A case for restructuring of the curriculum at the University of Delhi.

Vision for the coming 10 years.

It is undisputed opinion both within and outside the University that something is seriously amiss with our education. Each of us would admit it in our informal chat, at homes, in the coffee houses or other venues. Though there is, even now, a reasonable value attached to the certification process provided by the system, there is little, if any, value attached to the substance, skill or knowledge, delivered by the system.

However, when we turn our attention to a diagnosis, we come across two diametrically opposite points of view.

1. The system is inherently good but the quality of people manning it makes it bad.

2. The system is not consistent with the aims of education appropriate to the times we are in.

Persons in power, that includes the bureaucrats, would rather accept the first diagnosis as it absolves them of any responsibility for instituting or facilitating a change. A fair fraction of personal manning the system, but not in power, also goes along with the status quo in as much as they can consider themselves personally, not bad, hence not responsible for the current state of affairs.

The second diagnosis attempts to put the blame squarely on the system within which the persons are working
. This may however sound too much embedded in behaviourism and the actual truth may lie some where in between. The second diagnosis however gives us some cause for optimism as some positive changes may expected if we try to change the situation in which the teachers and the students have to function. We may also draw some solace from the view that the current system was set up by the colonial empire for its own purpose and not for the development of India into an economic or knowledge power.

However a pretty long time has passed since independence and a major restructuring in the way we transact our business is long overdue. One may also consider that the time is now ripe for instituting such a change on two diverse counts:

1. During the last three decades, there have been several attempts,
 originating among the teachers in the colleges of the University of Delhi, to give our syllabi a new look.

2. Numerous articles in the national press by eminent persons, during the last 5 years have argued that that our ability to generate technological headway would be seriously hampered by the poor innovative ability of the students generated by our higher education system.

During the last few years empowered committees have been constituted to restructure the curriculum at the undergraduate stage at the University of Delhi. These committees have done commendable work, considering that their job was not easy and could not be done at one step. It is however necessary to point out that they could not avoid the trap of taking too practical an attitude and attempt only what could be implemented in the next few years. The exercise has thus petered out to only redefining the syllabi and fails to suggest any deep restructuring.
A restructuring exercise is akin to writing a constitution where the legislative aims should be defined and then left for the future generations to legislate on. As the restructuring of Honours courses is yet on cards, a heavy dose of Visionary statements are in order.

Why should one restructure the University of Delhi?

1. The University of Delhi was designed to be a federal University and till 1962 attempt was being made to get all the colleges on the campus. However the pressure of increased enrolments due to the post independence increase in the school output and the lack of resources have willy-nilly transformed the university de-facto into an affiliating one. Currently a single member of the courses committee from the college, is the slenderest of a link to the faculty, is the only apology of the federal structure that is left. The result is that the University has a lot of Ph.D. which are made to do non-creative work.

2.  The demand of a knowledge-based economy requires a major flexibility in the courses that are offered with a major emphasis on the core competences.
3.  Thus group-work, projects and teamwork the corner stone working in the industry must be emphasised and evaluation criteria and methods developed to that effect.

4. The rise in the complexity of the processes carried out in the market requires that a Mass University like the University of Delhi should not remain oblivious of the demands that the development put on the system. We cannot
 therefore remain entirely guided by the disciplines to define our course works. It could be argued that the University has from time to time introduced new degrees to take care of such demands but if we look carefully we find that these actions had been of the nature of a knee jerk reaction and not integrated with our main degrees.

5. During the last decade of the 20th Century, there has been a lot of work starting with Gibbon on the transition in the scientific research methodology to what has been described as Mode 2 production of Knowledge, which emphasises the context as defining what has to be researched upon. It in turns emphasises trans-disciplinarity as opposed to discipline-based teaching. It would also emphasise research, and process of reflection and at the very start of the teaching process.

6. Now the University and its departments, even in the developed countries, do not have now the sole propriety right over the production of knowledge and a lot of Tacit Knowledge exists outside its own borders. The University would be doing a service to the society and in turn to itself, if it becomes the meeting ground for the practitioners in various research laboratories, NGO’s and Industry.

7. The University of Delhi has nearly completed the process of wide band Networking therefore could be soon ready to become A Single Virtual Campus. Unfortunately a parallel exercise on the development of users groups that should have accompanied the physical networking has even now not started. The technology would be at cross purpose with our working if we do not let the spirit of Networking enter in our ethos

Aims: Let me briefly enumerate the aims, which we should strive for in the next few Years.

1. A student depending on his performance should be able to reach any course at the end of a three-year. He/She should have the implicit chance to shift his/her college both at the end of first year and second year and if necessary at the end of the III half year.

2. A student should get involved in research appropriate to his level of understanding and competence right from the first year. These studies should be performed in groups of 4-5 students, and these groups should team up with other groups studying similar problems across the University electronically.

3. A system should be developed to interlink all such studies in nearly real time so that socially negotiated standards of assessment could be developed suited for of such a distributed work. This could then allow for a real internal assessment process to be initiated, giving the teachers real control over what is taught and how it is to be examined.

4. The University should ensure that, the large number of teachers with Ph.D. and research experience or experience in some other creative field, can add courses which could be available to the entire community of eligible students across the university. The Variable Module suggested in the CSEC proposal has the germ of that possibility. The same structure can be used both for the courses generated by the teachers within our system and knowledge practitioners outside the university system.

5. Electronic networking should ensure membership of all teachers to all the relevant committees so that they can contribute their considered thought, and make contributions to a rapid and continuous change in the curriculum followed at the University.  This could enable the university to respond rapidly to the change it is effecting and also eliminating errors quickly.

A Single Virtual Campus

1. A common courses committee for the foundation courses.

2. Mechanisms for enabling multidisciplinary work with in a college.

3. Mechanism for enabling collaboration between colleges.

4. Finally a mechanism for opening the university to outside world so that workplace experiences and shared knowledge from other colleges around the world could be integrated into the curriculum.

5. Facilitate the formation of learning communities through electronic and other means.

The University should actively encourage action research in the field of higher education and create appropriate structures for it.

Way back in forties of the last century University of Delhi took the lead in instituting 3 year degree courses which gradually became the norm throughout the country. The time has come for the University of Delhi to head the writing on the wall and set up a new Model which could be applied to other metropolitan Centres in the Country.

� As a common example one may ask the question as to why the students prefer rote to understanding, the reason is clearly the examination system. It is much more paying, mark wise, to give an expected answer by rote� than apply your mind to the question asked. In fact this tendency is not of recent origin. A small excerpt of a letter written by Rabindranath Chatterjee to T.H. Huxley dated 22 May 1888, and reproduced in Science and The Raj (Deepak Kumar) page 144, amply describes the age of this malady.


In the same tone the reason that a teacher who has no control over the syllabus or the examination would think 10 times before he improvises is teaching or takes an innovative attitude.


� However all such ventures have been just heroic attempts to strike at an overly rigid, compartmentalised and centralised system


� As an example a course in electronics although teaching physics most of the time has no relation to the Physics Honours course. The head of the biochemistry is perpetually worried about how to get the chemistry and other related disciplines taught and examined in a smooth manner.





