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Learning English is a conscious process' 
Face to Face 
PRASANTA J BARUAH 
pjbaruah_ at@yahoo. com 

Sawpon Dowerah is an English lan 
guage teaching specialist. A postgrad 
uate in English, he has trained in Cen 
tral Institute of English and Foreign Lan 
guages (CIEFL), now English and For 
eign Languages University (EFLU). 
Hyderabad and in Reading, UK in Ap 
plied Linguistics. 

He was associated with textbook pub 
lications under the Board of Secondary 
Education Assam (SEBA) and Krishna 
Kanta Handiqui State Open University 
(KKHSOU) and All India Radio (AIR) 
educational broadcasts. 

Can you briefly outline the tradition 
of English language teaching in Assam? 

The tradition of English language teach 
ing in Assam goes back to the 19th century 
when the British realized that the people of 
the State needed to be associated with the 
administration by providing them with edu 
cation necessary for administrative pur 
poses. Hence, the government proposed 
steps to introduce English education in the 
State. The setting up of an English school in 
Guwahati in 1835 by the British followed by 
the contributions of the American Baptist 
missionaries to spread school education in a 
number of towns in 1845 with Assamese as 
the medium was a laudable step in the his 
tory of school education in the State. Fol 
lowing a series of Despatches and Educa 
tion Commissions and National Policies of 
Education, school education in Assam laid 
the foundation of higher education with the 
founding of Cotton College in 1900. 

What are the challenges of learning 
English as a second language? 

On learning English as a second language 
(L2), a lcarner is faced with two basic chal 
lenges. One of them is related to English 
as a mode of oral communication and the 
other as a medium of reading and writing. 

The basic challenge with reference to 
English as a mode of oral communication is 

the prounciatiGn of English sounds which 

Sawpon Dowerah an English language teaching specialist, 
says that quality and motivation of teachers is of utmost 
1mportance in English teaching. 

a learner finds to be quite different from 
the sounds in the learner's mother tongue 
(MT). TIhe learners begin to discover that 
Some sounds of English do not exist in their 
MT or first language (L1). In addition to 
the challenges of individual sounds, there 
is the challenge of proper use of stress, 
rhythm and intonation. 

The other challenge is with reference to 
reading a piece of authentic text in English. 
According to teachers' feedback on leamers' 
reading competence, the general impression 
is that most students have to struggle with 
the passage to achieve some sort of compre 
hension. However, this problem today is 
fairly minimized in view of the demands of 
the question paper of Board examinations 
to tackle a reading comprehension passage. 

What is the difference between learn 
ing English for native speakers and 
non-native speakers? 

The basic difference between learning a 
language as MT by native speakers and learn 
ing a second language is that learning the L1 
is a matter of acquisition while learning the 
L2 is a matter of learning. Acquisition is an 
unconscious process while learning is a con 
scious process. Noted linguist Noam 
Chomsky believes that children are born 
with special language learning abilities. They 
do not have to be taught their MT or cor 
rected for their mistakes. They learn their 
MT by being exposed to it, their linguistic 
rules on using the language develop uncon 
sciously. Children are said to be born with a 
language acquisition device which include 
basic knowledge about the nature and struc 
ture of human language. On the other hand, 
an L2 1earner attempts to work out the 
meaning and uses of words, grammatical 
rules and other aspects of a language. The 
learner makes generalizations of grammati 
cal rules and draws conclusions and infer 
ences on grammatical rules. The learning 
process becomes a conscious effort to learm 
the L2. That is the reason why English L2 
learners need grammar books, work books 

and other teaching-learning materials. 
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What is the approach of vernacular 
schools in learning English at the pri 
mary, middle and secondary levels? 

It is rather difficult to pinpoint the ap 
proach that would work in a given school. 
Syllabus designers and writers assigned to 
develop textbooks may have an approach 
in mind, like for example, the structural 
approach that argues against using the MT 
in teaching English on the ground that the 
'pull of the mother tongue' can havea very 
negatiye impact on the learner. However, 
in the real classroom situation, such a be 
lief has proved to be less effective. The 

reality is that - (1) Learners perceive 
Sounds in the new language in terms of their 
MT to which they have already been ex 
posed. Thus, one of the ways of practising 
the correct sounds of English is largely a 
matter of remedial teaching through mini 
mal pair drills with an amount of Ll input. 
(2) Sentence structures produced by the 
learner do not reflect the structures of the 
learner's L1. It could be a hasty generaliza 
tion due to insuficient L2 input. Hence, the 
bilingual approach can be one of the most 
learner-friendly approaches in vernacular 
medium classrooms. Alternatively, one can 
rely upon eclecticism in classroom meth 

odology- taking the best of all approaches. 
Is over-emphasis on grammar dis 

couraging for language learning? 
The notion of acceptability of the lear 

ers' language is determined by two factors 
'grammaticality' and 'appropriateness' 
Grammaticality implies that a sentence is 
considered acceptable when it follows the 
rules of a standard grammar book, whereas 
appropriateness is largely a matter of socio 
linguistic competence. An utterance re 
quires to be appropriate for a particular 
context or a situation. A sentence like -
Give me your newspaper' uttered by a 
fellow passenger in a bus can be made ap 
propriate by following the rules of decent 
social behaviour that requires the person 
to rephrase the sentence as - 'Can I bor 
row your newspaper please? Over em 
phasis on grammar without awareness of 
the social context may prove disastrous. 
There is a need for constant practice of 
grammatical foms in contexts. 

How do you assess the quality and 
motivation of the English teacher? 

Quality and motivation of teachers being 
a matter of utmost importance, it needs to 
be stated that during the past half a century. 
there has been extensive efforts to improve 
the quality of teachers through in-service 
educational programmes by various agen 
cies like the State government in associa 
tion with State Council of Educational Re 
search and Training (SCERT) and the Bnit 
ish Council, the fomer SEBA and Assam 
Higher Secondary Education Council 
(AHSEC) and English Language Teaching 
Institute (ELTI), among others. Besides AIR 
Guwahati, through its teachers` broadcast 
programme has taken training programmes 
to the teachers' breakfast tables. There has 

been an urge towards exploring innovaive 
techniques by teachers to make classroom 
practice more committed and interestug 
than ever before. The need for developing 
child-centred approches ave gained pri 
ority over others. 
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Poisoned Ivy 
Amid the Trump-created Harvard 

crisis, my advice to students is simple: 
stay calm and have a pragmatic Plan B 

VIRAL 
DOSHI, 

Career Guidance 
Counsellor, Mumbai 

"Ivy League colleges cannot survive 
without international students. They 
are the backbone of America's academic 
strength. This situation is temporary.. it 
will pass." 

T've heen savig this oftén these days, 
more to calm the nerves of students and 
their parents than anything else. 
For over two decades. I've watched 

thousands of Indian students chase the 
Amer1Can Dream-an Ivy League de-
gree, a high-flyingjob in'the US andalife 
of global success. I've walked this jour 
nev with them--from the nervous excite 
ment of SAT prep to nail-biting deci 
sions on colleges. 

Now for the first time in my career Ifind 

myself in the eye of an entirelynew storm: 
the growing uncertainty in US college ad 
missions for international students. And, 
yet, Iremain calm. BecauseIknow the sys-
tem is cyclical rather than permanent. 

HARVARD'S LEGAL BATTLE 

Much of the current anxiety stems from 
the ongoing legal battles involving univer 
sities like Harvard. After the Donald 
Trump administration barred the 

University of Harvard from enroling for-
eign students, a recent courtrulinghas al ee etudents. lowed it to enrol i 
but many logistical : hlocksremain. 

Roughly 20% of Indian students who 
have got admissionto American colleges 
and universities this year have already 
got their visa. About 30% have secured 
interview dates. The remaining 50% are 
stuckwaiting for I-20 forms, which are 
eligibility certificates issued by acollege 
or a university that is necessary to apply 
for a student visa, or struggling to find 
open visa slots. No new interview ap 
pointments are being issued right now. 
And we are in June. The August intake is 
looming large and, understandably, par 
ents are stressed. 
My advice is simple: stay calm and have 

But most students still want to hold out 
hope. They know-as I do that 
stillnothing auitelikea IISundaromady 
ate education 

nthis climate, Iseethree types of students: 
Determined Ones: They're wiling 

to lose a semester or even defer a year, 
just to make it to their dream US college. 
The Flexible Planners: These students are seriously weighing optionsin the Uk, Singapore and even top Indian colleges. 
The Hopeful Majority:They are watch 
ing and waiting, believing that visa pro-
cesses will be realigned in time. 
And there's reason to believe they will. 

The pressure on the US government to 
resolve this is mounting economically, 
politically and diplomatically. 

a pragmatic Plan B. Many families are 
now exploring alternatives like the UK Harvard University students wearing graduation gowns walk through Harvard Square in Cambridge. Massachusetts, on May 29 and Singapore, or even returning to top 
Indian universities. 

GETTING IN 

The other battle is just getting into an 
American college. With Common 
Application, Al-assisted evaluations and 
higher global applications, US colleges 

RoUghly 20% of Indian students 
who have got admission 
to American colleges and 
Universtties this year have 
already got their visa. About 
30% have secured interview 
dates. The remaining 50% are 
stuck-waiting for I-20 forms or 
struggling to find open visa slots 

havenever been moreselective. Consider 
this: the University of Pennsylvania's ac-
ceptance rate dropped from 20% in 2005 
to just 5.4 % in 2024. Boston University's 
went from 52% to 10.7%. New York 
University's fell from 32% to a mere 8%. 
More than 80% of Indianundergraduate 

applicants to the US are disappointed d with them feel thev de-the outcomes, Many of 
serve better But they are up against a sys 
tem where nearly 35% of seats are locked up by MALDC candidates--Minorities. 

Athletes, Legacies, Donors and Children 
of Faculty and Administrators. 
The competition is only intensifying. 

The pipeline of Indian applicants is 
growing rapidly. Students from second 
and third-tier towns now outperform 
their metro-city peers, fuelled by better 
schools and greater ambition. 
There has been a huge jump in high 

quality institutions across India. IT di 
plomaschools have grown from 80 in 2010 
o 175+ today. A-Level schools have dou-

bled from 100 to 200+ in the same period. 
The US still offers world-class educa tion, but the post-graduation road is no 
longer: guaranteed. A four-year under 
graduate degree now costs upwards of 

L00,000, while an MBA degree can cost $250,000 or more. 
Yet, only 40% of Indian students who are graduating this year have secured iobs So far. Even in high-demand fields 

lower than expected. Ivy League MBAS 
like computer science, the number was 
arenot immune either 23% of Harvard 

HARVARD 

AVA Recognised hi 

UNNERSITY 

OIS PENNEW 

Bloomberg 
MBAgraduates were unemployed three 
months after graduation in 2024. At 
Stanford, that figure was 18%, nearly 
double from just two years ago. 
Meanwhile, visa uncertainty contin-

ues. Optional practical training (OPT) 
and H-1B rules for visas remain 
sistent. Standardised testing, like the 
SAT, is making a comeback-adding yet 

er layer of complexity 

estakes rise, Iencourage students to 
redefine what success looks like. Elite in-
stitutions are fantasticplatforms but they 
arenot the only route to achievement. 

I often recommend Where You Go Is Not 
Who You'llBeby Frank Bruni. It's awake 
up call for those obsessed with prestige. 
Atthe end of the day, realsuccess depends on character, curiosity and grit -not just 
abrandname. 

something here. 

and e market and are hungry to build 

This isn't the new normal. It's a mo 
ment in flux. Mymessage to students and 
parents is: stay flexible, stay informed 
and keep your eye on the long game. Be 
prepared to pivot. Don't tie your self 
worth to a college name ora c a country's 
immigration policy. 
The path ahead demands resilience 

the ability to adapt, to reinvent oneself, 
to embrace uncertainty. We are entering 
an erawhere resilience will matter more 
than résumés. That's what I tell my stu 
dents when they call, worried, some 
times in tears. Iremind then that uncer 
The US still offers world-class 
education, but the post 
graduation road is no longer 
guaranteed. A foUr-year 
undergraduate degree now 
costs upwards of $400,000, 
while an MBA degree can cost 
$250,000 or more. Yet, only 

40% of Indian students who 
are graduating this year have 
secured jobs so far 

self having deeper, more philosophical 
In recent months, I have also found 

conversations with f 1 families which I ney 
er used to have 10 or 15 years ago. Parents 
arebeginning to ask notjust how to get in, 

at why they are pursuing this path in the 
firstplace. And students are more reflec 
tive. They care more about aligmment 
between their passions, purpose and the 
education they seek. It's no longer just 
about gettingaUS degree. It's about build 
ing a life that feels meaningful. 
My role is no longer just about helping them get into a college helping them thinkbigger withc 

ter where they land. After all, the dream 
nn nomat COn 

isn't changing. It'sjust getting smarter. 
The path may mo longer be straight. But forthose willing to stay the course, it can 

ndlan posELauPluomavhe inst mavbe. it's time to dream 

Some of my students are exploring still lead to something extraordinary. 

homegrown lnalan cOthoee whounder 
s like the IIMs. The Ivy League dream is still alive-but 

wider. 

tainty doesn't equal failure--it's just 
part of growth. 

(A_ told to Lijee Philip) 
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For three decades, a software engineering degree was as close to a job guarantee as 
it could get for India's middle class. Al has 
painfully disrupted that certainty 
Swathi Moorthy & 
Annapurna Roy 

sastory going viralrecently 
recounts, back in the early 
1990s, Infosys cofounder 
Nandan Nilekani had 
prodded and .plavwered actor 

Girish Karnad. a distant relative, to buy into 
the then-obscure software firm's IPO. 
As told to journalist Rollo Romig, 

author of IAm on the Hit List: Murder 
and Myth-making in South India, 
Karnadeventually gave in and bought 
some shares of Infosys. Within 10 years, 

as Infosys-and India's burgeoning IT 
sector-grew, the share prices 
skyrocketed and helped Karnad out of a 
lower-middle class living to greater 
comforts, like a house of his own. 
Transformative. There is no other 

word that encapsulates what C++ 
and Python didfor India and millionsof 
folks like Karnad. Beyond shareholders, 
zeros and ones carried with them the 
aspirations. of millions of youth vho 
gained notjust ermployment, but a living 
that lifted their families out of the lower 
middle-class trap, powered by fancy 
salaries, lucrative stock options and 
promise of foreign postings. 
So far so good. Then, out of nowhere, 

came the threat from artificiai 
intelligence (AI). India's middle-class 
dreams, written in the promise of 
software, is now under threat from 
advancements of that very software. 
The jobs that milions of students had 

taken for granted as an entty to a 8 
and successful career aren' 
anymore, and a thirty-year dream is 
starting to lose steam. 
The drastic shift is leaving a bloody 

trail of laid-off employees, changingjob 
deseriptions and under-skilled young 
engineers. 

UNCERTAIN DAYS 
Pradeep (name changed), a techie in 
Bengaluru, is jobhunting. This isn't the 
best time to be looking for one. But he 
does not have a choice as his company, a 
unicorn, fired him five months ago, 
along with close to a dozen colleagues, 

g for a job The last time he was looking. 
was in 2018 when he was a final-year 
engineering student. Back then, all that 
the unicorns he was interviewing for 
wanted was solid programming know. 
how. 

too 

After six years, he was laid off and 
there are more things he is worried 
ahout than getting the bDasles 
"Even ifI get a job, how long can I 
on before the company decides 
otherwvise? Is this going to be the end of 
my career?" 

Things are worse forjuniordevelopers 
Just entering the workforce where AI 

can do a much better job. Their 
days are now marked by anxiety, fear 
and insecurity that threatens careers, 
lest they don't keep up with the change, 
and at times even when they do. 

manual Sneha (name changed), a 
tester ina Bengaluru-based IT services 

firm a decade ago, remembers how 
Worricd they were when automation 

introduced. "We were worried that 

ourjobs would be lost," she reminisces. 

SoftWare 
Going Soft 

That never came to pass in the five 
years she spent in the firm before 
movingto consulting. But today, testing 
is one of the areas seeing the most 
automation, and others such as front 
and back-end development are soon 
likely to follow. 

RISE IN ANXIETY 

All of this, naturally, is leading to 
mental health issues. 
Harpreet Singh Saluja, presidentof IT 

professionals' welfare association 
Nascent IT Employees Senate (NITES), 
has been seeing increasing anxiety in 
young professionals with up to five 
years of experience, who were 
beginning to feel they were being 
gradually s sidelined or replaced. 
"Many are unsure whether their job 

will still exist in the next six months or 
a year," Saluja says. 
"Every single project that you do, they 

track how many AI tools or AI 
integrations you are using. They don't 
always say it, but the bottom line is that 
if you don't, yourjob is at risk" says 
Pradeep. 
In long Reddit threads, software 

developers have been sharing how their 
department heads emphasise using AI 
tools and are removing teams that were 

has since been easily automated. 
doing documentation, something that 

For the moment it is each to their own. 

DARWINISM AT PLAY 
To stay relevant, many are upskilling 
and learníng Al-first thinking and how 
to create workilows using AI. Platforms 
such as Scaler Academy, Newton School 
and 100xDngineers are seeing huge 
demand for their online courses on AI 
and ML 
"It is a six-month weekend course, 

which is amix of lectures and hands-on 
exercises," says Sridev Ramesh, 
cofounder, 100xEngineers. 

While new-age schools profit, 
engineering colleges that mushroomed 

Harpreet Singh Saluja, president of IT professionals' welfare 

assoclation NITES, has been seeing increasing anxiety in young 

professionals with up to flve years of experlence, who were 

beginning to feel they were belng gradually sidelined or replaced. 

He says many are unsure whether they wll still have a job in 

the next slx months to one year 

THE 30-YEAR 
BOOM 

IT'S IMPACT IN INDIA 

Job Creation: 
IT sector employs Over 5.8 million 

people in India as of 2024 

Economic Growth: 
IT contributes nearly 8% to 

India's GDP 

Global Recognition: 
India handles about 55% of the 

world's IT outsourcing 

Urban Development: 
Bengalur alone houses over 1,500 

IT Companies 

Increased Exports: 
IT exports crossed $200 billion in 

2023 

Skill Development: 
Over 1.5 million engineers graduate 

annually, many entering IT 

Startup Boom: 
India has more than 100,000 

startups, with many in the tech 
sector 

Digital Infrastructure: 
Over 850 million internet users 

drive digital growth 

Rural Impact: 
Government e-services noW reach 

600,000+ villages 

Youth Empowerment: 
Around 65% of IT Workers are under 

the age of 35 

across the country over the last few 
decades s are just not equipped for this 
transition, and that is resulting 
students charting their own course. 
Take Rachit (last name withheld to 

protect identity).asecond-year computer science student. He was clear thatregular 
engineering coleges might not help. 
Afterpreparing for IT-JEE, he decidedto 
pursueafour-year undergraduate degree 
with Newton School of Technology, 
which focuses on AI. 
An avid programmer from Class 8, he 

taught himself Java and then Python, 
and is currently interning at one of the 
top AI startups in India and in his words 
"is lovingit". 

As Nishant Chandra, CEO, Newton 
Sohool, points out, the ecosystem is 
changing fast and students need to 
change with it. Chandra 
unfortunatelv about 90% of thecloe 

"are not forward-looking, and that will 
impact the students. 
Prasad (name changed), a third-year 

engineering student, and his 
batchmates often discuss what AI would 
do to theirprospects. "We are still a year 
from when we have to face it, but at 
present, we are unsure what we can do," 

he says. 
Prasad, who hails from a tier-3 town in 

Kerala, is doing computer science in 
Coimbatore. Ask him if the college is 
taking additlonal initiatives to equip 
them, and he is confused. "We have not 
heard anything from the college. Maybe 
we will see something before we start 
placements ents next vear" he says. 
Unfortunately, by the time reality hits, 

it might be too late for students like 
Prasad. 

SURVIVALPLAN 
Neeti Sharma, CEO, TeamLease Digital, 
says most englneering graduates are 
not completely ready for Aljobs. 
"More than 60% of these students 
don't have enough hands-on knowledge 
and'experience," says Sharma, adding 
that beyond college degrees, what's needed is certifications in AI, cloud, 
securlty, or data science, working on 
real projects (like sharing code on 
GitHub), and joining hackathons or 
Internships. "Students who keep learning and can show real projects or 
skils will have the best chance of 
getting hlired in today's job market." 

head of talent 
at the AI company Fractal, 

adding that adapting to the new reality 
of "continuous learning" is often 
harder for experienced professionals 
than freshers. 
IT CEOs have indicated that AI-led 

productivity is changing the business 
model, with revenue growth and 
headcount un B10 oeing de-linked, 

years, we have been 
challenging our teams on how you can 
deliver twice the revenue and half of 
the people," said HCLTech CEO C 
Vijayakumar in February. 
This means AI taking over grunt work 

andhumans focusing on strategy ethics 
and innovation, says Roop Kaistha, 
regional managing director-APACat 
recruitment firmn AMS. 
That is going to complicate things. 
India is home to the second largestpool 

of software developers in the world, 
with 5.8 million professionals. It also 
produces around 1.5 million fresh 
engineers every year, Hovever, just 10% 
of them have the ability to secure jobs, 
according to a TeamLease report. 
So the uestlon of higher-level output 

is going pipe dream unless both 
the individual and the system change 
their ori ation. 
Government, companies and 

IT CEOS have Indicated that 

the business model, with 
A-led productivity is changing 

revenue growth and headcount 
growth being de-linked. "The 
last couple of years, we have 
been challenging our teams on 
how you can deliver twice the 
revenue and half of the people" 
Sald HCLTech CEO CVijavakumar 
in February 

A NEW 
NORMAL 
20-30% 

Neeti Sharma, CEO of TeamLease Digital, says most engineering 
graduates are not completely ready for Al jobs:"More than 60% 
of these students don't have enoUgh hands-on knowledge and 
experience. Students who keep learming and can show real projects or 
skills will have the best chance of getting hired in today's job market" 
That's not going to be easy. 
"We can't just learn one or two skills 

and assume that it will talke us through 
the next five years," says Savita, 

Decline in hiringfor 
roles in manual software 
testing, basic front-end 

development, IT support and 
data entry in the pastyear 

50% 
Share of code that 

as 

Cognizant has said can be 
written by Al 

Source: TeamLease, Cognizant 

institutions need to work together and 
create courses that match what 
businesses actually use now, says 
TeamLease's Sharma. 
Nitin Pai, director of Takshashila 

Institution, a centre for for research and 
education on public policy, says that as 
long as companies and workers are 
prepared to learn, adapt and adjst, 
India willbenefit from the AI revolution 
just as it has benefited from previous 
turns of the tech cycle. 

Sharmila Sherikar, head of corporate 
development, Sonata Software. savs 

self-skilling has also becomne non 
negotiable with AI-readiness now being 
abaseline expectation. 
"Skilling programmes must evolve 

from being theoretical to being 
Qutcome-focused, anchored in the 
realities of a tech-driven, rapidly 
changing business landscape,"she says. 
"Whle we haveanumber of 

programmes underway, I think they are 
too disaggregated," Sangeeta Gupta, 
SVP & chief strategy officer of 
Nasscom, recently told ET. "You need a 
much more top-down thinking on 
skilling, notjust for the top-end of AI, 
which is all the data scientists and that 
kind of work, buthow will the working 

population be using AI more 
ectively in the day-to-day 

operations? 
Until that happens, the pain will linger. 
As A Damodaran, professor, 

economics, IIM-Bangalore, says, "We 
have seen automation disrupting 
businesses historically The biggest was 
textiles and then factories, where 
automation led to job losses. In 
factories, before automation, many of 
the`workers were handling hazardous 
materials, and nobody voluntarily did 
that. And as history would shoW, people 
found other jobs. That will happen 
again," 
Ünfortunately for the next generation 

of millions vho were betting on 
softwarejobs, history will unfold far too 
slowly. 

k swathimoorthy1@ timesofindia.conn 

something here. 
This isn't the new normal, I's a mo 
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Aaratrika Bhaumik 

The Hrvard president, who pushed back against the Trump administrations meddling with the university's afairs, is trying to do a delicate balancing act- shielding the 
institution firom political assault while undertaking reforms that may ensute its survival 

n May last year, as Alan Garber 
stepped up to the podium on 
Harvard Alumni Day, a woman 
suddenly emerged from the 

crowd and poured gold glitter all over 
his head. She then began demanding 
the release of monkeys from the 
university's laboratories. With his face 
still covered in shimmering flecks, Mr. 
Garber calmly assured the attendees 
that he was unharmed and then 
declared, "I hope that Harvard will 
always continue to be a place where.. 
free speech continues to thrive." 

Unbeknownst to him at the time, 
the physician and economist would 
soon become a central figure in the 
pushback against the Trump 
administration's escalating assault on 
academic freedom across American 
university campuses. 

The latest salyo in this ongoing 
conflict came when the Department of 
Homeland Security revoked Harvard's 
certification to enrol interational 
students. The move prompted an 
immediate lawsuit from the untversity 
and a swift restraining order from a 
federal judge. Though the decision is 
interim, it brought palpable rèlief to 
students as the university held its 
commencement on May 29. In his 
address, Mr. Garber did not refer to the 
standoff directly, but his words struck 
a defiant note: Harvard, he said, 
welcomes students from around the 
world juSst as it should be". 

Mr. Garber's association with 
Harvard spans over half a century, 
beginning in 1973 when he enrolled as 
an undergraduate. He went on to earn 
three degrees from the Ivy League 
institution -a bachelor's, a master's, 
and a doctorate, all in economics. He 
later pursued a medical degree from 
Stanford University, where he 
eventually built a distinguished 
acadenic career spanning over 25 
years. 

The man who stood up to Trump 

Presidency forged in crisis 
In 2011, then-Harvard president Drew 
Gilpin Faust ínvited him to serve as 
provost, the university's chief 
academic offcer. Reflecting on the. 
decision in an interview with The New 
York Times, she recalled being 

impressed by his calm demeanour and 
ability to build consensus in moments 
of conflict. Over the next 12 years, Mr. 
Garber solidiied his reputation as a 
formidable senior administrator while 
maintaining a low public profile. 

By 2023, he was preparing to step 
away from administrative duties and 
return to teaching. However; fate had 
'other plans. That year, Claudine Gay 
made history as Harvard's first Black 
female president. But her tenure came 
to an abrupt end just six months later, 
following allegations of plagiarism and 
mounting criticism over her handling 
of alleged anti-Sermitism on campus. 
Soon thereafter, Mr. Garber found 
himself suddenly thrust into the 
spotlight, tasked with steering the 
university through òne of its most 
turbulent chapters. In his first 
interviewas interim president with 
The Harvard Crimson, he candidly 
acknowledged that he was assuming 
office at a "painful and disorienting 
time for Harvard". 

One of his first administrative 
decisions was to establish twin 
presidential task forces to address 
anti-Semitism and Islamophobia on 
campus. His appointment of Derek J. 
Penslar, a professor of Jewish history, 
as co-chair of the anti-Semitism task 
force drew immediate criticism, largely 
due to Mr. Penslar's prior writings that 
were critical of the Israeli government. 
Just over a month later, Mr. Garber 
made another contentious decision by 
appointing John F. Manning, a 
conservative law professor, as interim 
provost. This move stirred quiet 
discontent among the university's 
predominantiy liberal faculty. 

Around the same time, Harvard 
adopted a new policy of not issuing 
official statements unrelated to its 
"core functions", following the 
recommendations of a faculty 
committee. 

Its largest academic division also 
announced that it would no longer 
require job applicants to submit 
written statements affirming their 
commitment to diversity. 

Alan Garber 

What ultimately solidifed Mr. 
Garber's reputation as a resolute 
leader unafraid to make unpopular 
decisions for the university's 
betterment was his handling of the 

pro-Palestinian encampment protests 
that spread across campuses. While 
many peer institutions responded with 
police crackdowns, he opted for 
restraint and dialogue. The 
encampment at Harvard concluded 
peacefully after he agreed to expedite 
petitions for reinstating suspended 
students and facilitated a meeting 
be bEelns coverning bodies to 

protesters and the 

discuss diyest1ment. To the Harvard 
Corporation, his measured response 
exemplified the leadership the 
university needed. Consequently, on 
August 2, 2024, Mr. Garber was 
appointed president through the 
2026-27 academic year. 

During his 2024 campaign, Mr. 
Trump pledged to reclaim American 

ILLUSTRATION: R. RAJESH 

universities from "radical Left and 
Marxist maniacs", indicating that 

reining in academia would be a 
priority in his second term. Initially, 
Mr. Garber avoided confrontation with 
the new administration. When the 
White House announced in March that 
it was reviewing $9 billion in grants 
and contracts over Harvard's alleged 
failure to protect students from 
anti-Semitic discrimination, his 
response was measured rather than 
defiant. He expressed a willingness to 
work with the federal task force in 
outlining the university's efforts to 
combat anti-Semitism. In a rare 
personal disclosure, he revealed that 
he had encountered anti-Semitism 
himself, even while serving as 
president. 

However, the administration's next 
move marked a sharp escalation, On 
April 1, an email from federal officials 
laid out sweeping demands: federal 
oversight of faculty hiring, mandatory 
reporting of misconduct by 
international students, and the 
appointment of an external overseer to 
enforce "viewpoint diversity" within 
academic departments. Three days 
later, Harvard released a searing letter 
penned by Mr. Garber. No 
government-regardless of which 
party is in power- should dictate what 
private universities can teach, whom 
they can admit and hire, and which 
areas of study and inquiry they can 
pursue" he wrote. 

Legal fight with government 
In the days that followed, federal 
officials announced the suspension of 
$2.2 billion in grants and $60 million in 
contracts awarded to the university, 
alongside threats to revoke its 
tax-exempt status. Harvard responded 
by suing the Trump administration, 
accusing it of exerting financial 
coercion to interfere with academic 
governance. The 51-page lawsuit also 
accused the administration of violating 
the First Amendment by restricting 
what Harvard's faculty could teach 
students. 

Harvard has already announced 
cuts to degree-granting programmes 
and halted faculty recruitment. It is 
also staring down a catastrophic 
Republican-backed endowment tax 
Bill. Although most of the 
administration's sanctions are being 
challenged in court, the litigation will 
take months if not years. Even if the 
courts ultimately side with Harvard, 
appeals are almost certain, and some 
hits to funding may be irreversible. 

Mr. Garber, too, has been compelled 
to concede ground. Last month, he 
announced that Harvard would 
undertake reforms to "focus on 
individuals and their unique 
characteristics rather than their race". 
Soon after, the university cancelled 
graduation ceremonies for affinity 
groups. His strategy reflects a delicate 
balancing act - shielding the 
institution from political assault while undertaking reforms that may ensure its survival. H 

THE GIST 

In 2011, then-Harvard 
president Drew Gilpin Faust 
invited Alan Garber, the 
physician and economist who 
enrolled in Harvard as an 
undergraduate in 1973, to 
serve as provost, the 
university's chief academic 
officer 

January 2024, he assumed 
office as President of Harvard 
after his predecessor Claudine 
Gay, the university's first Black 
female president, following 
allegations of plagiarism and 
criticism over her handling of 
alleged anti-Semitism on 
campus 

When the Trump 
administration made sweeping 
demands about faculty hiring 
and reporting of international 
students, he said, 'No 
govemment-regardless of 

which party is in power 
should dictate what private 
universities can teach, whom 
they can admit and hire' 
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Vasanth G. 
drvasanthgopal@gmail.com 

n today's. digital age, 
smartphones have 
become an integral part 

of life, transforming family 
communication, especially 
among adolescents. With 
India's adolescent population 
reaching 253 million, 
understanding how digital 
media influences their 
relationships is crucial for 
shaping societal dynamics. 

Today's adolescents are 
the first generation to grow 
up fully immersed in digital 
technology. Data gleaned 
from my research _ample 
reveal that 86% of Indian 
adolescents have 
smartphones, with over 30% 
spending more than six hours 
daily online. Platforms such 
as Instagram and social 
media dominate, with 72% of 
teens reportedly addicted to 
social media. While digital 
media enables connectivity, it 
presents challenges. Though 
81% of adolescents use social 

media to stay connected with 
friends, only 61% 
communicate regularly with 
family members. This 
reliance on virtual 
interactions has led to a 
decline in face-to-face 
communication, weakening 
familial bonds and raising 

CM 

EITY IMAGES 

Limiting sCreen time 
Combining traditional teaching with 
controlled digital exposure is a solution 

concers about emotional 

disconnect. 
Excessive screen time 

affects adolescents' physical 
and mental health. Sleep 
disruption is'common, 
impairing focus, academic 
performance, and emotional 
stability. Sedentary lifestyles 
contribute to obesity and 
related health issues. 
Emotionally, social media's 
curated content fosters 
anxiety, depression, and low 
self-esteem, as teens compare 
themselves to idealised 

online personas. Family 
interactions diminish further 
as adolescents become 

engrossed in their digital 

worlds. Parents find it 
increasingly difficult to 
engage them meaningfully, 
leading to emotional gaps 
within families. 

Parents are concerned 
about their children's 
dependence on screens, 
noting diffhculty in 
maintaining eye contact and 
meaningful conversations. 
Family time is often sacrificed 
for digital entertainment, 
creatinga divide between 
virtual and real-life 
relationships. Many 
adolescents fnd online 
interactions more engaging 
than face-to-face 
conversations, straining 

Adolescents should 

practise self-regulation 
to contOl screen time, 
prioritise face-to-face 
interactions to develop 
Social skills, and engage in 
offline hobbies 

family bonds and 
complicating efforts to 
reconnect. Digital media is 
not inherently harmful. 

Incorporating digital 
literacy into curricula can 
educate students about the 
advantages and risks of 
technology. Combining 
traditional teaching with 
controlled digital exposure 
can prevent overuse. 
Awareness programmes for 
students and parents further 
bridge knowledge gaps. 
Encouraging offline activities 
such as sports, arts, and 
face-to-face communication 
helps balance digital 
engagement. 

Implementing tech-free: 
Zones in classrooms and 
collaborating with mental 
health experts to address 
digital addiction are essential 
strategies. 

India's National Education 
Policy (NEP), 2020 advocates 
hybrid learning, blending 
online and offline education. 

While this offers flexibility, it 
increases screen time, 
potentially intensifying issues 
such as eye strain, inactivity, 
and digital dependence. 

To mitigate these effects, 
schools and families must 
work together, establishing 
routines that balance online 

learning with offline activities 
such as outdoor play, family 
time, and hands-on projects. 

Addressing the influence of 
digital media on family 
communication requires 
coordinated efforts: Parents 
should set limits on screen 
time through digital curfews. 
They should engage in 
co-viewing and shared 
activities, and foster open 
conversations about 
responsible media use, and 
model healthy digital habits. 
Adolescents should practise 
self-regulation to control 
screen time, prioritise 
face-to-face interactions to 
develop social skills, engage 
in offline hobbies and 
extracurriculars, and educate 
themselves about digital 
media's benefits and risks. 

Policymakers should 
enforce regulations on 
age-appropriate content, 
launch awareness campaigns 
on the psychological impacts 

of digital overuse,and 
encourage tech cormpanies to 
incorporate features 
promoting healthier habits. HAnn 
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Thegood doctor aund kall frcomgce 

ne 

HE pressures of being a resident 
'doctor are hard. At9 am, you start 
seeing patients in OPD at AIMS 
and are meant to continue til 
noon orlo'clock. But you Jook 

outside and see a long queue of people still 
waiting, so there is no chance of going back 
to the hostel to get lunch, and ifyou miss the 
fixed times, lunch will be over: Some doctors, 
trying to get through the long line, omit the 
medicalhistory and examination and simply 
kick the can down the road, that is, they filn 
out arequisition slip aking the patient to go 
to the laboratory for blood tests or radiology 
for an Xray or an ultrasound. Now the pres 
sure builds on the laboratory and radiology. 
How can aradiologist write the report with 
out knowing the medical history and synp 
toms? It's like working in the dark. 

If they make it to lunch, they return and 
start working with their respective specialist 
in the latter's clinic in the afternoon. These 
sessions are vital for them to be able to col 
lect enough medical and case material for 
their thesis. This goes on till 6 or 7 pm. Ear 
lier, they used to have two years for their 
MD, but the pressure to collect sufficient 
material while doing their other work was 
immense so we extended it by a year. 

Next, rounds of the ward. If, during OPD, 
patients were admitted, decisions have to be 
made on starting treatment. Iftheyneed sur 
gery, they need a pre-operative assessnent 
to be made. Outofthe 20 30 patients the doc 
tor is dealing with on the round, if several 
need surgery the next morning,it adds upto 
a lot of work. Al the parameters that the 
anaesthetist will want to know - urine, 
hypertension, viral markers, haemoglobin 
levels--have to be arranged. In my time, we 
had eight operation theatres at AIMS. Now 
there are 16. The resident doctor's rounds 

can last till l0 or 11 pm. Atanymoment, there 
can be a call from the emergency depart 
ment to attend to a patient. 

These long shifts are the single biggest 
cause of stress. In theory, when the duty list 
is drawn up in every hospital, the shift is 
technically for eight hours, but the sheer vol 
umeofpatients that adoctor has to see, along 
with attending to patients who are admitted, 
pushes it routinely into 10, 14, 16 or 18 hours. 
As one ofmy colleagues once said, 'Oné can 
not do anything in medicine well on the fy.'. 
This is indisputable. When doctors are see 

ing over 40 patients a day, they knowthey are 
practising substandard medicine. 

IfIndiahad created good primary and sec 
ondary healthcare systems, doctors would 
not be deluged by patients. This has been 
one of the failures of Independent India. 

For much of their workday, resident doc 
tors are on their feet. Most hospitals, incud 
ing AIIMS, have no rest area where you can 
grab a nap. We have yet to work out a way of 
combining this level ofwork withameasure 

The public should treat doctors simply 
like any other professional-respect 

their knowledge, but no extra respect 

is required for them as individuals 

Inher memoirs, 
Dr Sneh Bhargava, the 
first female director of 
AIMS-now 95, and 

who stopped workingat 
the age of90-reflects 

on the pressures and 
stress on doctors and how 
the vocation has turmed 
into a profession where 

makingmoney 
isperthaps the prime 

motivation 

of rest and recuperation. A 
social life is out. 

This way of living and 
working is possible only 
because they are young, 
their bodies are strong and 
theyare hell bent on becom 
ing doctors. I saw many 
struggling to cope... It's a 
longhaul. It bégins with five 
years at medical school. A 

oneyearintermship at a hos 
pital, of which six months 
have to be spent in a village 
ataprimary healthcare cen 

tre. Some students love the 
break this ofers them. The 
downside is the social isola 
tion. Then three years ofres 
idency begin. Nine years in 
total. After this, it's a question of choosing a 
specialisation or becoming a general practi-
tioner (GP).It takes 1l years to become a spe-
cialist and another 5-10 years before you 
become a figure that people trust. 

AIMS 

SNEH 
BRAROAVA,MO 

THE WOMAN WHO RAN 
AJIMS: THE MEMOIRS OF 

A MEDICAL PIONEER 
by Sneh Bhargava. 

Juggemaut. 
Pages 280. F699 

It caused me great pain when I used to see 
doctors becoming gualified and leaving to 
work abroad. We created the push factors. 
The USA-orother countries-created the 
pull factors. We have created you. We haye 
spent money on you and kept medical fees 
low to help you and now you don't want to 
pay back to society what it has given you?" 
used to be my reaction. 

As to medical students, both female and 
male, I have seen the motivation changing. I 
used to hear: I want to serve my state' or I 
want to serve my country'. Gradually, it 
became: Iwant to make money, My uncle is 
a surgeon and he makes a small fortune and 
I want to be like him.' Surgery, of course, is 
at the top of the food chain. Every surgeon I 
have met has been more arroganl than their 
medical counterpart. Every single one. They 
are convinced that they are nonpareil. 

The word 'vocation' disappeared, and with 
it, the whole system changed. The fall from 

DR SNEH BHARGAVA AT THE FIRST US-INDIA RADIOLOGY CONFERENCE. PHOTO COURTESY: JUGGERNAUT 

grace that doctors bave bad is 
partly their own responsibility. 
They abandoned the spirit that 
infused medicine-the spirit 
of a sacred duty to treat 
patients with empathy and 
with concerm for a human life 
untainted by any concem with 
reputation, glory or income. 

I know people. think that 
doctors have to become hard-
ened-or at best dispassion-
ate to cope with the pain 
and suffering they see, but 
that's not strictly true. Tb be 
good doctors, they must have 
empathy and compassion. 

The patient-doctor relation 
ship today is delicate and 
fraught. How patients feel 

about their medical interactions really does 
inluence the efficacyof the care they receive, 
and doctors' emotions about their work in 
tum inluences the quality of the care. 

Doctors must notlose sight ofhowpatients.. 
feel, how they eel the loss of dignity and 

jdentity the moment we take their clothes 

a physical examination and has he whole 
body (maybe even the whole family) in mind 
when listening to a patient's complaint, If a 
person complains of backache, the cause 
may be to do with the spine or it may be to do 
with the kidneys. Thepatient does not know. 
But now in India everyone rushes to a spe 
cialist, so, having decided their back pain is 
a spinal problem, the patient goes to aneuro 
surgeon who is an expert only of the spine 
and whowill start odering investigations to 
do with thespine. Thisleap toaspecialist can 
be disastrous since the neurosurgeon will 
not even investigate the possibility that the 
cause of the pain could be elsewhere in the 
body. The die is cast, The patient might have 
needed only a few sessions ofphysiotherapy 
and some painkillers. But the patient has 
entered a tunnel Perhaps the wrong tunnel. 

Iused to keep a film of a chest Xray in the 
radiology department at AIIMS. It showeda 
littlenodule in the hilar region, the middle of 
each lung where the bronchi, arteries, veins 
and nerves enter and exit the lungs. If I 
showed it to a chest surgeon, he would diag 

away and lay them in a bed. The only thing 
distinguishing them fom other patients is 
the particularillness that broughi them tous. 
That is when selish doctos can extract 
favours for themselves but not fortheprofes-
sion or the institution they have promised to 
serve. I have seen the system becoming 
more technologically proicient but emotion 
allydefñcient. There are cases of'missed diag 
noses and substandard care that have dam 
aged the trust between doctos and patienls. 

When money becomes the paramount 
motive, a system ofkickbackS emerges. 

At Sitaram Bhartia; we decided not to take 
patients on a referral basis.. When you 
depend on word-of-mouth patients, it takes 
time to build up the funds you need.. and 
that is the price that has to be paid. 

Inan ideal world, patients should visita GP 
frst, not rush to a specialist. A GP conducts 

nose a acture of the rib. CI showed it to a 

I donot discount ayurveda. I am sure it has 
uses, but without research and data from 
random cinical trials, we cannot establish its, 
eficacy. However I think the Chinese bave 
got it right. In the fourth year of medical 
school, students have to learn about tradi 
tional Chinese medicine. Under the British 
Raj, ayurvedic colleges were banned and 
important texts destroyed, but in China, the 
sources of knowledge remained. We, too, 
need to incude ayurveda in the medical cur 
riculum as it is the onlyway to encourage the 
research that ayurveda so woeftully needs. If 
you ask ayurveda practitioners to carry out 
research of their treatrments, they cannot do 
so as they have no training in research. 

Hardly any medical students optfor gener. 
alpractice or family medicine. It differs from 
person to person but in our society, a special-
ist is given more social respect than a bache-
lor ofmedicine or MBBS. 

physician, hewould saythe samenodule was 
a ymph node. The cardiologist? I's the has slipged. I beieve the public should treat 
pulmonary artery. That's why an examina 
tion by a GP beforehand is so important 
Before homing in on one organ, the whole 
body has to be considered. By going directly 
toa specialist, it means that more expensive 
technology is likely ta be used and the costs 
of healthcare rise. We have killed the GP in 
India, IL has lost all prestige. 

In an ideal world, patients should 
visit a GP first, not rush to a 
specialist. Now, hardly any 

students opt for general practice 

Healthcare is not only dependent on med-
ical care. It also depends on clean water, sar 
itation and effective sewagesystems, in addi-
tion, of course, to preventive care. Ifnone of 
these work, people will fal il. Some of our 
best brains have failed to grasp this point. 

Asa formerly 'noble' profession, medicine 

doctors simply like any other professional 
respect their knowledge which they have 
spent long years acquiring but no extra 
respect is required for them as individuals., 

Good doctors care about their patients. I 
knew of top surgeons who, the day before a 
complicated operation, would visit a nandir 
to pray for asuccessiul outcome. Iknew sur 
geons who, conscious of the fact that a 
human life is in their hands, prayed more for 
the patient's recovery than the family. For 
me, that is the deñnition of care. In my nine 
ty-ifh year it is my wish that the spirit of 
public service continues to be the guiding 
force of the medical profession. As Hip 
pocrates said: Wherever the art. of medicine 
is loved, there is also love of humanity. 

-Ercerpted with pernmission 
from Juggernaut 
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Nobody knows what the halt on visa interviews means and how longit willlast. 
The uncertainty has upended thousands of carefully made plans 

ANUPREETA DAS AND PRAGATI KB 

n lndia, the country that sends 
morestudents to the United States 
than any other, young people who 
had hoped to pursue higher educa 
tion in America this fall described 
feeling in a state of limbo after the 

Trump administration's decision to pause interviews with foreign nationals applying 
for student visas. 

Some are scrubbing their feeds, delet 
ing commentsandunfollowing accounts 
after the State Department said that it 
would screen social media use. Others 
are exchanging news and information in 
newly formed encryptedgroup chats. And 
some have sought divine aid in visa tem 
ples"-so called because Hindu devotees 
say prayers there provide a greater chance 
ofgetting a tourist, study or work visa. 

Career counsellors have become ther 
apists, and the extended family networks 
that many Indians have in America--un 
cles and aunts whowill oftenhelp finance 
the education ofa niece or nephew-have 
set up war rooms online. Other students 
are revisiting their backup plans or re 
thinking their academic paths. 

"I have carefully built my profile to be 
able to getinto the top policy programmes 
in the US," said Kaushik Sharma, 28. He 
called it his dream" to study in America 
but added that the current environment 
was making him nervous about applying. 
"I don't want to go there and be in a con 
stant state of fear," he said. He isnow con 
sidering similar publicpolicy programmes 
at universities in Britain and Singapore, 
he added. Karan Gupta, a 
areer coun 
sellor who coaches around l150 students 
a year and works with around six per day, 
said he had been inundated by calls in the 
past few days. 

"There are students with admission let 
terswho don't know ifthey will get visa ap-
pointments, and those in the U.S. worried 

about their visa stanus," Gupta said. Then, 
he added, there are those planning to ap-
ply to US universities next year calling to 
askif"it's a safe and stable choice." Gupta 
said he tTied to reassure clients that, statis-
tically, it was unlikely that most students' 
plans would be upended. 

A third of the foreign students in US 
schools, oraround 330,000, are from In 
dia. The number has grown, surpassing 
China in the 2023-24 school year. The 
trouble began May 22, when the Trump 
administration saidit would ban Harvard 
University from enrolling international 
students. Five days later, the State Depart-
ment said it would pause interviews with 
foreign nationals applying for student 
visas as it expands scrutiny of their social 
media posts. Although a judge has blocked the ad-
ministration's step against Harvard, and 
the State Department has said that stu-
dentinterviews scheduled before its order 

would proceed, the recent events haveleft 
students, their parents and their career 
counsellors confused and worried. 

To many, the Harvard ban on for 
eign students showed that the Trump 
administration could bring even one of 
America's most prestigious universities 
to its knees. 

Shashank Shukla., co-founder of IVY 
Dreams, an admissions consulting ser 
VIce, said he expected the dust to settle 
sOon. but he noted that the tenor of ques 
tions asked by visa officers at the Ameri 

ForIndian students, dreams of 
Americaaresuddenlyin 

can Embassy in New Delhi had changed. 
Earlier, questions were typically about 

why a student wanted to attend a US 
school. But some clientsrecently told him 
thatthey were asked questions that could 
appear political, such as, "Are you aware 
ofwhat's happening in the US?" 

Those interviews can be nerve-wrack 
ing at the best of times. In India, some 
temples have gaineda reputation for 
providing spiritual succour particularly 
for those going through the process. 

At one such visa temple" in Delhi, a 
devotee left a note in February expres 
ing gratitude that his prayers had led to a 
student visa, which had eventually led to 
a permanentworkvisa in Britain., "People 
who are notgetting visas come here,"said 
Narayan Mishra, the temple priest. 

American universities have produced 
leaders including Microsoft CEO Satya 
Nadella and Alphabet CEO Sundar Pichai. 
both of whom grew up in India and at 
tended US graduate programmes. Gita 
Gopinath, the second in command at the 
International Monetary Fund; and Abhijit 
Banerjee, a Nobel-winning economist and 
aprofessor at the Massachusetts Institute 
ofTechnology, were also initially educated 
in India. 

The swelling number of Indian stu 
dents going to the US also has to do with 
growing wealth in India and the desire 
foradegree fronma "brand name"school, 

Gupta said. No other country offers as 

many options as the US, sO many stu 

dents and their parents considerit worth 
t $40,000 to $I00,000 a spending about 

Naw Vork Times 
on tuition. 

cross China, students reeled 
from Secretary ofState Marco 
Rubio's announcement last 

Thursday that the Trump adminis 
tration would begin 'aggressively" 
revoking visas for Chinese students 
studying in the United States. More 
th¡n two dozen students studying in 
theUS, most ofwhom did not want 
their names published for fearof 
retaliation, told The New York Times 
that they worried they could lose their 
academic opportunities in an instant, 
with little explanation. 

China shaken by US visa crackdown 

In a statenment late Wednesday, the 
State Department announced it was 
focu gon thosewho were studying 

oritioal felds"orwho had ties to in 
the Chinese Communist Party and 
was revising visa criteria to "enhance 
scrutiny" of all future applications 
from China, including Hong Kong. 

DHILLUSTRATION: DEEPAK HARICHANOAN 

Thevague parameters had a chill 
ing effect as students wondered how 
broadly the Trump administration 
would apply its new criteria. Rubio did 
not define"critical fields" but science 
students felt particularly vulnerable 
because US officials have expressed 
concerns about the recruiting of 
US-trained scientists by China. Nor 
wasit clear how US otficials would 
determine which students had ties to 
the Comnmunist Party. 

The news cane anid heightened 
tensions with China, a broad push to 

doubt 
slash the number ofimmigrants in the 
United States and major headwinds 
in court for the Trump administration 
on global tariffs. China is a top target 
in President Donald Trump's trade 
war. Student visas offer a potent tool 

n, if the for the Trump administration, 
courts allow it. Roughly one-fourth 
ofthe nation's total international 

student population is from China, a 
cohort larger than any except Indian 
students, according to a report pub 
lished lastyear by the State Depart 
ment and the Institute ofInternation 
al Education, a nonproft group. 

Professors and laboratories depend 
on the students'skill as teaching 
assistants and researchers. At public 
colleges, university administrators 
rely on the full tuition Chinese stu 
dents typically pay to help subsidize 
the education ofin-state students. 

At campuses large and small, 
Chinese students are an American 
fixture. At the University of Southern 
California, where international stu 
dents have for decades been crucial to 
the campus's academic and business 
model, Chinese students make up 
about onecighth of the 47,000-mem 
berstudent body. "Our international 
students are vital members of our 
Trojan family and have been since our 
founding in 1880" USC's president, 
Carol Folt, said in a statement last 
week. "This is a confusing time."NYT 
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Lostin instruction 
SHEIKH MOHSIN AND 

ARUN KAUSHIK 

n the meadows of Kash-
mir lies a school with 
classrooms, students, and 

teachers--but litle can be said 
about the quality of education. 
Rahil, a young boy, dreams of 

learningbut struggles because 
the language of his textbooks 
and lessons differs from the 
Kashmiri of his lullabies and 

daily life. There a discon-
nect between the language 
of instruction, the language 
of books, and the language he 
truly knows and understands. 
His experience is shared by 
many across India, where the 
language of education can feel 
like a barrier, quieer own distanc-
ing students from 
stories and communities. 

Language is more than a 
tool for communicationit 
carries memory, emotion, 
identity, and a sense of be-
longing. It shapes how conm-
munities connect and share 
stories and how people see 
themselves. Yet, for many, ac 
cess to their language in edu-
cation and public life remains 
limited. The Constitution of 
India recognises 22 sched-
uled languages in its Eighth 
Schedule. However, turning 
that recognition into practice 
remains a challenge. Article 
348 mandates English for 
proceedings in the Supreme 
Court and high courts and for 
official documents, making it 
feel distant from the language 

at home by large sec-
ons of the pOpulation. While 

Articles 29 and 30 protect the 
linguistic rights of minorities, 

the judicial systemn often pri-
oritises English for consisten 

s seen in a 2019 SCruling 
that favoured uniformity over 
the use of regional languages. 

Hindi and English dominate 
much of India's administra-
tion and education, creating 

a gap that can make access to 
opportunities harder formany. 

Across India, the challenge 

of linguistic diversity affects 
countless lives, often unno-

ticed by those fluent in domi-
nantlanguages. In Assam, lan-

guage has long been a sensitive 

issue. In 1960, efforts to make 
Assamese the sole official 

language led to protests and 

the tragic deaths of 11 Ben 
gali-speaking students. They 

laid down their lives during 
an agitation on May 19, 1961, 
demanding the abrogation of 
the Assam Official Language 

Act of 1960. "Bhasha Shahid 
Divas", or Language Martyrs 

Day, is still observed to com 

memorate the lives lost on that 

day. This highlights that lan-

guage in India, as in Assam, is 
seldom neutral. 

Afteri 
leaders: 

India's 
I the challenge of 

unifying a deeply diverse na 

fapendence, 

tion. Article 343 named Hindi 
as the official language, with 
English to be retained tempo 
rarily for 15 years. But India's 
linguistic diversity demanded 
more flexibility. In the 1960s, 
anti-Hindiprotests in Chennai, 
led by the Dravida Munnetra 
Kazhagam (DMK), showed 
that language is not just cul 
tural but also deeply personal 
and political. These protests 
led to the Official Languages 
Act, 1963, affirming India's bi 
lingual approach. The Three 
Language Policy of 1968 aimed 
to promote national integra 
tion by encouraging the teach 
ing ofHindi, English, and a re 
gional language, butits uneven 
application, where non-Hindi 
states often facedgreaterpres 
sure to adopt Hindi, left some 
feeling unheard, while others 
faced fewer expectations. 

Amid these challenges, the 
legacy of Karpoori Thakur, 
Bihar's Chief Minister from 
1977 to 1979, offers a nuanced 
perspective. Thakur believed 
that education should reflect 
the languages people speak. 
He reduced the emphasis on 
English in Bihar's Public Ser 
vice Commission exams and 
allowed students to write in 
Hindi, Bhojpuri, Maithili, or 
Magahi. He also supported 
village-level councils to teach 
local dialects, fostering 'pride 
in mother tongues. While the 
full impact of his reforms is 
hard to measure, his vision 
shifted perspectives, encour 
aging a more inclusive ap 
proach in an era still shaped 

by colonial legacies. English holds a unique place 
in India. It represents oppor 
tunity, modernity, and global 
connection. It shapeslegal dis 
course, corporate spaces, and 
urban life. Speaking English 
can open doors, but for many, 
especially those divided by 
caste, class, or geography, it 
remains out of reach. Today, 
India has the second-largest 

English-speaking 
in theworid witho 

220 million speakers, second 
only to the United States. The 
challenge lies not in rejecting 
English but in ensuring that 

the embrace of one language 

does not result in erasure of 
many others that come from 
the heart of India. 

The idea ofa single national 
language may seem unifying, 

but India's richness tells a dif 
language ferent story. Here, t is history, is notjust words 

identity, and spirit. No one lan 
guage can cary all these roles 
for everyone. 

India's journey toward em 

bracing its linguistic diversity 

is still underway. Some steps 

have been taken, but much re 
mains to be done. 

(Sheikh isa scud 1 student and 
Arun teuches economics at 
FLAME University) 
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tarnfts Will Conit 

PooJA PILLAI 

30-ddy 

STUDENTS AT THE Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (MIT), like those at other US 
institutions, are proud bearers of the 
American tradition of the class ring. This is a 
signet-style ring, worn by all members of a 
graduating class, that bears the insignia of 
the school. MIT's ring features the school 
mascot, a beaver, and is called "the brass rat": 
The insignia is engraved on the flat top, with 
one side of the bezel featuring a rendition of 
the Boston skyline and the other side, a view 
of the Cambridge skyline. While still in 
school, students wear the ring so that the 
beaver and Boston's skyline face them. At 
their commencement, they "flip the brass 
rat", with the beaver facing away from them, 
symbolising their entry into the world, while 
the campus skyline, now facing the students, 
reminds them of the legacy, and responsibil 
ities, they bear. 

Last week, yet another cohort flipped the 
brass rat and prepared to stepinto the rest of 
their lives, carrying knowledge and a history 
that binds them as a community. In her now 
viral speech, this was the precious load that 
Class of 2025 president Megha Vemuri re 
ferred to when she spoke to her fellowgrad 
uates about the "privilege of access... to a 
place like this (MIT)" and the "immeasura 
ble responsibility" they enter the world with. 
Remove the references to the ongoing de 
struction of Gaza, the suffering of the 
Palestinians and the silence or complicity of 

FLIPPING THE BRASS RAT 
Megha Vemuri showed she got a good education. MIT doesn't seem to get it 

A student exercised her right 
to free speech in order to 
point to a great injustice in 
the world where she and her 
fellow students are expected 
to play their roles. That was 
all. Vemuri noted, 'As 
scientists, engineers, 
academics and leaders, we 
have a commitment to 

support life. The university's 
actions, and the widespread 
denunciation of her words, 
then beg the question: Are 
MIT's students expected to 
demonstrate this 

commitment only to certain 
kinds oflives? 

institutions like the one she is graduating 
from, and Vemuri's address is no different 
from those delivered in other Schools, across 
the USand elsewhere. Like all students, those 
at MIT, too, have only been preparing for their 
responsibilities in the world beyond the cam 
pus walls. They mustnow, Vemuri says, actu 
ally take on the burden. 

The uproar that has followed Vemuri's 
speech, with MIT barringher from her gradu 
ation ceremony the next day and commenta 
tors and pundits decrying her attempt to "hi 
jack" theevent, follows the same absurd script 
that has played out in university campuses 
across the US for almost 20 months now. A 
student exercised her right to free speech 
without calling for violence or hate against 
any community -in order to point to a great 

injustice in the world where she and her fel 
low students are expected to play their roles. 
Thatwas all. Vemuri noted, "As scientists, en 
gineers, academics and leaders, we have a 
commitment to supportlife."The university's 

actions, and the widespread denunciation of 
her words, then beg the question: Are MTS 
students expected to demonstrate this com 
mitment only to certain kinds of lives? Ifyes, 
then who are the people that are to be ex 
cluded from this world of responsibility that 
Vemuri and her cohort enter? That Vemuri 
understands the double standards that prop 
upsuch a view of the world is clear when she 
notes, "While we graduate and move on with 

our lives, there are no universities left in Gaza." 
Vemuri is not alone in showing a greater 

range for her compassion than appears to be 
allowed to students, and she's not the first to 
be penalised for it. In Trump's America, for 
eign students have already been put on no 
tice, their visas- their futures - threatened 
for the slightest straying from the strict lines 
drawn by the powers-that-be. Vemuri is a US 
citizen, so she doesnt have to worry about a 
Visa, but she might have some cause for con 
cern when it comes to her prospects. Is an in 
dependent-minded, outspoken person -a 
brown-skinned woman, no less -consid 
ered employable in the US today? Open es 
pousal of the Palestinian cause has report 
edly already led to several firings, including 
at companies like Microsoft and Google. In 
any case, in an America where democratic 
norms are under assault from an adminis 
tration that brooks no dissent, it is scary to 
be any kind of minority, and not just one 
that's on avisa. 

But that is what's remarkable about 

Vemuri: She spoke as she did right when she 
lost whatever protection life as a student of 
fered. Politically active students always tend 
to be condescended to, told that they don't 
know how the real world works, but Vemuri 
appears to be more than prepared forit 
with or without the brass rat. 

poojapillai@expressindia.com 
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India's innovation push needs infrastructure and intent 

A 

SECOND 

Opinion 
s India strides toward a knowledge-driven economy, 

the newly launched Research and Development 
Infrastructure (RDI) Fund is a promising step toward 

transforming the nation's innovation landscape. Under the 
visionary leadership of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, AI is 
no longer just "Artificial Intelligence" but also "Atmanirbhar 
India" The RDI Fund, aimed at strengthening Indias R&D 
backbone, has drawn praise from fund managers, incu 
bators, and policy experts. 

Yet, beneath the optimism lies a crucial truth: cap 
ital alone cannot sustain innovation. India's experi 
ence over the past decade -particularly in deep-tech 
� has shown that simply injecting funds into start 
ups without building the necessary ecosystem is inef 
fective. Many start-ups end up outsourcing proto 
typing, testing, or manufacturing to foreign coun 
tries like China, Taiwan, or the US, as India still lacks 
adequate domestic infrastructure. 

Without robust labs, pilot plants, regulatory test 
beds, and fabrication facilities, capital beconmes a lealky 
pipe instead of a growth engine. Deep-tech ventures 
are different from consumer tech they rely on 
advanced facilities and long-term support that indi 
vidual entrepreneurs cannot build alone. This is especially true 
in Tier2 and Tier 3 cities, where most of these resources are 

absent. Sectors like quantum communication or biopharma 
require not just seed funding but access to state-of-the-art labs, 
regulatory mentorship, and coordinated support from acad 
emia, industry, and Government. Importantly, Indias inno 
vation path differs from that of the US. While America relies 
heavily on venture capital cycles and federal funding, Indias 
approach is more frugal, collaborative, and socially rooted. 
Matching dollar-for-dollar investments with global counter 
parts isn't necessary. 

What's needed is a strategic, India-specific model that builds 
indigenous capacities aligned with national priorities. Globally, 

successful ecosystems such as the US National 
Labs, Germany's Fraunhofer Institutes, or initiatives 

under the US CHIPS and Science Act combine 

financial incentives with physical infrastructure. 
These models offer domestic testing and valida 
tion facilities, helping innovations move from lab 
to market within their own economies. India must 
take a similar route. The RDI Fund should focus 
on building public R&D infrastructure: biotech 
validation centres, semiconductor fabrication 
units, and electronics testbeds. Success must not 
be measured by the number of start-ups fund 
ed, but by their relevance, technical excellence, 
and real-world impact. 

VINAY 
PATHAK 

Ministries must redefine success metrics - not 
based on grants distributed, but on market-ready 

products, patents, and job creation in core technology sectors. 
India's innovation ecosystem has already shown its potential. 

In emerging areas like quantum technology, over 40 start-ups 
have emerged in recent years. However, when the National 
Quantum Mission was launched, the start-up ecosystem lacked 
sufficient readiness to absorb and scale the funding. This under 
SCores the importance of ecosystem readiness over capital avail 
ability. The Anusandhan National Research Foundation 
(ANRF), a key player in the RDI strategy, must focus on long 
term ecosystem building rather than simply replicating schemes 
already run by agencies like the Department of Science & 
Technology (DST), Department of Biotechnology (DBT), or 
MeitY. Overlapping grants and fragmented structures could 
dilute outcomes and confuse stakeholders. 

What will set ANRF apart is its ability to unify and strength 
en India's R&D efforts by aligning national priorities, avoid 
ing redundancies, and nurturing foundational infrastructure. 
Too often, even well-funded projects stall at the prototype stage 
due to a lack of manufacturing pathways and industrial part 
nerships. India must resist the temptation to chase low-hang 
ing fruit or merely count start-ups. 

The goal should be to create pipelines for certification, pro 
ductisation, and adoption. Only then can deep-tech research 
escape academic silos and deliver value to industry and the 
nation. The RDI Fund represents a critical opportunity. But 
to truly reshape the innovation landscape, it must go beyond capital allocation and become a catalyst for creating a resilient, self-reliant, and globally competitive innovation ecosystem. 

The writer is an Assistant Professor, llIT-Sonepat. 
Views are personal) 
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A break that builds you 
A 

NANDINI BANERJEE 

sBenjamin Franklin once said, "An 
investment in knowledge always 
pays the best interest"'- The gap 
year in the current academic systenm 
is that investment which paves the 
way to greater returns in knowledge. 
In a country where career paths 
are often decided in the early stages 
of high school, the idea of taking a 
break fromacademics sounds radical 

-but that's exactly what a growing 
number of students in India are 
choosingto do. The concept of gap 
year', which is a common practice 
in countries like the United Kingdom 
and the United States, is slowly 
makingits way into the Indian edu 
cation narrative. More students are 
pressing pause after school or college 
-not to laze around, but to reflect, 
grow and realign their goals. 
The traditional Indian mindset 
around education follows a strict 
uninterrupted trajectory: school -
college - job - stability. A break in 
this flow is often considereda failure 
or mistake. Parents fear that their 
children would fall behind', and 
society often equates taking off as 
a lack of ambition or seriousness. 

The 2020 pandemic acted as an 
unexpected equaliser- forcingmil 

lions of students into a pause, they 
did not plan for. Yet, it opened a 
door. Students began to explore 
online courses, Side hustles and 
new career paths. The silence of 

lockdown sparked deeper questions. 
"bad decided to take a gap year to 
have rm0re of a single-minded and 

tactical approach towards a com 
petitive exam. I made sure to have 
a daily schedule, practised main 
taining ajournal, and devoted time 
to meditation to keep my mind 
calm. My parents were a bit con 
cerned about how this would affect 
my mental health but always sup 
ported my decision. The concept 

of gap year has become ahousehold 
term, and it should be more nor 
malised, in a society where 18-year 
olds are expected to know what 
theywould do for the next45 years. 
Having supportive people around 
makes it easier, but self-confidence 
should be the primnaryrequirement 
for taking a gap year. I feel one 
should take a gap year if needed, 
butmental sanity andphysical well 
being should also be taken care 
of," said Aishee Chatterjee, a first 
year nursing student who has taken 
a gap year to reflect on her goals, to 
come back stronger. 
Kazi Silmy Islam, a second-year 
MBBS student, shared her experience 
of taking a gap year to prepare for 
the medical entrance exanm, "I decid 
ed to take a gap year after my first 
attemptat NEET (medical entrance 
exam) did not go as expected. The 
post-Covid academic disruption 
and my own need for deeper con 
ceptual clarity made me realise that 
I wasn't fully ready. So, I chose to 

dedicate a full year solely to preparing 
for NEET with a clear, structured 
plan andarenewedmindset. I tried 
tobuild better study habits, under 
stood my learning style and devel 
opedemotional marurity by handling 

setbacks constructively. Initially, 
myparents were alittle disappointed, 
as they had high hopes. But my 
father being a dentist himself, and 
someone who himself had taken a 
gap year during his preparatory 
days, understood my situation. He 
supported my decision but was 
also firm that I should only take a 
one-year gap and make the most 
out of it. Their concern shifted to 
Support as they saw my dedication 
and improvement over time. I 
strongly believe that if someone 
truly needs time to improve, reflect 
and re-align their goals, a gap year 
can be extremely valuable. In my 
case, it was a turning point that 
helped mne get into MBBS and also 
grow aS a person." 
Gap years in India are evolving 
from mere 'breaks' to deeply pro 
ductive and structured experiences. 
Students are exploring new options 
such as taking up internships or 
freelance work, enrolling in online 
certification courses on various 
platforms, travelling, volunteering, 
or engaging in creative projects. 
Some of them often restart their 
preparation for entrance exams 
with a fresh mindset, focusing on 
mental health and therapy. They 
use this time wisely to gain clarity 
and not just to rest. 
However, gap year comes with its 
own pros and cons. As the concept 
of gap year gains traction in India, 
il's crucial to weigh its advantages 
and challenges - especially in a 
system still adjusting to the idea oe 
a'productive phase'. 

Among the several benefits, the 
crucial one is thatit provides arare 
opportunity to explore interests, 
values and goals without the pressure 
of deadlines or grades. With time 
to research industries, take online 
Courses or intern in various roles, 
students are less likely to make 
impulsive decisions.Again, gaining 
real-world experiences teaches 
responsibility, adaptability, com 
munication and problem-solving 
skills, which are often underem 
phasized in traditional education. 
However, one of the major drawbacks 
is that students, without having 
structured or clear goals, may 
struggle to re-enter the academic 
environment. Despite growing 
awareness, many still viewgap year 
as a waste of time. Students mav 
face questions or critiçism from 
family, relatives or peers, adding 
emotional pressure. Unlike in the 
West, Indian schools and colleges 
rarely have formal deferral policies 
or structured gap year programs, 
making it harder for students to 
plan or gain recognition for their 
time off. 
For India to fully embrace the gap 
year, more awareness is needed 
among parents, schools and colleges. 
Agapyear is not apause in learming 

it's a change in the clasSroom. 
Whether it leads to a new career 
path, personal growth, or a simple 

sense oe clarity, the decision is 
worth considering, ln oday's ehaoie 

world, choosing to pause is no 
longer a setback - its sign oe 
Strength 
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The role of law in shaping 
the future of education 

TANISHÌ GROVER 

ducationis widely recognised 
as a cornerstone ofindividual 
empowerment and societal 

po8al denmographiC, the world faces 
rapid 
and economic changes, the legal 
frameworks that govern education 
play an increasingly pivotal role in 

shapingits future. Laws and policies 
not only establish the rights and 

duties ofstakeholders butalso influ 
ence the direction, inclusivity, and 
quality of learning for generations 
to come. 

Legal foundations of education 
Education policy and legislation 

consist of the rules, regulations, 

and guidelines enacted by govern 
ment bodies at various levels to 
govern educational systems. These 
legal instmuments define the stucture 
ofeducational institutions, set stan 
dards for curriculum, and ensure 
accountability. In many countries, 
such as India, the right to education 
is enshrined as a fundamental right, 
with constitutional provisions and 
landmark judicial decisions rein 
forcing the state's obligation to 
provide free and compulsory edu 
cation to all children between the 
ages of six and fourteen. The Right 
ofChildren to Free and Compulsory 
Education Act, 2009, for instance, 
operationalises Article 21-A of. the 
Indian Constitution, mandating 
quality primary education and pro 
hibiting practices like corporal pun 
ishment and capitation fees. 

Globally, international instruments 
such as the Universal Declaration 
ofHuman Rights and UNESCO con 
ventions have set the normative 
framework for the right to education, 
emphasising non-discrimination, 
equal access, and lifelong learning. 
These legal commitments compel 
governments to continuously adapt 
their educational policies to emerging 
needs and challenges. 

Driving equity and inclusion 
One of the most signiicant roles 

of law in education is to promote 
equityand inclusion. Legal mandates 
ensure that marginalised groups 
whether defined by gender, disability, 

socioeconomic status, or ethnici 
ty-have access to quality education. 
For example, international and 
national laws increasingly recognise 
the need for inclusive educa�ion, 
requiring schools to accommodate 
children with special needs and to 
eliminate discriminatory practices. 
In India, the judiciary has played a 
key role in expanding the scope of 
educational rights, interpreting the 
right to education as integral to the 
right to life and personal liberty. 

Adapting to technological change 
The digital revolution is funda 

mentallytransforminghow education 
is delivered and experienced. Laws 
andpolicies are evolving to address 
issues such as digital access, data 
privacy, and the integration of tech 
nology into classrooms, The COVID 
19 pandemicaccelerated the adoption 
ofonline learning, highlighting both 
opportunities and gaps in digital 
infrastructure and legal preparedness. 
Legal frameworks now increasingly 
address: 

1.The regulation of online and 
blended learning programs 
2.Protection of student data and 
privacy in digital environments 
3.Standards for digital content and 
e-resources 

4.Ensuring equitable access to tech 
for all students 
e legal developments are 

crucial for bridging the digital divide 
and ensuring that technological 

no 

advancements benefit all learners, 
notjust those in privileged settings. 

Shaping 
pedagogy 

curriculum and 

Laws also influence what is taught 
and how it is taught. National edu 
cation policies, such as India's 
National Education Policy (NEP) 
2020, setbroad goals for curriculum 
reform, teacher qualifications, and 
student assessment. While policies 
provide vision, binding laws ensure 
implementation, accountability, 
and recourse in case of violations. 
Legal standards forstudent-teacher 
ratios, infrastructure, and teacher 
training help maintain quality and 
consistency across educational insti 
tutions. 

Moreover, as society's needs 
evolve, legal frameworks encourage 
the integration of new subjects 
such as digital literacy, environnental 
education, and critical thinking into 
curricula. This ensures that education 
remains relevant and prepares stu 
dents for the demands of the future 
workforce. 

Fostering lifelong learning 
Modern legal frameworks are 

increasingly embracing the concept 
oflifelonglearning, recognising that 
education should extend beyond 
childhood and formal schooling. 
Laws and policies nowsupportnon 
formal and informallearning oppor 
tunities, vocational training, and 
adulteducation, This shift is essential 

in a world where technological 
change and economic shifts require 
continuous skill developmnent 
throughout life. 

Legal education and the future of 
the profession 

The role of law in education is 
not limited to primary and secondary 
schooling. Legal education itself is 
undergoing transformation. Law 
schools are reimagining their curicula 
to emphasise not only doctrinal 
knowledge but also interdisciplinary 
skills, digital literacy, and social 
intelligence. As technology automates 
routine legal tasks, the legal profession 
increasinglyvalues creativity, ethical 
reasoning, and the ability to navigate 
complexsocial relationships. Legal 
education must; therefore, adapt 
to prepare future lawyers for a 
rapidly changing landscape. 

Lawis apowerful tool for shaping 
the future ofeducation. By establishing 
rights, setting standards, and ensuring 
accountability, legal frameworks 
drive equity, innovation, and quality 
in education systems worldwide. 
As new challenges emerge from 
digital transformation to lifelong 
learning, laws and policies must 
remain agile, inclusive, and for 
ward-looking. The future of education 

will be defined not only by techno 
logical advancements but also by 
the strength and vision of the legal 
foundations that support it. 

The writer Is a BBA LLB Student at FIMT 
College 
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Cornered USuniversities 
take complianceroute 

As Trump monts 
pressure, not many have 
a fight left in them. Are 
large endowments also 

their weak spot? 

CONDITIONAL FREEDOMS 

JAGDISH RATTANANI 

he Ivy League universities in 
the United States are among 
the world's richest institutions. 

Cushioned by large endowments, they 
also are rich in terms of their scholar-
ship, influence, and networksthat make 
them theglobal stars of education. The 
daughter of Chinese President Xi Jin 
ping studied at Harvard. The largest 
international donation (some Rs 400 
crore) to the Harvard Business School 
came from the Tata group. Along with 
other select US universities, these in 
stitutions stand as icons of stature and 
achievement. Sometimes decried as 
islands of privilege, the universities 
are nevertheless central to the story of 
America and its global leadership. All 

US universities together attract more 
Indian students (331,602 Indians, fol 
lowed by 227,398 Chinese students for 
2023-24, according to Statista) than 
any other non-US nationality. 

The standing and money power 
should, in normal circumstances, 
work as a shield that protects these in 
stitutions from rough weather. Large 
endowments quite naturally, it would 
seem, help keep future operations and 
growth free of any material worries. 
But in the complex turn that America 
has taken today, it is the very standing 
and money power that have contrib 
uted to putting the universities in the 
centre of a firestorm unleashed by the 
Trump administration. Protecting 
and growing the endowments, which 
the US institutions do rather well, has 
broughtwith it charges (whether fair or 
unfair) that the universities spend more 
on investment mnanagers to grow their 
kitty rather than on growinga mission 
to deliver education for all. 

Have the US universities become 
prisoners of their endowmnents, malking 
them morevulnerable than they should 
be? ProfRashid Khalidi, a renowned Pal-
estinian-American historian at Colum-
bia, put it in these words several months 
before the current crisis erupted: �For 
some time now, I have been both dis-
gusted and horrified by the way higher 
education has developed into a cash 
register - essentially a money-making, 

MBA, lawyer-run, hedge fund-cum-real Institute of Technology, MIT. The 
estate operation, with a minor sideline 164-year-old institution runs a rath 
in education, where money has deter- er popular game called The Moral 
mined everything, where respect for Machine to understand how humans 
pedagogy is at a minimum." might want autonomous vehicles to 

respond to unavoidable accident sce 
narios in the real world. The Moral 
Machine has collected 39.61 million 
decisions in 233 countries, depend 
encies or territories, according to one 
paper. For all its efforts to understand 
the moral dilemmas brought up by 
the use of modern systems, it took one 
student and a speech of less than four 
minutes to hold a moral miror to the 
institute. MITis among the US univer 
sities to have research ties, funding or 
contracts with the Israeli military that 
runs a genocidal operation in Palestin 
jan territories. MIT has received over 
$1l million in research funding from 
the Israeli Ministry ofDefence, accord 
ing to May/June 2024The MITFacul 
ty Newsletter', an independent forum 
for the expression of faculty views and 

Trump and his friends might agree as 
they gather under the label of Trump-
ism to declare war on the education 
system in America. An amalgam of 
MAGA (Make America Great Again') 
politics, with its conspiracy theorists, 
anti-globalists, and extreme-right con-
servatives, Wrapped in braggadocio 
thatis now the staple ofUS officialdom, 
demands that universities follow fed-
eral diktats on all manner of functions 
and operations. Some like Harvard are 
boldly fighting it out, while others like 

Columbia have caved in. Harvard, too, 
was quiet in the initial two weeks of 
April this year when a list of demands 
arrived from the White House and only 
later broke that silence when new de 
mands got added to the original ones. 

The overall picture today is of uni-
versities with their backs to the wall, 
straining to defend their freedoms 
without going for an all-out fight and 
holding on only where the administra 
tion's demands are so egregious that 
they are almost impossible to meet. 
Mostly, the picture is of these institu-
tions looking for a way out. 

For example, while there are some 
statements of support from across uni-
versities, the institutes have not put up 
a robust joint front against the Trump 
administration, or are unwilling and/or 
unable to take the issue aggressively to 
the public or are willing to set upregula 
tions that meet some demandsand inthe 
process, showing up the once-powerful 
bodies as weak and easilytrampledupon. 

Dissent from within 
Consider the imposing Massachusetts 

concerns. 

Taking the stage at the pre-convo 
cation festivities, the elected Indian 
American president of MIT's Class 
of 2025, Megha Vemuri, torched the 
institute she is graduating from: "We 
will carry with us the stamp of the MIT 
name, the same name that is directly 
complicitwith the ongoing genocide of 
the Palestinian people, and so we carry 
with us the obligation to do everything 
we can to stop it. Class of 2025-you are 

MIT. Pressure is nothing to you." 
The bold protest speaks of the mer 

its of a US campus where students 
find ways to be engaged in events be 
yond the textbooks and learn to take a 
stand, add to it the passion, energy, and 
care-a-damnn attitude of their youth to 
turnit into a potent protest. This is un 
like India, where voices don't emerge 
and are put down when raised, as 
seen in cases like a teacher who was 
dismissed in one Mumbai school just 
because she liked a post that spoke of 
Israel's genocide. 

On the other hand, MIT's statement 
in favour of free speech that followed 
Vemuri's speech rang hollow because 
the president of the class was barred 
from attending her own graduation. 
While MTTruns the moral machine and 
does some exemplaryresearch, Vemuri 
and her classmates showed that they 
are moral humans pointing to holes in 
the imposing edifice of MTT andindeed, 
the entire lot of US schools. 

(The writer is a journalist and 
faculty member at SPJIMR; 
Syndicate: The Billion Press) 
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Language Lineage is 
Not About Hierarchy 
Asthe (not-too-unexpected) showerof brickbats on Kamal Ha 
asan implies, linguistic elitism can take on novel, more convo 
luted routes than the old chestnut of Hindi hegemony'. Haa 
san's contention that the Kannadalanguage is derived from Ta 
mil has been hijacked by cherry-pickers to mean that the latter, 
because of its pedigree, is somehow 'better' than the former. 
This notion-older the language, greater itsS wisdom �taken 
to its elitist extreme, is the source of the latest language row 
that multilingual India has somehow found time to indulge in. 
In the hierarchy of language elitism, Sanskrit sits atop the 

linguistic slopes, staring down at, say Hindiand Bengali, even 
as the former's Urdu and the latter's Portuguese imports re 

main sotto voce (under the voice' in older 
than-English Italian). Butparenthood do 
esn't confer linguistic superiority, If that 

s the case, Prakrit or Latin would have 
been a better-and morepopularlang 
uage than its miscegenated descendants 
like Marathi and English. 
Older larnguages often bask in the glory of 

their elaborate grammar, theirpoetic cadence, their perceived in 
tellectual richness. Sanskrit's complex phonetics, Tamil's anci 
ent literature, Kannada's sophisticated script- these are mar 
vels. But does complexity make a language "better"? Hindi and 
English, with their simpler structure and widespread usage, thri 
ve the way Sanskrit and Latin no longer do. Modernised Hindi or 
Bengali shed unnecessary burdens, and expanded beyond rigidi 
ty Tamil evolved across Centuries, shaping its practicality along 
side its sophistication. Languages survivenot becauseof their an 
cestry but because of their adaptability. The non-shudh' English 
in which this column is being read should be small proof of that. 
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Fudging Facts, It Just Got Academic 

Atanu Biswas 

While Harvard is making headlines 
for its battle with "Trump University 
to effectively emerge as America's de 
facto opposition party theIvy League 
college has made news for another rea 
son. Itrecently stripped behavioural 
scientistand tillrecently Harvard Busi-
ness School professor Francesca Gino 
of her tenure. The charge: fabricating 
research data. The irony of ionies be 
ing thather research topic was Hones 

ty and ethical behaviour'. 
Itall began with the blog, Data 

Colada',an academicresearch watch 
dog since 2013 that carefully reanaly 
ses published data to identify irregu 
larities orpotential fraud. Data 
Coladareleased clåims in 2021of 
extensve evidence of alleged fraud in 
four scholarly articles that Gino had 
co-authored. 
The bloghad expressed their worri 

esto HBS four years ago, adding that 
none of Gino's co-authors were 
involved in fraud. After concluding 
that the 47-year old academichad 
committed »research misconduct 
intentionally knowingly or reckless 
ly', Harvard initiated an internal 
inquiry placing her on unpaid ad 

ministrative leave in 2023. 
While examining version controlin 

Microsoft Excel, it appeared that 
differentrows inside a spreadsheet 
had beenaltered. Accordingto ex 
perts, data before the suspected 
manipulation didn'treveal the effect 
the researchers wanted to observe. 
But data after the purported modifica 
tion did seem to indicate it. 

Also, participants were asked to comp 
lete insurance and tax forms ina study. 
It was discovered thatpeople who were 
asked to sign declarations of truthful 
ness atthe top of the page were more 
truthful than people who were asked 
to sign statements at the bottom. 

Gino, however, sued the university 
and her £ccusers for $25 mn, alleging 
defamation, gender discrimination 
and invasion of privacy She claimed 
the accusations damaged herreputa 
tion. Butlast September, a federal 
judge in Bostonrejected her defama 
tion lawsuit, stating that, as apublic 

figure, she was subject to scrutiny 
protected by the First Amendment. 
Since the American Association of 
University Professors (AAUP) es 
tablishedregulations regarding 
firings in the 1940s, Gino has now 
become the firstHarvard professor to 
lose tenure. 
This is hardly the first instance of 

academic misconduct involving data. 
A scandal involving Harvard Medical 
School's John Darsee shook the aca 
demic world in the 1980s. Darsee had 
publisheda significantnumber of 
papers inprestigiousjournals. How 
ever, by May 1981, his colleagues accu 
sed him of systematic and fequent 
fabrication. Investigators claimed 
that Darsee had presented data from 
experiments that were never conduc 
ted, and had 'expanded' other data to 
produce more significant results. Ev 
entually he had more than 80 papers 
removed from the literature. He was 
relieved of his posts at Harvard Medi 

'But do you have to be ethical to know ethics?" 

cal Schooland Brigham 
and Women's Hospital. 
Academic data manipula 

tion is likely to berampant 
today, An average of 2% of 
scientists admitted atleast 
one instance of fabricating, 
falsifying or altering data, 
accordingto a 2009 paper 
published in PLoS One, 
How Many Scientists 
Fabricate and Falsify 
Research? A Systematic 
Review and Meta-Analysis 
of Survey Data'. 

Gino's-and Harvard's action 
againsther-is a landmark case that 
could well serve as amodel for how 
other academic institutions respond 
to allegations of academic dishonesty. 
On the flip side, excessively stringent 
enforcemnent could stifle creativity 
andrun the risk of drawing un 
favourable attention to organisations, 
thereby disincentivising them from 
taking action against unethical 
faculty members. 

Why is Gino's case, in particular, 
receiving so muchpublic attention? 
She was one of Harvard's highest 
paid professors, earning over $1 mn in 
2018 and 2019. So, is it because the 
scam involves a star academic? Oris it 
due to the nature of the accusation 
data manipulation? Does it have to do 
with data sanctity integrity dependa 
bility and trustworthiness? Does 
society care so much about data 
integrity? Apparently not. 
Falsifying data evidence is nothing 

new to people in other professions. 
However, very few of them havejobs 
taken away from them for falsifying. 
The academic community has certa 
inly become stricter aboutresearch 
misconduct involving data, and Gino 
was undoubtedlypunished because 
academicians are subjectto more 
stringent codes of conductand cons 
tant scrutiny frommpeers than in other 
professions. In a sense, a watchdog got 
bit by watchdogs. 

The writer is professor of statistics, 
Indian Statistical Institute, Kolkata 

Admin
Typewritten Text
ECONOMICS TIMES (P-6), 05 JUNE 2025

Admin
Typewritten Text



PHLIPP ACKERMANN 

Germany's universities and research ecosystemn have-and want -Indian talent 

FROM A GERMAN point of view, the 
Indian diaspora seems to have a magicfor 
mulafor SUccess. They climb to the highest 
ranks around the world, particularly in 
Europe and North America. They succeed 
in the economy, in education, and in re 
search. What do they bring to the table? A 
culture where education and learning are 
highly regarded, where grit and determina 
tion are a necessity, and where being adapt 
able and nifty is a way of life. 

Whatis it that we offer? An open society, 
an internationalised economy and educa 
tion landscape, and a framework where 
hard work and skill are rewarded. When 
smart and well-educated Indians plan parts 
of their career outside India, they usually 
think of the English-speaking world first. 
ButI think that the smartest Indians should 
actually start thinking about Germany. 
Why? Let me give you a few reasons. 

Our open society's offer 

Germany is built on a tradition of sci 
ence and education. Compulsory education 
was a German invention, and the modern 
university was shaped in 19th-century 
Germany. German scientists dominated the 
Nobel Prize during the first 50 years of its 
existence. For the longest time, the tiny uni 
versity town of Göttingen had the highest 

Nobel Prize rate per capita. Almost 5O Nobel 
Prizes are linked to its university. 

The beauty of this story is that it would 
not have been possible without the minds 
of those who were also shaped outside of 
Germany. For excellent science, brilliant 
ideas need to travel freely, and so do bril 
liant people. Many of ourworld-famous sci 
entific organisations are built on this prin 
ciple-be it the Humboldt Foundation, the 
Max Planck Society, the Helmholtz 
Institutes, the DFG, or Fraunhofer. Thirty 
one researchers of the Max Planck Society 
have won Nobel Prizes in natural sciences. 
Ifyou go through the list, you will find a lot 
of names that do not sound very German. 
Itis an open, internationalised organisation, 
and that is why it is so strong. 

One of the most inspiring stories writ 
ten by our accessible and welcoming scien 
tificlandscape is that of the pharmaceutical 
company BioNTech. Founded less than 20 
years ago, it is nowvalued at almost $30 bil 
lion. With its groundbreaking mRNA tech 
nology, it helped address the global Covid 
pandemic. Its founders? One was born in 
Turkey; the other is a second-generation 
migrant from Turkey. Who knows from 
which country the founders of the next 

BioNTech will come to Germany? 
German educational institutions do not 

select their students and scientists based 

on economic criteria. We are notlooking for 
the richest minds in the world but for the 
smartest. You will find that German insti 
tutions offer world-class education and re-
search facilities while being very affordable. 
German science is so accessible because 
there is a lot of money in it. We are not set 
ting up high economic walls around our re 
search and education institutions. To a large 
extent, the German educationand research 
ecosystemis financed by taxpayers' money 
to make it as accessible as possible. 
Excellent quality, excellent equipment, ex 
cellent researchers -all backed by public 
spending. The private sector adds to this -
it opens the way for applied research, for 
large interdisciplinary teams, and for bring 
ingyour ideas to the market. Some German 
companies have annual research budgets 
that only a few national research budgets 
around the world can actually match. 

It is no secret anymore that Germany is 
avery interesting destination for Indian stu 
dents. There are 50,000 already in Germany. 
State universities have had excellent expe 
riences with students from India. And up to 

18 months after gaduation, they can look 
for a job in Germany. Right now they will 
find many job offers, particularly in the 
STEM field. Germany, an engineering na 
tion, is offering a lot of opportunities. 

There is, of course, the question of the 
language barrier. Be assured, English is the 
language of science-and Germany is no 
exception to this. Ifyou want to buy freshiy 
baked bread rolls on your way to your lab, 
you might have to master the intricacies of 
the German language. But if you want to 
run one of the state-of-the-art particle ac 
celerators in Germnany or crack the riddles 
of quantum physics in one of our beautiful 
university towns, English will do the trick. 
We believe that we should select interna 
tional students based on their talents 
and their dedication, and not based on 
what they say on social media. Of course, 
you will have to prove that you are smart, 
ambitious, dedicated, and industrious 
that is important for us. Indians have an 
excellent reputation in our science land 
Scape- and we want to invite more bril 
liant Indians to come to Germany. You are 
very willkommen! 

The writeris Germany's AmbassaVor to India 
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CUET, 
a barricade 

To restore their national character and order in 
their functioning, central universities need to 

recover their autOnomous practices 

ABHA DEv HABIB AND 
SATKAT GHOSH 

A FEW YEARS ago, summers at Delhi 
University (DU) would witness a festive 
cdamourofstudents and parentsvisiting col 
leges t s to check Out the infrastructure, meet 
faculty members,and submit their applica 
tions for admission to undergraduate 
courses. The demandwassuch thatin many 

popular courses, despite the soaring cut-offs, 
admissions would close with the first list. 

How things have changed. Nowit takes 
multiple"nop-up"rounds to complete ad 
missions and the process goes on months 
after the start of classes. An RTI response 
shows that on average, 5,000seats havere 
mained vacant in every admission year 
since the introduction of the Common 
University Entrance Test (CUET) in 2022. 

Admissions to undergraduate courses 
offered by central universities (CUs) through 
CUET were first announced in March 2022 
while Class XIl studentswere still struggling 
with Covid. Invoking the National Education 
Policy 2020, an overnight change in the ad 
mission policy was pushed despite educa 
tors having forewarned hat CUET would 
downgrade the importance of Class XII 
board exams while encouraging a mush 
rooming of the private coaching industry 
and proxy schools. The CBSE-based CUET 
also disregarded the importance of state 
boards and the federal chàracter. 

Three years since, has CUET meantany 
thing besides "mop-up" rounds for DU? 

A few days back, the National Testing 
Agency (NTA) declared that it would start 
the CUET-UG 2025 exams from May 13 
rather than May 8. Lack of preparedness 
was reportedly the reason. 

Delays and ineptitudehave consistently 
been part of the CUET-UG story, throwing 
teaching-learning processes out of gear. 
DUS perpetually staggered academic cal 
endar is testimony to this chaos, while the 
inordinate hold-ups in its UG admissions 

e principal reason behind seats re 
maining vacant. Uncertainties have pushed 
many students to prefer private universi 
ties. Seats in several courses remain vacant 
despite multiple rounds of admissions in 
cluding embarrassing "mop-up" rounds 
based on Class Xll scores. 

are 

Sience streams, which have to compete 
with medicine, engineering and other tech 
nical courses, are the most affected. Even 
slight delays precipitate anxiety in students 
and parents and indeed, convince them 
about the futility of taking admissions ifstu 
dents want to reappear for JEE and NEET. 

Inaknee-jerkresponse to this issue, the 
university declared that all courses across 
colleges would take 20 per cent extra stu 
dents. While this scheme failed to address 
the real problem, it resulted in over-admis 
sion in some disciplines acroSs certain col 

leges, thereby skewing the normative stu 
dent-teacher ratio. 

Delayed admissions also mean that the 
university is forced to functionwith a differ 
entacademiccalendar for the freshly admit 
ted batch of students as classes in other se 

mesters begin even as the admission process 

is held to ransom by the CUET results. 

Staggered calendars have increased the 
stress on the system. Universities are de 
signed to operate well within synchronised 
teaching-examination calendars for all years 
of students. A large system like DU shifts 
gears fromn teaching to examinations, dedi 
catingits resources to one activity ata time. 

Staggered calendars result in adminis 
trative chaos and causefurther delays. When 
senior batches are appearing for their end 
semester exams, the first-year cdasses are 
still going on. Teachers are expected to com 
bine teaching with invigilation and evalua 
tion duties. Timetables are disrupted, allot 
ted classrooms are taken up for the conduct 
of examinations and some colleges even 
shift their cdasses online. The results of all 
batches are delayed as teachers are unable to 
travel to central evaluation facilities from 
their respective colleges, where teaching and 
invigilation take up all their duty hours. 

Beyond classrooms, co-curricular ac 
tivities and student societies have been 
adversely affected as students of various 
years are in different phases of their stud 
jes and are unable to interact much. 
Caught in examinations for one batch or 
the other, colleges find it difficult to sched 
ule their cultural fests. 

Post-CUEI, admissions to DU have re 
ported an alarming decline in the regional 
diversity of students and an n even more 

steep fall in the relative number of female 
students. Conventionally, DU admissions 
based on Class XIl scores assumed a parity 
between marks awarded by various state 
and central boards, thereby enabling stu 
dents from far-flung states and regions of 
India to seek admission. A student's jour 
ney froma small village to Delhi would start 
once she scored well. 

The CBSE-centric CUET insidiously 
favours only a privesdto spend on pri 

I section of aspi 
rants. Others are 
vate coaching to be on par with students 
from CBSEschools. Inadequate test centres, 
frequentpaperleaks, lack of evenly laid-out 
digital infrastructure and the myopicswitch 
to a purely computer-based test have 
stroyed many drearms of students wh0 are 
from the hinterland or economically dis 
tressed communities. The rising costofad 
missions and the attendant uncertainties 
have also disCouraged parents fromencour 
aging girls from remote areas to apply. 

Admissions to central universities 
through CUET-UG are a case of over-cen 
tralisation. While top private universities 
continue to run their admissions-related 
processes and schedules independent of 
NTA functioning, the hands of public 
funded CUs are tied. In the case ofDn which 
offers close to 79,000 seats out of a total of 
1.5 lakh seats available across CUs, this 
means an adverse impact on admissions 
and the teaching-examination cyce. For DU 
colleges and many other, newer central uni 
versities that cater to local populations, 
CUET is an unnecessary barricade that has 
demotivated students. 

Paper leaks and delays have put an in 
delible question mark on the NIA's redi 
bility. It is important to review CUET-UG 
based admissions. To restore their national 
character and a modicum of order in t 
functioning, CUs need to recover their au 
tonomous practices, including admissions. 

The normalisation ofClass Xl board results 
isa possible solution to the problem of dis 
parate m¡rking across boards. 

nehei 

Habib is associate professor, Physics 
Department, Miranda House and Ghosh is 

assistantprofessor, English Department, 
SGIB Khalsa College 
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It is all 
in the mind 

DEVI KAR 
column today 

will not make for 
pleasant reading 

as it is about the widespread 
incidence of mental health 
illness among children. This 
'epidemic was called a silent 
emergency as early as 2019 by 
the then executive director 
of UNICEE, Henrietta Fore. 
The alarming statistics pre 
sented by UNICEF and the 
World Health Organization 
reveal the rgency of making 
the mental h of our chil dren our topmost priority. We must remind ourselves that 
in order to educate students, a school has to ensure their 
well-being, both of body and 
mind. 

M 

Never mind the startling global statistics, we can see how many cases of poor mental health schools in our 
city are having to handle. The demand for counsellors and special educators has 
gone up exponentially. The 
multiple learning dificulties 

that children are demon strating these days are often rooted in deep psycho e logical causes. Children fall 1 prey to factors ranging from s dysfunctional homes and a unrealistic expectations to peer and societal pressres. Children start displaying all t kinds of symptoms, includ ing learned helplessness, 
ewhich means that if they are perceived as 'incapable' there 

would be no expectations from them and they would be left alone. 
It is unquestionably ac cepted that both teacher and child must have a happy isposition for teachiny 

learning to be effective. The challenge is to find ways to keep our children happy and cheerful in today's dark, dis mal and violent world where each country is becoming insular and tolerance levels are plunging dangerously. 
If adults keep talking and Worrying about the manifold problems besetting them, it is bound to rub off on children. So the onus is on adults to at tempt to be cheerful and opti-mistic. that too will rub off on them. 

It is not difficult to present a happy front to schoolchil dren as their very presence can be therapeutic for adults. I know that we educator's have a naturally happy work place. To keepit thus, we must consciously leave or worries 

Devi Kar is director, Modern High School for |Girls, Calcutta 

behind and interact with 
children of all ages cheerful 
ly and positively. Of late, we 
have been mostly focusing on 
anxiety with regard to perfor 
mance in school and good ex 
amination scores but now we 
have to deal with the general gloom that has taken over the world. We must encourage children to find joy in simple 
pleasures that are not based 
on personal achievements. 
Children's activities now are 
mostly competitive or geared towards the purposeful ac 
quisition of skills. I need not 
even mention the soul-kill 
ing addiction to electronic devices. Surprisingly, simple 
indoor games like carrom, ludo, snakes and ladders, trivia games or Monopoly can be entertaining and alsO lighten one's mood. Solving puzzles such as sudoku. crosswords, and jigsaws can be therapeutic while enhanc ing skills. 

Schools must keep their antennae up for signs of men tal distress among teachers as well. It is imperative for teachersto be mentally strong and maintain equanimity if they wish to be successful in their work. Some years ago, students would have a lot of innocent fun at the expense of teachers who were moody or temperamentally mercu 
rial or just plain grumpy by nature, imagining situations 

say the teacher having a quarrel with her spouse or 
mother-in-law - which w were 

her anger out on them. While 
causing the teacher to take 

apponting faculty, it is wise 

sonalities - paper qualifi 
look out for pleasant per 

cations are just not enough 
The school, on its part, has a duty to provide a 

for all its employees. This 
supportive workenvironment 

facilities for them, a rea 
would involve counselling 

sonable workload and ap 
These propriate amermuesus measres, 

tained pastoral care of chil dren, should ensre a happy school. Fortunately, physical 
health is generally taken care of but the time has come to give mental health equal, 
attention. 
wgent and immediate 

wisdom of Carl Jung's belief 
Increasingly, I realise the 

genius and more of a human, 
that it is better to be less of a 

We must move irom being abnormally focused on high 
performance and pay more 
attention to the development 

happy, self-confident, 
well-rounded childrgn. 
ot 
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Future of learning in Northeast 
MAMTA SAIKIA 

na classroom in Guwahati, students 
met an AI teacher last year - draped 
in a traditional mekhela-chador - who 
could explain science concepts and 
answer questions across subjects 

with ease. 
Innovative, mobile-based apps for stu 

dents and teachers are now being intro 
duced, reaching even the most remote vil 
lages. In one such village, a student from a 
modest background in Meghalaya recently 
qualified for ISR0's prestigious YUVIKA 
progranmme, overcoming digital barriers 
with the support of timely mentorship and 
access to technology. 

The presence and impact of technology 
are increasingly visible in schools across 
India. With EdTech innovations gaining 
momenmtum and Al taking centre stage, 
education in the country is on the cusp of a 
significant transfornation. These develop 
ments show what's possible when technol 

ogy is thoughtfully used to bring learming 
closer to students, even in the toughest 
environments. 

As the nature of work continues to evolve 
globally, education must keep pace. The 
World Economic Forum estimates that 
nearly 44% of curent workforce skills may 
be disrupted by 2025 due to automation 
and AI. For many young people in the 
Northeast - often first-generation learn 

A bold educational shift in the region is fusing tradition with 
technology to empower a generation for tomorrow's world. 

ers �this transition holds immense poten 
tial. Building strong foundational leärning 
remains the cornerstone, but alongside it, 
students also need exposure to digital think 
ing, adaptability, and skills such as problem 
solving, coding, and creative thinking. 

Many Northeasterm States have begun' 
to align their education ecosystems with 
this changing landscape. Assam's second 
ary schools are introducing Al and robotics 
as electives. Meghalaya is integrating 
emerging technologies into classrooms and 
leveraging innovative platforms like Vidya 
Samiksha Kendra to track student progress 
and enhance learning outcomes. Atal Tink 
ering Labs across Mizoram, Tripura, and 
Arunachal Pradesh are enabling students 
to explore real-world problems through 
hands-on solutions. 

These developments are early signals -
of a region steadily moving toward change. 
In Northeast India, there is a growing rec 
ognition that education must not only keep 
pace with the world but also help shape 
what comes next. The integration of tech 
nology must become more responsive to 
local contexts, academic goals, and student 
needs. VWhile progress may vary across dis 
tricts and communities, the shared aspira 

tion is clear: to make learning more inter 

active, experiential, and future-ready. 
Teachers will remain central to this trans 

formation. The real impact of digital tools 
depends not on technology alone, but on 
how meaningfully they are embedded into 
everyday teaching. Many educators are 
beginning to explore this space - joining 
training programmes, experimenting with 
new methods, andreimagining their class 
rooms as blended learning environments. 
What's needed now is continued support 
spaces where teachers can exchange ideas, 
share what works, and build collective 
momentum. 

This shift must also connect with stu 
dents and their contexts. In a region where 
knowledge is deeply rooted in Nature, 
community, and tradition, the challenge 
or rather, opportunity - is to make digital 
learning relevant to their lives. Fromn map 
ping local biodiversity to preserving radi 
tional crafts or understanding sustainable 
farming, when students connect technolo 
gy with their lived experiences, learning 
becomes not just effective but truy mean 
ingful. 

Families and communities, too, must be 

brought into this journey. For many par 
ents, the benefts of digital learning are still 
abstract. But when they begin to see how 
these changes can open new pathways 
towards higher education, employment, or 
entrepreneurship � their support can be 
Come a powerful force. Building this trust 

will require ongoing dialogue, clear dem 
onstrations of value, and deep cultural sen 
sitivity. Digital learning should not feel like 
a break from tradition, but a natural exten 
sion of community aspirations. 

To truly move forward, collaboration will 
be key. Government policy, school leader 
ship, teacher agency, student curiosity 
each must come together. Partnerships that 
understand and reflect the region's goals 
and cultural ethos are more likely to suc 
ceed and endure. 

Northeast India stands at a pivotal mo 
ment. With its unique blend of cultural wis 
dom and emerging innovation, it has the 
potential to create an educational model 
that inspires the rest of the country. But 
this vision will require effort, investnent, 
and imagination. When a girl in Nagaland 
begins learning to analyse rainfall patterns 
with Al, or a boy in Arunachal Pradesh 
dreams of building a solar-powered de 
vice, it should not be an exception - it 
should be the future we are collectively 
working towards. 

Because what's taking shape here isn't 
just about keeping up with a changing world 
- it's about helping shape it. And that fu 
ture deserves attention, nurturing, and 
belief. 

(The author is CEO of Bharti Airtel 
Foundation) 
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Even before the US threatened to bar international students and besieged 
universities, China's huge spending campaign on the sciences was bearing fruit 

VIVIAN WANG 

hina was already scoring wins 
in its rivalry with the United 
States for scientific talent. It 
had drawn some ofthe world's 

/best researchers to its cam 
puses, people decorated with 

Nobel Prizes, MacArthur"Genius"grants 
and seemngly every other acadenmiclaurel 

Now the Trump administration's pol 
icies might soon bolster China's efforts. 

Under President Donald Trump, the 
United States is slashing t the research 
funding that helped establish its reputa 
tion as the global leader in science and 
technology. The president is also attack 
ing the country's premier universities, and 
tryi yz O mit the enrolment of interna 

Istudents. 
Scientists from China are under particu 

lar pressure, as US officials have said that 
they may pose a national security threat by 
funnelling valuable knowledge to China. 
Chinese-born scientists have been inves 
tigated or even arrested. Last week, the 
Trump administration said it would work 
to "aggressively revoke" the visas of Chi 
nese students in "'critical fields." 

As a result, many scholars are looking 
elsewhere. 

And Chinese institutions have been 
quick to try to capitalise. Universities in 
Hong Kong and Xi'an said they would 
offer streamlined admission to transfer 
students from Harvard University. An ad 
from a group with links to the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences welcomed "talents 
who have been dismissed by the US NIH" 
or National Institutes of Health. 

"The United States is shooting itself in 
the foot," said Zhang Xiaoming, an anat 
omy expert who last year left the Baylor 
College of Medicine, in Texas, to lead the 
medical education program at Westlake 
University, a research university in the 
tech hubofHangzhou. 

"Sincelwent to the United States more 
than 30 years ago, so much of its research 
has been supported by foreigners, includ-
ing many Chinese," said Zhang, who em 
phasised that he wasspeaking for himself, 

not his employer.Without foreigners, at 
least in the field ofscienific research, they 
can't g0 on."On its own, China had become 
more attractive to scientists in recentyears 

because of the huge investments the coun-

try has made in research. Westlake is a 
prime example. 

Established in 2018 by several high-pro-

file scientists who had returned to China 

from the West, Westlake's campus exudes 
technological advancement. A spaceship-

like tower looms over rows ofresearch lab 
oratories Computing centres and animal 

testing facilities cluster around a central 

lawn, in a shape designed to evoke a bio-

logical cel. 
Tn ite main academic building, portraits 

ofdozensofprofessors are on display-all 

of whom were recruited from overseas. 

There is Guan Kunliang, a biochemist who 

won a MacArthur "Genius" grant while 

in NMicbigan: Cheng Jianiun, a materials 
bonoured multiple times by the 

engineer National Science Foundation; Yu Hong-

tao, a Harvard-educated cell biologist who 
Tereredmillionsinfunding from the How-
ardHuchbes Medical Institute in Maryland. 

Rerpuitnment notices advertise high 
compensation, in line with those at top 

foreign universities. 
Westlake has been perhaps the most 

successful Chinese university at recruit 

Chinareally wants toattract 
scientists. Trumpjusthelped 

ing overseas talent, but it is far from the 
only one. Between 2010 and 2021, nearly 

12,500 scientists of Chinese descent lefi 
the United States for China, according to 
a study published in Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences. The rate 
ofdeparture was accelerating: More than 
half of them left in just the five years be 
tween 2017 and 2021. 

The trend has only coninued in the 
past few years, said Yu Xie, a professorat 
Princeton Universiy who co-authored the 
study. Nor is it only Chinese-born scientists 
Who are jumping ship. Charles Lieber. a 
former Harvard chemistwho was convict 

ed in 2023 of failing to disclose payments 
from a Chinese university, recently joined 
Tsinghua University. 

Chinese scientists have long flocked 
to American universities, lured by the 
promise of a world-class educaion and 

urces that their home country could 
not provide. In the 1980s, Chinese scien-

tists who visited the United States would 

collect disposable test tubes to reuse in 
China, said Rao Yi, a neurobiologist at 

Peking UniversIty in Bejng, who studied 
and Worked n the United Stares for two 
decades. 

resour 

The admiration coninued even as Chi-
na's economy boomed. In 2020. nearlv 
one-fifth of �octoratesin sCience, technol-
ogy, engineerng and mathematics award-

ed in the United States went to students 

from China, according to data fromn the 
National Science Foundation. Historical 
ly, the vast majority of those doctorates 
stayedin the Unuted States-8/o between 
2005 and 2015, the data showed. Many 
became US citizens, and they have helped 

the US accumulate patents, publications 
and Nobel Prizes. 

In recent vears, more scienists have 
been returning to China, drawn partly by 
government recruitmentprograms prom-

mmillions ofdollars in funding as 
well as housing subsidies and other perks. 
China's spending on research and devel-
opment is now second only to the United 
States. And Chinese institutions such as 
Tsinghua and Zhejiang University now 
routinely rank among the best in the world 
forscience and technology. 

The investment is part of a plan to turn 
China into a scienific: 

t fields such 
cialvin stratoiPpov, spe 

as artificial intelligence, semiconductors 
and biotechnology. 

The scientific and technological rey-
olution is intertwined with the game be-
tween superpowers." China's leader, Xi 
Jinping, said last vear 

At the same ime, the US has been push-
ing scientists away for years, in particular 
byinvestigating their ties with China. 

Lu Wuyuan, a protein chemist formerly 
at the University of Maryland, was one of 
those targeted. He was invesigated by the 
National Institutes of Health forallegedly 
failing to disclose research ties to China� 
ties he said Maryland knew about. After 
20 yearsat the university, he quit in 2020. 

Most of the cases brought under the 
So-called China nitiaive eventually col-
lapsed. Many researchers criticised the 
campaign as racial profiling. 

Lu, who nowworks at Fudan University 

in Shanghai, said that many of his friends 
mused about leaving the United States, 
but most chose to stay because they had 
serrled rhere 

The Trump administration's assault on 
research funding may change that. 

DHILLUSTRATION DEEPAK HARICHANDAN 

"If they cut so much funding. I believe 

that may be the last straw for many peo 
ple" Lu said. Still, China faces its own is 
sues in poaching talent. 

It has become harder for Chinese uni 
versities to meet and wo0 overseas scien 
ists, as Chinese scholars have had trouble 
securing visas to the United States to at 
tend academic conferences. Researchers 
inAmerica also face restrictions in visiting 
China; Texas, for example, prohibits em 
ployees of public universities from trave 
ling to China for work. 

The scientists who havereturned to Chi 
pa largely fall into a few categories: those 
who are early in their careers, or who are 
nearing retirement, or who feltpushed out 
by investigations. Established midcareer 
scholars are still reluctant to leave, multi 
ple scientistS said. 

Rao at Peking University, who was also 
one of Westlake's co-founders, said that 
China's progress in recruiting intermation 
al talent had also been hampered by cro 
nyism and jealousy among domestic col 
leagues. "While funding shouldincrease, it 
isnot the key factor at this stage," Rao said. 
"Supporting scientists based on meritand 
their good science is the key" 

Even at home, scientists are not spared 
political scrutiny. Chinese universities 
facelimits on free expression, and China's 
Ministry of State Security has warmed that 
scholars returning from overseas mav be 

spies. 
Multiple Chinese-born scientists-both 

those who had returned to China. and 
those still in the US-empbasised tharthev 

They were just trying to do good work. 
did not want to get entangled in politics. 

The simple fact was, many agreed, that 
it was increasingly easier to do so in China. 
The New York Tmes Ve& 
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What King Donald, like Henry VIll, shows us is that narrative power can beat institutional power 

Americas Ileniy vs Ilarvard 
Arnie Guha 

oronto: In 1530, when Hen 
ryVllcouldn'tget the Rom 
an Catholic Church to an 
nulhismarriage to Catheri 

ne of Aragon, he turned to 
Oxford and Cambridge Universities to 
rubberstamp his theological needs. 
Oxford baulked. Henry sent envoys. 
Scholars were threatened, bribed, and 
some physically intimidated. Eventu 
ally the university capitulated, issuing 
a carefully hedged opinion that Henry 
used to justify what he would soon call 
the Church of England. It was one of 
the firstgreat acts of coercive PR. 

Henry didn't abolish Oxford. He ap 
propriated it. Andhe did so with all the 
pageantry of a man who knew power 
needed not just to be enacted, but also 
performed. 

Fast forward 500 years. A different 
kind of sOvereign, wearing a long red 
tie and clutching grievance like aroyal 
orb, has made a sport of attacking Am-
erica's modern Oxfords. For Donald 
Trump, Harvard isn't just an Ivy Lea 
gue schoolIt's thesynecdocheforevery. 
thing that'srigged, elitistand dangero-

usly convinced of its ownneutrality. 
On Wednesday Trump issued a pro-

clamation suspending, for an initial 
six months, entry of foreign students 
seeking to study or participate in exX-
change programmes at Harvard, cit 
ing national security' concerns and 
declaring it 'detrimental' to US inter-
ests to continue allowing foreign stu-
dents at the institution. This comes af 
terajudge blocked the US Department 
of Homeland Security (DHS) from 
banning international students at 
Harvard in a rulinglate last month. 

Harvard says it studies the world. 
Trump says it controls it. These two 

men-Henry and Donald-separated 
by centries and context, share some 
thing deeper than vanity and theat 
rícs. Theyeach stage a revolution of le 
gitimacy, Henry rejected the spiritual 
authority of the pope. Trump rejects 
the moraland intellectualauthority of 
institutions like Harvard, Centers for 

He is a man of an unbounded stomach 

Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC), the media. In both cases, the 
challenge is not about truth. It's about 
whose truth, and who gets to decide. 

When Henry declared himself sup-
reme head of the Church of England, 
it was an act of theological violence. 
But it was also a bureaucratic master 
stroke. He didn't need Oxford to agree 
ingoodfaith. Hejustneeded itto appe 
arto agree. When Trump de 
manded loyalty from his 
cabinet, his party even 
the judiciary the playbo 
ok was oddly similar The 
point wasn't consensus. It 
was submission. And universi 
ties, in both eras, became reluc 
tantstages. 

refusal wa_n't academic censure; it 
was ruin. You could be exiled, defund 
edor worse. 

Trump can'tjail tenured professors. 
But he doesn't have to. In the populist 
theatrehepresides over, simply calling 
Harvard woke' or »corrupt is enough 
to delegitimise generations of intellec-
tualauthority Once asymbol of merit, 
Harvard becomes a symbol of mani 

pulation. Once a beacon, it 
becomes a cabal. TO A PARTY 

Oxford during the 
Reformation was a 
religious university 
Its scholars were cle 
rics. Its curriculum 
was bound to Rome. 
When Henry's men 
arrived with their 
writs and threats, 
they weren'tjust asking foralegal opi 
nion--they were demandinga confes-
sion of allegiance. The consequence of 

HARVARD It's not that Harvard 
has always been inno 
cent. The meritocracy it 

presides over is partial, 
exclusionary and, at times, dee 

ply complicit in structural injus 
tice. But Trunp do 
esn't critique Ha 
vard's failues to live 
up to its ideals. He de-nies the value of the 
ideals themselves: 
truth, ingquiiy delibe 
ration. Like Henty 
he wants obedience, 
not contradiction. 

There's a cruel iiony here. Henry 
VIll actually founded-o refounded 

more universities than most Eng. 

ONCE 

For Trump, Harvard isn't 
just an lvy League school. 

It's the synecdoche for 
everything that's rigged, 
elitist and dangerously 
Convinced of its own 

neutrality 

lish monarchs. He created Trinity Col 
lege, Cambridge, andrepurposed Tho 
mas Wolsey's Cardinal College into 
Christ Church, Oxford. But these were 
not acts of philanthropy They were 
acts of branding. He was placing his 
seal not only on the institutions but on 
what kind of thought they were allo 
wed to produce. 

Trump, too, has flirted with foçnd 
ing his own institutions. Trump Uni 
versity was a scam. His supporters 
nowtalkabout 'alternative academies' 
and»anti-woke' colleges as sanctuaries 
for 'real' kmowledge. The language is 
different but the logic is the same: if 
the institutions don't validate me, I'll 
buildnew ones that will. 

And here's that strange, eternal 
thing: in both Henry's time and our 
oWn, these tactics Work. 

After Henry England never return 
ed to papal authority. His church 
blunt, politically expedient, theologi 
cally patchy-endured. It became tra 
dition. Inasimilar vein, Trump's anta 
gonism toward the academy is not a 
passing phase. It has seeded a cultural 
rejection of expertise, a suspicion of 
intellectuals, a preference for instinct 
over analysis. And it's not going away. 

What should uniyersities do in the 
face of such assaults? 

Oxford survived Henry by adap 
ting, accommodating and, in some 
cases, capitulating. The danger today 
is that universities like Harvard 
might do the same: water down their 
mission in the name of neutrality, 
shy away from hard truths to avoid 
political attack, or rebrand themsel 
ves into obsolescence. 

But the alternative isn't easy eit 
her. To speak truth clearly even when 
it's unpopular; requires not just insti 
tutional wiìl but moral corage, a qua 
lity rarely taught in seminars or stra 
tegicplans. What Trumphasshown us 

-and what Henry kmew centuries ago 
-is that narrative power can beat in 

stitutional power: And if the universi 
ty loses the confidence to defend its 
narrative, its gates will not be stormed. 
They willbelaughed at. Or ignored. 

The future of American higher edu 
cation won't be decided by who builds 
the better lab. It will be decided by who 
tells the better story about what know 
ledge is for: And who gets to wield it. 

The writer is chai; advisory board, 
Gnen College, University of 
British Columbia, Canada 
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The university versus Constitutionally protected speech 
ive me the liberty to know, to 
utter, and to argue freely 
according to conscience, above 
all liberties," said John Milton in 

his famous pamphlet, Areopagitica (1644), opposing the licensing system (called 
imprimatur). Originally introduced in response to 
the introduction of the printing press in England in 1538 and reinstituted by the British Parliament 
in 1643, authors had to obtain permission or 
licence from the government prior to their 
publications. In India, several High Courts and 
even the Supreme Court of India are hearing 
petitions on the limits of freedom of expression. 
Should we really go back to that dated system 
where prior permission of the government or 
university is required to express one's views? Are 
university teachers mere robots who should write 
only research papers and not express their 
opinions on comtemporary issues? Do we no 
longer consider free speech to be an integral part 
ofhuman dignity and an individual's 
selffulflment? Is truth no more autonomous and 
the highest public good? Are not excessive 
restrictions on free speech based on the 
assumption of infallibility of the state or its stated 
positions? These are some of the pertinent issues 
that India must resolve because its position on 
these fundamental issues is bound to strengthen 
or weaken its ethical claim of being a true 
Vishwaguru, India's low rank of 151 out of 180 in 
the World Press Freedom Index does not 
enhance its stature in the comity of nations. 

No doubt, 'nation first' should be the rule of 
thumb for all of us because no debate can survive 
if the nation itself perishes. We must be united in 
our fight against an enemy that has time and 
again been sponsoring and exporting terror to 
our country. A prompt and befitting response 
during Operation Sindoor has been given to the 
enemy nation. 

The labelling of opinion as activism 
We must now return to the realm of 
constitutional vision as we need to win the battle 
ofideas as well. Of course, everý writer has the 
duty to make a disclaimer that his views are 
personal and do not represent the views of the 
institution he serves. But then a mere expression 
of views cannot be termed by the corporate 
owners of the universities or vice-chancellors as 
'activism'. An expression of opinion may be 
dissent but not necessarily activism. Public 
academic institutions do not mind even activism 
and active politics. A professor became the 
national president of the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(1991-93). 

Certainly, no writer should expect any 
institutional support for his personal views. No 
court should ideally shy away from its duty of 
safeguarding constitutionally 'protected speech'. 
It must remain consistent with its own past 
pro-freedom of speech judgments. The U.S. 
Supreme Court, in Texas vs Johnson, 491 U.S. 397 
(1989), had even considered burning of the 
national flag as a protected expression. India 

Faizan Mustafa 
is a constitutional law 
expert and the 
Vice-Chancellor of 
Chanakya National 
Law University, 
Patna, Bihar 

No institution 
has any right to 
restrict 

anybody's 
freedom of 
Speech on any 
ground other 
than those 
mentioned in 
Article 19(2) 

need not go that far. John Stuart Mill, in his 
celebrated essay on liberty, said that "If all 
mankind minus one, were of one opinion, and 
only one person were of the contrary opinion, 
mankind would be no more justified in silencing 
that one person, than he, if he had the power, 
would be justified in silencing mankind". British 
jurist William Blackstoné in 0769 considered a 
free press was essential for a free state. Though 
the 1787 U.S. Constitution did not include 
freedom of the press as a right (because Roger 
Sherman had said in the Constitution Convention 
that adopted the U.S. Constitution, that there was 
no need to mention freedom of press as the 
powers of the Congress would not extend to press 
yet within four years), the First Amendment in 
1791 on freedom of press made a categorical and 
explicit declaration that the "Congress shall make 
no law... abridging the freedom of speech, or of 
the press...." 

Democracy is government by choice and 
people cannot exercise their choices if they are 
not told about all the available alternatives. Let 
alternative views be expressed and protected. 
Moreover, freedom of speech assures individual 
self-fulflment. If a citizen is not allowed to 
express his emotions, his opinions, his 
frustration, and his happiness he will not feel 
self-fulflled. University owners must understand 
that such suffocated individuals cannot produce 
scholarly research as knowledge cannot be 
created in a controlled environment. We 
produced greats such as Aryabhata, Chanakya, 
Gargi Vachaknavi and Charaka because the 
education in our ancient gurukuls was not 
controlled by the state. Within the portals of 
universities, all kinds of ideas, which include 
repulsive ones, must be expressed. Today, our 
universities are over regulated and grossly 
underfunded. 

Expression and the truth 
Freedom of expression helps us in attaining the 
truth. It was Milton who said, "Though all winds 
of doctrine were let loose to play upon the earth, 
so truth be in the field, we do injuriously by 
licensing and prohibiting to misdoubt her 
strength. Let her and falsehood grapple, who 
ever knew truth put to the worse, in a free and 
open encounter". In an age of fake news, let 
everyone speak so that people can decide for 
themselves who is speaking the truth. Justice 
Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. of the United States 
rightly observed that in a capitalist market place, 
the �best test of truth is the power of thought to 
get itself accepted in the competition of market". 
Thus, an expression of all views would basicaly 
serve the government's cause in fencing off 
people'from what is false. 

This is nobody's case that freedom of speech is 
an absolute right. Indeed, no one should indulge 
in unnecessary talk. The exercise of right must be 
aimed to serve the constitutional objects of free 
speech, i.e., the search for truth and helping 
people in forming opinions about governmental 
actions and thereby ensuring sovereign people's 

participation in the governance. 
The extent of restrictions 
The Çonstitution permits only reasonable 
restrictions' on the freedom of speech and 
expression. The all-important word 'reasonable' 
was inserted by the first constitutional 
Amendment in 1951. These restrictions can be in 
the interests of sovereignty and the integrity of 
India, security of state, public order, decency, 
morality, friendly relations with foreign 
countries, and defamation or incitement of an 
offence. Public order and friendly relations with 
foreign states' too were inserted in 1951. 
Interestingly, restrictions in the interests of 
´sovereignty and integrity' were inserted by the 
Constitution (Sixteenth Amendment) Act, 1963. 

No restriction on freedom of speech can be 
imposed even by the government through an 
executive order. Restriction on free speech 
requires legislation. To satisfy the test of 
reasonableness', courts invoke the 'doctrine of 
proportionality'". In Anuradha Bhasin vs Union Of 
India (2020), the Supreme Court not only held 
the right to Internet as a part of free speech but 
also reiterated that the restrictions on free speech 
can be imposed after considering alternative 
measures. It added that such restictions must be 
legitimate, necessary and least intrusive. It is the 
state which has the burden of proof in 
establishing that the restriction is proportionate, 
and thus reasonable. 

No institution has any right to restrict 
anybody's freedom of speech on any ground 
other than the ones mentioned in Article 19(2). 
Thus, restricions cannot be imposed by any 

institution just because it is a private educational 
institution or because it is bound by the 
regulatory control of regulatory bodies. These are 
lame excuses that do not have aleg to stand on. 

The Supreme Court, in Dr. Janet Jeyapaul vs 
S.RM. University and Anr: (2015), had held private 
universities as »state' because they too discharge 
public functions' and thus, any arbitrary dictate 
by them would be hit by Article 14, i.e., the right 
to equality which includes the right against 
arbitrariness. 

Returning to the issue of an author/writer 
facing the consequences, the law is crystal clear -
if his speech is not protected by the Constitution, 
no one can or should defend him. But when the 
speech is well within constitutional limits, ideally, 
the institution should not disown him as it would 
not only demotivate the faculty but also result in 
a situation where such an institution would not 
be able to attract outstanding scholars. A student 
is the real conscience keeper of a university. Private educational entrepreneurs must know 
that the Supreme Court has had the consistent 
view that education is an occupation and not a 
business. Let us celebrate a diversity of opinions 
as in a vibrant dermocracy, every opinion counts and the university truly signifies a universe of knowledge. 

The views expressed are personal 
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CUET revolution: Schools as 
pathways to higher education 

he Common University Entrance Test 
(CUET) 2025 concluded earlier this 
week, with over 13 lakh students tak 
ing thè test this year. Now in its fourth 

year, CUET is India's second-largest under 
graduate entrance exam after, the National 
Eligibility cum Entrance Test (NEET), with 
Over 280 universities relying on it for admis 
sions. If mnanaged well, CUET could be India's 
gateway to realising the Viksit Bharat vision. 

India's vision for Viksit Bharat 2047 is built 
on a bold promise: A future where young 
minds drive economic growth, pow 
ered by an education that will create 
real skills and jobs. With over 65% 
of the population under the age of 
35, the stakes are immense in edu 
cation. A key milestone on this path 
is raising the Gross Enrolment Ratio 
(GER) in higher education from the 
present 28.4% to at least 50% by 
2035, while ensuring that more 
graduates are notjust degree-hold 
ers butjob-ready for a rapidly evolv 
ing world. 
. För Viksit Bharat to succeed, 
India needs a workforce equipped 
with future-ready skills and not just 
degrees. But with GER stuck at its 
currentlevel, milions are still miss 
ing out on higher education, leading 
to employability challenges. The 
solution starts with better access, 
and that is where CUET plays an important 
role. Over the last two decades, India has 
largely solved the issue of access to school 
education. Now is the time to do the same for 
higher education and build a workforce that 
is employable at scale. 

Hemant 
Joshi 

dents to pursue higher educatíon. Of course, 
increasing the GER also depends on the qual 
ity of higher education institutions and the 
job prosp�cts they offer. But in a country like 
India, sometimes, demand needs to be cre 
ated firstito expose the gaps in supply and 
catalyse at-scale changes. India's future can 
notrest on a handful of students m¡king it to 
top engineering and medjcal colleges. 

CäET is reshaping college admi[sions, 
making them fairer and more accessible. It 
plays a crucial role in helping India achieve 
its goal of a 50% GER. However, for this to be 
successful, schools must look beyond board 
eXAms and recognisé CUET as one of their 
core responsibilities, along with quality edu 
cation, career readiness, better affordability, 
and robust infrastructure. 

Globally, tests like the US's Scholastic Apti 
tude Test (SAT) for university admissions 
have long simplified the process while 

expanding access, helping skillèd 
talent to flow into economies. 

Chaitanya 
Naik 

But are our schools ready to go beyond 
their traditional role of preparing students 
for board exams? For decades, Indian schools 
have been board-centric, leaving students to 
depend on coaching centres for entrance 
exams. CUET, a National Council of Educa 

Research and tional Training 
(NCERT)-aligned entrance exam available in 
13 languages, can change that. It levels the 
playing field, giving a student fron1 a renote 
town the same shot at, say, Delhi University, 
as a student from the Capital. This kind of 
accessibility naturally encourages more stu 

However, CUET must not get 
reduced to another coaching-driven 
hurdle like the Joint Entrance 
Examination (JEE) or the NEET, los 
ing its essence of fairness and inclu 
sivity. Schools càn prevent this by 
weaving CUET preparation into 
their mission. With the National 
Testing Agency (NTA) confirming 
that the syllabus for CUET 2025 will 
align with thè NCERT's Class 12 
framework, board and CUET prepa 
ration can merge seamlessly in the 
school. This is an opportunity to 
align education with students' 
career aspirations, not just mere 
exam scores. 

Imagine a school where teachers 
are focusing notjonly on the board 

results but also on CUET Scores andunder 
graduate course enrollment. Compare this 
with some of the countries, where teachers 
see career guidance and higher education 
discovery as their core duty. They don't just 
teach, they mentor students towards univer 
sities that match their aspirations, helping 
them prepare for their entrance exams and 
beyond. 

Indian schools could take a leaf out from 
this book, evolving inth comprehensive learning hubs as envisaged by the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020. In a country 
like India, this step also addresses critical 
concerns around equity and affordability by 
eliminating dependency on coaching centres. Ultimately, this isn't ju_t about exams; it's 

about equipping youth to lead India's rise, 
where every classroom fuels a future of inno 
vation, jobs, and prosperity. And schools at 
the centre of this movement is the most likely 
way this momentum can be created. 

Hemant Joshi is the CEO of Benesse India, 
un education enterprise and a subsidiary of 

Benesse Corporation, Jupan. Chaitanya Naik is a 
teun member of BeNeSse, India. The views 

expressed are personal 
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Reimagining the classroom 
AMEETA MULLA WATTAL 

AS OF MAY, the Central Board of Secondary 
Education has released approximately 30ac 
ademic circulars and numerous examina 
tion, affiliation and miscellaneous docu 
ments. These include assessmentguidelines, 
teacher training programmes, student en 
richmentactivities, curriculum updates and 
policy implementation. Educators are now 
grappling with the latest, mandating the im 

plementation of mother tongue-based in 
struction in the foundational and prepara 
tory stages of schooling. 

From the Kothari Commission (1964 to 
1966) to the National Policy of Education 
(1968), the Yashpal Committee (1993), 
National Curriculum Framework(2005, NC) 
along with UNESCO, NCERT and numerous 
global developmental psychologists and 
even the National Education Policy (2020) 
have all highlighted the importance of 
mother tongue-based learning in founda 
tional years (three-eight years). The NCF 
2023 directed schools to make the process 
more strUCtured and explicit, and align it 
with global best practices. 

Several studies show that children learn 
bestwhen taughtin their home language be 
cause it brings emotional security and con 
ceptretention. In fact, it has been argued that 
learning in an unfamiliar language discon 
nects the child fromn real-world experiences, 
reduces classroom participation and often de 
lays understanding In places where tribal lan 
guages or dialects have been setaside, this step 
can pave the way towards linguisticequity and 
educational justice. This is an aspirational pol 

icy, but the learning ecosystem is fragmented. 
In order toimplementitin letter and spirit, all 
stakeholders will have to be involved. 

Schools can create a language policy after 
surveying the home languages of their stu 
dents. With schools mapping language groups 
and deciding on bridge programmes by allo 
cating resources and teachers accordingty, 
parents can make an informed choice. In het 
erogeneous schools, using the mother tongue 
is not about enforcing one language, it's about 
embracing linguistic plurality and making 
children visible. In order to respond througha 
balanced strategy, parents have to be informed 

CBSE mother tongue policy should be 
implemented through dialogue, not diktat 

Most teachers are trained to 
teach in English or Hindi, or 
their regional language and 
English, not in pedagogical 
strategies or multilingualism. 
Handling multiple languages 
without lesson plans can be 
dificult for them. 
Assessmnent also offers 
challenges in evaluating 
learning across languages, 
especially when tools are 
monolingual. Teachers are 
expected to manage language 
equity, curriculum delivery 
and concept clarity without 
training, material, or time. 
Support, not imposition, is 
the way forward, ifwe want 
multilingualism to become a 
strength, not a burden. 

that both the NEP and the NCF support addi 
tive bilingualism with strong foundations in 
the home language along with systematic 
learning ofEnglish. If the mother tongueispo 
sitioned as the foundation and Englishlayered 
in contextually, it will become a bridge. 

Across socio-econonmic strata, Indian par 
ents see English-medium education from 
the foundational years as the key to success. 
For some, mother-tongue instruction feels 
regressive. There will be an aspirational mis 
match because the mindset behind English-
medium education has been driven by me 
dia, advertising and peer pressure. TeacherS 
will be left to mediate between parental anx 
iety and policy mandates, without support 
or community engagement. 

Teachers may themselves feel over 
whelmed by the push towards mother 
tongue-based multilingual instruction, espe 
cially in heterogeneous English medium 
schools. Most teachers are trained to teach in 
English or Hindi, or their regional language 
and English, not in pedagogical strategies or 
multilingualism. Handlingmultiple languages 
withoutlesson plans canbedifficultforthem. 

Assessmentalso offers challenges in evaluat 
ingleamingacross languages, especially when 
tools are mnonolingual. Teachers are expected 
to manage language equity, curiculum deliv-
eryand concept clarity without training, ma 
terial, or time. Support, not imposition, is the 
way forward, if we vwant multilingualism to 
become a strength, not a burden. 

A teacher may speak the mother tongue 
fluently but may not be able to explain con 
cepts pedagogically in that language. He or 
shemay lackacademicvocabulary or age-ap 
propriate phrases. They may not know how 
to create learming materials or assess learning 
in the language. Unless they are trained to 
teach the language, the instruction will not 
Succeed. Parents, too, need to be made part 
ners in this transition. It is important to give 
them a roadmap ofhow children will transi 
tion in reading and writing fluently in both 
their mother tongue and in English. 

JAgreater load has been added withoutre 
ducingacademicresponsibilities. Planning for 
amulilingual classrequires more time, in ad 

dition to the regularwork that teachers do. If 
wewant children to learn withjoy and mean 
ing, then their teachers must be supported 
with empathy, time and trust. The policy has 
to be a dialogue, not a diktat. 

Mother tongue-based education is a vi 
tal tool in addressing the global learning cri 
sis. In order for it to succeed, the CBSE and 
state education departments mustmove be 
yond circulars and compliances to systermic 
support, or the gap between policy and prac 
tice will widen. 

Schools should be given a two-to-three 
year transition window starting with oral ex 
posure, creating classroom levels for language 
mapping, developing multilingual lesson 
plans, differentiated assessments, resource 

kits and teaching aids. Oral and non-verbal 
rubrics thatmeasure conceptual understand 
ing need to be created. Experiencedmultilin 
gual resource persons should conduct work 
shops for teachers of foundational years 
because they need to bepartners inreform.A 
common instructional language should be 
chosen, while the mother tongue can be 
taught through songs, stories, language activ 
ities, traditional games, audio libraries and 
Al-driven technologies. 

Urban schools, especially in metros, are 
an example of india's intemal migration and 
cultural plurality. Classrooms include chil 
dren who speakavariety of mother tongues 
- Malayalam, Bengali, Tamil. Marathi, 
Kannada and others - within the same 
learning space. This linguistic landscape calls 
for context-sensitive handling rather than a 
one-size-fits-all approach. 

The policy has greatpotential but without 
clarity in execution, it will become merely 
symbolicThe benefitof the mother tongue in 
the foundational years can only be realised 
with the help of supportive parents and 
trained teachers, who will design itnotmerely 
asalinguistic shitbutareimagining of child 

hood and learning. 
The writeris chairperson andexecutive 

director, Education, Innovatiorns and Thaining, 
DLFFoundation Schools and 

se|1 Scholarship Programmes 
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Reasoned reservation 
Historically, Higher Education, thus, has remained restrictive on the premise 
of a basic (natural) axiom of inequality in individual intelectual endowment 
and talent. That is, human beings of high intellectual calibre, ability and 
academic inclination are born naturally to be fewer in number and are also 
distributed randomly across an entire cohort of a population, irrespective of 
class, caste and creed 

here was a time ~ albeit 
not very long ago 
when the term, higher 
education, (HE), meant 

chiefly teaching educational 
programmes at higher (post secondary) levels in diverse dis 
ciplines and academic research 
conducted in educational insti 
tutions such as colleges and d uni 
versities funded, in ) Ob8e part, b 
the state for promotion and cll tivation of su precious public 
goods as scientific (original) 
inventions, new knowledge, new 
theoretical/analytical discovery 
and insights into major dimen 
sions of human history, society, 
arts and culture. Unlike primary 
or secondary schools which im 
part universal basic education, 
the HE-arena was historically 
supposed to be thronged by tho-. se who happen to have not only 
proven intellectual superiority 
but also an innate thirst for 
deeper knowledge/truth and its 
persistent scholarly pursuits. 

This is how the HE-system 
has been, for long, perhaps until 
the 1970s, a disting nguished, 
sustainable and steady y source of 
overall societal progression and 
lourish- scientifically, techno-
logically, socially, politically and 
culturally. However, there has 
be�n an unpalatably skewed 
participation in HE by elite and 
socio-economically well-off sec 
tions of population - a fact whi 
ch has reflected, for long, a so 
cial injustice rooted in the eco 
nomic and political systems as 
a breeding-ground of perennial 
inequality in the distribution of 
income and wealth. 

Lately - especially over the 
post-WWII decades - many 

concerted criticisms and analy 
ses of this historical inequity in' 
traditional HE have been voiced 
chiefly from political standpo-
ints and mainly by socio-politi 
cal activists. However, these ca 
mpaigns for greater.equality in 
HÂ in terms of participation of 
all classes and castes seems of 
ten to remain oblivious to the 
historic act that it is only the 
intellectually able and innately 
academic-minded candidates, 
and not other memt nbers even of 
the elite and wealthy families, 
that used to get admission to 
institutions of higher learning 
and research. 

Although this reflects squ 
arely a top priority that used to 
be traditionally accorded to the 
maintenance of intellectual ex 
cellence and standards of HE, 
this should by no means be con 
strued as an alibi for stark social 
inequity manifest in a dispro 
portionately meagre participa 
tion of candidates from socio 
economically weaker sections of 
whom many naturally are born 

no less intellectual poten 
tial and innately academic incli 
nations than thcir counterparts 
Irom wcll-to-do households. 

with n 

Most of the former group 
rcmain deprived of HE, because 
thcir houscholds cannot afford 
to sparc even a single adult fam 
ily member - however academ 
Ically brilliant and motivated 
lor highcr learning for even 
single year without working and 
contributing to the survival of 
the family itsell. Therefore, there 
has historically beccn a provision 
of scholarships and benevolent 
support (rom state or private 
sourccs for HE of such potentia 
lly outstanding candidates of he 
underprivile ged scction, Dr B. R 

Ambedkar, one of the finest in 
tellectual stalwarts of India of 

the preceding century witlh su 
perior education and exposure 
abroad, being one of its glaring 
illustrations. However, this can 
not hide the basic historic fact 
that many intellectually gifted 
and academic-minded youth 
from socio-econonmically weaker 
households remain deprived of 
HE opportunities both because 

extreme paucitý of scholar 
ships as well as inordinately 
high opportunity cost for house 
holds steeped in abject poverty. 

Historically, HE, thus, has 
remained restrictive on the pre 
mise of a basic (natural) axiom 
of inequality in individual intel 
lectual endowment and talent. 
That is, human beings of high 
intellectual calibre, ability and 
academic inclination are born 
naturally to be fewer in number 
and are also dis 
tributed random 
ly across an ent 
ire cohort of a po 
pulation, irrespe 
ctive of class, cas 
te and creed. This 
perfectly echoes 
what the illustri 
ous modern Ben 
gali poet of the 
last century Jiba 
nananda Das, 
writes in his pro 
verbial statem 
ent: 'All are not 
poets, but a few 
are poets' [auth 
or's own transla 
tion of the Bengali sentence into 
English]. Accordingly, it would 
not be unreasonable to presume 
that there must have been n 
Nobel-prize winners over the 
entire preceding century who 
came from very underprivileged 
socio-economic backgrounds. 
This is. of course, not to deny 
that at any given point of time a 
society would have had many 
more intellectual stalwarts orig 
inating in weaker socio-econo 
mic backgrounds if provisions 
of scholarships and/or financial 
assistance for this group would 
hate been larger both in terms 
of amount and number than has 
been the case historically and 
globally. 

ARUP 

Tho 

and excellence in HE, unlike in 
universal school education, is 
too precious to be compromised 
under any circumstances - let 
alone in the name or cause of 
social equity or justice. 

However, of late - especial-
ly after WWII - in the wake of 
neoliberal projects of massifica 
tion, marketization and privati 

ation of HE, the western world 
has embraced affirmative action 
to widen participation [read 
market demand) in HE of youth 
from underprivileged sections 
sometimes almost indiscrimi 
nately (i.e. irrespective of levels 
of intellectual ability and aca 
demic volition stipulated offi 
cially for admission) via argu 
ably a backdoor of invoking a 
notion of 'plurality' of students 
per se (in terms of racial, cultur 

MAHARATNA 

Apart from the 
fact.that this plural 
ity-argument for 
relaxations, if nec 
essary, in academic 
eligibility in the ad-
mission process has 
been frowned upon 
in apex court judge 
ments in most Wes-
tern nations, the re-
cent research 

appears distinctly uncertain and 
unclear over the extent of real 
ization or realizability of pur 
ported effects of increased 
diversity via affirmative action 
on the academic perlormance of 
students from disadvantaged 

roups or the achievement of 

Tho wrltor Is an Independent seholar and 

al, ethnicity traits), 
which, it is argued, 
exerts an independ 
ent influence 
towards achieving 
greater efficacy of HE. 

former Rajlv Gandhl Chair 
PCentral University 

of Allahabad 

the goal o0 socia integration and 
equity in HE card es (For evi ampuses 
dence c this see my recent 
monograph Higher Education 
and Intellectual Retrogression: 
The Neoliberal Reign, New 
York/London: Routledge, 2023). 

Indeed, there exists a ling 
ering concern about affirmative action's potentially plausible ef 
fects towards lowering overall 
ncademic standards of HE. For 
exanmple, a special adviser to the 
Education Secretary in UK wrote 
in 2013: "Although they would 
not put it like this, most promi 
nent people in the education 
world tacitly accept that failing to develop the talents of the 
most able is a price worth pay 
ing to be able to pose as defend 
ers of 'equality' 

Thus, a common bid across 
the globe (except a few countri 
es like India) to address the ne 
cessity of taking intellectually 
gilted candidates from under 
Drivlleged families on board at 
HE institutions has never been 

olicy of reserving a fixed pro a pol of scats in colleges or 
Poitins for students from 
universiues deprived classes or castes, not 
to mention additional relaxa 
tlons in stipulated intcllectual 
and volitional abilities at the 
time of admission. This reflccts 
a longstanding pragnatic con 
viction particularly in uiesndemic eligibility for admis dard ctics that academic 

In this broad global scena 
rio of affirmative acion in HE, 
the Indian line of thinking is unique for its sustained advoca-
cy of a policy of 'reservation/ 
auota', vhich is often coupled 
with relaxations, if necessary, in 

sion of students from constitu 
tionally disadvantaged sections 
and castes (especially when res 
erved seats are not filled up by 
adhering to a common set of 
stipulated academic criteria for 
admission to HE institutions). 
All this, while being heavily 
instrumental in massive expan 
sion of enrolment from under 
reprèsented social categories, 
together with increased diversity 
of teaching courses, very often 
ends up at a point of no return, 
if not negative returns, at the 
societal level. 

The clue to such outcome 
is not very far to seek. The admi 
ssion of pupils from socio-eco 
nomically weaker secions to HE 
institutions via both reservation 
and relaxation of eligibility cri 
teria often has a great potential 
of diluting overall academic 
standards of education which in 
turn frustrates the core philoso 
phy behind HE. This is mainly 
veCduse of the evi. Vdently limited 

Success or perhaps even f n fail 
of the commonly perceiv 

ed 'catching-up' effects on the. 
intellectually weak students 
admitted via reservation. There 
fore, this uniquely Indian policy 
of 'reservation' in admission to 
HE institutions, when coupled 
with academic relaxation for ad 
mission of acadenically weaker 
students from reserved cate 
gories, effectually grafts a group 
with lower academic merit onto 
a meritorious majority (which 
comprises of students from all 
socio-economic categories), and 
often proves to be misplaced. 

This is because of two inter 
twined reasons. HB - in contrast 
to elementarylhigher secondary 
education - ideally is not meant to be a major vehicle for achiev 
ing the goal of social justice, 
since social injustice stems from 
outcomes ofa complex interplay 
of many societal forces such as 
political economy, history, cul 
ture, politics and religion. Sec 
ondly, any attempt at g ting a small group of low intellectual 
calibre, thereby exposing them 
to a uniform undiluted ured curricu 
lum and academic standard, has 
often been a major dajor caUse of tre mendous tension and stress am 
ong stud of weak merit, 

manif itself in diverse 
forms it ns including depression and 
related mental torments cuimi 
nating sometimes into incidente 
of suicide on campus. 

CSs 

The universal right to sch 
ol education or universal adult 

anchise in elections in a dem 
Ocracy is a notion which is emi 
nently inapplicable in case of 
HE for the simple reason that it calls for superior, intellectual abilities and passionate acade 
mic motivations - Some distinct inherently cognitive resore 
which cannot be manufactured 
or injected. Let this clear and natural dictum followed peren 
nially in the sphere of HE not be 
allowed to be muddled by let 
ting political interests or senti. 
ments interfere vwith the socially 
sacrosanct domain of higher 
learning and rcsearch. 

Its corollary, of course, is manifold expansion and liberal 
ity in the provision of scholar 
ships and other financial s 
ort to the meticulouslv idon identifi ed cohort of genuinely meri 
ous candidates with an innate acadenic affinity appening to come from socio- onomi 
cally underprivileged and deprived sections of the society 
and polity. A 
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BRIGHT SPOTS 
literacy level of 80.9% is good news for 
India. The Periodic Labour Force Survey 
report on literacy shows this percentage 

for those seven years old and above and 79.7% for 
those five andabove. For the former group, the best 
performing states are Mizoram, Lakshadweep, 
Kerala, Tripura and Goa, although the New India 
Literacy Programme places Goa at the top of the 
list at over 97%. The report of the Foundational 
Literacy and Numeracy Assessment Test, which 
depends on certification, found that Tamil Nadu 
performed the best with 100%, while Tripura fol 
lowed closely. That makes Tripura one of the best 
in the country in both literacy and foundational 
education. All these states show an awareness of 
the need for literacy and functional education, 
suggesting firm policies and the political will 
to empower the people. In the FLNAT results, 
Uttarakhand, Gujarat and Himachal Pradesh 
were the least successful, although even they 
achieved around 85%. Himachal Pradesh, 
though, had been one of the earliest states to gain 
high literacy, but it is not doing so well in founda 
tional kmowledge. 

A 

But given the size of India's population�over 
1.4 billion 80.9% literacy rate means it still has 
a long way to go. Besides, there are discrepancies 
in achievement that indicate socio-economic, gen 
der andregional differences. The PLFS data show 
that Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan are 
worst achievers in literacy and the gender liter 
acy gap there is between 16% and 20%. This is a 
countrywide failure: the national average for men 
is 87.2% and women's literacy is 74.6%. Girls do 
well in school, yet clearly a large number of them 
are not going there or being taught at home. In 
rural areas, this gap is bigger. In rural Rajasthan, 
for example, male literacy is 83.6% and women's 
61.8%. This argues certain social attitudes that 
need to change for high levels of development. There is a difference in urban-rural literacy too, 
the most acute being in Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. The best-performing states 
have narrower differences but they do not dis 
appear. In Tripra, though, the gender literacy 
difference is over 4%, more than the others in its 
category. The spread of literacy, whether through 
schools or adult classes, is obviously still not ad 
equate in rral India. But generally, the outlook 
can be positive; India's iteracy rate seems likely 
to improve. 
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A. Joseph Dorairaj 

n Theaetetus, So 
crates talks about 
his maieutic meth 

od. He tells Theaete 
tus, his interlocutor: 
my skill of midwifery is, in 
general, similar in charac 
ter to theirs [midwives]... 
the greatest thing about my 
skill is that it is able to test, 
in every respect, whether 
the mind of the young man 
is bringing forth an image 
and a lie, or something ge 
nuine and true. Now, I do 
have this in common with 
the female midwives: I 
bring to birth no wisdom. 
And many people re 
proach'me for this, since I 
ask questions of others 
while I myself proclaim 
nothing about anything..." 

The Socratic method is 
based on the metaphor of 
a fmidwife' who does not 
deliver anything, but ably 
assists in the delivery of the 
child. Socrates compares 
himself to a midwife who, 
by asking probing ques 
tions, enables the youth of 
Athens 'deliver' the right 
answers. All he did was to 
ask his interlocutors a se 
ries of inter-connected 
questions that elicited the 
right response fromn them. 

Bedrock of education 
Questioning is an art and a 
skill. To motivate the stu 
dents to ask the right ques 
tions and, more important 
ly, to help.them cultivate a 
questioning mind coupled 
with a sceptical tempera 
ment are the bedrock of 
any educational system. In 
classrooms where there 

are no questions, there is 

only passivity and informa 

CM 
K 

questioning 

tion is consumed mechani 
cally. In such a docile envi 
ronment, hardly any 
learning takes place. 

The art and skillof 

Both the temperament 
and the culture to question 
are sorely missing in our 
institutions. As a result, the 
teacher goes unchallenged 
and what he/she puts 
across is rarely critiqued. 
What is prescribed in the 
curricula and presented in 
textbooks is consumed im 
plicitly by naive minds. In 
the final analysis, our stu 
dents acquire degrees and 
diplomas but can hardly 
think and sift facts from 
opinions, and look at the 

Why students should be encouraged 
to not take anything for granted and 

think critically 

world critically. 
The key mandate of 

higher educational institu 
tions is to train students to 
think critically. They 
should be able to analyse 
and interpret data and ar 

rive at evidence-based con 
clusions. Put differently, 
colleges and universities 
should encourage their 
students to question just 
about everything so that 
they do not take anything 
for granted. 

Problens and solutions 
What factors impede ques 
tioning in our classrooms? 
First, teachers do not en 

courage their students to 
raise questions, as they are 
in a hurry to 'complete' the 
syllabus. Questions are 
considered a digression 
and waste of time. Second, 
students are afraid of rais 
ing questions for fear of fai 
lure. The spectre of raising 
a silly, inane or wrong 
question leads to shame 
and this fear and diffidence 
holds them back from rais 
ing questions inside class 
rooms. Third, our culture 
and traditions demand an 
implicit obedience to gu 
rus and this, indirectly, for 
bids all of us, from chal 
lenging teachers and their 

authority. Fourth, in many 
institutions students are 
not competent to raise 
questions in English, 
which is the medium of in 
struction. Last, Some 
teachers are intimidated 
by those who raise ques 
tions and see them as an af 
front to their authority. 

What can be done to en 
courage students to ask 
question? First, teachers 
should be friends and men 
tors rather than authoritar 
ian figures to encourage 
students open up. Second, 
teacherS should offer 

prompts and cues. For in 
stance, while teaching a 

A questioning mind 
should not be interpreted 
as challenging the teach 
ers' authority. Nor should 
it be seen as being exces 
sively argumentative in 
dulging in empty rhetoric. 
In other words, a question 
ing individual should not 
be looked upon as a nega 
tive person who gets on the 
nerves of people. 

The rote system oflearn 
ing, which reduces stu 

H dents to passive consum 
ers, should be thrown out. 

É In its place, a robust sys 
tem founded on the Socrat 
ic maieutic system that re 
volves around questions 
should be welcomed. Ulti 
mately, there should be a 
transition from raising 

inside class questions 
rooms to transforming stu 
dents into sceptics and dis 
senters who will not only 
raise questions but will 
have a questioning mind as 
well. Similar to the Carte 
sian pronouncement, stu 
dents should be alble to de 
clare interrogo, ergo sum 
("I question, therefore, I 
am"). 

DCKPHOTO GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKP 

short story, the teacher can 
ask, "How do you think the 
story will end?" In a Maths 
class, students can be en 
couraged to guess the se 
quence of a formula. 
Third, a climate of debate 
should be created so that 
students are not reduced 
to docile consumers of in 
formation dished out to 
them, and are are trained 
to become interrogators 
who will be endowed with 
critical thinking skills. 

The writer is an Emeritus Professor, 
Gandhigram Rural Institute 
Deemed-to-beUniversity. Email 
josephdorairal@gmal.com 
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Why deferndingHarvard is 
defending firec thought 

SHELLEY WALIA 

an 

FORMER PROFESSOR, PANJAB UNVERSITY 

HAT unfolded at 
Harvard's Com 
mencement a few 

days ago was an 
act of defiance, a 

moment of intellectual resilience 

against the creeping resurgence of 
authoritarian impulse, as expressed 
by Harvard's President Alan Gar 
ber, when he underscored the 
transnational character of the uni 
versity's student body. Similarly, at 
MIT's commencement ceremony, 
the Indian student, Megha Vemuri, 
Class of 2025 president, delivered 

unsanctioned pro-Palestine 
speech that criticised the universi 
ty's ties with the Israeli military. 

Harvard, on that day, stood for its 
graduates as also for the principle 
that knowledge must remain 
unshackled and anchored not in 

power but in the demands of truth. 
As families' gathered to recog 

nise excellence, across the Charles 
River, a federal courtrOom was 

hearing a case that struck at the 

heart of US education. The irumP 
administration had attempted to 
bar Harvard from enrolling inter 
national students. This was not an 
immigration matter; it was a 
weaponisation of bureaucracy to 
castigate ideological defiance and 
discipline elite academic institu 

tions into doctrinal alignment with 
an ethno-nationalist agenda. A 
judge's intervention to rescind 
this policy was not a victory but a 
grave admonition that the execu 
tive branch no longer sees the uni 
versity as a public good. It views it 
as a political opponent. 

The assault on Harvard is part ofa 
larger dangerous campaign to 
remake US higher education in the 
image of right-wing populism. The 
Thump administration escalated its 
offensive by reimposing visa restric 
tions and scrutinising research 
funding and alleged foreign "nflu 
ence". Couched in the language of 
national security, this project seeks 
to dismantle the intellectual infra 
structure that sustains critique, cos 
mopolitanism and dissent. 

Nowhere is this clearer than in 
the emergence of a sinister initia 
tive known as Project Esther, a Her 
itage Foundation-backed effort 'to 
delegitimise and dismantle left 
leaning academic and civil society 
institutions. While Palestine soli 
darity is the stated target, by con 
flating anti-Zionism with anti 
semitism and political critique with 

The university is one of 
the few institutions 

where power can still be 
interrogated and 

dissent formulated 
with intellectual rigour. 

terrorism, the project seeks to erase 
the space for adversarial thinking 
within academia and beyond. 

The playbook is global. In India, 
a decade has gone by undoing aca 
demic independence. Campuses 
have been vilified as "anti-nation 
al," students criminalised and 
incarcerated and humanities slow 
ly defunded to erode critical 
thought. These governments 

share a common strategy ofreduc 
ing the university to an extension 
of the state, strip it of its critical 
capacities and recast it as a vehicle 
for mythological nationalism. 

History offers ominous parallels of 
the McCarthy era (1940s-1954), when 
scholars were blacklisted for their 
affliations, their writings, or even 
their silence. Disciplines dealing ly 
with social justice, labour or imperi 
alism were gutted Tbday's tactics 

may be more bureaucratic andlegal 
istic, but their aimis the same. 

al 

Defending a university today, is 
therefore, of safeguarding a space 
where knowledge is not bought, or 
coerced, or bent to power. It is a 
refusal to let political regimes 
rewrite curricula, censor dissent 
and undermine the life of the 
mind. The future of intellectual 
freedom depends on our ability to 
resist these incursions. Th 

k 
It is essential to recognise that 

the university is one of the few 
institutions where power can still 
be interrogated, where dissent can 
still be formulated with intellectu 
al rigour and where counter-hege- ja 
monic thought can take root, 
where alternative futures can be 
imagined and where solidarities 
beyond the confines of the nation 
state can be forged. 
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Gender gap in digital literacy 
RANJAN KUMAR 

PADMAPATI 

ender-based digital gap refers to 
inequalities in access to and use of 
digital technologies. Women lag 
behind on most development in 
dicators, including fundamental 

numeracy and literacy. With progress in the 
field of digitisation in science, engineering, 
technology and coimmerce etc., a new kind 
of e-literacy indicator has emerged, now 
known as digital literacy. It is playing a cru 
cial role in the modern world in every walk 
of life, like banking, the health sector, social 
platforms, education, marketing, business, 
tourism, and industries etc., revolutionis 
ing the whole concept. 

Seeking employnent in today's work en 
vironment, people discover that the digital 
component of present-day jobs is more than 
90%. The greater the digital skill, the great 
er the employinent opportunity and pay. 
Hence, advancement in digital literacy 
among females will ultimately lead to wom 
en's empowerment. The World Economic 
Forum mentions that Information and Com 
munication Technology (ICT) is reckoned 
as the fundamental skill for the 21st-centu 
ry job environment. To empower women 
financially in the modern world, it would 
predominantly depend on the level of dig 
ital competency. 

Globally 70% of men use the internet 

compared to 65% of women, and 2.6 billion 

girls and wömenare still offline. In India, 
15% of wom�n use the internet compared 
to 25% of men. In Least Developed Coun 
tries (LDCs), only 19%-of wÍmen use the 
internet compared to 86% in.developed 
countries. In 2024, in LDC nations, 29% of 
Women use the intèrnet compared to 419% 
of men. In India, the most common device, 

a smartphone, is used by.31% of women 
only, against -60% of men. Global digital 

Bridging this gap is crucial to empouwer women and address the needs 
of an increasingly Al-driven and technology focused job market. 

gender gaps can broadly be classified un 
der the following subheadings: )A gap in 
access to and use of the internet; (ü) Agap 
in digital skills and the use of igital tools; 
(ii) A gap in participation in science, tech 
nology, engineering, and maths fields; (iv) 
A gap in technical sector leadership and 
entrepreneurship at higher levels. Digital 
gender divides exist both in skill and ac 
cessibility. 

In the ITI, the broad-based digital skills 
in the hierarchy from bottom to top level 
can be summarised as below -(a) Basic 
skills at the bottom: copy or move a file or 
folder, use copy and paste tools to dupli 
cate or mnove information within a docu 
ment, send e-mails with attached files or 
documents; (b) Internmediate skills include 
using basic arithmetic formulae in a 

spreadsheet, connecting and installing 
new devices, finding, downloading, install 
ing, and configuring software, and trans 
ferring files between a computer and oth 
er devices; (c) Advanced skills, at the top 
of the hierarchy, include writing a compu 
ter programme using a.specialised pro 
gramming language. 

To be digitally literate in the simplest 
terms, the above nine headings are the in 
dicators. The gender gap in digital literacy 
increases with the complexity of skills from 
the bottom to top level in the hierarchy. 

The gap is notably yisible from the low 
est proficiency level, suçh as using a mo 
bile phone, to the most advancéd skills like 
coding computer software to support the 
analysis of large data sets: The gender gaps 
among the thrée different stages of the 
above skills are as follows -in basic skills, 
6.7%; intermediate, 7.4%; and advanced 
skills, 9.8%. Other usual barriers are af 
fordability, women's fundamental literacy 

and numeracy (Indja 74%), income inequal 
ity, and social stigmas. Financial constraints 
are recognised as the most common and 
dominant cause of inaccessibility to the in 
ternet and owning a smart deyice, Surveys 
show that 71% of adolescent girls do not 
own a mobile phÍne as they cannot afford it 
in India. In the USA, individuals with less 
than $30,000 income per yearand less than 
a high schÍol education have the lowest 
access to the internet. 

According to the Ministry of Science and 
Technology in India, 14% of wormen work as 
STEMprofessionals, and women represent 
only 30% in STEM education. As parents 
consider STEM education to'be expensive, 
reducing coaching costs arnd initiating schol 
arships for girls and seat reservations would 
encourage their enrolment. In Silicon Val 
ley, recruiters report that the applicant pool 
for technical jobs in AI and data science is 
often less than 1% among females-a huge 
gap! Across Indian states, the prevalence of 
uneven access to digital devices is reflected 
in the following data: 16.4% of adolescent 
girls enjoy easy access to digital/mobile de 
vices in Karnataka; West Bengal, 15.4%; 
whereas Haryana stands lowest at 3.3%, fol 
lowed by Assam at 3.8%. 

There is also a gap in access to digital 
devices between boys and girls as under: 
in Assam, it is 86.7% boys / 17.8% girls; 
Maharashtra, 93.1%/6.9%. Southern states 
fare better than others: Telangana shows 
the lowest disparity at 56% boys/44% girls 
and Tarmil Nadu, 59.6% 40.4%. Digital 
skills are a prerequisite to making optimum 
use of digital technology. Karnataka, West 
Bengal, and Maharashtra provide a much 
better digital-tech environment at colleg 
es and schools. Assam stands at the bottom 

of the rung at 23%. (Digital Environment 

Forum) 
Worldwide, women are critically under 

represented in AI skills: in software deve< 
opment, 82% 7 18%; AI data processing, 
81% / 10%; AI cloud applications, 80% / 
20%; applied machine learning, 77%/23%; 
deep learning, 76%/ 24%; generative learm 
ing, 69% /31% (Rorbes, November 11, 
2024). To close the gap, educational institu 
tions must integrate AI literacy into the 
core curriculum starting in high school. 
Engaging girls with STEM subjects early 
is crucial; waiting until college may be too 
late, as suggested by. some experts in the 
field. India's current requirement in AI is 1 
million and will require advanced degrees 
in VLSI design (Very Large Scale Integra 
tion), and semiconductor technology etc. 
The female workforce is 25% in the semi 
conductor industry in India, expected to 
grow to 35% by 2030: India's semiconduc 
tor industry will grow to $100-110 billion, 
with skyrocketing demand for semiçonduc 
tor professionals, poised to generate I mil 
lion or nore jobs by 2026. 

At the moment, India produces 6,00,000 
engineering graduates in electronics-re 
lated fields. The Skilled Manpower Ad 
vanced Research and Training Institute, 
Calicut, targets training 1,00,000 engi 
neers within five years. The Tata semi 
conductor project at Jagiroad, targeting 48 million, chips a .day, will generate 15,000 direct jobs and 13,000 indirect jobs. Not only females but also boys may venture into such semiconductor courses approved by the AICTE at different institutions in India to avail the upcoming employment opportunities. Engineering colleges in Assam may also realign their curicula accordingty. 

(The author is a retired DGM of NALCO) 
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Healthyeating: Start 
atthe schools 

he decision of the Central Board of Secondary 
Education (CBSE) to establish sugar boards in all 
its affiliated schools is a good step that promotes 

healthy eating among children. The CBSE has direct 
ed about 26,000 schools to display boards in their 
premises that will tell the students about the dangers of 
sugar-heavy diets and the benefits ofgood eating. Thisis 
atimelymovewhenviewedalongwithreportsofincreas 
ingincidence of diabetes among children in the country. 
India, known as the diabetes capital, has over 25% of the 
world'spatients. Itis a serious health crisis that calls for 
strategies to reduce the burden and to ensure that the 
futüre generations do not add to this burden. 

Studies have reported an increasing prevalence of 
obesity and Type2 diabetes among children, particular 
ly among adolescent girs and boys. About 12.5 milion 
children áged between 5 and 19 years were obese in 
2022. About 12% of the girls and over 8% of the boys in 
the adolescent age group were found to be affected by 
diabetes. Unhealthyfoodhasbeen citedas an important 
reason and the CBSE has done well 
to take aleadin addressing theissue. 
Among the proposed communica 
tion points are the recommended 
daily sugar intake and the health 
risks associated with a high intake. 
The students will also be informed 
of the sugar content in snacks and 
beverages that are commonly con 
sumed. This will give the children 
a good idea of the advantages and 
disadvantages of their food choic 
es. Children are good learners and 
Smart, creative communication of 
these themes can have a positive influence on their 
habits. 

Info boards 
on harmful 
Sugar intake 
presenta 
compelling 
campaign 
model 

Information shared about the food choices should 
also be backed with action. School canteens must 
ensure that only healthy food is served to the students. 
Teachers have a major role to play in popularising the 
idea among children; parents must also be made part 
of the campaign. These information boards should 
be prominently displayed on multiple locations in the 
school campuses to ensure that the message reaches 
all the students. Other school boards and government 
schools need to adopt theidea ofhealthy eating and find 
ways to communicate it to children through multiple, 
innovative channels. We live in a consumerist society 
where fast food has been celebrated and presented to 
children and adults as an ideal, convenient choice, It is 
also important that the promotion of fast food is coun 
tered with data and facts that are presented in creative, 
easjily compr�hended campaigns., gl 
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Not Just Spaced-Out, 
Make Science Go Pop 
If all things go space-shipshape, Shubhanshu Shukla will 
script history later this week as the second Indian to go to spa 
ce. 41 years after Rakesh Sharma's 1984 mission as part of the 
Soviet Interkosmos programme, Shukla's Axiom Mission-4j0 
rney to International Space Station (1SS)hasreignitedpublic 

interest in science and space. This is an ideal moment to chan 
nel that curiosity and excitement, and turn itinto a full-blown 
trend. Making science exciting exciting- more 'geeky' less 'sylla 
bus-y'-is key to building generational STEMcells'. Thenew 
lyrevamped Hall of Nuclear Powerat Delhi's National Science 
Centre, for instance, uses motion sensors, Al exhibits, 3D 
walkthroughs and interactive games to make complex ideas 

cool. India has only 26 science museums, a 
scandalous number for a country of its si 
ze. It'snotjustnumbers. Sci-zones must be 
more interactive, immersive, seductive. 
Someprogress is visible. Gol-funded Na 

tional Council of Science Museums 

(NCSM) is building science cities, digital 
planetariums and innovation hubs. But 

pace and focus need to guicken. States, to0, must step up, ex 
panding andmodernising science cons and fests. Models such 
as the EuroScience Open Forum's 'Science in the City' offer 
valuable lessons in decentralising and democratising science 
communication. Not to mention wellproduced, well-narra 
ted science shows on streaming and cable TV that focus more 
on science than on Indian science per se. 
Pop science must thrive in dynamic public spaces, segueing in 

to incubation centres and knowledgezones. Both brick-and-mor 
tar and online modes should nudge yongsters towards the she 
er thrill of 'knowing-doing' science. That way, we can have more 
Shubhanshu Shuklas sent off up there' from ourpwn backyard. 
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The illiberal liberal arts 
The debate on makinguniversities expansive and tolerant should cast a wider net 

beyond the founders and administrators of one private institution 

DESHKAAL 
BY YOGENDRA YADAV 

IFWEMUST turn to AI for answers to any and 
every question, can we not get Al to help us 
ask the right question? That was the first 
thought that crossed my mind as I read 
Sanjeev Bikhchandani's now-public letter to 
the Ashoka University community. 

Iread him with sympathy, notwith 
standing sharp differences with his public 
utterances.Ashoka founders who gave time, 
energy and money to build a first-rate lib 
eral arts university thatis truly not-for-profit 
deserve respect, especially from parents like 
me whose children have benefited from it. 
Building and sustaining an institution is a 
painful and thankless task in the best of 
times. The challenge is even more difficult 
under the current dispensation. 

I was sad, therefore, that Bikhchandani 
chose to askapoor, strawman question: "Are 
all liberal arts universities activistin nature?" 
The only possible answer can be no. How can 
all the universities be alike? Why should the 
way other universities are be the norm for 
Ashoka? Atany rate, whatdoes itmean for the 
university to be activist in nature? Would it 
not be ridiculous to expect the university as 
an institution to turn activist? I was also em 
barrassed thatBikhchandani chose to askthis 
question of a chatbotand not the hundreds of 
teachers-among the bestin the country -at 
the university of which he is a trustee. 

The questions Bikhchandani should have 
asked are:Does liberal arts education by its 
very nature foster some fomofactivisn? ifso, 
how should a university that imparts liberal 
arts education deal with it? Should an active 
engagement with issues of our time be em 

+ phasised in thesylabi and pedagogy ofthe uni 
versity? Should this be encouraged in the cam 
pus culture? And should such anengagement 
by the faculty, students and staff-on campus 
and offcarmpus-be allowed, if notrespected? 

Many of these are general questo any institution, certainly for any 
institution. Any good education-arts, science 
orwhatever-mustinculcate among the stu 
dents a spirit of inquiry.Itmust develop crii 
cal thinkingby trainíng the students to inter 
rogate received wisdom and question 
authority. As Paulo Freire reminded us, edu 
cation is inherently subversive. 

for 

Liberal arts takesita step further.Itinvites 
the students to apply this critical thinking to 
their own society and their lives. This leads 
them to question their prejudices and privi 
leges. Evenmore so for teachers and students 
ofPoliticalScience(such as ProfessorAli Khan 
Mahmudabad), who must interrogate the 
claims of political authority all the time. As 
Kartikeya Bhatotia, an alumnus of Ashoka, 
puts it in a sharp indictment (published in 
ThePrint) of the university's role in the recent 
episode:"Liberal arts education�by its very 
structure-cultivates critical thinking. dissent, 
and moral inguiry. So yes, activism may not 
be mandatory, but it is certainly not alien to 
the tradition." 

In a sense, the question for a liberal arts 

university boils down to this: How should it 
deal with the preconditions and conse 
quences ofwhatit teaches? Quality liberal ed 

ucation requires that those who impart this 
education should be able to think critically 
and that the institution should fostera culture 

of free exchange of ideas. The outcome of a 
good "humanities" education should be that 
it produces humans capable of independent 

judgement, who would wish to act on their 
convictions in real life. So, can any university, 
leastofall a liberal arts university, fulfilits ed 
ucational mission without permitting, re 
specting and fostering active engagement 
with real-life questions of its time? Such ac 
tive engagement deserves to be celebrated as 
a civicvirtue. If this is activism, then liberal arts 

education and activism are connected by an 
umbilical cord. 

This is not to say that a university should 
get into the business of promoting one kind 
ofpartisanship or another.Itmustensure that 
all competing visions and ideologies get a fair 
space. The political convictions of a teacher 
like Mahmudabad do notimpede education, 
as long as they are known and up for discus 
sion.The real danger ofindoctrination comes 
from partisanship that remains unacknowl 
edged or passed off as common sense. And 
yes, there is a need for rules for any such en 
gagement. The university may need to draw 
some boundaries on what types and modes 
of acion may not be encouraged or permit 
ted within the institutional spaces. But a fiat 
that seeks to decouple critical thinking and 
civic action would frustrate the very point of 
liberal arts education. 

This foundational debate must not distract 
from the rather narrow question in 
Mahmudatbad's case, a question Bikhchandani 
does notaddress. No one asked the university 
to own up to every social media post, or aca 
demic article for that matter, written by the 
faculty or students and defend it in a court of 
law.Thereal question was simply this: Should 
an institution, university or otherwise, stand 
by a member of its community in the face of 
apolitically motivated witch-hunt? Oraban 

don and virtually disown him at the first hint 
ofa controversy? Even ifthe institution could 
not offer legal support, could it not offer moral 
support? Orat the very least, have kept quiet? 

Sadly, on this score, Ashoka University's 
response left a lot to be desired. The very first 
response, even before Mahmudabad's arrest, 
gave in to the insinuation that his post was 
against the armed forces. Post his arrest, like 
the media and the government, the univer 

We do mot know the 
constraints under which the 
university administrators 
function. Running a liberal 

university under an illiberal 
regime may be a 
contradiction in terms. The 
founders might just feel that 
they cannot take it any more, 
that they cannot defend their 
dream without endangering 
the very existence of the 
institution, or their busincss 
interests. That would be 
legitimate. But then it necd 
not be couched in high moral 
terms. The victim you 
cannot defend need not be 
put in the dock. 

CRSasikumar 

sity, too, presumed that he was in the dock. 
And now Bikhchandani's letter leaves noth 
ing to the imagination. Mahmudabad stands 
accused of "institutional capture and selfish 
ness" and hijacking Ashoka's platform for his 
political agenda, something the university 
should guard against by framing a policy 
against a "Politically Exposed Person". 

This is not the first time Ashoka has faced 
issues of how liberal it is in dealing with dis 
senting faculty. With every instance (includ 
ing that of freedom to publish academic re 
search as in the case of Sabyasachi Das), the 
university seems to be leaning in the illiberal 
direction. IfBikhchandani's letteris to be read 
as a message from the founders, there is a f 
nality about the signals: The message is loud 
and chilling, 

We do not know the constraints under 
which the university ad1ministrators function. 
Running a liberal university under an iliberal 
regime may be a contadiction in terms. The 
founders mightjust feel that they cannot take 
it any more, that they cannot defend their 
dream without endangering the very exis 
tence of the institution, or their business in 
terests. That would be understandable. But 
then it need not be couched in high moral 
terms. The victim you cannotdefend need not 
be put in the dock. 

One final thought. Should this debate not 
move beyond Ashoka's administrators and 
its founders, to the Ashoka community, in 
cluding the faculty, students, parents and 
alumni? After all, the defence ofliberal edu 
cation in thatinstitution must involve them 
all. And should this debate not cast its net 
wider than the best-known and elite insti 
tutions like Ashoka? After all, the real tragedy 
of liberal education in the countryis not what 
has happened at Ashoka, but the mannerin 
which all the major public universities 
known for liberal education -Jawaharlal 
Nehru University, Central University of 
Hyderabad, University of Delhi and Tata 
Institute of Social Science, to name a few -
have been dismantled. In the last instance, 
activism will not be defended by elite insti 
tutions and their well-heeled donors. 
Activism must be defended by the public. We 
don't need a chatbot to tell us that. 

The writeris member, Swaraj India, and 
national convenor of Bharat Jodo Abhiyaan. 

Views are personal 
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India's skilled workforce can power the ageing world 
Ihe developed world does not require capital; it reguires skilled, mobile, and motivated individuals. With a cohesive strategy, legal and ethical frameworks, and a visionary approach; with its young workforce India can become the world's hub for skilled individual exports 

2030, the world will face an unprecedent 
ed workforce shortage of nearly 50 million 
in developed economies such as the United 

Germany, Japan, South Korea, Canada, he United Kingdom, and Australia. A recent Global Access to Talent from India (GATI) 
foundation report indicates that this deficit could 
soar to 250 million by 2050 due to an ageing popu 
lation, declining birth rates, and shrinking domes 
tic talent pools. 

B 

While automation and artificial intelligence (AI) 
may offer some solutions, the pace of technological 
substitution will not keep up with the demand for 
human capital from ageing industrial economies. In 
this context, India has a significant advantage with 
its demographic dividend of over 900 million work 
ing-age individuals, which is often seen as our great 
est asset but could also become a demographic bur 
den. To address this challenge, developing the 
largest pol of skilled and semi-skilled youth and 
Indias established reputation for adaptability and com 
petence could serve as a vital solution. 

India exports around 700,000 ofits workforce over 
seas each year, primarily to sectors such as health 
care, transportation, technology, and hospitality. 
However, this number could increase to 2.5 million 
annually with an integrated national plan. Such 
growth in Indias workforce exports would not only 
help meet global demand. 

But also, it could generate 'up to $300 billion in 
annual remittances - more than double the current 
S129 billion, which ranks India at the top globally. 

This makes foreign employment a key pillar of Indias 
global economic outreach. 
Global Demand Hotspots 
The GATI report indicates that 20 nations will account 
for nearly 90 per cent of the projected global work-
force shortage. The United 
States will require 1l to 12 mil 
lion additional workers, fol 
lowed by the United 
Kingdom (5 to 6 million), 
South Korea, Poland, 
Hungary, and the Czech 
Republic (4 to 5 million 
each), Germany and Russia 
(3 to 4 million each), and 
Japan (2 to 3 million). 
Other countries, including 
Canada, Australia, the Gulf 
states, Taiwan, the 
Netherlands, Austria, and 
Italy, will each need an addi 
tional 1 to 2 million workers. 
Additionally smaller but high-income nations such 
as Singapore, Romania, Bulgaria, and Hong Kong will 

i' experience shortages ranging from 0.5 to 1 milion, 
The demand is apparent, and India is poised to meet 
it head-on. 

DINESH 
sO0D 

Low to High Skills, AIl in Demand 

The eatimated global demand, 70 per cent will be for 
medium - and low-skilled jobs: S: approximately 18 

1s.6 to 8 milion to 20 million for low-skilled positions. 
for medium-skilled roles, and 10 to 12 million for 
high-skilled jobs. Therefore, Indias policy must align 
workforce training with this demand matrix. 
The challenge is not just to send more workers abroad 
but to align the right skills with the right locations 
and industries. A new approach to migration should 
focus on three key strategies: unleashing global 
demand, enhancing domestic supply, and building 
a resilient long-term migration ecosystem. 
Scaling up Skills 
Regarding demand, India must actively engage with 
destination countries to harmonise skill certifications 
and expedite mutual recognition agreements. To scale 
up skils on the supply side, India needs to invest sig-nificantly in enbancing technical education, soft skills, 
and foreign language training, particularly in coun 
tries like Japan and Germany, where language pro 
ficiency is crucial. Key strategies to overcome these 
barriers include school-level language exposure, 
industry-centric training, and efficient grievance 
redressal systems. Some forward-thinking state 
Governments are already making progress; for 
instance, certain Delhi Government schools have 
started offering Japanese as a language option and 
states like Telangana are pioneering returnee integra 
tion programs. 

However, these efforts reguire a nationwide 

INDIA EXPORTS AROUND 700,000 
OF ITS WORKFORCE OVERSEAS 

EACH YEAR, PRIMARILY TO 
SECTORS SUCH AS HEALTHCARE, 
TRANSPORTATION, TECHNOLOGY, 

AND HOSPITALITY,. HOWEVER, THIS 
NUMBER COULD INCREASE TO 2.5 

MILLION ANNUALLY WITH AN 
INTEGRATED NATIONAL PLAN 

approach and coordination. It is time for India to 
establish a centralised agency for global workforce 
mobility, similar to the Department of Migrant 
Workers in the Philippines or the Bureau of 
Manpower, Employment and Training in Bangladesh. 
Such an organisation could unite all stakeholders -
ministries, state Governments, skill councils, recruit-
ment agencies, and industry bodies-to coordinate 
recruitment, ensure ethical migration practices, and 
monitor global demand in real-time. Equally impor-
tant is developing financial support options for migra-
tion to help cover travel, training, and placement 
expenses, particularly for low and middle-income 
workers. The country also needs robust welfare sys-
tems to protect Indian workers abroad and facilitate 
grievance redressal and reintegration support for 
returnees. Additionally, it is essential to continuous 
ly map and focus on high-demand sectors for Indian 
talent. Beyond the traditionally prominent felds of 
healthcare, hospitality, domestic work, and logistics, 
India should also concentrate on emerging sectors 
such as green jobs in renewable energy, infrastruc 
ture development, digital public goods, and sustain 
ability-linked startups, where skill gaps mpidly 
widen worldwide 

Addressing Migration Bariers 
Despite progress, severu clonised, and 

l challenges remain: Indian 
quailifications are often not glot workers fhce high migration costs along with risks 
of exploitation by unscrupulous ag agents. The politi 

FIRST 

Column 
cal discourse surrounding immigration remains con 
tentious in countries such as the US, Canada, and 
Australia, with much of the opposition focusing on 
illegal migration. However, skilled, structured, and 
lawful migration is a to 
economies, not out oflor most developed 

but due to econom 
ic necessity. These countries require suficiently skilled 
staff to sustain growth, support ageing populations, 
and maintain critical public services. This is where 
India, with its youthful population and expanding 
training infrastructure, can position itself as a cred 
ible global partner. 
Diplomatic Push 
Several initiatives have already been launched. For 
instance, Germany is expanding its Skilled Worker 
Visa program, while Japan has increascd the categories 
of apprenticeship visas available for Indians. 
There are ongoing discussions with Eastern European 
countries regarding recognising Indian driving 
licenses. Meanwhile, India is signing Government 
to-Government migration agreements with countries 
such as Australia, Austria, Denmark, Italy, and the 
UK. Through the Young Professionals Scheme, up to 
3,000 Indians each year can reside and work in the 
UK for two years. 
Eight-Point Strategy 
India must implement an eight-point agenda to 
address these challenges effectively. First, it is essen 
tial to strengthen institutional coordination between 
central and state Governments. Second, a national 
migration agency should be established, incorporat 
ing international best practices. 

The Way Forward 

Third, skill certification requirements need to align 
with global standards. Fourth, a national industry 
association should be created to oversee and facili 
tate international mobility. Fifth, frameworks for 
migrant financing and insurance should be developed. 
Sixth, a new regulatory system must be implement 
ed to monitor recruitment agencies and prevent 
exploitation. Seventh, support for the reintegration 
ofreturnees should be enhanced. Finally, biateral and 
multilateral agreements must safeguard labour rights 
and welfare 

The developed world does not require capital; it 
requires skiled, mobile, and motivated individuals. 

As ageing economies seek workforce support, India 
is uniquely positioned to provide this talent. With a 
cohesive strategy, legal and ethical frameworks, and 
a visionary approach, India can become the world's 
hub for crediðle, trained, and empowered individu- 1 
als. The next wave of growth will not be driven by 
capital or commodities but by a capable workforce. 

mational, o Tralntng Partncrwth tha A orno ntermatono, 

(NSDC), and a Nebvork Member of tndl.a Intemational SkII 
Centres. View expressed ar personal, 
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GAPS REMAIN 
ndia has achieved near-universal primary 
school enrolment, according to UNESCO0's 
Global Education Monitoring Report 2024-25 released recently. But this means little because 

the same report also shows that the country, along with many others, continues to grapple with poor 
learning outcomes. The GEMR found that 73% 
of children in developing countries are unable to read and comprehend a simple text by the age of 10 -a stark indicator of the growing gap be 
tween access to education and quality learning. 
This chasm is also borne out by the findings of 
the Annual State of Education Report 2024, which 
showed that in ndia, only 27.1% of Class I and 
48.8% of Class V students are able to read a Class II 
text. The role of well-trained teachers in suffhcient 
numbers in affecting learning outcomes is an 
oft-highlighted fact. But the GEMR stands out for 
underlining an aspect that often goes overlooked 
when it comes to discussions on learning out 
comes: leadership. The principal of a school has a 
significant role to play when it comes to ensuring 
how students are taught and how much of the les 
sons they àre retaining. It is worrying, then, that 
the GEMR revealed that the processes for select 
ing and preparing school principals lack coher 
ence. In numerous cases, individuals are appoint 
ed to leadership roles based on length of service or 
bureaucratic credentials-West Bengàl was cited 
as an example for this poor practice-rather than 
on evidence of leadership skills. A survey cited 
in the GEMR also shows that Indian principals 
are burdened with responsibilities such as data 
reporting, coordinating mid-day meals and so on, 
leaving them little time for academic leadership or 
mentoring teachers. Additionally, the GEMR also 
raised a red flag when it comes to skewed gender 
representation in leadership roles, leading to une 
qual learning outcomes for girls and boys. 

India is among the 31% of countries that lack 
formal induction systems for school principals. 
Perhaps it could take a leaf out of the books of 
Bangladesh and Vietnam, which have improved 
learning outcomes by introducing structured 
reforms in principal recruitment, training, and 
decentralised school governance. For all its stat 
ed goals at the level of policy the National 
Education Policy is an example primary edu 
cation remains an area of concern. Ameliorative 
steps must be taken rgently for a study suggests 
that a child's imability to learn starts a vicious 
cvcle of widespread disillusionment among stu 
dents, parents and teachers. Breaking this vicious 
cvcle requires effective interventions to improve 
the standards of primary education. T 
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Engincering humanity 
& where t to draw a line 
New research is offering 
a pathway to genetic 
optimisation, allowing 
parents to select not onlv 
healthier, babies but also 

the human features they 
want. India must take 
the lead in research and 
set much-needed ethical 
benchmarks. 

he future of human 
reproduction and genetic 
design is accelerating 

.faster than most people 
understand, driven not by 
national debates or inter 

national accords, but by software 
startups, biotech investors, and quiet 
breakthroughs in fertility clinics. 
Nucleus Genomics recently unveiled 
Nucleus Embryo, a genetic screening 
platform that allows prospective par 
ents to assess up to 20 embryos for 
more than 900 conditions and traits. 
These include not only polygenic risk 
scores for diseases such as cancer 
and Alzheimer's but also traits such 
as intelligence, height, and anxiety. 
In short, it offerS a pathway to 
genetic optimisation-allowing par 
ents to select not only healthier 
babies but the human features they 
want. 

Orchid, ano ther US startup, pio 
neered full-genome sequencing of 
IVF embryos for disease sereening. 
Once exciusive to the ultra-wealthy, 

Orchid's services are rapidly becom 
ing more affordable, pointing to a 
future where embryo selection could 
become a standard step in family 
planning for both the middle and 
upper class. Meanwhile, Coinbase 
CEO Brian Armstrong, known for 
backing radical biotech ventures, has 
announced plans to launch a US 
company that would go beyond 
selection into embryo editing. 
Thanks to. recent advances in base 
editing, it is now possible to 
alter individual DNA letters 
with high precision rewrit 
ing, rather ,than merely 

reading the code of life. 
The commercial race 

toward Clustered Regularly 
Interspaced Short Palin 
dromic Repeats (CRISPR) 
babies has begun-and this 
is something I have long 
been both excited and terrified 
about. In a 2017 Washington Post arti 
cle, I asked: "Human editing has just 
become possible. Are we ready for 
the consequences?" I warned that 
CRISPR had made embryo editing 
technically feasible, but that society 
wasn't prepared for the móral fall 
out. I feared we would drift from pre 
venting disease to designing our chil 
dren. We have crossed this Rubicon. 

so-called superhumans. Without 
international standards and ethical 
guardrails, unchecked ambition in 
any one country can pose risks for all 
of humanity. 

While the global community 
debates ethics and oversight, China is 
racing ahead with few restraints. 
Chinese scientists are editing the 
genes of animals and even human 
embryos - not only to treat disease 
but to enhance traits such as intelli 
gence and strength. Their goal 
appears to be the creation of 

India must pay close attention. It 
has already misused reproductive 
technology: Ultrasound machines 
meant for foetal health monitoring 
were widely repurposed for sex 
selection. In Haryana, the sex ratio at 
birth has declined to 910 girls for 

Vivek 
Wadhwa 

every l,000 boys. Ina society 
shaped by caste, colourism, 
and academic pressure, 
gene editing could easily be 
co-opted to entrench ine 
quality under the banner of 
'better futures'. 

But more than vigilance, 
India must lead. With a 
deep-rooted traditions of 
spiritualism, karma and eth 

ics, and respect for human dignity, it 
is uniquely positioned to offer the 
moral leadership this moment 
demands. Its scientific community is 
world-class, and its track record� 
from generic medicine to vaccine 
equity- shows it can pair innova 
tion with compassion. 

The concerns extend far beyond 
reproduction. Gene-edited crops 
could marginalise small farmers if 
patented seeds are controlled by 
large corporations. CRISPR-based 
therapies, already costing more th£n 
$500,000 in the West, could deepen 
biological inequality. Even gene 
drives, designed to eliminate diseases 
such as malaria, could threaten deli 
cate ecosystems like the Sundarbans 
if not deployed with care. 

We now have a rare opportunity to prove that scientific progress and moral clarity can coexist, but the window is narrow. 

To lead responsibly, India must act 
on four fronts. 

First, accelerate research. Univer 
sities and public institutions should 
partner with socially responsible 
entrepreneurs to build local expert 
ise in gene editing, synthetic biolog. 
and bioethics. This collaboration can 
ensure innovation is aligned with the 
public interest and rooted in Indian 
values.rather than imported priori 
ties. 

Second, access must be equitable. 
India has done this before with life 
saving generic drugs and can do this 
again. Public funding and subsidies 
must ensure CRISPR therapies reach 
rural and tribal populaions suffering 
from genetic disorders like thalasse 
mia. 

Third, the entire regulatory frame 
work needs to be updated because 
existing biotech laws predate 
CRISPR. A new structure, co-created 
with scientists, ethicists, civil society, 
and patients, must define what is 
allowed, what is off-limits, and how 
oversight will function. Real engage 
ment with the public, not just top 

SHUTTERSTOCK 

down mandates, will be essential. 
Bourth, India must lead globally. 

As it did in championing affordable 
vaccines, it can help shape interna 
tional norms for genetic science, 
banning non-medical trait selection, 
regulating gene drives, and insisting 
on transparency and accountability. 
India can set the ethical benchmark, 
not merely follow it. 

We now have a rare opportunity to 
prove that scientific progress and 
moral clarity can coexist, but the 
window is narrow. We cannot rely on 
Silicon Valley, where profit is the 
only true metric of success, nor on 
China, where State control and 
repression define scientific ambition. 
Both paths risk taking humanity into 
dangerous territory. The world needs 
a third way, rooted in spiritual val 
ues, ethical reasoning, and the belief 
that technology must serve the many, 
not just the powerful, and this is the 

role India must play. 

Vivek Wadhwa is CEO, Vionix 
Biosciences. The views expressed 

are personal. 
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SkillingIndia 
forthe skies 

RAJEEV KAUL 

ndia's aerospace manufac-
turing sector stands at an 
inflection point, poised for 

significant growth driven by the 
global civil aviation boom and 
the government's Make in India 
pushtobuildastrongindigenous 
aerospace ecosystem. 

With anestimated order book 
of over $70 billion for the next 
decade, India is a key driver of 
growth in the global passenger 
aircraftmarket. Itis only natural, 

then, that the country seeks to 
translate this into manufactur-
ing gains. However, the persis-
tent shortage of skilled talent is 
emerging asthe biggest obstacle 
to realising this potential. 

Indiaprouces over1.5million 
engineering graduates annually. 
However, the challengelies inthe 
limited alignment of their skills 
with the demands of aerospace 

manufacturing. This sector re-
quiresprofessionalswhonotonly 
have general engineering skills 
but are also wel-versed in aero-
space standards such as AS9100 
quality management, stringent 
tolerances, and aerospace ma-
terial technologies. The gap 
between industry requirements 
and talentreadiness underscores 
the critical need for focused skill 
developmentinitiatives. 

Aerospacemanufacturingis a 
technically complex and highly 
regulated industry where preci-
sion, quality, and innovation are 
critical. Itrequireshighlytrained a broader, more coordinated ef 
engineers and technicians withfort. Whilethe industry has tried 
hands-on experience specific to to address this gap on its own, it 
aerospacemanufacturing. isnow imperative for the govern 

mentto actasaforcemultiplierin 
creatingatalentpipeline. 

Several factors contribute to 
the talent gap. First, the 
nature of the aerospace indus-
try means few academic pro-
grammes offer targeted curricu-
la or vocational training aligned 
with industry needs. Second, 
the rapid pace of technology 
evolution leaves many engineers 
without exposure to emerging 
manufacturing techniques such 
as additive manufacturing and 
automation. Third, theretention 
of skilled talent is a challenge, as 
companies competefor alimited 
poolofresources. 

According to industry esti-
mates, India's aerospace man 
ufacturing sector is expected to 
reach a valuation of around $70 
billion by 2030. To support this 
growth, an additional 150,000 
to 200,000 skilled talents with 
aerospace domain expertise will 
beneeded. 

ing the talentpipelines. 
Despite the proliferation of 

engineering colleges, surveys 
show that fewer than 20% of 
programmes include aerospace 
manufacturing fundamentals in 
their syllabi. Moreover, oppor 
tunities for on-thejob training 
remainlimited duetoalackofex 
posure to specialised aerospace 
technologies. These gaps result 
in higher training costs, delayed 
product development, and re 
duced competitiveness. 

The Karnataka Aerospace & 
Defence Policy 2022-2027 also 

lags skl shortage asakey bottle 

. 

.Itoutlines plans to develop 
aerospace parks with dedicated 

skill development centres and 
encourages participation from 

To address this, several com 
panies have adopted proac 
tive approaches investing in 
in-house training, collaborat 
ing with technical institutes 
and launching apprenticeship 
programmes. These efforts 
are promising but remain scat 
tered and insufficient in scale. 
To become a major aerospace 
manufacturing hub, Indianeeds 

industry associations should col 
laborate to design curriculum 
and certification programmes 
tailored to the aerospace manu 

niche'facturingsector's evolvingneeds. 
This approach should aim to 
builda skill base that is aligned 
with international aerospace 
quality and safety standards. 

One of the core strategies 
should be to develop specialised 
training academies within aer 
ospace manufacturing clusters. 

With an emphasis on hands-on 
training, these academies will 
have to integrate theory with 
live rmanufacturing experience 
tohelp create a pipeline of engi 
neers and technicians ready to 
contribute from day one. 

Government institutions and 

Athirdelementisthe adoption 
of technology-enabled learning 
platforms and upskilling initia 
tives. This will have to focus on 
training for emerging aerospace 
manufacturing technologies en 
compassing Industry 4.0 meth 
odologiesand futuristicmaterials 
andcomposites. 

The talent shortage in aero 
space should not beseen merely 
as a challenge but as a strategic 
opportunity. Ata time when the 
aerospace talent in the West is 
ageing, India - with its young 
population andstrong engineer 
ing education base- is uniquely 

fill the gap. The positioned 
industry and the government 
can together elevate India's aer 
ospace manufacturing sector 
by adopting a forward-looking, 
ecosystem-driven approach. 

(The writer is the managing 
director ofa high-precision 
manufacturing conmpany in the 

start-ups and MSMEs in nurtur aerospuceel 
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Educatlon Crossroads 
or decades, the United States has represented the 

ultimate academic and professional frontier for 
Indian students. From technology tó medicine, 

and from journalism to data science, generations of 
Indians have crossed the oceans to seek knowledge, 
skills, and opportunities that remain scarce in India's 
overstretched higher education system. But recent 
shifts in US visa policy are forcing many aspirants to 
question this long-cherished pathway -and perhaps, 
for the first time in a generation, to look seriously else 
where. The latest suspension of student visa appoint 
ments and tightening of entry conditions are not mere 
procedural hiccups. They reflect a deeper, more unset 
tling pattern: rising unpredictability in US immigration 
and education policy that treats international students 

F 

and by extension, India's brightest young minds 
as expendable variables in domestic political games. 
For Indian students who invest years of preparation, 
lakhs -sometimnes crores - of rupees, and career 
dreams into their American plans, this uncertainty is 
not merely stressful; it is destabilising. Parents, con 
sultants, and students alike now whisper the säme 
uncomfortable thought: is the US no longer a safe bet? 
When acceptance into a top university no longer guar 
antees entry into the country, when social media his 
tories are probed as potential threats, when mid-course 
deportations are plausible risks the allre of the 
"American dream" dims. The hesitation is showing up 
in real numbers. Education counsellors report sharp 
drops in applications, and countries like the UK, Ger 
many, Ireland, and Australia are quietly benefitting 
from this redirected flow of global talent. For India, this 
moment offers both danger and opportuníty. The dan 
ger lies in the disruption of å pipeline that has fed its 
global tech diàspora and supplied remittances, skills, 
and soft power. If the US no longer welcomes Indian 
students in large numbers, it may crimp the prospects 
of thousands who planned for STEM careers or nur 
tured Silicon Valley dreams. But the opportunity - if 
India dares to seize it - is to make urgent reforms in 
its own higher education system. 

India has the demnographic advantage, the ambi 
tion, and the need to become a credible global educa 
tion hub. Yet quality remains concentrated in a handful 
of IITs and IIMs, with limited research infrastructure 
and international expOsure elsewhere. If the govern 
ment and private sector view this US visa turnmoil as a 
wake-up call, there is a chance to retain top talent at 
home through better funding, global faculty part 
nerships, world-class labs, and flexible curricula, In the 
end, the US may find that its self-defeating policies 

have accelerated the global redistribution of talent. But 
India, too, must decide: will it passively watch its stu 

dents seek Plan B abroad, or build the future where 

thev can thrive at home? This moment of flux, provoked 

by the whimsy of an American administration, is rare 

and decisive. The question is not where students 

will go next. It is whether India can finally become the 

place they want to stay. 
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A new life for Nalanda: 
Reviving its old glory? 

Claude Arp 

recent visit to 
Nalanda and 
Rajagriha (mod 
ern Rajgir) has 
been a reminder 

about the level of know 
ledge, vitality and spiritual 
ity of Ancient India. While 
visiting the old ruins or 
climbing one of the 
Buddha's favourite teach 
ing spots, the "Gridhra 
kuta" (or Vulture Peak), 
many thoughts came to 
mind. 

A 

A place like the Vulture 
:Peak seems«to:thavepre 

-served thé peace and seren 
ity that a man captured 
more than 2,500 years ago. 
How is it possible? This 
man did not have access to 
the Internet, no newspa 
pers or social media, but he 
nevertheless brought a rey 
olution in the: s of hun 
dreds of millions world 
wide and his atmosphere 
still pervades the place 
today, attracting akhs of 
seekers, devotees or pil 
grims. This phenomenon is 
not easy to grasp for our 
modern minds. Another 
question: Will humanity 
have taken a step forward 
when in a few years after 
Artificial Intelligence iny 
ades all aspects ofour lives? 
In my view, it may not. 

Something which has al 
ways fascinated me is how 
the vigour of the Buddhist 
monastic life shifted from 
the hot plains of India to the 
desolate caves and gompas 
of the Tibetan plateau. 
Most of the architects of 
this move were from Nal 
anda Mahavihara, includ 
ing Atisha Dipankara (982 
1054 CE), a former abbot. 

The Muslim invasion of 
northern India marked the 
end of the last remnants of 
Buddhism in the land of its 
birth: "Individuals, or even 
small sects, directly or indi 
rectly professing the relí 
gion, might be found in the 
country for centuries 
Come, and may be said 
exist even now, but Bud 
dhism as a force in society 
vanished from ndia since 
1200 AD, never to return," 
wrote the great historian 
R.C. Majumdar. 

During my visit, the 
image of a Tibetan monk, 
Dharmasvamin, who visit 
ed Nalanda in 1235, was in 
my mind. In the mahavi 
hara, he saw only destruc 
tion; he could not recover a 
single . manuscript from 
what was once the richest 
library in the world. 
Finally, the Tibetan met an 
old monk in his 90s who 
could teach him Sanskrit. 
Dharmasvamin studied for 
Some time with the old 
man, but as the Muslim 
troops were. approaching 
again, he carried his old 
master on his shoulders 
and hid until the raiders 
had gone. The old monk on 
the shoulders of his Tibetan 
chela symbolises the end of 
an era; Nalanda, the source 
ofknowledge, had gone dry, 
though the cultural influ 
ence of India over Tibet 
continued to flourish for 
centuries. 

According to archaeologi 
cal discoveries, the first 
university (vihara) was 
probably founded after 400 
CE. In his memoirs, the 
Chinese pilgrim Fa Xian 
(399-412 CE) visited the area 
around Rajagriha looking 
for Buddhist texts; though 
he spent 10 years in India, 
visiting all major Buddhist 
pilgrimage sites, including 

eNalanda area, he never the 
mentioned the Nalanda 

monastery, which probably 
started to exist in its insti 
tutional form only in the 

The fifth century. 
monastery is said to have 
been founded by the Gupta 
emperors a few years after 
Fa Xian's visit; dring the 
next seven centries, it 
greatly expanded and its 
fame spread to the entire 
world. A seal identifies a 
monarch named Shakra 
ditya (415-455 CE) as the 
founder, attributing the 
first sangharama (monas 
tery) to him; this was later 
corroborated by the Chin 
ese pilgrim Xuanzang. 

Though some historians 
believe that great scholars 
like Nagarjuna (1st 3rd cen 
tury CE), the foremost thin 
ker in Mahayana Bud 
dhism, or Aryadeva (3rd 

Aiming to have 900 
students by the end 
of the year, Prof. 
Sachin Chaturvedi 
explained that the 
university was in a 
take-off mode, 
though 99 per cent 
of the construction 
work has been 
completed' 

century CE) studied in 
Nalanda, it is not certain 
that Nalanda was a full 
fledged vihara until the 
fifth century. Being the 
largest centre of knowledge 
in North ndia and with 
many small viharas affiliat 
ed to Nalanda, later it 
became known as Nalanda 
Mahavihara. 

Abhay. K., an author and. 
diplomat, recently wrote a 
book, Nalanda: How It 
Changed the World, and the 
Mahavihara's influence is 

undeniable. 
While walking through 

the ruins of the ancient uni 
versity, it is striking that its 
apo 

this institution 

Support up to 10,000 
monks; this is thanks to the 

steadfast and. powerful 
patronage from the local 
kings (and the hundreds of 
villages around). One can 
Surmise that Nalanda sur 
vived because the patrons 
had the wisdom to leave the 
organisation to wise monks 
who managed the affairs of 
the Mahavihara; the gover 
nance of the wise allowed 
the ancient "Indian spirit" 
to flourish for centuries. 

Sri Aurobindo, the mod 
ern rishi, wrote: When we 
look at the past of India, 
what strikes us next is her 
stupendous vitality, her 
inexhaustible power of life 
and joy of life, her almost 
unimaginably prolific cre 
ativeness.,. She has been 
creating abundantly and 
incessantly, lavishly, with 
an inexhaustible many sid 
edness, republics and king 
doms and empires, philoso 
phies and cosmogonies and 
sciences and creeds and 
arts and poems and all 
kinds of monments, 
palaces and temnples and 
public works, communities 
and societies and religious 
orders, laws and codes and 
rituals, physical sciences, 
psychic sciences, systems 
of yoga, systems of politics 
and administration, arts 
spiritual, arts worldly, 

trades, industries, fine 
crafts." Indeed, the 
Mahavihara was part of an 
eco-system. Can it be repli 
cated today? It is doubtful. 
with the strong tendency 
(one could say compulsion) 
from governments (both 
Central and local) to man 
age everything; but knowl 
edge and spirituality can 
not depend (or survive) 
only on government grants 
or schenmes. The revival of 
the ancient university is 
certainly an interesting 
experiment attempted by 
the Central government, 
but can it succeed? 

Among some positive 
aspects, the Bihar govern 
ment had given almost 500 
acres of land and the con 
nectivity with Patna and 
Gaya has now improved. I 
must say that I was quite 
impressed by the new cam 
pus.s Unfortunately, -only 
some 500 students have 
enrolled so far and not 
many fom far-away for 
eign countries. Recenty 
economist, 
Chaturvedi, has taken 
charge as the vice-chancel 
lor of Nalanda University. 
Aiming to have 900 stu 
dents by the end of the year, 
Prof. Chaturvedi explained 
that the university was ina 

take- off mode, though 99 
per cent of the construction 
work has been completed". 

an 

The project is run by the 
external affairs ministry, 
which would like to attract 
more students and faculty 
from world over. "Nalanda 
will give the message of 
peace and promote more ri 
gorous research to connect 
Indian philosophy with the 
contemporary world," said 
Prof. Chaturvedi. 

But today, where are the 
Dharmakirtis, the Shanti 
devas, the Santaraksitas or 
the Atishas? Even they 
exist, can they survive or 
blossom in a governmental 
framework? Further, as the 
singer said: "The times, 
they are a-changin'" Hum 
anity's inclinations are not 
the same today as they 
were twelve centuries ago. 
The success of New Nalan 
da will depend on all these 
factors. 

Claude Arpi is 
Distinguished Fellow at 
the Centre of Excellence 
for Himalayan Studies, 

Shiv Nadar Institution of 
Eminence (Delhi), and 
writes on India, China, 
Tibet and Indo-French 

relations 
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Trunmp takes aim at Ivy League 
In a controversial campaign, President Donald Trump has launched an aggressive offensive against America's most 

prestigious universities, particularly lvy League institutions, through funding cuts, policy investigations, and harsh rhetori 
-S President Donald Trump has 
targeted top US universities dur 
ing his second term. He has been 
waging a war on Ivy League uni 

versities for the past few weeks. He has par 
ticularly targeted institutions such as 
Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Columbia, 
Cornell, Brown, Dartmouth, and the 
University of Pennsylvania. 

This move has shocked the American 
higher education system. Academia now 
faces a significant challenge fighting against 
the administration. Trump's attacks also 
have a political dimension. They are 
viewed as a conservative strategy to reduce 
the influence of liberalism in higher edu 
cation. They could be aimed at eroding the 

Party's traditional Democratic 
support base. 

The affected unjversities, which include 
those with funding cuts, are located in areas 
where the Democrats received strong sup 
port. Many of these institutions are now 
facing funding cuts and grant restrictions, 
which have significantly impacted their 
research and educational programmes. 
Conservatives have often complained 
about a bias in these institutions. Some 
view that these are part of the Trump 
administration's effort to reshape higher 
education. 

One speculation is that Trump harbours 
resentment towards Ivy League schools for 
not granting him an honorary degree 
or inviting him to speak at graduation, 
despite his graduation from the 
Wharton School. Most recent 
American presidents have graduated 
from Ivy League universities, includ 
ing Trump, who attended the Wharton 
School of the University of 
Pennsylvania. 

In the first few months of 2024, the 
Trump administration has moved 
aggressively to strip federal funding 
from prominent colleges and univer 
sities. On March 10, the administra 
tion took action against Harvard, 
Columbia, NYU, and 60 other insti 
tutions. It also started investigations into 
possible violations of the Civi( Rights Act 
due to incidents of antisemitic harassment. 
More than $10 billion in research grants 
have been cut. 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
has apprehended student activists. 
International students are not eligible for 
admission to Harvard, which also risks los 
ing its tax exemption status, Trump has also 
banned international students from attend 
ing Harvard. 

Harvard risks losing its tax-exempt sta 
tus. These actions have raised tensions 

among Ivy League uni 
versities. Many universities 
initially chose to adhere to 
Trump's policies. They 
have agreed to enhance 
on-campus security and 
also allow oversight in 
some specific depart-
ments. Columbia has been 
warned that failing to 
address antisemitic harass 
ment incidents adequate-
ly could jeopardise its 
accreditation. Princeton 
University and the 
University of Pennsylvania 

have also suspended hundreds of millions 
in research grants. The Department of 
Education is investigating ten universities 
for alleged antisemitism and has warned 
others that similar inquiries may occur. 
Furthermore, it is examining 52 universi 
ties for illegal race-based projects. 

KALYANI 
SHANKAR 

Trump has introduced new guidelines 
aimed at limiting international student 
admissions, including a cap on visas, and 
he has publicly criticised Harvard, stating, 
"Harvard needs to behave itself:" 

The confrontation marked a dramatic 
battle between Harvard, America's oldest 

and wealthiest University, and the presi 
dent, Donald Trump. "Everyone knows that 
Harvard has lost its way" Trump posted in 
X. "Harvard is a JOKE, teaches Hate and 
Stupidity, and should no longer receive 
Federal Funds" 

Harvard is hard hit both financially and 
otherwise. They include funding cuts and 
agreeing to follow new federal oversight 
rules, including scrutiny of curricula, 
admissions, and research priorities. Taking 
legal action, Harvard has initiated court 
proceedings and received temporary relief 
when a federal judge suspended the poli 
cy that restricted international students 
from obtaining visas. 

As to the reason for Trump targeting the 
Ivy League institutions, the administration 
has offered various explanations. Some 
believe that during the 2024 Presidential 
campaign, Trump pledged to cut funding 
and accreditation for colleges that propa 
gate "antisemitic propaganda" 

After he returned to the White House in 
2024, Trump launched a campaign target 
ing Ivy League schools. The White House 
says this campaign was prompted by con 
cerns that these schools are not 
doing enough to deal with antisemitism on 
their campuses. 

This concern has grown due to the anti 
Israel protests at US universities since the 
Gaza conflict escalated. It is unclear how 
long the Trump versus Academia con 
frontation will continue. It all depends on 
how long the affected institutions can with 
stand the pressure. Will it fight back or 
comply with the White House? Even if the 
targeted universities refuse to change their 
policies soon, some will start changing on 
their own. For example, Michigan, Ohio 
State, and the University of California have 
already made changes, and more to follow:. 

International students hoping to join 
these elite institutions now face uncertain 
ty and must consider alternatives in other 
countries. They contribute vast amounts of 
dollars mainly to the US economy. Sone 
are considering universities in other coun 
tries as alternatives. is said that it takes 
years to build an institution but only 
moments to tear one down. The contlict is 
escalating, and the affected universities niy 
pursue more legal avenues, If it continues. 
American universities may lose talent, ever 
as the Trump administration double 

down on its actions. 

(The witer is a popular columnist. 
Vlews ar persona) 
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Road to entrepreneurial success 
TRIBENI SAIKA 

ntrepreneurship isva transformative journey where 
an idea evolves into reality through vision, determi 
nation, and consistent execution. It generates em 
ployment and reduces dependence on goverment 
jobs, empowering individuals to become fnancially 
indepéndent. Entrepreneurs foster healthy market 

competition, leäding to better quality, affordablity, and custom 
er satisfaction. Thisboosts regional GDP and economic efficien 
cy Entrepreneurship encourages innovåtion, providing crea 
tive solutions to societal problems through new technologies. and approaches, Avibränt entrepreneurialecosystem prevents 
monopoly and supports a �iverse, competitive market. 

Entrepreneurs face inany challenges particulariy in cas� 
of securing working capital, navigating fierce competition, 
managing inconsistent cash flow especially in preliminary 
stages, hiring and retaining skilled staff, adhering to legal 
and tax regulations, marketing and supply chain issues, 
establishing credibility, byilding a brand, earning customer 
trust, scaling a business without quality loss, keeping up 
with digital evolution, coping with uncertainty, etc. 

Assam is witnessing a rapidly growing entrepreneurial 
ecosystem that ofers tremendous opportunities for success 
and impact. Conteinporary entrepreneurs of A_sarn have ac 
cess to diverse funding sources such as angel investors, ven 
ture capital, and crowdfunding platforms. Government-backed 
schemes like MUDRA, PMEGP, and Startup India Seed Fund 
provide crúcial financial support. Sector-specific funds in are 
as like agritech, fintech, cleantech, and healthtech are also 
investing in high-potential startups. Assam ia observing a 
spike in incubation support programmes for new endeavours. 
Key enablers include Assam Startup - The Nest, Startup 
India and Ständ-Up India, Swavalamban Yojana (SIDBI), IT 
Guwahati Technology Incúbation Centre, Assam Agricultural 
Univer_ity and Tezpur University incubators, Northeast Star 
tup Incubators, etc. Infrastructure development programm�s 
are being implemented under the Assam Industrial Develop 
ment Corporation (AIDC) such as Integrated Infrastructure 
DevelopmeDt Centre, Mega Food Park (Chhaygaon), Export 
Promotion Industrial Park, Bamboo Technology Park (Chhayg 
aon), Plastic Park Scheme (Gelapukhuri, Tinsukia), Jute Tech 
nology Mission (Dhing, Nagaon) and so on. 

The Uttar Poorva Transformative Industrialization Scheme, 
2024 is providing incentives and support to industries. The 
Multi-Modal Logistics Park at Jogighopa aims to enhance car 
go movement and reduçe logistics cost. The Advantage As 
sam 2.0 and Rising North East Investors Summit aimed to 
attract inyestors and boost industrialisation. The Assam In 
dustrial Policy 2019 offers incentives, and infrastructure sup 
port enabling entrepreneurs to grow. Digital market can be 

Entreprenewrial ecosystem of Assam 
supports mpact-driven- ventires. 
accessed undèr the Government e-Marketplace, Digital In 
dia and BharatNet, Assam Startup and Innovation Policy 2025. 
The Assam Skill Development Mission, Bonjee scheme, Bi 
poni scheme aim to nurture the entrepreneurial ecosystem. 
Sector-specifc entities like NEDE;, S0DBI, NABARD, NER 
AMAC, Khadi and Village Industries Commission, National 
Small Industries Corporation Ltd encorage entrepreneurs. 
Schemes like the Chief Minister's Startup Fund, Assam Agri 
preneurs'Development Scheme, and n�tworks such as TiE. 
Guwahati and S�artup Grind provide guidance and mentor 
ship. Startups recognized by the D�partment for Promotion 
of Industry and Internal Trade benefit from tax exemptions, 
simplified compliance processes, and fast-track patent fl 
ing, which sigDificantly ease the burden on early-stage en 
terprises. Emerging technologies like AI, IoT, blockchain, 
and automation, tools are noW more accessible, lowering en 
try barriers and.opening doors for innovative solutions. The 
rise of digital adoption in sectors such as e-commerce, health, 
finance, and education is fuelling a growing demand for inno 
vative products and services. The entrepreneurial ecosys 
tem of Assam increasingly supports sustainable and impact 
driven ventures, as waste m£nagement, climate change, 
clean energy and semiconductor. Cross-border e-commerce, 
SaaS exports, and international collaborations have enabled 
startups to scale beyond regional boundaries. 

Both the Central and State governments encourage youth to consider entrepreneurship as a viable career path. How 
ever, befor� embarking on, this journey, aspiYing entrepre neurs.must do their homnework to build a sustainable and 
impactful business venture. To generate a business idea, 
they should first identify gaps or unmet needs of society that will help them address real-world problems, increas 
ing the relevance and pòtential success of their ventures. 
Understanding of market demand, customer behaviour, pref 
ereDces, buying patterns, and purchasing capacity should 
be top priority for any entrepreneur. TO gain these insights, 
field surveys, interviews, and focus groups can be highly 
effective. Competitor analysis enables them to innovate 
and implement better solutions within their own ventures. 
It aids to identify areas where current players are under 
performing. Leveraging new technologies is essential for 
modern entrepreneurship. After finalisation of a business 
idea, it is important to validate it through pilot projects or 
prototypes. Collecting feedback helps assess the feasibili 
ty and effectiveness of the product or service before a full 
scale launch. Lastly, personal interest and expertise should 
not be overlooked. Entrepreneurs are more likely to suc 
ceed when their ventures align with their hobbies, skills, 
passions, and professional experience. 
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K. Srilata 

|he essays in Perumial 
'Murugan's Students Etched 
in Memory (translated from 

the Tamil by V. Iswarya) first 
appeared in 2017 as part of a weekly 
column in the Vetrikodi supplement 
of the Hindu Tamil Thisat. Contrary 
to the meaning of Vetrikodi (flag of 
victory), Murugan's stories about 

students he taught during his 
three decades as a government 
college Tamil teacher in Attur 
weren't always success stories. "As a 
teacher, my attention is not always 
on those who have done well" 
Writes Murugan and we warm up to 
him instantly. 

The side most people know of 
Murugan is the writerly one but 
follow his work closely and you will 
see that this self is fiurmly rooted in 
his experiential world. As a free 
thinker who has taught Tamil to 
first gemeration learners in rural 
India, Murugan comes face-to-face 
with an educational system choked 
by an oppressive and feudal 
worldview, caste-class inequities, 
and outmoded pedagogical 
practices. 

Young heroes 
The essays in this book, ably 
translated by Iswarya, are 
heart-warming, poignant sketches 
of Murugan's students. Through his 
stories of their exploits, a pictre 
emerges of Murugan himself. of a 
teacher who is warm, generous, 
compassionate and thoughtful. 
Murugan holds that the work of a 
teacher does not end with the. 
classroom but rather, that it must 
extend even to the inner lives of 
students. He is a teacher who is 
constantly learning how to be one. 

There is not a trace of 
selfconsciousness or 
self-glorification in the essays. 

CM 
K 

Perumal Murugan: 
Campus portraits 
The writer's poignant sketches about his 
teaching experience are a must-read for 
both students and educators 

Murugan tells it like it is. This is 
what makes the book such a 
wonderfully engaging memoir. 

Reading the essays is an 
immersive experience and we meet 
some of Murugan's most interesting 
students. The list is long: 
Maanvizhi, a female student who 
decides to stand for student union 
elections but is forced to back out; 
the brilliant Kalaichelvi who 
presents a critical paper on 
the Mahabharata and ends up 
earning the wrath of a professor for 
being too bold; Sudhakar who lives 
in Murugan's house for some time 
and loves to cook; Kumáresan who, 
prompted by Murugan, starts 

reading fiction; Prabhu with his 
quirky haircut; Chinnadurai the 
amazing performer who sings 
an opparai as part of a college 
competition; ruffian Rarmu who 
turns out to bea poet and a 
talented kabbadi player; Rasu who 
has a green thumb; the mischievous 
Rajkumar who ultimately pipes 
down; Jhansi who knits a beanie for 
Murugan's daughter; Sarala who 
ends up as a policewoman in 

Val the handsome 
Dalamrugan who ultimately 
commits suicide because of failure 
in love; the dynamËc Venkatachalam 
who is the joint secretary of the 
literary forum; the outlier 

Srudents 
Etched in 

Memory 

PERU 
AICRUGA 

Students 

Etched in 
Memory 
Perumal 

Murugan, trs 
V. Iswarya 
Hamish 
Hamilton 
599 

Prabhakaran and his gang whom 
Murugan eventually wins over; 
Nandakumar who insists on 
prostrating before Murugan; Suresh 
from Javvadhu hills who has 
political ambitions; the hair-flipping 
Silambarasan; cycle Soosai; parotta 
master Gopalakrishnan; Koushik, 
the barber who cuts Mürugan's hair 
when the latter is under house 
arrest; and research scholart 
Seenivasan whom Murugan 
mentors. 

The tyranny of English 
Through his finely etched portraits, 

Author Perumal Murugan; and (left) 
students at MVM Government Arts & 

Science College for Women in Dindigul. 
(G. KARTHIKEYAN) 

Murugan raises some fundamental 
and dificult questions. How does 
one teach and learn in an 
environment which is deeply feudal, 
so much so that students and their 
parents hesitate to sit in the 
presence of professors? How does 
one respond to class inequality and 

income inequities? (Many of 
Murugan's students work day jobs to 
support themselves and their 
families.) What work-arounds can 
one employ in the face of outdated 
curricula and pedagogical methods? 
How does one replace the old system 
of disciplining and punishing 
students with a new one based on 
respect and love? 

Murugan draws our attention to 
the tyranny that is English when it 
comes to first generation learners 
from rural, small town Tamil Nadu. 
He recounts stories of students who 
clear all their papers but are held 
back only on account of the English 
paper. He also writes of the difficulty 
he faces when it comes to female 
students. Unlike in the case of male 
students, Murugan must keep a 
distance from them because of social 
dictates and so cannot mentor them 

to the extent he would like to. He 
also critiques the corrupt practice of 
research students buying their 
degrees. 

Making learning contemporary 
Murugan argues that while students 
need to be introduced to ancient 
Tamil writings, they should 
primarily be exposed to writings 
that engage with our own times and 
in ways that are accessible to them. 
He is happy, he writes, to share soft 
copies of reading materials over 
WhatsApp so that his students have 
easy access to them. His vision is 
that of an environment where 
students feel free to ask questions, 
where their individual talents are 
encouraged. 

He stresses the importance of 
skill training and practical exposure. 
At one point, Murugan reflects on 

how the privilege he enjoys of a 
government job and a steady 
income results in his rebuking a 
parent who, unable to afford the 
college fee of 2600, delays his son's 
enrolment. Equally engaging are his 
reflections on the importance of 
fashion and romance in the lives of 
his students and the importance of 
preserving their innate joy and 
exuberance. 

What I found especially striking 
about these essays is the fact that 
Murugan narrates both "success" 
stories as well as "tragic" stories and 
stories of "failure". Reading Students 
Etched in Memory is an exercise in 
understanding the nature of 
privilege and how this plays out in 
the field of education. Fiesty, quirky, 
Courageous and resilient. the young 
people in Murugan's portraits shíne 
with their own light. 

The reviewer is a poet, tanslator 
and academic; her forthcoming work 
iS a book of poems, Footnotes to the 
Mahabharata. 
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LOVE AND DEMONS 
ove is blind. Is thís why Delhi | that now has India in thrall; she has 
University is trying to open the been accused of murdering her hus 
eyes of those in love? The uni- band after she was forced into a mar 

versity is launching a general elective riage with him because the man she 
course titled Negotiating Intimate 1loved belonged to a different caste. No 
Relationships', which aims to help less than the chief justice of India has 
young people deal with romance, pointed out in the past that hundreds 

friendship, jealousy, heartbreak and of couples are killed each year for mar 
so on. While a university course on rying outside their caste. A niversity 
romance may seem like an odd idea, Course on intimate relationships thus 
the logic behind starting this course cannot afford to ignore hostile fam 
is not trivial. The university felt that ilies and communities the conse 
the rising cases of crimes among teen- quence of embedded social differenc 
agers and young adults in relation- es when it comes to conceiving of a 
ships prompted by jealousy warrant course on intimacy and its challenges. 
such an intervention. The instances Moreover, the personal, as always, is 
cited by Delhi University are indeed political. Academic deliberations on 
Concerning. This year alone, 21-year- | love need tO acknowledge the culpabil 
old Komal, 19-year-old 
Vijaylaxnmi and 18-year 
old Mehek were all 
brutally mrdered by 
their partners in fits of 
jealousy and, in 2022, 
27-year-old Shraddha 

Walkar was killed and 
dismembered by her 
live-in partner. In fact, 
love affairs with bit 
ter endings were the 
third-biggest triggers of 
murders in India in 2022, according to 
the National Crime Records Bureau. 
In light of this, young Indians perhaps 
do need lessons in how to negotiate re 
lationships and heartbreaks in these 
modern, complex times. 

Delhi University 
has proposed a 

Course on intimate 

relationships and 
red flags Love's real 
challenges must be 

identified 

Yet, murderous partners are not 
the only peril faced by lovers in India. 
Be it the family or the State, caste, re 
ligion or gender, the barriers that love 
has to cross in a country as stratified 
as this are numerous. So a course that 
proposes to teach youngsters about re 
lationship red flags needs to be sensi 
tive to not just crime but also the other 
impediments to love. Consider the 
shocking case of Sonam Raghuvanshi 

ity of the State and its 
institutions. Although 
protection to interfaith 
and inter-caste couples 
is mandated by law, 
there are numerous 

instances of the police 

and even the court turn 
ing down pleas for help 
from such star-crossed 
lovers. 

And what of the Oth 
ering of love through 

many intrusions? Same-sex couples 
and their intimacies still await legal 
recognition. The bogey of love jihad 

even though the government has 
admitted in Parliament that there is 
no data to support this phenomenon 

is being used to demonise interfaith 
unions. Gujarat and Uttar Pradesh 
even have laws to prohibit love jihad. 
Uttarakhand, meanwhile, has de 
manded that live-in partners register 
| themselves with the authorities in a 
blatant violation of their privacy. 

Delhi University's proposed course 
on love is timely and welcome. But it 
must acknowledge the existence of th¹ 
many domons love faces in India. \Y 
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Yes, JEE! IITs are closing the gender 
gap, but there's still a long road ahead 
BY INVITATION 

RAVINDER KAUR 

IITs continue to re 
main at the centre of 
the middle-class dream 
of pride and prosperity. 
But for many years, 

female students were left on the margins 
of this aspiration. While the 2025 results 
underline the continued dominance of 
males in engineering (82.7% of the total 
qualifying students in 2025), the record 
pass percentage of girls this year shows 
that a lot has changed since 2018 when 
IITs introduced an affirmative action 
scheme by adding extra seats for girls. 

Seven years ago, the situation was dire 
with women constituting a shockingly low 
8% in the BTech degree, a number that 
had stayed stagnant over the nearly 60+ 
years of the existence of first-generation 
ITs. Nobody found anything odd about 
this since engineering was coded 'male' 
until Prof Timothy Gonsalves, former 
director of IIT Mandi, took matters in 
hand and piloted the scheme known as the 
'Supernumerary Seats Scheme' (SSS). The 
evidence to convince the IITs Council that 
the scheme was necessary and would not 
lead to a "dilution" in the quality of stu 
dents, came from two sources: JEE data 
showingthat many women who qualified 
did notjoin ITs for varyingreasons such 
as getting admission to »male branches 
like civil and mechanical, and parental 
concerns about safety and distance firom 
home. Girls had little choice in their ad 
mission, as we found out in the first open 
house held in 2018 at IIT Delhi for JEE 
Advanced qualified girls and their par 
ents. The second source was a 2016 IIT 
Delhi study that showed that irrespective 
of the JEE rank they entered with, female 
students outperformed their male peers. 

It is intriguing that only the IT's have 
been plagued by the extremely low per 
centage of female students in engineer 
ing; the nmational average is around 30%. 
Southern states had already initiated a 

33% reservation for girls in the 2000s. So, 
ironically it's the so-called nstitutes of 
National Importance (INIs), the IITs, that 
barred women from their portals, reify 
ing the image of elite engineering as a 
male preserve, in the process depriving 
not only STEM of diverse perspectives 
on research and innovation but alsO wom 
en of stellar role models and networks 
that the IITs generate. Female faculty 
numbers in these institutions also re 
main low -a story for another time. 

The SSS scheme has been successful 
on several fronts. It has met its stated tar 
get of raising the percentage of girls to 
20% by 2020, which improved to 22% in 
2024. There are important wins to be not 
ed here. A perusal of JEE data shows that 
the number of women appearing for JEE 

FULL STEM AHEAD: Not only are more girls 
qualifying for IITs and getting seats, even 
those who come at lower JEE rankS catch 
up with male peers at graduation 

Advanced has risen by 33% between 2018 
and 2025. More critical indicators of the 
scheme's success are the percentages of 
those who qualify and those who get a seat 
allotted. Prior to SSS, females represented 12% of all (males and females) who qual ified and 9% of those who were allotted 
seats. Post-SSS, the percentage of women allotted seats had more than doubled to 
19.8 % in 2024. The rate of growth of seats allotted increased from -1.4 % per year between 2011-17 to 4.1 % between 2018-24. 

The rising percentage of women al 

lotted seats since 2018 is a function of 
the extra seats as well as girls being able 
to meet their preferred choices of insti 
tute and department, resulting in rising 
acceptance rates. This stemmed the 
drift away to an NIT or an engineering 
college near home. Further good news, 
as recent work by STEMthe Gap, a re 
search project housed at IIT Delhi, 
shows, is that even if some supernu 
merary girls enter IITs at somewhat 
lower JEE Scores and ranks, they catch 
up with their male peers and perform 
similarly while exiting the program. 

How successful has the scheme been 
in opening the doors to engineering as an 
educational and career choice for young 
women?Our qualitative studies with girls 
who entered IT Delhi post-SSS show that 
families across caste categories are faC 
toring in women's higher chances of get 
ting into an IT, as are schoolteachers amd 
coaching centres. The additional girls 
have changed the feel of iT campuses, 
resulting in a more welcoming environ 
ment and less isolation. Since the scheme 
also ensures that every departmentreach 
es 20% representation, it prevents the bias 
caused by the clustering of women in 
lower-ranked' departments. The scheme 
also follows mandated caste reservations, 
thereby addressing gender imbalances 
within caste categories. The scheme has 
thus increas�d both gender and caste di 
versity in ITs, apart from breaking dis 
ciplinary stereotypes within engineering. 

To further increase the female pipe 
line for IITs, it is important to initiate 
measures that address deep-rooted bias 
es about girls' and women's inherent 
STEM abilities and remove structural 
barriers built into entrance exams; such 

steps can help reshape the environment 
for inclusion. Further, initiatives like 
open houses and mentorship programs, 

which bring schoolgirls to I1T campuses 
for an immersive experience, are also 

key to changing the mindset that women 

are unsuited to engineering. 

Kaur is professor; IIT Delhi and co 
lead on STEMtheGap res�arch project 

Admin
Typewritten Text
TIMES OF INDIA (P-25), 15 JUNE 2025



Soft skills: Missing link in education 
Dr NAMRATA GOGoI 

espite producing academically 
brilliant students, our education 
system often falls short in prepàr 
ing young individuals for real 
world demands. Across carmpus 

es and workplaces in Assam and beyond, it 
is not uncommon to find graduates who can 
solve complex problems yet falter in group 
discussions, struggle to collaborate, or fail 
to express their ideas and regulate their 
emotions. This paradox raises an important 
question: Are we equipping students with 
the right tools to thrive beyond textbooks? 

D 

Each year, India produces a large pool of 
graduates, yet, according to the India Skills 
Report 2024, only about half are employa 
ble. The gap does not lie in technical knowl 
edge, but in soft skills � communication, 
teamwork, adäptability, and emotional intel 
ligence. While for á few these qualities are 
innate, for the majority, they must be con 
sciously nurtured and developed over time. 
Therefore, it is tim� to recognise that soft 
skills are as crucial as academic knowledge 
and must be thoughtfully integrated into the 
mainstream curniculum. 

Soft skills are notjust buzzwords; they are 
essential for pèrsonal and professional 
growth. As automation replaces routine tasks 
and artificial-intelligence reshapes complex 
roles, human-centric skills have become even 
more critical than before. The ability to com 

municate clearly, empathise, collaborate, 
adapt, etc, determines how well an individual 

can thrive. According to Linkedln's Global 
Talent Trends Report 2023, 89% of recruit 

ers say that when a hire fails, it is usually due 

to a lack of soft skills, not technical expertise. 

The World Economic Forum's Future of 

Empowering students with soft skills alongside academic knowledge is vital to building a resilient, cömmunicative and future-ready generation. 
Jobs Report echoes this, listing top skills for 
the future: analytical thinking, critical think 
ing, resilience, adaptability, curiosity, tech 
nological literacy, dependability, empathy, 
active listenihg, and leadership. 

Despite their proven importance, soft skills 
in Ihdia remain an afterthought in formal ed 
ucation. Most schools and colleges still prior 
itise hard skills � subject knÍwledge, exam 
perfornance, and technical expertise-while 
overlooking the broader competencies stu 
dents need to flourish. Soft skills are often 
confined to occasional workshops, guest lec 
tures, or short-term certificate programmes. 

This fragmented approach fails to create 
lasting change. Just as mathematics or sci 
ence is taught systematically over years, soft 
skills too require consistent practice, men 
toring, and feedback. Integrating them mean 
ingfully into the curriculum ensures students 
internalise these abilities rather than learn 
them temporarily. 

The Natiönal Education Policy (NEP) 2020 
hints at this shift, emphasising holistic and 
multidisciplinary education, critical thinking,. 
and communication skills. However while 
di'scussions continue around integrating soft 
skills at the higher education level, one must 
ask - why wait so long? If communication, 
empathy, collaboration, and adaptability aire 
foundational to success, should wenot begin 
nurturing them much earlier? 

In Finland, education emphasises not just 
academic excellence but the development of 
SoCial, emotional, and collaborative skills from 
an early age. Students l�arn to work in groups; 
express opinions, respectfully, and resolve 
conflicts thoughtfully - preparing them for 
real-world human interactions as much as for 

examinations. In Denmark, emotional litera 
cy and social skills are embedded so deeply 
that the first six months of school focus solely. 
on buildingempathy, dernocratic dialogue, and 
problem-solving. In these countries, teach 
ing soft skills is considered as essential as 
teaching mathematics or literature. 

Several Asian countries offer equally in 
spiring examples. Singapore has moved be 
yond an exam-centric model to emphasise 
holistic development. Character and Citi 
zenship Educationlessons now build team 
work, emotional regulation, resilience, de 
.cision-making, and communication skills. In 
Japan, the concept ofIkiru Chikara or Zest 
for Living' shapes policies'that foster emo 
tional resilience, independent thinking, and 
collaboration from the early years. 

These countries do not leave soft skill de 
velopment to chance. In Finland, continuous 
teacher observations, peer assessments, and 
project-based evaluations gauge communi 
cation, collaboration, and problem-solving 
abilities. Singapore's Holistic Developiment 
Profle provides structured feedback on stu 
dents' social-emotional growth: Japan simi 
larly relies on teacher evaluations to moni 
tor students' social behaviour, emotional 
strength, and interpersonal skills. 

This global shift is a clear indicator of the 
fact that soft skills should be systematically 
integrated into education. It is no longer an 
option but a prerequisite for future readi 
ne'ss, especially for Gen 2, a generation 
praised for being tech-savvy and entrepre 
neurial but frequently lacking in social skills. 
This generation struggles to manage rela-. 
tionships and deal with setbacks because it 
grew up in a fast-pac�d digital world. Equip 

ping them with soft skills will help them 
deal with life's uncertainties with maturity 
and confdence, both at the personal and pro 
fessional levels, not just in the job market. 

Teachers play a crucial role in this trans 
formation. They must be able to identify stu 
dents whose emotional literacy needs 
strengthening and create classroom envi 
ronments where feelings can be di_cussed 
openly. While academic competency in sub 
jects like maths and reading remains impor 
tant, fostering these skills must become a 
core teaching priority. Conident, self-aware, 
and emotionally resilient children are more 
likely to excel academically as well. 

The NEP 2020 stresses the inclusion of 
soft skills in education. However, whether 
they will be given adequate weight in cur 
riculum design remains unclear. The need 
is to implement soft skills education as a 
comprehensive, credited course bridging 
the gap between academic 1learning and in 
dustry readiness. Modules could cover com 
munication strategies, critical and analytical 
thinking, 1leadership, social influence, inclu 
sivity, and community outreach. Experiential 
methods such as case studies, internships, 
role plays and reflective projects should be 
come the backbone of this approach. 

It is imperative to move beyond the out 
dated divide between 'hard' and 'soft' skills. 
Education must evolve to nurture the whole 
individual -mind, heart, and voice. Assam, 
with its rich educational roots and vibrant 
youth, has the opportunity to set an exam 
ple for the rest of the country. The time to 
act is now. 

(The author is an Assistant Professor 
and certified soft skills trainer) 
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K. Elango 

anguage teach 
ing must be dis 
tinct from the 
teaching of sub 

jects like Maths, Physics, 
or Economics. Yet, cur 
rent practices rarely re 
flect any such distinction, 
especially at school level. 
Language syllabuses out 
line ambitious objectives 
and learning outcomes 
such as to enable learners 
to become fluent and 
flawless users and to em 
power them to be 'auto 
nomous' by mastering the 
language. They also aim 
to equip them to employ 
the language effectively 
and naturally in both for 
mal and informal con 
texts. However, at the in 
itial stages (Levels 1 and 
2), the basic objective is 
imparting foundational 
skills and, by level 3, lear 
ners are expected to have 
acquired the core linguis 
tic skills: listening, speak 
ing, reading, and writing 
(LSRW). 

Reality today 
However, the reality of to 
day's teaching-learning 
ecosystem tells us a diffe 
rent story, raising certain 
poignant questions: If 
learners have acquired 
the basic skills, why do 
teachers continue to re 
teach them at higher le 
vels? Why aren't they let 
ting learners expand on 
their own to refine the ac 
quired skills? Isn't the 
classroom engagement 
actually stifling their cog 
nitive development by 
overemphasising teacher 
led instructions? Why do 

CM 
K 

Let learners learn 
Apart from focusing on specific skills, English classes 

need to break away from the teacher-centric models and 
foster independent learning among students 

teacherS, even at the ad. 
vanced stages, read texts 
aloud and explicate them, 
instead of guiding lear 
ners to èxplore on their. 
own? Shouldn't class time 
be devoted to acquainting 
learners with diverse 
reading texts and strate 
gies to optimise their 
efforts? 

To materialise the stat 

ed objectives of teaching 
learning of English, over 
hauling of the curriculum 

is a necessity. The first 
two of LSRW ar� innate 
human abilities, while the 
other two are acquired 
skills with reading typical 
ly preceding writing. As 
literacy fundamentally 
begins with reading, it de 
mands prioritised atten 

tion. Instead of labelling 
classes generically as 'En 
glish', timetables should 
specify the skills being 
dealt with. Signalling the 
shift, on each day, a pe 
riod shoudd be earmarked 
for a particular skill. of 
the five periods in a week, 
two should be dedicated 
for Reading, as it the 
'mother of all skills', and 

one éach can be dedicat 
ed to Listening, Speaking 
and Writing. 

GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO 

Moreover, reading 
classes must break free 
from the dated teacher 
centric models. Learners 
should actively engage in 
varied activities to turn 
the grandiose plan of lear 
ner-centric. and learner 
driven approaches a reali 

ty. This approach will fos 
ter learner 

independence' by shift 
ing them away from 
teacher dependence. The 
role of a teachei should 
be restricted to oIganising 
'tasks' - designing and or 
ganising activitic:s in di 
verse formats such as indi 
vidual, in pairs, triads, 
and small groups - ensur 
ing inclusive participation 
of all. 

Wide range 
J.K. Rowling once re 

marked, "Ifyou are not in 
terested in reading, you 
have not found the right 
book". In a class of 30 or 
40 students, no single text 
can appeal to all; hence, 
various kinds must be util 
ised. This requires an al 
ternative syllabus con 
struction, i.e., inçlusion of 
'seen' and 'unseen' texts. 
The 'seen' could be pre 
scribed, but theunseen' 
should be identified by 
teachers and anchored on 
students' interests and 
needs, a practice adopted 
in progressive institu 
tions. Texts can stpan both 
fiction and non-fiction 
across multiple genres. 
Fiction, for instance, 
holds romance, nystery, 

8 horror, fantasy, sci-fi, and 
thrillers; similarly,' non 
fiction ranges from auto 
biographies, biographies, 
selfhelp, and travelogues, 
spiritual to scientific writ 
ings. Familiarity with this 
wide variety can facilitate 
learners to choose wha 
tever interests them. 

Adults in their 4Os and 
50s confess that they may 
haye read about 500 
books, mostly during their 

school and college days. 
This establishes the criti 
cality of student days, for 
what they were to become 
later in their lives. Read 
ing, after all, is not just de 
coding but also involves 
comprelhension, reflec 
tion and imagination, 
which enables them to be 
thinkers. So, to maximise 
their efforts, besides the 
text types, they must be 
introduced to strategies 
such as skimming, scan 
ning, previewing, predict 
ing, questioning, and infe 
rencing. Mastery of these 
will accelerate the reading 
of more books with less 
time. For slogans such as 

'future-rea job-ready', 
dy', or prepare for non 
existent jobs', reading 
skills are the true founda 
tion. 'Read to lead, and 
lead to read' is the maxim. 

As language is for com 
municative purposes, 
'noisy classes' are the 
norm. So, the cliched 
ideal of 'pin-drop silence' 
must be militated against. 
The censure of inability to 
acquire English is not ow 
ing to learners' incapaci 
ty, but systemic short 
comings. The question 
remains: Are we truly rea 
dy to handle English 
courses differently? Sub 
jects be learnt 
through textbooks, but 
language demands efforts 
beyond textbooks, 
beyond teacher and class 
room. The more 
reads, the better they be 
COme. 

can 

One 

The writer is a retired Professor of 
English and Chief Executive Chair 
of the English Language Teachers' 
Association of India 
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Empowering State Public Universities 
to Power the Vision of Viksit Bharat 

BY VK PAUL, SHASHANK SHAH AND OSHIN DHARAP 

-ndia is home to the second largest higher edu 
cation ecosystem in the world, with 4.33 crore Lstudents and nearly 15 lakh faculty across 1,168 Universities, 45,473 Colleges and 12,002 Standalone Institutions. While Institutions of National 

Importance and 'Central Universities' have made 
their mark in frontier areas of knowledge and dom 
inate national priorities, it is the nearly 500 'State Public Universities (SPUs) and their over 46,000 affl jated institutions that are the backbone of its high 
er education system. They currently cater to over 
80 per cent of students. Technically, SPUs are estab 
lished or incorporated by a Provincial or State Act, 
funded by the State Governments, and under their 
realm of control. However, given their phenome nal reach and hence their vital role in grooming tal ent across the country, their transformation is a col 
lective national responsibility. 

By 2035, the NEP 2020 target is to achieve a GER 
in higher education of 50 per cent. This implies 
doubling enrolment in our higher education insti-
tutions to nearly 9 crores over the next decade, with 
almost the same proportion of students continuing 
to study in SPUs. There are several outstanding 
SPUs, but the quality of higher education being 
imparted in many SPUs is hampered by a 
plethora of challenges. The primary one is the lack 
of high-quality physical and digital infrastructúre. 
Limited funding negatively impacts the quality of 
research. Shortage of faculy adversely affects the 
pupil-teacher ratio. Above all, students' employa-
bility is a major concern. 

Published research has also observed that 
increased devolution of funds to States under the 
14th and 15th Finance Commission cycles has not 

led to a consequent increase in several State Governments funding of social sectors, especially 
higher education. A fall in average growth rates in 
higher education expenditure in States during 2015 
20 is evident, with median value coming down to 
6.6 per cent compared to 10 per cent during 2005 
10 and 2010-15. There are States with negative 
growth rates in spending on higher education. 

While India's higher education sector has wit 
nessed remarkable growth over the last seven 
decades, the pressing challenge now lies in ensur 
ing high quality. N*TI Aayog's recent report on 
'Expanding Quality Higher Education through States 
and State Public Universities' focuses on this and 
attempts to bring higher education to the centre of 
Indias development and policy discourse. An out 
come of extensive consulations across 20 Slates and UTs and with over 50 SPUs, it makes nearly 80 pol 
lcy recommendations across 12 sub-themes to 
address maior systemic and institutional challenges. 
Many interventions around internationalisation, 
governance and financial autonomy are geared 
towards' Leadind SPUs, those that feature in the top 
50 SPUS in NIRF 2024 Rankings, given that they 

are likely to possess in-house technical, manager 
ial, and financial capacities to implement the 
suggested reforms. We provide a snapshot of 
policy recommendations and action pathways 
across four key themes. 

The establishment of Research Hubs and Centres 
of Excellence in clusters of SPUs to leverage their 
core competencies and provide solutions to region-

al challenges can be a transformative step. 
Institutionalising holistic education including envi 
ronment, human values and global citizenship 
education in the curricular and co-curicula 
domains of SPUs is a much-needed reform to cre 
ate students with high levels of intelligence, and emo-
tional and spiritual quotients. Handholding Leading 
SPUs in each State to transition to MERUS 
(Multidisciplinary Education and Research 
Universities, creating career pathways in research, and encouraging student, and faculty-led research 
commercialisation and start-ups can bring research 
centre stage in SPUs. Leading SPUs can also pro 
mote internationalisation through long-term part-
nerships for joint research projects, and faculty and 
student exchange programmes. 

State Higher Education Councils and State-level 
NITI Aayogs can play an important role in prepar-
ing State-level Higher Education Vision and 
Implementation Roadmaps for 2047 by identifying 
priority areas. At the institutional level, a shift 
towards a 'regulator-facilitator model for SPUs and 
granting greater autonomy to Leading' SPUs in areas 
like governance, curriculum development, and fac 
ulty recruitment is crucial. This must be combined 
with capacity building of faculty and administra-tors to ensure that academic and research standards 
are upheld. Given the scale of students that need 
to be provided higher education over the next 
decade, an all-hands-on-deck strategy is essential 
to mobilise funding and financing from all quar 
ters including Governments, industry, and civil soci 
ety. Leading' SPUs must be empowered to devise 

internal revenue generation strategies by expand 
ing self-financed programmes in high-demand 
areas, establishing consultancy units, leveraging CSR 
funds, encouraging alumni and philanthropic con 
tributions, and exploring innovative PPP models for 
infrastructure development and research. Enhancing 
autonomy to Leading SPUs in financial decision 
making including inflation-adjusted fee setting must 
be balanced with a robust system of merit-cum 
means scholarships such that no deserving student 
is deprived of access to higher education. 

Faculty must be encouraged to design and 
deliver industry-relevant courses to align with 
national needs. Promoting internships, apprentice 
ship-embedded degree programmes, and work 
based learning opportunities is of equal importance 
to ensure employability. This requires strengthen 
ing collaborations with Sector Skill Councils 
industry partners and trade associations to bridge 
the education-employability gap. It is equally 
essential that SPUs transition from a job-seeking to 
a job-creation mindset. Impetus must also be pro 
vided to physical education and wellness courses, 
language proficiency and lifelong learning pro 
grammes, to contribute to holistic and continuous 
student development. Many SPUs possess spare 
infrastructural facilities. In evening hours, these may 
be utilised to deliver short-term skilling pro 
grammes and generate additional revenues. 

Given the prime importance of SPUs in Indias 
higher education ecosystem, their transtormation 
into becoming institutions of excellence providing 
high-quality education is a sine qua non tor 
reinforcing our position as a global hub of kn. 
edge and talent, Above all, this transtoration ot 
SPUs is vital for our endeavour to emenge as a Viksit 
Bharat by 2047. 

(Dr VK Paul is Memmber, NIM Aayog, Dr Shashank Shah 
Is Senlor Specialist and Oshin Dharap ls Consultant at 

NM Aayog. Vlews expressed ar personal) 
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Sandip K. Chakrabarti writes about the legendary Jayant Vishnu Narlikar 
first read about sci 
entist Jayant Vishnu 
Narlikar in the Ben 
gali magazine Desh. 
JVN had proposed 
the Steady State The 

ory, which states that the 
universe is supposed to re 
main the same in all direc 
tions for all time, even when 
it is expanding. 

JVN was born on July 19, 
1938, in Kolhapur, Mahar 
ashtra. His parents taught at 
Banaras Hindu University. 
After doing his bachelor's, 
Narlikar went to Cambridge 
University in the UK for 
higher studies and topped a 
tough mathematics course. 

I was only 10 years old at 
the time I discovered JVN 
and his seminal work. Those 
days I was fascinated with 
extra-terrestrials. My fa 
vourite books in school were 
Santimay Chatterjee's Are 
We Alone in the Universe? 
and Swiss author Erich 
von Daniken's Chariots of 
the Gods. Then there was 
physicist George Gamows 
One, Two, Three... Infini 
ty and The Black Cloud by 
Fred Hoyle. All these books 
deal with the evolution of 
the Uniyerse and the pos 
sible origin of life here and 
elsewhere. 

Daniken had proposed 
that extraterrestrials or 
"ancient astronauts" visited 
Earth in the distant past and 
influenced human culture. 
He interpreted structres 
such as the Egyptian pyra 
mids, the Stonehenge and 
the Moai of Easter Island 
as evidence of extraterres 
trial influence. 

Back to JVN. He also 
Wrote science fi
tion. Some 
of the stories were quite pro 
phetic. na story called Virus, 
published in 2015, he envi 
sioned a pandemic taking 
Over the world. His 1986 book 
in Marathi, Waman Parat Na 
Ala (The Return of Vaman), 
tackled the ethical dilemmas 
of artificial intelligence. 

Mr Universe 

In any case, back then. 
after reading JVN, I came 
to hero worship him. I was 

d be 
quite sure he would 

awarded a Nobel Prize in 

physics 9 some day. 
At Cambridge, Narlikar 

with his PhD teamed up 
guide, the physicist Sir Fred 
Hoyle. Together, Narlikar 

d Hoyle laid the ground-and 
work for a : theorv that holonary 

proposed 
the continuous creation of 
new matter in an infinite 

universe. Their theory was 
based on what they called a 
quasi-steady state model. 

Chandra Wickramsing 
he, another student of Hoyle 
of Sri Lankan origin, was 
working on the possibility 

of life form entering Earth 
from outer space. Known as 

the Panspermia mnodel, JVN 
joined thisg 

Just 
0up much later 

the Hoy-
le-Narlikar theory was 
becoming popular and con 
gratulations and awards 

STEADY STATE: Narlikar (second from left) with his 
parents and younger brother 

still a student, I tried to rec were pouring in, Princeton 
Arno Penzias and physicists Robert Woodrow Wilson 

claimed that the universe 
came into existence in one 
single event about 14 bilion 

years ago. And, that the uni 
verse was hot in the past. 
This was the new model of 

the universe, which Hoyle 
jokingly called the Big Bang 
model. If the universe was 
hot in the past, today we 
should see the relics of that 
hot radiation, he pointed 

out. Penzias and Wilson dis 
covered that relic 

and in 1978 bagged the Nobel 
-a nail in the coffin of the 
Steady State Theory. 

c radiation 

1938-2025 

For a while, when I was 

ole of the universe in 
e the two contradictory 

my head. 
It was JVN who intro 

duced me to the universe 
in my childhood, but it was 
not until 1986, when I was a 
faculty at Caltech, thatI con-
tacted JVN for the frst time. 
He was the head of the de 

t of theoretical as 
paysics a sat Mumbai's Tata 
Institute of Fundamental 
Research (TIFR) and I was 
exploring a position there. 

JVN asked me to apply. 
The process took a while 
and in the meantime he quit 

IFR for a new institute 
called Inter-University 

COURTESY: ICSP MUSEUM 

tre for Astronomy and As 
trophysics (TUCAA) in Pune. 
I eventually joined TIFR, 

butI shall always remember 
JVN'S enthusiasm and his 
role in convincing me to re-
turn to India. 

n the following years, 
we grew closer but 

l never had the opportu-
nity to collaborate on either 
of his favourite topics 
Panspermia or Steady State 
Theory. 

my wife Sona-
T dvanced our own li and I: 

theory about the beginning 
of life on Earth in the re 
nownedAstronomy & Astro 
physics journal. We argued 
that DNA constituents and 
several amino acids can 
generically produced during 
star formation anywhere in 
the universe. We suggest 
ed that whether ultimately 
life is created depends on 
the host planet's habitabil 
ity. We did not follow either 
Daniken or JVN's model. 

When American astro 
physicist John Bahcall of 
Princeton University con 
gratulated us for proposing 
the idea regarding DNA for-
mation, JVN was upset! He 

ote me a long ete on 
l with WIo 

a list of papers he 
Panspermia and asked me 
to cite them in our future 
publications. 

In 2002, at S. Chandrase 

khar auditorium of IUCAA, 
there was a grand discus 
sion on Vision 2020. It was 
A.P.J. Abdul Kalam's idea, 
the emphasis was on tech 
nology and innovation. The 
dais was full of Indian as 
tronomers hailing from west 
and south India; JVN was 
also present. 

Sitting in the audience 
that day, I expressed my 
doubt if IUCAA had indeed 
been successful in fulflling 
its mandate to uplift as 
tronomy and astrophysics 
studies in Indian universi 
ties. I suggested that every 
IUCAA PhD holder serve 
as a teacher for at least the 
first five years. The next 
day, JVN said to me, "Itotal 
ly agree with you, but what 
can we do if universities do 
not create posts in astrono 
my and astrophysics?" 

ver the years our 
communication 
with each other 

dwindled, but two years ago 
Igotin touch with him to ask 
if he had any letters from 
Hoyle that I could display at 
the Indian Centre for Space 
Physics in Calcutta. 

His reply was prompt, he 
asked me to come and see 
him in Pune. 

When Sonali andI went 
to Pune, we found him in 
a very frail condition. He 
handed over many things, 
including many letters of 
reputed scientists sent to his 
father Vishnu Narikar. 

Little did I realise at the 
time that it was going to be 
the last time I would see 
them. That day, his beloved 
wife Mangala was pushing 
his wheelchair. She was her 
self suffering fronm cancer at 
the time: She passed away 
three months later. 

In a scientific career, 
it is not always possible to 
write the most correct theo 
ry. Only a few, such as Ein 
stein or Maxwell, S.N. Bose 
or M.N. Saha, wrote some 

thing which will lasta very 
long time. Almost everyone 
else, including Newton, can 
dominate only for a period 
of time. 

Personalities such as 
Fred Hoyle, Danis Scia 
ma, George Gamow, John 

ton were brilliant but d 
Wheeler, Arthur Edding 

not receive enough recog 
nition. Those who put for 
ward an alternative theory, 

or go against the tide, often 
contribute to the subject 
very significantly. I wil 
Dut JVN in this category. 
His brilliant ideas and al 
ternate views created new 
paradigms, which perhaps 
str engthened and estab 

the opposite view 
more strongly. 

That is also a great sci 
entific contribution. 

The writer is an 
astrophysicist and director 

of the Indian Centre for 

Space Physics in Calcutta 
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Analysing Internet access and digital skills in India 
The first Comprehensive Annual Modular Survey shows that there is wider access to the Internet, but with significant variations across Ssocial groups 

DATA POINT 

Subhanil Chowdhury 
Samiran Sengupta 

ne important target of the 
Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) is to ensure 

inclusive and equitable quality 
education. Within this broad goal, 
there are two important targets 
pertaining to Internet and digital 
skills. Target 4.4.1 talks about the 
share of youth and adult popula-
tion who have some Information 
and Communications Technology 
(ICT) skill. Target 4.4.2 pertains to 
a degree of proficiency in digital 
s7kills. Therefore, to attain the 
SDG4 target of education, provid 
ing ICT infrastructure and assess 
ing digital skills is important. 

The data to assess these skills 
were rather sparse until the Na 
tional Sample Survey Office 
(NSSO) conducted the Compre 
hensive Annual Modular Survey 
(CAMS) between July 2022 and 
June 2023. This is arguably the first 
sample survey which asks a set of 
questions about people's access 
to, and use of, digital technology. 
The survey was conducted across 
India in 3.02 lakh households and 
with 12.99 lakh people. 

At the all-India level, 76.3% of 
households have broadband Inter 
net facilities. In rural areas, 71.2% 
of households have the facility, 
while in urban areas, 86.5% do. 
This data shows the deep penetra 
tion of the Internet in India. But 
there are variations across States, 
castes, gender, and class. 

In some States, more than 90% 
of the households have a broad 
band connection. These include 

Delhi, Goa, Mizoram, Manipur, 
Sikkim, Haryana, and Himachal 
Pradesh. But in some other States, 
fewer than 70% have a broadband 
connection. These include West 
Bengal (69.3%), Andhra Pradesh 
(66.5%), Odisha (65.3%), and Aru 
nachal Pradesh (60.2%). 

There are also significant varia 
tion within caste groups on the is 

M 

sue of broadband connectivity at 
home. In households in the gener 
al category, 84.1% have broadband 
connection, while the numbers for-

Other Backward Classes (0BCs), 
Scheduled Castes (SCs), and Sche 
duled Tribes (STS) are 77.5%, 
69.1%, and 64.8% respectively. 
While it is significant that within all 
social groups, the majority of the 
households have broadband con 
nectivity, OBC, SC, and ST com 
munities are still significantly be 
hind households in the general 
category in this aspect. 

The most striking difference 
predictably exists in terms of in 
come. Generally, the monthly per 
capita consumption expenditure 
(MPCE) is used as a proxy for in 
Come, since income data at the 
household level is not available. 
From the unit-level data of CAMS, 
we have arranged the population 
from the bottom 10% to the top 
10% in terms of MPCE (Chart 1). 

While in the lowest decile class, 
71.6% households don't have 
broadband connectivity, the num 
ber for the highest decile class is 
only 1.9%. However, even for those 
who belong to the second lowest 
decile class, the majority (56.2%) 
have broadband connection at 
home. In other words, while the 
poorest are still on the wrong side 
of the digital divide, broadband 
connectivity improves with every 
decile class. Economic status is a 
significant determinant of broad 
band connectivity. The govern 
ment has said that provision of 
high-speed Internet is a funda 
mental utility akin to water Or elec 
tricity (Digital India website). To 
facilitate coverage of the poorest 
sections of the society, the govern 
ment can think of subsidising 
broadband connections so that 
there is universal coverage. 

According to the CAMS report, 
94.2% of rural households and 
97.1% of urban households have 
mobile or telephone connections 
in their households. When we look 
at people aged 15 years and above, 
92.4% in urban areas and 83.9% in 
rural areas can use mobile phones. 

However, a deeper look at the data 
shows that the use of mobile 
phones is not as universal as the 
headline numbers suggest. 

Table 2 shows the share of the 
population who use a mobile 
phone with an active SIM card ex 
clusively, for making calls or ac 
cessing the Internet. The data 
shows that women and socially de 
prived sections are at a disadvan 
tage. For example, within the gen 
eral category, only 25.3% of 
women use mobile phones exclu 

sively in rural areas, while the 
number for urban areas is 51.2%. 
For SCs, STS, and OBCs, the num 
bers are far below the general cate 
gory for both men and women. 

While there is a lot of discussion 
about 5G connectivity in India, da 
ta show that just more than half 
the population in rural areas uses 
4G, while more than 70% in urban 
areas use the same. A significant 
share of the population (40.4%) 
still uses mobile technology which 
is more primitive than 4G. The 
share of people with 5G connectiy 
ity is negligible in the country. 

To gauge digital skills, we fo 
cused on some basic tasks such as 
using the Internet, sending emails, 
copy-pasting from documents, us 
ing arithmetic operations in 
spreadsheets, and performing on 
line banking transactions (Chart 
3). Around 53.6% of the popula 
tion (15 years and above) can use 
the Internet in rural areas and 74% 
in urban areas. The proportiom 
who can send/receive emails is 
even lower (20% for rural, 40% for 
urban). Only around 40% of the 
rural population can perform the 
copy-paste function, while 60% of 
the urban population can. The 
share of people who can perform 
arithmetic operations in spread 
sheets is extremely low. Only 
37.8% of India's population aged 15 
years and above can perform on 
line banking transactions. 

Subhanil Chowdhury is an Associate 
Professor of Economics at St. Xavier's 

University, Kolkata, and Samiran Sengpta is 
a data analyst 

Digital 
goals 
The data for 
the charts were 

calculated by 
the authors 
based' on unit 
level data of the 
Comprehensive 
Annual Modular 
Survey for 
2022-2023 

Chart 1: The chart shows the broadband connectivity of households according 
to the decile classes of Monthly Per Capita Expenditurem (in %) 
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Chart 3:Select digital skills of the rural and urban populations of India (15 years 
and above) (in %) 
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The city begins in 
the classroom 

Green buildings are now part of the curricula, but 
dealing with heat and floods demands a paradigm 

shift that starts in the schools 

KAUSHIK DAS GUPTA 

THE FIRST HALF of 2025 has been a text 
book case of the chaos wrought by climate 
change on weather systems. It has been 
another hot year, but the record-breaking 
temperatures have not been during the 
summer months. People in India experi 
enced the hottest January since 1958. By 
February, not only was the cool weather 
in retreat, but the rising temperatures had 
also obscured spring in several parts of the 
country. It was the hottest that India has 
been in the second month of the year 
since 1900 - the national average tem 
perature was 1.35 degrees above normal. 
The IMD issued its first heatwave alert for 
the summer as early as April. But May had 
none of the scorching temperatures usu 
ally associated with the month. Delhi, 
Mumbai and Bengaluru set rainfall-re 
lated records. Heat returned to north India 
in the first half of June. Showers have 
brought some relief to the people. Like 
parts of south India and Maharashtra, the 
region could experience an early rainy 
season if the IMD forecast holds true. 

In recentyears, another factorhasmade 
the hot weather more taxing for Indians. In 
several parts of the country, the summer 
months are becomingstressful not just be 
cause of the high temperature. The mois 
ture in the air inhibits the body's ability to 
cool down through the natural mechanism 
ofsweating. The strain is feltmostacutely by 
outdoor workers such as construction 

hands, farmers, street vendors and food-de 
livery partners.Agrowing body of scholar 
ship shows thattheirbodies aré exposed to 
heat all day and do not get a chance to cool 
downeven during the night. A2022 World 
Bank study shows that more than 34 mil 
lion jobs in India could be at risk by 2030 
due to heat exposure. 

The humidity is the result of multiple 
weather systems around the country, 
which in turn are fuelled by the general 
warming of the seas. If this wasn't 
enough, the atmospheric instability 
caused by moist winds from the Bay of 
Bengal has left its mark in several parts of 
the country. More than 150 people lost 
their lives due to lightning strikes in 
March and April - an over 180 per cent 
rise compared to last year. Bihar's disas 
ter management authority records show 
that lightning strikes claimed more than 
90 lives between April 9 and April 14. The 
state has always been a hotspot for light 
ning-related calamities. But these would 
typically happen in June-July. 

Rain brings some reliefbut also leaves 
disruption in its wake. This yea, the ear 
liest onset of the monsoon over Mumbai 
coincided with the city breaking a 100-
year-old record for rainfall in May. Large 

a newly built Metro station, went under 
water, reminding policymakers of the vul 
nerability of the country's economy to cli 
mat Date risks. The downpour ept least 50 new waterlogging sitesi 
In the past two weeks, several parts of 
Pune have been inundated. Bengaluru, 
too, has experienced disruptive floods, 
and parts of the Northeast have been 
badly hit by landslides. 

at 

The growing threat of climate stress calls 
for urgent mid- and long-term strategies 
both structural and non-structural- to 

limit economic and social fallout. But first 
things first. Climate change and erratic 
weather are contributing factors: The un 
derlying issues related to many of the prob 
lems faced by people underscore long 
standing systemic gaps in planning, land 
use. and infrastructure management. 

Experts have underlined that most 
Indian cities are about 2°C hotter than 
nearby rural areas. The concrete, asphalt 
and bricks used for urban infrastructure, 
roads, buildings and pavements soak up 
and retain heat. These materials are part 
of an engineering paradigm that relies on 
the use of strong materials to construct 
sturdy offices, houses and roads. The be 
lief that they would withstand all kinds of 
weather hasn't been unfounded. But it's 
increasingly become evident that build 
ings are a source of extreme nighttime 
heat worldwide, including India. 

Cities are both a product of people's as 
pirations and harbingers of their progress. 
it's natural that they will expand. However, 
urban expansion has become coterminous 
with real estate, and authorities have paid 
short shrift to the natural capacities of cities 
to deal with excess water. Whether in 
Bengaluru, Mumbai, Pune, or Delhi, urban 
development-- planned and unplanned 
has meantthe loss ofnatural water sinks, ex 
acerbating theirvuinerability to climate risks, 

It's now evident that most of India will 
live in cities in the coming years. Will these 
cities be heat resilient? How will they deal 
with short but intense bursts of rainfall? 
Climate science has helped us understand 
why we live in unpredictable times. The chal 
lenge nowis to come to ternswith thechaos. 

Green buildings and climate-friendly 
planning are now part of the curricula in 
some of the top engineering and architec 
ture institutes. That will not be enough. 
Climate-proofing cities requires a para 
digm shift in Construction Science at 
ula across the country. Technology is, how 
ever, only part of the challenge. The 
weather vagaries pose b broader questions 
to knowledge and pedagogical systems 
they are as serious as the questions posed 
by Al and automation. 

curric 

The environment has become main 
stream to an extent. Butall too often, in ed 
ucational institutes, it's another box to be 
ticked. Ecology is is yet to become a part of 
people's socialisation in n most cities. 
Climate-proofing habitats and making peo 
ple resilient to weather vagaries requires 
classrooms to engage with heat, rain, light 
ning, mountains, oceans, rivers, lakes, and 
drains as lived realities of communities. 
the beginning should be made in schools 

parts of India's financial capital, including el kauslhik.dasgupta@expressindia.Com 
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WHY OUR CHILDREN MUST ASKWHY 

Theperilsofscience 
withoutscientifictemper 

Ensurinmgthe integrity of 
science education involves 

two non-negotiables 
critical thinking and 
empirical inquiry 

NAVNEET SHARMA AND 
PM GURUBASAVARAJ 

Ycientific teinper is essential for 
building an inquisitive, democrat 
ic, and progressive society. In In-

dia, despite significant developments 
in science and technology, thescientific 
mindset has not been able to enthuse 
our society successfully. This shortfall 
is a directresult of an education system 
that prioritises rote learning, relies 
on outdated teáching methods, and 
suffers from a lack of trained science 
teachers and effective communicators. 
Consequently, learners are seldom en 
couraged to ask questions or engage in 
meaningful knowledge construction. 
Scientific thinking, as Karl Popper 
rightly asserted, is rooted in doubt and 
challenges to established norms. 

Science education in Indiais ata crit 
ical juncture. One of the most debated 
proposals from the National Educa 
tion Policy (NEP) is the integration of 
Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS) into 
the curriculum. While this proposal is 
commendable-students must explore 
ancientIndia's significant contributions 
to science, medicine, and mathematics 
- the real challenge lies in how these 
systems arepresented andwho decides 
whatqualifies as legitimate knowledge. 
We must approach this integration 
critically. The policy encourag�s the 
inclusion of IKS in curricula, which 
encompasses Ayurveda, Vedic mathe-
matics, astronomy, linguistics, andeven 
metaphysics, withoutdifferentiating be 
tween empirical, falsifiable knowledge, 
and faith-based culturál practices. 

on'critical thinking"and "curiosity,"no using evidence-basedreasoning. 
framework is provided to differentiate 
seience from pseudoscience or logic 
from belief. In a countrygrappling with 
superstition, misinformation, and reli-
gious dogma, science education must 
equipstudentswith thetools to question, 
test, and revise their undetstanding of 
theworld-notmerely celebrate cultural 
heritage. This omission is particularly 
disconcerting when combined with 
recent state level changes to textbooks 
that have downplayed evolution, ex-
cluded Mughal history, and promoted 
unverifiable claimsaboutancientIndia's 

technological achievements. 

The phrase "scientific method" is 
notably absent from the NEP 2020 
document. While there is an emphasis 

Textbook sidebars such as "Did You 
Know?" often romanticise the past 
without offering critical analysis, refer-
ring to ancient innovations with little 
explanation of their scientific validity 
and inadvertently fostering respect 
over reasoning. The contributions of 
figures like Aryabhatta in astronomy 
or Susruta in surgery can be inspira-
tional, but they should be presented in 
a historical context with accuracy and 
scientific objectivity. 

There is growing concern among 
scientists and educators that topics 
like evolution and human origins -

Middle school science education has traditional targets ofideological oppo-
a shaping influence on how students sition - may be further marginalised 
perceive the world, Buttodad presented as "curriculumr 

, it is at the underthe NEP. Revisions to textbooks, 
intersection of politics, rationalisa-
pedagogy. Middleschoolmarksthetran-
sition from intuitive learning to formal 
disciplines. This iswhere students need 
to betaughthowtoposethe question, "Is 
this true?" instead of "Does this affirm 
my belie?" It's also the time ideologi-
cal distortion can do lasting cognitive 
damage-shaping worldviews based on 
nostalgia rather than evidence. If stu 
dents are taught that mythology equals 
science, orthatinquirymust deferto cul-
turalpride, we risk creating generations 
of passive learners who merely accept 
everything without questioning. 

tion," have led to the remnoval of entire 
chapters on evolution and the periodic 
table from the Class 10 syllabus. The 
NEP's focus on "lexibility" and "local 
knowledge," may further dilute essen 
tialscientific content, especially when 
it conflicts with religious or political 
sensitivities. 

To safeguard the integrity of science 
education, it is crucial to promote criti-
cal thinking andempiricalinquiry-we 
must distinguish scientific knowledge 
from traditional beliefs. While IKS of 
fer valuable cultural insights, they 
should be taught alongside modern sci-
entific concepts, subject to ennpirical 
investigation, and eventually evaluated 

Morethan mere text 
From a very early age preferably 
starting in Class 6- students should be 
taughtthefundamental principles ofthe 
scientificmethod, incudinghypothesis 
testing, observation, experimentation, 
and the essential principle of falsifiabil 
ity. These skillsare crucialfor developing 
ascientificmindset. Another important 
area is transparency in the revision of 
educational materials. Changes to text 
books should be conducted through a 
publicprocess, guided by scientists and 
educators, to ensure that contentis not 
influencedbyideological biases. Teach 
ing scientific topics such.as evolution, 
climate change, and human physiology 
is essential. These subjects must bepre 
sentedfully, withoutapology or dilution, 
so that students receive a comprehen 
sive and accurate scientific education. 

Additionally, we must introduce 
exercises that encourage students to 
critically compare modern scientific 
interpretations with traditional expla 
nations. The juxtaposition should be 
conductedinawaythat fosters curiosity 
and appreciation for alternative knowl 
edge systems, rather than promoting 
blindacceptance. Ifimplemented, these 

measures will not only enhance science 
education in India but also cultivate a 
generation skilled in critical thinking, 
enabling them to bridge gaps and thus 
contribute to a more intricate society. 

Science texts aremore than mere in 
structional materials; they are political 
documents that reflect what a country 
choosestoteachits childrenaboutknowl 
edge, truth, and the importance ofques 
tioning. TheNEP, despite its aspirational 
rhetoric, does notgroundscience in rea 
son. Instead,itallowsideologyto disguise 
itselfas fact. Meanwhile, textbooks often 
prioritise cultural pride at the expense 
of critical insight. In an age of climate 
crises, pandemics, and technological 
revolutions, we cannot afford science 
education that caters to sentiment. We 
need classrooms that serve as laborato 
riesofinquiry, notaltars ofnostalgia. The 
pressing question is notwhether Indian 
science educationisbeing politicised, but 
whether we will protect the integrity of 
science or allow it to become a casualty 
of cultural appeasement. 

Children silso the dlearn not only scien 
tific content e processes that 
generate that knowledge. Reforms in 
curriculum, pedagogy, and evaluation, 
combined with the infusion ofscientific 
reasoning across disciplines, are essen 
tial for developing a society that consist 
entlyasks "why" and applies raionality 
to solve real-world problems. 

(Navneet teaches ar Central 
University ofHimachalPradesh. 
Dharamshala; Gurubasavarajteaches 
at Rani Channamma University. 
Belagavi) o 
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Schoolspells hope 
for cancer patients 

he Karnataka government's decision to establish a 
residential school for children suffering from cancer 
near the Kidwai Institute of Oncology in Bengaluru 

is a commendable step towards inclusive healthcare and 
education. With over 3,500 school-going cancer patients 
in the state, this proposed facility, aiming to enrol 1,500 
children atatime, promises free accommodation, nutritious 
neals, specialised care, and uninterrupted schooling. This 
initiative, announced by School Education and Literacy 
Minister Madhu Bangarappa, ensures that young patients 
Would not have to choose between health and their future. 
On the surface, the model offers several advantages. It 
supportsholistic developmentofchildren with cancer byin 
tegrating structured educationwith continçous medical su 

pervision." Thissynergy can significantlyimprove the quality 
of life for children battling cancer. The school'sproximity to 
KidwaiInstitute ensures immediate access to expertoncolo 
gists, reducing thelogistical burden on families. In addition, 
living alongside peers facing similar challenges can cultivate 
a sense of emotional solidarity and mutual understanding, 
fostering a shared journey. For many, it wil finally mean 
continuity in education, no longer 
disrupted by frequent hospital visits 
òr prolonged absence from sch0ols. The residential 

facility must However, even well-intentioned 
proposals warrant scrutiny. One im 
mediate concern is the risk of isola-
tion. Confinement to a residential 
facility, while offering a secure envi 
ronment, may inadvertently restrict 
interaction with peers outside the 
school, limiting social development. 
The emotional toll ofseparation from 
family, particularlyforyoung children 
already grapplingwiththe traumaofcancer treatment, can 
beprofound. These students desperatelyneed the emotion 
al grounding and unconditional love that only parents and 
loved ones can provide. Another critical aspectis the quality 

of education; with government school SSLCresults at a dis 
mal 62%, setting up aresidential facility is not enough. The 
children deserve and must receive competitive education. 
Running such a specialised institution must be justified by 
measurable outcomes both in health andacademic perfor 
mance. Such a facility needs substantial funding, and the 
government must ensureitis never starved forresources. 

also address 
therisk of 
children's 
isolation, 
ensure quality 

education 

While the residential school isa step in the right direc 
tion, the governmentshould look beyond this initiative and 
address the larger, systemic issue of over-centralisation of 
health services. The Kidwai Institute is already operating 
beyondits capacity-the governmentmustestablishregion 
al centres across the state. This would not only help cancer 
Datients butalso allow children to stay closeto their parents 
while receiving vital treatment, sparing families unneces 
sary hardship. By taking these comprehensive measures, 
thegovernment cantrulychampion the cause ofyoung can 
kerpatients, paving the way for a brighter, healthier future. 

Admin
Typewritten Text
DECCAN HERALD (P-6), 18 JUNE 2025

Admin
Typewritten Text



ts 

la 
-

h 

-

1 

JSRAJPUT 
TISUNIVERSALLY acknowledged that young 
children learn best through their mother 
tongue. There can be no two opinions on the 
research findings cited in the NEP, 2020, which 
states that "children pick up languages ex 
tremely quickty between the ages of two and 
eight", and promises that "all languages will 
be taught inan enjoyable and interactive style, 
with plenty ofinteractive conversation".Given 
mylongassociation with the education sector, 
lam, however, uncomfortable with some of 
the ideas being put forward. 

The NEP lists "promoting multilingualism 
and the power of language in teaching and 
learning" as a fundamental priniple. The CBSE 
is emphasising this in the schools affiliated 
with it. But why limit it to schools affiliated 
with one board? This may also be the right 
time to thinkofchildren whose mother tongue 
finds no place in schools, with no books or 
teachers.There are also childrenwhose mother 

tongue has no script yet. One cannot ignore 
such realities or neglet the situation in a ma 
jority of government or municipal schools 
while advocating for multilingualism.Children 
studying thereneed to acquire linguistic skils. 
They are keen to learn multiple languages and 
certainly have the aptitude. But they need 
teachers -regular, properly trained ones-at 
the right teacher-student ratio, who under 
stand their socio-cultural environment and 

LANGUAGE OF INCLUSION 
Children thrive in their mother tongue -but only if no one is left out 

At times, our rhetoric 
becomes too grand and we 
end up ignoring core issues. 
Nearly 9 lakh regular 
teaching posts in 
government schools are 
vacant. This problem has 
persisted, with fluctuating 
numbers, for decades. What 

does 'multilingualisnm' 
mean for children 

studying in such 
under-resourced schools? 

aren'tconstanty anxious aboutwhether theyll teachers with the necessary language skills. 
be retained the next year. 

If circulars alone had the power to change 
things, millions of children-mostly first-gen 
eration leamers-would nothave sufered hu 
miliation, failure, and exclusion in the early 
years after Independence when they were 
brought to government schools by earnest 
teachers. The imposition of compulsory 
English learning, without aligning it to chil 
dren's spoken languages, contributed to higher 
dropout rates and poor performance. A trans-
planted education system - created by 
colonisers for a select few -was extended to 
achieve universal access, as envisioned in 
Article 45 of the Constitution, which directed 
the state to provide free and compulsory edu 
cation to all children up to the age of 14. The 
system cracked under its own weight. 

With the fading out of the earlier genera 
tion of Garndhian teachers and idealist politi 
cians, we became unable even torecruit teach 
ers on time. Today, for most Indians, the 
"power of language" is synonymous with 
learning English. Private, high-fee-charging 
schools are seen as the only hope of securing 
a "bright" future. Multilingualism will cer 
tainly helpnurture talent and skills, but only 
in schools that have teachers who believe in 

lifelong learming and a management system 
that ensures the regular presence of trained 

At times, our rhetoric becomes too grand 
and we end up ignoring core issues. Nearty 9 
lakh regular teaching posts in government 
schools are vacant. This problem has persisted, 
with fluctuating numbers, for decades. What 
does "multilingualism" mean for children 
studying in such under-resourced schools? 

The late CJL, Justice J SVerma, highlighted 
this in 2012.He unequivocaly stated that over 
10,000 BEd colleges were essentially selling 
degrees. So, what should our real priority be 
promoting multilingualism or recruiting 
teachers who have earrmed their degrees? Or 
perhaps, just ensuring schools are functional? 

In striving to match international bench 
marks and meet the aspirations of a select 
group, let us not forget our constitutional ob 
ligation to provide eguitable education to al. 
Imustemphasise that instead of focusing dis 
proportionately on a privileged section (like 
CBSE-affiliated schools), the more under 
served should not be ignored. Let children 
leam in the language they are most comfort 
able with. Let them decide the rest as they 
grow. Unburden them - instead of over 

whelming them with yet another circular. 

The writer works in education, socil 
cohesion and religious amity. He is presently 

an Atal fellow with PMML, New Delhi 
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THE TIMES OF INDIA, NEW DELHI 
WEDNESDAY, JUNE 18, 2025 

A dearth of teachers and lack of clear approach have resulted in confusion 

and muddled execution of NEP's mandatory three-language policy 

LIP SERVICE 

Why States 
Struggle To 
Teach The Third 
Language 

TIMES NEWs NETWORK 

n the corner of a school corridor 
in south Kolkata, a retired San 
skrit teacher quietly takes a class 
without pay. Down the hallway, a 
part-time Hindi teacher, paid just 
Rs 5,000 a month, juggles syllabi 

and student disinterest. 
These are not isolated cases they 

are scenes repeating acrOSS campuses of 
India, where the three-language formu 
la of the National Education Policy 
(NEP) is a muddled mosaic of politics, 
policy and pedagogy 

The idea is simple on paper. eve 
ry child in India should learn three 
languages preferably the mother 
tongue, Hindi or English, and one more 
Indian language. But in practice, the 
"third language" is often the orphaned 
child of the curricul um chronically 
underfunded. sporadically taught, 
rarely enjoyed 

NEP recommended three languages 
to promote "multilingualism, national 
unity. and cognitive development." 
The policy says: "The three languages 
learned by children will be the choices 
of states, regions, and of the students 
themselves, so long as at least two of 
the three languages are native to India." 

In essence, the policy is designed to 
"balance local relevance with national 
cohesion and global readiness". How 
ever, linguist Peggy Mohan says, "Not 
only does it not help, we don't have 
teachers to teach it. They are already 
overstressed with understanding Eng 
lish texts Language is not an intel 
lectual accomplishment. People learn 

languages if demanded by their envi 
ronment As usual politicians are load 
ing their issues onto children. 

Bengal: Disinclination and 
Honorariums 
In West Bengal, where the 
State Education Policy was 
introduced as a counterweight 
to the Centre's NEP. the third 
language begins in Class 5 - if 
schools can fnd someone to teach 
it Hindi or Sanskrit is usually the 
choice for Classes 7 and 8, or in some 
cases Urdu, but few institutions al 
locate full-time teachers for them. So 
principals improvise. 

"We employ a retired Sanskrit 
teacher on an honorary basis and a 
part-time Hindi teacher." says Amit 
Sen Majumder of Jodhpur Park Boys' 
School in south Kolkata. However, the 
pay can be as little as Rs 5.000 

Keeping students engaged and con 
vincing parents is equally a daunt 
ing task. Anjana Dutta, whose son is 
in Class 7 at a south Kolkata school, 
said, "Students are reluctant to study 
a third language, knowing it's only for 

two years. Govt should ensure proper 
teaching and offer language options 
that could be useful later." 

Incidentally Bengali is taught com 
pulsorily from Class 1. And while ASER 
(Annual Status of Education Report) 
2024 paints a picture of improvement in 
the state-71.3% of Class 8 students can 
read a Class 2-level text- parents arenot 
entirely impressed with the standards. 

Bihar: Ghost Classes, Silent Tongues 
In Bihar. the formula includes Hindi. 
English and Sanskrit or Urdu 
again. the approach smacks of lip 
service. "Some schools have students 
without teachers; others have teach 
ers without students," admits Mano) 

but 

TIMES Special 

llustrations: Uday Deb 

Kumar, working president, State Pri 
mary Teachers' Association. It's not 
surprising, as sanctioned posts for lan 
guage teachers has not kept pace with 
increase in students. 

Retired Patna University teacher 
and Sahitya Akademi Award winner 
Arun Kamal points out that students 

here mostly opt for Sanskrit as third 
language besides Hindi and English. 
Even as there is a facility for Bengali 
teaching in some schools, there are 

very few teachers for the subject. "We 
don't offer enough options. There is no 

engagement." imaginauvehich is Spoken in 146 Even 

Not only does it (the 
3-language policy) 

not help, we don't have 
teachers to teach it. They 
are already overstressed 
with understanding English 
texts.. As usual politicians are loading 
their issues onto children 

assembly constituencies and has been 
included in the 8th Schedule of the Con 
stitution, 0s not taught in schools as yet. 
Linguist Bhairav Lal Das says Maithili 
0s a popular language with a rich history 
but has not yet been made the medium 
of instruction even in the Mithilanchal 
(Maithili belt) of the state. "The educa 
tion system hasn't caught up with the 
linguistic richness of the state," says Das. 

Yet, paradoxically, Bihar's reading 
outcomes have improved: 41.2°% of 
Class 5 students can now read Class 
2-level texts. Numbers rise, but the lan 
guages dwindle. 

Utar Pradesh: Two Languages, 
Too Many Barriers 
Here, in the country's most populous 
state, Urdu and Sanskrit are taught 
from classes 5 to 8 in private schools 
and is mandatory for classes 6 to 8 in 
govt- and govt-aided inter colleges. In 
Some, govt students can even ch00Se to 
study Sanskrit till Class 12. 

Students opting for Sanskrit are lim 
ited though. Most tend to regard San 
skrit as merely a subject to clear in ex 
ams. Teachers, however, note that Urdu 
learning is more widespread because 
of its use in the literary world. "In our 

college, we have 15 Urdu learners in 
a class of 40. They come from all 

communities," says Mirza Shafiq 
Husain Shafag. an Urdu teacher 
in Lucknow. His class sometimes 

drifts into poetry and shayari. 
Recruitment of teachers is 

hard, though. "We get many sci 
ence and commerce teachers," says 

Anil Agarwal of St Joseph Institu 
tions. "But, for Sanskrit or Urdu. 

barely anyone applies." According to 
educators and administrators in UP. 

the challenge is in recruiting postgradu 
ate teachers for Sanskrit and Urdu, as few 
opt for higher studies in these languages. 

Agarwal says continuous profes 
sional development through workshops, 
conferences, and online courses would 
address the shortage. Mentorship pro 
grammes to connect experienced educa 
tors with newcomers and collaboration 
by govt bodies with academic institu 
tiòns in creating policies, he said, would 
create a conducive environment for 

teaching these languages. 

Karnataka: Familiar Scripts, 
Fading Words 
In Belagavi, the children speak Kanna 
da, Marathi, Urdu but not Hindi. "It 

feels out of place," says award-winning 

WHAT PARENTS WANT 
*......***************************************** 

Nearty half of 5,000 
parents surveyed 
preferred mother 
tongue as the 
primary medium 
of instruction 

97% of those 
surveyed 
supported 
combining regional 
languages with 
English 

However, concerns persist regarding 
curriculum design, teacher training, and 

- PEGGY MOHAN, LINGUIST resource availability 

Survey by: Adani Gems Education and Research Institute 

teacher Hema ldagal. "They can't grasp 
it because they don't hear it." 

In Mangaluru, eforts to preserve 
Tulu and Konkani as third languages are 
an act of devotion, not policy Tulu is of 
fered in around 40 schools, but Konkani 
Academy., footing the salary bill, has no 
formal funding for it Konkani's journey 
is steeper still just four to five schools 
now teach it, mostly in Devanagari. 

"People ask, why teach what they 
already speak?" says Joachim Stany 
Alvares of the academy "But if Eng 
lish speakers learn English, why not 
formalise our own?" 

25 

Even students who love Tulu find 
no continuation in pre-university edu 
cation, making the choice impractical. 
"We ofer it out of love," says Dinesh 
Shettigar, Tulu teacher and drawing in 
structor, who worries what will happen 
after his retirement. 

Maharashtra: Compounding The 
Confusion 
Here, teaching the third language be 
gins right from Class 1 at least in pol 
icy Teachers, however, are reeling from 
the shock. "It was never in the original 
foundational education plan," says Ma 
hendra Ganpule, ex-vice president of 
the State Headmasters' Association. 
"Then suddenly we were told it must be 
taught but with no extra teachers. 

In Marathi-medium schools, Eng 
Iish is a challenge; in English-medium 

schools, it's Marathi. A third language. 
usually Hindi, simply compounds the 
Confusion. The state recently made Mlar 
athi compulsory across all schools till 
Class 10. Hindi. initially mandated till 

Class 5, was made optional after protests. 
ASER data shows that in 2024, 50.3°% 

of rural students could read a Class 2 

text down from 2018. English reading 
proficiency remains dire. just 12.1o of 
Class 5 students could read basic sen 
tences in 2022. "Hiring depends on how 
many students opt for a language," says 
Zafar Khan, a headmasters' association 
president. "No takers, no teachers. 

The Language We Lose 
For a country that prides itself on lin 
guistic diversity, our classrooms echo 
the opposite. Third languages are a con 
stitutional promise, a pedagogical gift 

but, increasingly, an administrative 
burden, experts say. Prof Madri Kakoti 
of Lucknow University offers a hope 

ful note."Multiple languages dont just 
build neural pathways. They connect us 
to each other. To learn a third language 
is to increase cultural understanding 

between our people, expose our chil 
dren to the traditions of neighbouring 
states and their people, and encourage a 
whole new generation towards humani 
ties and literature. 

But, for that to happen, it must irst 
be taught with purpose not as a poli 
Cy checkbox, but as a bridge between a 
child's tongue and the world. 

With inputs from Poulami 
Roy Banerjee, B K Mishra, Mohita 

Tewart, Ravi Uppar Deepihi Sann: 
and Abhishek Choudhari 
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LEFT OUT 
ll over the world, there are more than 272 million children out of school. This alarm 
ing finding was presented by UNESCOs Global Education Monitoring Report of 2025, showing 21 million more than the last estimate. 

Of primary school-age children, 11% are out of 
school, 15% of the lower secondary age group, and 31% of the upper secondary group. This suggests that older children, probably in developing coun tries, tend to leave school early either to work, 
or simply drop out because of disinterest. This 
is a huge problen in India where the Lok Sabha 
was informed by the government that 1.17 mil lion children are out of. school. India's target ac 
cording to the National Education Policy is 100% 
enrolment by 2030. According to the report, fresh 
enrolment and attendance data account for 38% 
of the increase in out-of-school children. Girls 
in Afghanistan, for example, cannot go to high school. Recent United Nations population esti 
mates are also responsible for 62% of the imcrease. 

A 

The GEMR, however, uses different methods 
for its mnodel. If the data are administrative, there 
is no updated account of enrolment and attend 
ance; the increase in population is considered out 
of school. If the basis is a survey, then the data are 
more accurate because countries have their en 
rolment and attendance for each year. The team 
imputes values for the years when no data are 
available. So they may not always be the same as 
the countries' out-of-school figures. The model 
also depended on the census because the increase 
in population is a modifying factor in the final es 
timate. The report, however, assumes that school 
age populations are stable and does not take ac 
count of crises and conflicts. These affect attend 

-ance and enrolment. Many children did not go 
back to school in ndia after Covid. Some had fall 
en behind, not being able to access lessons digital 
ly; some went to work to help their families which 
had lost their livelihood; some were left without 
parents or at least the earner of their household. 
Conflict may not only reduce attendance, children 
may leave school by migration to safe zones. But it 
also makes data collection diffhcult. But even if the 
figures in the report are not fully accurate, the pic 
ture it gives is of an enormous number of children 
who would find it difficult to cope in a literate and 
high-tech age. 
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Drunkdrivers: 
Schoolsmust stepup 
tis shocking that 58 schoolvehicle drivers inBengalu 
ruwere caught driving under the influence ofalcohol, 
once again exposing the systemic negligence that 

plagues theschooltransport system. Thelicences ofthese 
drivers who were found to have consumed alcohol much 
above permissible limits during an early-morning crack 
down have been sent to the RTO for suspension. This is 
notmerelya case of drunken driving-itis a direct assault 
on the safety of children. The fact that drivers entrusted 
with the care of children reported to duty intoxicated is a 
betrayalofthe highestorder:. Whatis even moretroubling 

is that such checks are difficult to conduct during peak 
hours duetomanpower shortages and themorningtraffic 
congestion. The dangers posed by a drunk driver extend 
far beyond the risk of accidents, as they may exhibit un 
predictable and inappropriate conduct raising concerns 
ofmisbehaviour or aggression towards children. 

Therefore, the burden of accountability cannot rest 
on the police alone; transport contractors and school 
managements should also be held responsible. If a bus 
driverisfoundundertheinfluence ofalcohol, the contract 
should be terminated and legal pro 
ceedings initiated. Schools must be 
made answerable too because they 
are the ones who appoint these con 
tractors and are responsible for the 
well-being of the children under their 
supervision. Schools are theprimary 
custodians of children during school 
hours and transport -their duty ex 
tends beyond academics to ensuring 
the physical and psychological safe 
ty of every child. Parents too need 
to introspect. Often, they entrust 
their children to overcrowded vans 
andauto-rickshaws withoutyerifying 
the credentials or fitness of the driver. When a tragedy 
occurs, the outrageis always directed towards the author 
ities-but why wait for a tragedy? It is high time parents 
demandedaccountability from theschoolmanagements. 

The risks are 
alarming: as 

custodians of 

the children, 
schools 
shOuld be 
held 
accountable 

Theimage of an inebriated driver behind the wheel ofa 
schoolbusis alarming. The Karnataka State Commission 
for Protection of Child Rights should view this issue with 
utmost seriousness, as it directly impinges on the funda 
mentalright of children to safety and protection. Arobust 
Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) should be put in 
place, requiringbreath analysertests for all drivers before 
theybegin their duty each morning.As the Joint Commis 
sioner of Police (Traffic) pointed out, the authorities are 

now contemplating invoking provisions of the Juvenile 

Justice Act, 2015, against the offending drivers. This isnot 
justappropriate-itis necessary. Ultimately, safeguarding 

children is a collective responsibility: stricter enforce 

ment, greater accountability from school managements, 

andheightened vigilance from parents. % 
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Teachers that Tripura 
chose to forget 

VARUN SUCHDAY 

nthe silent corners of South 
Tripura, thejungle overlooks 

Lthehomes oferstwhile teach-
ers. It'sa scene common across 
Tripura: 10,323 teachers were 
dismissed by the state govern-
ment10 years ago. 

Tanmay Nath andothers filed 
acasein 2014 againstthewrong 
ful recruitment of 462 govern-
mentteachers by the then-state 
government of The Left Front. 
The state government had re-
cruited 10,323 teachers, includ-
ing 1,100 postgraduate, 4,617 
graduate, and 4,606 under-
graduate teachers. The Tripura 
High Court ruled in favour of 
Tanmay Nath and others, stat-
ing that the state government's 
2003 Employment Policy was 
"badin law". 

Para-127 of the High Court 
verdict clearly stated that the 
order of the division bench ap-
plies onlyto teachers mentioned 
in the case by Tannmay Nath and 
others. The state government, 
however, terminated the entire 
cohort of 10,323 government 
teachers. Even today, a major 
ity of these teachers are unem 

ployed. 
PradeepReangis one ofthem. 

WhenImnethim in Reang Para, a 
village on the edge of the forest, 
he greetedmewith aquiet smile 
and a tattered plastic chair out-
side his mud house. 

"I wasn't even named in the 
case," he told me. "We [teach-
ers] filed RTIs. The response 
confirmed it. Still, we were all 
terminated." 

Their appeals to different 
courts failed. Their protests, 
including a large gathering in 
Agartala in 2021, were metwith 
water cannons and tear gas. 

"When our petitions were 
dismissed, we turned to what-
ever work we could find" said 
Pradeep, I started farming and 
rubber tapping. Some teachers 
droverickshaws, soldvegetables, 
or turned to oddjobs... 180 [160] 
teachers died, while some com-
mitted suicide due to economic 
hardships. Teaching is a well-re-
spected profession. We lost re-
spect and income overnight." 

Private schools are reluc-
tant to hire them due to prob-
able legal implications. "We 
have been stigmatised. People 
don't know who the 400 [462] 
teachers mentioned in the case 
are, so they are sceptical. Pri-
vate schools don't want to get 
involved. All doors are shut!" 

shared Pradeep. 
The government's response 

since has been, at best, evasive. 
In 2018, the new BJP-led state 
government offered a one-time 
extension to teachers, which ex 
pired in March 2020. On March 
31, 2020, one week into the first 
coronavirus lockdown, 8,882 
teacherswere againunemployed. 

Iheadedto anothervillage in 
South Tripurato meetthree ter 
minated teachers to gain more 
clarity. I met Bijoy, Samyukta, 
and Subhash (names changed 
to protect theiridentities). 

We were proud to serve," 
Samyukta toldme.Itwas a dig 
nified job. The verdict ruined 
our lives. We were young and 
in our prime 10 years ago. We 
could've achieved a lot in life." 

Recent developments make 
their story even more painful. 
In April 2025, the Tripura gov 
ernment acknowledged the 
teacher shortage and the need 
to find the best teachers" from 
outside the state to improve ed 
ucation quality. The terminated 
teachers, still living and search 
ing for employment in Tripura, 
weren't even mentioned by the 
state government. 

While the state government's 
decision to address the shortfall 
is a step in the right direction, 
whatabout the well-trained and 
experiencedformerteachersstill 
searching for employment and 
answers? Might the state gov 
ernment consider listening to 
their concerns and addressing 
them? The 2014 High Court ver 
dict clearly stated that the state 
government must run a fresh 
recruitment drive and complete 
itbefore 31 December 2014. The 
state government did not. The 
Supreme Court Bench upheld 
the High Court's verdict in 2017 
but asked the state government 
to complete a fresh recruitment 
drive by 31 March 2020. Once 
again, the government failed to 
do so. 

Those once entrusted with 
shaping Tripura's future gener 
ations are now nowhere in the 
conversation. They have been 
quietly erased, not just from 
their jobs, but from the state's 
conscience, too. Ten years is a 
longtime to waitforjustice. Can 
the state governmentsecurethe 

state's future by acknowledging 
and addressing its past over 
sight? Can it find a solution clos 
erto home instead of searching 
elsewhere? 

(The authoris an independent 
researcher and writer) 
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What is IT-D's 
feat in quantum 
Communication? 

What is quantum key distribution? 
What are the possible applications of 

quantum communications? 

Vàsudevan Mukunthi 

The story so far: 
n June 16, the Ministry of Defence said in 
a statement that IIT-Delhi scientists 
together with the Defence Research and 

Development Organisation (DRDO) 
demonstrated quantum communication over a 

n in free space. distar 

What is quantum communication? 
When two or more photons, the subatomic 
particles oflight, are created in just the right 
way, measurements made on one photon will 
instantly determine the result for the partner 
photon, too - even if the photons are far apart. 
This phenomenon is called quantun 
entanglement. Quantum communication is an 

concepts of quantum physics, but especially 
entanglement, to make a given communication 
channel leakproof. In one scheme, like the one 
the IT-Delhi team demonstrated, entangled 
photons carry information from a source to two 
stations. If any third party intercepts one of the 
photons, the other photon will mmediately be 
disturbed as well and the channel will be 
revealed as insecure. In short, quantum 
commun 

miunication channels that are protected 

The greater goal is to 
distribute secure keys 
to receivers anywhere 
in India by beaming 
photons through the 
atmosphere with the 
help of satellites 

Hov does QKD work? 

important method in quantum communication 
is quantum key distribution (QKD). 

SOurce 

If Bala has a message for Selvi that he wants only 
Selvi to receive, a simple way is to send a letter. 
At the address, the postal eation of the 

against 
computational 

attacks since any 

rhinuhlic lmowledge. but only Selvi will 
have the key to access it. The key is private 
knowledge. Receiving email works similarly: 
Bala will send an email to Selvi's email D (public 
knowledge) and Selvi will use her password 
(private knowledge) to access it. 

attempt to tap the 
quantum channel 
will itself be 
revealed. Thus 

QKD 0s a specialised form of quantum 

communication whose sole puposae 
Bala and Sevi pssh ley, they can unlock 

athe messages they send each other. 

they aence 
settings. An 

Note that QKD doesn't encrypt the message 
itself: that's achieved using traditional 
algorithms like Advanced Encryption Standard 
(AES). Instead QKD helps both parties acquire 
the key to unlock that encryption in a secure 
ry There are two kinds of QKD. 
prepare-and-measure waysdstates and Selvi 
photons in some Pclemnent-based QkD, a 
measuresendled nhoton pairs and sends 

What did the IT-Delhi team do? 

one photon to Bala and the other to Selvi. 

neme 

optical ibre link. 

nce 

The IT-Delhi team, led by Prof. Bhaskar Kanseri, 
trans1mitted keys through the air using 

distance of entanglement-based Qe sten up from 
one km in the l"T caiph an ontcal fibre. 
transmitting Pnoton establish reliable QKD 
The greaLe Btation and a satellite orbiting 
betweedrods ofkilometres up. This way 

the satellite can distribute keys to receivers 
anywhere in India by beaming photons through 
the atmosphere. Notably, the test demonstrated 

"a secure key rate of nearly 24O bits per secon 
with a guantüm bit eror rate of l 
When the photons reach Bala and s 
will measure each particle. Si 
entangled, the medsure 

What next? 

In this case uendered acceptable lor uie 
the time, 

Risslon 

o help 

QKD scheme through more than 

lmport 

e. Common sources of error 

include turbulence in the air, detector noise, 
and artifical lighting. 

d Selvi. they 
ethev're 

Previously, Prof. Kanseri's team had 
demonstrated a quantum communications link 
between Vindhyachal and Prayagraj in Uttar 
Pradesh in 2022. In 2024, enm ofan 

re 

nde 

1ents have to match up. 
Irements disagreed <7% of 

communlcatlon which will be a ga 

The I1T-Delhi team demonstrated the technology 
In the presence of dignltarles from the DRDO, 
the institute, and the Dlrectorate of Puturlstic 
Technology Management. Afer the event, 
Minlster of Defence RaJnath Slngh sald India had 
"entered into a new quantum era of secu 

iture warfre." These chdslntalning 
network win 
guantunm communl 

chnologles, the Indlan develop sucnt government approved the National Quantum 

-changer n 
entall a quantuin 

n 2023 with an outlay (2023-2031) of 
Quantum communlcation has 

b000cllan applcations too, especaly 
banking and telecom sectors. 

e help sclentists 
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Many international students in the U.S. 
caught in the crosshairs of the Trump 
administration revoking visas are Indians. 
As some self-deport and others wait, the 
crackdowns cast a larger shadow over 
freedom and plurality in some of the 
world's top educational institutions 

Pooja Garg 

abir has spent the past 
few months running. 
Every morning, before 
the California sun begins 

to glare on the cracked sidewalks, he 
slips on his shoes and bolts out the 
door. The run, says, is what kee 
him sane. «T keeps 

e only time I can 
make a plan. What to say to the 
lawyer. Which papers to organise. 
Who to call for help." How not to fall 
apart. 

Kabir (nane changed on request), 
who had arrived from Pune to study 
at the University of California, bad 
his student visa revoked a 
housands of othere Ong with 

across the 
country. The email had comne 
without warning. It had given him 
no time to prepare. Just a sudden 
vanishing of the ground beneath his 
feet. He hasn't stopped running 
since. "I got this news on April 2 
just a day after Eid. I had wanted to 
go home, but couldn't in these 
circumstances," he says. 

And now, it may bea lóng while 
before he can. His Eid kurta and suit 

are still on the hanger, waiting to be 
worn. His apartment still carries the 
remnants of a celebration that didn't 
last. A few half deflated balloons 
cling to the ceiling-a bittersweet 

memory, as just a few days before 
he had won the is visa revocaom selection H-1B lottery 

process by which a limited number 
of H-1B visas are allotted every year). 

In the weeks that followed, 
Kabir's days became a blur -
mornings on the pavement, 

* afternoons in legal and immigration 
offices, evenings in community 
centres where other students like 

c chairs, Cat huddled on pondering comparing legal notes, 
what they had done wrong. Each 
time, the same questions, the same 
uncertainty, hung like static in the 
air. 

"I run, I walk, I travel. Anything 
to escape my thoughts," says Kabir. 
And yet, 1 
faces 

ofhre 
everywhere. In the 

other students who are 
caught in the same dragnet. In a 
mural stretched across a wall in Los 
Angeles that says, 'My brother and I 
are my parents' American Dreamn.' 

In the eye of the storm 
Kabir's story is not his alone. 
Thousands like Kabir have been left 

upended by 
law 

in limbo, their 
the shifting ides of 
and political mood in the 
States. 

fuumigrad 

aCk the latest Stories Vla #ThMagazine on ¡) Instagram and XX (formerly Twitter) 

In March, the Trump 
administration announced that it 
was cancelling $400 million in 
federal funding for Columbia 
University "due to the school's 
continued inaction in the face of 
persistent harassment ofJewish 
students_" and other alleged 

violations. Similar action was also 
directed against other Ivy League 
institutions such as Cornell, UPenn. 
Harvard, Brown, and Princeton. 

"We are seeing many Indian 
students being targeted: Megha 
Vemuri and Prahlad Iyengar of MIT, 
Ranjani Srinivasan of Columbia, 
Badar Khan Suri of Georgetown 
University. This has had a chilling 
effect on the psyche of Indian 
students. They are carrying 
passports from the dorm to the 
classroom, which is not something 
typical. They are having 
conversations around what to do if 
ICE (Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement) shows up 
campus," says Akil Kasubhai, an 
alumnus of the Uniyersity of 
Michigan and co-president of 
SAATH, a community that 
empowers South Asian youth to 
drive political change. 

What began as visa revocations of 
students who participated in or 
supported pro-Palestine protests 

stasised by April. Suddenly. had metasta 
hundreds of international stùdents 
had their visas revoked. Denying 
sTudent visas based on soclal media 
vetting is the latest step ln this 
quickly unravelling saga. 

Rohan Soni, an alumnus of 

Columbia University and 
imdent of SAATH, says it is 

that Indian students are 
targeted when they really just want 
to focus on their education. "Most 
Indian students are quite reserved 
when it comes to politics. They keep 
a low profile so that they can get 
their degrees, join the workforce, 
and make a better life for 
themselves" he says. 

co 

A larger ideological campaign 
The Trump administration's move to 
ban international students has been 
unfolding alongside a systematic 
rollback of diversity, equity, and 

More than 1,80o 
students from 
nearly 250 colleges 
in the U.S. have had 
their visas revoked 
and their SEVIS 
records terminated. 

inclusion (DED programmes across 
the country. 

In January 2025, an executive 
order directed all federally funded 
institutions to terminate all u race- or 
gender-based 

claiming thev Sy progammee 

ey were in violation of 
meritocratic ideals and civil rights 
law. Soon after the order, the 
Department of Education launched 
investigations into 45 colleges for 
"race-exclusionary practices". The 
Department of Homeland Security 
also imposed stricter limitations on 
student visas: narrOwer Optional 

Practical'rand checks, and (oPT) eligibility, 
intensive 
increased scrutiny of STEM 
graduates, most of whom are from 
countries like India and China. 

According to the Community 
Explainer by the South Asian 
American Policy Working Group, a 
network of organisaions that 
address policy issues affecting South 
Asian communities, "More than 
1,800 students from nearly 250 

Get connected » wwww.thehindu.com 

colleges have had their visas revoked 
and their SEVIS records terminated 
without notice or due process. Only 
about half of them received actual 
notice of their visa revocations, so 
many might not even be aware of 
their visa termination" SEVIS, or the 
Student and Exchange Visitor 
Information System, maintained by 
the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security, keeps an electronic record 
of the immigration status of 
international students and exchange 
visitors. 

Indian students haye been 
hit the hardest 

Ameican 

All these changes in the past few 
months, however, have not 
impacted all international students 
equally. Indian students, the largest 
single group of foreign students in 
the United States, have been hit 
especially hard. The American 

gauon Lawyers Association 
estir that 50% of those affected 
are from India. 

In this climate ofuncertainty, 

ILLUSTRATION: SAAI 

international students find 
themselves in the crosshairs. Kabir 
says there was no explanation given 
when his visa was revoked. We 
were left to guess what the issue 
could be." In some cases, visas were 
revoked because of a late fee 
payment, a longforgotten speeding 
icket, or an old address S not updated 
in time. He remembers dian 
student who had his visa revoked 
because ofa fine for catching the 
Wrong-sized fish. "The most serious 
infracion by an Indian student that I 
came across Twasa DUI [driving 
under the influence]," says Kabir. 

Normally, minor infractions don't 
result in visa revocation, according 
to Atlanta-based Sarah Hawk, 
Partner & Chair of Immigration and 
Global Mfobility at Barnes & 
Thormburg, a business law firm. In 
the case of these students, often the 
infractions happened a long ime 
ago and were never proven. 
cONTINUED ON 
» PAGES 4-5 
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"South Aslans, of whom 
Indans are the langest number, 

anany 
Peddibhot, ecier 

Amerlcan Justice Collaboratve. 
*One of ny aed on 

alse allegatos by a security 
bo arested him found 

ho evldcence of wTongdolrg. Yet 

gaduate and do his OMT 
d his visa 

niater all hese veans 
has cost htm his endre arer 
srudents the same way she 

These gadtows have alko 
ralsed concems about 
Suncera Dewan, a New 
Yorbased mmhas 
left most students confrsed Is 
Sder are uoried arnd aro 
askdng rhey hoa se 
them Into trouble." 

Clinkeal ePa 

Counseling for Children and 
ife altertng rauma to srudent 

"Imagne gotng througn thns s 
where you no longer 
wo 

nd 

oleshe creared 
Thsre and antiety. 

the rules have. It is 
disempoertng. she yx 

Legal batlegrounds 
reslsting chvi rshts rolhack 
NatBomwBde, they have fled over 

6S lawsuls, of whlch they have 
SeCured temporary rellef n 35. 

reinstated. 
àd their viss 
sone of the students 

who got hks visa reinstated in 
onihere had 

becn a mstale Hesshat 
had happened. "I was getding 

ready to lee thecm 

house sublcase, who woud get 
reof my plnts. It was Just a 
matrer ofboarding a light, he 

But the struggde Is far rom 
er. "Ta0ncea visa Is 

revoled, ven reins 
-�en though the courts have 
addresed the issue ln some 
revolrd, l(you hve a sudent 

ant lee and then come back 

Sys Niha Kamn, ner 
Immigration Liw GroUhod 

Haksbdenr visa who 
had hts stanus revokd and had 

reothved a noiicatdon that they 
had made a misae. but 
Now he has to get another visa 

Amerian Dream no more? 
At aver 7% -42 Lkh In total 
Indians form the largest gTOup of 

us, s per a 2024 report by the 
Enfornon and C 

Folowing the upheavals In the 
seems to be changdng 
dramatcaly. I ran an analysis 

....... . 

that compaures SEVIS data from 
arenzo atteshlt is the 27.9% 

decline in Indian students, writes 

Practice In the Department of 
Hiober P cadership and 

College, on his Substack. That's 

Sudents who have chosen the U.S. 
as thelr education destination in 

There s a masshve shift in the 
menaly Orintemabonal 

comfortable comlng to the U.S 

Syns look to other 
countries lor nigner oce 
for students but also for the 

r bst the lLS. cconomy. 
reminds immgaton attoney 

Karmanl. ACCording to Coi 

Weare scelngmaY 
angeted, Tbis bas had a 

chilllng efect on thelr 

rom dormtochssronm 

aT0ng their pasports 
AKIL KASUDILAI 
Co-Drsldent ofSAATHns nus and 

ADRIFTIN 
AVERICA 

STEP 
UP 
FOR 

INTERNAT0CHA 
STUDENTS 

Coming together (Clockwlse from above) Northwestern Unversity faculty 
and students at a protest gathering in April; a Harvard Unlversity student at a 

protet ogamnrment en Mav 289.2025. (6ETTY IMAQES A 

Solidarity with Harvard 
The cloudy sies on Harvard's graduatlon day on May29 were not new for 
BOstolobes belonged toHarvatd gradvates who had ralsed them 
asasignofsolidarnty withtheintemautonalstucentbody at theinsuton 

specch -Io the class of 2025, from down the strceet, across the country, 
and around the ono, tohriemetresaway. a 
judge was working to extend a court order allowing Harvard to enrol 
Internationeurt had revoked thatability This had come on the heels of 
blions frozen in fünding by the government and threats to strip Harvard 
ofaccre rtiism and alleged antisemitism. 

Even as Havrd foughtback, arguing that these werefetoymores 
nther proclamatlon on June 4 barring Harvard:bound.. 

ternatiooriny restralning order to halt entorcement, she also 
rknowedged "immedlate and ircpanoieinybt lo the 

ust legaleso (or the tho thanjut 

intern 

were retal. 

ntof 

Board, a 120-year old U.s-based 
SAT and AD tests the akerace 

huiton and lees lor an 
s30.780 in public lnstirutions 
and S43,0 uding the 

t an 

standard cost of living of 

$10,000530chool 
year, 1.l millon internatoh 
blllon to the US, economy. as 

per NASators. At 27%, 
Indian students contributed 
almost $2 b 

Not only do the 
students bring in money. ney 

heotermatiornal 
students are a huge part ol 
country, says Kesubhal. 

Emerging as new favourites 

bes 

n the 

Alotofstudents got 
nervous and 
sclldepoted, Who knows 
Wheiw At the same 
time,there are othes who 
are not leavingthe uslor 
doublecdged sword. They 
are afrald to go, thecy are 
afrald to stay 

Advandngjustice (one of thernts' 
rHohts 0nCeonrt 

Iwouldencourage 
hehleteA 

who is included and 
whoiseYCiuaeu 

this as an opportuniy to 
understand our 

movement 

sWATI BAKRE 

Mentor, The 

among Lndlan students are 
France, New Zealand, Germany, 

,and 

report by Arpan Tulsyan, Senior 

Foundation She wites,"For 
Indian mlddle ciass 
Imohes several years of srrings 

with costs ranang berween 
anmualy. Any uncertainty fot 
Vsa app rocrss runs US 
cducation into a high-risk 
the famiys cost-beneht 
analysis" 

Learnings from a crisls 

The visa bn may hind 

it lingers as the afterslock ol a 
Pminfomed clinician 
She Ls also an educator and 

Country 

ALSO POPULAR WITH 
INDIAN STUDENTS 

Germany 

Russia 
Bangladesh 

Ireland 

Uzbekistan 

France 

terin 

New Zealand 

2022 

3,430 

mentor at The Famy nstitur f 

Nortrat tem Cnhity She 

students to think uf Ue histury 
who is incided and 

parunetets I think of this as an 

OPlo to hitory and to th 
ciril rizhts m¡eme 

406 

605 

stand in Lscouton fron the past" 
For internat. 

an sdeologscal war they dd mt 

strt. A ar at 
to belonz Who s to kam 

purpoe of education in AerIa 

JLarvard an continue tote 
spaces 1or lrergom., oeo2C. 
very kdeals ate beinZ Tecat. 
threats. 

2023 

20,684 

19,784 23,503 31,444 

17,006 20,363 29,232 

23 296 

5.601 

2025 

8,011 10,433 

494 

34,702 

6,471 

9,915 

8536 

7297 

5 Increase 
(2022 - 2025) 

+67.8% 

591% 

-71.9 

6816 

+149.2 

Source: Lok Sabha Unstorred Question Na 12, crd12 

3 

"354.7 

maprine 
Sut,ur 2, 2U2S 

Y ht 

dt wy to makr m 

runity 

frn edtan In he US 

tres dorAD nety ptore 

y 

that w et Cateit 
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India not a magnet for global 
science, says Ramakrishnan 

Some key pain points in Indian science are delaved release of funds every year, research scholarS not being paid 
Scholarships for as long as a year, and whimsical ways science policies are changed with little discussion with scientists 

R. Prasad 

ith the U.S. 
terminat 
ing several 
research 

programmes, firing thou 
sands of federal scientists, 
and cancelling important, 
high-value federal research 
grants - $8 billion already 
and further cuts of almost 
$18 billion next year for Na 
tional Institute of Health 
(NIH), proposed cuts of 
about $5 billion next year 
to National Science Foun 
dation (NSE), proposed cut 
of nearly 25% to NASA's 
budget for 2026, and bil 
lions of dollars cut in 
grants to several universi 
ties - many U.S. scientists 
are planning to move to 
other countries. 

According to an analysis 
carried out by Nature Ca 
reers, U.S. applications for 
European vacancies shot 
up by 32% in March this 
year compared with March 
2024. A Nature poll found 
that 75% of respondents 
were keen to leave the 
Country". 

Not competitive' 
The European Union and 
at leasta handful of Euro 
pean countries have com 
mitted special funding to 
attract researchers from 
the U.S. But since the com 
mitted funding is dwarfed 
by the scale of funding cuts 
by the U.S., and the fund 
ing is already highly com 
petitive in Europe, senior 
scientists from the U.S. 
may not move to Erope in 
large numbers. 

«There will be a few 
scientists who will move, 
butI do not see a mass exO 
dus. Firstly, salaries in Eu 
rope are well below those 
in the U.S. Secondly, mov 
ing is always difficult both 
professionally and perso 
nally. Finally, the U.S. is 
still the pre-eminent scien 
tific country, and that will 
be hard to walk away from. 
I say this as somneone who 

actually did move from the 
U.S. to England over 25 
years ago, with a salary 
that was just over half what 
I was making there," Nobel 
Laureate Venkatraman Ra 
makrishnan, professor at 
the MRC Laboratory of Mo 
lecular Biology, Cam 
bridge, U.K., says in an 

Promise, but gaps 
Nobel Laureate Venkatraman 
Ramakrishnan explains why India 

may not actually benefit from the 
U.S. science funding cuts: 

email to The Hindu. 
In comparison, India 

has only a handful of insti 
tutions, such as ISC, NCBS, 
TIFR, IISERS, and ITs, that 
can possibly attract U.S. 
scientists. According to 
him, even the renowned 
institutions in India are 
�world class only in some 
very specific areas". 

"I do not see India as a 
general magnet for interna 
tional science" Prof. Ra 
makrisbnan adds. 

Though funding for 
science in India has in 
creased in absolute terms, 
the percentage ofGDP allo 
cated to R&D has actually 
reduced. India's gross ex 
penditure on R&D is esti 
mated to be 0.6-0.7% of 

GDP in 2025. Specifically, 
with long-term assured 
funding for basic research, 
which is absolutely neces 
sity to attract researchers 
based in the U.S., not gua 
ranteed by existing pro 
grammes, can India take 
advantage of the situation 
in the U.S.? "India's R&D 
investment as a fraction of 
GDP is much less than Chi 
na's and is about a third or 
less of what many deve 
loped countries have, and 
far below countries like 
South Korea. It will not be 
competitive without a sub 
stantial increase," Prof. Ra 
makrishnan says. 

Lack of funding 
Prof. Ramakrishnan says: 
"Neither the funding, the 
infrastructure, nor the gen 
eral environment in India 
is attractive for top-level in 
ternational scientists to 

There will be a 
few scientists 
who will move, 

butldo not see a mass exodus 

India's R&D investment 
as a fraction of GDP is 
much less than China's and 
is about a third or less of 
what many developed 
countries have 

Neither the funding, the 
infrastructure nor the 
general environment in India 
is attractive for top-level 
international scientists to.. 

Though funding for 
science in India has 
increased in absolute 
terms, percentage 
of GDP allocated 

to R&D has reduced 

work in lndla 

C With the U.S. firing thousands of federal scientists 
and cancelling high-value research grants, many 

scientists are eyeing other countries 

leave the U.S. to work in In 
dia. There may be specific 
areas (e.g. tropical diseas 
es, ecology, etc.) where In 
dia is particularly well suit 
ed, but even in these areas, 
it will be easier for scien 
tists to do field work there 
while being employed in 
the West." Given a choice 
between some European 
country or India, he 
strongly vouches for Eu 
rope as being "far more at 
tractive as a scientific 
destination". 

In many developed countries, 
the ratio of private to public 
investment is almost two or 
more. In India, it is almost the 
opposite 

U.S. applications for European vacancies 
shot up by 32% in March 2025 compared 

with March 2024 

Some of the key pain 
points in Indian science 
are the delayed release of 
funds every year, research 
scholars not being paid 
scholarships for as long as 
a year, and whimsical ways 
in which science policies 
are changed with little dis 
cussion with scientists. 
Even the Ramalingaswami 
re-entry fellowship, which 
aims to support the return 
of. early-career life scien 
tists with at least three 
years of international post 
doctoral training, has 
faced abrupt policy chang 
es. Currently, there are no 
national policies to attract 
senior scientists from oth 
er countries. "If India is se 
rious about attracting In 
dian scientists abroad to 
return, it needs to provide 
far better incentives, China 

India has a demographic 
dividend. ..However, this 
is a temporary advantage, 
and if India squanders it, it 
may find itself unable to be 
competitive in the future 
with other Asian 
cOuntries and 

the West 

has shown that with suffi 
cient investment anda sta 
ble commitment, it can be 
done," he says. 

Funding in India is avail 
able mainly from the go 
vernment agencies such as 
DBT, ICMR, DST, and 
SERB, With negligible priv-
ate funding. In 2021, the 
governmnent announced 
50,000 crore for the Anu 
sandhan National Re 
search Foundation, which 
will replace SERB. In De 
cember 2024, Minister of 
State (Independent 
Charge) of the Ministry of 
Science & Technology and 
Earth Sciences, Dr. Jiten 
dra Singh, in a witten rep 
ly to the Lok Sabha, said 
that a budgetary provision 
of only 14,000 crore had 
been made by the govern 
ment for 2023-2028. The 
balance 36,000 crore will 
have to be sourced through 
"donations from any other 
sources", including public 
and private sectors, philan 
thropic organisations, 
foundations, and interna 
tional bodies. "In many de 
veloped countries, the ra 
tio of private to public 
investment is almost two 
or more. In India, it is al 
most the opposite. This is 
really a failing on the part 
of Indian industry" Prof. 
Ramakrishnan adds. 

Years ago, Singapore 
successfully attracted se 
nior scientists to move per 
manently or as visiting fel 
lows. He'attributes this to 
high salaries with low taxes 
and excellent scientific in 
frastructure. On the socie 
tal front, Singapore is clean 

and well-run with first-rate 
schools, healthcare, mass 
transit, and safety, and has 
become a desirable desti 
nation for 'scientists from 
developed countries, he 
adds. On the other hand, 
scientists moved from Ger 
many to the U.S, and other 
countries in the 1930s be 
cause they were in signif 
cant personal danger. 

Temporary advantage' 
To attract senior scientists 
from other countries and 
to encourage talented peo 
ple already working in In 
dia, he stresses two critical 
aspects: scientific and so 
cial, India needs a strong, 
stable commitment to 

science, which means not 
only much more funding 
but also more stable e fund 
ing, much better infras 
tructure, and, just as im 
portantly, insulating 
science from politics and 
excessive bureaucratic 

rules and regulations." 
About the social factors, he 
says: "The other detriment 
to attracting scientists (es 
pecially non-Indians) from 
abroad is India itself, To 
day, well-of Indians have 
essentially seceded from 
public spaces in India. To 
day, the streets are filthy 
and full of trash. the side 
walks are not navigable, 
and the air is unbreathable 
in most cities... Which non 
Indian would want that 
sort of life for themselves 
and their children?" 

He is, however, full of 
praise and appreciation for 
researchers in India contri 
buting to science despite 
several challenges. 

"I have many scientific 
friends in India, and I am 
always amazed by how 
they manage to do such 
good work in such difficult 
conditions, and yet be so 
cheerful. Young Indians 
are so bright and enthu 
siastic, but they are being 
let down by the country as 
a whole. India has a demo 
graphic dividend-it is one 
of the few large counries 
with youthful 

population." 
"However;" he cautions, 

"this is a temporary advan 
tage, and if India squan 
ders it, it may fnd itself un 
able to be competitive in 
the future with other Asian 
counries and the West." 

a 
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Literacyis rising, 
butwe can do better 
he 80.9% literacy rate for the country, reported by the 2023-24 Periodic Labour Force Survey 

(PLFS), shows good progress from the 74% 
recorded by the 2011 census, but it also shows the 
challenges in the basic education system. The best per 
forming states are Mizoram, Lakshadweep, Kerala, 
Tripura, Goa and Tamil Nadu. Mizoram has declared 
itself a fully literate state with a score of 98.2%. Kar 
nataka has to improve its performance as it does not 
figure in the top 10 states. The New IndiaLiteracy Pro 
gramme (NILP), started on April 1, 2022, to improve 
literacy among adults, has achieved some results but 
the focus of the country's literacy programmne has rightly been on school education. 

Importantly, the report shows that the implementa 
tion of the universal literacy programme is hindered 
by many persisting inequalities, mainly along gender 
and regional lines. A literacy level of just over 80% 
is inadequate in a country of 140 crore people. The 
literacy rate is significantly higher in urban areas 
than in rural areas. This rural-urban gap exists in all 
s�ates, andit is caused by uneven distribution of edu 
cational infrastructure. Serious 
gender disparities also exist, with 
male literacy significantly out 
pacing female literacy in several 
states. The national average for 
men is 87.2 % and women 74.6%. 
Though girls do well in school, 
many are not even sent there,as Bihar 
and among those who do make 
it, a goodnumber drop out early. 
Bihar, Madbya Pradesh and Ra 
jasthan are the worst achievers 
in overall literacy, and the gender 
literacy gap in those states is be 
tween 16 and 20%. 

The top states show what good 
strategy, persistence, community 

Disparities 
persist, with 

states such 

Madhya 
Pradesh and 
Rajasthan 
faring poorly 

support, and outreach can do for basic schooling. The 
states at the bottom, such as Bihar, show the inadequa 
cy of governance and infrastructure. They also high 
light how social, economic and cultural hurdles affect 
literacy plans and objectives. Every state needs strat 
egies suited to its milieu. Laggard states need to pay 
greater attention to their literacy levels because, by 
keeping large sections ofthe people illiterate, they are 
pulling down not just themselves but also the nation. 
An illiterate population is a demographic liability as 
illiteracy has high economic and social costs. A high 
literacy percentage is not enough. Education should 
improve from basiclevels to the highest levels for it to 
result in true empowerment. s 6 
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Let'sbeproud, not 
ashamed ofEnglish 

STANLEY CARVALHO 

he recent remarks by 
Home Minister Amit 
Shah against the English 

language andlinkingitto shame 
are unfortunate and regressive 
and smack oflinguistic chauvin-
ism in a diverse country such as 
India. The remarks come amid 
arowin some states that are ac 
cusing the Centre of imposing 
Hindias partofthe National Ed-
ucation Policy's (NEP) three-lan-
guage formula. 

Speaking at a book launch in 
New Delhi, Shah said that those 
who speakEnglish in Indiawould 
"soon feelashamed"and thatthe 
Creationofsuch asocietywas not 
far away. He also underscored 
that native languages were cen-
tral to India's identity and Eng-
lish would be frowned upon as a 
symbolofcolonial slavery across 
the world. 

Before one delves into the sig-
nificance of English and its role 
in India, itis crucial to emphasise 
that sonecolonial legacies have 
persisted in India even after 77 
years due to a combination of 
factors, including their per 
ceived utility, the seting up of 
institutions that favoured these 
practicesand their SOCial andcul 
tural integration into Indian life. 

So, should we be ashamed of 
these "symbols of colonial slay-
ery' that could include not only 
English but also the game of 
cricketthat has become a deeply 
ingrained part of Indian culture, 
even outsmarting the colonis-
er? What about other colonial 
legacies such as golf, the many 
clubs, the vast railway network, 
the administrative and legal sys 
tems, etc.? 

Coming to English, love it or 
loathe it, you cannot ignore it; 
English has willy-nilly emerged 
as a link language in India, act-
ing as a unifying factor across 
India and the world. One could 
perhapssayithas almostbecome 
another Indian language. 

According to the 201l census, 
only 43.6% of Indians reported 
Hindi as their mother tongue. 
About 57% of Indians are esti-
mated to be able to speak Hindi 
functionally. Hence, to connect 
with therest of India and forgov-
ernment-related official purpos-
es, a common language is neces-
sary, and English has served the 
purpose all along. 

If India is a superpower in 
information technology (IT) 
today, it is because of the large 
pool of English speakers work-

ing in this sector and who are 
globally competitive, a clear ad-
vantage we have over countries 
such as China, 

Our constitution is also 
drafted in English, and the gov 

Akademi gives out awards an 
nuallyto thosewritingin English. 

More recently, India sent sev 
en delegations on a diplomatic 
outreach missionto 32 countries 
toconvey India'sresolve to tackle 
terrorism. The members, picked 
fromn different political parties, 
were largely English-speaking 
politicians. 

English has become an aspira 
tional language in India, the path 
towards better education, jobs 
and progress. Even those work 
ing in informal sectors, such as 
domesticworkers, streetvendors 
andconstructionlabourers, send 
theirchildrento Englishmedium 
schools. We should be proud of 
this, not ashamed. 

In nearly all the southern 
states aswell asin Delhi. Haryana 
and Punjab, there are morechil 
drenin English-medium schools 
than in vernacular schools, ac 
cording to areportby theUnified 
District Information System for 
Education (UNDISE). 

Given its status in ndia and 
globally today, it isiimperative k 
that English remains a medium. 
for communication and contin 
ues to serve as an important link 
language given the linguistic di 
versity ofl 

Of course, while students 
should have the right to pick the 
languages of their choice, they 
should also be encouraged to 
learn differentlanguages. 

Moreover, the government 
mustrise above narrow-minded 
politics and embrace inclusivity 
by giving equalimportancetothe 

manylanguages across Indiaand 
notenforce Hindiin the name of 
national unity. 

Tamil Nadu, which has been 
atthe forefront of the clash with 
the Centre, has claimed that the 
BJPwasusingthe NEP notto im 
prove education but to secretly 
pushHindi. West Bengal too has 
criticised the BJP over the issue. 

In fact, some believe the min 
ister's remarks are a furtive way 
ofimposing Hindi all over India. 
As Dalit rights activist Kancha 
Illiah Shepherd said, it's part of 
the RSS-BJP's larger ideological 
plan, which has long pushed the 
idea of one language, Hindi, for 
one nation. "They're uncom 
fortable with how English em 
powers Dalits, Adivasis, and the 
poor. English is liberating, and it 
opens global doors. That's what 
scares them. If India becomes 
more English proficient, caste 
hierarchies will weaken. 

Science, technology, diploma 
cy-they all operate in English. 
Why else would S Jaishankar 
be our foreign minister? "Be 
cause he speaks fluent English, 
not just Tumil or Hindi," he told 
The Federal. 

(The writer is a Bengaluru 
ernment-established Sahitya based independentjQurnalist) 
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To lead globally, India must not just invite R&.D global excellence - it must be ready to host It 

STEM the Tide forResearch 

Sheel Kapoor & 
Aditya Sinha 
n 1950, the US made a radical 
wager: that funding curiosity 
unapologetic curiosity-throu-
gh the installation of the Nati 
onal Science Foundation (NSF) 

could change the world. Thepayoff was 
immense. Forevery $1of publicresear-
chfunding, the US economy gained bet 
ween $1.50 and $3. Over 260 NSF grant 
recipients went on to become Nobel 
laureates. 

Cut to 2025. The US has proposed a 
56.9% cut to NSF's 2026 budget-even 
as last Friday a federal judge blocked 
the move eliminated over 1,400 gr-
ants worth more than $1 bn, and slash-
ed graduate science fellowships by 
half. In real terms, this means 46,000 
jobslost, anda $6.1 bnhitto GDP throu 
gh supply chain effects and declining 
R&D demand. 

Efficiency concerns are 
mpting the US to cut back 
on scientific research. A 
March 2025 Nature survey 
shows 75% of US-based 
scientists, and 79% of post 
graduate and PhD studen 
ts are considering leaving 
the country This moment 
is India's opportunity 

pro 

With less than 0.7% of 
GDP spent on R&D and 15 
researchers per1 lakh peo 
ple (compared to 423 in the 
US and 1307 in South Ko 
rea), India is underbuilt, 
but not incapable. II ndda 
reforms its institutions, 
funds bold research and 

builds real pathways for global talent, 
itcan become notjust the worid's back office but also its brain. The question 
0sn't whether top minds will leave the 
US, but where they'l land. 

In May the EU launched 
a ¬500 mn ($576 mn)°Choose 
Europe for Science' campa-
ign aimed at attracting glo-

whether top bal scientifictalentbetween 
minds will leave 2025 and 2027. The initiative 

the US, but where n bonnses and longer 
offers super grants with re 

they'll land contracts. France has pled-
ged ¬100 mn ($15 mn) under this fra 
mework, alongside a separate Choose 
France for Science' co-funding plat 
form. This investment comes as the 
EU seeks to reverse its declining share 
in global research output, calling on 
member states to commit 3% of GDP 
to R&D by 2080. 

For starters., you'll have to make better offers than that 

Talents Plan (TTP) and Young Thousa 
nd Talents (YTT), China has systema 
tically built a global pipeline for high-
end scientific talent. TTP offers extra 
ordinary incentives: 
ºA one time bonus of l mn renminbi 
($140,000), 35mnrenminbi in research 
grants, housing subsidies, relocation 
allowances and access to senior roles 
inacademia and industry By 2017, TTP 
had recruited over 7,000 high-calibre 
professionals, including Nobel laurea-
tes and faculty from MIT Stanford and 
Oxford. 
º Sent out 3,500 offers between 2011 
and 2017, targeting PhDs from the top 
100 STEMuniversities. A January 2023 
study in Science, Has China's Young 

Thousand Talents program 
been sucoessful in recruit 
ing and nurturing top-cali-
ber scientists?", found YTT 
awardees averaged 2.39 pub 
lications a year and ranked 
in the top 15% of Chinese 
origin US researchers by 
productivity. 

Chinahas been years ahead inrecog-
nising that talentis the new oil. Throu-

gh lagship programmes like Thousand 

The ouestion isn't 

2500 

Indiahas institutedarange of talent-
returnand international collaboration 
programmes, including the Ramanujan 
Fellowship, VAJRA (Visiting Advanced 
Joint Research), VABHAV (Vaishwik 
Bharatiya Vaigyanik), SIRE (Science 
and Engineering Research Board In 
ternational Research Experience) and 
GETin (Genome Engineering/Editing 
Technologies Initiative), to integrate 
diaspora scientists and enhance dom-
estic R&D capabilities. 

However, these schemes have 
challenges: 
>They are fragme 

nted across minis 
tries. 

labs. 

> Structurally most 
programmes are fel-
lowship-based. with 
finite tenures, lack 
tenure-track conversion mechanisms 
and fail to offer institutional integra 
tion or strategic roles within national 
>Funding levels --typically ranging 
between 85,000 and 135 lakh amonth 
-with modestresearch grants, are in-
sufficient to attractglobal talent or bri-
ngIndian researchers back. 
> Lackof state of-the artlab intra, espe 
cially outside IISc and IITs, undermin-
es India's competitiveness as a resear 

ten face asymmetric institunonal coi 
ch destination. Returnee scientists of 

ditions, like outdated equipment, poor 
administrative support and rigid pro 
curement protocols. 

tured onboarding, inter-institutional 
mobility or peer networks, has often 
isolatedreturnees. 

China has been years ahead in 
recognising that talent is the new 
oil. Through Thousand Talents 
Programme, it has systematically 
built a global pipeline for 
high-end scientific talent 

>Administrative ineficiencies are com-
mon deterrents, such as delays in gra 
nt disbursal, compliance burdens and 
lack of autonomy in fund utilisation. 
>Cultural resistance within host ins 
titutions, coupled with absence of struc 

>Absence of a mission-oriented inn0 
vation agendameans returnees arenot 
embedded in coherent national-level 
grand challenges. 

But India's scientific ecosystem has 
begun to witness a quiet revolution, 
with momentum accelerating. There 
is a concerted effort by several minis 
tries towards bringing in reforms for 
the ease of doing research. Anusan 
dhan National Research Foundation 
(ANRF) marks a foundational shift in 
how the country approaches research 
funding and governance. It's central 
ising fragmented efforts and introdu 
cing coherence across disciplines. 

ANRF aims to become the backbo 
ne of India's R&D architecture. New 
funding mechanisms, like the Advan 
ced Research Grant (ARG), are being 
introduced. It's designed to serve as a 
stable, long-term bread-and-butter 
grant for Indian scientists. Simulta 
neously critical fin 
ancial reforms 
are under 

way to make research more friction 
less. These include streamlining fund 
disbursal, easing utlisation norms 
and granting greater autonomy to in 
stitutions. 

But India must seize thisrare mom 
enttolauncha unified, mission-driven, 
talent-attraction programme target 
ing researchers fom the world's top 
100 STEM institutions. The lre of be 
ing back home must be supplemented 
with state-orchestrated efforts. 

Fragmented, short-term schemes 
are no longer sufticient. What's need 
ed is a cross-ministerial effort aligned 
with national innovation priorities 
and backed by investment in cutting 
edge lab infra. To lead globally India 
must not just invite excellence 
must be ready to host it. 

it 

Kapcor is CEO, FAST India, and 
Sinha isapublic policy profèssional 
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Go On, Popthe Innovation Pill 

Sheetal Arora 

Rollout of the 5,000-cr Promotion of 
Research and Innovation in Pharma 
MedTech Sector (PRIP) scheme sig 
nals a shift in how India approaches 
the sector's growth. This initiative, 
expectedto begin disbursals by the 
end of 2025, could attract 17,000 cr in 
additional R&D investment. For an 
industry that has long been associa 
ted with generic manufacturing, this 
represents aparadigm shift towards 
innovation-led growth. 
The pharma world is approaching a 

'patent cliff", and for Indian firms, it 
represents an unprecedented oppor 
tunity: 24mega-selling drugs with com 
bined annual sales exceeding $250 bn 
willlose patent protection by 2030. 
This means blockbuster medicines 
like Humira for rheumatoid arthritis, 
Keytruda for cancer treatment, Stel 
arafor psoriasis, and Symbicort for 
asthma will soon be open for generic 
manufacturing. 
When these patents expire, drugpri 

ces fall by atleast 50%. For a contry 
where out-of-pocket (OoP) healthcare 
expenses are high, this holds immen 
se significance alongside its commer 
cial potential. 

be easy. Indian firms will face tough 
competition from generics and must 
match the original drug standards. Suc 
cess will hinge on investment in bioeg 
uivalence studies, regulatory compli 
ance andrésilient supply chains. 
Indian pharma companies are eyeing 

these opportunities. Zydus, Sun Phar 
ma, and Bharat Serums and Vaccines 

(now partof Mankind Pharma) have 
invested in establishing world-class 
R&D centres, focusing on developing 
new chemical entities. The younger 
generation of scientists and entrepre 
neurs, bringing fresh perspectives, is 
accelerating the transition froma 

generic-focused industry to one that 
balances both generic excellence and 
innovative drug discovery. 
MNCs are also rethinking their view 

of the Indian market: Novartis, Novo 
Nordisk and EliLilly have chosen to 
outlicense their brands to Indianfirms 

rather than directly market them here. 
This trend reflects both the growing 

Capturing these opportunities won't stir things up 

capabilities of domestic firms and the 
nique challenges of serving India's 
diverse and price-sensitive market. 
These partnerships benefitall. In 

ternational companies can maintain 
a presence in India without the com 
plexities of direct operations, while 
Indian firms gain access to establish 
ed brands and molecules, leveraging 
deep market understandingand ex 
tensive distribution networks. How 
ever, building these relationships 
requires investment in compliance 
systems, gquality infrastructure, and 
continuous capability upgrades to 
meet the exacting standards of inter 
national partners. 
Other positives in the sector include: 

º Exemption of 36life saving drugs 
from basic customs duty will benefit 
companies bringing in innovative 
medicines. Drugs like AstraZeneca's 
Selumetinib, Pizer'sLorlatinib, Nov 
artis' Ribociclib, and GSK's Mepolizu 
mab will now be more affordable. Ad 
ditionally, six more life-saving medici 
nes have been added to the concessio 

nal5% duty slab, prima 
rly targeting cancer, 
rare diseases and other 
chronic conditions. 
>The health budgethas 

risen to over 95,000 cr 
for FY26, up 9.46%. More 
than anumbers game, it's 

about building a health 
care ecosystem fit for our 

vastpopulation. 
º 15,479 Jan Aushadhi Kendras provi-
de genericmedicines atprices up to 
80% lower than branded equivalents. 

Aheart medicine that once cost 500 is 
available for 100, bringing essential 
treatments withinreach of ordinary 
citizens. Yet, ensuring consistent qua 
lity and maintainingreliable supply 
chains remain a challenge. 
> Extension of PMAyushman Yojana 
to people above 70 years creates a vir 
tuous cycle-more people seeking 
treatment drives demand for medici 
nes, which, in turn, encourages phar 
ma companies to invest in better pro 
ducts and wider distribution. 
> Development of healthcare infra in 
tier-2 and tier-3 cities is also helping. 
However, attracting and retainingqua 
lified medical professionals in these 
locations remains a hurdle, requiring 
innovative approaches to compensa 
tion, career development and quality 
of-life considerations. Again, the mar 
ket for pharmaproducts will, then, be 
able to expand. 
ºA'nutraceuticalrevolution' is un 
derway. With the market expected to 
grow from $4 bn in 2020 to $18 bn by 
December, nutraceuticals representa 
significant growthavenue for compa 
nies willing to investin quality and 
innovation. 
The convergence of multiple factors 
patent opportunities, Gol support, 

infrastructure development and chan 
ging consumer behaviouris crea 
ting unprecedented opportunities for 
the sector Companies that embrace 
innovation, while maintaining tradi 
tional strengths in affordable health 
care delivery will thrive. 

The writer is CEO, Mankind Pharma 
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Battle against salt must 
begin with school meals 

alt in Indian diets holds a special place, 
not just in our kitchens, but also in our 
history, language and even politics. It was 
salt, after all, that Mahatma Gandhi chose 

as a symbol of resistance against British colo 
nial rule. Even .today, the phrase "namak ka 
farz (the duty of salt) speaks to a deep cultural 
association between salt and loyalty, sacrifice, 
and trust. But while salt is rich in symbolism 
and tradition, it's also quietly contributing to a 
serious health crisis in India today. 

Excess salt consumption is a major con 
tributor to high blood pressure, which signifi 
cantly increases the risk of hypertension, car 
diovascular diseases (CVDs) and other non 
communicable diseases (NCDs). NCDs have 
contributed to more than 60% of all deaths in 
India over the past decade, with 
CVDs constituting a quarter of these 
diseases. Hypertension is a leading 
cause of the problem, given that 
approximately one in four Indian 
adults suffers fromn the condition. 

This crisis is not just limited to 
adults. The Comprehensive National 
Nutrition Survey (CNNS) (2016-18) 
found that 5% of Indian adolescents 
between 10 to 19 years old are hyper 
tensive. This is a concerning statistic, as chil 
dren with hypertension have about seven times 
higher odds of developing hypertension in 
adulthood. Moreover, dietary habits formed 
early in life tend to persist, excessive salt con 
sumption during childhood can shape taste 
preferences, making chldren more likely to 
prefer salty foods later in life. Research indi 
cates the typical daily salt intake for Indians 
ranges from &-11 grams of salt. This is double 
WHO's recommended daly salt intake of less 
than 5 grams. The recommended intake for 
children is below4 grams of salt. 

Against this backdrop, a compelling strategy 
to address this silent crisis is to improve what 
children eat at school. PM Poshan (Pradban 
Mantri Poshan Shaki Nirman), India's critical 
school meal programme, provides cooked 
meals daily to l18 million students across 1.12 
million schools. Each PM Poshan meal 
accounts for 25-30% of a child's daily nutritional 
requirements, making it important to ensure 
that they are wholesome and nutritious, Initia 
tives like school nutrition gardens, or Poshan 
Vatikas, under the scheme are a positive step, 
encouraging the use of fresh ingredients and 
healthier food habits. 

tion outlined in the National Multisectoral 
Action Plan to combat NCDs (2017-22). This will 
help achieve India's national goal to cut popula 
tion-level salt intake by 30% by 2025. While PM 
Poshan guidelines specify nutitional norms for 
calories, proteins and various food groups, they 
offer a broad recommendation to add salt "as 
per taste'. Introducing standards to require a 
gradual reduction of salt in PM Poshan will help 
reduce salt intake among school children and 
also modify their taste towards low salt food. 

School meals can be made healthier by 
reducing salt, a key proposed policy interven 

Globally, countries are adopting comprehen 
sive strategies to make public food healthier. 
These include limiting the use of ultra-proc 
essed foods, and prioritising fresh, nutrient-rich 
ingredients in public food programmes. These 
experiences exhibit success stories in ensuring 

Urvashi 
Prasad 

healthy public food procurement. 
Singapore mandates lower-sodium 
menus across government institu 
tions. In Brazil, school feeding pro 
grammes emphasise fresh, minimaly 
processed foods while reducing ultra 
processed ingredients. Chile has intro 
duced front-of-pack warning labels 
and prohibits high-sodium foods in 
school kiosks. India, too, has a well-de 
signed school meals policy that 

reflects many of these principles, such as the 
use of fortified staples, provision of mid-day 
meals, and adherence to nutritional guidelines. 
The impact of these provisions could be further 
strengthened through consistent implementa 
tion and enforcement of FSSA>'s regulation on 
promoting healthy food environments in 
schools by restricting the availability and mar 
keting offoods high in saturated fats, trans fats, 
added sugars, and sodium (HFsS). 

As a first step, we must set clear, age-specific 
salt standards at the populationlevel, beginning with PMPoshan. There should be no ambiguity 
about how much iodised salt is appropriate for 
children of different age groups. Equally impor 
tant is involving parents and caregivers in this 
effort since children's taste preferences are 
shaped not only in schools and arnganwadis, but 
also at home. 

This is a moment for the ministries of educa 
tion and health to come together to develop and implement guidelines on salt consumption for children. Ultimately, this isn'tjust about cutting down on salt. It's about reimagining public health, starting with what's served on a child's 
plate. 

Uryashi Prasad was director, Niti Aayog. The views expressed are personal. 
Huderah2d Khaiuraho Mumbai, Trivandrum, Visakhapatnam. Viiavawada and bevond hy 
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A 
POOR JOB 

ccording to the Periodic Labour Force 
Survey data, India's unemployment rate 
rose from 5.1% in April to 5.6% in May this 

year. The spike, according to the PLFS figures, was 
particularly relevant to India's youth. This is, of 
course, not the first time that youth unemploy 
ment in the country has been red flagged by rel 
evant data. Two years ago, a paper by the Center 
for Monitoring the Indian Economy had pegged 
the youth unemployment rate at a shocking level 
of 45.4%. Last May, the statistics ministry had 
stated that underemployment - where employ ment is not commensurate with skils, another 
problem that impacts Indian youth- was "sur 
prisingly high" at 62.28%. That India has been 
facing a festering unemployment crisis in the last 
decade is not a secret. Cold statistics have borne 
out this worrying phenomenon repeatedly. As 
has public response: the attendance at the 
Mega Job Fair that was organised recently by 
the ndian Youth Congress bears proof that the 
government's claims and data notwithstanding, 
unemployment continues to be the proverbial 
elephantin the room. 

Criticism of the Narendra Modi government by 
India's political Opposition for its failure to create 
employment for India's youth and, thereby, mine 
the demographic dividend is not rare. But it can 
not be said that the Opposition has been effective 
in mobilising public opinion on unemployment as 
a means to change electoral outcomes. In the last 
general election, the Opposition did focus on un 
employnment, among other economic challenges, 
and managed to restrict the electoral tally of the 
Bharatiya Janata Party below the majority mark. 
But it could not prevent Mr Modi from winninga 
third term. Unemployment and uneven economic 
growth - innumerable Indians remain depend 
ent on free rations for subsistence in the world's 
fourth-largest economy remain lucrative ay 
enues for electoral mobilisation in ndia, The 
Opposition must finda way to convey the extent of 
the crisis and elicit a favourable response from the 
electorate on this issue. Could the Indian Youth 
Congress's rozgar mela serve as a proverbial tem 
plate in this regard? Such a ploy could generate 
favourable optics. However, mass mobilisation on 
economic issues requires a well-crafted, imagina 
tive and meaningful strategy that would not only 
resonate with the electorate but also ensure that 
such burning questions are sustained in the public 
discourse. The Opposition, it can be said without 
a doubt, is yet to find a way to get the job done in 
this respect. 
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Degrees ofdissent 
JIYAN ROYTALUKDAR 

n May 2025, the University of 
Liverpoolannouncedplansto 

Lset up a new campus in Ben-
galuru. Itis one of the 15 foreign 
universities that have expressed 
interest in opening campuses 
in India. This development fol-
lows the Universities Grants 
Commission's 2023 regulatory 
update, aligned with the New 
Education Policy (NEP) 2020. 
The NEP aims to elevate India's 
academic ecosystem by inviting 
top global institutions to set up 
base in India. 

While this move could foster 
healthy competition andencour-

age existing Indian universities 
to improve their infrastructure 
and academic standards, it also 
raises importantquestionsabout 
the quality and autononmy of our 
own institutions. 

Foreign universities opening 
campuses in India is indeed a 
welcome step, especially as it 
could help reduce enormous 
foreign remittances. However, 
one must ask whether these 
institutions will be allowed to 
maintain the kind of independ-
ence and academic freedom 
that is increasingly under threat 
in India's ownuniversities. These 
announcements come at a time 
when crackdowns on academic 
freedom are becoming disturb 
ingly common on homegrown 
campuses. 

Ashoka University is a telling 
example. On its website, the 
university aspired to become a 
globalleaderin liberaleducation. 

Butthe cormerstone ofany liberal 
education is academícfreedom-
something that has come under 
strain atAshoka. The case ofProf 
Mahmudabad is only the latest; 
earlierresignations ofDr Sabyas-
achi Das and Prof Bhanu Pratap 
Mehta also reflect this erosion. 
As noted academic and leader 
Yogendra Yadav wrote in a na 
tional daily, when an institution 
seeks to teach well and encour 
age critical thinking, it naturally 
cultivatesa spirit of inquiry 
which often leads to dissent. 

When these foreign univer 
sities open campuses in India, 
what level of freedom will they 
actually enjoy? Will the govern 
ment develop the maturity to 
tolerate dissent that may arise 
from these campuses? Ifforeign 
universities are allowed more 
freedom because they are seen 
as valuable investments, what 
messagedoes thatsend to India's 
owninstitutions? 

India ranks a dismal 156th out 
of 179 countries in the V-Dem 
Institute's Academic Freedom 
Index, with neighbours Bang-
ladesh and Pakistan scoring 
higher. Not only have private in-
stitutions like Ashoka come un-
der pressure, but even premier 
public universities like Jawaha-
rlal Nehru University have faced 
the government's interference 

from denying permission to 
travel abroad to allowing violent 
attacks on campuses. Time and 
again, institutional autonomy 
and academic freedom in India 
aretested. 

The challenges are not only 
external. Internal campus poli 
tics, too, can be disruptive. The 
violentclash atJNUbetween the 

AkhilBharatiya Vidyarthi Parish 
adand the Students Federation 
oflndia is a case in point. 

In the United Kingdom, po 
litical parties are not allowed to 
directly contest student union 
elections. Individuals may form 
alliances, but candidates large 
ly run as independents. If India 
wishes to reformits universities, 
perhapsatransition towardsuch 
a system is worth considering. 
This does not mean political ac 
tivities should be banned from 
campus. Rather, a shift towards 
fostering alliances and debates 
without confrontation may help 

maintain intellectual diversity 
andcivility. 

Currently, no Indian univer 
sity figures in the top 100 of the 
Q` World University Rankings. 
If we want our institutions to 
match the global standards of 
thoseopening campuses in India, 
academic freedom must be ex 
panded and diversity of thought 
encouraged. 

It is time for India to legally 
guarantee academic freedom. 
In the UK, academic freedom is 
protected under the 1988Educa 
tion Reform Act, which ensures 
that staff can question received 
wisdomandadvancenew--even 

controversial ideas. In the Unit 
ed States, the Supreme Courthas 
consistently affirmed academic 
freedomasacore elementoffreer 
speech. The recent confronta 
tion between President Donald 
Trump and Harvard University 
showed the kind of institutional 
autonomy and courage Ameri 
can universities enjoy even in 
the face of political hostility. 

Belgium, one of the high-, 
est-ranked countries on the, 
Index of Academic Freedom, 
recognises academicfreedom as 
part of both freedom of expres 
sion and freedom of education. 
UNESCO, too, has emphasised!: 
academic freedom in its 1997o 
recommendations on the status, 
ofhigher educationteaching per 
sonnel. IfIndia wants to bringits, 
institutions up to international! 
standards, it must consider en 
actingatleastasoftlaw to protect: 
academicfreedomandresearch. . 

Institutions like National Law 
School of India University, and 
ISchave the potential to rival top 
global institutions. But to realise 
thatpotential, ourcampusesmust 
become spaces of free inguiry 
open to dissent as much as to the 
defence ofgovernment policies. 

(The writer ispursuing legal 
studies at the National Law 
School ofIndia Universiry, 
Bengaur) Dn2l9 
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School education 
he Performance Grading Index 2.0 released.by the 
.Ünion Education Ministry i_ a tell-tale sign of how 
the school education system continues to fail the 
State children. It punches holes in the policy and 

approach adopted by the government, which has been hin 
dering 'students' academii
 and overall development. The 
State has been ranked in the second lowest grade along 
with nine other States, including five from the Northeast, 
in the grading index. Assam's score is in the range of 461 
520,andis tenth from the bottom among thé 36 Statês and 
UTs assessed. In fact, compared to the previous assess ment, the State's rank dropped a few points in the domain 
Access' -an assessment of enrolment, retention of stu 
dents, transition of students to the next grade, identifica 
tion and mainstreaming of out-of-school children and is 
now third from the bottom just above Arunachal and Meg 
halaya. In the teacher Educatiön and Training Domain, 

T 

Assam, with.a score of 52.1, is just above the worst per forming Meghalaya (46.8). 
Despite decades of investment in expanding access to 

education, the outcomes of school education in the State 
remain deeply concerning. Dropout rates continue to be 
disturbing, particularly at the secondary level, where many 

students fall through the cracks due to.poor learning out 
comes, lack of motivation, and socio-economicpressures. 
The issue lies not just in access, but in quality as well. For 
years, the State government has focused heavily on build 

ing schools and upgrading infrastructure. While these are 
essential, they alone cannot ensure meaningful learning. 
True'èducational reform demands a shift in focus toward 
what happens inside the classroom � the quality of teach 
ing, curriculum delivery, and student engagement. One of 
the most overlooked areas is teacher education and train 
ing. Teachers are the backbone of the-education system, 
yet many are inadequately trained. Moreover teachers 

are frequently burdened with non-teaching duties like elec 
tion work, census surveys, and administrative tasks, re 
ducing their classroom effectiveness. This s÷stemic mis 
use of teaching manpower further weakens the core pur 
pose of education. The' widespread u_e of "reebies" -
such as midday meals, bicycles, and uniforms � is often 
justified as a me¡ns to improve enrolment and retention. 
While th�se measures have succeeded in bringing chil 
dren to 'school, they have not necessarily translated into 
better learning out�omes. Fre�bies can support education, 
but they cannotreplace a strong academic foundation, qual 
ified teachers, and effective teaching practices. When in 
centive_ become the main attraction, the core goal of learm 
ing risks being overshadowed. Eforts to assess the quality 
of education through initiatives like Gunotsav have also 
fallen short. These initiatives tend to focus more on met 
rics than on meaningful learning. To truly transform school 
education, the goverment must prioritise teacher capac 
ity building, reduce non-teaching assignments, and create 
a culture ofaccountability and support in sçhools, 
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Why India's youth needs 
mandatory health education 

| very day, countless Indian school children reach 
for sugary snacks, unaware of the long-term 

health consequences hidden in their daily 
choices. The Central Board ofSecondary Educations 
(CBSE) recent initiative called Sugar Boards, intro 
duced in May 2025, is a commendable first step 
toward raising awareness. These boards, now dis 
played in over 24,000 schools, highlight the harms 
of excessive sugar consumption and encourage healthier options like fruits and water. But awareness 
alone is not enough. 

E 

If we are serious about addressing the alarming 
rise in diabetes, obesity, and mental bhealth issues 
among Indias youth, we must go further. We need 
mandatory, curriculum -integrated health education in schools - delivered by trained teachers and sup-
ported by national policies that limit the influence 
of junk food. Only then can we equip our children 
to make informed, lasting choices for their well-being. 
A Growing Crisis 

The urgency is clear. A 2023 study by the 
Postgraduate Institute of Medical Education 
and Research (PGIMER) found that 15.35 
per cent of Indian schoolchildren are pre 
diabetic, and neary one per cent has Type 
2 diabetes, a condition once rare in chil 
dren. According to the Indian Council of 
Medical Research (ICMR), 13 per cent 
of adolescents are obese and 18 per cent 
are overweight, putting them at risk for 
complications like non-alcoholic fatty 
liver disease and early-onset dental 
problems. Mental health trends are 
equally troubling, A 2022 NCERT sur 
vey revealed that 23 per cent of students 
experience anxiety or stress, often dri 
ven by academic pressure. These health 
challenges are compounded by sedentary lifestyles, 
excessive use of screen time and widespread access 
to ultra-processed foods. 

In my work at Tarang Health Alliance, I've seen 
how these factors take a toll on young lives. Sugar 
Boards, supported by the National Commission for 

Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR) and the Food 
Salety and Standards Authoity of India (FSSAI), pro-
vide valuable infor1nation. But information alone 
does not lead to behaviour change. Por that, we need 
continuous and contextual health education. 

through an interactive program. Our trained edu 
cators help children make better food choices, man 
age stress, and say no to tobacco. But such efforts 
should not remain limited or optional. Every child, 
regardless of background, deserves access to health 
education. The long-term benefits are clear: health 
ier communities, lower healthcare costs, and a gen 
eration better equipped to face life's challenges. 
The Need for Policy Reform 

Countries like Finland have mandated health edu 
cation since the 1970s, covering nutrition and men 
tal well-being, and have seen significantly lower obe-
sity rates, Australia integrates health education 
throughout its K-12 system, while in lodia, Keralas 
curriculum includes both physical and health edu 
cation, contributing to improved youth health out 
comes. These examples show what is possible. Snce 
2016, Tarang Health Alliance has reached over 15,000 
students across Haryana, Delhi-NCR, Chandigarh, 
and Jaipur. We teach students health-related skills and 
motivate them to improve their health behaviour 

Current policies fall short. While Sugar Boards are 
visible reminders, they do not address the flood of 
sugary snacks in school canteens or the aggressive 
marketing of junk food to children. The FSSAls delay 
in 

RAHUL 
MEHRA 

developing India-specifîc regulations for high-fat, 
salt, and sugar (HFSS) foods leaves schools relying 
on WHO standards that do not fully align with Indian 
food habits. Cities like Chandigarh and Kolkata have 
banned junk food in schools, but a national policy 
is long overdue. India should also follow the lead of 
countries like the UK, which have placed strong 
restrictions on food adyertising aimed at children. 

Parents must be part of this transformation. 
Awareness campaigns and school-based 

workshops can help them reinforce 
healthy habits at home- especially cru 

cial in low-income families, where 
processed foods often seem ike the only 
affordable option. A Simple Formula for 
Healthy Living. At Tarang, we are also 
promoting the"5-4-3-2-1-0: Countdown 
to a Healthy Life' campaign, a memorable 
"mantra to help children take charge of 
their health: 

5) five servings of vegetables or fruits 
4) At least four hand washes every day 

with soap & water: after using the toilet 
and before each meal 

3) Three portions of protein-rich food every day 
2) No more than two hours ofrecreational screen 

time every day 
1) One hour of physical activity every day 
0) Zero consumption of tobacco, sugary drinks, 

or packaged salty snacks 
Health education doesnt just benefit students 

it empowers them to influence their fumilies and communities. But to scale this impact, we need com 
mitment at every level: from policymakers, educa 
tors, and parents alike. 

The CBSEs Sugar Boards signal an important 
intent, but intent must translate into action, Lets move 
beyond displays on school walls and build a nation 

al frumework that makes health education a core part 
of every childs learning journey. With trincd teach ers, intormed parents, and robust policies, we can 

Cnsure Indias children grow up healthier, stronger, 
and more resilient. The time to act is now. 

(Uhe writer is the founder of Tarang Health Alliance and 
Indla's national representative for the UNESCO Chalr on 

Global Health & Educatlon. Vlews are personal) Pi257 
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Englisha bridge, not a wall 
NARAYANAN KIZHUMUNDAYUR 

anguage is among the nost 
profound gifts that human civ 

ilization has nurtured over mil 
lennia. It is through language that we think, remember, express, 

dream, and interact with thc world 
around us. It is the invisible thrcad 
that ties together individuals into 
communities and civilizations. In the 
modern age, where humanity finds 
itself in an inricately interconnected 
world, where nations are no longer 
islands unto themselves but are part 
of a vast global system, one language 
has come to acquire special signifi 
cance. That language is English. 

Whether one likes it or not, Eng 
lish today occupies a preeminent 
place in the linguistic hierarchy of the 
world. It has become the key to par 
ticipation in the global economy, the 
medium of international diplomacy, 
the voice of science and innovation, 
and the language of access to vast 
pools of knowledge across disciplines. 

In recent times, the Union Home 
Minister, in a speech that evoked both 
cultural pride and linguistic intro 
spection, commented on the over 
dependence on the English language 
in Indian official, educational, and 
social domains. His observation was 
rooted in the idea that India's native 

languages - rich in heritage and 
expressive power - deserve greater 
prominence in our national discourse 

and identity. He argued that English, 
a language imposed during colonial 

rule, continues to dominate even in 
independent India, thereby alienating 
a large secion of the population from 
administrative and intellectual 

procesSes. 
This statement, while stirring a 

chorus of support from cultural 
nationalists, has also opened up deep 
er debates among linguists, educators, 
tconomists, and common citizens 
alíke. The question is not whether 
Indian languages should be promoted 
-they must be - but whether this pro 
motion should come at the c0St ol 
diminishing the role of English in our 
lives The ans wer, wlhen viewed 

through the lens of modern realities, 
is not a simple cithcr-or, but calls for 
a nuanccd and inclusive approach. 

English, in the context of modern 
life, is not mercly a colonial residue 
or a fashionable tool of the clite. It is, 
for many, a practical nccessity. In 
urban and cven semi-urban India, 
English is the preferred medium of 
instruction in schools. It is the lan 
guage in which national and interna 
tional examinations are conducted, 
the language in which scientific 
research is published, and the medi 
um through which the young gener 
ation connects to global narratives. 

For a vast majority of Indians 
who aspire to study in reputed foreign 
universities, to work in multinational 
corporations, or to engage with inter 
national communities, English is not 
a choice - it is a bridge. It is a bridge 

that connects the dreams of a village 
student with the lecture halls of Har 
vard or Oxford, a bridge that allows 
an Indian start-up to pitch its product 
to a European investor, a bridge that 
lets a scientist in Pune converse with 
a fellow researcher in Tokyo. In this 
sense, English has transcended its his 
torical baggage and transformed into 
an enabler of opportunity. 

Moreover, English performs a 
unique and almost irreplaceable func 
tion in a country as linguistically 
diverse as India. With over twenty-two 
officially recognized languages and 
hundreds of dialects spoken across its 
vast geography, India is a mosaic of 
tongues. In such a setting, English has 
emerged as a neutral, non-regional 
language that does not belong to any 
one group. It helps avoid linguistic 
favouritism and acts as a link lan 
guage for inter-state commnunication. 
It is the language in which legal doc 
uments are drafted and read, the lan 
guage in which parliamentary debates 
are often conducted, and the medium 
through which government depart 

ments coordinate with each other 
across state boundaries. 

Removing English from these 
spheres without a robust and uniform 
replacement mechanism could lead 
to confusion, inefliciency, and even 

linguistic imbalance in a mulilingual 
democracy like ours. 

In the realm of education and 
knowledge, the significance of English 
is even more striking. The world of 
academia has, for better or worse, 
become incrcasingly Anglocentric. 
Most scientific journals, technical 
databases, research portals, and inter 
national academic forums operate in 
English. The terminology of medicine, 
engineering, law, and economics is 
predominantly English-based. 

While efforts are being made to 
translate knowledge into Indian lan 
guages, the scale of this task is mas 
sive and the pace slow. Until such 
infrastructure is adequately devel 
oped, English will continue to be the 

main window through which Indian 
students and researchers look out at 
the world of contemporary knowl 
edge. To deny young Indians the 
access to this'window in the name of 
linguistic pride is to risk confining 
them to intellectual isolation. The 

ideal response would be to simulta 
neously strengthen Indian languages 

in academia while preserving English 
as a conduit of global learning. 

At the same time, the Home Min 
ister's concerns cannot and should 
not be dismissed outright. It is true 
that many Indians, especially in rural 
and marginalized communities, face 
exclusion because of their lack of 
access to English education. There 
exists an elite bubble - especially in 
urban India - where English has 
become a status symbol rather than 
just a language. Fluency in English is 
often mistaken for íntelligence, and 
lack of it for inferiority. This percep 
tion is unjust and socialy damaging. 

We must indeed work towards an 
education system where Indian lan 
guages are given due respect, and stu 
dents can access high-quality learning 
in their mother tongues. This would 
require'extensive translation of text 
books, teacher training in regional 

languages, promotion of native liter 
ature, and robust policy support. But 
even as we move in that direction, we 

must not nake English a scapegoat 
for our own failures in uplitting native 

SPEAKING 

ING 
ENG5H 

tongues. English did not marginalize 
our languages; our neglect did. Blam 
ing English for our insecurities would 
be like blaming the mirror for not 
showing a flattering reflection. 

Furthermore, English has now 
become embedded in the very fabric 
of Indian urban culture. From cinema 
to advertising, from social media to 
literature, English is not just used - it 

often reinvented. Indian authors 

like Salman Rushdie, Arundhati Roy, 
and Jhumpa Lahiri have carved out a 
unique identity. in global literature 
using English infused with Indian sen 
sibilities. Code-switching between 
English and native larnguages is com 
mon in daily speech, creating a 
vibrant hybrid called "Indian Eng 
lish," which is nowa recognized lin 
guistic variant. It reflects how Engl1sh 
is no longer a foreign tongue but one 
of the many voices in which India 
expresses itself. To pretend otherwise 
is to deny the dynamic evolution ot 
our cultural expression. 

LISTENING 

In conclusion, while the tlome 
Ministers statenment seves s Valu 
able reminder of he need to preseve 
and promote India's lnguIstic her 
itage, it also undebnes the impoate 

W 

of making language policies that are 
practical, inclusive, and forward 
looking, English is not the enenye Indian languages - it is their compan 
ion in the modern world. Racher than 
being viewed as a ival to Hind:. 
Tamil, Malayalam, Beng.ali, or 
Marathi, it should be seen as on 
more thread in the rich (apesi o: 
Indian commuicauon. 

The goal should no be to reduce 
English usage but t0 raise the sn 
dard, availability, and digniv of natne 
language educaion. Ihe real queNion 
is not whether Engl1sh should have a 
place in India - it alreaiy does bu: 
whether all lndians should havei. 
access tO S beneiS, wh!l ! 
remaiming rooted in ther M0th 
(ongues. In che end. lngye shoil! 
not become a batlehelu ot donN 
politics. It should cemunuhar i wts 
always meant to be abadyebenn 
people, nota An o!av' 
comple and conned urit. Ens 
lish conunus o b 0n h 

Admin
Typewritten Text

Admin
Typewritten Text
STATESMAN (P-7), 26 JUNE 2025

Admin
Typewritten Text



Edueated 
lawmakers 
Theree is a ressing need to 
prescribe minimun educcationcl 

CqUclifications for Iaw makers, 
says Srijitea Majumder 

ndia, the world's biggest democ 
ra�y, remains alive in the frame 
work ofuniversal adult franchise 
as mandated under the Con 

stitution. Therefore, elected repre 
sentatives owe ahugeresponsibility 
towards the public at large. So, some 
genuine concern may arise regarding 
the qualifications of public repre 
sentatives. 

Article 84 the Constitution 
clearly states that "A person shall 
notbe qualified to be chosen to fill a 
seat in Parliament unless he (a) is a 
citizen ofIndia, (b) is, in the case of 
a seat in the Council of States, not 

less than thirty years ofage and, in. 
the case ofa seat in the House of the 

People, not less th¡n twenty-five 
years ofage; and (c) possesses such 
other qualifications as may be pre 
scribed in that behalf by or under 
any law made by Parliament." The 
same is laid down uner Article 173 

tof the State Legislatures. in respect of 
The provision is, although quite 

self-explanatory in terms of the 
qualifications of the Members of 
Parliament (MP) and the Members 
ofLegislative Assembly (MIA), com 
pletely silent on the educational 
aspect and thereby sets the context 
of this article. This comes at the 
cost ofeffective governance, public 
satisfaction level and the overallit 
eracy rate of the country. The Con 
stitution makers had shown their 
foresightby ensuring the minimum 
educational qualification clauses 
for other wings of the Government 
i.e. the Judiciary and the Executive. 
Therefore, the same criterion for 
lawmakers can well be established. 

qualification policy 

What holds back the lawmakers 
from implementing the minimum 

A few socio-political 
factors coupled with 
the voting behavior will 
help us understand. First 
ofall, the voting behavior is 
taken into account wherein 
the voter's psychology gets tailored 
to some prevalent factors. Voters 
often get influenced by catchy 
slogans, charisma of the leader, 
punch of religious sentiments, 
etc. No doubt this aids the 
parties to draw more votes. 
Each party has its own vote 
bank which determines the 
fate of the election and the 
leaders leave no stone 
unturmed to woo these voters. Hence 
many argue that having a threshold 
ofeducational qualification willnot 
guarantee a stronger bond with the 
vote bank, who mostly hail from 
the lower strata of the society. 

meaningful yet appealing to the 
mass. An educated representative 
will be able to inculcate the value 
ofeducation among the people and 
will ensure more educationaloppor-
túnities to upskill oneself. Besides, 
this is essential for understanding 
the legislauventy gritty. Since the 
elected represent their 
constituency in the parliament or 
the state legislature, as the case 
may be, they take part in the law 
makingprocedure.Such legislation 
is followed by the executive and 
interpreted by the judiciary as and 
when a dispute arises. This also 
overburdens the judiciary as it has 
to rectify poorly draftedlegislations. 
So, the entire structure is based on 
the legislative product coming out 
of the efforts of less-qualifed MPs 
or MLAs. 

Secondly, low mass literacy is 
something that disconnects a major 
chunk of the population from the 
educational elite. Indian politics 
mostly has to do with vote-bank 
persuasion, no matter how much 

entire the same is beneficial for the 
population. It can be assumed that 
the vote-bankpopulation will anyhow 
vote for their favourite ones. This 
creates a vicious cycle wherein the 
said population gets hoodwinked 
by the hollow charisma ofpoliticians 
and ends up bringing the wrong 
person to power. Such politics may 
notrequire the touch ofeducational 
ari[tocracy. But those hollow prom 
ises, untoward comments andabsurd The statistical data as represented 
claims by politicians about educa- by PRS Legislative Research stresses 

A former Election Commissioner, tional qualifications pursued frorm upon the educational profle of the 

the late G.V.G. Krishnamurthy, had some non-existing university or in 18th Lok Sabha. Despite a steady 
voiced this concern in an address some non-existing discipline, pose decline in the number ofMPs having 
in Chennai in 1998. However, the a serious threatrosthe demoernerheh undergradu¡te level education, the 
Same was countered fof its imple-"framework ottrcouhtuy 
mentational complexities. Since 
then, much time has passed and 
the implementation of a minimum 

al aualifcation has been educational 
kept in abeyance. 

Considering the mass appeal ofLok Sabha. As per data, 78 per cent of 
MPs and MLAs, it is pertin�ntito newly elected candidates have com 

pleted undergraduate education. ensure some degree of civility in 
particularly in the The picture is different in the thei litical ramework Some. context of the 17th West Bengal 

formal educational qualificationforState Legisladve Assembly. In 2016 
the number of leaders will keep their conversations Higher 

Secondary education was 32 per 
cent which rose to 38 per cent in 
2021. Decline is noticed the 
number ofgraduate degree holders 
from 2016 to 2021 (43 to 39 per 
cent). For post graduate and above 
also, the trend has been downwards. 
Along with the concern about low 
education comes the credibility 
issue with some degrees. Theruthless 
and unparliamentary statements 
by some leaders raise as 

to their educational olie ds 

So mere prescribing of minimum 
educational qualification will not 
do much as it might be a cakewalk 
for some to obtain these in an 
unconventional manner. 

Keepingthis in mind, itis advisable 
to bring their educational backeround 

under some scanner. This can be 
a screening ensured by betpoSing 

letting candidates process 
contest an election. A panel must 
be formedwhich willnotonly check 
the credibility of their educational 
background but may also assess 

preventany bias. the panel should their legislative competence. To: 
fthe retired professionals. 

Strict anonymity shall be maintained 
in terms of party affiliation of the 
candidates, their names etc. through 
out the screening and assessment. 
This will ilter out the most competent 
candidates who will contest the 
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CERTIFICATÉ 

election. Such shortlisting will be 
done for each party and it should 
be based on the number of con 
stituencies. This procedure, although 
notfool-proof, at least ensures some 

in terms of the edu transparency 
cational qualifications possessed 
bythe candidates and their legislative 
competence. 

Some may argue against such 
measures as legislative workrequires 
more of public persuasion than 
some polished knowledge. In away 
this is true but lawmakingin a dem 
ocratic country without even basic 
educational qualifications impairs 
other government departments. 
The uneducated individuals without 
any 

to the legal 
beahveompetence will not 

nuances involved in a statute. Also 
this creates a flawed perception of 
politics among the publicby engaging 
in abuse of power, meaningless 
conversations, promotion ofsuper 
stition over scientific temper, and 
ultimately doing no good for the 
needy ones. 

have mandated the inclusion of 
minimumeducational qualifications 
to contest the panchayát elections. 
The same has been crystallized 
through statutes such as The 
Rajasthan Panchayati Raj Act 1994 
and The Haryana Panchayat Raj 
Act 1994. 

TØ aãd insurio the injury, therg 
instances of tagging have begtducatedpoliticians the 

as the"Mum" ones and thus doing 
awaywith theprevalence ofeducated 
politicians. Amidst all these some 
silver linings can be observed as 
states like Rajasthan and Haryana 

Such inclusion of educational 
qualification in the Panchayat elec 
tions does not hinder the political 
work; ratherit facilitates the imple 
mentation of educational measures 
at the grassroot level. So, the argu 
ments supporting the disconnect 
between education and election are 
not tenable. Further it creates an 
irony as the ones contesting Panchayat 
Elections in those states must have 
aprescribed educational background 
while the ones making the law may 
be devoid of any education. 

Apart from this, it setsaworrying 
trend as the politicians rampantly 
commitverbalabuseusing the flthiest 
possible language. With education 
comes competence and political 

mindthe famous saying ie. A fnsh 
foresightedness. Hence, keeping in 
rots from its head', it has become 
even more imperative to educate 
the government's topmost echelon, 
who are involved in policy making. 

The wrlter Is a flnal year ld 
Jnlversit 

law stud�nt at St. 
lkata. stad 
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NEP and entrepreneurship 
DR SRIPARNA B BARUAH 

ntrepreneurs play a crucial role 
in India's growth story, driving 
-economic development, job crea 
tion, and innovation. As India 
moves towards becoming a $5 

trillion economy, entrepreneurship is at the 
heart of this transformation. Entrepreneurs 
are not just wealth creators but also na 
tion-builders. With more individuals tak 
ing the leap into business, India's jourmey 
towards economic resilience, innovation 
and self-reliance is becoming stronger than 
ever before. 

E 

AsIndia aspires to becomeá superpower 
backed by robust e
onomic growth, we have 
to embed a culture of innovation and entre 
preneurship in our education system, be 
ginning at the schoollevel. An innovation 
and entrepreneurship-focused education will 
play a central role in developing crucial life 
skills and preparing students for life beyond 
classroom. In mány ways, the National Edu 
cation Policy (NEP) 2020 appears to be an 
endeavou to encourage and instil a spirit of 
innovation and, to some extent, entrepre 
neurship. Focusing on enabling children not 
only to learn, but more importantly to un 
derstand how to learn, the policy promotes 
an education system geared towards learn 
ing how to think critically and solve prob 
lems, how to be creative and multidiscipli 
nary, and how to innovate, adapt and absorb 
new material in emerg#ing and changing 
fields. It aims to facilitate a pedagogy that 
makes education experiential, holistic, inte 
grated, inquiry driven, discovery-oriented, 
learner-centred, and discussion-based-thus 
fostering a sense of problem-solving and an 
attitude of innovation in children instead of 

Fostering entrepreneurship through education can equip India's youth to drive innovatio, self-reliance, and inclusive economic growth. 
tr¡pping them in a herd mentality. 

The NEP appears to be an enabler of 
innovation. The unemployment rate among 
educated individuals in India is 11.4%. Con 
sidering that half of India's population is un 
der 35; this seemingly small percentage 
represents a very large number. The UN 
even suggests that by 2027, India will rep 
resent almost one-ffth of the global work-
force, which will, by far, be the world's larg 
est. The NEP plays a significant role in cre 
ating employment opportunities. It aspires 
to build an entrepreneurial culture in the 
country by enabling students to engage in 
project-based learning, experiential learn 
ing, service learning, and vocational train 
ing. This helps develop a mindset that cel 
ebrates entrepreneurship - the most im 
portant aspect of starting a business. En 
trepreneurship requires several ingredi 
ents, and they must be inculcated in stu 
( dents by integrating them into day-to-day 
learning and across all subjects. 

Not every student will launch an innova 
tive, scalable, or tech-based business, but 
most could benefft from adopting a more 
entrepreneurial mindset. Success in the in 
formation economy depends notjust on what 
you know,but on what you can find out. The 
ability to persevere through problems, work 
independently, and seek out creative solu 
tions will be valuable across all careers. 

This raises the question of whether en 
trepreneurship can be taught. Some argue 
that entrepreneurship is innate-a matter 
of genetics. Others favour learning by do 
ing. Research shows that entrepreneurship 
education can enhanc� employability,; lead 
to new business creation, and increase the 

likelihood of success. Studies involving chil 
dren as young as 11 years show that entre 
preneurship can shift mindsets and impact 
personality traits that are essential for en 
trepreneurial thinking. 

Our education system and broader envi 
ronment often dictate what we should do, 
instead of encouraging us to think independ-. 
ently; there is always someone telling us 
what to do. In India, failure is traditionally 
seen as a major setback. This mindset is 
perhaps the biggest challenge, because en 
trepreneurship is also about failure -about 
learning from failure. NEP 2020 lays special 
emphasis on developing the creative poten 
tial of each individual. The education system 
should adopt various mèasures to promote 
alearning environment where creativity, ide 
ation, innovation, problem-solving, and en 
trepreneurial skills are nurtured, regardess 

of students' age. If India is to become a su 
perpower backed by robust economic 
growth, we mustinstil a culture of innovation 
and entrepreneurship in our education sys 
tem, starting from the school level. The cur 
riculum néeds to be designed in such a way 
that it helps students develop life skills and 
prepares them for life beyond classroom. 

Bright students should be encouraged to 
take up entrepreneurship and understand 
how it should be pursued while they are 
still on campus. Students can bring fresh 
ideas, innovative thinking, and determina 
tion to solve issues and create large-scale 
impact. This can begin at the school level. 
It is important to create student entrepre 
neurhubs/incubation centres for innovation 
or similar facilities on campus designed to 
support student-led entrepreneurial activ 

ity. It is also essential that the areas of aca 
demic expertise of a college are reflected 
in its entrepreneurship programmes: For 
example, if technology and finance are 
strong subject areas at a college, then a 
student entrepreneurship hub that supports 
FINTECH ideas becomesa natural fit: Col 
leges need to promote student entrepre 
neurship to build campus-wide awareness. 
This can be achieved through regular in 
formal student meetups that enable stu 
dents to connect with one another and form 
business teams. Internal startup hackathons 
can also be held. Another critical aspect is 
the provision of proper mentorship. Men 
tors can.help students understand the chal 
lenges involved and motivaté them to 
launch their initial ventures. 

From the school level itself, infrastruc 
ture such as innovation labs, rapid proto 
typing labs, 3D printing labs, makerspaces, 
tinkering labs, pre-incubation centres, dig 
ital ibraries, etc., should be made available 
within institutions. This will help nurture 
creative skills among students. There is 
also a need to allocate an 'innovation fund' 
whenever possible. Since teachers are the 
key drivers of innovation, it is important to 
identify those with prior exposure or a 
strong interest in leading innovation- and 
entrepreneurship-related agendas. 

The NEP can play a pivotal role in fos 
tering entrepreneurship in India by reshap 
ing the educational landscape. By integrat 
ing vocational education, promoting criti 
cal thinking, and encouraging experiential 
leàrning from an early age, it can empower 
students to become job creators rather than 
job seekers. u 
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Future of the US student visa 
BASAB DASGUPTA 

here have been multiple reports in recent months about abrupt cancellations of student visas and SEVPs (Stu dent and Exchange Visitor Programs) financial contribution to the revenue of international students in US uni versities without any prior notification Or warning. This situation evolved from the feud between President Donald Trump and elite universities like Harvard and Columbia regarding alleged tolerance of those schools of violent anti-semitic protests and var ious purportedly anti-US activities. These events drew my attention because of my own migration to the US for higher education on a student visa and my concern for thousands of fellow Indian students on a similar 
path. Many questions immediately 
popped up in my head: a) Why do 
American universities even admit so 
many international students? b) Why 
do foreign students come to the US? 
c) Does anyone vet these applicants 
about their background? d) Should 
the US pull the plug on students who 
have risked their entire future and 
financial resources to realize the 
dream of an American education? 

There are, at least, three answers to 
the first question: i) tuition from foreign 
students helps the university's financial 
situation; i) building of cultural diversiry 
in the student body and ii) drop in 
domestic enrolment. Students have 
many different reasons for US educa 
tion: better education, more opportuni 
ties with a US-education, exposure to a 
foreign culture, possible US citizenship. 
worldwide travel and so on. 

To answer the other questions, a 
review of my migration to the US is in 

order. I really did not have a burning 
desire to get a PhD degree in the US, 
and my parents certainly did not have 

the financial means to support that 
ambition even if I did. My decision 
was made by peer pressure more than 
anything else; many of my friends 
from Presidencv College were apply 
ing for graduate study in the US and 
my competitive spirit kicked in. 

exchange for that tinancial help Iyp 
call, teaching undergaduate physics 
labs. The assistantNhip not only pro 
Vided enough money for financial sur 
Vival. but all the tuiion waIS paid for. 
In other words. I did not make any 

What made my decision easy was 
the fact that I could get a "teaching 
assistantship". It was different from a 
scholarship or a fellowship because it 
required me to do some work in 

of US universities. 
This is rue for most graduate 

level assIstantships. Undergraduate 
education is a diferent stor. There 

ships available for undergraduates. 
are no teaching or research assistant 

The ver few scholarships are reserved 
for exceptionally brilliant students. As 
a result, only students from extremely 
wealthy families can afford to come to 
the US for undergraduate studies and 
pay the tuition and living expenses. 
They are not even allowed to work 
under a student visa. 

My application for admission to 
any graduate school started with a 
simple informal letter to the chairman 
of the physics department. In 
response, I received a large envelope 
containing a standard acknowledge 
ment letter, application forms, 
description of the application proce 
dure, a university catalogue and some 
other informational material. Two key 
requirements for the application 
process were a fee and recommenda -
tion letters from professors familiar 
with my academic work. 

In retrospect, I recognize that 
there was no official questionnaire or 
requirement about my personal back 
ground, especially political and/or ide 
ological viewpoints and not even hob 
bies. I was not vetted. To tell you the 
truth, I didn't even have a strong polit 
ical view. Capitalism seemed better 
than communism for both my profes 
sional and personal future - a convic 
tion resulting from Naxal movements 
which severely and adversely affected 
our college education in Kolkata. 

As a result, I had no inkling to 
join any student protest or demon 
strations in the US even though the 
Vietnam war was still raging. Coming 
from a turbulent political environ 
ment in Kolkata, I was surprised to see 
a lack of political activity or even dis 
cussion among students. When I 
asked one of my American friends, he 
chuckled and said, "You are too new 
to this country to understand that pol 
itics in this country is decided by big 

corporations and mega donors". I did 
n't even see Indian students publicly 
supporting India's war against Pak 
istan for the liberation of Bangladesh. 

My successful completion of a 
PhD degree in the US opened the door 
to a green card, eventual citizenship 
and a good professional career. I have 
lived a productive and prosperous life, 
and I am thankful to the US education 
system for that. It would have been a 
devastating experience if my student 
visa was revoked before my comple 
tion of PhD regardless of the reason. 

However, as a US citizen, I fully 
agree with the thinking that there is no 
place for foreign students in this country 
who hate America or have some 
destructive political agenda such as anti 
semitism. Such students should not be 
given student visas or be deported if they 
are already here. Same is true for stu 
dents whose primary purpose IS espi 
onage, stealing proprietary information 
or other activities harmful to the US. 

I do not know how US policies 
regarding student visas and SEVP will 
change in future. Based on my person 
al experience, my conviction is that 
granting student visas or revoking 
existing ones should not be a blanket 
decision affecting all international 

students in the same way but based on 

a systematic, logical approach. Most 
importantly, one must make a distinc 
tion between graduate and undergrad 
uate students. Graduate foreign stu 
dents are emotionally more mature 
and do not see the point of participat 
ing in any activist type of role. Thev are 
more concerned about establishing 
their career, starting a family and pos 
sibly getting a green card: they are all 
dreaming about a bright future. 

The undergraduate student pop 
ulation are more passionate about ide 
ological causes, more easily excitable 
and not too concerned about conse 
quences. I believe that it would be 
unfair to the international graduate 
students to impose the same visa 
restrictions as undergraduates. 

Even for undergraduate students., 
we must be selective before imposing 
visa restrictions. Education in the US is 
very expensive. If we look around the 

globe it is likely that wealthy students 
come from oil-rich Middle Easterm coun 
tries and China. The Muslim students 
from radical Islamic countries are likely 
to have an inherent anti-Israeli, and by 
extension an anti-American sentiment. 

The Chinese students are less likely to 
take sides in Arab-Israeli conflicts. 
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Fortunately. compared to mv stu 
dent davs, it has now become much 
easier to check the background of anv 
applicant. thanks to the use of Al to 
Scan their social media actiities. 
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On the other hand. if we are con 
cerned about espionage or theft of 
intellectual properties. Chinese stu 
dents, especially the graduate students. 
must be vetted thoroughly. They are 
likely to have the capability to do 
advanced research on items like chem 
icals, biological elements and formu 
lation of new dangerous materials. 
Recent arrests of multiple Chinese stu 
dents at the Universiy of Michigan for 
trying to smuggle undeclared biologi 
cal material is a case in point. GraduateM 
students would also have better capa 
bility to understand new promising D 
technical ideas and copv them. 
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In summary, if the goal is to elim 
inate applicants who are hostile to the 
US and its policies, the priority should M 
be careful screening of Islamic Middle 
Eastern undergraduate students. On 
the other hand, the US should focus 
on Chinese graduate students to pro 
tect intellectual properties or prevent 
development of dangerous material 
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Democratising science & tech, via indigenous R&D 

JITENDRA SINGH 
UNION MINISTER OF STATE FOR 

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY 

N the ancient epic 
Mahabharata, the sage 
Vyasa tells us that 
knowledge is the great 
est power. Eleven years 

ago, when Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi took office, 
he rekindled this timeless 
truth with a modern resolve: 
To make India notjust a con 
sumer of global science, but 
its creator too. Looking back 
today, one can say with rea 
sonable degree of conf 
dence that 11 years of 
technology-driven transfor 
mation is heralding India's 
future ascent. 

And, as we mark over a 
decade of this transformative 
journey, the Department of 
Science and Technology 
(DST) stands as a testament 
to that vision-where labora 
tories have become launch 

pads and innovation has 
become the new synonym for 
development. 

When I assumed ministerial 

charge of the Department of 
Science and Technology, I 
inherited not just a portfoio, 
but a promise -a promise to 
democratise science, decen 
ralise innovation and deliver 

its beneits to the last mile. In 
2014, India's scientificmsys 
tem was vibrant but rag 
mented. ambitious but under 
resourced. Research was 
oten onined to cite insutu 

tions, and citizens rarely felt 
the pulse of scientific progress 
in their daily lives That was 
the context. What followed 
was a conscious, calibrated 
and courageous effort to 
reimagine the role of science 
in nation-building. 

The transformation began 
with a simple yet profound 
shift - placing trust in our 
own talent. The establish 
ment of the Anusandhan 
National Research Founda 
tion (ANRF) in 2023 was a 
watershed moment. For the 
first time, India created a 
statutory body to steer its 
research and development 
(R&D) ecOSystem with strate 
gic foresight. Over 6,900 
young scientists were 

em ener Research Grant 
I through the PM 

Early 
and 1.754 SC/ST researchers 

got support under the Inclu 

sivity Research Grant. This 
ensured that scientific excel 
lence was no longer the privi 
lege of a few, but the pursuit 

of many. 
But we didn't stop at fund 

ing individuals we built 
institutions. The National 
Quantum Mission, with its 
four thematic hubs across 

IITS and the IISc, is position 
ing India at the frontier of 
quantum computing, com 
munication and sensing. The 
National Supercomputing 

TOUCHING LVES: 46Women Technology Parks have trained over 11,000 women in scientific trades. TRIBUNE PHOTO 

Mission has already 

deployed 28 high-perform 
ance systems across the 
country, enabling break 
throughs in everything from 
lood forecasting to drug dis 
covery. These are not just 

machines they are the 
engines of a new India. 

Yet, the true measure of sci 
entific progress lies not in 
PETAFLOPs or patents 
alone, but in the lives it 
touches. Consider the smart 

The message is 
clear: Every child 

agr-slation developed at IIT wilhacurious mind Bombay that allows farmers 
in remote areas to monitor 
soil and weather conditions 
in real time; or the Divyang 
ATM from IIT Bhilai that 
which empowers visually 
impaired citizens to access 
banking services with digni 

is apotential 
scicntist, and every 

village can be a 
Cradle of innovatiOn. 

ty; or the 46 Women Tech-
nology Parks that have 
trained over 11,000 women 
in scientific trades, turning 
homemakers into entrepre 
neurs. These are not isolated 
innovations-they are the 
building blocks of an inclu 
sive, empowered society. 

Climate change, one of the 
gravest challenges of our 
time, has also found a res 
olute ally in science. 

Through the National Mis 
sions on Climate Change, we 
have established 29 State Cli 
mate Change Centres and 
supported Over 2,000 

research papers and 1,000 
reports. From mapping 
Himalayan glaciers to train 
ing over 1.8 lakh stakehold 
ers, scientists are not just 

studying climate change 

we are preparing India to 

adapt, respond and lead. 
Equally transformative has 

been the investment in 
human capital. The 

INSPIRE programme has 
supported over 75,000 univer 
sity students and 6,800 doc 
toral researchers. The MAN 
AK scheme has brought over 
2.5 lakh school-level innova 
tions to the national stage. 
The message is clear: Every 
child with a curious mindis a 

potential scientist, and every 
village can be a cradle of 
innovation. 

We have also redefined the 
geography of science. The 
North-east, once seen as a 
periphery, is now a hub of saf 
fron cultivation and drone 
based geospatial mapping. 
Through the efforts of the 
North East Centre for Tech 
nology Appication and Reach 
(NECTAR) and the Survey of 
India, over 2 lakh villages 
have been mapped with 10 cm 
resolution, giving rural citi 
zens legal titles to their land 
and a new sense of security. 

Behind these numbers lies 
a deeper narrative-a narra 

tive of trust, talent, and tenac 
ity. Trust in our scientists, tal 
ent in our youth and tenacity 
in our policies. 

The Rs 1 lakh-crore 
Research, Development, and 
Innovation (RDD) fund 
announced in the 2025-26 
Budget is not just a financial 
commitment it is a decla 
ration of intent. With a dedi 
cated Rs 20,000 crore alloca 

tion and a Deep Tech Fundof 

Funds, the government 1s 

inviting the private sector to 
co-author India's scientific 

destiny. 
As we look ahead, the road 

is both challenging and exhil 
arating. Emerging technolo 
gies like AI, robotics and 
space science will demand 

not just investment, but 
imagination. The task is not 
merely to keep pace with the 
world, but to set the pace. 
And in doing so, we must 
ensure that the benefits of 

science reach every citizen 
whether it is a tribal farmer in 
Arunachal Pradesh, a school 
girl in Jharkhand or a start 
up founder in Bengaluru. 

Science is not just about 
solving problems it is 
about expanding possibili 
ties. It is about lighting a lamp 
in the darkest corners of our 
society and showing that 
knowledge, when guided by 
compassion and courage, can 
truly transform a nation. 

As we celebrate 1l years of 
the Modi government, I am 
reminded of what Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi 
often savs: This is not just a 
government, it 1s a move 
ment. A movement to make 
India self-reliant, globally 
respected and deeply 

humane. And in that move 
ment, science 1S not a specta 
tor-it is a spearhead. 

Letus continue to dream, to 
discover and to deliver. For in 
the laboratory of democracy, 
every experiment in science 

is an experiment n hope 
T 
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Don't Bother With 
Mother Tongues' 
The term 'mother tongue' is so soaked in sentimentality that 
it often escapes scrutiny. It suggests an innate, genetic allegi 
ance to aparticular language- -usually the first one spoken at 
home, the one coded into lullabies and scoldings. Butpeel back 
that emotional varnish and what remains is a concept more 
sociopolitical fiction, less linguistic fact. So, when anyone 
waxes eloquent on the 'specialness' of a mother tongue, know 
that such 'maternal' linkage is -in today's era of locational, 
societal and linguistic fluidity-anachronistic. 
Language isn't umbilical. It's circumstantial. You don't spe 

ak Marathi, Malayalam or English because of maternal osmo 
sis. You speak it-oramixture of all three-because of proxi 

mity, social dynamics, schooling, etc. The 
3-5-yr-old chiid is a blank slate soaking in 
the world, languages (and biases) includ 
ed. She is likely to pick up the conversatio 
nal language of, say her ayah, rather than 
of her mum. If a Gujarati-speaking moth 
er has ajob in Dubai and has enrolled her 
kid in an English-medium school, the kid's 

so-called 'mother tongue' might be armed with diphthongs 
and shaky Gujarati. 
Mother tongue' implies that linguistic identity is perma 

nent and singular- that there is one true language nestled in 
'one's soul' while all others are foreign' implants. This is rom 
antic bunkum: people outgrow languages, switch them for 
communicative ease, or lose them entirely in diaspora. The 
term also smacks of some kind of purity test. Bureaucrats ask 
for it in forms, ministers extol its virtues. It's really complex 
ridden linguistic gatekeeping disguised as heritage preserva 
tion. Retire the phrase, not because it's silly but bec�useit's in 
accurate. Call it 'comfort language(s)', instead. eG 
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The case for 
English in India 
Its foreignness long gone, English is the 
passport to social and economic mobility 

anguage is politics by other means in India. 
Which is why Union home minister Amit 
Shah's clarification that the Centre is not 
lopposed to any foreign language is significant. 

In the same vein, he added that"there should be an 
ûrge to glorify one's own language". A few days earlier, 
Shah had lit a small political fire with his remarks that 
ithose who speak English will soon be ashamed". This 
remark was interpreted by Opposition leaders as a 
backdoor attempt to impose Hindi on non-Hindi 
speakers. The BJP has always been in favour of 
making Hindi the official language of the country and 
eliminating the use of English, a potentially explosive 
issue in the non-Hindi-speaking states of southern 
India. Now, Maharashtra, againa state that has a 
history of strong linguistic identity, has become restive 
over the BJP-led government's move to introduce 

Hindi as a language from primary classes. 
The case for English in India is simple. First, it is the 

language of opportunity and economic mobility. 
Second, it is also the language of aspiration, a secular 
means to become urban and modern, and possibly, 
transcend the chains of caste and class. And, third, it is 
the word of the world, and the passport to the world of 
/deas. In the case of India, it has been a convenient link 
language immune to the legacies of local dominance. 
This is the reason the founding fathers of the republic, 
who fought the British, found no reason to outlaw the 
language in independent India. In fact, they saw the 
opportunity in English proficiency and encouraged its 
use, without discriminating against local languages. In 
the process, English has been well assimilated within 
Indian society to the extent that it may have lost its 
foreignness. It is no longer perceived as the language 
of economic and cultural imperialism, but as a vehicle 
that has enabled India's rise as a knowledge power. 
That's why China is encouraging English learning. 

Does this mean a rejection of Indian languages? 
Certainly not. Much of India is bilingual, if not 
(trilingual, and is likely to remain so. As per Census 2011, 
only 259,000 people reported English as their mother 
tongue or first language, but 83 million said it was 
their second language. In comparison, over 520 
million called Hindi their first language as compared to 
55 million for Gujarati. These numbers hardly suggest 
ia threat from English to Hindior any Indian language. 

As for Indian languages, state governments could 
|promote local languages. In fact, the Centre should 
call offits push to promote Hindi nationally and 

disperse the funds to states to promote local 
languages. This is important as local languages are 
repositories of cultural inheritance. However, the 
choice of learning a language should be left to citizens. 
It should also be kept in mind that the growth of 
English in India has happened without too much State 
patronage: People embrace it because of its economic 
utility. Languages that cease to be of transactional 
value face the threat of losing their prominence even 
in their motherland; no amount of polemics or policy 
imposition can rescue them. For instance, a report in 
this newspaper last week showed that the government 
0spent 2,532.59 crore on the promotion of Sanskrit 
between 2014-15 and 2024-25-17 times the combined 
ispending of 147.56 crore on the other five classical 

. lIndian languages, Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, 
Malayalam and Odia. But there's little to show for 
ithis. 

A nuanced policy that does not privilege or 
discriminate against, any language is the sensible 
option for India. 
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TRIPPNG ON REFORM 
DU'S new tie-breaker for undergraduate admissions could 

sbring backanxieties that CUET was designed to eliminate 
HEN DELHI UNIVERSITY (DU) adopted the Common University 
Entrance Test (CUET) for undergraduate admissions in 2022, it was 
seen as a long overdue step toward standardisation of a sprawling 
ecosystem. An improvement over the Central Universities Common 

Entrance Test introducedin 2010 for ahandful of central universities, CUETpromised to level 
the playing field by replacing the uneven Class Xll cut-off system witha single, uniform test. 
It was an opportunity to move beyond the disparities of state boards, streamline admis 
sions, and focus solely on merit. Though premised on fairness, some of the changes to the 
admission process this year -especially the addition of Class Xscores as the penultimate 
tie-breaker, supplanting alphabetical order of candidates - tread a delicate line. In a coun 
try where access to higher education remains intensely competitive and deeply conse 
quential, they risk reintroducing anxieties that CUET was designed to eliminate. 

W 

With 71,624 seats across 79 undergraduate programmes in 69 colleges up for appli 
cations this academic year, the new tie-breaker has been designed to offer, as DU's dean 
of admissions has putit, a "more rational and merit-based approach" to break CUET dead 

locks. Class X performance is a reliable indicator of consistency, arguably less vulnera 
ble to coaching-driven score inflation. It also reduces the arbitrariness of alphabetical tie 
breakers, which, though neutral, fail to reward academic effort. However, it risks 
undermining CUET's foundational principle, rooted in the spirit of the National Education 
Policy (NEP) 2020, which advocates for equity £nd inclusivity in higher education. In de 
coupling undergraduate admission from board variability, CUET sought to ensure that 
scores alone did not dictate a student's future. Reintroducing board scores from Class X 
opens up old vulnerabilities. State board curricula and grading systems continue to vary 
widely in ifficulty and leniency. As a result, students from better-resourced boards or 
urban backgrounds may gain an unintended advantage. Moreover, NEP 2020 encour 
ages holistic assessments over rigid reliance on any single score. Shifting the focus to 
grades -especially one from years prior might be counterproductive for students who 
have matured academically in the years since or had faced personal setbacks at that stage. 

Instead of tying the admission process up with three separate academic records 
CUET, Class XIl, and Class X- a possible alternative could have been the option of more 
granular tie-breakers within CUET itself; its scores could have been extended to more 
decimal places or to domain-specific section scores. As India reimagines its higher edu 
cation architecture, policymakers must be careful that efforts to fix procedural gaps do not 
reignite old apprehensions or come at the cost of inclusivity. ge1 
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A multilingual classroom 

KRISHNA KUMAR 

THEDECISION TAKENby the Central Board of 
Secondary Education (CBSE) to switch the 
focus of early primary years to the mother 
tongue is, to say the least, momentous. With 
a circular, the board plans to upend the his 

tory of education in its prestigious schools. 
Ifthe circular succeeds, the outcome will be 
nothing less than a revolution. Future histo 
rians will struggle to explain this accomplish 
ment. Some will surely ask: "Ifitwas so sim 
ple, why couldn't the board do itmany years 
ago?" The CBSE is a relativelv small board 
compared to the state boards, but it enjoys 
higher status and influence. Barring excep 
tions, CBSEschools use English asamedium 
from the earliest grades. Several state boards 
have conceded the centrality of English rel 
atively recently, apparently to align them 
selves with the CBSE. Now that the latter has 
announced its resolve to displace English in 
the early years of schooling, will these state 
boards follow? If that happens, it will doubt 
less be a beautiful dawn of systemic sanity. 

No philosopher or policymaker has ever 
endorsed the centrality of English over the 
child's mother tongue. Vivekananda, 
Rabindranath Tagore, MK Gandhi � they 
all advocated the primacy of the mother 
tongue. J P Naik � the designer of educa 
tional policies in the early years of 
Independence - saw the dominant posi 
tion of English in leading schools as a terri 
ble contradiction. As the member-secretary 
of the Kothari Commission (1964-66), he 
pleaded for a sincere implementation of the 
three-language formula. Under this hal 
lowed mantra, the child's mother 
Oughtto be treated as the first andue 

stim 
portantlanguage at school. In his book pub 
lished soon after his death in 1981, Naik 
Jamented the fact that the three-language 
formula had been implemented piecemeal 
or sidelined entirely. 

He once told me a story that rings like an 
allegory today. Following the Kothari 
Commission report's approval, Naik said the 
Maharashtra government issued a circular. 
It referred to the commission's recommen 
dation of "child-centred education". The 
Maharashtra circular directed all schools to 
ensure that child-centred education was 
practised with immediate effect. In fact, the 
circular threatened official action against de 
faulting school heads. The point of this story 
was that circulars don't necessarily work, es 
pecially when they intend to soften an en 
trenched practice. Wider effort, involving so 
cial collaboration, is required. 

That's what we need. CBSE's turn to the mother tongue 
demands structural shifts and classroom autonomy 

Itis now a popular, socially accepted fact 
that English is the language of upward mo 
bility. The parallel view that English is a 
colonial legacy and should therefore be dis 
placed may have political utility, but it has 
little traction, particularly among the tradi 
tionally deprived social groups, They recog 

nise that the children of the dominant 
classes and their leaders benefit from their 
ease with English. This view goes along with 
the notion that command of English re 
quires early induction. By sticking to the use 
ofEnglish as a medium ofteachingin every 
subject, elite schools - as most CBSE 
schools are-have consolidated these pop 
ularperceptions of English. Indeed, this per 
ception is a key factor driving the growth of 
private schools, especially in the northern 
belt where the state systen is weak and 
poorly managed. 

The CBSE'smove blinks at this widerreal 
ity. Instead ofexplaining whatis problematic 
about early induction into English, the CBSE 
wants to sound innocent in its sudden advo 
cacy of the mother tongue or theregional lan 
guage. Laudable though thisnew mission is, it 
calls for sustained preparation and Consider 
able investrnent. Apart from private schools, 
Kendriya Vidyalayas (KVs) will require more 
than nudging if they are to pay greater atten 
tion to children's home language. As a privi 
leged segment of the CBSE family, KVs have 
been silentiy copying the practices ofEnglish 
medium private ("public") schools. Many 
years have pass�d since the day l noticed that 
Grade I children in a KV in Delhi could not 
name all the days of the week in Hindi. It was 
nobodv'swish to make children monolingual 
English speakers so early in life; KVs were 
merely followinga social trend. Beingevasive 
about the omnipresence of English-medium 
education is probably a policy compulsion, 
butitamounts to a preference forsnoozingin 
a make-believe world. 

If the child's own language is to find some 
appreciative space at school, countless eu 
phemisms will have to be sacrificed. Some 
of these serve as a political shorthand; oth 
ers are related to frozen pedagogies. 
Experienced teachers know that language is 
not merely literacy, however foundational it 
may be. Sounds, rhymes and words contain 

It is now apopular, socially 
accepted fact that English is 
the language of upward 
mobility. The parallel view 
that English is a colonial 
legacy and should therefore 
be displaced may have 
poitcal utility, butit has 

traction, particularly 
among the tracditionally 
deprived social groups. They 
recognise that the children of 
the dominant classes and 
their leaders beneit from 
their ease with English. This 
view goes along with the 
notion that comnmand of 

Bnglish requires early 
induction. By sticking to the 
use of English as a medium 
of teaching in every subject, 
clite schools - as most 
CBSE schools are--have 

consolidated these popular 
perceptions of English. 

CRSasikumar 

intimate, imagined meanings for small chil 
dren. Sensible teaching lets these meanings 
develop new forms; misconceived school 
ing throttles them, imposing dictionary 
meanings through tests and competition. In 
our system, the child's language is the first 
casualty. Prematurely acquired capacities to 
recite and spell run parallel to rote numer 
acy. These practices run counter to the basic 
principles of child-centred teaching. 

If the CBSE wants to improve language 
learning atearly stages, it will have to lookbe 
yond publicised priorities. As an examination 
board, its focus is naturally on tests and out 
comes. Currently, this focus has intensified. 
Newtechnologies have exacerbated this ten 
dency. Language learning during childhood 
is an aspect of intellectual growth that de 
mandsagenerous teacher and diversity ofre 
sources. Music, drama and other means of 
åestheticexpression also enhance children's 
linguisticstrength.A multilingual classroom 
is best suited to achieving these aims. 

The education system is accustomed to 
treating language like a subject. It is taught 
with the purpose of ensuring success in 
tests. In recentyears, this systermic tendency 
has worsened. Distrust of the teacher has 
led to a general, undeclared policy of denial 

of autonomy. In KVs, teachers must abide 
by a nationwide convergence of weekly 
completion schedules. This practice com 
pels every teacher to complete each seg 
ment of the syllabus or textbook at the same 
pace as others. Practices in private schools 
are notvery different from this norm. There 
is little room in such a system to permit 
teachers to pursue curricular goals at their 

.The transformation of such a sys OWn pace. 1 
tem cannot be achieved with a circular and 
a brief re-orientation. 

The writer is former NCERT director and the 
auchor ofThe Child's Language and the 

Teacher and Padhna, zara sochna 
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Beyond the blackboards: Future-proofing skill education for the Gen next 
The Central Government's decision to introduce vocational education from Grade 6 under the 'Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan' signals a long-overdue shift 
towards skill-based learning. However, unless this reform is backed by robust infrastructure and industry collaboration its purpose may be defeated 

he Union Government's initiative to inte 
grate vocational education starting from 
Grade 6 under the 'Samagra Shiksha 

Abhiyan' is a progressive aimed at 
addressing the ongoing gap between academic 
learning and employability. As India strives to 
become a $5 trillion economy, it is essential to equip 

without a its 

T 
Outh with skills early on. 0Ytyneeds. solid strategy, strong alignment with i 

and adequate infrastructure, this initiative risks 
becoming another well-intentioned yet poorly 
executed reform. 

The Stark Skills Gap 
The India Skills Report 2024 indicates that only 47.2 
per cent of Indian youth are deemed employable, 
primarily due to a mismatch between the skills 

ht in educational institutions and those need taught 
ed in the job market. A mere 4.1 per cent of indi 
viduals aged 15 to 59 have received any formal voca 
tional training, compared to over 75 per cent in 
Germany and 50 per cent in China. This high 
the urgent need for a comprehensive oveth 
Indias vocational education system, from early inte 
gration in schools to the development of market 
relevant skill training programs. 
Learning from Global Leaders 
India has the opportunity to learn valuable lessons 
from the German Dual System, which effectively 
combines classroom education with 
apprenticeships in various industries. Annrorimatel 

50 per cent of German students opt for vocation 
al pathways after completing secondary school. 
Similarly, China boasts 11,300 vo cational institu 
tions and nearly 31 million enrolments, producing 
10 million skilled graduates each year. 
These graduates support sectors ranging from ser 
vices and manufacturing to artificial intelligence 
(AI). South Korea's impressive 96 per cent emploY 
ment rate among vocational graduates is a result of 
rigorous standardisation and quality assurance. 
These examples serve as replicable blueprints, par-
ticularly in terms of industry collaboration and co 
creating curricula. 

Patchy Progress Across 
States 

West Bengal's Utkarsh Bangla 
Scheme, which offers yocational cours 
es in nearly 2,000 schools, is an ambi 
tious model. Annually, over 600,000 
students trained 

acrosS various sectors, including elec 
tronics, hospitality, information 
technology, and health care. 
However, limited engagement with 
industry partners diminishes job 
placement opportunities. 

are 

transitions from school to work. 

In contrast, states like Punjab, Haryana, and Tamil 
Nadu maintain close collaboration with industries 
and polytechnic institutes, facilitating smoother 

States such as Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka 
have taken a step further by aligning their vocation 
al courses with future-oriented fields, including 

renewable e e energy, Sy, AI, robotics, and wellness. 
This initiative aligns with the Skill India 
Digital Vision 2024. 

DINESH 
SOOD 

Infrastructure and 
Implementation 
The National Education Infrastructure 
Survey 2023 reveals that 38 per cent of 
Government secondary schools still lack 
essential laboratory and workshop facili 
ties. In Punjab, urban areas generally per form better, while r rural regions continue 
to struggle with faculty shortages and out 
dated equipment. 

r effectiveness of previous initiatives, such 
as s the Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana 
(PMKVY), highlighted that high enrollment num 
bers did not necessarily lead to employment, pri 

INDIA HAS THE OPPORTUNITY TO 
LEARN VALUABLE LESSONS FROM 

THE GERMAN DUAL SYSTEM, 
WHICH EFFECTIVELY COMBINES 
CLASSROOM EDUCATION WITH 

PRACTICAL APPRENTICESHIPS IN 
VARIOUS INDUSTRIES. 

APPROXIMATELY 50 PER CENT OF 
GERMAN STUDENTS OPT FOR 

VOCATIONAL PATHWAYS AFTER 
COMPLETING SECONDARY SCHOOL 

marily due to inadequate training quality. A 
phased implementation model - starting with 
urban centres and gradualy expanding to rural dis-
tricts - can ensure that infrastructure, faculty, and 
educational content develop in tandem. 
Bystander to Stakeholder 

FIRST 

for curriculum design but also for internships, 
apprenticeships, and certiications. 

Quality Through Accountability 

A 2023 survey by FICCI and EY reveals that 70 per 
cent of employers in India are facing skill shortages, 
yet only a small percentage are actively participat 
ing in vocational training programs. In Gujarat, 
effective Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) in 
Industrial Training Institutes (ITIs) have success 
fully developed demand-driven courses and updat 
ed curricula. 

Column 

Since 2015, the Skill India Mission has certified over 
1.3 crore individuals; however, only about 50 per 
cent of these individuals have secured employment. 
One of the main challenges is inconsistent quali 
ty. There is an urgent need for third-party audits, 
employer-validated certifications, and real-time 
tracking of placements to ensure transparency and 
accountability. 

Singapore's Workforce Skills Qualiication (WSQ) 
system is considered a benchmark, as industry 
councils update training modules quarterly in 
response to labour market needs. India a must invest 
in similar National Skill Registries and adaptive 
learning platforms aligned with the vision outlined 
in the National Education Policy. 

Karnatakas collaboration with major tech com 
panies, such as Infosys, Wipro, and Bosch, to train 
high school students in coding, data analytics, and 
mechatronics serves as a scalable model for other 
states. On the other hand, West Bengal remains 
dependent on Government-led initiatives and 
needs to enhance industry collaboration, not only 

A Five-Point Reform Agenda for the 
Future 
1. Curriculum Modernisation: Shift the focus 
from traditional trades to high-growth sectors such 
as electric vehicle (EV) ma maintenance, renewable 
energy, robotics, artificial intelligence (AI), and 
healthcare technology. 
2. Mandatory Industry Partnerships: Each school 
offering vocational courses must partner with an 
industry or sector skills council to co-design the cur 
riculum and conduct evaluations. 
3. Digital-First Infrastructure: Uilise the upcom 
ing Skill India Digital Platform to provide virtual 
labs, remote mentorship, and modular learning 
opportunities, even in rural areas. 
4. Quality Assurance Mechanisms: Establish a 
National Vocational Education Quality Council 
(NVEQC) to oversee standards, conduct audits, and 
implement employer feedback systems. 
5. Încentivising Adoption: Offer tax benefits to com 
panies that provide apprenticeships and perfor 
mance-linked grants to schools based on theír place 
ment records. 
Need for Deeper Reforms 
India boasts one of the youngest populations glob 
ally. To transform this demographic dividend 
into a developmental advantage, practical skills must start early. Integrating vocational education 
from Grade 6 is a positive step; however, without 
significant reforms, it risks repeating past mistakes. 

Vocational education should not 
be considered a fallback option for students who 
struggle academically. With the right policy initia 
tives, infrastructure improvemnents, and strong cor 
porate partnerships, vocational education can lead 
Indias human capital revolution, It is time to move 
from intention to implementation, as skills will 
become the new currency in the future of work. 

(The writer is Co-Founder and MD of Orane Intemational, a 
Tralning Partner with the NSDC. Views are persona) 

Admin
Typewritten Text
PIONEER (P-7), 28 JUNE 2025

Admin
Typewritten Text



The Telegraph 
SATURDAY 28 JUNE 2025 VOL. XLII NO. 349 

DISCOVERY OF A VOICE 
he question of who should speak selves in terms of contemporary edu 
for Adivasis has never been cation in order to be on the job market. 
satisfactorily addressed. Non-Forgetting language means rejecting 

tribals or outsiders' research on them an entire culture, including food and 
is somewhat sceptically regarded by songs and the activities of everyday 

Adivasi scholars; it needs assessment life. Ms Minz's decision to document 
from the tribal groups themselves. languages on a digital platform is a 
Sonajharia Minz, a. professor at the way of keeping traditions alive. It is 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, has for the future when young people are 
decided to create a digital archive of looking for their past. She is also plan 
tribal languages. She is the Unesco ning a curriculum for early education 
co-chair of Transfornming Indigenous in tribal languages. That, too, is most 
Knowledge Research Governance important. The alienation of tribal 
and. Rematriation and shares her children begins in schools where the 
Chair with a Canadian professor teacher speaks a diferent language. 
of Simon Fraser Not onlyis this a culture 
University. Ms Minz shock but it also slows 
plans to create digital comprehension. 

platforms to be used by 
different tribal groups, 
which will contribute 
accounts of their knowl 
edge and culture. What 
is exceptional in this 
projectis that these plat 
forms will not be freely 

The plan for a 
digital archive for 
tribal languages, 

culture and 

knowledge is 
welcome 

accessible. The tribal groups them- is based on irony as well. Without the 
selves will decide if they want to sharemodern system of education, of which 
their material and also with whom Ms Minz and the tribal experts are 
they wish to share it, For the first time, beneficiaries, the digital archive with 
the Adivasis will speak for themselves, proprietary platforms would not have 
make decisions about sharing their been possible. What is needed is a gold 
knowledge. They are afraid of exploita- en mean, where modern education 
tion. So far, research has tended not to and tribal culture go hand in hand and 
give credit for their knowledge, even if students are not forced to forget their 
non-tribal people use it for themselves. language. The planned curriculum for 
In Canada, there are already such pro- early education in tribal languages is 
prietary platforms. just a step in that direction but it is not 

enough. It is for the tribal experts and 
other academics to collaborate in find 
ing curricula that will give the choice 
of keeping up with tribal history, lan 

Ms Minz's analysis points to a deep 
conflict between the languages, cul 
tures and knowledge of tribal people 
with those of the modern mainstream. 

Ms Minz claims that 
there is now a critical 
mass of tribal experts 
throughout the country. 
It seems a propitious 
time for Adivasis to 
speak for themselves. 
But the project itself 

This alienation began in colonialguage and culture of the tribal group 
times. Adivasis have to forget their 
language and culture and train them 

a student comes from. Only then will 
Adivasis be fully vocal. 
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The importance of statistics 
KK SEN 

he significance of statistical methodology can be 
understood from the contributions made by famous 
statistician and pioneer of India's first Five Year 
Plan, Prof PC Mahalanobis, who was born on June 

29, 1893. Tò commemorate his outstanding contri 
bution to the field of statistics, June 29 is celebrated 

as National Statistical Day. According to him, statistics should 
be used for better understanding and reporting of scientific 
'and engineering �ata, and for decision-making for the wel 
fare of society. He undertook experimental design in agri 
culture and made an important discovery rel�ting to the 
probable error, which put him on par with RA Fisher, the 
great statistician. Among his most significant contributions 
to statistics, the "Theory of Sample Surveys' can be high 
lighted which began with the estimation of area and yield of 
the jute crop in Bengal in l937, and it was established that 
estimates based on sample surveys were often more accu 
rate than those obtained by complete enumeration. Sample 
surveys can yield estimates with a narrow margin of error 
within a short span of time and. with minimal expenditure. 

T 

Complete enumeration carries the risk of non-sampling er 
rors, which may occur due to a faulty questionnaire, an honest 
mistáke by the persons interviewed, or insincerity of the enu 
merator. Sampl� surveys are subject to sampling errors, but 
these errors can be reduced by increasing the sample size. 
Sampling eror is inversely proportional to sample sizë. 

Statistics represents a fundamental method of data analy 
sis, which is applicable to any observational science. One of 
the first feld applications is the method of random sampling 
to estimate the acreage and yield of crops over a large region. 
Nowadays, we often say that there is a bumper production of 
rice in the current year compared to the previous year, but 
this estimation is based on the 'crop-cutting survey' under 
taken by statisticians in a highly scientific manner. 

We commonly talk about advancement of our economy, but 
this can be justified only by calculating Gross Domestic Prod 
uct (GDP) or per capita income, which is based on statistical 
methodology. Thus, theimportance of statistics can be appre 
ciated in every field of investigation, whether in agriculture, 
industry, or education. The average number of successful 
students in an examination, or the percent�ge of success in a 
year compared to previous years, is analysed by using statis 
tical methods. The most well-known indicator of inlation is 
the Consumer Price Index, which measures the percentage 
change in the price of a basket of goods and services, and is 
computed by applying statistical methodology. 

Apart from data collection, the importance of statistics 
lies in data compilation, analysis, and, finally, decision-mak 
ing. The critical aspect of data collection is that it must be 

Statistics are like clay, from which one 
can moud either a devil or a god. 
accurate and reliable, which depends on the sincerity of 

enumerators as well as respondents. Wrong or inaccurate 
data may create a wide gap in data analysis, leading to 
improper planning. 

'Statistics are very helpful to a State as they facilitate 
administration. In modern tim�s, States make extensive 
use of statistical data to solve various, problems. Before 
enforcing a policy, a State must examine its pros and cons, 
and this can be done only with the help of numerical data. 
In our day-to-day life, large volumes of data are collected to 
accomplish various activities. 

Modern statistical methods and data are increasingly 
useful in research across various fields. Even in medical 
science and public health, statistical methods are used ef 
ficiently to test the eficacy of new medicines and treat 
ment methods. In industry and commerce, statisticians 
carry out different types of research, such as identifying 

.the sources and causes of variation in product quality. The 
technique of quality control used in these cases, is entirely 
statistical in nature. Market research is conducted by mak 
ing extensive use of statistical methods. Bankers, stock 
brokers and insurance companies also utilise statistical tech 
nology to forecast.probable boom or depression in business 
cycles. The theory of probability -a concept in statistics 
applies itself to various fields of business and commerce. 

Despite its usefulness, the science of statistics is some 
times looked upon with suspicion and condemned as a tis 
sue of falsehood. It is often said that statistics are the lies of 
the first order. This indicates that the science of statistics 
has been dishonoured, even in moderm times, despite its 
indispensable role in all aspects of human civilisation. Some 
times, figures supporting a statement may not be true due 
to incompleteness; inaccuracy, or deliberate manipulation 
by bia_ed individuals who wish to present a false image for 
personal gain. The fault in such cases does not lie with the 
science of statistics, but with those who misuse it. If wrong 
figures are used, they are bound to produce a biased con 
clusion. Therefore, it is the responsibility of those who use 
the data to ensure that the figures are free from bias and 
are analysed most scientifically. 

Statistics are like clay, from which one can mould either 
a devil or a god, depending on the sincerity of the statisti 
cian. If anything goes wrong in statistical analysis, it is not 
the fault of the science, but the result of the mischief of 
those who handle it. It is thus necessary that whenever we 
sse statistics, we should first ensure that they are properly 
collected and suitable for the cóntextual issues. 

(The author is a retired Director of Statistics, 
Government of Assam.) 
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Rutu Mody-Kamdar 

uring a ses 
sion on con 
Sumer beha 
viour in an 

MBA class, the discus 
sion was on the rise of 
D2C brands in India and 
the shifts in how young 
consumners make choic 
es. Midway, a student 

asked, "Ma'am, what are 
the top three points I 
should write if this 
I Comes in the exam?" 

I paused; not because 
it was a wrong' question 
but because it was such a 
narrovW one. Here we 

were, dissecting the 
complex interplay of as 
piration, identity, digital 
influence, and social cur 
rency and the question 
was reduced to a list. It 

struck me then how our 
entire approach to learn 
ing had moved from un 
derstanding to extract 
ing. From wonder to 
utility. From "Why is this 
happening?" to "What 
should I write?" 

We're living in a world 
of fast answerS. Of Goo 
gle summaries, bullet 
points, AI-generated 
notes, and 60-second eX 
plainers. Where know 
ledge is accessible but 
curiosity is optional. But 
here's the thing: the 
smartest people in the 
room are rarely the ones 
with the fastest answers. 
They're the ones asking 
better questions. 

Questions matter 
In higher education, cu 
riosity shouldn't be a lux 
ury. It should be the com 
pass. Whether you're 
studying Business, Engi 

The lost art of 

Curiosity 
neering, Design, or Law, 
your ability to ask 
layered, thoughtful, 
open-ended questions is 
what takes you from su 
face-level familiarity to 
real understanding. A 
student in a media stu 
dies class once asked, 
Why do Indian news 

channels use red tickers 
and dramatic music? Do 
viewers prefer that?" 
That opened upa conver 
sation on psychology, 
sensationalism, visual 
communication, and pu 
blic trust. It wasn't in the 
syllabus. But it was edu 
cation at its best. Good 
questions don't just clar 
ify; they open windows. 

In higher education, curiosity shouldn't be a luxury. 
It should be the Compass. 

But not all questions are 
equal. The ones that tru 
ly sharpen thinking and 
signal a keen mind fall 
into a few key types: 

Bridge Questions: 
"How does this connect 
to something I already 
know?" For example, in 
a sociology class, "Is the 
way we view marriage 
today shaped more by 
Bollywood or tradition?" 

Lens-Shifting Ques 
tions: "Who's missing 
from this narrative?" For 
example, in a corse on 
development econom 
ics: "What would this da 
ta look like if we asked 
Women in rural India in 
stead ofurban youth?" 

What-if Questions: 
"What changes if one 
factor is flipped?" For ex 
ample, in a history class: 
"What if the printing 
press had never been in 
vented? How would 
power have shifted?" 

A 

Uncomfortable 
Questions: "Is this idea 
as neutral as it seems?" 
For example, in a brand 
ing lecture: �Are luxury 
brands truly aspiration 
al? Or do they thrive on 
social inequality?" 

Questions like these 
show independent 
thinking. They show that 
the student is not just ab 
sorbing information, but 
playing with it. Part of 

the problem is systemic. 
We've been conditioned 
to chase grades, not 
growth. To optimise for 
output, not exploration. 
Even the classroom re 
wards memorisation ov 
er meaning. Part of it is 
cúltural too. In a hyper 
connected, hyper-com 
petitive world, there's 
pressure to sound smart, 
not curious. We are 
afraid of asking a ques 
tion that makes us look 
like we don't know. 

Ask away 
But the truth is that ey 
ery breakthrough, every 
innovation, every deep 
insight begins with not 

GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO 

knowing. The willing 
ness to ask is a quiet 
form of courage. So how 
do you rebuild the cu 
riosity muscle? Here are 
a few simple practices: 

Begin a Questions 
Log: After each lecture, 
note one question that 
wasn't answered. 

Doesn't matter how ran 
dom. Track it over a 
semester; you'll be 
amazed. 

Teach It backwards: 
Imagine you have to exX 
plain today's topic to 
your younger sibling. 
What questions would 
you ask to help them get 
there? 

Slow the scroll: Next 
time you see a trending 
topic, don't just read the 
summary. Ask yourself: 
"What's the larger issue 
here that no one's talk 
ing about?" 

Sit With,Confusion: 
Instead of rushing to 
Google for every doubt, 

6 give yourself five mi 
nutes to. think. Mull. 
Doodle. Let your brain 
try first. 

Years from now, when 
you're working on a bu 
siness plan, crafting a 
policy, designing a pro 
duct, or making a big life 
choice, what will matter 
is not whether you re 
membered every frame 
work or formula. It's 
whether you kmew how 
to ask: What's going on 
here?"., "Who does this 
impact the most?", 
"What am I not seeing 
yet?" Because that's 
what smart looks like. 
Not fast. But curious. 

The writer is the founder of 
Jigsaw Brand Consultants. 
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Language of unity 
Uniformity should not be confused with 

national unity in language policy 
he National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 
mandates that all students across the 
country must learn three languages in 

school. Theoretically, NEP 2020 is more flexible 
than the previous versions of the three-language 
policy in India, which have always faced resis 
tance not just in south India but. also different 
States. Hindi is only one of the many Indian lan 
guages, and States are free to choose any tWo In 
dian languages and oné foreign language in the 
mix of three, according to NEP 2020. However, 
the fear that Hindi will become the default option 
as the second Indian language apart from the na 
tive language is aggravated by Maharashtra go 
vernment's attempts to prioritise Hindi over oth 
er regional languages and its continuing 
vacillation on the issue. The State has now with 
drawn its decision that Hindi will generally' be 
taught until Class five, as the second Indian lan 
guage, after it kicked off a political storm in the 
State and put the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) on the back foot. A committee headed by 
Dr. Narendra Jadhav will now deliberate with all 
stakeholders on the relevance of the three-lan 
guage policy. Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis 
has said the government Would accept its recom 
mendation. This change of heart comes after es 
tranged cousins Uddhav Thackeray and Raj 
Thackeray, legatees of a strident version of Ma 
rathi pride that often turned into violent xeno 
phobia, came together to oppose what they see 
as "imposition" of Hindi. Evidently, the language 
issue is uniting political rivals against the BJP. 

Languages associated with power gain mÍre 
influence but attempts to force languages on pe 
ople on the back of political power can be divi 
sive. The paradox is that the BJP sees the three 
language policy as a question of national pride 
and unity. It is clear that most students, including 
those in India's Hindi-speaking regions, want to 
learn English. According to Maharashtra Minister 
Ashish Shelar, nearly a fifth of students in the 
State are learning a third language and the new 
policy would give that option tó all students. 
There are 15 languages including Hindi available 
in schools under the third language option, and 
when at least 20 students demand a language in a 
school, it will be taught. While this sounds noble 
and politically neutral, the actual implementa 
tion is different. Hardly anyone in Bihar has 
learnt Tamil or Malayalam or Kannada or Telugu 
under the three language policy so far. The 
chances of an overwhelming majority of students 
ending up with Hindi as part of the three-lan 
guage policy is high. No State or school can offer 
a vast range of languages. The BJP must reassess 
its language policy taking into account the res 
ponses that are emerging from different parts of 
the country. It must learn the language of unity. 
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Harvard vs Trump: The battle for 
academic freedom in a polarised America 

ducation is a driver of change, development, 
and human enlightenment; it helps individ 
/uals to question, experiment, and explore, leading to regulated change. When supported by 

the community and Governments, it brightens up 
at a faster speed, opening new horizons. The 
research throws light that empowers the 
researchers to explore further; it is a continuous 
project. The communities gain from it in human 
welfare, while the Governments and businesses 
gain by profiting. To control who gains the most 
engenders politics of conflicting interests. 

That is the main impulse of the current feud 
between the Trump administration and Harvard 
University. While Harvard aims to promote lib 
eral ideologies encouraging free speech and the 
right to protest unjust and inhuman actions, the 
Trump administration aims to contain the pro 
liferation of liberal ideologies. President Donald 
Trump has been spinning a narrative of packing 
in Americas burden' policy of supporting inter 
national students, migrant labour, and political 
seekers as a solution for the problems of the local 
population. The politics of ideological conflicts 
come to the fore in the exchange on social media 
and press statements on the sidelines of formal 
communication. 

Trump has gone on to accuse Harvard faculty 
of colluding with the Communist Party of China, 
while those rejecting the charges have called the 
Trump Government policies reminiscent of 
McCarthyism of the 1940s. 

As to the formal war between Harvard and the 
Trump Administration, responding to Harvard's 
lawsuit on May 23, 2025, a US district court in 
Massachusetts has ruled that the U.S. Department 
of Homeland Security (DHS) May 22, 2025 order 
revoking Harvard's Student and Exchange Visitor 
Program (SEVP) certification is restrained till the 
next hearing on May 29, 2025. The court has 
blocked DHS from "implementing, instituting, 
maintaining, or giving effect to the revocation of 
Harvard's eligibility to enrol international students 
and sponsor international scholars. 

Describing SEVP as a privilege and not a right, 
the DHS issued a letter on May 22, 2025, 
revoking Harvard's SEVP certifi�ation, which 
meant that Harvard could not admit foreign stu 
dents on F- or J-nomination status for the 2025 
2026 academic year, and existing foreigners on F 
or J-nomination "must transfer to another univer 
sity in order to maintain their non-immigrant sta-
tus" 

To avoid SEVP privilege revocation, Harvard 
had been advised to provide within 72 hours all 
the information related to on or off-campus 
activities by its non-immigrant students alleged-

ly against others in the last five years. In response 
to the Government action, Harvard chose to chal 
lenge it in court, communicating to the Harvard 
community that the revocation was against 

Harvard's refusal to submit to the federal 
Government's illegal assertion of control over its 
curriculum, faculty, and student body. 

In a series of actions, the Trump administra 
tion wrote a letter to Harvard on April 11, 2025, 
charging it with failure to justify federal 
investment" 

To rectify its failure, the university was advised 
to (a) reduce the power of students, faculty, and 
administrators; (b) share all admissions and hir 
ing data for a comprehensive audit; (c) prevent the 
admission of"students hostile to the American val 
ues... and Semitism'; and (d) commission an 
external party, acceptable to the federal 
Government, to audit the student body, faculty, 
staff, and leadership for viewpoint diversity" and 
"the programs and departments that most fuel 
anti-Semitic harasment or reflect ideological cap 
ture" (e) discontinue "all diversity, equity, and 
inclusion (DEI) programs, offices, committees, 
positions, and initiatives.."; () reform "its stu 
dent discipline policies and procedures"; (g) 
establish procedures to protect anyone reporting 
"noncompliance with the reforms..": (h) make 
"organisational changes to ensure full trans 

parency and cooperation with 
all federal regulators." 

SUKHDEV 
SINGH 

executiye action" 

Instead of surrendering to 
the DHS demands, Harvard 
had preferred to challenge 
the letter in the court while 
conveying to the 
Government that their 
demands were unconstitu 
tional," amounting to 
encroachment on academ 
ic freedom. On May 23, 
pleading in the court, 
Harvard described the 
"revo cation" order as 
"quintessential arbitrary, 

irrational, and unilateral 

Although the university has acceded to 
correcting some of the lapses during protests 
against the Gaza war, it has refuted the charges of 
any planned discrimination against Semitism. It 
has rejected the conditions as a requirement to get 
a $2.2 billion federal grant and tax 
exempt status. 

In the meanwhile, the federal Government's 
stringent conditions on Harvard have drawn 
strong reactions from many academics, activists, 
and political leaders, including the Jews, 
criticising the Trump administration for using 
anti-Semitism as a weapon to act upon universi 
ties for their ends. 

Whether the Trump administration will gain 
anything politically from the continuing feud is 
ambivalent, but the damage to the work and val 
ues that the USA has been clainming to stand for 

is definite. Harvard may or may not lose the fed 
eral grant, but it has retained its character 
through its unflinching resistance to the 
Government pressures to surrender its DEI pro 
grammes. 

Its strength to resist comes not from its class 
room activity alone but from its community pro 
grammes of capacity building and its socially rel 
evant research and education. According to a Study 
on the Global Bconomic and Social Impact of 
Harvard Alumni, the alunni of Harvard 
University have created 146,429 jobs globally. 
Harvard's socially relevant inventions include bak 
ing powder, organ transplantation, oral rehydra 
tion therapy (ORS), functional MRI, portable 
surgery, logical quantum processors, and gene 
editing medicine. 

Harvard created the world's irst MBA pro 
gramme in 1908. Harvard has about 5800 patents 
to its credit. 

Harvard works for the welfare of its neighbour 
hood community. It 'partners with local commu 
nities to provide apprenticeship and internship 
opportunities' for youth. "As of August 2024, 
Harvard was the 5th largest employer of 
Massachusetts residents and the largest in the city 
of Cambridge."According to a report, Harvard's 
revenue for work comes frum philanthropy: 
endowment income and gifts (45 per cent); edu 
cation: tuition, housing, and food sales (11 per 
cent); research (federal grant ll per cent + non 
federal 5 per cent = 16 per cent); and other sources 
(18 per cent). Harvard spends the federal grant 
on research. Although Harvard is inancially as 
well as academically strong, the freeze of the 2.2 
billion dollar federal grant and the tax-exemption 
status will affect its research programmes. 

While the 'feud-theatre' and the 'gain-loss nar 
rative spinning exercise continue, there is enough 
stuff for the Indian and the rest of the world's uni 
versities to learn from: 
1. The universities have to nurture the values of 

equity and inclusion and of internationalism to 
gain a wider exposure environment for their learn 
ers and knowledge creators. 
2. To do that, the universities must reach out to 
the community for support rather than overde 
pendence on Government grants. 
3. To gain the community's support, the 
universities must relate their knowledge and 
research to the community for its welfare and 
capacity building. 
4. The universities must create work 
cultures for skilling and knowledge to the high 
est standards for the physical, psychological, socio 
cultural, economic, and spiritual welfare of the 
community. 

(The writer is Professor (Retd) of Applied Linguistics & ELT 
Department of English, Guru Nanak Dev University, Amritsar. 

Views are personal) 
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