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This year, the University of Delhi has departed from its tradition of starting the new session on July 16th. This amusing temporal translation is possibly the least significant of the changes that are in store for the students when they enter the University. Changes in the academic structure of the science courses with the introduction of the semester system will have very far reaching consequences. And what is worse -- there seems to be no evidence that any thinking has gone into these possibly unintended results of the actions of an administration in a hurry.

In the dust raised by the ongoing controversy about the implementation of the 
semester system in the University of Delhi, basic academic concerns have taken 
a back seat. The whole issue is seen as an either/or stand-off between
the University administration, particularly the Vice-Chancellor, on the one hand,
and a majority of the teachers on the other. It is worthwhile, therefore, to take a dispassionate look at the new science courses which the University is implementing from this session. This is also relevant since the Vice Chancellor, in his statements to the press has emphasised the obvious advantages of the semester system. As it turns out, the lofty principles are not evident in the reality that is before us now.

The blueprint, so to say, for the semester system at the undergraduate level was a document prepared by an Empowered Committee for the Implementation of the Semester System. One can therefore safely assume that this is the “official” line of the university. The document not only discussed the rationale for the various changes but also laid out a detailed road map of the structure etc of the new system. It is therefore, instructive to use this document as a template to judge the actual courses of study that are going to be taught to a large number of students from today.
First, the academic loading of students: The Empowered Committee recommended four hours of lectures per week for every theory course, along with one hour of tutorials. This, in our opinion, is already on the high side, as most leading institutions in the world usually make do with three lectures a week. However, when we look at the detailed syllabi for the B.Sc. (Hons.) courses, we find that most of them actually have five lecture hours a week, dispensing with tutorials altogether. This places a tremendous load on the students – one that is unparalleled in undergraduate instruction anywhere.
One of the advantages of a semester-based system, as is generally acknowledged, is the possibility of a flexible structure, with more choices for students than are possible in an annual scheme. When one looks at the syllabi, however, one is aghast at the lack of flexibility. In Physics (Hons.), for example, the new syllabus gives no choice whatsoever to the students, while the old annual scheme did have one slot for options. The blueprint mentions a survey conducted among postgraduate students, which reveals that students wanted to study many different subjects along with their Major subjects – including, significantly, humanities subjects in science Honours courses. Alas, the survey findings remain just a piece of paper. 
A key word in the scheme proposed by the Empowered Committee is interdisciplinarity. The idea is to have Minor specialisations in addition to the Major one for which a student is admitted to an Honours course. While the Major/Minor structure proposed by it is debatable, the idea of encouraging interdisciplinarity is certainly a welcome one, in line with the Yash Pal Committee recommendations as also those of the National Knowledge Commission. However, a look at the new syllabi reveals that the idea has been given a complete go-by. While the recommendation was that 14-15 papers out of 24 should be in the main subject, the syllabi typically have 18 or more. Moreover, there is no attempt to move forward towards a genuinely interdisciplinary approach.

Another interesting aspect of the new structure is the proliferation of papers- for instance, the Mathematics course taught to Physics students is different from that taught to Chemistry students! Globally, and even in the IITs, for instance, the Mathematics 101 course is exactly the same for all students -- Physics, Chemistry, indeed all engineering students. There is no sign of such a rationalisation and consolidation in the new scheme. Instead, we have different Chemistry courses for the Physics, Botany and Geology students!

In sum, the syllabi for the new B.Sc. courses have an overload of content, and show little evidence of the new thinking that one might have expected with the implementation of the semester system. Instead, what we have is an ill- thought out, hurriedly prepared document which will be imposed on hapless students entering the university.

As the Empowered Committee admits, there is no dearth of talent in DU, and of openness to change. Why then are we faced with such a situation? The reason appears to lie in the hasty manner in which the University has chosen to implement the scheme, and the lack of genuine academic discussion within the community. It is unfortunate that we are faced with a situation in which the positives of the semester system are being given the go by, and the students get the worst of both worlds. In our opinion, the implantation of these courses will seriously compromise academic standards. The ultimate sufferers, of course, will be the students. But where administrative myopia gets wedded to cussedness, the refusal to correct a faulty vision creates a mess simply awful to behold. Those of us who have chosen a life of teaching as a vocation can only wring our pens in collective despair.
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