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Government and Professional Education by S L Rao

The central government seems to consistently make the wrong public moves with the best    motives and with actions that are ultimately quite laudable. The reexamination of history textbooks to replace an Orientalist and colonial interpretation with a more nationalist one is an example. The intent was lost because government and not independent historians were doing it. The appointment of IIM directors that was centralized with government after having been the prerogative of the respective Boards is another. In one IIM the      search committee appointed by the Board had almost completed its work when the government intervened and cancelled it. The ultimate appointment was of the same person that the proceedings of the search committee indicated were likely to have recommended. But the motives and the manner of government in making the change raised suspicions and were rightly questioned.

It is not as if government has not always and continues even today to exercise control on the IIM’s. Its representatives on the Boards are quite interventionist. For example one IIM board wanted to introduce incentives for publications by faculty that would have been paid for out of its own income. The gentleman who later became Finance Secretary harshly intervened and objected to it. There are many other such examples. The only purpose of government nominations on these Boards appears to be for ensuring that the IIM’s stick to government approved scales of pay, not for making any contribution to the improvement of management education. Indeed all appointments to IIM Boards have to be permitted by government. Why on top of these government should also have direct nominees raises doubts about government intentions.   

Take the question of fees. It makes eminent sense for IIMs to expect their students to pay well for the privilege and the high future rewards of having studied there. There is no difficulty in even the financially most hard-up student getting a bank loan for the purpose. There are also many scholarships that are available. No student any more is denied admission because of his incapacity to bear the expenses. Why then should government have to subsidize management education? Government would like the fees to be brought down. Surely government needs resources to invest in primary education and in enabling poor students to attend College. It can raise some of those resources by letting IIM’s earn their way. 

The IIM’s have reached their present iconic status because IIMA and the others followed an objective admissions policy to ensure that only the best and the brightest were allowed admission. The high quality of the students has no doubt been the single most important reason for the IIM’s towering above other business schools. Very few IIM faculty members are recognized in the world for their contribution to thought through their research and publications. But the campuses are sprawling and green, the hostels are comfortable, the Libraries are well stocked, the classrooms are modern and there is no dearth of up to date IT facilities. Governments over the years have paid for all this and the payoff is in the consistent high ratings to IIM’s at least to an extent because of this fine infrastructure. But the students give it the image that the world recognizes. The admissions process with objective tests and interviews ensures that engineers for example do not hog all the seats as they used to do because of their proficiency in quantitative work. It enabled a quiet quota to be applied for admitting women. It is designed to insulate admissions from external influences. The leakage of the question papers is tragic and suggests that the IIM’s had become too complacent and had not constantly applied their minds to security.

There is no doubt that the plethora of admission tests for management education imposes an excessive physical and financial burden on the students seeking admission. The Supreme Court is quite right in ordering the reduction in the number of tests to one. But the admissions procedure of which the written test is part must continue to be held in high respect and insulated from external influences. It must allow the independent admissions committee to apply other criteria as instanced earlier. It must enable the best and the brightest irrespective of their means to join the best schools. At present these are IIM’s. It would not be difficult to design such tests and admissions criteria even if CAT were    sacrificed for a truly common admissions test for all management schools held at one time.

The admissions tests generate substantial income. That is one reason why there are so many of them. So incidentally, do the sale of the prospectuses. Again, a formula for sharing the surplus between the schools can be devised.

Government should worry about the shoddy quality of most of the schools recognized by its agency, the All India Council of Technical Education and its subordinate, the Board of Management Education. There is no congruence between technical and management education. They should be separated. The funding for overseeing management education    must increase so that there are surprise inspections of ‘recognized’ schools to ensure that they have the claimed facilities at all times and not merely as is common today, at the time of recognition. Recognition must be withdrawn if the school fails at any time to meet the criteria for recognition. 

A national rating system must be devised and given to an independent agency to conduct for which a fee must be charged every year to all recognized management schools. This rating must emphasize academic over infrastructure performance and all objective information about each school must be freely available in one publication.

The AICTE has little concern for what is being taught. We should worry that these bright young people are taught only to value efficiency, effectiveness and profit. They have little interest in India as a whole and are taught little about it. “Greed is good” in the worlds of the criminal junk bond dealer Miliken might well describe the underlying philosophy today of management education. Students must absorb something of Indian culture, civilization and heritage. They must understand the Indian ethos in societal terms, the polity with its weaknesses and strengths, the wider security issues that will influence our lives and work, something about the richness of our culture so that they emerge as young people who take pride in out rich diversity and heritage and such broader contextual matters.  

Instead of worrying about such large issues of content and continuing high standards in management education government is interfering in irrelevant ones like the fees that are charged. Government and AICTE must change their mindsets and look at the content of the education and not its mere form. We must have expert Boards to govern IIM’s and they must not be interfered with. The presence of current government administrators on Boards is wholly unnecessary. If there is need to satisfy Parliament that the government resources in them are properly used, the Comptroller Auditor General or other such body could do so periodically. The present government believes in economic liberalization. It must translate this to education as well. The IIM’s have other problems to resolve in relation to the quality of faculty, their research record, the excessive involvement in large money-making by faculty through ‘consultancy’, and the inadequate attention to a strong ethical and values system. Neither the fees nor the admission system are problems that need fixing by government. (1249)  

