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It is a great honour to be invited to deliver the 14th convocation address of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar Open University.  I am grateful to the Chancellor and the Vice-Chancellor for extending this invitation to me. Between 1997 and 2002, I had the privilege of being the Chancellor of this University and it gave me an opportunity to observe at close quarters the evolution of this institution.  It is gratifying to note the progress made by this university in terms of enrollment of students, courses offered and direct contact centers.  Dr. B.R. Ambedkar Open University was the first open university to be started in our country, but that is not its only distinction.  Over the years, the university has maintained intellectual leadership in this area by initiating and implementing many innovative ideas.  Thus, it has been a trendsetter.

Distance Learning


Open university or distance learning has today come to be recognized as a distinct and important channel of higher education.  It has `democratized’ higher education and made it inclusive.  It has helped to widen the student base.  It has reached out to people who would otherwise have remained outside the pale of higher education. The effectiveness of distance education is now well acknowledged.  Studies have shown that well-designed and well-managed distance education programmes produce learning outcomes equal to those of conventional face-to-face instruction.  In fact, they have shown that students registered through the distance mode show greater commitment and interest.  Historically, distance education meant correspondence study.  However, recent developments in technology have dramatically transformed the concept of distance learning.  Today, besides print, audio, video and computer technologies have become the delivery modes.  As someone said, distance education is a phenomenon which is `geographically dispersed’ but `technologically united’.


The open university system has changed our concept of pedagogy as well.  It casts greater responsibilities on the teachers.  The teaching materials have to be prepared with great care and with a clear understanding of the psychology of the learners.  Due to the pioneering efforts of Dr. Ambedkar Open University, we now have a fund of knowledge on how to make distance learning effective.  I take the occasion to congratulate all those who are graduating today.  I would like to add a word of special appreciation to those who are receiving awards.  May the education that you have received through this University help you to find careers which suit your abilities and temperament, and also make you productive and responsible citizens of the country. 

Quality in Higher Education

It is a cliché to say that higher education in India is at cross roads.  But this hackneyed and overused phrase still contains an element of truth.  We have reached a point when the need for bringing about some radical changes in higher education can no longer be ignored.  The excellent quality of the best students of our universities and colleges are well recognized and accepted at home and abroad.  Indian students who go for postgraduate studies to foreign universities do extremely well.  Most university departments abroad have Indians in a fairly large number on their faculty and many of them have earned international recognition and reputation.  While the quality of our best students is not in doubt, it is the average which is causing discomfort.  The system of higher education as it operates now in India has raised many concerns which include deterioration in quality, resource crunch and the consequent poor infrastructure. Serious problems of governance have been caused both by the quantitative expansion and the present system of educational administration.


The importance of higher education in building the nation is beyond doubt.  The agricultural, industrial and scientific growth of this country depends upon creating a corpus of well-trained professionals in a variety of academic disciplines and this can happen only with good quality higher education.  We need not belittle what we have achieved. However, there is a crying need to strengthen higher education in terms of quality and effectiveness.


In the context of growing population, some quantitative expansion in higher education is inevitable.  However, the emphasis in the years to come has to be on the quality of higher education.  We need to have a network of colleges where state-of-the-art knowledge is imparted and where there is a high degree of commitment on the part of teachers and students.  If need be, we should amend the laws and procedures to create such institutions. In the pursuit of quantity, we should not sacrifice quality.  The global context makes it even more imperative.

Globalisation and its Implications

The world has moved into a new century and a new millennium. In this context, a country like India with continental dimensions cannot ignore the changes that are occurring in the rest of the world.  While it is difficult to predict what the future holds, we can perceive at least three strongly emerging trends.  First, technological changes are going to be even faster.  Second, the new century will see greater integration of the economies as the process of globalization gathers further momentum. And third, the wave of rising expectations will surge even further. Not only different countries but also different sections within a country will demand that their rights be fully respected.


Globalization has become an expression of common usage.  While to some it represents a brave new world with no barriers, for some others it spells doom and destruction.  Broadly speaking, `globalization’ means integration of economies and societies’ through cross-country flows of information, ideas, technologies, goods, services, capital, finance and people.  Cross border integration has several dimensions – cultural, social, political and economic.  In fact, some people fear cultural and social integration even more than economic integration.  The fear of `cultural hegemony’ haunts many. But globalization, in one sense, is not a new phenomenon.  It is as old as history, starting with the great migrations of people across the great landmasses.  Only recent developments in computer and communication technologies have accelerated the process of integration, with geographic distance becoming less of a factor.  Borders have become porous and the sky is open.  With modern technologies which do not respect geography, it is not possible to hold back ideas, or for that matter people, trade or technology to the boundaries of a nation-state.  Each country must prepare itself to meet the new challenges so that it is not bypassed by this huge wave of technological and institutional changes.


Economic integration among countries can occur through the three channels of  (a) trade in goods and services, (b) movement of capital, and (c) flow of finance.  The gains and losses from globalization can be analyzed in terms of these three channels of economic globalization.

International trade, in general, is beneficial and restrictive trade practices impede growth. That is the reason, why many of the emerging economies which originally followed the growth model of import substitution, have moved over to a policy of outward orientation.  Emerging economies will, however, reap the benefits of international trade only if they reach the full potential of their resource availability.  This will require time.  That is why, international trade agreements have to make exceptions by allowing longer time to developing economies in reducing the trade barriers.  “Special and differentiated treatment” as it is very often called has to become an accepted principle in trade negotiations.


Capital flows across countries play an important role in enhancing the production base.  Capital mobility enables the total savings of the world to be effectively distributed among countries according to their investment potential.  Under these circumstances, a country’s growth is not constrained by its own domestic savings.  Not only historically but even in the recent period, the inflow of foreign capital has played a significant role in the development of several countries.


The rapid development of the capital market has been one of the important features of the current process of globalization.  While the growth in capital and foreign exchange markets has facilitated the transfer of resources across borders, volatility in these markets has often times created panic situations.  The most recent example of this was the East Asian crisis.

What should be India’s attitude in this environment of growing globalization?  At the outset, it must be mentioned that opting out of globalization is not a viable choice.  We need to stay and win.  What is needed is to evolve an appropriate framework to wrest maximum benefits out of international trade and investment.  This requires action on two fronts.  First, we must work towards reforming the trade system in such a way that developing countries like India can reap fully the benefits of international trade.  Second, we must take such actions as are necessary domestically in order to realize the full potential of globalization.


There have been protracted negotiations at WTO in reforming the trade system.  Admittedly, the tariff and non-tariff barriers are coming down.  However, there are apprehensions that the concerns of developing countries are not being addressed adequately.  Looked at from this angle, the recent Hong Kong Ministerial is a modest success.  Despite reservations, we must acknowledge that it is a step forward.  Domestic support to agriculture by developed countries constitutes a major stumbling block to third world trade expansion.  However, India’s stand in relation to agriculture has been `defensive’.  We are not a major player in the world agricultural market.  The impact of what has been accepted in relation to Non-Agricultural Market Access and services will vary from country to country.  Despite some contrarian opinion, the gain to India from services can be significant.  However, the Hong Kong Ministerial is only a broad statement of intentions.  Much will depend upon how these ideas are translated into concrete actions.


To realize the full benefits of globalisation, the Indian economy must become efficient and competitive.  This, in turn, would require an appropriate macro-economic policy framework as well as actions at the enterprise level.

Nothing is an unmixed blessing.  Globalization in its present form, though spurred by far reaching technological changes, is not a pure technological phenomenon.  It has many dimensions including ideological.  To deal with this phenomenon, we must understand the gains and losses, the risks as well as rewards.  To be forewarned, as the saying goes, is to be forearmed.  But we should not throw away the baby with bath water.  We should also resist the temptation to blame globalization for all our failures.  Most often, as the poet said, the fault is in ourselves.


The risks of an open economy are well known.  We must not, nevertheless, miss the opportunities that the global system can offer.  As an eminent critic put it, the world cannot marginalize India.  But India, if it chooses, can marginalize itself.  We must guard ourselves against this danger.  More than many other developing countries, India is in a position to wrest significant gains from globalization.  However, for achieving this, as mentioned earlier, we must voice our concerns and, in cooperation with other developing countries, modify the international trading arrangements to take care of the special needs of such countries. At the same time, we must identify and strengthen our comparative advantages.  It is this two-fold approach which will enable us to meet the challenges of globalization, which may be the defining characteristic of the new millennium.


The key to India’s growth lies in improving productivity and efficiency.  This has to permeate all walks of our life.  Contrary to the general impression, the natural resources of our country are not large.  In fact, from the point of view of long-range sustainability, the need for greater efficiency in the management of natural resources like land, water and minerals has become urgent.  In a capital-scarce economy like ours, efficient utilization of our capacity becomes even more critical.  For all of these things to happen, we need well-trained and highly skilled people.  In the world of today, competition in any field is competition in knowledge.  That is why we need to build institutions of excellence. I am confident that Dr. B.R. Ambedkar Open University will play its role in strengthening higher education in this country, and in moulding its students into responsible and conscientious citizens of the country.


Since we are still in January, may I wish you all a Happy New Year?
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