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The idea, that faculty appointments
be awarded, in the first instance,
for a limited term only, is per se

a good one. The recent UGC proposal to
this effect, however, will, given the cur-
rent state of our universities, serve one
purpose and one purpose alone – that of
reducing employers’ (central and state gov-
ernments) salary bills (as such appoint-
ments carry lower remuneration, with no
employer contributions required towards
either pensions/provident funds, or health
insurance). Perhaps this is the only objec-
tive that the UGC wished to serve here.
For, to believe that this proposal was
motivated by a desire to improve stand-
ards of teaching and research in these
institutions would be to doubt the intel-
ligence of the eminent members of the
UGC. As they well know, good teaching
and research do not drop like manna from
heaven. Delivery here requires ability,
effort, and investment in skills that are
very specific to the task at hand, on the
part of individuals appointed to these
positions. Incentivising and capturing these
abilities and investments requires care-
fully designed contracts. Specifically, it
requires contracts that provide adequate
baseline remuneration (comparable to the

alternatives available to potential provid-
ers of this service), that are of reasonable
length (to allow some play for investments
and experience), that allow for termina-
tion on proven failure to deliver, but which,
at the same time, assure a high probability
of renewal, and movement up ladder on
‘success’. In other words, one needs
contracts here that are fairly and squarely
conditioned on performance. Unfortu-
nately, institutions of higher education in
India cannot offer such contracts at present.
This is because, despite the innumerable
years that it has been in existence, the
UGC has never required universities and
colleges to implement systems that tightly
evaluate faculty performance on these
parameters (while some lip-service is paid
to evaluating research at the post-gradu-
ate, departmental level, delivery on teach-
ing is ignored at all levels). In fact, its
moves over the last decade have, if any-
thing, been in precisely the opposite di-
rection. Thus, today, not only is a faculty
appointee assured of job security fairly
quickly, when hired against a permanent
vacancy, s/he is also guaranteed promo-
tions to successively higher levels based
on the number of years of service put in
at each level. With senior levels inundated

by faculty that have reached there merely
because of such guaranteed handouts, the
decline in standards of teaching and re-
search in institutions of higher education
in India is hardly surprising.

Privatisation is frequently offered as a
solution to abate these problems. Owner-
ship, per se, however, seems to have little
to do with the standards maintained by
educational institutions. Both Canada and
the US, for example, have excellent uni-
versity systems. In the former, however,
ownership/funding is largely public, while
in the latter it is primarily private. Even
within the US, there are some very good
state-owned universities. The key issue
here, as elsewhere, thus, is not ownership,
but the systems of governance and ac-
countability in place within these institu-
tions. Limited term faculty appointments
play a critical role in this regard and are
commonplace in the better universities
across the world. The devil here, though,
lies in the detail. The contracts offered by
these universities generally satisfy the
criteria outlined above, i e, they provide
very good remuneration (though this is
always and everywhere a sore point), are
of reasonable length, and are tightly con-
ditioned on performance. Virtually all start
up appointments in North America, for
example, are made on a ‘tenure track’
basis. These are appointments made against
permanent positions but which, in the first
instance, are limited to a term of six years.
Permanent status itself is granted only if
the candidate performs satisfactorily dur-
ing this period. All such appointments
carry full salary benefits, including health
insurance and employer contributions
towards pensions/provident funds. ‘Vis-
iting’ appointments, in contrast, do not
carry such privileges. They are explicitly
short-term (one year or less), relatively
rare and, at the start-up level, are generally
offered only to those candidates not con-
sidered promising enough to warrant ‘ten-
ure track’ positions. Teaching loads are
mandated and equitably distributed across
all faculty, whether permanent or not. Any
faculty member not taking his/her classes
is severely reprimanded and if on a limited
term contract (‘tenure track’ or ‘visiting’)
termination is immediate. While admin-
istrative responsibilities are assigned
course equivalents, such positions are
reserved for permanent faculty. Tenure
track appointees, thus, are left free to pursue
teaching and research, the two parameters
on which they are judged over the course
of their appointment. In the case of
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teaching, student evaluations are para-
mount. Every course that a faculty member
teaches is evaluated in this way, year after
year. Those on tenure track are informed
of the departmentwide average teaching
grade, and know that their teaching must
be close to this level by the third year and
preferably above it towards the end of their
fifth year at the university. At this time,
s/he submits all research publications to
the department head, with these, under the
supervision of the university’s Dean of
Faculty’s office, then being sent out for
peer review and assessment. Teaching
ability is assessed internally, based on the
evaluations received by the candidate on
all the courses s/he has taught thus far. At
the end of the process, one is either granted
tenure, or asked to leave. While painful,
and sometimes imperfect, the system is by
and large considered ‘fair’ and, as with
student examinations and grading, viewed
as providing a reasonable approximation
to ‘first best’, full information solutions.
Most importantly it delivers the two things
that universities prize the most – high
quality teaching and proven research abil-
ity. Contractual appointments serve this
purpose because the systems in place in
these universities ensure a direct causality
between performance and outcomes. Un-
fortunately, such systems are not in place
in universities in India today, and without
these, limited-term appointments are likely
to be plagued by severe ‘agency costs’ –
of both the adverse selection and moral
hazard kind.

Putting aside starting level remuneration
issues (and the adverse selection costs that
these generate), a young person choosing
between limited-term contract appoint-
ments will look to his/her own abilities and
from amongst the contracts on offer, pursue
those that are most likely to reward, over
the longer horizon, the abilities that s/he
has. An able and motivated young indi-
vidual will, other things being equal, prefer
job contracts conditioned on performance
to ones that are not, precisely because they
allow for, and reward, the signaling of
superior abilities, skills and effort. Thus,
if appointments in other organisations are
conditioned on performance, a person with
above average capabilities would prefer
those to university appointments because,
with no reasonable evaluation systems in
place, universities cannot credibly commit
to rewarding good teaching and research.
Consequently, contractual appointments
offered by universities and colleges are
likely to be taken up only by second rung

candidates, with obvious implications for
the quality of teaching and research deliv-
ered by these institutions. The story, how-
ever, does not end here. Absent condition-
ing on performance, limited term contracts
are bound to carry severe moral hazard
costs, with particularly pernicious impli-
cations for the quantity and quality of
teaching rendered by these institutions.
This is because, with no monitoring and
evaluation of teaching, and with the prob-
ability of renewal dependent more on ‘other
factors’, a sensible contract appointee will,
most likely, work either on these ‘other
factors’, or on developing skills that are
demanded by the larger job market out-
side. While this may on occasion induce
the pursuit of research, projects and pub-
lications, among other sundries, it will
certainly not induce any efforts towards,
or investments in skills specific to teach-
ing. Thus, given the present environment
in universities and colleges, contract
appointments will assuredly not deliver
better educational institutions. What one
will get on this front, instead, is contact
appointments, increased shirking, and an
accelerated fall in teaching standards
across the board. As poor teaching begets
ill-trained students, and as this is the pool
from which colleges and universities
recruit faculty, an accelerated decline in
the quality of higher education in India
is axiomatic.

As suggested earlier, limited-term con-
tracts are needed, but these will deliver
only if they are well designed and only if
they are backed up by systems of evalu-
ation that enable tight and fair conditioning

on performance. It is these systems that
need to be built in our educational insti-
tutions and it is here that the UGC can play
a significant role. It can begin by mandat-
ing teaching evaluations by students, of
every course taught in every college and
university across the country. After a couple
of years, once this implemented and fine
tuned, it can require that institutions of
higher education offer tenure track ap-
pointments, conditioned, among other
things, on delivering a certain minimal
grade level (the department average?) on
this front. This will empower students in
the correct dimension and, at the very
minimum, ensure that teachers teach. The
UGC can follow this up by liberating
undergraduate teaching from the shackles
that presently bind it. Specifically, faculty
members in undergraduate colleges should
be allowed to set their own course syllabi,
as also to examine their own students.
Without these changes, talented and able
individuals are unlikely to join these in-
stitutions, and it is imperative that they do,
for undergraduate teaching is the founda-
tion on which the rest of our higher edu-
cation system builds. With better teachers
in place at this level, one will assuredly
get better-trained students emanating from
these institutions. As these students move
up the educational system and into faculty
positions themselves, not only is better
teaching assured across the board, but one
can then begin looking to better research
delivery as well.

A long and tropical view undoubtedly,
but perhaps that is what is needed. Rome
after all was not built in a day.

EPW
seeks applications for the post of

Editorial Assistant
in the production department

Responsibilities will cover proof reading, page layout, page checking
and all other activities related to the production of the journal. Candidates
will be graduates with a good command of English and some experience
in a similar capacity. An interest in current affairs and the social
sciences will be useful. Familiarity with electronic production will be
an advantage. Applications with relevant information may be sent
to the Editor.

���


