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We aim to make our education more inclusive

JNU vice-chancellor M. Jagadesh Kumar, an electrical engineering professor from IIT Delhi who took
charge in 2016, outlines what makes JNU a centre of excellence and the challenges it faces.
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awaharlal Nehru Univer sity, or JNU, has long been the country's leading university in the general category,

but has often been in the national limelight for the wrong reasons. Seen as a stronghold of Left-leaning

academics, the university has in recent years bec ome an ideological battleground with right-wing thinkers now

finding a space in the JNU universe. However, politics aside, the premier institute continues its journey of

academic excellence. In an exclusive interview with Senior Associate Editor Kaushik Deka, JNU vice-chancellor

M. Jagadesh Kumar, an electrical engineering professor from IIT Delhi who took charge in 2016, outlines what
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makes JNU a centre of excellence and the challenges it faces.

Q. What makes JNU the best university in the country?

A. JNU's success is due to the fact that there is an ecosystem that promotes academic excellence by

encouraging faculty members and students to explore emerging areas of research, and also, by making

administrative procedures more efficient and simple.

Q. JNU is the best in India, but still not high up there in global rankings. Why aren't Indian universities meeting

global standards?

A. The parameters global ranking systems use are not suitable for many countries, especially for countries like

India. Our universities have larger objectives than just getting into the top 100. Here we need to look at how

we can make our education more inclusive and accessible while at the same time striving for excellence. Most

of these ranking methodologies focus on the number of Nobel laureates a university has produced or the

volume of funds it receives. The size of the corpus of some of these universities could be higher than the

national budget of some countries. We cannot have such a scenario in India. Our goal should be to build an

ecosystem in our universities that provides high-quality education to people who come from different sections

of society.

Students at the JNU academic centre
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Q. What new initiatives have you introduced since taking charge in 2016?

A. The university has expanded its academic programmes with the establishment of the School of Engineering
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and Atal Bihari Vajpayee School of Management and Entrepreneurship, Special Centre for Disaster Research,

Special Centre for National Security Students, Special Centre for North East India Studies and Special Centre

for E-learning. To contribute our bit to the campus environment and to make commuting in the sprawling

campus easier, we have introduced e-rickshaws. We are constructing a new hostel to provide more

accommodation to students. From this year, we have introduced a computer-based entrance examination

conducted by the National Testing Agency. We have delinked the MPhil and PhD programmes to enable

students to directly join PhD programmes after completing their master's degrees. We are in our 50th year-no

convocation was ever held till I joined. This August, we will be holding our third convocation.

Q. How do you plan to raise the bar for JNU?

A. I often tell our faculty members that there is no room for complacency. We may be the best in the country,

but we still have miles to go. One of the biggest challenges is to recruit faculty members of international

standard. It's easier said than done. It's also important to include students from diverse backgrounds and

geographical regions. Diversity helps students think out of the box; else their thinking gets conditioned in a

particular direction. Our challenge is to make our students think differently and question the teachers. That is

when new thinking and new ideas emerge. We have not done that for far too long. A student must be able to

stand up in the classroom and critically question his teachers. Most teachers expect obedient students in the

classroom.
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The second objective is to build infrastructure. For that, the university must raise internal resources.

Depending on the government is not sufficient. Is the university doing enough to encourage its faculty to go

for sponsored research? In the past three years, our sponsored research funding has gone up to about Rs 105

crore.

Another important aspect is the administrative machinery. Is the administrative ecosystem good enough to

encourage faculty to go for collaborative research with the industry? There are so many bureaucratic

procedures within the university. We are trying to simplify these bureaucratic hurdles by introducing

technology. We are educating our administrative officials to become more pro-active while sticking to the

rules. For instance, we have introduced the system of e-office, avoiding the movement of paper files. In the

next one year, we are going to build an enterprise resource planning (ERP) system for the entire university.

People will become more accountable once the process is transparent.
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Q. Many critics say Indian universities cannot compete with global ones in terms of research. Does JNU do

things differently in terms of solution-oriented research?

A. For research, two things are required. If it is science-related, we need to build the infrastructure. That's a

long process. The second thing is choosing the right candidate. There are many people who want a PhD but

may not be inclined towards research. They may want to enrol for a PhD because of peer pressure or for

better job opportunities. So, during the time of selection, we must spend enough time with the candidate to

find out if he or she is cut out for research. Western universities have a very thorough selection process. I'm

very optimistic about the research scenario in India.
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Our university is known for basic research and has won several national awards. The challenge now is to take

basic research to applied research and applied research to the market. We have established a School of

Management and Entrepreneurship. We have modified our IPR policy and registered a Section 8 company.

Our faculty can now set up start-ups within the campus. We already have two start-ups and another seven or

eight are coming up. We have identified 10,000 square feet area for this.

Our top areas of research include environmental chemistry, nano-sciences, cancer biology, infection biology,

vaccine development, computational linguistics, ig data analytics, sociology, history, politics and international

studies. JNU has research collaborations with major institutions within India as well as abroad. One such

collaboration is with the Heidelberg University in Germany to conduct a joint PhD programme.

Q. You have talked about choosing the right candidate for a PhD but what about the right subject? Do we do

enough socially relevant and solution-oriented research?

A. In the past decade or so, so many issues have become global in nature. It could be the water crisis,

infectious diseases or climate change. When we do research, it must lead to some practical solutions to the

challenges we are facing. Our research must be relevant to societal issues. This is where social scientists,

scientists, doctors and technical experts must work together. For too long, we have worked in silos. That is

why when we started a School of Engineering in JNU, we introduced a unique dual degree. For the first four

years, a student can study, for instance, computer science or any other engineering subject. In the fifth year,

he or she can specialise in Korean studies or arts and aesthetics or comparative linguistics and several such

subjects. There is a rethinking on this even from the funding agencies, which are asking-what's the use of your

research to society?

Q. In recent times, JNU has often been in the news for the wrong reasons. It's seen as a hub of Left

intellectuals. Several media groups and right-wing activists call it the home of the tukde tukde gang...

A. Right from the time I joined, I have promoted and encouraged diverse views. Conflicting thought processes

must co-exist in the university. Only then will new ideas emerge and innovation happen. In the past three

years of my tenure, I have encouraged all kinds of thought processes in the university and it will continue. Any
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years of my tenure, I have encouraged all kinds of thought processes in the university and it will continue. Any

system, when it is used to certain processes, will resist change.

Q. Two of JNU's alumni are in the Union Cabinet. What does it mean for the university?

A. We are always proud of our alumni. They have contributed significantly in diverse fields such as politics,

academics, bureaucracy and media. Last year, we decided that it is important to recognise such contributions

and instituted the distinguished alumni award. So, last week, our executive council decided that in our next

convocation in August, we will honour Union ministers Nirmala Sitharaman and S. Jaishankar with the

distinguished alumni award. We are in the process of identifying many more such contributions.

Q. The draft National Education Policy 2019 is out. How do you think it will impact university education in the

country?

A. The National Education Policy 2019 is a very comprehensive document. But the challenge lies in how we

work out a timeline and action plan to implement the same. This is where academicians, universities and

higher educational institutes should come forward. We expect the government to do everything. Can't the

universities take the initiative and tell the government this is what we want to do? Often we seek greater

autonomy. But when autonomy is granted, we don't make enough use of that.

Q. What are the three qualities that you seek in a student aspiring to get into JNU?

A. Keep that flame of curiosity burning within you. That's the first ingredient. Develop the habit of critical

thinking. And, finally, explore your potential to the fullest. Even though we may know what our inner potential

is, we often don't function to the fullest of our potential.
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