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When IIM-A decided to award diplomas
tostudents instead of opting fora degree-
granting status. it was todistance itself
from UGCand itsbizarrerules. ‘Let the
market acceptour students,” declared
RaviJohn Mathai, the institute’s first
full-time director. boldly. The rest is his-
tory: PGDM becamea brand far super-
ior toan MBA. a degree course offered
by universities and colleges affiliated
with universities. That wasautonomy
withoutany Act The three otherolder
[IMs took the same route.

Accordingto theearlier UGCrules, a
PhD degree was necessary toapply for
the post of assistant professor in univer-

sitiesand colleges. Thisrule, which has -

now been scrapped, would have stopped
IIMs from hiring the best in the business.
For example, the top accounting brains
optfor CA.but UGCrules would not al-
low hiring them since they did not have
PhDs. Since [IMs were not bound by
UGCrules, they could employ CAs for
accounting courses and MBAs for mar-
keting courses. But, later, TMs gave up
that autonomy and asked their CA fac-
ulty toget PhDs.

In2017, the HRD ministry (now minis-
try of education, MoE) brought the TM
Actwithout the institutes asking for it.
It was implemented on January 31,2018,
declaring the 20 IIMs as ‘institutions of
national importance’ and conferring
them greater autonomy in both adminis-
trationand academic functioning, Acc-
ording to the Act, the IIM board, not Gol,
would choose the chairman and direc-
tor. Since the passage of the 2017 Act, all
IIMs started offering MBA course. Before
that, they offered diplomas. '

But, in thelast session of Parliament,

the Centre introduced the ITM (Amend-
ment) Bill 2023, seeking to take over the
power of appointing chairpersons and
directors of 1IMs, stoking fears of dilu-
tion of autonomy and interference in
their day-to-day affairs.

After the IIMs became autonomous from
Gol. many of them converted their one-
year executivediploma intoa degree.
MokE raised objections because a one-year
degreeisnot valid in India under UGC
rules. According to its July 2020 commu-
nication, MoE said the [IMs are not ‘act-
ing in conformity with the UGC Act1956’
while grantinga one-year degree.

There are three dimensions to IIM
autonomy:

» Operational (syllabus-setting, num-
ber of faculty members and courses).
P Financial.

» Administrative (who will choose the
chairman and directors of IIMs).

Unlike II'Ts, the older IIMs are financi-
ally self-reliant. During Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh’s tenure, Gol encour-
aged IIMsto establish their own corpus
by offering to match rupee-for-rupee. But
once their corpus was ready; Gol forgot
all about it. But IIMs never looked back.
Though they are not asrich as the older
II'Ts, which aim at 1,000 crore corpus,
the older ITMs have a few hundred cro-
resascorpus.

The one-year MBA and other short-
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duration management programmes con-
tributed to this surplus. They also enrich-
ed the faculty's knowledge because many
of the students had industry experience.
Financially, older IIMs can do without
the one-year executive MBA (as the gov-
ernment wants) if they open one more
section of the two-year MBA. The de-
mand for a spot inIIMs is high, somuch
so that even ina Covid year, IM-Brais-
ed its fees to 223 lakh tomatch those of
IIM-A and ITM-C.

But for newer ITMs, Gol provides the
capital and operating budget and, there-
fore, asks questions about the number
of doctoral students and programmes.
Fulfilling these metrics takes a tollon
quality; like starting doctoral program-
‘mes with a thin faculty base.

"India mustlearn from Singapore and
China. Both have built excellent educa-
tional institutions by providing funds
onano-questions-asked basis. The man-
date is clear: the institutions must per-
form creditably in global rankings
within a stipulated period. If results are
notachieved, the head will be replaced.
Thanks to this process, universities such
as Tsinghua in China, the National Uni-
versity of Singapore and Singapore Ma-
nagement University are progressing
fast. InIndia, MoE creates excellence
justby renaming institutions.

Decadesago, when Gordon Brown was
chancellor of Britain’s exchequer; The
Sunday Times ran a front-page story,
‘Oxford University degrees forsale’. It
had conducted a sting operation where
aperson’s son was promised admission
for adonation. It wasa bigembarrass-
ment for Oxford.

Later, the newspaper explained why it
did it, Wealthy US universities like Har-
vardand Stanford poach faculty from
Oxford and Cambridge, thanks to their
large endowments. The moral of the
story: government control through sub-
sidy leads toalack of autonomy; leading
tomediocrity In institutions.
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