 
interview, 2005 
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knowledge based programme, where groups of farmers studied the onset of pests in Farmer Field 
Schools and used their knowledge of pest behavior to control the harmful pests while encouraging the 
favourable organisms. The success of this particular initiative was impressive enough for the 
government of Andhra Pradesh to integrate a new initiative called Community Managed Sustainable 
Agriculture (CMSA) as part of their flagship rural engagement programme under the Society for 
Elimination of Rural Poverty (SERP). CMSA is viewed as a stepping stone towards complete organic 
farming.  
 
CMSA currently claims to have spread to over 27% of all cultivated area in Andhra Pradesh reducing 
significantly the amount of chemical pesticides consumed in the state. At one stage, AP was the 
largest consumer of pesticides. This change represents the largest knowledge shift in agriculture 
since green revolution.  It is significant that this large scale knowledge shift has not been brought 
about by the agricultural university but by a department working on poverty alleviation and rural 
development. D V Rayadu, the head of CMSA emphasizes functional management and says “we 
unlearn and re-learn our understanding of agriculture each day. New situations demand that we 
innovate, learn from and with farmers and be open”. Such a candid admission on practices of 
agriculture is rarely seen among the institutional knowledge perpetrators, the professors of agricultural 
universities. 
The lack of participation of the agriculture department in such a large scale programme has been 
noticed and recorded at several levels. While the Minister plays it safe and defends the academic 
institution, officials are far more forthright, “I don’t believe in the capacity of agricultural universities, we 
couldn’t have done CMSA with such a large impact if they had been participating”, states another top 
executive in the government in a private conversation. 
 
Mr. T. Vijay Kumar, the officer responsible for creating and shaping CMSA (and currently the Joint 
Secretary for Ministry of Rural Development, Government of India heading the National Rural 
Livelihood Mission) says “We didn’t reach sustainable agriculture because of any ideological reasons; 
it was clearly economics for us. We were convinced that utilizing natural and local pest management 
practices reduced the input cost in agriculture and thereby directly impacting the farmer’s savings.” 
 
Kerala 
The usage of the deadly chemical pesticide Endosulphan in the cashew plantations around Kasargod 
in Kerala gained international attention when it was realized in the early 2000s that the persistent 
exposure to this pesticide had resulted in severe health problems for over two generations of people. 
The outcry this resulted in had secured a global ban on this chemical. This has in recent times created 
much awareness and debate in the state on alternatives to chemical agriculture. Recently, it is learnt 
that the Kerala government is considering conversion of Kasargod into an organic zone. 
 
At a broader level, the Kerala government is implementing an aggressive programme to convert 10% 
of agricultural land annually to organic practice and to revive kitchen gardens in urban and rural 
households. The state organic policy document envisages the SAU as an integral part of the 
transformation. 
 
Since most Kerala residences have individual houses with some surrounding fertile land coupled with  
good rainfall, the opportunity to grow horticultural crops is high. This was also a traditional practice. 
Seed material is distributed free through schools. After planting the seeds however kitchen gardeners 
                                                                                                                                                                       
http://www.ecotippingpoints.org/our-stories/indepth /india-pest-management-nonpesticide-
neem.html. 
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are, in general, not able to distinguish between pest attacks or plant disease leave alone take 
remedial action.  The Kerala State Agricultural University, Thrissur has brought out a publication “The 
Adhoc Package of Practices: Recommendations for Organic Farming” in 2009 and made it public on 
their website. Thus a good amount of technical knowledge has been prepared and packaged. It would 
be worthwhile to study how this was disseminated and more importantly how it can be linked to the 
seed distribution programme. Leena Abraham of TISS related the story of a group of young farmers in 
the Wayanad District of Kerala who after having decided to go organic were struggling to find experts 
in organic farming to help them with the problems they faced. Rather than approach the State 
Agricultural University they ultimately reached out to experts outside the state.  
 
Uttarakhand 
The Uttarakhand Organic Commodities Board (UOCB) has been charged with the task of promoting 
and facilitating organic farming in the state. It functions as the state nodal agency for organic farming 
and non-farming activities, and it that capacity it would advise and assist the State Government in the 
overall strengthening and implementation of the institutional set-up engaged and dealing in the 
production, processing, marketing and the promotion of organic farming in the State. It does not have 
a mandate to prohibit the use of synthetic fertilisers or pesticides, only to encourage organic farming. 
It is still to create a policy document on organic farming.  
 
Odisha 
Odisha and many of the North Eastern states claim to be organic by default and have Organic 
programmes as part of central government sponsored schemes. However there does not seem to be 
a focused effort to completely move away from conventional agriculture. 
 
Insights from different state experiences: 
In this report, we do not want to make any prescriptions on the functioning of SAUs. However from 
field observations we can identify what seems to be working. The Vice-Chancellor of the University of 
Agricultural Sciences (UAS), Dharwad, R.R. Hanchinal said the research conducted by scientists from 
the university had proved that organic farming ensured more productivity than chemical farming in 
rain-fed areas.” UAS has developed technology for organic cultivation of 12 major crops and is 
working closely with the state agriculture department15. 
 
The Sikkim government enrolled the help of many different civil society organisations after realizing 
that the volume of extension work required for full conversion.  The Sikkim Organic Policy document 
states the following “The private sector, commercial and NGOs in Sikkim should be encouraged to join 
forces and form a united organic sector body. Setting up a permanent body, where people from these 
sectors are represented, may be considered for the consultations between the government and the 
private sector16.” Involving all stakeholders right from inception has been a critical part of the success 
the Sikkim government has achieved so far. They have invested heavily in training of both 
government officials and farmers in the Internal Control System that is required for certification. 
 
A similar story was found to be true in Andhra Pradesh where Self Help Groups (SHGs) demanded a) 
sustainable agriculture based livelihood  b)  reduced cost of cultivation  and c) chemical free food 

                                                            
15 http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-national/tp-karnataka/organic-farming-ensures-more-
productivity/article4194095.ece 
16http://www.sikkimagrisnet.org/General/en/Download/Policy.pdf 
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While the NMSA does define a role for knowledge institutions at the Inter-Ministerial Coordination 
level, as well as a role for Agriculture Research & Education under Intra-Ministerial Coordination level 
(Fig. 6.1).  However, while talking about the four functional dimensions (Fig 6.2) in Appendix II, where 
one dimension is Research & Development, there is no exploration of the roles of different entities in 
delivering the functional dimensions.  
 
So there seems to be no explicit role for SAUs except where they are mentioned in the Strategies 
section Intervention #1, Improved Crop Seed, Livestock and Fish Culture (Strengthening of Research 
Infrastructure, Capacity Building of Field Functionaries), Intervention #4, Improved Farm Practices 
(Infrastructure – Strengthening of simulation facilities) Intervention #10, Livelihood Diversification 
(Capacity Building – Development of Agri-Livestock Extension) 
 
In  Programme of Action (POA), there are two explicit references to Learning Institutions: At the Crop 
Level (Functional Area #1, Research & Development) – Increase of support to SAUs and assign them 
to cluster level in agro-climatic zones and at Food System Level (Functional Area #4, Capacity 
Building, Training) - Increase in Number of Extension Education Institutes to at least one per Agro 
Climatic Zone (ACZ).  
 
There is no explicit role for the SAU or any other knowledge institutions stated in the POA. This is an 
indicator that the SAUs somehow do not figure in the scheme of things when discussions are held 
with regards to Sustainable Agriculture. The awareness of the Mission on Sustainable Agriculture 
itself is not very widely prevalent amongst the academics of the agricultural knowledge system viz. the 
agricultural universities. During the visit to Sikkim none of the government officials or academics 
spoken to was aware of the mission. 
 
It is obvious in examining the above that the NMSA has not really matched the agriculture universities’ 
current role in agriculture knowledge dissemination and its role in sustainable agriculture knowledge 
dissemination in a serious manner. The emphasis on the infrastructure and facilities improvement 
seems to be thrust areas for the agriculture universities’ strategic engagement as part of the Mission 
and more importantly, the limited definition of the organic farming under the POA to that of green 
manure, bio-pesticides and certification also does not seem to find a role for the Agriculture University 
in the same. Hence if the agriculture universities were to look for a scope presented to them from a 
mission or a policy level guideline, there is very little explicit directions for them to do so currently 
under the NMSA. 
 
As far as the functional areas in the plan of action, Functional Area #2: Technology, Products and 
Practices, The farm level organic farming area is divided into  two: (1) Bio-pesticides, green manuring, 
etc., and (2) Product Quality Monitoring (certification and monitoring – new genetic varieties, fertilizer, 
pesticides, etc.).  
 
A study of the various references to organic farming in the NMSA and the various national agricultural 
programmes like the National Agricultural Development Programme( NADP), the Macro Management 
of Agriculture (MMA) guidelines, Rashtriya Krishi Vikas Yojana and the National Project on 
Management of Soil Health & Fertility (NPMSF) shows that organic farming is reduced to individual 
practices like use of bio-pesticides, vermi-composting, Integrating Pest Management. There is no 
evidence of an integrated approach to organic farming. Thus the NMSA is a reductionist, simplistic 
and non-committal generic statement is made in ambiguous terms. It fails envision an integrated 
approach to organic farming.   
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Conclusion 
 
By studying the organic policy statements of the state governments, literature survey, visiting organic 
practice in Sikkim, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh, interviewing many experts 
and based on personal experience a broad outline of the following was created in this document: 
1) The State Agricultural Universities and their inability to bridge the knowledge gap facing organic 
producers and the reasons for the same, including a more detailed understanding of NMSA and its 
relationship with SAUs 
2) The status of organic farming in India including why and how the motivation to take up organic 
farming comes up 
3) Institutions, process and support systems that could aid conversion to organic practice 
4) A deeper dive into the Organic Farming policies of the states understanding their success and 
performance 
5) The challenges facing conversion to organic farming 

 
Based on the above, we arrived at the following broad conclusions: 
i) There is a real gap in knowledge faced by organic farmers that the state agricultural systems are 
not able to fill. Consequently this is filled by other intermediaries. 
ii) As more states create policies on sustainable agriculture in response to either perceived 
commercial benefits or climate change or mere common sense, the knowledge gap will only become 
more pronounced and state level policy does not seem to be (in general) able to address how the 
knowledge gap will be filled nor envision a role for SAUs in this context. 
iii) Unless Histories, Culture Studies, Anthropology, Indigenous Ecological Studies, Tribal 
Sociological Studies, etc., become part of the agriculture understanding in the Indian context, we may 
not see much relevance in the agriculture university system apart from its ‘yield fixated’ mindset. Such 
an engagement with other disciplines, may lead to revisiting the philosophical roots in a significant 
manner.  
iv) A country with such large number of small and marginal farmers cannot continue to look at small 
farms as a liability because the agriculture universities teach only about productivity techniques that 
obviously favour large farms. 
v) A movement towards nutrition-security centric approach will have the universities acknowledging 
the traditional knowledge of agriculture within the small farmers meaningfully.  
 
Further work needed 
From travels and visits we list further below the areas of work that needs to be done as there is a 
dearth of research work on organic farming and its Impacts in India 
a) India having the largest number of organic producers begs the question why these farmers have 
opted for this most difficult choice of shifting to organic practice. 
b) A study on the comparative yields of tea in organic and conventional estates of Darjeeling could 
surely be large enough to settle the yield increase/decline issue. Factoring in the environmental 
benefits should be part of the study. 
c) How states with organic farming policies in place take advantage of the changes in MGNREGA , 
MKSP and NMSA is well worth understanding 
d) There is a clear need to study the organic farming policies further with an attempt to create a 
standard template that addresses the concerns of the state and its citizens 
e) In Sikkim, has the incidence of medical conditions among humans seen a change after the ban 
on synthetic chemicals in agriculture? 
f) Has there been a change in the insect population after the ban on pesticide use in Sikkim?   
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g) Have the levels of residues from fertilizer and pesticides changed in the environment and in 
human bodies in Sikkim? 
h) What percentage of the population in Sikkim is eating food grown on organic practices and how 
does their health status compare with those eating food grown on conventional practice. 
i) Food in Sikkim is either grown within the state or imported from Siliguri in West Bengal. A study to 
assess the health impact on those consistently consuming organic produce versus conventional 
agricultural produce from Siliguri could also yield powerful insights. 
j) What strategies can the Kerala Government employ to popularize “The Adhoc Package of 
Practices Recommendations for Organic Farming” along with seed distribution to improve the output 
of kitchen gardens? 
k) What is the position of Uttarakhand government on the use of chemical fertilisers, synthetic 
pesticides and GMOs? 
l) In Karnataka how much of the subsidies contemplated in the policy document of 2004 reached 
the farmers? 
m) In Karnataka agriculture universities research projects it would be a good exercise to catalog how 
many deal with organic agriculture, the budgets on these and the impact with farmers 
n) The reduction in pesticide use by farmers in SERP and CMSA still needs to be studied. The 
relationship between knowledge providers and State Agricultural Universities needs to be explored. 
o) Revaluation of state agricultural universities to answer how close are the SAU’s to being 
Universities for rural development 
p) A deeper enquiry into the alternate ways the SAU’s are providing training/information on organic 
agriculture. 
q) Organic Farming – Resources required and environmental limitations specifically land required for 
food production and land required for inputs, 
r) Farming – Practices: seeds, inputs, farm practices, the politics of inputs for farmers, 
s) Can mechanization of on-farm practices for small and marginal farmers reduce the dependence 
on the labourers? What is the technology cost in farm practices vis-a-vis the overall cost of agriculture 
– how it has been growing? 
t) Can organic farming provide food security? 
u) How do knowledge intermediaries and universities see their role in the process to bring about the 
change in agricultural practices that will be demanded by the need to be sustainable in food 
production? 
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Objectives of the Study 
To study how State Agricultural Universities address the knowledge gaps of practitioners of organic 
farming in India. To understand whether these institutions of higher learning are in a position to 
reinvent their knowledge base in tune with agricultural policy reforms taking place within the states 
specifically those adopting organic farming. 
 
Scope 
The work entailed 
a. Researchers visiting and interviewing staff and faculty in research institutions and universities to 
assess their understanding of National Mission on Sustainable Agriculture (NMSA) and the organic 
policy documents and the strategies they will adopt to implement the same. 
b. Interviews with heads of Inspection and Certifying agencies to understand the ground realities of 
NMSA and the organic policies. 
d. Researchers going to 2 states, Sikkim, and Karnataka, to understand the implementations of 
organic policies. 
e. Conducting key stakeholder interviews with experts 
f. The study of Andhra Pradesh was based on existing documentation, visit and interviews with those 
who played significant role in the changes that have happened there in organic farming. 
 
Methodology 
Secondary Data Analysis was undertaken in the form of two projects by students of XIMB. They 
attempted to give a rating to the State Agricultural Universities reflective of their commitment to 
Sustainable Agriculture. The second attempt was to compare the organic agricultural policies of the 
different states.  
Field visits in Tamil Nadu, Sikkim, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka to engage with Govt. 
officials, academics, subject matter experts, civil society representatives, inspection certification 
agencies and farmers groups were undertaken. 
This study is largely based on the opinions of the various stake holders. From the interviews common 
threads were brought together and are reported here. This was not an exhaustive study given the 
short time frame and small resource base but one that is representative of the state of issues that 
surround this debate and can be taken as indicative for further detailed studies and explorations 
 
Discussion 
 
Dhruv: I am reminded of two studies: one where Raghunandan demonstrated how the university 
system has failed to respond to the larger concerns of rural India even in terms of research. For 
example we do not have a good definition of what is a good enterprise or we don’t have a precise 
estimate of what the rural energy demand is.  In another unpublished study, where we looked at 
commonwealth scholars, who are employed in India and go abroad to do their PhDs  and come back 
to their universities, we found two contrasting stories.  On the one hand we have certain institutions 
where you have the ability to capitalize upon the new skills that you have acquired and to network 
yourself with a global set of scientific research concerns, while at another level there is no space 
within the university to make use of what you have learnt. It is an important question to understand as 
to what is it that leads to such distinct trajectories. Is the issue with SAUs similar? 
 
Gopal: There are so many types of farming which result in good food, good plants, and good soil. 
There is permaculture. There is organic farming. There is natural farming, Rishi Kheti etc. Are we 
looking at only one science as the definitive science of organic farming which is essentially dictated by 
Western markets and its certification systems?  We need to think about what is the indigenous 
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direction we can take in this kind of farming instead of being stuck in the western notions dictated by 
labeling requirements. 
Ram: India has evolved its own forms of organic farming. NPM for instance would never pass as 
organic in the West. In Gujarat, one of the farmers has come up with their own method of 
standardization and certification where a BT cotton variety is certified if there is no chemical input. In 
Tamil Nadu, there is an entire movement of people who are completely anti-certification. We find that 
organic outlets have started operating in small towns which does not the urban elite.  
Today we find that the government structures are ready to respond to this development. But 
agricultural universities do not want to engage and help resolve issues concerning organic farming in 
India. They may be able to in silos like vermin-composting or panch-kavya, but not on organic farming 
as a holistic practice or larger issues like soil fertility.  
 
Harish: Earlier we had chemical farming, which was globally mandated through a land grant university 
type system. Now we have a new globally mandated organic farming. We can say that organic  
farming, which is being promoted as being traditional and indigenous, is actually tied to theories of 
nutrition which is then tied to theories of consumption. You can have organic farming and still be with 
a theory of nutrition where the world is made up of proteins, carbohydrates, vitamins and fats.  And if 
one proposes another theory of nutrition where none of these categories exist, as they don’t for tribals 
who do organic farming, then you are completely in another page. Where organic farming is only one 
part of the stick, the other end is that we ought to have a new theory of organic nutrition, consumption, 
cooking etc.  
 
Ram: That world of knowledge that has pushed chemical farming and this world which is about 
organic are two different worlds. I have not learnt my farming from a western university, nor would I 
cite a single western author. I learnt it from local farmers and their world doesn’t contain the same 
categories of nutrition. But, if the university was involved it would codify this knowledge and bring new 
categories of knowledge into the discipline. For example, our tribals walk several miles to get the PDS 
grain. They have now started getting back to their older millets, as they find that the PDS grain is not 
healthy. So they have an idea of their theory of nutrition, and if the University was involved, it would 
have to mainstream this knowledge and that hopefully would impact the PDS system.  
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Whither Socially Inclusive Innovations of the Seventies? 
Looking back at the Graduate Volunteer Scheme 

of University of Mumbai 
John D’Souza, Centre for  Education & Documentation 

 
Innovation and social inclusion is “in”.  TV Channels have been active in this field and project it as 
their “social responsibility” --  Times Now highlights Mahindra sponsored “spark the rise”, CNN-IBN 
has, in collaboration Reliance Foundation, a widely televised social event celebrating “the Real 
Heros”, the S R Jindal Prize for Chemistry teachers got CNBC-TV 18 coverage sponsored by Tata 
Chem.  The question is where is the University in this space? Is it stuck in the discourse of social 
change, development, and justice which were the earlier keywords that outlined the innovation and 
social inclusion agenda? Why is it that the University is far behind?  
 
Is the University capable of extending its role from epistemology to praxis – which is get involved in 
practice, so that a reflection on that practice provides for better and more discerning reflection. In 
other words, does the University offer an alternative space for experiential learning such that it can 
take forward or theorise  on such social inclusion?   
 
There are a few examples today of individuals in the university who do foray into such spaces. For 
example, in the recent Indian Against Corruption (IAC) agitation, we did see substantial sections of 
students join in. In fact we saw a prominent professor of politics, who is normally a political analyst,  
join issue, and provide some kind of academic legitimacy to the newly formed Aam Aadmi Party. The 
same professor was also present at the India Gate demonstration protesting the Delhi rape, whose 
understanding of the police action would certainly bear a dimension, not really explored in academe.  
 
Similar protests filled the campuses against police encounters against Naxalites in the early seventies. 
What was the socially conscious student of the seventies thinking? Is there any relevance for it now?  
As one of that generation, I remember that the mood in the campuses was one of critique, if not 
rebellion to the existing order.  Today, barring the IAC, much of the social consciousness is 
circumscribed by the “fortune at the bottom of the pyramid”.  What was the consciousness then? More 
importantly how did the University respond to it? 
 
The beginnings  
In November 1972, under  Project Change 1,  twenty-five students supplemented college lectures with 
discussion on topical problems and practical work like analyzing polluted water in Ambarnath and 
digging a drainage canal.   Under Project change 2 , twenty students spent thirty days in Kondan 
village, in the Thane district.  Project change evolved into the Land University Project. 
 
 Late 1973, a group of 40 students camped for 120 days at Malthan in Pune district and devised 
projects combining manual work and youth initiatives.  They were also expected to conduct a socio-
economic survey of the village that they were living in. This was sponsored by the Ministry of 
Education as an educational experiment under the National Service Scheme. The programme was 
initiated by Mr. Aspi Chinoy now a successful lawyer. This was the time when the campus was abuzz 
with activity as the sixties movements combined with the spring thunder in Naxalbari fired youth. 
Organisations like PROYOM (Progressive Youth Movement) discussed radical alternatives in and out 
of campus. Some students even left their studies to join the movement. Aspi Chinoy himself was a 
student leader who led a “freedom of speech” agitation at St. Xavier’s College as the principal has 
veto powers over matters discussed at the College Students Union. The agitation led to the 
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democratization of the Union and the formation of a Staff Student Council with equal representation of 
students and staff. The march of student power seemed unstoppable.  
 
Project Change had its share of critics. Narendra Punjwani writing in the Times of India1 criticized the 
Kondan camp, saying that the camp was run in a dictatorial manner and students were made to do 
hard manual work without proper tools for four to six hours, and that the well dug by the students was 
on private property and that the students had to sit till late at night doing the assignments. The 
process, Punjwani alleged, paralleled decision making at the universities, where students and 
teachers were left out.  A genuine alternative system of education would not only overhaul the 
university but also put the primary school student at its centre.   
 
The Land University Project was converted into the Concurrent Study Service project (CSSP) a 
programme which was taken forward by a professor of Sankrit, Dr Gopal Rane, one of the co-
founders of Project Change. 
 
At more or less the same time as the evolution of the CSSP, there were other movements.  One group 
of students decided to work full time in villages led by Lancy Fernandes, now writer of the Amir Khan 
starrer serial “Satyamev Jayate”, and formed VISTAS, one of whose off-shoots was the Centre for 
Education & Documentation which spoke in terms of accessible knowledge on contemporary social 
issues away from the ivory tower.   Another student initiative was by Darshan Shankar, now leading 
the alternative medicine movement and action in the country, who was a student at the Department of 
Economics at the University of Mumbai. It was the Graduate Volunteer Scheme also known as the 
National Graduate Scheme (NGS). 
 
The Graduate Volunteer Scheme (GVS) 
 
Muneer Alavi a co-founder of the GVS, describes the rationale for the scheme within the context of the 
restlessness among students about development, with “when you want to say that something is wrong 
you have to say what is right, and when you have to say something is right, you have to get first-hand 
experience”.  That was the idea of placing the graduates in a family of a small farmer or a landless 
labourer, especially with tribals.  Initially one or two students were placed in every village, where they 
had to understand the requirements and problems of the village and figure out how they can help.  
Before starting any activity, they had to undertake a lot of studies – studies related to peoples’ 
livelihood, their environment, their skills etc.  After a detailed study, they would be required to initiate 
programmes, especially social education programmes by getting a group of people together to 
discuss their problems.”  They did a timeline exercise similar to what we (now) call Participatory Rapid 
Rural Appraisal (PRRA). They would get the people to recollect the village and the surroundings 30 
years before, and compare it with the present and then discuss what they would want the village to be 
30 years down the line and then work out what they would do to make that happen. 
 
Under the GVS, a group of twenty graduates from various disciplines were placed in selected villages 
of Thane, Pune and Nanded districts. The main aim was to “study the appropriateness of university 
education for the then social environment.  The proponents felt that in order for education to be 
relevant to society at large, it was necessary to include within the educational system, a “feedback” 
element which got its inputs from society. The keywords then were Inter-disciplinary, experiential and 
imaginative. Normally the feedback element is provided at the faculty level in the form of academic 
                                                            
1 A Dubious Project by Narendra Panjwani. Times of India. 17 june 1973. [CED Code: 
C.N20a.19730617] e-copy  at [eldoc1/n20a/N20aB1223.pdf]  
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councils and committees in the university environment.  The kind of issues they were talking about in 
those days were appropriate technology, relevant education, family planning knowledge etc. and 
instruments such as Land University, adult education classes, mass media education.  (In those days 
there was only three areas in India which received television signals –  Delhi, Mumbai and one rural 
area around an experimental transmitter in Pij in Gujarat) 
 
Apart from giving young graduates “an education for life”, the NGS programme was to initiate 
experiments in developing channels of 
communications and mass media techniques 
and preparation of extension education material 
for the benefit of labourers, farmers, village 
youth, children etc. 
 
Further research would be carried out with the 
help of post-graduate students on the dynamics 
of social change with the aid of various sciences 
including technology, economics, sociology and 
politics in its relation to education. This was also 
supposed to help evolve new approaches to and 
techniques and procedures for regional 
planning. 
 
Besides the graduates doing full time field level 
work and post graduate students undertaking 
research,  local youth from the area would work 
alongside graduate volunteers to implement 
various development projects. A systematic 
training programme would be evolved for these youth so that they would be able to identify and 
analyse the village problems and work on the projects. Undergraduates under the National Social 
Service Scheme would also be used as “conscious inputs” into the plan. 
 
Feedback: The proponents of GVS said that the problems faced by the students indicate  
1. The lack of understanding of the social economic and political institutions resulting in the lack of 
confidence in students dealing with local institutions like the talhatis, bank managers and BDOs   
2. Lack of scientific attitude to analyse concrete practical situations and  
3. Inability to communicate in a different social environment.  
 
 
Converging Formational and Inclusive perspectives 
Immediately after the first two batches of GVS,  the National Graduate Scheme, in February 1975 put 
up a proposal for a “research and training Centre for Exploration of Learning processes through 
Participatory Action” (CEL). The proposal said that the NGS experience indicated a necessity to do 
experimental research in learning processes both in form and content and to integrate the results of 
such experiments into the educational system. 2 

                                                            
2 Proposal for establishment of a research & Training Centre for Exploration of learning  processes 
through participatory action.  National Graduate Scheme,   Department of Economics, University of 
Bombay. February 1975 Cyclostyled copy of the proposal. Proposal drawn up by a “group of people 
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theory and 50% should be practical learning by involvement in the rural issues rather than the 
university system of assignments.   
 
“That is why we started the same programme as an NGO called the Academy of Development 
Science in Karjat.  Here again there was a divergence, one group felt that the knowledge and 
experience should be developed by the Academy, after which we take the responsibility of capacity 
building of the students.” This is where the split between the two founders Darshan Shankar and 
Muneer Alavi took place.   Darshan Shankar went on to form the FRLHT ( Foundation for 
Revitalisation of Local Health Traditions), which has now fathered an Ayurvedic and traditional healing  
programme including a major hospital near Bangalore, and Muneer Alavi became the patron of a 
whole range of NGOs, and Village level Youth workers through the “Rural Communes’ 
An article3 in Youth Affairs March 1982, says Rural Communes (RC) set up a Centre for Experiential 
Learning (CEL), a Training and Resource Centre at Khalapur as a voluntary organisation totally 
independent of the University. Under CEL, RC developed a Village Level Worker Training Programme 
which was a one year programme.4  Their concept of experiential learning was to have village level 
workers in the field, undergo an initial intensive residential training programme, after which they 
undertook development work in the village, starting with village analysis, identification of issues and 
problems and initiate action on development programmes.  Every month, the students would return for 
five days intensive feedback and reflection along with theoretical and skills inputs.  
 
In 1976, the SNDT Women’s University also headquartered in Mumbai decided to work for rural 
women by adopting nine villages 200 kms. from Mumbai in South Gujarat.  By October 82 the 
University launched activities like disseminating information about simple useful technologies in rural 
areas, building a women’s cooperative, training in traditional skills, organizing awareness generation 
workshops and legal counseling programmes.   In a brochure5, the university says that the programme 
plays a dual role of catalyst and interventionist and that it constant battle has been to retain the 
balance between academic stance and commitment to action. In this context, the objectives of this 
programme includes “scientific” awareness of social situation, Training in traditional and non-
traditional skills, link between rural women and government bureaucracy for better implementation of 
govt. schemes.  
 
Two year ago, the SNDT University decided to formally recognize the VLWT experiential training 
process, and decided to award certificates for students who successfully passed this course.  Says 
Muneer, “Around four years ago, we revived the Graduate Volunteer Scheme, under Continuing and 
Adult education of the SNDT University, because we felt that these courses are good as extension 
education for adult learners. The student may be graduates, may be 10th standard or may be just 
farmers. If they have the spirit of self learning, we want to make it possible for them to formalize their 
learning and at least get recognised in the form of certificates.” 
 
Now what?  
Four decades down the line, barring for a few examples like ASTRA, the bulk of work which started off 
as “making university education appropriate for the social environment”, has come down to preparing 

                                                            
3 Rural Communes, Youth Affairs,  March 1982 [CED Code:C.Q40.19820300] e-copy at 
[eldoc1/q40_/Q40_B1008.pdf] 
4 Our Involvement in the Field of Empowerment of the rural poor.  Note by Rural Communes. 20th 
Jan 1999. [C.Q46.19990120] [eldoc1/q46_/Q46_B1092.pdf] 
55 University goes to villages. Rural Development Programme of SNDT University, Research Centre 
for Women’s Studies, SNDT University. [CED code: R.K02.600] 
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students to take up “premium jobs” which is tapping  what is now described as the “fortune at the 
bottom of the pyramid”.  Your first day at a typical TISS, or IRMA would be peppered with Hollywood 
style dialogue of entering the portals of an elite career and as you are there you are already made to 
wonder whether you would be picked up in campus placement at six figure salaries. You may even be 
asked to compete for a post degree stint within an incubator programme sponsored by an 
international bank or a corporate giant spending CSR money. You get the posting if you can focus 
your energies on dreaming up a “bottom of the pyramid” project, which has the potential to generate 
profits, while serving some social or environmental need.  Thus clearly most of the “feedback” which 
the GVS envisaged as necessary for education to stay relevant, is being decided by the Piper.  Today 
the tune is Innovation, social inclusiveness, bottom of the pyramid etc.  
 
Some tentative questions for further study 
There is the issue of standards and objectivity in experiential learning and field involvement. How 
does one understand and evaluate it?   Expecting students to make an assignment of their 
involvement seems to detract from involvement in issues. It adds a burden which requires more 
research and detached frame of mind.    For example, given the current agitation in Delhi, where 
student upon teacher and political parties have worked themselves into a frenzy asking for the death 
sentence for rapist, the essential legal jurisprudence around due process, on the linkage between 
harsher punishments and conviction rates, or socialization of gender equity and justice into the law 
and order system or the more recent academic work done in women’s studies on around issues of 
power within family and between the sexes and so on have been given the miss and  declared 
politically incorrect. Even the government seems to be on the backfoot. Would the University be able 
to rise above this? 
 
Similar issues did come up strongly in the earlier phases of the project especially in the land university 
project where students were driven to extremes of manual labour. In the ADS and RC standoff, there 
was the issue of research. Whether only that knowledge which can be mustered and captured in an 
academy, is worthy of transmitting, 
teaching and capacitating? Finally 
there is the issue of 
professionalization of the faculty. Is it 
possible to have a faculty for 
experiential programmes who are 
rooted in academics and full time 
engaged with it. A corollary to that is 
whether the high cost of maintaining 
faculty in professional position can 
be maintained?  As a counter, is it 
possible to have a faculty based not 
on academic achievements but on 
field based achievements, who may 
not fulfill the formal academic 
requirements of the University 
system, but can be instructed to develop a minimum academic rigour and the objectivity referred to 
earlier. What are the possible synergies between the two models?   
 
In conclusion  
Socially inclusive innovation today as seen by the youth of today, is, as it should be, different from 
what it was in the seventies. In this recent article for instance, a group of students of HR College, are 
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giving business classes to rural youth, based on a model in Singapore.  This was a purely student 
based initiative. At the University level, we have the Tata Institute of Social Sciences which offers a 
course of Social Entrepreneurship, where students are working on innovating and developing the 
business plans for a project in a rural area.  They are simultaneously competing for an incubator 
programme which will be sponsored by the DBS bank at the Institute, which gives their start up a two 
year support. 
 
What then is happening in the University?  Will the dominant trend towards financialisation and 
knowledge economy,  overtake the innovation  and critique space ? 
 
Discussion 
 
Dhruv: You left the last part of your presentation open ended. I think we need to explore the 
ideological premises of our own disciplinary foundations including the management sciences.  
 
On the issue of there being no way of evaluating the students in this work: Founding groups like this 
within the university structure, as did the ASTRA project at the Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore, 
creates all kinds of structural problems.  One problem was how were you going to evaluate the work 
of the faculty who were doing the research work. There was no mechanism because if somebody 
increased the efficiency of a chulla, from 8 % to 25% where would that work be evaluated?  The IIS 
was a research institute which had no mechanism to evaluate this kind of outreach. It was a big 
problem. I know of two faculty who were leading scientists in their right and whose promotion to 
professorship was postponed by two years simply because they hadn’t published in some 
international journal.   
ASTRA had a policy not to recruit people as assistant professors. They only took in project assistants. 
The result was that they have not produced a second generation who had a standing within the IISc. 
 
Rajni: On the question of experiments like GVS and ASTRA, the question is how much of the mission 
of these projects affected the parent institutions.  Is the institution anymore engaged in the critical 
problems of our times? These are not just matters for economists and sociologists; they are also 
fundamentally issues of science and Technology.  
Dhruv. ASTRA itself has become the Centre for Sustainable Technology. It is something else because 
the social agenda has changed. 
Shambu: When IISc spoke of its contribution to society when it celebrated its 75th or hundredth year, 
four of the points were related to ASTRA’s work. So to showcase the University, such work is 
considered important, but on a day to day basis it is insignificant.   
 
Student: In Kerala where I studied, the compulsory social work was never taken seriously. To get the 
exam hall tickets, the teachers would just fill up the register.  
 
John: There is no serious attempt today by the faculty and existing teacher community to do anything 
innovative or engage in.  In fact they see it as a burden. You have to correct so many assignments. In 
Bombay University they had started this foundation course, which was supposed to be project work on 
social issues. All the teachers led by a progressive teachers Union rebelled, and now the assignments 
system has crashed. Now this work is done by having a visiting practitioner speak to them for three 
hours. They call it a seminar, and thus fulfill their requirements. There is no serious attempt to engage 
with issues in the field.  
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Reflexive And Relational, Empathetic And Engaged 
A Case For ‘Social Transformative Learning’ In India 

A.R.Vasavi 
 
Beyond Developmentalism 
While IDRC’s idea of making universities more engaged entities and linking them to sectors (such as 
the informal economy or that of rural societies) that have largely been ignored is welcome, there are 
several issues that need to be qualified. For one, should the idea of ‘socially inclusive development’ 
itself not be interrogated since this has become a cliché empty of any real endeavour? In its place, 
what alternative ideas can be mooted?  Second, is the ‘informal sector’ being accepted as a given 
economic entity that must be looped into the responsibilities (and hence the imprint) of the university 
or is it a way of serving the large numbers who remain outside the privileges of the world of formal 
learning (and hence of the formal economy)? Clarity on these issues will enable us to forge forward 
with this platform for initiating ideas to make South Asian universities more responsive and engaged 
entities so as to serve larger and broader sections of their societies.  
 
In engaging in such a collective deliberation we may have to locate our search for alternatives and 
new directions in terms of addressing the imprint or impact (and not necessarily the litany of problems 
and the perpetual state of crisis of universities) of the universities on the larger body of its graduates. 
These include the contradictory marking of youth with alienation from their provenance and yet 
integrating them into the narrow cultures of closed reference groups; fostering the idea that the 
primary objective of university education is to seek formal employment, thereby missing the objectives 
of forming a broader mind and intellect; and disengaging youth from processes, institutions, and 
structures of public and democratic responsibility but integrating them into the circuits of consumer 
capitalism and mass, popular culture. At the level of the university itself, its failure to be a democratic 
entity, and thereby be the source of internalizing a culture and ethos of democracy, is the source of 
multiple forms of reproduction of inequalities. More than focusing on fostering ‘development’ oriented 
programs, there is an urgency to initiate and institute a broad-based culture of democracy through 
which the reproduction of structures of privilege (on the part of the dominant) and the culture of 
submission (on the part of the subordinated) can be stemmed.  While these aspects can be the 
benchmarks for a re-addressal of universities and their functioning and orientation, there are several 
specific issues which require specific responses and strategies to address.  
 
Focusing on the need for transformative learning rather than reproductive education, this paper 
provides two broad perspectives. First, the limitations of higher education in India are identified and 
the potential of Socially Transformation Learning (STL) is elaborated. Second, based on a broad 
overview of the some existing ideas on STL, some key issues in the development of STL for India are 
identified.  
 
Interrogating the Indian University: The Need for STL in India 
Amidst the explosion of higher educational institutions and the focus on career options and 
competitiveness is the need to engage with students for a broader definition of education. One such 
approach can be ‘Social Transformative Learning’ (henceforth STL) which can facilitate critical 
thinking and the social capabilities of learners. In the Indian context where higher education has, 
typically, meant the reproduction of the dominant structures of society, where issues of caste, class, 
gender and religious differences remain un-understood, and where commonsensical opinions have 
greater influence than informed ideas, there is a pressing need to integrate STL into post-school or 
university education. While there is a substantial body of literature on STL in the Western context, the 
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possibilities of promoting this in the Indian context can be considered.  More especially, given the 
moribund conditions of higher education institutions in the nation, where colleges are largely sites for 
youth to ‘time-pass1’, there is an urgency to initiate programmes in which STL can be the core. More 
particularly, the challenge remains as to how to make learners become reflexive, critical thinkers who 
can engage with the range of situations in their society and in the nation.  
 
Rendered primarily into a ‘parking lot’ in which large numbers of youth2 spend the best part of their 
adolescent lives, the average institution of higher education/university in India is mired in problems. 
The recent push to expand higher education has meant not a focus on addressing issues of exclusion 
but on making mass education a political alibi.  As one internal critic3 has highlighted, universities in 
India now produce “employees who are de-motivated, students who are disenchanted and the 
campus promotes mendacity and obfuscation as necessary and important parts of life.” Further, the 
university is unable to “identify institutional fulcrums around which a new world can be fashioned with 
progress and reform. Thus universities have become ‘duckback’ institutions over which new ideas and 
reforms roll off.” Even as there is the push to expansion4, primarily to meet international comparative 
figures in terms of enrollment, the university as an institution is beset with multiple problems: an 
inability to function as a model democratic institution or to inculcate a sense of respect for the world of 
ideas; a failure to engage students in the worlds of updated knowledge; the contradiction of alienating 
students from their provenance and social backgrounds/livelihoods and yet rendering them 
unemployable; and the reproduction of the dominant societies structures of hierarchy, discrimination, 
and exclusion.   
 
Directives from ‘think-tanks’ such as the National Knowledge Commission5 have led to the 
establishment of universities that actually defy the idea of the ‘university’ itself. Growing specialization 
has meant that far from universities becoming comprehensive centres of knowledge there is 
increasing specialization. Universities for petroleum, dentistry, law, etc are now being established by 
both the government and private edu-entrepreneurs as standalone institutions which challenge not 
only ideas of the ‘university’ but also erode any possibility of emerging as ‘multiversities’.  Such trends 
also imply the rendering of universities into arenas of the ‘edu-factory6’ whereby knowledge is 
increasingly entrenched into capitalist production and accumulation and is further integrated into 
capitalist circuits by the introduction of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) based 
training and certification  and integration of students into the new hierarchies of labour. Government 
level populism which leads to the establishment of institutions which cater to populist demands and 

                                                            
1 See Craig Jeffrey’s (2010) work. 
2 Although only about 11 to 12 percent of the cohort group of 18-21 years access higher education, 
the total numbers are large and estimated to be around 23.3 million.        .  
3 Ali Raza Moosvi, ‘The Discontents Must Go’, The HINDU, Monday, October 8th, 2012. 
4 Details of higher Education Institutions in India: 33,000 colleges; 634 degree granting institutions; 
43 Central Universities; 237 State Universities; 129 Deemed Universities; 100 Private  Universities; 
65 Institutions of national importance;  8 lakh teachers and 170 lakh students (source: 
www.mhrd.gov.in). 
5  National Knowledge Commission established in 2005 and was led by Sam Pitroda, known for 
initiating changes in the telecommunications domain. Far from being an open and democratic body 
that could have functioned through wide-spread consultations, the NKC has focused on promoting its 
own agenda and perspectives that endorse the opening up of the economy, on being globally 
competitive and on developing the IT and Science and Technology disciplines over and above that of 
the others.  
6 For a definition and details of the ‘edu-factory’ see THE COMMONER, Issue 12. Summer 2007. 
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are not necessarily attendant with assurances of quality mean that many new institutions are 
increasingly failing to meet the basic standards of what a comprehensive university or higher 
education institution could mean. Witness the government’s intent to establish new universities for 
‘religious minorities7’…an idea which will only reinforce the insularity of educational experience. Such 
populist education expansion is matched by the growing privatization of education in which age-old 
forms of exclusion are being reinforced. While denial to deserving and economically disadvantaged 
students continues, the alliance between the university and industry is also manifesting varied forms 
of distortions. These include the relegation of social sciences and humanities, the excessive emphasis 
on employment-oriented courses and an overall disengagement from provisioning comprehensive 
education.  
 
Although the policy of positive discrimination or ‘reservations’ has enabled a sizeable number of 
students from disadvantaged family and caste backgrounds to gain entry into the university, the 
impact of the education system on them is yet to be seen as being positive. While large numbers 
remain unemployed and their political awareness also remains limited, the gains to such 
disadvantaged communities remains limited. Decades of indifference have meant that there is an 
absence of critical thinking. This includes the neglect of Ambedkar’s emancipatory ideology in the 
university as a whole or where Ambedkar remains largely confined as a historical icon among circles 
of Dalit activists.  Perhaps what is most striking in the impact of mainstream education on the body of 
disadvantaged students is the failure to address the long-term ‘social scarring’ that such students 
have experienced and the compounding of such marginalization by poor quality education.  Such 
neglect includes the absence of understanding the social contexts of Dalit lives which lack social 
capital (that most upper caste members enjoy) and the fact that most Dalit students embody and 
represent forms of ‘subjected personhood8’. Such ‘subjected personhood’ refers to “personalities and 
orientations in which there is an erosion of agency, and the self-worth of individuals and or groups is 
not individually defined or directed but is marked by the violence of persistent and pervasive 
humiliation, deprivation and indignities” (Vasavi 2006:376).  These markers on most Dalit students are 
compounded by the socialization and the internalization of caste norms which have led to the typical 
submission to hegemonic forms of discrimination and exploitation. 
 
The failure of the Indian university is also evident when it is assessed in terms of its contribution to 
regional or site specific issues and problems. Even so called regional universities, set up to cater to 
various regions, are merely poor clones of the larger universities and act as ‘certification’ or exam 
centres and do not provide region specific knowledge, know-how or skills.  For example, none of the 
regional universities provide courses or training that can pertain to the specific socio-economic, 
agricultural, ecological, architectural, and medical requirements of different regions. Even as regional 
universities remain poor-second cousins to the metropolitan and central universities, the new 
universities meant to cater to specific disadvantaged groups suffer from the same problems. One 
glaring example of this mindless cloning of universities without attention to the needs of the clientele 
population is that of the ‘tribal’ or Adivasi university (at Amarkantak in Madhya Pradesh) which lacks 
even any imagination or orientation to be ‘tribal’ or to cater to their needs. Instead, the university offers 
mostly mainstream courses with a few ‘tribal or anthropological studies’ thrown in9.  This even as new 

                                                            
7 Statement made by state minister for minority affairs, that the government will establish four 
‘minority universities’ with 50 percent seats for religious minorities. THE HINDU, November 4th, 
2012. 
8 For more details on ‘subjected personhood’ see Vasavi (2006). 
 
9 For details see the website (www.igntu.nic.in) of the University. 
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states such as Chhatisgarh and Jharkhand, primarily inhabited by Adivasis, require a pool of region-
specific knowledge so as to be ‘developed’ in ecologically and socio-culturally specific ways.  That it is 
the absence of such knowledge-generating initiatives and ideas that accounts for the rampant mimicry 
of outdated and irrelevant ‘development’ programmes which only legitimize the further degradation of 
these areas and the local population is only one glaring example of the failure of regional universities. 
 
Since knowledge creation, teaching, research and publications remain tied to received paradigms of 
Western scholarship (but largely without the average standards or creativity of these models); there is 
a deep sense of disengagement from the ‘vicinity10’.  The ‘vicinity’ (beyond the identification of the 
local) refers to an area or region with specific socio-historical background and ecological specificities 
and which is impacted by its linkages to larger socio-economic and political forces. Living in any 
specific vicinity requires understanding, relating and working in and on it on multiple levels and 
education needs to factor in how to foster, develop and focus on enabling knowledge of different 
vicinities. 
 
Perhaps the key limitation of the Indian university is its poor quality which has rendered millions 
unemployable rather than merely unemployed.  Such conditions mean the marking of youth as largely 
failures, and rendering them as unfit for either their own communities, especially those that are rural, 
agrarian or crafts-based, or for the new economy.  More particularly, in a context where youth form a 
large pool of the population, this listlessness that results from unemployment, underemployment, and 
alienation is also the bases for the integration of youth into violent, anti-social activities.  Among those 
who do manage to succeed through the processes and markers of examinations, university education 
does not typically provide the perspectives, skills, and scope to become engaged and informed 
citizens.  That the reproduction of inherited or received ideas, especially those about privilege and of 
notions of merit have become key was visible in the hostility that a majority of students displayed 
during the turbulent ‘anti-Mandal’ agitation11 and which continues to constitute the commonsensical 
thinking of a majority of educated people. In addition, the recent mobilization of large bodies of youth 
into extremist politics and violent organizations is a troubling trend which requires attention. Overall, 
the expansion of the higher education system in India, based primarily on enabling access and 
matching international figures without attention to the content, orientation, impact and specificities of 
India’s needs has meant that there is what W.E.B. Dubois identified as ‘systemic miseducation’.  
  
In summary, the limitations of the dominant education system in India are the following: 
 
1. Mainstream education is based on received and dominant ideas and the regurgitation and 
reproduction of dominant ideas is often the marker of successful ‘education’. 
 
2. Within this, the subordinated seek or are forced to fit in and are domesticated into the mainstream 
economy and culture, but occupy subsidiary positions within it. 
 
3. In a hierarchical and layered society such as India with its range of institutions and programmes 
(that are also differentially aligned) the impact on the marginalised and the disadvantaged youth mean 

                                                            
10 For more details on the definition of the ‘vicinity’, especially for social science research see Vasavi 
(2011). 
11 In what has come to known as the ‘Mandal agitation’ or ‘anti-Mandal agitation’ was the nation-
wide protest by upper caste students in 1990 against the extension of reservations to students based 
on the recommendations of the Mandal Report, which had been submitted in 1979 but which the then 
government sought to implement in 1990.  
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that they continue to occupy either subordinate positions or have become part of reproducing the 
larger socio-cultural apparatus. 
 
4. In the context of increasing marketisation of education and of fitting learners into the market 
model (as employees) the effect on the individual, society and nation have been detrimental, eroding 
the abilities of educated youth to be engaged citizens, and or to be reflexive members of their 
societies. 
 
5. Given the overall limitations of the mainstream education system there is a need for new 
paradigms and perspectives in education so that both individual abilities and collective responsibilities 
can be enhanced. 
 
Given such trends and results, the challenge in India is to go beyond the rhetoric of access and 
inclusion and focus on ways to facilitate educational justice. Some foundational shifts that are required 
to challenge the deep and multiple morasses which beset higher education in India are the following: 
A re-think on the idea of ‘higher education’ and the institutions, processes, and markers of legitimacy 
that is associated with being educated. Shifting from the excessively formal system (in which 
certification and State-approved norms are key) to facilitating a range of learning contexts and 
engagements which can be legitimized will be important. To even initiate such a process will require 
the creation of a pool of resource persons (and not just as teachers) who can act as facilitators and as 
catalysts for social transformation.  In terms of educational philosophy, pedagogies and approaches a 
substantial shift towards first enabling affective and emotive scaffolding of learners will have to be 
made.  Contrary to mainstream education, such alternative learning forms will have to bridge the gap 
between the worlds of formal learning and that of society and draw on the multiple knowledge forms 
and skills that remain informal epistemes. In addition, going beyond the idea of simply reviving local 
knowledge forms, new and integrative knowledges that can address the limitations of both local 
knowledge forms and that of the formal systems need to be emphasized. More particularly, the 
challenge of replacing the dominant structures of power, knowledge, and relationships will have to be 
made the cornerstone of such endeavours.   
 
Alternative Education and Attempts at STL 
 
Over the past few decades, especially since the 1970s, there have been a few endeavours at initiating 
STL in India. Although none of these have consciously or deliberately adopted or drawn on the term, 
the focus on facilitating change, on questioning the status quo and the attempt to empower the 
disadvantaged have been their key objectives. Since the 1970s, there have been several attempts at 
introducing Paulo Friere’s ideas and thoughts but these have been restricted to small alternative 
groups and endeavours. A key problem that has resulted in Frierian methods remaining either 
restricted to certain circles or to be domesticated and appropriated (without their attendant 
significance and impact) is linked to its cooption by large mission mode programmes such as that of 
the national literacy mission.  The lack of availability of a large pool of trained resource persons, the 
failure to develop localized pedagogies and texts, and its dilution and simplification meant that the 
Frierian methods have not really made a significant inroad into critical pedagogies. Other institution-
based efforts include Eklavya (Madhya Pradesh), Shikshantar (Rajasthan), Vidyodaya (Tamil Nadu), 
Vidya Ashram (Varanasi), and Tulir (Tamil Nadu) which have been some of the endeavours which 
have sought to initiate critical thinking and pedagogies at the school and post-school levels. The 
Jesuits’ attempt over the years to provide an ‘Option for the Poor’ has also been one other effort which 
has systematically sought to include disadvantaged communities into the educational agenda or has 
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extended its institutions to areas which serve the disadvantaged12. One other effort, at a post-
graduate level is that of the Centre for Research and Education in Social Transformation (CREST), in 
Kozhikode, Kerala. A brief overview of its approach and impact will indicate the possibilities of STL.  
 
CREST13, Kozhikode: 
‘How can disadvantaged students be supported so as to enable them to compete in the fast 
globalizing world and in the private sector?’ These are CREST’s key orientations and since 2002, 
when it was established by the Government of Kerala, in collaboration with the Indian Institute of 
Management, Kozhikode (Kerala), it has emerged as one of India’s primary institution catering to 
graduate students from scheduled communities of the state.  In setting up the institution, the 
government’s objectives were focused on enabling students from such communities to gain entry into 
private sector employment and or to higher and professional education, including gaining entry into 
international institutions and universities. Although accepting this, CREST has broadened this 
objective to provide an enabling learning experience for its students.    
  
CREST’s vision is expressed as follows: “To move towards new horizons of creating a just, equitable 
and caring society through empowerment of the marginalized and underprivileged sections based on 
the principles of humanism, equality and social justice.”  CREST’s mission is stated to be: “To 
facilitate the marginalized and the underprivileged to gain confidence, build competence and achieve 
excellence in all spheres of human endeavor, for their social, cultural and economic development 
through education, training, and research and consulting. Its specific objectives included helping 
SC/ST candidates to compete in the open market for admission/jobs in institutions/organizations of 
repute as well as assisting them to compete as research and development scholars. It also provides 
training to improve the competence of members of scheduled communities while working in the 
organized sector” (Nampoothiri 2011:7).  
 
The faculty face several challenges in working with the students many of whom have low aspirational 
levels, feel defeated by the larger competitive world, and lack confidence and communication skills 
(with limited abilities in English). In addition, their generally low socio-economic status mean that they 
face pressures on getting immediate employment which in many cases does not match their aptitude 
or skills. Taking all these factors into consideration, the CREST faculty has evolved a programme 
whose pedagogies include the following:  
 
* Participative learning 
* Interactive learning processes 
* Real life experiential learning 
* Activity based classrooms 
* Learning through fun by using relevant games etc 
* Simulative learning through role plays, skits and theatrical methods 
 
Identifying these pedagogies, one of the faculty members notes that “the above mentioned 
methodologies are used to help the students to communicate and share their experiences, 
inadequacies, fears etc and connect them with issues of religion, caste, creed, gender, morale, self 

                                                            
12 For a succinct summary of Jesuits’ educational work in India see Joseph Satish (2012). 
13 This is not a comprehensive review or assessment of CREST and focuses only on identifying some 
of the orientation and approaches to STL that CREST has evolved. I would like to thank Prof. D.D. 
Nampoothiri, the founding Director and current Director for his support and to all the faculty and 
students who responded to the questionnaire that I sent to them. 
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esteem and culture. Based on the progress of each session the trainer is able to discuss and address 
individual and group issues. The process is cathartic and self healing .This leads to a fair degree of 
emotional maturity in problem solving”14.  In addition to these, CREST faculty has had occasionally to 
provide extra psychological counseling to students who have experienced traumatic and disturbing 
events in their personal lives.   
 
Responses and evaluations from alumni indicate that CREST has been a significant life changing 
experience for them. As one of them once told me, it was for the first time in her life that someone had 
asked her what she wanted rather than being told what to do.  In addition to gaining confidence and 
skills in relating to the larger world, the focus on understanding and recognizing their own 
communities has provided an important empathetic factor in their learning.  One student, now an 
alumnus, described her recognition of her own community as follows: 
 
“Though I am a Scheduled Tribe (Mala Arayan), I had never gone deep into the details of the 
community. But the self actualisation module at CREST gave us an opportunity to know more about 
our own communities. We had to interview elderly people from our own community which enabled me 
to know more. There were people who really came out successful from hardships, but there were also 
people who still are bound to an attitude of not changing for the better”. 
 
Another alumnus pointed out that realization of caste-based differences and of the impact of the caste 
system on their lives was significant for him; “My attitude to my community and society had a major 
impact after CREST…I started thinking about unprivileged people in my society and community.” 
 
The programme and teaching-learning initiatives at CREST have been enabling the students and 
have charted the possibility of endowing them with skills and capabilities of engaging with the larger 
dominant world. Given the state (Kerala) government’s mandate of supporting scheduled community 
students to gain entry into the private and professional sectors, the focus has been primarily on 
providing training and orientation for professional development and facilitating entry into private sector 
industries or careers.  While much of the training seems to have made a significant impact on the 
students, enabling them to accrue those skills and capabilities that can assist them to compete in 
employment arenas, much more needs to be made in enabling the students to emerge as engaged 
and pro-active citizens.  The limited time (course period is only four months) is a handicap and 
CREST is only able to transact some basic skills and capabilities and much more time is required to 
enable them to be more ‘socially transformed’. This may also be the key reason that until now none of 
the alumni has been engaged in public work or in politics. Instead, the success stories or successful 
students are identified as those who have been able to gain entry into corporate sector, have gained 
entry into higher educational institutions or become independent entrepreneurs. Perhaps, CREST’s 
key contribution is its ability to challenge the key markers of inferiority, inadequacy and insecurity 
among disadvantaged students.  
 
If CREST has been able to initiate some work in the arena of transformative education, then more 
attention needs to be paid to developing a comprehensive education program that can be integrated 
into all education and which can also address the challenge of initiating change among privileged 
students. 
 
 
 
                                                            
14 Cited from a response to the questionnaire mailed to CREST faculty. 
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STL for Privileged Students 
 
It would be inadequate to consider STL as being appropriate only for learners or students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. Instead, given that the source of the reproduction of any unequal and 
unjust society lies among the privileged, it is important that STL also be extended to them. 
Challenging their assumptions, prejudices, and biases requires new modes of unlearning and 
relearning.  Given that in most cases privileged students and youth tend to be socialized into 
conditions where they exhibit an ‘anesthization of the mind’ (Van Gorder 2012: 2) and are enveloped 
in structures and cultures of privilege there is a need to deploy pedagogies that can question such 
privilege and their taken-for-granted terms of reference.  That there is a need to include the privileged 
into the ambit of STL is highlighted by Van Gorder who points out that “Education for the privileged is 
not interested in promoting an awareness of the ‘invasive nature’ of social injustice. The privileged, in 
fact, are encouraged to see themselves in a positive light as those who are deeply concerned about 
the plight of those they are actually responsible (directly or indirectly) for tyrannizing.  The privileged 
protect their status as superior while also paternalistically thinking of themselves as …the ‘great White 
hope’ of benighted, oppressed people who are in need of their assistance…” (Van Gorder 2012: 5). 
Enabling oppressors or the privileged to also question their complicity in the reproduction of inequity 
will also require the Freirian methods of conscientisation, problematisation, and reflexivity. In addition 
to this, patriarchal, institutionalized, or religiously-ordained ideas prevent recognition of the structures 
and processes by which domination is naturalized and taken-for-grated. 
 
In the context of India, where the focus has primarily been on simplistic reproduction of the dominant 
system and where the few alternate endeavours have focused on the disadvantaged, it may be 
opportune to consider including and developing a specialized STL for advantaged students/learners. 
Key methodologies and orientations especially those suitable for a range of contexts in India are yet to 
be worked out but the need and potential is immense. Combining the need to address both, the social 
and emotional scarring that socio-economic disadvantage leaves and the social myopia that cultures 
of privilege endow the rich, it may be opportune to review the potential of STL to address both these 
divergent groups of learners.   
 
Social Transformative Learning: An Overview of Existing Literature and Debates 
 
“Social Transformative Learning is a theory of deep learning that goes beyond just content knowledge 
acquisition, or learning equations, memorizing tax codes or learning historical facts and data.  It is a 
desirable process for adults to learn to think for themselves, through true emancipation from 
sometimes mindless or unquestioning acceptance of what we have to come to know through our life 
experience, especially those things that our culture, religions, and personalities may predispose us 
towards, without our active engagement and questioning of how we know what we know” (Mazirow 
2000: 20).  Although recognized as a founding father of STL, Mazirow’s perspectives on STL, 
developed since 1975, have drawn on earlier thinkers such as Paulo Friere and others.  Focusing on 
adult learning, Mazirow called for an emphasis on contextual understanding, critical reflection on 
assumptions, and validated meaning by assessing reasons.  These were to enable adults to not only 
critically review their own roles but also to develop ‘self-authorship’ not only for their own lives but to 
being able to contribute to their societies. Dr. Patricia Cranton, another leading writer on 
transformative learning, defines transformative learning to include the idea of people changing the 
way they interpret their experiences and their interactions with the world. This includes the ways in 
which “. . . an individual becomes aware of holding a limiting or distorted view. If the individual critically 
examines this view, opens herself to alternatives, and consequently changes the way she sees things, 
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she has transformed some part of how she makes meaning out of the world. (Cranton, n.d). For 
Mezirow this transformation of perspective included going through the following ten ordered phases: 
● Experiencing a disorienting dilemma  
● Undergoing self-examination  
● Conducting a critical assessment of internalized assumptions and feeling a sense of alienation from 
traditional social expectations  
● Relating discontent to the similar experiences of others---recognizing that the problem is shared  
● Exploring options for new ways of acting  
● Building competence and self-confidence in new roles  
● Planning a course of action  
● Acquiring the knowledge and skills for implementing a new course of action  
● Trying out new roles and assessing them  
● Reintegrating into society with the other perspective (as listed by Cranton, P. [2006], p. 20)  
 
To summarise Mezirow, this ‘perspective transformation’ is “a structural change in the way we see 
ourselves and our relationships” (Mezirow, 1978, p. 100). More importantly, it is the process of 
effecting change in a ‘frame of reference’ which is central to initiating transformational learning.  In 
focusing on the need for a change in the reference framework and in allowing for processes that are 
also context specific, STL offers a viable approach to initiate new learning paradigms and practices in 
India. While much of what has happened to Frierian methods, that of co-option, is also tenable here, it 
is also pertinent for educationists to contextually assess each of these methods. 
 
STL for the Indian Context 
What are the frames of reference in the Indian context which require change?  Can the reference shift 
from the individual to the collective? What should this collective be? In the context, where a 
combination of ideas of individualism (as work, market, and ambition oriented) are anchored within a 
frame of collective identity (family, community, caste and religion) what alternative is required to 
facilitate STL for an equitable and just society? The challenge is to interrogate the dominant systems 
so that the myriad existing problems of hierarchy and inequity are addressed and the pressing need to 
make learning a pathway to a new worldview and to a new world is emphasized. In this search, the 
emphasis should be on making self-transformation to become the cornerstone of STL so that social or 
macro changes can be initiated via the individual. Given the cultures of discrimination and exploitation, 
there must be an emphasis on self-recognition and enabling. For both groups, the disadvantaged and 
the privileged, the objectives should be to overcome both the ‘culture of silence’ and the culture of 
privilege  which also includes the fact that many privileged persons also suffer from what Deepti 
Mehrotra has identified as ‘afflictions of affluence’. Here education or learning should enable every 
individual a voice, agency, and representation. As with the Freirian methods, for ‘Social 
Transformative Learning’ (STL) to take place the pedagogies of questioning, dialogue, critical thinking 
and conscientisation need to be asserted. The linkages between the individual, the family, the 
community or neighbourhood, and the larger society and nation need to be explicated and 
contextualized.  
 
If the above are the broad approaches to STL in India, some of the key methods that need to be 
further developed with clarity on themes, pedagogies, texts, and processes relate to the following four 
key perspectives.  Attempts to frame themes and where ever possible all disciplines within these 
perspectives may provide a starting point.   
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Issues and Themes in STL 
 
Reflexive/Reflexivity: How can all themes/topics be made to incorporate reflexivity? Here reflexivity is 
defined as the ability to re-think or question issues. It includes critically re-thinking inherited cultures 
and traditions and taken for granted frames of reference. For example: in all contexts can we identify 
ways in which hierarchy is assumed and what are its implications?  
 
Can the caste system and class relations be explicated as a system of hierarchy? Instead of a formal 
analytical overview can everyday issues of hierarchy (at home, at school, at work, in public and 
private lives) be unpackaged? Can learners be made aware of the impact of hierarchical thinking on 
their lives? 
 
Relational/Relationality: Can the relationships between persons and groups and between disciplines 
and themes; between objects and persons, between worlds and between ideas be explicated? Can 
the relationships between past and present, present and future be laid out? Can implications between 
different domains (physical, social and economic worlds) be made explicit? For example:  Can the 
relationship between low pay and the lack of bargaining power be made explicit? Can the impact of 
consumerism on the environment be made recognizable? 
 
Empathetic/Empathy: Can a sense of sensitivity towards others (persons, animals, worlds, groups) be 
made central? How can a person place herself/himself in the shoes of another? What worlds do those 
who are subordinated or disadvantaged occupy?  For example: What if a learner is made to follow all 
the rules that a working class Dalit is subject to? Can a male learner be made to act and follow all the 
restrictions that a typical woman of his age would be forced to subscribe to?  
 
Engaged/Engagement: Can the learning sessions provide for all learners skills and abilities to engage 
in the everyday world that they inhabit? Engagement should include abilities to interact with 
structures, processes and agencies/agents of power and disempowerment. For example: What are 
the ways in which learners can improve their own environment (not only physical but also social)? 
What key social issue can they engage in as part of their everyday civic work or in contexts of 
pressing issues that need addressal? What changes or differences can they initiate in their everyday 
lives?  
 
The key objectives of STL should be to evolve perspectives, methodologies, pedagogies and texts 
which can go beyond the standard and mainstream approaches of knowledge transfer and facilitate 
the questioning of the dominant society and its cultures. Going beyond the established transactions of 
classroom-based teaching and examinations, a new portfolio of standards and processes must be 
implemented. These can include not only site/place-based projects but also the conduct of studies 
which build on new pedagogies and teaching-learning transactions that emphasize reflexive, 
relational, empathetic and engaged learning.  
 
In addition to the above, there are several ‘details’ which need to worked out, especially for the Indian 
context. Other approaches to complement the ideas from both Frierian methods and that of STL are to 
consider ways in alternative learning for rural youth. Drawing on the orientations of ‘place-based 
education’, critical thinking, social transformative learning, and integrated knowledges may be ways to 
overcome many of the limitations of mainstream education especially that of post-school education. In 
working with youth from disadvantaged backgrounds, it is important to bear the following in mind: 
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a.  With their histories of being subordinated by a larger system that sees them as less endowed 
and the layered sense of inadequacy that many youth embody, it is important to consider ways to 
provide ‘emotional scaffolding’. Such scaffolding should include the recognition of the larger systemic 
injustices which have marked them, an understanding of their collective histories (which can enable 
them to overcome their individualized biographies) and a sense of recognition of their self-worth. 
Instead of purely academic learning the preliminary phase should focus on enabling each learner to 
emerge as a confident individual, recognizing her or his abilities and interests and with skills to 
negotiate the various demands of a larger world. Abilities to communicate well and be expressive will 
also be key. 
b. Attention to dynamics between different social/cultural groups and therefore to dynamics of 
learning context and the reproduction of social tensions within learning domain. Although segregated 
or homogenous student bodies are considered to be limiting in as much as they do not provide for a 
socially-inclusive form of learning, this may be reviewed in terms of the dynamics between two widely 
heterogenous groups. In contexts of clear cut divisions and tensions among learners as ‘dominant’ vs. 
‘ subordinate’, it may be a challenge to enable the subordinate to overcome their diffidence and lack of 
confidence. In such situations, it may be preferable to have  socially homogenous groups in which the 
pedagogies and transactions take into consideration the shared social backgrounds of the learners.  
c. Learning programmes for disadvantaged youth need to recognize that livelihoods and a source of 
income are pressing needs for youth. Generalised learning or orientation programmes are not seen as 
attractive and may be considered redundant to their immediate needs of economic security. In such 
contexts, STL needs to be embedded within programmes that provide livelihood skills. General/critical 
thinking or conscientisation and other social and political orientation drawn on STL can be inbuilt into 
livelihood skills and training. 
d. There is also the additional and related challenge of preparing youth for either  independent 
livelihoods or to those that are linked to that of market and entrepreneurship. In such contexts, what 
role and position does that of citizenship play out in this context? Are the two incompatible or how 
should they be seen as interlinked with obligations in one domain also being relevant in the other?  
 
These are only some of the pressing issues that need to be borne in mind. In addition, much more 
attention needs to be paid to develop programmes in which the STL approach can be embedded into 
formal and informal types of education. Linkages between the themes (and not necessarily 
disciplines), texts or materials, pedagogies, assessment etc will also have to be deliberated upon and 
developed.  More particularly special attention will have to be paid to developing parameters or criteria 
for assessing learning, thereby going beyond standard academic performance (see Appendix I: for 
alternative criteria). Issues of language, access, and inter-linkages to the world of English will also 
have to be addressed in a manner that recognizes language abilities not only as a means of 
communication but also as a form of cultural capital.   
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Conclusion 
 

“We change society by changing ourselves, and we change ourselves in our struggle to 
change society” (Mclaren 2009:3) 

 
The cornerstone of STL should surely be based on this rallying note for linking education and social 
transformation. Education as a process and an endeavour and the institutions associated with it are 
faced by multiple challenges. At a macro level, this includes the pressing urgency of rethinking 
knowledge forms at a time of ‘Great Disruption’ (of the economic faltering of capitalism and the 
deepening ecological crisis). Hence there is need to rethink the very premises of several disciplines 
and to initiate new, interdisciplinary/integrated knowledge forms that can overcome the limitations of 
some of those that have become foundational sciences. At a more micro and interior level is the 
challenge of facilitating knowledge forms and educational skills that will enable the recognition and 
working according to ecological and social requirements rather than catering to market demands.   
 
There are multiple challenges in the mainstream education system that need to be addressed. These 
include the trend of rendering knowledge into “new forms of educational capitalism that cultivate a 
new spirit of enterprise and the enterprise curriculum, given a new emphasis to the entrepreneurial 
subject” (Peters 2009: 42).  
 
Linked to this is the need to develop new curricula and outreach programmes so that the distantiation 
of the earlier knowledge and institutional regimes from myriad communities/societies, especially those 
that are marginal and disadvantaged is overcome. The space and linkages that universities must 
interact with are both the ‘vicinity’ (not necessarily limited to the local) and the universal where the 
specificities of the vicinity can be understood and catered to while also engaging with and drawing on 
the validity of what has become universal. The vicinity must also act as the litmus test for validating 
the knowledge of the universal. Curricula and content of learning sources must both induct and deduct 
from the vicinity to the universal (or generalisable level) so that varied localized innovations can be 
legitimized and disseminated.   
 
The defining questions of the STL practices should centre around the following: 
 
a. Has the voice and agency of the learner been scaffolded to enable her/him to be an active citizen? 
b. How will the forms of knowledge transmitted to the learner facilitate her/his life, relations to the 
immediate community, and to the larger society and nation? 
c.  Will the knowledge forms pass the criteria of environmental, social and economic audits, in which 
sustainability is the key criteria? What implications do these knowledge forms have for the domains of 
the economy, polity, society, and ecology?  
 
While the above are only generalized criteria, specific ones suitable to the themes, age, context, and 
social background of learners need to be evolved. 
 
If the established university is now no longer the beacon for constituting a pool of learned and 
engaged citizens, there is an urgent need to nudge it towards becoming a responsive institution, 
forging, integrating and disseminating new knowledge forms, catering to new learners, and bridging 
the chasm of the formal world of learning to that of the fields of myriad societies.  Yet, the more 
significant challenge in developing an STL for India lies in the ability to answer the question Martin 
Buber posed long back: ‘For whom and for what is education’? And to also recognize the caveat that 
John Dewey posed: “we will know what type of education to provide, if we know what type of society 
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we want.” It may only be in our ability to respond to these two challenges that a comprehensive 
education system may be evolved and in this STL may be one small step. 
 
Appendix I: Pedagogies for STL 
 
Key criteria to be achieved by STL programs can include the following (rather than only achievement 
levels in academic performance or in grades):  
• Confidence: ability to speak up, represent self, discuss issues. 
• Body language (eye contact, head and shoulder position, movement, postures etc) 
• Comprehension: ability to understand passages, summarise, and respond to questions. 
Discussion and position on general issues. 
• Critical thinking of key issues; ability to assess social and cultural issues, prejudices and biases; 
popular practices, structures of power etc. 
• Decision-making abilities. 
• Interpersonal skills; relating to peers, elders, persons in authority, and to subordinates. 
• Knowledge of one’s society and structures of power 
• Organizational capacity 
• Responsibility for self and for collective. 
• Awareness of challenges at the local, regional, national, and global levels and their interlinkages.  
 
References: 
Caffentzis, George, A Critique of Commodified Education and Knowledge (From Africa to Maine). 
A Russell Scholar Lecture. University of Southern Maine. February 12, 2008. 
Crain Soudien. 2012. Realising the Dream: Unlearning the Logic of Race in the South African 
School. HSRC Press: Cape Town. 
Gorder, Chris Van. ‘Paulo Friere’s Pedagogy for the Children of the Oppressors: Educating For 
Social Justice among the World’s Privileged.’ (http://www.lesley.edu/journals/jppp/ 13/PDF 
/VanGorderPDF.pdf) 
Joseph, Satish. 2012. Strengthening rural management in India: Refl(a)ctions based on the Jesuit 
mission of social justice. Paper submitted for the 1st National Symposium on Rural Management, 
XIMB. November 2012.  
 
Discussion 
 
Chair’s remarks: You have hit at some of the core issues confronting the Indian higher education 
space itself which often get derided as soft issues. There is always a trivialization and hierarchisation 
where a lot of the kind of issues that STL addresses are relegated as  ancillary activity. We have more 
or less failed in the higher education space at making these four proxies of STL namely reflexive, 
empathetic, relational, engaged learning as an intrinsic part of the curriculum itself and not just as a 
learning method. For example the NSS scheme has been trivialized by relegating it to the ministries of 
youth affairs, sports etc. At the same time, there is awareness that violence is an intrinsic part of our 
life, and perhaps the educational system facilitates that. Perhaps STL is the first step for conceiving 
how we can change the way the curriculum proceeds. 
 
Sujit: It is interesting that you have spoken about dealing with the advantaged as well as the privileged 
people. Have you thought of using this at the school level to deal with the issues of two extreme kinds 
of traits in children namely the dominating and the docile children?  
Vasavi: While CREST deals with young adults at the post-school level, there have been several other 
examples (like Vidyodaya in TN) which have shown that a STL framework is possible at the school 
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level too. But they don’t have a theoretical base of STL as such, so they are not elaborating it in a 
formal way. Yet, they have had some successes and it is possible to replicate this.  
 
Harish: Have there been other examples around the world where the people entrenched in dominance 
are made more empathetic to the unprivileged? Has this been experimented pedagogically 
elsewhere? 
Vasavi: Van Goder and Mezirow have experimented with STL in predominantly elite universities in the 
USA. There have been other experiments in Maryland University where white students simulated 
characteristics of black students in dress, speech, body language, etc. to learn empathy as well as 
realize prejudices. CREST’s own programme at AIIMS included all the students as well as the faculty 
and the review indicated that the privileged students were able to empathize with the disadvantaged 
ones and realize what it meant to be unable to form a complete sentence in English or speak without 
making eye contact.  
Rajni: STL is reminiscent of Gandhi’s transformative agenda; that the onus is on us the multi-
generationally privileged. There is also another initiative called ‘The Prince’s Seeing is Believing’ 
programme of the Business in the Community network which brings together senior management 
cadre from companies and exposes them to encounter difficult situations in the field for a few days. 
 
John: In 1984-85, CED had developed a ‘social technology workshop’ on the lines of STL, thinking 
that it was developing a new technology for transformation. But this was discontinued as it uses 
behavioral methods, where the trainees are likely to be subject to badgering towards a particular view 
of transformation and the course would not be reproduced properly by the available trainers. This 
makes it very difficult to impart STL on a large scale.  
Vasavi: One of the reasons why Freirian methods have failed is that they are being done as an 
alternative. People come from the mainstream, it is done as an alternative and then again they have 
to get refitted into the dominant system.  So what we are trying to do is work with the dominant itself, 
so that the dominant itself is transformed.   Many of these pedagogies have not been well honed and 
they were not localized enough, and there is inadequate literature and texts.  
STL pedagogies in their existing format will not work in the large scale and may have to go through 
multiple iterations like the CREST programme which is now being extended to OBC and Muslim 
students. It is important that it maintains the focus on being an enabling process which helps students 
become not just engaging citizens but also create livelihood opportunities confidently by and for 
themselves. 
Rajni: As an expert of microfinance said, what kills a good idea is speed, scale and standardization.  
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Adivasi Academy: Acknowledging Adivasi Knowledge 

Rajni Bakshi 
 
“All my life I have searched for the ‘genuine’; that sentiment of selfless service which manifests itself in 
only a handful of us. In Ganesh [Devy] and the people at the Adivasi Academy, I stand vindicated. We 
are at a crossroads in space and time — there is anticipation in the air; it is as if we know that 
something big is either about to happen or give way disastrously.” 
 – Mahasweta Devi1 
 
“The Adivasi Academy is not a place for any cutting-edge theoretical knowledge. It is meant for forging 
out strategies for improving the lives and the economic condition of the Adivasis, for building durable 
and sustainable assets for the community, for bringing respect to their cultural heritage and to provide 
a forum and a space for voicing the Adivasi concerns in an idiom of their own.” – Ganesh Devy2 
 
 
Introduction: Why this exploration 
 
It is important to locate and understand endeavors like Adivasi Academy in a wider context. Even as 
terms like ‘Inclusive development’ and ‘Inclusive innovation’ have become buzz words, there is now 
much interest in ‘skilling’ those Indians who are left out of the development process  Much of this work 
is aimed just at increasing the number of people with vocational skills and enhancing the quality of 
those skills. While this is important, it is equally if not more important to ask what kinds of skills are 
valued? What kinds of capabilities are even acknowledged as a ‘skill’?  Then the deeper question is 
inclusion into what?  These questions cannot be addressed without first exploring just what 
‘development’ is.   
 
Many have been looking to institutions like the Adivasi Academy, Tejgadh (Gujarat), to help create 
spaces in which the dominant paradigm can be challenged by the creation of an alternative template.  
In what ways does the Adivasi Academy succeed in giving space and/or shape to concerns about 
development? What are some of the more fundamental questions and challenges it raises and in what 
ways does it do so? In what ways does this endeavor resonate with the strivings of other efforts like 
the Kala Ashram at Adilabad? 
 
To raise these questions, this case study/profile briefly explores some of the following questions: 
• Can an institution like Adivasi Academy provide an alternative vision which draws on the traditional 
skills and knowledge systems of tribal communities while also creating avenues for them to engage 
with the contemporary realities, primarily the prevailing market system? 
• How and why did the Adivasi Academy set out to do this? 
• To what extent, in their own assessment, have they succeeded? 
• One of the goals of the Adivasi Academy is to translate its studies and research into interventions 
for empowerment of marginalized communities. To what extent has it been able to do so? 

                                                            
1 The Green World Order by Harmony Singaporia, Tehelka Magazine, Vol 6, Issue 25, Dated Jun 27, 
2009. www.tehelka.com/story_main42.asp?filename=cr270609the_green 
2 Language, Culture and Development: An Experiment with Tribal Empowerment in Western India 
by Ganesh Devy. Bhasha Research and Publication Centre, Vadodara. 
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• Another objective has been to nurture 
a community of adivasi thinkers and new 
thought processes so as to facilitate 
social transformation. What has been the 
development on this front? 
• The Academy also aims to become a 
national institution for research, reference 
and the study of social dynamics. How is 
this journey proceeding? 
• How do the staff and students at 
Adivasi Academy relate to or work with 
the concept of “inclusive innovation”? 
• What can formal universities learn 
from the ideas and experiments of 
Adivasi Academy? 
 
Brief History 
 
It was  Ganesh Devy’s (see box on page 90) interest in Sri Aurobindo that first took him to Dabhoi, a 
small town of Gujarat, where Aurobindo had practiced meditation and is said to have had a major 
spiritual experience.  This brought Devy in touch with adivasi communities in that area, particularly in 
the village of Tejgadh which is about two hours drive from Vadodara.  
 
From the outset Devy knew that “culture is at the very heart of the process of empowerment and 
social development”3 4 Towards this he founded the 
Basha Research Centre in 1996. One of Bhasha’s 
purposes was to establish a national level institute 
for tribal art, culture, knowledge. Tejgadh was 
chosen as the location for this institution which came 
to be known as Adivasi Academy.  According to its 
website, “The Adivasi Academy is established to 
create a unique educational environment for the 
study of tribal communities. The academy is aimed 
to become an institute for the study of tribal history, 
folklore, cultural geography, social dynamics, 
economy, development studies, medicine, music, 
arts and theatre. With its multidisciplinary approach 
and related interventional measures, the academy is 
striving to create a new approach of academic activism.”  
 

                                                            
3 [Source: ‘Language, Culture and Development: An experiment with tribal empowerment in Western 
India’ by Ganesh Devy] 
4 Source of Box above: ‘Gujarat loses one language every 5 years’ by Vineet Kaul, DNA, Feb 21, 
2011. http://www.dnaindia.com/india/interview_gujarat-loses-one-language-every-5-years-
linguist_1510996] 
 

“Every language is a unique world view. When 
a language disappears, the world-view held 
within it also disappears. Most of the 
languages that face the threat of extinction 
belong to indigenous people who have intimate 
knowledge of nature. And with their 
disappearance, the world's stock of ecological 
wisdom is increasingly getting wiped out.... 
Sadly, about 20 of the nearly 52 mother 
tongues recorded in the 1961 Census in 
Gujarat cannot be traced today. I would say 
that, on an average, Gujarat has been losing 
one language every five years.” – Ganesh Devy in 
an interview with   Vineet Kaul, 2011 

“The Adivasi Academy is not there to 
condemn anyone” “But oppressed and 
exploited communities need to be 
brought to par with those who are not 
oppressed.” 
“Adivasi Academy is not so much 
about being adivasi as it is about being 
experimental. And as adivasis write 
adivasi ethnography they have gained 
self-confidence and can also be self-
critical.” -Ganesh Devy 
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The Adivasi Academy’s vision is based on three key values: “Awakening, Participation and 
Empowerment”. The Academy aims to redefine development by underlining tribal values such as: self-
reliance, self-confidence and hard work. It also aims to build the capabilities of adivasis by “rescuing 
their dignity and respecting their cultural heritage through festivals, organizing cultural performances, 
theatre, songs, dances, rituals, documenting folklore and promoting modernizing tools in their 
languages.” This is done partly by creating training programs that merge the aesthetic and socio-
economic dimensions of tribal life. 
 
Tejgadh’s geographical location, either by accident or design, has proved to be providential for its 
vision and mission. The village is located about 100 km from the Rajasthan border, about 40 km from 
the Madhya Pradesh border and about 150 km from Maharashtra. It is also located at the heart of a 
tribal belt that overlaps across all four states. According to Dr. Arvind Pratap, who is in charge of the 
medical centre at the Academy, there was little or no cash economy in this area till about 50 years 
ago. Both cash based market economy and migration in order to seek work are relatively new 
phenomena. 
 
Devy began by holding intensive conversations with about 15 young adivasi members of the local 
community, under a Mahua tree that stands at the entrance of what is now the academy’s campus at 
Tejgadh. These conversations seem to have engaged these young people in exploring what such an 
academy should be and what kind of work it should undertake.   
That team of 15, who later became the first students of the academy, decided to go on a study tour of 
the surrounding adivasi villages to identify what local communities want and need. They found the 
people in these villages longing for five kinds of freedom: 
• Freedom from Indebtedness 
• Freedom from Illiteracy 
• Freedom from Illness 
• Freedom from Migration 
• Freedom from Hunger   
 
These young people went on to become students in the first Tribal Studies course at the academy and 
many also got involved in addressing these issues through Development Service Centres or Gram 
Vikas Kendras which were set up in 50 villages. They have been working since then to help set up 
micro-credit schemes, health camps, micro-enterprises for income generation and grain banks. 
According to the Academy staff there are now 2200 self-help groups in 1200 villages in five districts – 
Baroda, Panchmahal, Narmada, Tapi and Surat.  
 
In 1998 the Tejgadh Panchayat had given the Academy one room from which to start work. Later, in 
the year 2000, the Panchayat allocated 20 acres of land for the Academy. Today the academy is 
located on a ten acre plot of land at the foot of the Korja Hill which is the site of pre-historic rock 
paintings dating back to about 10,000 BC. The academy is housed in a network of red brick buildings 
with ample courtyards and green spaces. The academy’s website says that buildings, designed by the 
architect Karan Grover, combine features of local architecture and historical monuments found in the 
area. There are now about 60 staff members on campus, including non-formal schools in villages.  
 
As a study5 by AID India has noted: “One of the goals of the academy is to create a community of 
thinkers and activists, especially from within tribal communities to create new thought processes and 

                                                            
5 Bhasha Adivasi Academy - a unique university; http://publications.aidindia.org/content/view/750/130/ 
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forces of action to facilitate social and cultural change. Over the years, we have seen academy 
graduates return to their villages and start initiatives promoting, protecting, and documenting their own 
culture.  They established several Vikas Sewa Kendras (Development Services Centres) for 
community work in adivasi villages. By 2003,  these centers were overseeing 64 water bank 
collectives, food grain bank with 2800 women members, 54 non-formal education centers, and 260 
micro-credit self help groups.  Another unique accomplishment is the creation of the Budhan Theatre 
Group in Chharanagar, Ahmedabad that performs street plays to raise awareness about the condition 
of nomadic and denotified tribes. The group is led by Dakshin Bajrange and Roxy Gagdekar, both 
from the Chhara community.  
 
“In the tribal villages, a large number of children get left out of the formal schooling activity. Regular 
teacher training sessions are held at the Adivasi Academy in which traditional cultural tools as well as 
IT based learning are combined. Teaching through oral means is invariably emphasized in these 
sessions. The San Diego and Boston chapters of AID supported Bhasha's nonformal education efforts 
through the innovative ‘radio school’ program. The radio school involves audio recording of study 
materials to be transmitted via community radio and used by teachers in the adivasi villages. Oral 
education is supplemented with books. Pictorial dictionaries as well as relevant study materials are 
published in adivasi languages to accommodate children and non-adivasi teachers in adivasi areas. 
Bhasha's Purva Para and Bol magazines act as educational resources both for the children and 
teachers. The schools combine formal education with knowledge of the local songs, stories, ecology, 
science and technology”.  
 
Courses at the Academy 
 
Over the last ten years the Academy has offered various Post Graduate diploma courses, such as: 
• Diploma in Rural Journalism  
• Diploma in Adivasi studies 
• Diploma in Indigenous Knowledge  
• Diploma in Tribal Art and Culture 
• Diploma in Culture and Development 
• Diploma in Rural Health Care 
 
The academy has also worked with teachers of schools for adivasi children to make innovations in the 
local school curriculum. Since 2009 the Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) has 
recognized three of the courses run by the academy, namely: a certificate in rural health awareness; a 
diploma in tribal art and culture; a diploma in culture and development.  
 
Festivals initiated 
The academy’s work has also given birth to various cultural festivals that are now said to have taken 
root among local people. For instance, there are two or three ‘Tur Mela’ every year. Tur is a musical 
instrument. This mela brings together many different kinds of craftsmen, as well as ‘oral artists’ that is 
singers and story tellers. The Tur Mela attracts people from across Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, 
Maharashtra and Rajasthan.  
 
Kaleshvari is another festival initiated by Bhasha, in 2004, which is held in Panchmahal district on 
every Mahashivratri. Now the festival happens on its own, without any effort from Bhasha or Adivasi 
Academy – artists and craftsmen and people in general assemble on their own. Another mela has 
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been happening in Satpura, in Dang District, since 2002 where about two to three thousand people 
assemble every year. 
Adivasi Academy has produced a CD of the adivasi songs sung at these and other melas, festivals, 
weddings and other social gatherings. The Academy has distributed 9000 copies of these CDs free. 
The project was funded by the Tribal Affairs Ministry.   
 
Medical Work 
Along with its one-year course on Rural Health Care, the Academy also runs a primary health centre, 
which serves 20,000 people and a sub-centre which serves 3000 people. According to Dr. Arvind 
Pratap, who runs both the course and heads the medical work at the Academy, the curriculum 
includes both allopathic and ayurvedic approaches to medicine. There are also some lectures on local 
herbal medicines. This course involves five months of theory classes followed by three to four months 
practical experience in a hospital, followed by an exam. The minimum qualification for this course is a 
pass in class12. For the last three years this course has had the recognition of IGNOU.  This course 
has produced 102 graduates so far, of which 80 are adivasis. Out of these graduates 91 have got 
placement and others have gone for further studies.  
 
Among the students who join the course many know about the trees of the area and their uses for 
humans and animals, at least for common ailments like fever, cold etc.  But as older people are dying, 
this knowledge is on the decline. More and more people depend mostly on allopathic medicines.  
There is still some dependence on the local ‘badwa’ or traditional healer. “ I often ask my students if 
they go to the ‘badwa’ and they say they do for small ailments. But many of the patients who come to 
me for treatment are cases that have gone bad after treatment by the ‘badwa’” says Dr. Pratap.  
Traditionally, the ‘badwa’ takes payment in the form of liquor or chicken, but a few now take payment 
in cash. There is need for research on how much ‘badwas’ of the earlier generation knew –not only 
about various ailments but about the medicinal properties of local plants.  
For example, Govindbhai Rathva, who is 45 years old, is a traditional healer of the Bhil community but 
not a ‘badwa’. He had studied up to class 7 and was in the first batch of students who took the 
Academy’s health course. He is now a health supervisor at the Academy’s medical centre and works 
mostly with allopathic medicines.    
 
“Today the tribal wants quick solutions, wants to get well fast. Therefore allopathy has grown in tribal 
areas” says Dr. Pratap. But he adds that the difference in some cases is more of labeling and 
description than actual course of action. “As an allopath when I see an anemic patient I guide them on 
nutrition by scientific principles. The Badwa will tell them to eat pallak and channa because it helps to 
make blood…though he won’t be able to name the vitamins or minerals that these foods contain. …At 
the Adivasi Academy our main challenge was to find ways of bringing adivasis into mainstream but 
many of them who join mainstream lose their own culture. So our first focus was on finding ways to 
preserve and nurture adivasi culture.” 
 
Publications and Documentation  
One of Bhasha’s major achievements has been the publication of Dhol, a magazine in various adivasi 
languages, from 1998 till 2005. Though Dhol is no longer published the Academy has its own 
publications program.  
 
Sanjay Rathwa and Bavsingh Rathwa are in charge of the publications department at the Academy. 
Both of them studied at the village school and then did a BA in Sanskrit at a college in Pavijetpur.  
There were only three subjects to chose from at this college – engineering, gujarati and sanskrit. They 
chose sanskrit because it was easier to get a good score. They both did the post-graduate diploma in 
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social sciences and development at the academy. Sanjay and Bavsingh have taught themselves how 
to do cover design, format the material and coordinate the production with a printing press in Baroda. 
One of their publications is a magazine called “Bol” which is brought out once every two months and is 
sent to about 10,000 schools in Gujarat. The purpose of ‘Bol’ is to publish stories, songs and reports 
by adivasis about their own experiences. Sanjay and Bavsingh have also created a ‘Pictoglossary’ in 
14 adivasi languages. This has pictures to illustrate words and the word is given in gujarati, english 
and an adivasi language. “We designed it for children but adults are using it” says Sanjay. 
 
Museum 
At the heart of the Academy’s network of buildings and courtyards is a partly covered and partly open-
air space which houses a museum of adivasi artifacts. This space was originally called ‘Vacha’ or 
voice and was not really intended to be a museum in the conventional sense. But, says Devy, it has 
ironically become ‘Vacha Museum’.  
 
As Sonal Baxi of the Academy says, it is a space of, for and by adivasis – for them to perform and 
hold workshops and create new work. For example, adivasi songs are recorded and documented 
here. Narayan Rathwa, who is the curator of the museum, attended the village school at Tejgadh and 
then did a BA in Gujarati at the college in Pavijetpur, which is seven kilometers away from Tejgadh.  
All through that education, says Narayan, he never learnt a single thing about adivasi history, culture 
or language. It was only when he began working with Devy in 1998 and later became a student in the 
first Tribal Studies Diploma course that he gained knowledge about his adivasi heritage. This two year 
diploma course required a dissertation to be written, so Narayan chose to do his dissertation on the 
oral literature of seven adivasi villages near Tejgadh.   
 
During that course he got interested in adivasi art. In particular he studied the Baba Pithora songs and 
paintings – many of which are about the origin of the earth. One such story tells of how there was a 
small pond in which a lotus shoot appeared and out of that lotus shoot a woman and two men 
emerged. They created plants, trees and grains and also established places of worship (devasthal).  
“I had heard these stories from my grandfather but did not remember much” says Narayan. “I only 
found these stories when I went searching for oral literature in the villages. I got about seven stories 
and wrote the dissertation on them in both Gujarati and Rathwi language. The songs were written in 
Rathwi alone, for that is the language of the songs.” 
 
Vikesh Rathwa grew up in Koraj Phalliya near Tejgadh and studied at the school in Tejgadh. He did a 
BA in Gujarati at the college in Pavijetpur and then an MA from the college in Dhaboi. But he left the 
MA mid-stream to join the museum-studies diploma course at the Academy. After this course Vikesh 
roamed about in many villages collecting discarded objects from the everyday life of adivasis including 
domestic utensils and artifacts used in worship.  
 
Vikesh is also closely involved in the Tur Mela. His connection with adivasi artists goes back to 1996, 
though the Tur Mela was first held in 2005. He is also involved in the Kaleshvari festival. 
Nita Rathwa is another member of the Museum team. She grew up in Domali village near Tejgadh 
and attended the school at Tejgadh. She did a BA in Gujarati from the college in Pavijethpur. She had 
observed her parents and grand-parents worship at various ‘devasthals’ (sacred places) and practice 
other rituals but only understood these practices after doing the diploma course at the Academy.  
“Museum is more of a learning centre not a storehouse of what is ending” says Vasanth Rathwa, a 
staff member of the Academy who works on education.  
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Language studies 
Amrutha Vadu, Rajesh Rathwa, Manish Varia are working on an anthropology project which studies 
ten adivasi communities – their language, history, customs, songs, drama, dance, kathas, grammar.  
They delve into details like who makes the drums and how, when the drums are used and what forms 
of worship involve the use of drums.   
 
This team is also making a comparative study of various languages.  For example what is ‘hal’ 
(plough) called in various adivasi languages? What are the different names for various months?  
While this team coordinates the project and does a part of the data collection, other staff members of 
the Academy are also collecting data for this study on the side along with their other responsibilities. 
So can an institution like Adivasi Academy provide an alternative vision which draws on the traditional 
skills and knowledge systems of tribal communities while also creating avenues for them to engage 
with the contemporary realities? 
 
Clearly the Academy’s varied activities are creating avenues for its students and staff to acquire skills 
and knowledge that empower them to engage with the contemporary realities. Let us now examine to 
what extent this also fosters an alternative vision which may draw on the traditional skills and 
knowledge systems of adivasi communities. 
 
 
The Adivasi View of Inclusive innovation 
 
How do the staff and students at Adivasi Academy relate to or work with the concept of “inclusive 
innovation”? This question cannot be explored without first asking how ‘development’ is understood 
and defined.  But before exploring that it is first important to ask: what does it mean to be an adivasi. 
Here are some the answers to this question from the staff of the Academy: 
• Our dance, language, music and customs are different. 
• Many adivasis feel they are ‘neech’ (lowly) unless they have some money. 
• Being a Rathwa means having our own distinct songs, dances, cloths, jewelry and devsthals 
(places of worship).  
• We have a special connection with rivers, mountains, trees, land.  
• Being ‘adivasi’ does not mean living in the jungle.  
 
Only one member of the Academy staff spoke about the increasing violence against adivasis by 
‘development’ projects in other parts of India. Vasant Rathwa said: “Across the country there are now 
many movements of adivasis because adivasis are being pushed out of where they live….just as we 
have been pushed to the back of the bus for years.  So there is accumulated ‘aakrosh’ (anger and 
resentment). So today adivasis are at a do or die crossroad….aage khai aur peeche khai (a ditch in 
front of us and a ditch behind us). 
“Adivasi is not an accumulating type of person. Adivasi likes to live with the essentials of life. Now if 
Adivasi is to live, adivasis themselves will have to come forward our leaders should emerge from 
within our communities. But those who are in touch with mainstream change, their priorities change 
and become more wants based rather than needs based.” 
 
Here is a quick review of what many of the Academy’s staff said when asked: ‘what is development?’ 
• Development is self-reliance.  
• Development is roads, buses, electricity. 
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• Roads and electricity are not enough, development means changing the education system, so 
children can learn in their own local language. And they must also have computer education and 
access.  
• Development is good health, a house, adequate food, education, medical care, water, fertile fields, 
good quality agricultural inputs and marketing avenues.  
 
What about television and other modern gadgets? According to one staffer, Nagin Rathwa, most 
adivasis do not have time for television, since their cattle, agriculture and children take up too much 
time. Nagin attended the school at Tejgadh school and then did BA in Sanskrit and MA in Sociology at 
a college in Udaipur. He taught the course on Indigenous environmental knowledge at the Academy, 
which is currently not being taught. Nagin plans to revamp the course and reintroduce it. 
There seems to be no immediate answer to the question: Is there an Adivasi definition of 
development? Nagin spoke about the widespread awareness that chemical agriculture has destroyed 
the soil and the environment. Therefore farmers, both adivasi and non-adivasi, are now more keen on 
organic farming. Consequently, the Academy has organized trainings in vermicompost – with some 
support from government agencies. The Academy’s role is primarily to raise awareness about the 
dangers of industrial agriculture.  
 
Vikesh Rathwa said:  “There was a time when all farming was organic and good. Then companies 
came and they first distributed free seeds and pesticide and fertilizers. Production increased with 
these things so people became dependent on them. People were not aware that the chemicals made 
food toxic and spoil the land. But then new illnesses started. Now people know this but are caught in a 
bind, because now they cannot grow anything without the chemical fertilizers. Some people are now 
trying out vermi-compost. We have called resource persons for inputs on use of neem and vermi-
compost.” 
 
At present, the Government of Gujarat is subsidizing sale of seeds by the US multinational corporation 
Monsanto. But, says Nagin:  “We know that this kind of agriculture has destroyed land and agriculture 
in the USA. So people are opposing these seeds. Even earlier government and chemical input 
companies pushed chemical inputs and hybrid seeds at cheaper rates for five or six years and then 
raised prices. By then the local seeds were almost gone and soil had been diminished. Around 
Tejgadh about 25 percent people have taken Monsanto’s seeds, others are refusing. Many people are 
also resisting because these seeds cannot be replanted and they remember past experience of inputs 
being cheap at the beginning and then becoming very expensive.  
 
So we have an idea of starting a Green Economic Zone in our 1200 villages – as a counter to the 
concept of Special Economic Zone.  We took this idea to 120 villages to raise awareness in a 15 day 
yatra cum shibir (camp). Reasoning behind this idea is – we have ecological resource, we have land, 
so how can we find ways to progress while putting least burden on the earth? In all the villages where 
we went, people said they wanted organic farming because they are suffering from the effects of 
chemical agriculture. One village has initiated some aspects of Green Economic Zone (GEZ) by 
starting drip irrigation and a marketing experiment which allows self-help groups to buy toor dal from 
local farmers. GEZ idea will grow because people are aware and keen to move in this direction”  
 
This is a merely a fleeting glimpse of the many dimensions which need to be explored before we can 
answer the question: How do the staff and students at Adivasi Academy relate to or work with the 
concept of “inclusive innovation”?  It seems that for many people who come in contact with the 
Academy ‘inclusion’ into a better quality of life is the paramount concern. At the same time ground 
realities are themselves fostering a critique of certain policies and technologies. This critique is partly 
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translating into a search for alternative technologies and resistance to some policies. The concept of a 
GEZ is therefore very significant, even if it does not immediately get translated into any large-scale 
action.   
 
Adivasi Thinking and Social Transformation 
 
Another objective has been to nurture a community of adivasi thinkers and new thought processes so 
as to facilitate social transformation. What has been the development on this front? Self-confidence is 
the first condition for new thinking, particularly if it is aimed at social transformation. In that context the 
Academy has clearly transformed the lives of its staff and the few students one could meet.  
 
Some accounts of this: 
Vasant Rathwa: “I used to think of myself as small because I am an adivasi. Many of my friends were 
non-adivasis and they were good with me but in their homes I still felt inferior. From childhood I saw 
how adivasis are treated in buses – as inferior and to be shunned. I knew that I’m treated differently 
only because I’m educated and dressed in modern clothes. The course on Tribal Studies taught me 
about adivasi culture in ways I had never thought about or knew before. Devy personally taught this 
course along with Ajay Dandekar and Sonal Baxi and other visiting faculty. In those days there was no 
building, some of us lived in the panchayat ghar and there was just a hut here….where the Academy’s 
buildings stand now.” 
 
“Devy said because you don’t know and value your own culture others don’t respect it also. I got more 
respect from Rathwas after this work with Academy. As part of the course I did field work for one 
month. Now I am recognized and appreciated. I am happy to speak in my mother language. In the last 
census I gave my language as ‘Rathwi’. Academy as an innovation in education is giving a good 
example to the rest of the country. The Madhya Pradesh government and Rajasthan government 
have also started Adivasi Academies – being copied is a success.” 
 
Naginbhai: “I am more proud to be an adivasi. I have been able to meet other adivasis from 
surrounding area and formed a network. We are learning more about each other’s culture, rituals, 
customs relating to marriage and other aspects of life. We have understood our rights much better. 
For example, what we are entitled to under the Panchayat (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act 
(PESA), particularly rights over forests. Many of us have learnt management skills, computer skills 
and Hindi. We have met big leaders and travelled to different places.”  
Sanjay Rathwa: “People in our community and village now seek our advice on their problems because 
we are connected to a sanstha and have more knowledge, more information.”  
Manish Varia: “Courses have been designed as per needs of adivasi communities. This was done 
when there was no ‘recognition’ – now the Academy’s work is recognized by the Tribal Ministry and 
IGNOU. Our work on health has created pressure on government to deliver better services. Our grain 
bank has helped many people. Our design of a course for adivasi school children builds on adivasi 
traditions and practices – such as, what did our ancestors eat and how they grew corps, what did their 
songs say about the fields.”  
 
Devy’s dream is that the Academy should be an enabling space for adivasis to “think from your 
location but also gain ability to rise above your location…that is, look at your own worldview critically.” 
This opens up a large number of questions and dilemmas. As Devy himself asks: “is adivasi an ethnic 
category or a worldview?”   
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The Academy is clearly a comfort zone for the culture and language of ‘adivasi’ as an ethnic category. 
Therefore, ‘inclusion’ means both access to modern skills and facilities as well as inclusion of their 
cultural heritage. But it is not yet clear whether the Academy can become a place for exploring and 
nurturing an ‘adivasi worldview’ that is distinct from the dominant modern paradigm. 
Devy’s finding is that while adivasis aspire to modern gadgets their relationship to the land does not 
change. For example, says Devy: “There is an annual mela at Padamdonri. We asked the educated 
members of the Choudhary community what should be at the heart of the mela…they said let 
everyone bring their seeds to plant and exchange. This shows that the adivasi worldview is strongly 
alive.” 
 
Among the staff aspirations for the future include the following:  
Manish Varia: Academy should be an international level research centre where people come to do 
PhD and M Phil. Then we would like to give training to adivasis from other parts of country. No 
university has done this….this is very important work so we must do it with dedication.    
Rajesh: We should do detailed studies of all adivasi languages of Gujarat.  
If ‘adivasi’ is to be considered more a worldview than an ethnic category then these varied 
testimonials do not quite answer the question whether ‘adivasi’ thinkers are being nurtured.  
 
What is clear is that a social transformation is beginning to unfold. Where it will lead, what ‘new’ forms 
of thinking and innovation it might give birth to – is not clear. That would require a much more in depth 
study some years from now when the Academy’s work has matured further.  
 
Adivasi Research & Knowledge 
 
One of the goals of the Adivasi Academy is to translate its studies and research into interventions for 
empowerment of marginalized communities. To what extent has it been able to do so? The 
Academy’s various courses and research interventions by design lend themselves to a process of 
self-discovery by adivasis who otherwise lacked confidence in their own cultural heritage. Thus for the 
staff and students of the Academy the studies and research have clearly led to a sense of 
empowerment. How far and wide this effect spreads in the surrounding communities would be the 
topic of a more in-depth enquiry.   
 
The Academy also aims to become a national institution for research, reference and the study of 
social dynamics. How is this journey proceeding? 
 
Seeking answers to this question may require us to consider these terms ‘research’, ‘reference’ and 
‘study of social dynamic’ in a more open and innovative way than we are accustomed to doing. We 
need not look for or expect essays and papers of a conventional kind. The Academy’s existence 
opens up far more alive possibilities.  
 
For example, Rita Kothari a scholar who has done substantial work on the dynamics of translation has 
brought teams of her students from the Mudra Institute of Communications, Ahmedabad (MICA) to 
visit the Academy and interact with the staff and students.  
 
Kothari has written about an encounter between Nita, a student of the course in Tribal Studies, and 
Nithya Pillai, a management student at MICA, one of India’s most elite and prestigious institutes.  
“Nithya’s parents are English speaking educated and urban people living in Delhi. Nithya is now 
working in a multinational company and earning more than Nitaben can ever imagine in a lifetime. 
Nitaben was attempting to explain her fieldwork among tribal sex workers who face multifold forms of 
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physical abuse in their profession, stigmatised doubly by being both tribal and sex-worker. Her 
experiences come to us through English, although she expresses herself in Hindi. Her own language 
Rathwa is nowhere in the picture, because as a tribal language it has been unnoticed or at best 
written off as a primitive dialect. The two women here represent two different Indias, divergent 
experiences of gender, class and community and represent thereby different versions of the (same?) 
nation.   
 
“....What is the relevance apart from the fact that Nithya volunteered to ‘understand’ what Nisha was 
explaining in Hindi, and Nithya was translating that into English for the rest of her group who come 
from a socio-economic class similar to hers,  raring to taste the fruit of a post-globalized India. Making 
Nithya and her peers meet this tribal woman and ‘understand’ her world required a migration out of 
the resort like precincts of a management school, and make an empathetic entry into another world, a 
world remains unknown to most except those who live in it. It also required working out a language (in 
terms of a speech act and abstraction) that could somehow make this comprehension and 
communication possible. In another instance, a seminar on The Tribal Languages of South Gujarat, 
focused on the four tribal  languages of South Gujarat: Gamit, Vasavi, Chaudhari and Konkani. 
Students belonging to such tribal communities were made to bring stories and storytellers from their 
own communities and explain to non-tribal students what imaginative worlds they come from and what 
forms of alienation they undergo in big cities.”6 
 
By now the Academy has been a ground for many such encounters. It would be vital to document the 
experience of such encounters among the various participants – not just at a personal level but more 
importantly as a way of understanding if and how worldviews shifted or became more nuanced.  Such 
an exercise might be vital to the Academy’s objective to ‘become a national institution for research, 
reference and the study of social dynamics.’ This objective need not be fulfilled by merely replicating 
established forms of ‘research’ and ‘reference’. Entirely new forms of knowledge – based on 
experience and conversation across class-caste-ethnic divides might be possible.  
 
Learnings from the Academy 
 
What can formal universities learn from the ideas and experiments of Adivasi Academy? Most 
experiments in different approaches to education and ‘inclusion’, seem to have had little or no impact 
on formal educational system of schools and universities. 
 
One notable example of a radically different approach is not far from Tejgadh – the Gandhi Vidyapith 
in Vedchi, Surat district. This institution was created over four decades ago to serve the adivasis of 
that area. It was financed by contributes from the cooperative societies of forest labourers who were 
mostly adivasis. In 1967 each member of the cooperative society contributed a day’s wages to pay for 
the construction of the buildings of Gandhi Vidyapeeth, which at that time cost about Rs. 3 lakhs. 
There were approximately three lakh labours and they earned an average daily wage of 12 annas at 
that time.  
 
As a part of this case study I had a conversation with Jyotibhai Desai, who taught the B.Ed course at 
Gandhi Vidyapeeth, and still lives in Vedchi. According to Jyotibhai, these are some of the key gains 
of Nai Talim schools which were never absorbed into the ‘mainstream’ education.  
 
                                                            
6 ‘The Role of Social Transformation through Translation : The Case of a Research Centre’ by Rita 
Kothari. (Unpublished) 
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1. Creating self-confidence in children rather than providing any rote learning 
2. Learning good ways of family life 
3. Learning traditional family skills and also enhancing/advancing them eg. making jaggery in school.  
 
While there would be universal agreement on the first and second point, it has rarely translated into 
action in most mainstream schools. Nai Talim schools finally fizzled out because they felt compelled to 
get recognition from the State education Board – which refused to recognize much of what the Nai 
Talim School did, eg. actual craft skills as a valid element of school work and curriculum.  
 
Similarly, the B.Ed. course at the Vidyapeeth did not conform to the mainstream view on ‘standards’.  
“We had no lectures. Our aim was to learn through actual living. We also admitted some borderline 
students, who had barely passed at the graduation level” says Jyotibhai.  The focus of the course was 
on growing the students’ self-confidence. This inevitably enabled many students who did not have 
good ‘scores’ in the conventional sense, to discover their skills and develop them. UNESCO later 
included this Teacher Training course in a study of good innovative teaching methods across the 
world. 7 
 
Nevertheless, such successful experiments have not infused the mainstream approach to education. 
The challenge before the Academy has to be seen in this context. As Shambu Prasad, Joseph Satish 
and K. V. G. Krishnamurty write in their paper on the Developmental University – at present the 
reward structures in universities are not designed to encourage innovative programmes, pedagogy, 
partnerships that could serve the local area: 
 
‘If knowledge generation and dissemination are to adequately address the developmental challenges 
of the nation, the university needs to be geared not to merely responding to the preferences of the 
industry, but, “at the level of integration of purpose, all those activities which can help develop the 
competencies of all its citizens (peasants, artisans, rural labour, small businesses, patients and 
ordinary people)” (Abrol, 2011). Hence, it is imperative that we start exploring the role of universities in 
socially inclusive innovations and examining the nature of experiments in India on making universities 
as engaged centres of learning closely linked to social groups, broadly the ‘informal sector’. 8 
 
It is possible that some of the institutions or informal endeavors outside the formal university system – 
be it Adivasi Academy, Gandhi Vidyapeeth or Kala Ashram – best play their role by simply living out 
their ‘differentness’. Kala Ashram in Adilabad exemplifies this. 
 
Kala Ashram, Adilabad 
 
Kala Ashram is the life’s work of Ravindra Sharma, fondly known as “Guruji”. He grew up in a north-
Indian family that settled in Adilabad soon after Independence. From his childhood Guruji had a keen 
interest in the work, life and worldview of the many artisan communities that still existed in that area. 
Guruji grew up to take formal training in Art at a college in Baroda, and returned to Adilabad to found 
the Kala Ashram and work with local artisans.  In the process Guruji has articulated a worldview that 
                                                            
7 Preparing Teachers for Life Long Education by Len Goad, UNESCO Institute for Education, 
Hamburg, Germany, 1984. 
8 Conceptualizing the Developmental University in India: a preliminary mapping exercise by  Dr. C. 
Shambu Prasad, Joseph Satish, KVG Krishnamurty, 2012. (Unpublished) 
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encapsulates many dimensions of life – science, technology, art, aesthetics and religion. His work has 
been based on the understanding that: “this is a period between two civilizations, the old has died and 
nothing new has yet replaced it. If we can just hold on to the ‘saundarya drishti’ (aesthetic vision) of 
the old, save it in parts, may be this can help to build the new.” 
 
Over a period of two decades Guruji’s endeavor attracted the support and interest of diverse people – 
including a few government officials. This led to Kala Ashram being leased land by the government to 
build a structure – it had earlier been housed in the ramshackle remains of an old cotton ginning unit.  
 
In the first week of December 2012 Kala Ashram organized a three day festival to celebrate two 
decades of its work – and Guruji’s sixtieth birthday. Artisans who gathered for this occasion spoke 
about how the Ashram has been a sanctuary and a place to come and recharge themselves.  
Those of Guruji’s friends and supporters, who were trained in various disciplines by the formal 
university structure, spoke passionately about how he introduced them to a worldview and a cultural 
legacy of which they got no knowledge through all the years they spent in school and college.     
  
Uzramma, founder of Dastakar Andhra, has written that: “Learning from Ravindra Sharma is an 
antidote to the misunderstanding of the ‘samaaj’ which the Eurocentric education of the urban elites 
induces, which saps one’s sense of belonging, leaves one tentative and unsure of one’s identity, 
‘strangers in our own land’ as Ananda Coomaraswamy says. It is thanks to Guruji that I have the 
confidence to be my real self, a single strand in a vast, vividly multicultural society.”9 
 
Guruji has firmly refused to turn Kala Ashram into an NGO or any institution that is obliged to show 
‘impact’ in a measured or measurable manner. “Kala Ashram is just here with an open welcome to 
artists who want to come and work, to learn or to teach” says Guruji. He therefore runs no regular 
‘trainings’ or workshops. Instead the Kala Ashram serves an ‘ashram’ in the truest sense – a space 
into which people from diverse backgrounds can withdraw for quiet reflection and renewal.  
 
Such an organizational framework may be inappropriate for large ‘mainstream’ institutions but is quite 
conducive for the ethos that Kala Ashram seeks to nurture and foster. There may be no simple and 
direct answer to the question: what can mainstream educational institutions learn from Kala Ashram? 
The Ashram’s importance lies in being an independent space anchored in traditional worldviews and 
knowledge systems – emphatically outside the dominant mainstream. Individuals and groups within 
mainstream institutions can and do gain sustenance and reaffirmation from this space. And this will 
have an unpredictable impact on research within the formal universities – however marginal that 
possibility may seem at present.  
 
One clear manifestation of this was the fact that the International Institute of Information Technology, 
Hyderabad, was one of the co-sponsors of the celebration at Kala Ashram in December 2012. This 
was largely due to the long standing association of Prof. Navjyoti Singh with Guruji and the Kala 
Ashram. Consequently, several of Prof. Singh’s students are working on topics and issues which draw 
on the worldview that the Ashram nurtures.10  
 

                                                            
9 ‘A Grounded Past, A Single Strand’ by Uzramma, in Smriti-Jagran ke Harkare ed. Ashish Gupta 
and Pavan Gupta, Published by Jeevika (Jabalpur) and SIDH (Mussoorie), 2012 
10 For more information on Kala Ashram and Ravindra Sharma’s journey see: Smriti-Jagran ke 
Harkare ed. Ashish Gupta and Pavan Gupta, Published by Jeevika Livelihoods Support Organisation  
and Society for Integrated Development of Himalayas, 2012.  
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Potential & Challenges 
 
In this context, what is the potential of the Adivasi Academy and what are some of its challenges? 
1. As the first group of students at the Academy found in their survey of local villages ‘development’ 
is equated with basic amenities which will facilitate basic well-being. So ‘inclusion’ is clearly far more 
important than ‘innovation’ that challenges the existing paradigm.  
2. If, as Devy says, ‘adivasi’ is not so much an ethnic category as it is a worldview – then the 
challenges to the dominant unsustainable paradigm of development need not come from people who 
are born into an adivasi community but from those who have a worldview steeped in values that are 
more conducive to ecological sustainability and social justice. This is even more important because 
there are social gradations even within the adivasi world – for example, the ‘Bhilala’ adivasis in the 
Alirajpur area of Madhya Pradesh consider themselves superior to the ‘Bhil’ adivasis.  
3. Clarity about the core values, upon which social transformation can be built, may be more 
important than whether or not they can be located in or derived from the actual historical experience of 
the local community.   
4. On the basis of my very brief visit to the Academy there was no evidence of a distinctly adivasi 
view of development. Most of the adivasi staff members of the Academy seem to experience ‘adivasi-
ness’ as a cultural distinction rather than a worldview which would form the basis of defining (or 
redefining) ‘progress’ and ‘development’. 
5. The Academy’s decision to engage with actual welfare related development work in the area is an 
inspiring departure from conventional educational institutions which remain completely aloof from the 
reality of human suffering in their vicinity.  The challenge before the Academy lies in doing this work 
and also being true to its mandate to foster spaces for adivasi knowledge.  In the absence of equal 
emphasis on both dimensions the Academy could easily become just one more NGO dedicated to 
running welfare programs for adivasis.  
6. It is vital to note that Devy says with emphasis that: “Adivasi Academy is not so much about being 
adivasi as it is about being experimental. …I have a cold blooded view of revolution. Our method is 
slow and boring, based on knowledge not political action.”  
7. This allows the Academy much greater freedom in how it designs and conducts courses. There is 
merit in not routinely running the same course year after year. This is particularly so since the 
Academy’s purpose is to encourage adivasis to decide for themselves.  But it will be vital for the 
Academy to monitor itself and observe how many of its decisions are based on exigencies – lack of 
staff, money, levels of interest – as opposed to decisions based on a rigorous internal conversation on 
its purpose, direction and desired outcomes.  
 
As Devy says the Academy may not have much of show – “…but we have a  thought there but I have 
never been aggressive about that thought. I don’t speak about a struggle. It’s not about becoming but 
about being.” 
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Discussion 
 
Rajni: There is a very wide recognition for rethinking of education as we are in a “disruptive age”. In 
the sphere that I am working in which is business and society, the university in the formal sense has 
failed, and the answers are really being crafted by networks or sanctuaries that are outside the formal 
structures. To me the most dramatic development of this kind is the formation of the Institute of New 
Economic Thinking after the crash of 2008. By definition, its very purpose is to challenge the 
knowledge that is coming out of the universities and its premise is that the world is in the mess that it 
is in today, economically and financially, because the formal systems of knowledge have been held 
captive by very narrow viewpoints and that research funding, patronage, importance in terms of who 
gets promoted, to tenure positions etc, has all been governed by a very rigid and exclusionary kind of 
criteria and so they are now deliberately funding the kind of research that doesn’t get funded by the 
formal system.  
 
In the economic sphere at one level this looks easy to do, but even in those circles as yet the 
language doesn’t exist so as to ask what are the criteria of success? We need to re-think the basis of 
value (and I don’t mean moral and social value), what is an object worth. At the moment the only way 
we understand value is money. That is why it is much more profitable to cut down a tree than to let it 
stand and give you the odd fruit every season. The reason why stories of traditional practices is 
nothing more than poetry, or a feel-good glimpse, is because we are so convinced that everything  is 
money and success is power. So to me, the key challenge of development, inclusion and innovation is 
how to re-think the basis of value. But I don’t think the people at Tejgard see it that way. They see 
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their practices as merely ancestral artifacts like their songs. Or musical instruments. How could it be 
otherwise, because the entire reality around them is giving a different message? 
Sujit:  You said that these tribal identify themselves culturally, but as far as world view or a vision of 
what kind of economy or politics they can represent they have nothing different to say. An 
anthropologist doing research in the late 80s when the Jharkhand formation was on the cards met 
with Ram Dayal Munda to see what kind of an alternative world view he could provide. He felt that 
Adivasis generally seem to have a cultural worldview. But in terms of economics, politics, etc. they are 
not able to offer an alternate vision for formally established systems? 
Rajni: In terms of these alternative worldviews and knowledge systems, we need to come out of 
existing conceptualizations and grasp the ground realities. To process, unravel and explore how they 
can coexist we may have to exercise caution while using existing concepts which we may have 
imbibed from our formal education systems. 
 
Chair’s remarks: Gandhi quoted the Upanishad to say that truth is to be found in food, then knowledge 
and then in joy. From my exotic lens of the Adivasi, they had broken this linearity and that there was 
joy. So the sobering thought is that there is break in that chain of memory. It says something about 
inclusion. If you are in more proximate places of development, perhaps your notion of development 
are also going to be influenced by how marginal you are in that discourse itself.  
Rajni: This also is not true. For instance the adivasi in Alirajpur in the late 80s did interact with 
mainstream, as they would migrate for six months for work to places like Surat. Yet they would come 
back to their way of living for the other part of the year, so it was not that they did not have the skills 
sets to build modern artifacts like roads canals etc.  
 
Chair: Perhaps there are certain spaces which need to be outside the university. Is Kala Ashram an 
example of that?   
Rajni: Spaces like temples, ashrams, bazaars need to retain their own distinct identities. The question 
is to identify new spaces which promote mutual creativity. For instance, students of IIIT Hyderabad 
work closely with Kala Ashram which suggests that formal and informal spaces can indeed 
collaborate. 
Anup: On the one hand we have tribal epistemologies; on the other we have organized ways of 
thinking about livelihood, debt, nutrition, etc. and the point of the three S’s (standardization, speed, 
scale), which can mess up a good idea.  In that sense, what will be the balance, between a “tribal 
view” and our kind of world of developmental regimes? Can these spaces, the formal University 
space, and then the extra-university space and now the third kind of space which is completely 
outside like the ashram, co-exist? In which case how would the systems unfold and how would we 
enable reflexive dialogue and co-learning between formal and informal spaces? 
 
Harish: While these spaces which are thought to be separate from the temporal and ritual world or 
from the socio religious moral landscape may be kept separate, they can be appropriated into the 
mainstream. For example in Germany there is a hospital which has used the concept of the ashram 
and its social value to treat patients suffering from psycho-social disorders. It is perhaps possible 
therefore that knowledge from informal spaces can finding new value elsewhere and not necessarily 
remain independent of each other. 
 
Shambu: In contrast with the concept of the ashram as a place for retreat, Gandhi said the 
Satyagraha ashram is a scientific and prayerful experiment. It is not seen as a retreat, but a place for 
experimentation, for some kind of scientific enquiry. 
Rajni: Ravi Sharma or Guruji as we would call him would also say they also see it as that, except that 
he doesn’t seem to have an active political agenda.  
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Joseph: Do we sometimes glorify the knowledge systems of the past and then promote them in their 
entirety, along with the evils that they may carry? 
Sakshi: While we glorify a certain adivasi lifestyle, we seem to freeze adivasis in time and space. 
Conceptually they are still fossilized as in tribal museums. In reality things are different. My work is on 
Ninja Saura tribes in odisha and when I went looking for them, I could not set them apart from the 
others, as they have adapted to the changing times. But how do we factor this in rethinking our own 
worldviews? 
 
Rajni:  There is no question of suggesting that there is a perfect past or that there is an ideal past. All 
stories have their dark side. The significance of Devy’s endeavour may well be that he is saying that 
whatever future we have to build, will be a new endeavour. We need to keep looking for glimpses of 
history which offer clues for a recipe to rebuild our future. There is no readymade recipe for the 
complex conundrums that our species faces. However formal systems of education seem to have 
blinkered us and limited our capacities to pick up these clues spread across history.  For example 
there is a dominant notion that human beings are fundamentally selfish, and this may well be received 
knowledge of the last 200 years. Steven Marglin spoke of how the idea of insurance was created by 
actively delegitimising community based system of support.  
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Rethinking Nai Talim: What Roles Can Universities Play? 
Sujit Sinha, Azim Premji University, Bangalore 

 
I am a faculty at the infant Azim Premji University (APU) set up in 2010 at Bangalore. APU has a 
specific developmental goal – to be at the forefront of attempts in tackling the growing educational 
crisis confronting modern civilization. Some of us at the APU believe that we need to critically examine 
Gandhi and Tagore’s ideas and experiments and reinterpret some of them today’s context. In order try 
and understand the activities and thinking of current practitioners, we along with some students 
participated in the 75th anniversary Nai Talim celebrations in Sevagram (near Wardha, Maharashtra) 
recently. 
 
In this essay, after a brief introduction to the history of Nai Talim and similar experiments by Tagore, I 
will talk about some of the recent school level initiatives and also include a significant work done at the 
undergraduate level which we heard at Sevagram. I will talk about some possible college level 
initiatives which one can classify as Nai Talim for today. The question is ----How do we build on this 
and should we at all do so?  
 
Secondly I will share the new architecture, new ideas and new ways of doing things, and some of the 
stumbling blocks with which the infant Azim Premji University is grappling in order to become an 
explicitly “developmental” university.  How will likeminded institutions collaborate to take this agenda 
forward? 
 
Nai Talim: Historical Overview  
 
Krishna Kumar (1993) describes the context and the core ideas of Nai Talim which Gandhi proposed: 
“Rejection of the colonial education system, which the British administration had established in the 
early nineteenth century in India, was an important feature of the intellectual ferment generated by the 
struggle for freedom. Many eminent Indians, political leaders, social reformers and writers voiced this 
rejection. But no one rejected colonial education as sharply and as completely as Gandhi neither did, 
nor did anyone else put forward an alternative as radical as the one he proposed. Gandhi’s critique of 
colonial education was part of his overall critique of Western civilization.  
 
“The core of Gandhi’s proposal was the introduction of productive handicrafts in the school curriculum. 
The idea was not simply to introduce handicrafts as a compulsory school subject, but to make 
the learning of a craft the axis of the entire teaching programme. It implied a radical restructuring 
of the sociology of school knowledge in India, where productive handicrafts had been associated with 
the lowest groups in the hierarchy of castes. Knowledge of the production processes involved in 
crafts, such as spinning, weaving, leatherwork, pottery, metal-work, basket-making and book-binding, 
had been the monopoly of specific caste groups in the lowest stratum of the traditional social 
hierarchy. Many of them belonged to the category of ‘untouchables’. India’s indigenous tradition of 
education as well as the colonial education system had emphasized the skills (such as literacy) and 
knowledge of which the upper castes had a monopoly. In terms of its epistemology, Gandhi’s proposal 
intended to stand the education system on its head. The social philosophy and the curriculum of ‘basic 
education’ thus favoured the child belonging to the lowest stratum of society. This is how it implied a 
programme of social transformation. It sought to alter the symbolic meaning of ‘education’ and thereby 
to change the established structure of opportunities for education. 
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“Basic education was an embodiment of Gandhi’s perception of an ideal society as one consisting of 
small, self-reliant communities. To him, Indian villages were capable of becoming such communities; 
indeed, he believed that Indian villages were historically self-reliant, and the great task now was to 
restore their autonomy and to create the conditions necessary for economic self-sufficiency and 
political dignity in villages.” 
 
Krishna Kumar also chronicles the early opposition to Gandhi’s Nai Talim:   
“The basic education proposal coincided with the setting up of the National Planning Committee 
(NPC) by the Congress Party. The specific aim of the NPC was to formulate a plan for India’s 
industrialization with the aim of ‘economic regeneration’ after independence. Its chairman, Jawaharlal 
Nehru, had believed for a long time that large-scale industrialization alone could solve India’s 
problems of poverty and unemployment. But apart from Nehru’s own beliefs, the NPC’s reports on 
different spheres of development reflected the vision of a powerful and growing class of industrialists, 
their supporters in politics and intellectuals with high qualifications in different areas, including science 
and technology. 
 
“The NPC’s sub-committee on general and technical education saw serious problems in the Wardha 
scheme of basic education. The sub-committee’s argument against this was that ‘too much stress on 
vocation at such [an] age is spiritually harmful and teaching of general subjects through such [a] single 
narrow-down medium makes the knowledge of subject superficial and defective’.. ‘To a certain extent 
such a system will mean [the] existence of child labour in schools’, the report said.  
 
“Many Indian intellectuals who were committed to rapid modernization found Gandhi’s educational 
plan unacceptable. One of them was the well-known novelist Mulk Raj Anand, who wrote in his book 
“On education” published at the time of independence: ‘ The dream of perfecting good little minds on 
the basis of Khadi and non-violence, so that these morons vegetate within the limits of their self-
sufficient communities, is not only impossible in an India where every village is already inundated with 
cheap machine-made goods produced by foreign and indigenous capitalists, but is likely to bring 
about the very opposite of all those qualities which the Mahatma seeks to create in the average 
Indian’.” 
 
In spite of such strong reservations, attempts to put this daring philosophy into practice picked up 
momentum in many of the Congress governed states from 1938. The practitioners met every year to 
compare notes and report on what had been achieved. Subsequently this idea of Nai Talim was also 
extended and conceptualized at the post-school higher education level. Marjorie Sykes writes in “The 
Story of Nai Talim” (1988) : “From 1952 onwards a lot of thought had been given by the Talimi Sangh 
to what they called Uttam Buniyadi Talim, mature and original study and research into the needs and 
problems of rural India such as might be developed in a rural university. In 1955 this “university” work 
had formally begun at Sevagram, with a few young men who had graduated from the post basic 
stage. 
 
The school level experiments fizzled out by late 1950s.   One way of looking at this collapse of Nai 
Talim is that this was inevitable. The Gandhian vision of ideal society required Nai Talim kind of 
education system for its fulfillment. However the vision of the dominant society was in many senses 
exactly the opposite.  It proposed an urban- industrial- unlimited material growth- nature conquering 
mega S&T- centralized nation state. Agriculture too started mimicking standardized industry dwindling 
traditional rural existence. 
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Tagore’s “Work and Education”   
 
Many development practitioners today are unaware that Tagore started his rural reconstruction work 
in 1890s in Silaidah (Bangladesh) even before the establishment of his Santiniketan School in 1901 or 
his rural work around Santiniketan 1910 onwards. And that his 15 point charter of rural reconstruction 
read out in 1906 Pabna regional conference of Congress anticipated most of the work being done by 
rural development NGOs from 1970 onwards. Similarly most educationists know about the famous 
Patha Bhavan School and Viswabharati in Santiniketan; but few details are known about the other 
school Sikshasatra. This was started when Tagore was frustrated with Patha Bhavan heading towards 
becoming a “normal mainstream” school. This is not the place to go into the details .But it is 
worthwhile quoting from Sandip Bandopadhyay’s book “Sriniketan” (2001)  
 
“Sikshasatra was founded on July 1, 1924 near Santiniketan. Each boy was given a small plot of land 
and encouraged to treat it as a playground and experimental farm.  He was also at liberty to choose a 
craft according to his interest and aptitude. Only one hour daily was devoted to the learning of the 
three ‘R’s. Each craft was treated as a project and a source of non formal learning. The 1928 report 
categorically stated that craft should be of ‘definite economic value’ and the products should be of 
‘real use at home and should command ready sale outside’.  Sikshasatra thus anticipated Gandhi’s 
‘Basic Education scheme’ in more than one respect.” 
 
Whither Nai Talim 
 
What actually happened with the idea of Nai Talim  in schools, both at policy and practice level? The 
National Focus Group on “Work and Education”  of NCF1-2005  chaired by Anil Sadgopal (NCF -2005) 
puts it down to continuing practice of confusing vocational education with the pedagogic role of work 
in curriculum. The latter, the report say, “was time and again either marginalised or trivialised in the 
school curriculum. This critique applies to both ‘work experience’ and SUPW as recommended by the 
Education Commission (1964-66) and Ishwarbhai Patel Committee (1977) respectively”. The report 
says that the “1986 policy itself is responsible for promoting such a confusion as well as for proposing 
an artificial division between vocational and the so-called academic streams.” 
 
From the 1970s and increasingly in the last 10 years it is being recognized in various ways by many 
people that unlimited material growth model is no longer viable. As the sense of crisis increases, more 
and more people, civil society organizations, governments, and even corporates are grappling with 
what to do and how to do things differently . Clearly it is extremely difficult to re-orient technologies, 
production systems, political systems, economic arrangements, social mores, social institutions, and 
individual and collective aspirations. There are also powerful vested interests and massive inertia at 
various levels which create pressure towards continuing, more or less, what has been done in the last 
200 odd years. Thus a majority of educationists, institutions and governments have their feet planted 
on two boats which, it appears, will become progressively more and more difficult. Meanwhile there is 
renewed interest in Gandhi’s ideas, who was one of the most forceful voices for an alternate vision of 
human civilization. For us, one of the important issues is ---how do we re-interpret the Gandhian idea 
of education or Nai Talim in today’s context and make it relevant for the future? 
 
 
 
 
                                                            
1 National Curriculum Framework 2005 
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Nai Talim Today 
 
The 75th anniversary of Nai Talim was celebrated in Sevagram, Maharashtra on November 17-18, 
2012 at Wardha, where 75 years ago, a  group of people from across India  had assembled to argue 
and discuss with Gandhiji’s  proposal of making “useful productive manual work” the main pedagogic 
tool for imparting school education right from Class I.  
 
75 years on, this is what they had to say... 
 
Sevagram School Today  
The pioneering Nai Talim school ‘Ananda Niketan’ was started in 1937 at Sevagram by Mirabehn and 
others.  Later, they were guided  by the Aryanayakams , who had worked in Sikshasatra for some 
time before moving from Santiniketan to Wardha. The school2 closed down in 1960s like most of the 
other Basic or Buniyadi or Nai Talim schools all over India. A plucky Sushama Sharma backed by 
Talimi Sangh restarted it in 2005. One of APU students Ankit (MA Education 2011-13, ) who is 
currently working with the school  describes  “each child has an agriculture plot and as they plant and 
nurture and water their crops , they learn all the concepts in NCERT Maths books of class V-VI-VII  
like counting , measurements ,  shapes, angles , data gathering , organizing data , fractions, decimals 
and  ratio-proportions. They are having so much fun that those who had to go away after Class VII 
wish that they could have continued in this school. Ananda Niketan does not have government 
approval as Maharashtra is not “recognizing” any fresh Marathi medium schools beyond Class VII!   
 
So Gandhi and Tagore’s dream have a precarious existence in Sevagram and in the meantime some 
children are having fun combining “work and education”. 
 
 Dr. T Karunakaran, ex VC of Gandhigram University says that much before Gandhi Navaji Bhat 
pioneered Nai Talim and introduced agriculture and animal husbandry as the main productive activity 
for schools  in 1920. Today, with official state recognition, Nai Talim network involves 1300 institutions 
(schools and teacher education). These schools have 250 hours of activity in an academic year. Dr 
Karunakaran said that the only other state which made a big effort was Bihar. The first four Gandhi 
inspired schools in India started in Champaran. Between 1935 and 1955 they opened a large number 
of Basic schools. But it probably was the case of doing too much too fast and “preparation of 
teachers” did not keep pace at all. The effort collapsed. He also cited the apparent success of Panna 
district (MP) in coming up with a district level curriculum which would be worth investigating.  
 
Dr. Karunakaran however  recounted  how Nai Talim in Tamil Nadu was scuttled early in 1950s when 
DMK movement strongly opposed Rajaji’s  plan of introducing hands on activities by 2 days in a week 
in own family studying the parental profession. This was construed as trying to perpetuate caste 
based injustices and inequities. He mentioned that the Guntri system of schooling of Denmark was a 
successful example of “work and education” which would be worth studying. 
  
The Vidyodaya School for Tribals in Gudalur, Tamil Nadu uses agriculture, arts  and craft as some of 
the main activities. The activities draw from tribal culture where exclusion even of retarded and 
disabled children is absent and there are no winners and losers in their games.   
 

                                                            
2 This school has been beautifully described by Marjorie Sykes in her “The Story of Nai Talim”. 
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The Majihira School of Purulia, West Bengal, which was started in 1940, gone through several ups 
and down as have most basic education schools. In the last few years there is a new push towards 
activity based teaching.   
 
Haritha, Khammam district, Andhra Pradesh It  has taken both teachers and students a long time to 
fully accept that hands on activity as the central axis of teaching and learning. They have generated a 
fair amount of innovative technology with emphasis on renewable/ green energy. A key learning is that 
it is better to have focus on few activities in the form of ongoing micro enterprises rather than many 
experimental activities.  
 
Vigyan Ashram, Pabal, Maharashtra which was started in 1987 is one of the more successful ventures 
with several collaborations and innovations. One of their programmes  which covers 3 years duration 
from class VIII to class  X has been recognized  by the Maharashtra state ,  and consists of  various  
activities in four broad areas  of (i) Engineering  (ii) Energy – Environment  (iii) Agriculture-Animal 
husbandry  (iv) Food processing - Home and health.  It has now spread to 155 schools. There is also 
a one year residential intensive version of this program at Vigyan Ashram which is recognized by 
National Institute of Open Schooling. 
 
Yantra Vidyalaya, Bardoli, Gujarat: was set up in 1956 to do research and manufacture hand tools for 
marginal farmers. It is currently working intensively with village blacksmiths. They have made better 
tools using scientific knowledge but they cost substantially higher than existing tools and therefore are 
not easily sold. . They have a good syllabus which covers training in making tools. However those 
who so the course prefer taking salaries jobs which do not make use of their creative potential. The 
school requires knowledge support to take their course forward, but regular academic institutions like 
IIT are not able to provide such support.  
 
Vidyabhavan , Udaipur , Rajasthan: is one of the earlier Nai Talim schools  which has been revived in 
the last 12 years, when activities such as food processing, carpentry, electrical repairs etc. have been 
introduced.   
 
The “perpetual” issues which plague these schools are  (i) disconnect between activity and subjects 
(ii) teacher capacity building (iii) burden of state books.  
 
Field Placement of various sorts  
We know that some of the better B.SW and M.SW programs have students engaging with a “field” 
throughout the program and there is an attempt to link what they have learnt in their classrooms with 
actual field situation or interventions. Courses in rural management or rural development also try to do 
this. Some of the private institutions like the MBA programs of S.P. Jain Institute and Bachelors in IT 
of DAIICT (Dhirubhai Ambani Institute of Information and Communication Technology) have made it 
mandatory for students to do internships with development NGOs. Some Agricultural universities have 
also had such fairly intense engagement with the field as part of their Bachelors degree .To do this; 
often  academic institutions forge various kinds of partnerships with government programs and NGOs. 
NSS is probably the largest program where a substantial number of undergraduates get to spend 
some time in the “field”.  It seems that the quality of such field engagements can be improved a lot so 
that the benefit to the community and learning of the student is more substantial.  
 
Potential at the Undergraduate level  
Mr.Vivek Sawant, the Managing Director of Maharashtra Knowledge Corporation narrated his 
experiences during the severe drought in Maharashtra when he persuaded the Pune University Vice 
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Chancellor to allow a programme in which students from 100 undergraduate colleges got involved in 
making contour ditches and tree planting in barren hills around the drought affected villages .The 
students who were mainly from were mostly from villages and small towns, were taken through an 
orientation process and taught how to use a simple device for contour marking. The students and 
some of the expenses were paid through various government schemes. The work has been quite 
spectacular and successful. In the concluding meeting between the Principals and the VC, the 
principals remarked that during the orientation, the students raised very pertinent, technical and social 
questions, which they never did in classrooms. One principal said that a village did pranam saying that 
his village was saved. This is in stark contrast to the situation where there was hardly any interaction 
between these colleges and surrounding villages. Other principals opined that they could consider 
closing the college for some time and have all students do such crucial tasks that would transform the 
whole area.  The principal agreed that the effect on students was amazing. Some parents reported 
that the students, who earlier were only thinking about leaving the villages, have started reflecting on 
the problems and possibilities in their own villages. Some students from Pune got so excited that they 
voluntarily joined drought relief work.  While Mr. Sawant admitted that similar work are being planned 
in subsequent droughts , he was in no position to take this further in terms of integrating such work 
into college curriculum, he said that. Clearly this is something which would ideally be Nai Talim in 
today’s context. 
 
Can Subjects in Colleges be Taught through “Productive” Work? 
 
We have seen how the development context can throw up interesting areas of engagement n 
productive work. The question is whether these can be linked to study of the subject itself. Here are 
some examples of such possibilities.  
 
Geography: During the relief and rehabilitation work following the 2000 floods in West Bengal, they 
found that the Gram Panchayats did not have relevant maps. Every block in the area has at least one 
college where Geography is taught. When a well known expert on rivers and floods of West Bengal, 
who also happened to be a Geography professor in one of those colleges, was asked, “Why can’t 
students actually make detailed maps of surrounding Panchayats”,  he replied that it is “not a part of 
their curriculum”. This begs the question as to why shouldn’t it be a part of the curriculum? What 
better way to understand the concepts of map making than learning the actual skills involved in map 
making; and in the process gets excited as their output is of direct use? It might lead to many 
questions and new knowledge! 
 
Chemistry: In the 1990s, some districts of West Bengal reported arsenic in the ground-water. Lakhs of 
people were affected and there were quite a few deaths. In such a situation it is important to test the 
drinking and cooking water sources on a regular basis.  Most undergraduate colleges have a 
rudimentary laboratory and the basic approximate tests for detecting arsenic using such equipment 
can easily be determined.  It would have been great if Chemistry students had learnt not only how to 
do the test, but the chemistry behind the advent of arsenic, the chemistry of the tests etc. The 
students could be organized in groups, which would take charge of testing 10-20 drinking water 
sources on a regular basis and inform the people using these wells.  
  
Political Science: Last year, we found that students of political science in Dhamtari district of 
Chattisgarh, who had Panchayat Raj in their course, were not able to answer questions about the 
working of the Panchayats in the surrounding areas where they came from. This means that the 
students are not able to relate what they have studied to the actual situation. The question there is 
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why this is an integral part of the study? Can the study include assisting these weak local government 
institutions in various ways, be part of the curriculum?  
 
So whether it is Geography, Chemistry, Political Science, Sociology, History, Economics, Physics, 
Engineering, Agriculture, and Commerce ---one can come up with ideas and ways of engaging with 
the surrounding villages and urban areas. It is likely that the topics and issues will be different in 
different places and would require a fair degree of fresh and original thinking and exploring. What 
better way to learn their own subjects with proper understanding ,do something useful ,have fun , in 
many cases learn some practical and potentially vocational skills , and raise questions and create new 
knowledge ? The important thing to note is that I am proposing that these engagements should not be 
extra-curricular. But such engagement should be intrinsic part of the curriculum and should be one of 
the important pedagogic tools to learn their chosen subjects. It is worth reminding ourselves of this 
main revolutionary principle of Nai Talim. 
 
Azim Premji University: A Private University with a Public Purpose 
 
History and Genesis  
The APU is part of a larger effort in the Azim Premji Foundation to improve the quality of government 
school system in rural areas. The foundation has been working at the ground level for over ten years 
with several state governments.  It realizes that   (a) there were not enough talented and competent 
people for all “levels” so necessary to bring about significant quality improvements  in the whole public 
school system; (b) there was a dearth of grounded knowledge on many aspects of school education 
and necessary linkages;  (c) in the poorest areas and for the most vulnerable groups, only improving 
school education system will not work unless other crucial development domains are also taken care 
of and; (d) this is not something which can be achieved through 3-5 year projects or programs but 
would require long term and  almost  permanent and continuous engagement.  
 
Therefore from 2009 the Foundation embarked on creating a set of institutions which will work closely 
with each other with the overall goal of producing a “just, equitable, sustainable, humane society”. 
These were: (i) A university catering to the whole nation (ii) Field Institutes of two types in 8 states ---
one in the state capitals, and six to seven in the poorest districts in each of those states totaling 50 
such district institutes by 2015; (iii) Two “demonstration” schools in each of these 50 districts, one 
primary and another at the K12 level; (iv) An Institute for Assessment and Accreditation for the school 
system. 
 
The Azim Premji University was setup in April 2010, with the objective of producing knowledge and 
capable and motivated people who will actively engage in bringing about desirable transformation in 
India’s school education system. Equal emphasis was to be given to allied development areas of 
livelihoods, health-nutrition, environment, and governance which directly affect school education 
outcomes. In a sense Azim Premji University is designed to be a unique higher education institution 
with direct links and outreach institutions in 50 of the poorest districts of India. 
 
The issues and conflicts and some attempts  
Some of the issues and questions which the University has been grappling with include: (i) Who 
should be the faculty? ; (ii) What kind of students should we try to get? ; (iii) What kind of teaching and 
research programs should we have? (iv) How do we resolve the perpetual conflict between “theory 
and practice’ ‘classroom vs. field’   in the design of degree programs and in the actual courses within 
these programs? (v) What do we do to “solve” the language issue as there will be many students  with 
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inadequate English? (vi) How do we cater to huge number of “practitioners” who are already engaged, 
and who cannot come for “full time” courses? 
 
Faculty issues: Should all faculty be necessarily “social scientists” or have PhDs? Does the University 
consider their foray into “development” as basically “a social science and humanities venture” or they 
are also going to engage significantly with “science- technology- ecology- environment”? If the first set 
of faculty are well heeled “academic social scientists” and will play a significant role in hiring the next 
set, how do we ensure that we get a balance of all kinds of faculty?   
 
This author has a M.Sc from IIT and a PhD in Chemistry, and after a short career in science, became 
a full time rural development practitioner working with NGOs for over 25 years. While this was not 
considered “appropriate degree’ for a faculty position in the “Development Studies” programme of a 
recently formed Central University, Azim Premji University considered the author as a “thoughtful 
development practitioner”.  The plurality in faculty has led to intense debates and turf wars on what 
courses to teach in a M.A. Development programme; and what should be the content within these 
courses. Most good social scientists want students to grapple with “original texts” and have a sound 
theoretical understanding. They are unhappy with the limited “time” allotted to them. Practitioners are 
unhappy that the space for “practical knowledge and skills” is not acknowledged by social scientists in 
an MA program. As the debate and rethinking continued, changes have been made just after a year of 
classes.  In a sense things are as it should be and it will take a few years of experimentation and 
actual “placement” of students, their performance and feedback, and feedback of other actors on the 
field which will lead to more clarity and consensus. Currently even the name of the program is 
contested with some faculty referring to this as “Development Studies” whereas others as 
“Development Action” But overall the University is committed to have both academic and non-
academic practitioners as faculty.  
 
Students: What do we want our students to do and therefore how do we source our students? The 
University started with the hope that most M.A. students of Development and Education would spend 
a substantial part of their initial career at the district, sub-district, and village levels. Initially it was also 
assumed that one way of ensuring this was to target small towns and non metropolitan undergraduate 
colleges for students. But there was some evidence to show that this was not necessarily true and 
that students from middle class metropolitan background, if already so motivated for whatever 
reasons, and if equipped properly by the masters’ program, were as likely to locate to non 
metropolitan and rural jobs. Nevertheless Azim Premji Foundation has held “Student Interaction 
Programs” in hundreds of undergraduate colleges all over the country in the last two years. This has 
become a part of the Foundation’s work throughout the year. The idea is to engage students into 
deeper development discussions, motivate more and more of them to think of active development 
career, apply in larger numbers for development courses in Azim Premji University or other institutions 
offering similar courses, and generally expand the pool of motivated youngsters coming into the 
development sector. In the two batches so far (2011-13 and 2012-14) consisting of ~ 220 students in 
M.A. Education and M.A. Development, there are students from all over the country, metropolitan and 
small towns and villages, fresh out of college and a substantial number who have worked for a few 
years, with all kinds of college education ---science- arts – engineering – commerce – management, 
many not so comfortable with English, most not prepared for a lot of reading and original writing. So 
the faculty have struggled on “what to teach” in let us say Sociology , Political Science , Economics, 
Law, Ecology etc  to a group where some might have done foundation courses in undergraduate and 
many might have absolutely no background. This is compounded by the fact that the program can 
accommodate only one or at the most two courses on any discipline. The issue of “how to teach” has 
been equally troubling and low reading and low English proficiency has added to the complexity. 
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Since these were anticipated, various attempts have already been made, with not so satisfactory 
results so far. Apart from the classroom, full time counseling facility was started early and this has 
been very beneficial as there are substantial amount of cases of stresses of all sorts.  For both 
batches some kind of “Orientation” in the beginning has been tried which was a mix of skill building 
(for anticipated gaps in language, reading-writing, computer etc), motivation, group dynamics, 
challenging commonly held beliefs etc. The results have been mixed and more thinking and planning 
is going on.  
 
Field engagement: What should be the extent and objectives of field engagement? There has been 
some fairly intense debates and enquiry in existing models within India. And predictably there is a lot 
of churning and uncertainty. Right now in December 2012 , the first batch is undergoing its first 6-8 
week internship (currently the longest duration field placement during a 2 year programme) after the 
end of their 3rd semester and in many cases there is a certain amount of  disconnect between what 
was planned and what is actually happening in the field . 
 
Courses: The classic challenge remains. To many social scientists, mentioning the word 
“management” is like showing a red rag to a bull. Some are uncomfortable with ‘inter-disciplinary”, or 
courses on the border of several disciplines. Many still see a Masters level development program as 
either M.A. or M.Sc. or M.Tech or MBA. They consider these as more or less mutually exclusive 
entities. For example some were initially unhappy that Ecology or Environment should be a course in 
an MA development program. From 2013-15 the University is going to start offering specializations 
within these two broad programs. In MA Development it would be on “Livelihoods” and “Health & 
Nutrition”. A proposed course on “Value Chain” which would be part of Livelihoods has been rejected 
as not being “conceptual” enough and apparently more suited for a B.BA program rather than a 
Masters course. So the University will have to start engaging with others like TISS, Ambedkar 
University to see how they are handling such courses.  
 
Continuing Education: Azim Premji University has an extension wing which is referred to as University 
Resource Centre (URC). Its mandate is to design and deliver short term training programs for 
development practitioners. It is significant that unlike other Universities, where often the Extension or 
Continuing Education wing  is a  small peripheral entity , here URC is planned to be as significant a 
part of the University as its full time degree programs. This is a deliberate plan arising from the 
realization that the number of practitioners who are already engaged in development work at various 
levels is huge, and they have all kinds of capacity building needs. Therefore the URC’s mandate is to 
design and deliver high quality, need specific, short term, multiple mode (full contact, part contact and 
part distant, full distant) courses. Currently the URC is engaged mostly in providing such trainings for 
the “internal” staff of various wings of Azim Premji Foundation itself. But soon it will start offering such 
courses for others.  
 
Language: The other related fact is that some of these internal courses have been delivered in the 
vernacular. But creating appropriate courses and materials in the vernacular remains a challenge. 
One of the future aims of the University is to start delivering high quality undergraduate courses and 
also short term URC courses, in vernacular, from the District Institutes. The challenge will be the 
quality and relevance of the courses, the creation of good vernacular materials, and the gradual 
evolution of high quality faculty.  
 
A further challenging task could be to try and improve the quality and “effectiveness” of non 
metropolitan undergraduate colleges catering to students from small towns and villages by 
incorporating the basic principles of Nai Talim as stated in the first part of the essay. 
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Relationship with immediate environment: While gearing up for playing this grand- national 
“developmental” role, what will the University do in its immediate vicinity in the outskirts of Bangalore?  
Currently the University is located in rented premises. In 2015 it is expected that it will move to its own 
70 acre campus which is surrounded by villages. It is clear that villages closer to the city will be 
absorbed by Bangalore over the next 20 years. The University has already taken some steps to start 
engaging with these villages so that it (faculty and students) plays an active role in transforming and 
trying out its vision of “just, equitable, sustainable, humane” society in this mix of rural, semi-urban, 
rapidly urbanizing landscape. This will hopefully result is learnings which would be applicable to large 
parts of India.   
 
For this overall ambitious developmental role, Azim Premji University has already started forming 
partnerships with  (a) civil society organizations which have done significant practical work for many 
years  (b) with other academic institutions who have similar goals and strategies. This pooling or 
networking of human and knowledge resources is likely to increase.  
 
I have shared the dilemmas faced by the Azim Premji University in some detail as I feel that all such 
universities and other academic institutions are facing or are going to face similar challenges. 
Therefore a forum of and exchanges between developmental academic institutions is essential. A 
forum of students who are studying “development”, such as the one of Environmental Science 
students from all over India would also be desirable. 
 
 
Way Ahead 
 
I believe that we should target undergraduate colleges in non metropolitan areas which are present all 
over the country and where a progressively larger number of students from villages and small towns 
are getting enrolled. At the moment they are generally written off as useless institutions where no 
“learning” takes place. A rejuvenated Nai Talim, I believe, is one way to convert these colleges into 
powerful change agents. But that would require a lot of hard work by the better endowed universities. 
Each of them needs to take responsibility for a few colleges and start pilot experiments and build the 
capacities of the faculty in these colleges.  
 
If we look at the trend in terms of numbers too, the emphasis becomes imperative. We have roughly 8 
M student’s finishing school every year.  A small percentage of them is actually interested in 
academics and pursues higher education because of that. A vast majority of them and their families, 
aspire to a “job” in the “organized” sector. But the number of openings in this sector in a year is less 
than 2 M and so in order to better their chances; they would go in for a college education. One of the 
responses to this explosive situation by the government is the emphasis on “skill development” as a 
result of which the National Skill Development Corporation (NSDC) was formed. Corporates are also 
being encouraged to take up skills training.   
 
However, whether it is skills development or post school education it is essentially an “urban-global” 
oriented education. There is a lack of consideration to the “rural” question. The school and post school 
curriculum today have almost nothing for those who are going to stay back or will be “forced” to stay 
back in the villages. In 2011 census the rural population is 800M. Even as rural growth rate 
decreases, with migration and villages converted into towns, for the foreseeable future rural 
population will be close to 1 billion. It is reasonable to assume that we, as a nation, do not envisioned 
ourselves to be a “urban-industrial” complex , where, as in the west, the population associated with 
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natural resource management would rapidly become less than 5%. Yet our education system seems 
to be entirely geared towards the urban-industrial dream. If the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) and the 
RMSA becomes successful, we would have 25M instead of the current 7-8 M finishing this standard 
urban industrial High School?  
 
It is in this context that there is a growing discomfort in delivering a single urban quality standardized 
school curriculum. This, along with the increasingly urgent quest for alternatives to industrialism, is 
perhaps the reason for the renewed interest in Nai Talim. This is evident in the regional and national 
Nai Talim conferences that have been held over the last few years.  
 
Let me finish this essay with some suggestions on what higher education institutions can do regarding 
Nai Talim. This is apart from the two things that I have stated in the beginning of this section.  
i)  Academic institutions need to engage with and give a lot of thought to local issues in order to come 
up with locally relevant meaningful activities. 
ii) Disciplinary and well as multi disciplinary efforts need to be put into  Integrating “useful productive 
work” with the teaching of classroom “subjects” in school and college level . Current experimenters 
are already asking for such support.  
iii) Research in universities should critically examine and document past and present “work and 
education”, in India as well as in other countries. Practitioners are unable to do this and are asking for 
such inputs.   
iv) Higher education  institutions , government, NGOs need to work on together in order to improve 
the quality of   “field work”  of various sorts done by college students  
v) A consortium of resource persons from various institutions need to support state governments or 
organizations like KSSP of Kerala who are willing to try out experiments in a certain number of 
schools. .  
vi) There has been quite a lot of work and success in coming up with area specific rural livelihoods, 
mainly by NGOs, in various parts of India. With NRLM, the documenting of this work has gained some 
urgency.  To see how much of this can be incorporated in school curriculum in a practical way would 
itself be a very rewarding work.   
vii) There are “theoretical” issues which have to be grappled with when thinking of rejuvenating Nai 
Talim. Some of them are --- a) the caste issue   b) parent’s and children’s aspirations  c ) a decent 
grasp of what kind of rural – urban mix we are going to get in the next 10-30 years  d) an integrated 
education  system which gives genuine choice and mix of the academic and vocational, multiple exit 
and re-entry possibilities.  
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Discussion 
 
Rajni: It is heartening. This approach of incorporating work in school curriculum will help redefine 
success. There exists in society an utter contempt of manual work. The more important the work like 
say garbage collection, the more we look down upon it and the APF experiment gives tangible hope 
for changing that outlook. 
Dhruv: Tagore had resigned from the National Council for Education, which led to the founding of 
Jadavpur University on the ground that there was no value education in technology education. He felt 
that this would lead up to the creation of a rapacious civilization. He doesn’t reject industrialism. He 
was a critique of a certain kind of  industrialization.  Also, there is this erroneous dichotomy portrayed 
between Gandhi and Nehru. One is portrayed as this increasingly complex figure and Nehru as the 
reductive votary of modernity. But as Ram Guha has pointed out both of them have really worked 
together. The point that I am trying to make is that Gandhi doesn’t have a philosophy of technology. 
Gandhi,like a lawyer, uses case based reasoning: on each issue he sees which side stands to benefit 
the most from that particular technological option. So, rather than see him as a ludite, one should see 
luditism as a way in which a society responds to appropriating technology.  
Shambu: Raja Mohanty has been trying to bring potters to IIT-Bombay. Milind Sohani has been trying 
to get students to experiment with pieces of land. The kinds of questions APU raises is valid today as 
it asks where the Universities stand today in terms of engaging with the informal sector. 
 
Urban-Rural 
Gopal:  The urban-rural or private-public gap is sought to be addressed by the bridge school concept 
but we have never really succeeded in bridging that gap. When we talk of alternatives will Nai Talim 
address these problems? 
Dhruv: We need to rethink this equation. Even what we call the rural in India has changed. There is a 
tendency by those who look through “gandhian spectacles”, to romanticize a certain notion of the rural 
as an option to the urban, while much of the “rural” is more or less urban living in the rural area. 
Amalan: Indian Institute for Human settlements (IIHS) also focuses on challenges and opportunities of 
India’s urbanization. Some of what Sujit speaks about has resonance in some of the challenges that 
IIHS is facing if its vision has to be more than just set up a factory of people who get fancy jobs. Our 
particular challenge is on the theory-practice point. The idea of an Indian urbanization as different 
from say a North American one or an East Asian one is an epistemic project and that requires 
knowledge production in its own right.  We propose to have a degree called Master of Urban Practice 
to emphasis the practice of urban development and not just theory. At the same time we have this 
issue of having our own understanding of what is urban for us. India is going through a very peculiar 
kind of urban transformation -- 31% population living in urban areas, the rural itself is showing urban 
characteristics, the census towns have gone up significantly over the last ten years, which says 
something about large villages changing and what is going on in the peri-urban margins as well. The 
urban has its own public good problems – sanitation, public transport, livelihoods. So the exotic ideas 
of the rural as being the main site of doing rural development, and the urban being the beast produced 
by industrialization need to be examined. 
Sujit: This has been debated at length and recognized among the faculty at APU. For the first decade 
at least the focus will be on the rural areas. But we are also aware that the rural context is changing 
rapidly and needs to be studied. The idea of implementing Nai Talim today is also to rethink and 
reinterpret it in this changing context.  
 
Anup: The historical denigration of the rural and the overvaluation of the urban is an epistemic project 
in itself. We need to develop an alternate philosophy of the urban and the rural which is not what is 
handed down to us within the ambit of modernity. What are alternative urbanities? What are cultural 
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forms and experiences of urbanity which are not Manchester and Liverpool? Is Urbanity tied to a 
certain kind of industrialization/manufacturing economy.  
Anup: Is there any example at all of theory and practice being done in a manner which incentivizes 
both. Is it possible at all?  
Sujit: At APU, the entire faculty is required to engage in the field. 
 
Gopal:There is another issue. A FICCI study has shown that the comprehension ability levels have 
been going down, and in the last twelve years the comprehension of class 12 students has come 
down to class seven level. So we seem to be under-graduating ourselves. Is this being addressed by 
Nai Talim? We need a roadmap which not only looks promising but also looks into the future.  
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Universities & Intermediaries in Inclusive Innovation & Development 
The Case of AUD-PRADAN’s M.Phil in Development Practice 

Anup Dhar, Ambedkar University, Delhi (AUD)  
 
Going by present trends, by 2030, at least 60 per cent of the population in India is likely to live in rural 
settings (UN, 2007). However, currently, there is little societal focus on the issues faced by rural 
people; rural areas continue to be seen as both transient and ‘backward’. After 60 years of 
independence, there remains a huge deficit in the availability of quality human resources to work in 
the villages, along with communities. In order to transform such mainstream perspectives, there is an 
immense need to institutionalize, legitimize, and bring rigour to the field of rural development practice, 
research and policy. This requires a new thinking about development (beyond mere critique), that is 
grounded in everyday rural realities of poverty, lack of basic services and inability to influence larger 
societal processes and that builds on local traditions of sharing and collectivity. PRADAN, the 
Ambedkar University, Delhi partner in this MPhil programme, has been engaged in giving shape to 
this for over the past 30 years. The plan is now to build on their existing work and bring their work to a 
University (in the form of a programme that gives an MPhil degree in Development Practice), guided 
by the vision of bridging equality and social justice with excellence. This would also offer to the 
country at large and to the developmental sector a cohort of trained professionals every year.  
 
Rationale and Objectives: 
 
The proposed programme thus has two broad goals: 
i. (a) to institutionalize in a University setting the professionalizing of rural development practice 
(where developmental practice is seen as a socially meaningful and legitimate arena of work) 
(b) to de-institutionalize the existing imagination of the University (which is largely academic, urban 
and elite) through its partnership with a grassroots level developmental sector agent of change (here 
PRADAN) and take it to the rural sector, make its University-level work relevant to the needs of the 
rural poor and 
ii. to build ‘capacities’ in terms of developing and increasing the pool of quality human resource in the 
developmental sector 
Thus the idea driving this MPhil is that a new set of professionals trained in rural development/ 
transformational skills are needed to fulfill the bottom-up version of the Indian developmental dream. 
There is no programme in the formal education sector that meets this need. The experience of the 
Ambedkar University, Delhi’s partner organisation PRADAN has demonstrated a model to meet this 
need. Through this MPhil programme, Ambedkar University, Delhi wishes to live up to this felt need of 
trained rural development professionals. Keeping further with the larger mandate (marked by a 
commitment to equity) of Ambedkar University, Delhi, the MPhil programme in Development Practice 
seeks to link ‘transformation of self’ to the larger goals of social justice and collective transformation. 
This would involve an understanding of development paradigms over time, alongside building a 
perspective on the normative themes of social justice, transformation and change. A practitioner 
working in rural settings with poor men and women faces continuous challenges and dilemmas in 
relation to his/her own role and positionality vis-à-vis the community. It is not easy to work long-term in 
rural areas; given the primarily urban or semi-urban upbringing of most university students, it would 
require a somewhat higher level of psychic resilience. The programme would therefore address 
important personal conflicts and self-doubts that may arise out of one’s rural location by enabling the 
learner to be self-reflexive and in touch with their own emotions, which in turn could enable him/her to 
be sensitive to and be in tune with the needs and feelings of ‘rural others’. Interactions based on 
principles of mutual respect, willingness to listen and to learn, can potentially transform the lives of 
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both the practitioner and the communities with whom he/she is working. Such understanding can 
contribute to a process of collective solidarity and action whereby demands for change are pursued in 
relation to larger goals and structures. There is no such programme that builds on these premises of 
reflective practice, of change in self, as key to the processes of education that focuses on changing 
society. This would perhaps be the first programme of its kind, based on these premises, and would 
help to evolve a professional identity for the development professional and a model for the country 
and development sector to spawn such a cadre to meet the growing needs. 
 
Overview of MPhil Programme 
 
Facilitating rural transformation requires intellectual resources alongside personal maturity. The 
programme envisages coalescing theory, research and practice, self-reflection and community 
engagement as well as epistemological openness to different knowledge systems/streams. The 
programme is fundamentally interdisciplinary in its approach, combining a mix of methods for 
transacting the curriculum, and strengthening the balance between knowledge (theoretical and 
practical field-based), conceptual clarity and reflection. The programme, in addition to philosophies 
and histories of development, shall also be informed by the long history of work in ‘depth psychology’, 
so as to attend to the psychic processes of students and the rural community. This will help students 
cope with the stress and the hope/despair dyad of transformative work in the rural. 
The programme is based on a learner-centred and immersion-based pedagogy. The structure of the 
field and course work allows for reflection-based learning, so that the learner can draw on real life 
experiences to understand and engage with key conceptual ideas as well as develop grounded 
theory. The immersion component has multiple benefits: it can help make an informed decision about 
career choice, provide hands-on learning through exposure to the field under the supervision and with 
the support of mentors and guides, help concretise the theoretical learning of the classroom, and 
finally enable safe experimentation in the field under supervision. The programme will also strengthen 
research skills, particularly in relation to developing appropriate methodologies, both participatory and 
action-oriented, for answering critical questions arising from the field. It is envisaged that dissertations 
would involve reflective exercises applying analytical tools to understand the implications of specific 
development interventions in which the learner may have been involved themselves. 
The programme provides the conceptual, methodological and emotional skills for a unique 
progression from understanding the rural context and problematising the developmental issues therein 
to engaging with processes of change and transformation. The focus on discovery and open-
mindedness is coupled with intellectual rigour and the development of professional skills. 
 
Pedagogy 
The pedagogy of the programme comprises of two integral aspects – experiential learning and learner 
support and reinforcement systems. Experiential learning premises itself on the immersion of the 
learner in actual life experience and engaging with the milieu of practice; the opportunity to reflect by 
her/him as well as receive observations and feedback from peers, mentors, supervisors and members 
of the milieu itself. Building a cognitive map supported by existing or evolving theory ties the 
experience of the learner in an attempt to help her/him make meaning of her/his experience. Drawing 
up fresh hypothesis, evolving new ones to experiment with and learn from, becomes the next step. 
Learner support groups and reinforcement systems are meant to create a learning community. To 
build consonance between experience ‘out-there’ and experience and learning ‘in-here’ in the 
classroom, group-centred pedagogy will focus on the learners’ sharing, critiquing and helping each 
other examine stances, approaches and methods that they have used in practice. Over a period of 
time it is envisaged that a vibrant learning community will emerge in charge of their own learning and 
deriving joy through contribution towards each other’s learning and growth. 
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The M Phil Development Practice programme raises two important questions. How can “development” 
and “university” come together? What are the philosophies of development practices that are 
informing us? Considering that the idea of the university is itself not unique, we were forced to think 
what kind of university AUD would be and what kind of development we should think of. 
 
Our ideas about education were influenced by Kant’s writings that education should nurture, discipline 
and offer scholarship; hence a student could be seen as a child, a budding citizen or a scholar. 
Development could be seen from the perspective of three different ages – the classical civilizing 
model of development, a post independence model with largely top to bottom philosophy, or a neo-
liberal turn which focuses on competition, entrepreneurship and efficiency of human capital. The 
corresponding signposts of development result in either a growth with poverty alleviation model or a 
growth with ‘trickle down to the poor’ model. Two practices of development take shape then – a 
primitive accumulate and annihilate practice and inclusive development for the dispossessed practice. 
We therefore see that inclusive development comes in a very complicated package.  
In studying these different alternatives of development and practice we realized that the content of this 
programme should address the huge deficit in quality human resources to work in the village 
communities. There is a need to institutionalize and bring rigour to the field of rural development 
practice, research and policy. The content should go beyond critique and be grounded in the everyday 
realities of poverty. Working with PRADAN helped us do that. It also helped us to institutionalize a 
professional practice of rural development as a meaningful area of work and not merely as a 
development studies course. 
 
The programme emphasises a strong element of self worth in relation to others. The first semester 
thus has a specialized course to focus on the reflexivity question. Within the programme the 
developmental is taught through political theory, philosophy and sociological studies by faculty drawn 
from across disciplines. There is also emphasis on working as a collective in a community. There is 
also a psychoanalytic lab where students learn over a 10 day period on how to experience oneself in 
a group. 
The 22 month course has an immersion programme dispersed across eight months in which the 
students are sent to villages. In the first two months, they study the village; the next two, they perform 
gap analysis; and in the last four, they conduct action research and try to effect some transformation 
in the village. The students are assigned two supervisors, one each from AUD and PRADAN. 
 
Discussion 
 
The M Phil programme would need to have a strong element of the personal – that is notions of the 
self, and experiencing this self in the practice. This would also involve the understanding of the 
psychological, of listening, and the interactional.  
The course stands on a tripod a) theoretical and concepts of development and political economy, b) 
sociology – in terms of understanding the rural and the socio-economics and c) Understanding of the 
self and collective action – The self, how does the self work in a group, through group psycho-
analytical labs, etc. A major innovation is eight months immersion programme in the village, with 
emphasis on field study, gap analysis and action research. 
While designing the course, theoretically, we had to come to grips with how the two concepts 
“development” and “university” come together. 
When we are talking about university, we are dealing with different concepts: 
The university as a centre for nurture or discipline, or scholarship.  
The students as child, a budding citizen to be disciplined, or self knowing citizen.  
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Post independence, the university was contextualized in the developmental state and education 
included deepening and widening freedoms. The neo-liberal turn also brought in issues of 
competition, efficiency, human capital etc and a host of contending ideas. 
 
Development concepts too have their binaries: development around use value or exchange value, 
private good or public good. It also raised the question of relating science and technology to 
development, whether it should create use value or exchange value, it is a public good or a private 
asset. Which in turn would determine structure of ownership even within the university of disciplines 
like medicine, engineering and other science would develop in the university? Social Science too, 
would it dwell on the specific needs to the neo-liberal regime, or would social science be social in the 
ownership and purpose? 
 
Thus the idea of development would mainly be growth, and since trickle down has been discredited, it 
would contain the idea of poverty alleviation. Today we have the notion of inclusive development, 
which straddles the concept of expanding development to include neglected sections or examining the 
development systems under which the excluded are integral to development. In each case, would the 
university have a critical relationship with development, would it interrogate development or be a part 
of it as primitive accumulation, as violent annihilative process or an included subject.  
 
Thus we have concepts of development, then we have alternative development path as exemplified 
by Amarthya Sen, and then alternatives to the idea of development (Escobar, Asish Nandy etc). 
Gandhi and Tagore are also seen as tacking a civilisational development notion rather than the 
economic vision post Truman.  
 
Vasavi: Where would you locate caste/class structures, hierarchy/exploitation in this post-
developmental paradigmatic course? What about retrieval and recognition of knowledge forms? 
Anup: We take up these questions in the courses on ‘equality, discrimination and marginalization’ and 
‘gender and development’. The courses are not water tight compartments, but each subject forays into 
the other. We also make students write field diaries from their immersion program and urge them to 
write about their personal experiences as well as rural realities. We are also looking at how students 
can study flows in a village – what comes in and what goes out – and how this can revise our thinking 
in terms of the people, knowledge and objects that flow in and out of the village. 
Rajni: What is the projected student profile? Is it only for the urban students? If you have also had 
rural students, the course itself would act as a meeting ground between urban and rural or the rurban. 
Also it would be a good way to redeem the rural students who may have a dysfunctional BA or MA. 
Also are you planning a Gap training for them? 
Anup: The idea did come up but we have not had the courage to build it into the design of the course, 
as our experience with the MA course, tells us that we have not been able to fill the OBC, SC & ST 
seats, despite waivers, fellowships and other incentives.  Regarding the issue of entrance tests, we 
notice that students in the reserved category perform better as we have several modalities and not 
just the written tests. So much so that in the MPhil admin course, we had two SC students who stood 
first and second, and they came in through the general merit category.  
 
Amalan: The idea of using psychoanalytic labs is based on the assumption that it is an effective 
device to make people more empathetic, but this needs to be interrogated more closely. Also, how 
does the collaboration with PRADAN unravel in the compromise of theory and practice? 
Anup: We also engage with issues in psychology by bringing the aesthetics into the field-classroom 
relationship. We do have challenges in working out the theory-practice gap with PRADAN but we are 
working very closely on that. 
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SS Jodhka: It is a little concerning that this course rests on “othering” the rural, that somehow we are 
all urban and someone else is rural. This attitude of looking at the rural village in 2013 as someone in 
trouble and who needs to be trained is problematic.  This can create problems both in the theoretical 
as well as the practical notions of what development is.  
Anup: We are careful that we do not take go-gooder attitude to the rural. When we discuss the rural 
experience,  we take care that we don’t homogenize the rural and discuss problems as specificities 
related to larger trends.  
Gopal: The course is not very clear on what are the drivers of the markets and therefore the 
architecture of inclusive markets. Since you focus on development practice, what is the system of 
evaluation of ‘development practice’ and is it different from evaluating development studies? 
Lama: At the Sikkim University, we bring the community to the classroom, whereas your model is to 
take the student to the community. We chose to bring the rural practitioners like farmers and the 
community so that the community is able to be part of as well as contribute to the classroom. It helps 
the university to engage with issues on knowledge retrieval and recognition. 
Urmila: As a student I wouldn’t mind staying in the village, rather than a slum, but I feel that there is a 
lot to learn about realities of urban poverty and urban issue and slum stays would help in this.
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Rethinking Vocational Education 

The School of Vocational Education at the Tata Institute of Social 
Sciences1 

K S Gopal, Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai 
 
Whither Vocational Training 
 
The skill requirements of industry were traditionally met by ITI and polytechnics. However they had 
become lackadaisical over the years. While steps are being taken to improve them, the game has 
changed for three reasons. For one, many of the ITIs have moved to a public private partnership 
(PPP) model, where its facilities are managed by the government, but the knowledge component is 
provided by the private sector.  Secondly, the services sector has emerged as the main employer, and 
the ITIs were not able to meet their requirements. The mantle of such training has fallen on private 
players, who are focused on short term and immediate results. The ambition is also limited to namely 
producing people for entry level jobs rather than quality workers which enables career advancement. 
This is related to the third reason, which has caused training for the manufacturing sector to be 
neglected. Training for the core manufacturing economy, requires much higher investments, longer 
duration and hands-on learning.  
 
Post the industrial revolution, industry was very keen to foster and retain its workers. This led to 
providing several welfare measures that ensured good health and the education of children. Today, 
industry invariably relies on contractors to provide the labour. The contractors have no human 
resources management skills nor are they interested in the career path of the youngster. They also do 
not address the abuse that youngsters face in their work place. Thus a “use and discard” approach to 
the youngsters is adopted rather than motivation and human resource development.  
 
To sum up, vocational education in India is steeped in the business of body shopping.  It has 
incentivised “employment” rather than “employability’. Man management today calls for new ideas and 
out of box thinking. It is important that the research and teaching in Indian universities empower the 
young with skills and capacities such that they negotiate the market on their own terms and succeed.   
There is also the challenge of laying down the contours of the new worker as needed in the economy 
as well as attending to the existing psyche of the young boys and girls. As new and relatively 
unexplored trades come up, boys and girls take up training in a particular skill by word of mouth or 
contact, and then find they are not particularly suited for it. So along with testing their interests through 
some tests, there is a need to expose them to different skills with their job requirements, so that they 
can make a choice akin to their liking. Otherwise they will drop out as is now being observed.  
Finally, vocational education policy needs to address neglected geographies. The focus is on urban 
employment. Not much effort has been made to provide skills needed in agriculture. There is talk 
about the need for the knowledge worker in rural areas. The land holding structure imposes severe 
constraints for employing such knowledge workers and rewarding them suitably. . So there is a 
                                                            
1 This is a note based on my experience in rural development and my involvement to establishing the 
Vocational Education Centre (VEC) at the Tata Institute of Social Sciences in Mumbai. I am still a 
newcomer to the skill development sector but have based this paper on discussions with colleagues at 
TISS. I am grateful to Mr Amir Sultan who is the Chair of the School of Vocational Education (SVE) 
at TISS for writing about their approach to skill development 
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structural problem here and unless that is changed it will not lend itself for large scale employment 
opportunities for the youngsters.  
Geography is being dictated by the fact that blue collar work is looked down upon. Only certain areas 
in India are bringing in the workers. This needs to be understood and corrected.  Thus enhancing the 
value of industrial, artisanal, as well as agricultural skills needs fostered through focus on quality, 
precision, knowledge and services intensity in each of these skills.  
It is in this context that the School of Vocational Education in TISS has been incorporated as nodal 
point to implement an initiative proposed by the Ministry of HRD, Government of India to train 
unemployable youth into a professional level technician, and design and adopt a Scaled up and 
technology enabled models in order to address the vast needs of skilled manpower in our Country. 
 
Overview of the Vocational System 
 
The central concept of the system is to transform the marginalized unemployable youth including 
school drop-outs who constitute more than 80% of the youth population, but have an aptitude for non-
academic learning, into confident professional quality technicians in four years.  This would prepare 
them for careers in industry and the services sector or for self-employment as entrepreneurs and thus 
meet the needs of skills and manpower resources required for the economic development. 
TISS – SVE proposes to adopt Work Integrated Training (WIT) that is learning by doing as the central 
approach to skills and competency development.  This approach, though entailing substantial 
developmental effort is light on investment, gears high employability while involving low payout by 
trainees. It develops work identity and holistic competency in youth. This is the best route to 
implement government’s vocationalisation policy of meeting manpower needs of economic growth 
while addressing employability issues. 
TISS-SVE purports to initiate and engender social change through vocational education in a new 
paradigm of developing manpower resources in the context of a developed India. The main challenge 
lies in mobilizing youth and motivating them to take up vocational careers. TISS-SVE will carry out 
research into psyche and personality dimensions of the target youth and into the socio-cultural values 
in communities in India. In 2 to 3 years, TISS-SVE will demonstrate models of DAT, Mobilization, 
Counseling and Orientation to world of work.  
 
The Structure of the System 
 
TISS-SVE through Centers of Excellence (COE) will develop courses and modular curricula and a 
special pedagogy for flexible delivery. They will ensure contextual learning in the work situation with 
attendant variability. The structure of courses & modular syllabi will be designed by TISS-SVE and 
accredited by TISS Academic Council along with relevant Domain Apex Institution(s) for certification.  
SVE will set standards for the WIT based VEP to meet competency / performance levels of modern 
industry instead of the traditional ‘certificate’ status value.  
TISS-SVE / COE will develop and set-up a system of delivery partners called “Hubs” for delivering 
WIT based VE training at various industry / workplace locations (called “Spokes”).  Hubs can be 
Technical Institutes / Colleges, VTPs, Industry training schools, Institutes under Industry Associations 
etc. A Hub would manage six spokes with a throughput of 600 to 1000 trainees per year and take care 
of full training cycle on behalf of SVE / COE. 
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The sites of the learn and earn programme will be the new economy and the best companies, 
organizations and industrial/economic clusters. The selection of the sites would be based on 
standards of work processes, systems and practices at these sites, so that it ensures the high quality 
of VE training envisaged in the programme. Each Site is the “Spoke”. The industry Spoke System 
would serve as partners with SVE to impart WIT based VE in perpetuity. They will not absorb more 
than 5% of trainees and will 
channel them into premium 
professional jobs and 
assignments in India and 
abroad and into for self-
employment. There would be 
special schemes (like NMCC) 
and fellowships, which would 
encourage trainees to join 
MSMEs, public sector 
undertakings, rural 
development agencies and 
other developmental sectors, 
thus generating a domino 
effect.  
 
Focus on the Supply Side 
A multiple entry and exit 
system of continuing 
education is planned which will 
take-in a school drop-out 
through NIOS to Certificate, 
Diploma, Associate Degree 
course each equated to 
different levels in work 
organization structure and 
functions. SVE will register 
entrants assigning Unique 
Identification (UID) for locating 
and tracking their progress.  
Relevant technology and 
syndication for using smart 
cards will be deployed. 
Incentives will be devised to 
induce a trainee once enrolled 
for SVE WIT to complete a 
level and try for next levels. 
The same channel will be 
used for vocationalizing 
candidates with academic 
degrees or diploma who are 
unemployable. The pool of youth outside the school system will be accessed through labour 
contractors as channel partners. A different stream of courses will be run for contract workmen.  

VISION: 
• Livelihood, career path and all round development and 
empowerment of youth in line with their talents and aptitudes 
while meeting our country’s needs of high quality skilled 
manpower.   
• Work ethic based social values and culture, with value and 
regard for vocational qualifications and career. 
 
MISSION: 
a. Develop innovative and inclusive vocational education and 
career progression NVEQF models and implement through Hub 
and Spokes to assure livelihood and career guidance to 
disadvantaged youth; to carry out continual research based 
evaluation and alignments. 
b. Provide domain expertise and leadership including for 
learning institutions (universities, autonomous colleges and 
institutes), industry, CBOs and national level organizations -
policy making bodies, funding institutions and implementation 
agencies. 
c. Develop and universalize talent and aptitude testing, 
assessment and counselling system as the standard to guide 
adolescent youth through career choice and selection  
d. Continual Development of contextual Learning Models 
integrating work and education (curriculum structure, pedagogy 
and Trainer resources)  for current and emerging needs and 
profiles -  along with Skill and Competency standards, 
measurement and certification .  
e. Develop and launch scalable community based 
communication Programmes for youth, parents and community 
to create awareness and values towards vocational education and 
careers and global opportunities. 
f.  Installing and coordinating eco-system of institutional 
linkages, development partners, partnership and alliances for 
‘Hub and Spokes’  delivery  of work integrated training – 
involving institutions, companies and corporate, contractors and 
ensuring  benefits for all stakeholders - efficiency metrics, safety, 
quality and remuneration etc. 
g. Develop and deploy Scaling up methodologies - e-
learning platforms, simulation techniques, alliances and 
partnerships with built-in holistic linkages and monitoring, 
review and feedback. This includes ICT for conferencing, 
collaborative working, and shared projects. 
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SVE will intermediate with development financing agencies for grants and loans to trainees for the non 
stipend earning phase of their course.  
Career progression is an important concern. In two years, the system seeks to convert the unskilled 
worker and novice into a Technician in two years, while providing Soaking Time to try out different 
trades and form work identity and personality and develop a life career. This will be equivalent to a 
basic vocational certification. 
After some work experience, a one year course will upgrade the technician to a master technician. 
This is would be equivalent to trade institute or guild certification. 
The next level course will take in Master Technicians to train them as Expert Technician, at a level 
equivalent to a vocational diploma or supervisory certification. 
SVE will guide the entry level school drop-out candidates through the first and second job – i.e., job 
after the Master Technician Level.  
 
The Eco-system 
SVE’s vision is to create a surge for VE through WIT among youth and the community. With high 
employability gearing and work integrated and demand driven course, this route will be far more 
efficient than the ITI route as the default VE. Based on POC and Pilots, SVE will carry out advocacy 
for WIT based VE as the basic model appropriate for India. This should happen In three years when 
SVE evolves into NVU; with the universities and VTPs replicating this. 
SVE’s eco—system will cover linkages with industry and Skill Development policy making and 
implementation organizations for adoption of conducive policy and environment at workplace for WIT, 
treatment of workmen, changes to contracts act and adoption of work specifications and standards 
through VE – by industry and by Sector Skill Councils. This greatly improves the base quality of VE 
and technicians. 
 
The Development Focus 
The SVE will focus on youth by providing transformational inputs to adjust from deprived childhood to 
be fit for a vocational career.  This includes talent and capability assessment, behavioural and trade 
counselling to initiate him into the world of work. Pedagogy and learning process will be tailored for 
them. 
 
There will be tracking and monitoring of career development through the various stages of training 
backed by Measurements and Metrics of all the attributes relevant to VET starting with DAT and Tests 
and certification based on performance metrics.  
Scalability will be ensured  by deploying technology and network of partners on Hub and Spokes 
model 
 
Discussion 
 
Shambu: Does the NSDC plan to make any substantial change in its approach in states like J&K and 
the North East? Why does the NSDC not focus on agricultural skills? 
Gopal:  Even though the NSDC is owned 50% by government and 50% by companies. Further, the 
NSDC gives soft loans where there is no repayment for six years and 6% interest after that.  Yet, in so 
far as the NSDC is run with the interests of large corporations as its core it will only cater to the 
market. Thus the funds will go to training in specific sectors like the hospitality industry, tourism, 
construction etc. for development of training.  So the NSDC has 19 portfolios, with 70% business in 
construction sector.  The biggest market place is SEZs, and NSDC is funding that. 
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Compare this to the requirement of manpower in a whole range of sectors. Skills development is 
being handled in different capacities by 17 different ministries in India.  We don’t know NSDC’s view of 
these sector and social trades.  Artisanal, agriculture are not the priorities for them. 
Vasavi: The focus of the NSDC is on getting urban youth into industries. When asked to review the 
NSDC to bring agricultural skills into its purview, there have been wayward responses from the 
authorities at NSDC. The fact is that only well funded groups benefit from the NSDC’s programs and 
funds. 
Rajeswari : The entire system of funding a national programme needs to be questioned. Local bodies 
are big and competent enough to take up vocational education.  We need to focus on fiscal 
decentralisation where decisions can be taken by the local populations for local systems and 
development of local skills. Agriculture and agriculture related trades are best handled at this level. 
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The Status of ITIs in India: A case study in Kashmir1 

Fozia S. Qazi, Islamic University of Science and Technology, Awantipora, J&K 
. 

Vocational education in India is largely located in the informal sector and only a small percentage 
(approximately 2%) of trainees receive formal vocational training through government run ITIs or 
similar private bodies called Industrial Training Centers (ITCs).  This training is often outdated and 
doesn’t always meet the demands of the existing labour market or the aspirations of the trainees 
themselves. In many cases the problem is compounded by lack of proper infrastructure and facilities 
as well as the general negative perception regarding vocational training.  
There is a need to redefine the critical elements of the ITI model (or vocational training in general) in 
order to make it relevant to the contemporary global environment, flexible in the choices it provides to 
the students and attractive as a space for learning and growth.  
 
Drawbacks of the ITI/ITCs System  
 
There are several administrative flaws in the system that has made the ITI model outdated, restrictive 
and unappealing to a vast majority of the young people it aims to attract. Some of the major problems 
include 
 
Administrative structure: The ITI/ITCs as well as other vocational training institutions are governed 
under an administrative structure where policy matters and general accountability are handled by 
Directorate General of Employment and Training (DGET) and implementation happens through the 
technical education department of the concerned state. On the other hand, the standards setting and 
accreditation is the responsibility of the National Council on Vocational Training (NCVT) and its state 
counterpart SCVT. This schizophrenic and fragmented management system lacks an effective 
coordination mechanism causing diverse accountability, inefficiency and administrative delays in the 
implementation of new policies. (A parallel to this set up exists in higher education as well where 
colleges are administratively run by the state governments through their Department of Higher 
Education while as academic norms for these colleges are dictated by one of the state universities). 
As a result the system is unable to assess whether its training programs are responsive to changing 
needs of the labour market on a regular basis and implement the necessary reforms in time. 
 
Quality & Relevance:  The quality of the training is low in many cases given the lack of good teachers 
and other lacunae in the system. There are not many trades offered in the high growth sectors e.g. 
none of the ITIs offer training in insurance, though a few ITCs have started taking this up as a trade. 
The ITIs have inadequate linkages with the industry, and given their lack of autonomy, cannot 
upgrade their training appropriately even if such linkages existed.  
 
Autonomy: The ITIs lack basic autonomy and generally have little incentive to either improve the 
quality of different trades, increase enrolment numbers or offer additional services to the students in 
the form of career counselling, trade related seminars, industry tours etc.  Not surprisingly, the ITCs 
fare somewhat better in student retentions over the ITIs as they have a financial stake in ensuring a 
sizeable student body.  

                                                            
1 This note presents a brief review of the Industrial Training Institutes (ITIs) based on my experiences 
as a member of the Institute Management Committees of two ITIs in Kashmir during the past three 
years 
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due to chronic delays that seem to characterise the state administrative processes.  
 
Both of the ITIs are in new buildings now. In case of ITI Shopian, the IMC building has been built 
within the 2 years while its old under-construction building is still under construction! The enrolment for 
new and upgraded trades started in August 2012. The presence of the Industry Partner in the IMC has 
also helped in terms of providing technical assistance in purchasing of equipment and on the nature of 
training.  
 
One of the visible advantages of this scheme is that, given the relative autonomy of the IMC, the time 
lag between decisions and their implementation has shrunk considerably leading to a better managed 
system. For Example, at ITI Tral, the IMC recently decided on a host of new measures for greater 
community outreach which, among others, include conducting open houses and offering short-term 
courses -such as Tally - for local students who are on their long winter break. This would not have 
been possible under the old setup. 
 
Under the PPP scheme, the ITI can choose an existing trade(s) for upgradation and/or introduce new 
trade(s). Both the upgraded and new trades come under the management of the IMC while the non-
upgraded existing trades remain under the control of the state. This has the potential to cause a 
dichotomy within the ITI between the perceived ‘haves’ (the IMC trades) and ‘have nots’  (non-IMC 
trades) since the former is better funded and managed.  It is hoped that, in time all trades within a 
particular ITI that have a good local market, will be upgraded and brought under the ambit of the IMC. 
The other, non-relevant trades need to be discontinued.  
 
Conclusion and some Recommendations regarding ITIs:  
 
The new measures that have been introduced to overhaul the ITI system seem to be, for the most 
part, in the right direction. However there are some conceptual fault lines in the original ITI system in 
addition to the major issue of multi-boss schizophrenia cause by the complex administrative setup. 
These fault lines need to be addressed squarely if the second class status accorded to these training 
institutions and their graduates are to be addressed. . 
 
Social stigma: One of the biggest challenges facing the ITI/ITCs, and vocational training in general, is 
that it has been unable to attract good teachers or students.   This lack of overall social recognition 
and the secondary status accorded to vocational training is, for the most part, the result of a policy 
that fails to make timely changes in a rigid and outdated system and curriculum. It is only by instituting 
policies that create opportunities for upward mobility, understanding the career aspirations of the 
students, and by providing proper facilities and relevant infrastructure that the social stigma regarding 
vocational training can be reduced. 
 
Although an improved ITI infrastructure will play a role in reducing the stigma associated with 
vocational training, there is a need for several other parallel measures in order to make vocational 
training a meaningful and appealing option for the youth. For example universities and ITIs could 
develop linkages such that ITI students can attend seminars and lectures in their neighbouring 
universities or student tours of labs and workshops could be organized.  Greater use of Information 
Technology in ITI classrooms; community outreach programs that provide career counselling, short-
term training; and change in nomenclature of some of the trades are some possible measures that will 
help in mainstreaming the ITIs in the public’s mind.  ITIs can take advantage of the IMCs and their 
degree of autonomy to push these measures through in a timely and efficient manner.   
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There is also a need to regularly monitor the quality and impact of training programs and the 
performance of the training institutions in terms of quality teaching, student retention, career 
counselling and placements. Such information needs to be made public and well performing 
institutions given appropriate incentives. 
 
Lack of General Education:  The ITI model is designed to provide the student training in a specific 
trade and does not provide any basic education in science, mathematics or humanities. Except for a 
‘social studies’ course and a newly introduced IT course which are mandatory for all trades, there is 
no general education that would provide basic critical thinking and problem solving skills necessary for 
a well-rounded technical education. The end result is that the system may produce a plumber but not 
an educated plumber who has the requisite skills to adapt to the changing demands of the labour 
market. The social studies course, which has units on communication, entrepreneurship, trade unions, 
worker’s compensation, environmental management etc, only skims the surface and fails to meet the 
general education needs. The presence of units on family planning and HIV/AIDS/STD and drug 
addiction, and their corresponding absence from most of our secondary education curriculum raises 
many questions and reinforces the stigma and labelling associated with vocational training. (This 
course has been redesigned recently and is now called Employability Skills and has a greater portion 
on entrepreneurship. Interestingly, the unit on trade unions has been omitted. Other omissions include 
units on family planning and drug addiction). It is a fact that while the relative wages of workers with 
secondary education have increased over the years, there has been a steady decline in the relative 
wages of workers with vocational skills. This is not surprising given the current demand for a multi-
skilled workforce. Employers often prefer a worker with strong basic educational skills who is regarded 
as a good candidate for on-the-job-training.  The ITI model needs to be redesigned to make it a 
platform for well-rounded vocational education as opposed to narrowly specific vocational training. 
 
Outdated curriculum: Many of the trades offered by the ITI/ITCs are obsolete or have not been 
upgraded in a long time. The curriculum changes, for example, are not sufficient to produce a multi-
skilled and educated trainee and the system is still unable to provide greater mobility to the students 
between vocational, general and technical education.   When a student enters the ITI system for a 
year or two years, the primary focus of the training is to make him/her proficient in a particular skill. 
However, the contemporary labour market demand is for a multi-skilled worker. This mismatch of the 
training with employer needs is one of the main reasons for the low employment rate of the ITI/ITC 
graduates.  
 
Informal Sector: The traditional ITI/ITC system does not have a training mechanism for the informal 
sector. Many of the artisanal trades are in need of revival as the younger generation shies away from 
what they see as old and non-marketable trades that do not relate to the outside world. There is a 
need to make these trades more ‘mainstream’ with the infusion of modern technology and marketing 
tools. Many of these trades have the potential to generate employment with minimal use of capital 
provided they are appropriately professionalized. ITIs could have played an important role in this 
regard but have failed to do so. 
 
The university-ITI linkage, as mentioned above, is one possible way for the university system to get 
involved in the non-formal artisanal sector through a community outreach program. Ideally, every 
university should have a Community Outreach Program (COP) along the lines of  CSR for corporates 
that would function as an instrument for reducing the town-and-gown gap prevalent in our universities. 
An example of this is the Mantaqi Center for Science and Society set up by the Islamic University of 
Science and Technology. The Mantaqi Center has started a program for local potters which aims to 
infuse some new technologies in this traditional knowledge and revive a dying craft. The project is 
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being conducted in a way that respects local knowledge and where learning is bidirectional. Our 
university, through its food technology department has also started short-term certificate courses in 
food preservation and baking. . 
Measures such as these, that utilize existing resources and knowledge available to the universities, 
are needed in order to make the universities an inclusive space for those who are rarely included in 
the paradigms of current thinking. 
 
References: 
1. Skill Development in India: The Vocational Education and Training System, World Bank, 2006. 
2. Annual Report 2010-2011, Ministry of Labour and Employment. 
3. Institute Development Plan, ITI Tral 
4. DGET website. 

 
Discussion 
 
Dhruv: What can be done to reverse the social stigma associated with ITIs? Is it only about the 
hygiene conditions or the lack of career opportunities? Fozia: Conditions of better hygiene can help to 
a certain extent. But this is where the universities can come forward to offer their facilities, their 
libraries, etc. and elevate the status of ITIs in the view of the public. 
 
Isn’t there opportunities for career advancement in the field? Fozia: The maximum you can go is 
foreman, but that too is seen as a shop-floor level job.  
 
Dhruv: What can be done to incorporate traditional arts and crafts into the ITI framework?   
Fozia: The Islamic University of J&K has started a Science and Society programme where an ongoing 
initiative has enabled local potters to attend workshops and provide lessons to students. The 
university on the other hand helped in getting better technologies, materials and marketing their 
products. Similarly, the food technology department did a programme which was attended by the local 
bakeries on food processing, marketing skills etc. These have shown that learning can happen at both 
ends. But we need to give it an entrepreneurial twist and the assistance of institutes like the 
Entrepreneurship Development Institute of India (EDII) would prove valuable in such cases. 
Gopal: ITI was servicing our manufacturing sector. Now over half of World Bank aid is going for 
infrastructure and the focus is in the service sector. Also it is not that it is benefitting and entire sector 
or sub-sector. The benefit seems to be for the particular company that is associated, to get people to 
man its own particular processes. There is no real development or enhancement of the level of skills, 
of capacity with modern technology in general, but only the specific needs of that particular companies 
processes.  
 
National Skills Development Corporation 
(FR)The National Skills Development Council (NSDC) has facilitated the introduction of two different 
initiatives for skills development in J&K – Udaan, for students in colleges and Himayat, for school 
dropouts. While both these schemes were launched with much fanfare and promised to place the 
students (40,000 under Udaan and 100,000 under Himayat) in companies at the end of a 5 year 
period, both have fallen short of achieving their annual targets dismally. The NSDC is also dovetailing 
on earlier initiatives thus not creating any new opportunities for the underprivileged.  
The skills development schemes in J&K cannot be designed with a one size fits all approach. We 
need to understand the ground realities where the youth have been traumatized for decades. They do 
not have an optimistic vision for their future; hence their aspirations and adequate opportunities need 
to be attended to through life counselling rather than career counselling. Something like CREST.
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Visioning a Developmental University 
Experiments and Challenges in Sikkim - Valedictory Address 
Mahendra Lama, Founder Vice Chancellor, Sikkim Central University. 

 
The Sikkim University launched in 2007 as perhaps the last in the line of the new Central Universities, 
which were to be set up in under-served areas. The mission of the University is academic and 
research excellence while maintaining an inclusive institutional character and being a strong 
instrument of regional development and cross border integration. The University is expected to 
contribute substantively to the nation building process by mobilizing the rich intellectual heritage of the 
region, galvanizing the academic fervour and creative instincts of youth,  developing agencies of 
regional development and cross border integration and interaction.  To this end, the University 
expects to attract students and faculty members from both within India, abroad particularly from the 
neighbouring countries including Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, Myanmar, Thailand and Nepal.  
 
It inherited about 11 colleges from the earlier North Bengal University, which were in a bad shape and 
went about streamlining their curriculum, modernizing the academic resources like library, teaching 
staff and mentoring them as well as motivating the students and their parents with special sessions 
and events to celebrate the achievements of students.  The colleges have moved from traditional 
annual system to a more scientific semester system and credit based grading from July 2008 session.   
 
With respect to curriculum, besides the usual course contents, the Curriculum Designing Committee 
seeks to ensure that the theory is accompanied by adequate citation of local and regional knowledge 
and that 40% is given for practical and field based study or training modules with presentations and 
interactive classroom discussions on relevant major issues. The emphasis is also on inter-disciplinary 
research techniques and learning methods.  
 
The University has developed an excellent library, which is fully automated and cross referenced, and 
also have advanced digital archives and digital access facilities. Faculty and Students are motivated 
to use the library, with awards for maximum use.   The University has an academic journal “Teesta” 
and a University Press.  The Internal Quality assurance Cell (IQAC) has been established in the 
University with facilities for plagiarisation check.  
 
Sikkim University has developed three distinct inter-disciplinary academic programmes: Conventional 
Programmes,  Non-conventional Programmes  and Policy Studies Programme. Besides the plethora 
of schools and centres on different subjects, the University has developed several non conventional 
schools. An important one is the School of Indigenous and Folk studies as Sikkim has a rich tradition 
of knowledge which needs to be documented and developed.  As a fragile ecological region affected 
by power projects, and impacted by climate change, the School of Sustainable Development and 
Livelihood Management has its developmental task cut out in the areas of livelihood, indigenous 
people, disaster management etc. Being surrounded by neighbouring countries, the School of Peace, 
Conflict and Human Security Studies, seeks to address larger national interests while directly relating 
them to regional and local issues. For example the University took up a study of potential trade with 
the Tibetan region following which these trade routes were actually opened.  
 
Some of the innovative non academic semi-academic programmes include an oral history project. The 
subjects taken up are disaster management, traditional medicinal practices, mountain agriculture, 
water, traditional food, Nathula Trade route etc.  There is also a community radio project. The 
university also has a heritage museum and archive.  There is also a winter sojourn programme which 
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has a compulsory field visits for all faculty members and students for 10-15 days in winter vacation 
and a community radio project. 
 
In the policy studies programme, the Sikkim University has been in collaboration with United Nations 
University (Tokyo), Food and Agricultural Organization and other such bodies. They have also 
initiated cross-border dialogues with neighbouring countries. It has also taken up studies related to 
current issues like climate change, worked with the Glaciology Commission of the state government, 
and has signed MOUs with several universities abroad. 
 
As part of its contribution to the development of the region, the University has participated in the 
development of the North East Region Vision 2020 document, and written the Sikkim Development 
Report 2008, as well as contributed to the 11th plan appraisal of the Sikkim and Mizoram Planning 
Commission.  
 
The Campus has been developed keeping in mind the environmental sensibilities and the cultural 
heritage of the region. The infrastructure is also earthquake proof. The main idea is to develop 
institutions that will speak a development politics by it action. Sikkim University is trying to build a 
transparent, accountable and result oriented management system with best management and 
accounting practices e governance, fortnightly reviews, staff motivation surveys, multi-tasking and 
individual accountability and zero corruption tolerance.  
 
While developing the University it has had to face many challenges. The first one is that of 
remoteness of location and absence of communication.  While finding creative ways out of these, one 
often confronted resistance from the bureaucracy as well as the political leadership.  They expected 
the University to be a quiet timid place, but we wanted the university to be the fountainhead of a 
critical mass of change, which would impact the under-development dynamics in that country.  As a so 
called backward region the North East would be given money, but institution building was neglected, 
which then enabled local vested interest to rule the roost.  The challenge is to build a National 
University, which is national in character and interest, but with local content and local ethos.  This 
along with the attempt to build a transparent institution faced resistance from many vested interests.  
The North East is bounded to the extent of 99% by other countries, and therefore an important 
development mission is to create linkages, which would help the nation building process.  This is 
particularly important in the age of climate change especially as we are situated in an ecologically 
fragile geography.  There is a rich knowledge base that needs to be protected like the traditional 
intellectual property of medical knowledge.  In this context, the Challenge is to change a “security-
centric border policy, into one which is full of opportunities. This is the development orientation of the 
Sikkim University. 
 
Shambu:  Are the challenges because you have a development vision which is different, or because 
you have a young faculty or because the demand is high or that there is resistance to change. 
Lama: The main challenge is to address the issues institutionally, rather than somehow getting the 
work done bypassing the institutional issues.   This is important because true change will take place 
only when the institutional aspects are addressed.  Whether it was sticking to principles as far as bank 
accounts are concerned, or resisting bureaucratic interference in appointments or the insistence of 
rationalizing institutional blocks like changing the rules for the inner line permits, the University has 
been able to set the standards by raising these issues institutionally so that the system is forced to 
respond and change.  
Foxia: What you say resonate as even in J & K, the GoI is channeling money, but not doing institution 
building. 
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Lama: We needed to attract good faculty. We had a good experience, as we offered freedom and 
independence to the best academicians to set up their centres and departments. We got three Indian 
graduates from Oxford and two from Germany and many from JNU to set up there.  We need to 
celebrate the idea of higher education, and create a critical mass for it. The political leadership is not 
interested in this as their children are studying elsewhere. So they have no vested interest in 
developing education. For example we have 29 hydel projects in Teesta, but not a single hydrologist.  
This is where inclusivity of development comes about; otherwise we will only be giving degrees. 
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Research Meeting on Rethinking Universities in India:  
“Intermediaries for Socially Inclusive Development 

JNU Convention Centre, January 8 – 9, 2012 
 

Meeting Programme 
 
 
 

Inaugural Session 
Outlining the Issues:  Dhruv Raina, JNU 
Workshop Objectives – C Shambu Prasad, XIMB 
IDRC and Inclusive Innovation – Welcome by Phet Sayo, IDRC 
Inaugural Address: S K Sopory, Vice Chancellor, JNU 

 

Session-1 Research on Universities: Chair: Soumen Chattopadhyay, JNU   
IDRC Ongoing Work on Research Granting Councils- Ambika Sharma, IDRC & 
Phet Sayo, IDRC  
Contextualising the Developmental University  - C.Shambu Prasad, XIMB    
Discussions on Higher Education in India : Joseph Satish, KICS       
Rethinking the University of Teaching & Research - Dhruv Raina and 
Prakriti Bhargava, JNU  

 
  

Session-2 Alternative Experiments on Social Inclusion outside Formal Universities 
Reflexive and Relational, Empathetic and Engaged: A case for ‘Social and 
Transformative Learning’ in India-  A.R.Vasavi 
Adivasi Academy: Acknowledging Adivasi Knowledge- Rajni Bakshi 
Study of the compliance of Agricultural Universities with the Organic Farming 
movements across India- Joseph Thomas, CSIE.  

 
  

Session - 3 Higher Educational Institutes & Vocational Education in India 
Universities & the informal sector- Rethinking Vocational Education by K S 
Gopal, TISS 
Status of ITIs in India: A Review- Fozia S. Qazi, Islamic University of Science 
and Technology 

 

Session-4 Inclusive Research & Development by Universities 
Rethinking Nai Talim: What Roles can Universities Play? - Sujit Sinha, APU.  
The Graduate Volunteer Scheme of University of Mumbai- John D’Souza, CED 
Universities & Intermediaries in Inclusive Innovation & Development: The Case 
of AUD-PRADAN’s M.Phil in Development Practice –Anup Dhar (AUD) & 
Nivedita Narain (PRADAN) 

Session 5 Valedictory Address  
Mahendra Lama, Founder Vice Chancellor, Sikkim Central University.  

Session 6 Summary & Ideas for the future  
Dhruv Raina, JNU & C Shambu Prasad, XIMB.   
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List of Participants 
Name  Organisation

A R Vasavi  Freelance Researcher 
based in Bengaluru 

Ambika Sharma  IDRC Delhi office

Amlanjyoti 
Goswami 

Indian Institute of 
Human settlements 

Anup Dhar  AUD

C Shambu Prasad  XIM Bhubaneswar

Dhruv Raina  Zakir Husain Centre for 
Educational Studies, JNU 
New Delhi (JHCES) 

Fozia S. Qazi   IUST

John D'Souza  CED

Joseph Satish  KICS

K S Gopal  TISS

KVG Krishnamurty Independent consultant

Mahendra Lama  JNU

Phet Sayo  IDRC Delhi office

Prajit Basu  Centre for Knowledge, 
Culture and Innovation 
Studies, Univ of 
Hyderabad 

Prakrati Bhargava  ZHCES, JNU 

Rajni Bakshi  CED

Ramasubramanian Samanavaya

S.K.Sopory  JNU

Sujit  Sinha  APU

Surinder Jodhka Centre for Study of 
Social Systems, JNU 

Vijay Chariar IIT Delhi 

Tirthankar JNU/ZHCES/Student 

Aishna JNU/ZHCES/Student 

Emon ZHCES  

Binay Ku. Pathak ZHCES  

Soumen C ZHCES  

Minati Panda ZHCES  

Y. Shimah ZHCES  

Omprasad ZHCES  

Shyamolima 
Ghosh 

AUD 

Harad CFFS 

Sakshi Manocha ZHCES 

Amlanjyoti 
Goswami 

IIHS

Kiran S. JNU/ ZHCES 

Nikita Kaul AUD 

S.M.Bindra Press (NAI) 

Harish Narain Das CSSS/ SSS 

Gurpreet Kaur AUD 

Sagarika Bose Smaho Consulting 

Arvind Mishra JNU/ ZHCES 

Ishwari CSSS/ JNU 
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