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T
he debate on college autonomy is finally taking concrete

shape, and it is a great pleasure to bring out this monograph of
Professor Ninan Abraham to further that debate.   The mono-
graph is an outcome of the seminar that the Centre for Civil
Society organised in Kerala on the issue in collaboration with

the Kerala Higher Education Forum.  The response from participating
professors was surprisingly positive—they all agreed that autonomy in
matters of curriculum, pedagogy, and evaluation system was undoubted-
ly desirable.  The debate largely focused on financial autonomy—how far
colleges should be asked to raise their own financial resources.  

I am in favour of full autonomy—in matters of curriculum, examina-
tion and evaluation, finances, as well as management of teaching and
non-teaching staff.  Some people fear that with curricular autonomy, col-
leges will end up with widely differing curricula.  My argument to them
is that each computer manufacturer is free to decide how many parallel,
serial, and USB ports he wants on his product.  Despite full autonomy, all
computers have similar configurations.  Similarly, even though each col-
lege would be free to determine its syllabus, most of them will have very
similar syllabi, with minor differences in emphasis.  However, if a mav-
erick college wants to try something novel and radical, it would be free to
take the risk.  The college would not have to wait for permission from any
educrat. Freedom brings responsibility!

Neither students nor the cause of quality education is served by stan-
dardisation. Standardisation of college examinations only benefits admis-
sion officers in postgraduate programs. It also provides a convenient
yardstick for employers to judge prospective employees.  Admission offi-
cers and employers can be steered toward seeking alternatives of apti-
tude tests like SAT or GRE.   Much of the world lives comfortably with-
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out standardised exams in schools or colleges.   We would too.   Most
important, in a competitive education market, each college has a reputa-
tion to protect—easy grades give a cheap reputation.   Reputation is a
more reliable tool than standardisation to sustain the quality of educa-
tion.

Financial autonomy would imply that tuition fee and salaries of teach-
ing and non-teaching staff are determined by college managements.
Those students who cannot afford to pay should receive assistance in the
form of education vouchers or generous loans (in the case of profession-
al students).   The government should fund students, not colleges.

As for college staff, I am not opposed to the idea of their union.   They can
form a union within the college or across colleges to bargain for better terms
of service. They should not get government-prescribed salaries, just as the
government does not determine pay scales of other professionals like lawyers,
doctors, accountants, managers.   People working in private institutions live by
private rules, not by government dictat: private colleges should be no exception.

Nonetheless, don't be biased by my views.  Do read Professor Abraham's
thoughtful, balanced, and reasoned approach to college autonomy.  The sec-
ond part of the monograph contains UGC guidelines for autonomy which
need to be debated to generate a more conducive environment and necessary
reforms to move towards autonomy.

I thank Professor Babu Joseph for his active involvement, encourage-
ment, and persistence in organising the seminar in Kerala and in getting
this monograph out of my computer and into your hands.  Let autonomy
reign!

Parth J Shah
President, Centre for Civil Society 
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T
he Kerala Universities Bill
has a provision for the
grant of autonomy to affil-
iate colleges. Autonomous
colleges exist in some

other states, the largest number in
Tamilnadu, the first state to imple-
ment the idea. The Kerala govern-
ment may also be reaching the con-
clusion that there is merit in the idea
of autonomous colleges. Let us see
what an autonomous college is and
what it can do.

There is a general impression that
the quality of higher education in
India, especially in the Arts, Science

and Commerce fields, is not high or
equal to international standards.  We
find an authoritative expression of
this view in the report of the Kothari
Education Commission (1966):

In international comparison it
would be wrong to compare our first
degree in Arts, Commerce and Science
with the corresponding first degrees of
educationally advanced countries.

The Commission suggested that
some changes in the structure of high-
er education particularly in the control
of the Universities over the colleges,
would improve the quality of educa-
tion in the colleges. The University
Grants Commission, which took up
the idea, makes the following observa-
tion:
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All attempts in the reform of uni-
versity education in the way of cur-
riculum development, changes in the
system and its subsequent feedback
into the teaching process and changes
in teaching methods in keeping with
the changing times and the changing
content of university education have
tended, in the last few years, to get
defeated by the existing rigidity in the
structure of the universities, particu-
larly because of the absence of academ-
ic the institutions.

Again: Academic autonomy has
always been regarded as a fundamental
necessity for institutions of higher
education.  The conspicuous absence of
this academic freedom and institution-
al autonomy in the case of colleges in
India has been the greatest dysfunc-
tional factor responsible for the decline
in standards.

I. Historical origins

A
s low standards in colleges
and universities are being
attributed to the structural

relation between the colleges and
the universities, let us have a look
at the origin of universities and
colleges and how their relation-
ships have evolved elsewhere and
in India.  The name 'university' is
derived from the Latin word
universitas meaning `the whole'.  It
probably signifies that the
university should intend to deal
with the 'whole' or the `universe',
of knowledge.

As modern Indian universities
and colleges are derived from
western European models, it is
necessary to have a brief look at the
growth of the European university.
The first institution, which had all
the essential features of the modern
university, was the University of
Paris, which was consolidated only
in 1150, although its beginnings go
back to 1100.  A few years after the
University of Paris was established,
teachers and scholars from
England left the country because of
some political problems and
started the University of Oxford.
Early in the next century, some
teachers and scholars shifted from
Oxford to Cambridge, setting up a
university there.  In the beginning
universities did not have buildings
of their own and moving was easy.
The method of teaching was the
lecture and the lectures were
delivered in rented halls or at the
teacher's residence.  The students
stayed in private lodgings nearby.

Now we come to colleges.
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'College' was a term well-known in
ancient Rome.  In Roman law, a
college was an association of
persons for a specific purpose, a
body of 'colleagues'; persons
working together. The purpose
could be of various kinds,
commercial, religious or political.
To be recognised by law as a
college, it had to have a charter
from some authority, which was
given the power by the emperor or
the Senate. 

In its modern usage a college
has reference to learning.  It is an
incorporated body of persons
joined together for an educational,
scientific or literary purpose.  We
have the Royal College of
Physicians, the Royal College of
Surgeons etc, in addition to
ordinary colleges. Some years after
universities were established in
Europe, educational colleges
started coming into being around
them.  Their purpose was chiefly to
provide residences to students.
The first college attached to the
University of Paris was founded in
1180, about 30 years after the
University was established.  It was
called "The College of the
Eighteen", as it was meant for the
stay of 18 poor scholars.  The first
college at Oxford, called Balliol
College, was founded in 1260.  By
the year 1500 there were more than
60 colleges, the majority of them
being at Oxford and Cambridge.

Colleges in France and those at
the British universities developed
rather differently.  One of the

French colleges, the College of the
Sorbonne became a great centre of
learning famous throughout Europe.
After the Middle Ages, its importance
waned, but after the French
Revolution, when the University of
Paris was reorganised, all major
university departments and the
library were shifted to the college.
The result is that University of Paris
and Sorbonne have become two
names for the same institution.

Another interesting college that
came up in Paris was the College de
France.  It is not part of the university,
but was founded as a rival to it
because the university was not strong
in scientific studies at the time.  Est-
ablished in the 16th century, it still
flourishes as an autonomous
institution under the Ministry of
Education; it has the peculiarity of not
having fees or examinations, nor
awarding degrees or diplomas.
There are over 40 professorial chairs
covering every branch of learning.

The Oxford and Cambridge col-
leges continued to be places of res-
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idence, but as a number of teachers
were also staying in the colleges, a
certain amount of supplementary
teaching started on the premises.
Lectures were delivered in univer-
sity lecture halls, but teachers who
were staying in the colleges, and
were called `fellows', gave instruc-
tion in their rooms.  Teaching in
colleges was done in small groups. 

In course of time, teaching in
colleges acquired the name of 'tuto-
rial' and the practice of one teacher
teaching one student at a time
became the standard pattern.  The
tutorial generally took the form of
the teacher asking the student to
write an essay on a given topic.
The student reads out the essay to
the teacher at the next tutorial.  The
teacher does a critique of the essay
and suggests ways in which it
could be improved. For writing the
essay, the student has to do a fair
amount of reading and study on
his own. He gets practice in articu-
lating his ideas and in expressing
them in the best way he can.  For
the essay to be considered good the
student has to show critical

acquaintance with the latest work
in the field.  The writing exercise
and the discussion in the tutorial
give the student ample opportuni-
ty to develop his thinking.

A second model of the relation-
ship between universities and col-
leges is that of London in the first
few decades of its existence.
London was the third university to
be established in England; was
founded about 600 years after the
second British university, viz.
Cambridge was started.  The differ-
ence between London on the one
hand, and Oxford and Cambridge
on the other, was that at London,
the university did not do any
teaching.   All the teaching was
done by the colleges; however, the
syllabi were prescribed by the uni-
versity and examinations were
held and evaluation done centrally,
as at Oxford and Cambridge.

It was the model of London that
was adopted for Bombay, Calcutta
and Madras, the first Indian uni-
versities.  The system suited the
Indian context at that time, as there
were already many colleges in dif-
ferent parts of the country started
by different voluntary agencies.
The universities gave recognition
for the work that the colleges were
doing and helped to standardise it.
The universities could not take any
direct part in the teaching as most
of the colleges were far away from
university headquarters.

There are two more types of
institutions of higher education,
other than the professional institu-
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tions, that we should mention. In
the first place there are universities
which do all the teaching through
their departments or 'schools', and
do not have any colleges.  Most
universities in Europe are of this
type.  The other type of higher edu-
cation institution is the independ-
ent college, which does all its work
by itself and has no connection
with any university.  It prescribes
its own syllabi, holds examinations
and awards degrees.  Such colleges
are found in large numbers in the
United States.

When the American colonies
wanted higher education they were
not affluent enough to think in
terms of a large institution like a
university.  They began in a small
way by starting  a college, which
was an almost exact copy of
Emmanuel College, a college at the
University of Cambridge.  This was
in 1636, and they called their col-

lege Harvard College after the
name of the founder.  The college
decided upon courses of study, did
the teaching, held the examinations
and conferred the degrees.  Thus
came the degree-giving college, in
contrast to the European system
where only the university gave the
degree. As time passed, more col-
leges were started in colonial
America, but they were all inde-
pendent and autonomous.

It was only in the 19th century
that universities were founded in
USA.  By that time knowledge had
grown and bigger foundations
were needed, which could afford to
pay large numbers of professors
and maintain good libraries and
well-equipped laboratories.  These
universities were mostly the type
of teaching universities that we
have referred to above, not of the
Oxford-Cambridge type.  But what
is to be noted about US higher edu-
cation is the fact that even after
such universities were established
in considerable numbers, inde-
pendent degree-giving colleges
continued. More and more colleges
and new types of colleges called
Junior Colleges and Community
Colleges, all giving their own
degrees, were added. Their total
number runs into thousands. It is
some of the features of American
colleges that the Government of
India and the UGC are trying to
incorporate into our colleges with-
out entirely giving up their connec-
tion with the universities.
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II. Shortcomings of the 
existing system

W
e have seen that there are
some resemblances bet-
ween the Indian affiliat-

ing university system and the pre-
vailing systems at Oxford and
Cambridge. In both systems the
university prescribes syllabi cen-
trally and the examinations are
external. This was the position at
London also when the first Indian
universities were established. 

A centralised system has many
advantages.  There will be a certain
amount of standardisation in the
courses of studies.  Also in the
examinations, there will be greater
objectivity and uniformity of
assessment.  These features will be
helpful to future employers.  If
teaching is done in 50-100 small
institutions like colleges, each of
which has its own syllabi and
holds its own examinations, the
prospective employer will have to
ascertain the standard of each, or
hold tests.  So a centralised system
is to be preferred if the syllabi can
be adequate and up-to-date, the
courses of study sufficiently diver-
sified and the examinations satis-
factorily assess critical and creative
powers. Under such conditions the
system will be good and the stan-
dard high. Such is the position at
the Universities of Oxford and
Cambridge.  So before we give up
the existing system we should be
very clear about its defects and the
merits of the new system of aca-

demically autonomous colleges. 
British universities have an

advantage compared to Indian
affiliating universities. That is,
university headquarters and all the
colleges are in the same place, mak-
ing for easy interaction among
teachers of the various colleges and
university functionaries. Secondly,
central facilities like libraries and
laboratories are within reach of all
the colleges. Sir Maurice Gayer
attempted an arrangement some-
what like this when the University
of Delhi was founded in 1924. 

However, in India, the colleges
affiliated to a university are gener-
ally in faraway places.  In spite of
these handicaps, Indian universi-
ties did function satisfactorily in
the early years. The number of col-
leges was small and manageable,
and the university could effectively
monitor their functions.  The sys-
tem also served the purpose of
encouraging the establishment of a
number of private colleges by local
communities and voluntary agen-
cies. After Independence, the num-
ber of colleges grew into thousands,
so that there are now universities
with more than a hundred colleges
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under them.  
Examinations became unman-

ageably massive propositions invol-
ving malpractices, corruption and
even violence. With the enormous
numbers of students and examina-
tions, and the changed work cul-
ture of the persons involved, it
became impossible for the universi-
ties to hold examinations and
declare results in time. There were
instances of examinations being
delayed by a year or a year-and-a-
half, and students lost valuable time.

Another weakness that devel-
oped relates to courses of study
and syllabi. Revision and moderni-
sation of the syllabi became
extremely difficult.  The UGC
describes the situation thus:

The system as it works creates dila-
tory procedures. The rigidity of the
affiliating system also deprives the
good teachers of the opportunity to
take initiative for creative, imaginative
and more fruitful action.  The existing
bureaucratic and centralised structure
of the universities has to be radically
altered to avoid delays, to evade
attempts at rigid uniformities to create
an elastic and dynamic system and to
promote innovation and reform.

In subject matter and syllabus,
most affiliating universities are
neither up-to-date nor adequate.
Past experience has shown that
revision and modernisation are
extremely difficult and that they
seldom happen.  The members of
the Boards of Studies who have to
take the initiative for this are teach-
ers from colleges which are scat-

tered very widely. Most of them
have studied only in ordinary col-
leges and were never in touch with
the growing edge of knowledge in
their fields. There may also be no
good libraries in their neighbor-
hood in which the latest books and
periodicals are available. So they
may be incapable and probably
also indifferent about such matters.
Modernising the syllabi would
require them to update their knowl-
edge. 

Other factors could also come
into play. Changing the syllabi
might involve change of textbooks.
Some of them may have vested
interests in existing textbooks.   The
net result is that even teachers and
colleges, which would like to teach
modern topics, are not able to do it.

In teaching, learning and exam-
ining also our affiliating universi-
ties are weak. In addition to
imparting a certain amount of

knowledge, higher education
should help develop the critical and
creative capacities of the student,
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enable him to apply his knowledge in
new situations and problem-solving.
He should also have acquired the
capacity to express himself coherently
and effectively, both orally and in
writing. It should also inculcate in him
the desire and the ability to go on
learning.  All these characteristics are
at low ebb in most of our teaching
now.

Our examinations are also not
adequate for quality higher educa-
tion.  They are mostly only tests of
memory and the capacity to repro-
duce what one has learned.  The
questions and the answers required
are not such as would test creative
and critical ability. The questions
have become stereotyped, and stu-
dents have come to feel that it would
be sufficient to read up the appropri-
ate stuff from guide-books three or
four weeks before examinations.
There is little incentive for them to go
deep into the subjects and investigate
their foundations and ramifications. 

We have indicated only a few
of the factors which led the UGC
to conclude that the existing
affiliating system is incapable of
being reformed and significantly

improved without some struc-
tural changes.

III. Gains under autonomy

G
enerally speaking, an
autonomous college as con-
ceived in the present context

has freedom and authority in academ-
ic matters.  Briefly stated, it has the
right to decide what to teach, how to
teach and whom to teach.

One of the significant things that
most autonomous colleges have done
has importance from the point of
view of employment possibilities for
the students who pass out.  They have
started courses in applied subjects,
which are in demand in the employ-
ment market.  The subjects which the
universities had allowed the colleges
to teach were, as a rule, subjects com-
ing under  traditional disciplines.
Hence, the UGC asked universities to
add an applied component.  Some
universities have introduced applica-
tion-oriented subjects as subsidiary or
minor subjects.  Many autonomous
colleges have made use of the greater
freedom that now they have to intro-
duce a variety of subjects.  The follow-
ing is a list of some of them:
Ø Business administration
Ø Computer Application
Ø Communications
Ø Clothing and Textiles
Ø Biotechnology
Ø Applied Psychology
Ø Information Systems and

Management
Ø Food Service Management
Ø Microbiology
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Ø Health Education and Sports
Ø Medical Laboratory

Technology
Ø Indian Culture and Tourism

Development
Ø Hospitality, Administration and 

Management
Ø Design and Management of

Interior Spaces
Ø Early Childhood Care and

Education 
Ø House Management
Ø Munitions Technology
Ø Fisheries
Ø Personnel Management and 

Industrial Relations         
There are differences of opinion

among educational thinkers as to
whether studies such as the above are
fit for colleges.  In the United States,
subjects like these are taught in the
community colleges, which run
courses of two years duration after
the higher secondary stage and grant
an Associate in Arts or Associate in
Science degree.  Even if these are not
counted as higher education subjects,
study of these can come under terti-
ary education. Tert-iary education is
necessary for all those who are capa-
ble of it in view of the phenomenal
growth in knowledge.  In our circum-
stances, with the vast bulk of our ter-
tiary education being in colleges, it
would be beneficial to have these as
minor subjects for the Bachelor's
degree.

Another dimension in which
autonomous colleges can make a
distinct contribution is by
improved methods of instruction.
The classical mode of teaching in

higher education, coming down
from medieval universities, is the
lecture.  Lectures are very good for
giving an exposition of a topic and
will probably remain the chief
mode of instruction at the level of
higher education. But students'
role in the lecture is largely pas-
sive, and lectures should be sup-
plemented by other methods of
instruction, which will make the
teaching-learning process more
active and creative for the student.
Most of the autonomous colleges
have introduced seminars, group
discussions, and also more inde-
pendent work by students such as
term papers, projects, etc.  Written
work helps the student in develop-
ing his capacity to express himself
and discussions, in various groups,
improve his speaking skills.

Low spoken English skills are
among the weaknesses which are
disqualifying students from the
rural areas in selections for many
types of jobs. They suffer from the
handicap that they do not have a
cosmopolitan environment in
which a link language like English
becomes necessary. They do not
get the opportunity to speak
English even if they might have
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been through English mediums
schools.  Participation in seminars
and group discussions will help
the students to get rid of their dif-
fidence about  speeking English.

In an autonomous college,
activities like partici-
pation in seminars,
discussions, quiz ses-
sions and written
work like essays,
term papers, library
work, projects etc.,
can be evaluated and
included in the over-
all evaluation of the
s t u d e n t . T h i s i s
something which is
done with difficulty
in the centralised sys-
tem.  The fact that
these things are
taken into account
makes both the stu-
dent and the teacher
take these exercises
seriously.

All autonomous
colleges follow the semester sys-
tem and conduct continuous inter-
nal assessment (CIA).  CIA and
end-of-semester exams get 50:50 or
40:60  weightage. Another
improvement is that the conduct of
examinations has become a much
simpler and easier job in
autonomous colleges.

A person who has had long
experience of examinations under
both the systems writes as follows:
Decentralisation of the massive exami-
nation numbers into smaller college

units has reduced the problems also
proportionately by a hundred-fold.
Mass copying and violence are things
of the past. Conducting a final exami-
nation quietly for 40 of your own stu-
dents has no comparison with con-

ducting an examination
for 400 'strangers' from
different colleges with
different propensities
and sense of discipline
(or lack of it), milling
around in the Hall, for
different papers.  The
C o n t r o l l e r o f
Examinations in collab-
oration with the Head
of the Department and
the faculty, can handle
the question paper-set-
ting, conduct of the
examination and the
valuation of answer
scripts in an efficient
manner, and the results
are published, in some
cases, within a week of
the last examination.

In general, the system of autono-
my has brought salutary changes to
institutions as a whole. An observer
writes:

One has only to spend a couple of
days on the campus of a good
autonomous college and interact with
the staff and students to find out for
oneself the enormous changes that
have taken place in the curriculum and
the attitudes of students and staff to
education as a change agent and a sub-
server of society's needs.
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IV. Difficulties

F
rom what we have said above
one may get the impression that
the path of autonomy in India

has been smooth and pleasant. That
is not so.  There are at present several
factors which put hurdles in the way
of such a smooth course.  On the
basis of replies to a questionnaire
sent out to autonomous colleges,
answered by 29 of them, Dr Mani
Jacob makes the following observa-
tion: The implementation of college
autonomy was not a matter of smooth
sailing in fair weather.  As the colleges
left the secure harbour of the affiliation
system and ventured into the uncer-
tain waters of innovation and experi-
mentation they were bound to
encounter stormy seas.  However, this
did not deter the majority of them. 

The problems and difficulties
which the colleges have been facing
will be of interest to those who are
considering autonomy.  So we give
the full list as they have reported:

1. Financial constraints
(a) Financial constraints in 

choosing text, designing   
courses and providing 
instructional material 
for students

(b) Grants not released on 
time

(c) Low staff salaries
(d) The problem of becoming 

a self-financing institution 
in case the colleges are 
delinked from UGC's 

assistance after helping 
autonomy to be estab-
lished will be a problem of 
the  future

(e) We have to pay money 
in lakhs to start any new 
course.

2.    Problems in 
administration

(a) A great deal of clerical 
work

(b) Tendency for the system 
to collapse if not used 
properly

(c) Though the college enjoys 
academic freedom in cur
riculum framing and evalu
ation, freedom to replace the
traditional courses with 
more modern and rele-
vant courses that are cur-
rently in demand is lack-
ing

(d) Undue delay in govern-
ment approval of 
appointments made by 
the college on retire- 
ment, death and resigna-
tion vacancies is a 
severe handicap of 
autonomous colleges.

(e) The insistence that uni-
versity course structure 
and pattern be followed 
in autonomous colleges 
poses restrictions

(f) Because of workload 
norms imposed by the 
government, enough 
electives could not be 
offered

CENTRE FOR CIVIL SOCIETY



(g) The real credit system 
could not be 
introduced due to 
workload constraints

(h) Lack of co-ordination 
between University, 
State Government and 
UGC

(i) Higher education being 
in the Concurrent List is 
a snag

(j) University interference 
in the functioning of the 
college

(k) Lack of physical space to 
introduce new courses

(l) Absence of administra-
tive autonomy

(m) Lack of adequate man-
power

(n) Minority status is often 
overlooked

(o) College not permitted to 
hold its own convocation 
as per its convenience

(p) Parent university making 
abnormal delay in grant-
ing permission or in 
appointing commissions  
to  the college

(q) Scope for interaction with 
UGC officials to discuss 
problems is limited

(r) Inability to bring about 
radical changes in the 
conventional pattern 
until credibility is estab-
lished in the eyes of 
society

(s) Heterogeneity in the class 
is a major constraint in 
implementing innovative 

methods. The staff-student 
ratio is not adequate for sat-
isfactory interaction 
between the teacher and the
students

(t) The absence of a univer-
sity department in the 
given area makes it 
impossible to intro-
duce new courses in that 
area.

3. Other problems
(a) Students are not being 

considered for university 
ranking

(b) Students find it hard to 
spare time for participa-
tion in games and sports 
and other cocurricular 
activities

(c) Students are concerned 
about the scant regard 
shown for their internal 
assessment marks by other
educational institutions, 
including parent universi-
ties

(d) Mobility of students to 
other colleges is hindered

(e) Students are worried 
about too many examina-
tions

(f) Shortening of vacation, 
as examination days are 
not counted as working 
days.

Most of the problems, it will be
seen, are because the colleges do
not have full autonomy.
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V. Achievements

In spite of the problems and dif-
ficulties, almost all the colleges sur-
veyed are of the view that they are
making a good contribution and
that they would like to go on. This
is a consolidated statement of what
they think are the achievements of
autonomy.
(a) There is a significant 

qualitative difference 
between the autonomous 
and non-autonomous 
mode.  Autonomy has:

1) Created self-confidence
2) Brought clarity of 

vision
3) Paved the way for 

reform of examination & 
the evaluation system

4) Enabled us to evolve a 
student-oriented 
teaching technique and

5) Given recognition to 
the teaching of religion 
and ethics

(b) Autonomy has given us 
wide scope not only to 
design our own curricu-
lum but also to update it 
based on the idea of use
fulness to society and the 
employability of the learn-
er.  It enables us to adopt 
our own teaching and 
evaluation methods in 
accordance with the 
requirements of each and 
every academic program. In
brief, autonomy has given 
greater 'academic freedom', 

of course with greater 'aca
demic responsibility'"

c) The major impetus was 
the creativity of staff and 
students and examination-
oriented teaching and 
learning have disappeared

d) It is a challenge to the 
students and staff and 
the management.  In 
respect of examination peri-
odic internal tests are con
ducted, the question papers
are set by external examin-
ers and marking is done by 
both internal and external 
examiners

e)  There is improved quality of
education as well as addi-
tional knowledge in the cur-
riculum.  There is progress 
towards imparting higher 
education on the lines of 
modernity, relevance and 
diversification

f) Autonomy has proved to be
not simply a different con-
cept but a distinct educa-
tional concept compared to 
non-autonomous 
colleges

g) As expressed continuously 
by the staff and students of 
the college, there seems 
to be great satisfaction about
the full freedom they 
enjoyed to depart  from the 
syllabus of the affiliating 
university to suit the needs 
of the students and keeping 
in mind relevance to society

h) The college maintains 
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high standards of 
teaching and research 
and also is in the fore- 
front of its potential to   
experiment with education-
al innovations in response to
emerging challenges in aca-
demic, social and 
economic realms 

i) Autonomy has served as a 
boon in realising the set 
objectives of the college.  It 
has provided a conducive 
environment for promoting 
and nurturing academic 
growth, reformation and 
transformation of the 
educational system, 'the 
education', 'the educator' 
and society at large

j) This has led to the 
administration being more 
responsive. Students' disci-
pline has also improved

k) The benefits enjoyed 
by students are the good 
performance given by them 
in entrance exams, and the 
ready recruitment of stu-
dents by companies and 
firms. This has made the 
staff and the parents equally
happy

l) Under autonomy the 
schedule of the college 
functions satisfactorily

m) Imparting of superior 
instruction to aid the total 
personality development of 
the student

n) The tone of academic 
health has been 

substantially improved
o) College autonomy has 

resulted in increased stu-
dent enrollment, more 
professional courses 
being introduced and 
instill more accountability in
the staff and the students

p) The autonomous status of 
the college allowed for regu-
larisation of the academic 
session and uninterrupted 
teaching throughout the ses-
sion.  There was remarkable
change and improvement 
in the student discipline
and a noticeable spurt of 
healthy extra-curricular 
activities on the campus

q) Autonomous status of 
the college has led to 
courses being designed rel-
evant to the needs of the 
rural people.  Staff partici-
pation in seminars and 
workshops increased 
considerably

r) Autonomy was an explosion
on all fronts simultaneously,
and the change from calm-
ness to activity, from core to
semester, from syllabus fol-
lowers  to syllabus setters, 
from dependence to autono-
m

y, from becoming enriched to enrich-
ing others, fromdarkness of repeated
practices to the light of autonomy
and academic excellence, was a
record feat.
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I. Objectives

Autonomous colleges represent a
radical departure from the existing
structure of the university system
in India in which undergraduate or
collegiate education, which caters
to more than 80% of students in
higher education at university
level, does not enjoy any academic
freedom because of the prevailing
affiliation system. The Education
Commission regarded the exercise
of academic freedom and critical
scholarship on the part of teachers
as crucial to the "promotion and
development of an intellectual cli-
mate in the country which is con-
ductive to the pursuit of scholar-
ship and excellence". All attempts
at reform of university education in
the way of curriculum develop-
ment, changes in the system of
examination, promotion of
research and its subsequent feed-
back into the teaching process, and
changes in teaching methods in

keeping with changing times and
the changing content of university
education, have tended in the last
few years to get defeated by the
existing rigidity in the structure of
universities particularly because of
the absence of academic autonomy
of the institutions. The large major-
ity of teachers and teaching institu-
tions, viz., colleges have never
experienced the freedom and
innate responsibility to design the
courses of study, to devise appro-
priate teaching methods and tech-
nology and to plan academic
development or measures which
would help to improve the quality
of instructions as well as the learn-
ing process.

II. Distortions and consequences
of affiliation system

The system of affiliation was
designed at a time when the num-
ber of universities and colleges was
small and the function of universi-
ties was limited to conducting stan-
dardised examination in order to
qualify and grade the products for
purpose of  general employment,
mainly in the secretarial services.
Universities at that time were not
teaching institutions nor was the
promotion of scholarship and
research considered to be one of
their major functions.  The situa-
tion today is vastly different. The
number of students seeking higher
education and the number of col-
leges and universities have multi-
plied at a phenomenal rate and the
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expectations of public authorities
and the society at large are far
more complex, demanding scholar-
ship and training.  With all their
backwash effects, these have not
only distorted the learning process
but have created enormous social
problems in the way of corruption,
terrorism and violence in the con-
duct of examination. They have
encouraged impersonalisation of
teaching and administration, aca-
demic stultification and cynicism
and alienation of students and
teachers from the learning and
teaching process.  In the case of
universities the existence of these
large number of college with
uneven standards of teaching and
facilities has become a definite
drag on processes of modernisa-
tion, reform and improvement of
standards. In the case of the better
colleges which have both resources
and determination to do quality
teaching, the control of the univer-
sity in matters of curricula and
examination has curbed all initia-
tive and imposed rigid structure of
course and examination on even
such institutions which realise the
irrelevance and lack of purpose of
much of the work that they are
doing. Such colleges feel that the
affiliation system has prevented all
their efforts towards modernisa-
tion and improvement. Academic
autonomy has always been regard-
ed as a functional necessity for
institution of higher education. The
conspicuous absence of this aca-
demic freedom and institutional

autonomy in the case of colleges in
India has been the greatest dys-
functional factor responsible for
the gradual decline in standards.

III. Relationship of autonomous 
colleges with the university

In the context of the general situa-
tion prevailing in India the confer-
ment of degrees can be done by a
university established by an Act of
the legislature or an institution
deemed to be university under the
UGC Act.  It would, therefore, be
necessary for the autonomous col-
lege to enjoy autonomy in framing
its courses of studies, devising its
methods of evaluation and its prin-
ciples for admission of students,
this would require the constitution
of its own academic council and
exchange.  The college may draw
on the university departments for
expertise in framing its curricula,
devising evaluation methods and
conduct of examination, selection
of teachers etc., but the autonomy
of the college should not be solely
dependent on university leader-
ship.  It must also have an academ-
ic council on lines similar to the
academic council of a unitary uni-
versity and must ensure involve-
ment of faculty at all levels, senior
as well as junior teachers, in the
framing of the academic policies,
courses of study, etc.  

The boards of studies constitut-
ed by the autonomous colleges
may have external experts includ-
ing a representative of the universi-
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ty to which the college is affiliated.
The decisions taken by the academ-
ic council of the college need not be
subject to any further ratification
by university academic council for
other statutory bodies of the uni-
versity.  The functions of the aca-
demic council of an autonomous
college could also be defined by
university statutes.  The university
degree will continue to be con-
ferred by the university concerned,
but the name of the autonomous
college will be mentioned.

The freedom to design courses
would necessarily extend to provi-
sion of new courses and combina-
tion of courses not provided for
within the existing university cur-
riculum.  This would encourage
experimentation with desirable
educational ideas, and initiate a
process for broadening the frame-
work of courses to make them
more meaningful and relevant in
the context of local and regional
requirements for skilled manpow-
er. It may be easier for an
autonomous college to respond to
such local requirements than for a
university with large territorial
jurisdiction and the need to ensure
uniformity or standardise the pro-
vision of courses in institutions of
varied resources and capacity, gen-
erally at the level of lowest com-
mon measure.

Autonomous status may be
conferred on the college as a whole
or in case of postgraduate colleges
on an individual department or
faculty for postgraduate course. It

is essential to involve the universi-
ty as well as the State Government
in the process of identification of
colleges which are to be conferred
such an autonomous status. The
proposals for autonomous status
should therefore, as far as possible,
be sponsored by the university
concerned. The criteria for selec-
tion should be as under:
a) Academic reputation and 

previous performance in 
university examination 
and other academic cultur-
al activities

b) Academic attainments of 
the staff

c) The made of selection of 
students and teachers viz.,
whether such selection is 
without regard to caste, 
creed or social class

d) Physical facilities, i.e., 
library, accommodation 
and equipments

e) Institutional management,
viz., whether it is motivat-
ed by and responsive to 
academic or non-academic
consideration

f) The financial resources 
that the management can 
provide for the develop-
ment of the institution

g) The responsiveness of the 
administrative structure to
the views of staff and stu-
dents

h) Extent of freedom enjoyed
by the staff for advanced 
scholarship, research and 
experimentation and 
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involvement in educational inno-
vation and reforms.

An autonomous college would
be ordinarily expected to have
p l a n s t o s h e d i t s p r e -
university/intermediate classes
when the 10+2+3 scheme becomes
operational, so as to devote its
efforts to degree and postgraduate
levels.

IV. Procedure for conferment of
autonomous status

The proposals for autonomy may
have to be normally sponsored by
the university though the
Commission may, on the basis of
identifications made by expert
bodies from time to time, suggest
to the university the desirability of
such colleges to be considered. All
proposals received from the uni-
versities would be examined by the
UGC and its decision communicat-
ed to the universities. It would also
be desirable to provide in the
statute of the university relating to
autonomous colleges that confer-
ment of the autonomous status will
be subject to the concurrence of the
UGC. In order to ensure concur-
rence of the State Government, it
may be associated, wherever
required, in this connection.  In the
case of Government colleges, it
would be necessary to obtain an
assurance from the State
Government that the competent
staff will not be transferred from
the institution after the conferment
of autonomous status and an advi-

sory board constituted on lines
similar to that in other autonomous
colleges.

The functions and power of the
Governing Body/Management
Committee should be clearly
defined so as to ensure that deci-
sions taken by the academic coun-
cil of the autonomous college are
accepted for implementation by
the college.  However, in case of
any dispute  in such matters, the
Vice-Chancellor of the University
may be requested to take decision,
keeping in view the need for ensur-
ing academic freedom in all such
matters.

The privilege of autonomy may
not be conferred once for all but
will have to be continually earned
and deserved. The status may be
granted initially for a period of five
years but a review should be
undertaken after three years by the
university and UGC in collabora-
tion.  In case of evidence of deteri-
orating standards, it should be
open to the university after careful
scrutiny to revoke the autonomous
status.

V. Pattern of assistance

Conferment of autonomous status
on a college will not by itself entitle
the college to any extra financial
privileges; nor does autonomy
mean any transfer of financial com-
mitments to the UGC from the
m a n a g e m e n t s o r t h e S t a t e
Governments.  Any extra assis-
tance arising out of the autonomy
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would only marginal and related to
the special academic program
developed by such colleges.  This
extra assistance would become
available from the UGC on a cent
percent basis for a period of five
years.  The question of continua-
tion of such assistance beyond a
five-year period either as develop-
mental assistance or as mainte-
nance assistance could be
reviewed, taking all relevant
aspects into consideration.  These
colleges would also continue to be
eligible for assistance from the
UGC in respect of all development
programmes applicable to other
colleges. 
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The Kerala Higher Education Forum

The Kerala Higher Education Forum is an association of senior educa-
tors, especially persons who have been associated with higher education
as Chancellors or Vice-Chancellors.  The Forum arranges consultations,
conferences and seminars on matters related to higher education for
teachers and administrators.  In the past it has organised and arranged
curriculum development activities and seminars and discussion on edu-
cational reform.

Professor Ninan Abraham, former Vice-Chancellor of Kanpur University
works as the Convener. Present members of the Forum include:
Prof K A Jeleel, former Vice-Chancellor, Calicut University;
Dr M V Pylee, former Vice-Chancellor, Cochin University; 
Dr A T Devasia, former Vice-Chancellor, Mahatma Gandhi University;
Dr A Sukumaran Nair, also a former Vice-Chancellor of Mahatma Gandhi
University; and Dr J V Vilanilam, former Vice-Chancellor, Kerala University.  



Centre for Civil Society
THE POWER OF IDEAS

The Centre for Civil Society is an independent, non-profit, research
and educational organisation devoted to improving the quality of
life for all citizens of India by reviving and reinvigorating civil

society.  India got her political independence in 1947 from the British
state, but we still do not have complete social, cultural and economic
independence from the Indian state.  We aim to limit the domain of the
state and make more space for civil society.  We champion limited gov-
ernment, rule of law, free trade, and individual rights.  We are an ideas
organisation, a think-tank that develops ideas to better the world.  We
want to usher in an intellectual revolution that encourages people to look
beyond the obvious, think beyond good intentions, and act beyond
activism.  

We believe in the individuality and dignity of all persons, and their
right to life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness.  We trust their judgment
when they cast their vote in a ballot box and when they spend their
money in a marketplace.  We are driven by the dream of a free society,
where political, social, and economic freedom reigns.  We are soldiers for
a Second Freedom Movement.

CCS's activities include research, outreach and advocacy in the areas of
Law, Liberty, & Livelihood; Communities, Markets & the Environment;
Good Governance; Education for All; Rule of Law; and The World & I. 

Join our Education Choice Campaign (Fund Students, Not
Schools) at www.ccsindia.org! 


