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Abstract— India has fine-tuned its higher education sector in line with the academic innovations taking place across the 
globe. Despite drastic attempts to enhance quality and achieve excellence, the performance of Indian universities, in 
comparison with the leading universities of the world is not satisfactory. This paper analyzes the diverse criteria used to 
measure quality of higher education institutions across the globe, and explores how Indian universities fare in the global 
rating, the indicators in which Indian universities lag behind and the causes for their comparative low performance. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 
Concerns of quality have dominated current academic 
discussions at an unprecedented scale. A much used 
or perhaps, abused term, quality connotes an attribute 
that can be perceived but not measured in absolute 
terms and yet all academic innovations are introduced 
in the name of augmenting quality - that amorphous, 
intangible, difficult-to-be measured attribute. Terms 
like quality assurance, assessment, accreditation and 
ranking have acquired everyday currency and global 
relevance.  This paper explores the rationale behind 
accreditation, the reciprocity between quality and 
accreditation and tries to analyze the relevance, scope 
and limitations of the accreditation process that has 
gained momentum in India in line with global 
academic trends and tendencies.  
Quality, defined as the totality of the system, 
resources and information devoted for maintaining 
and improving the quality and standards of teaching, 
learning, research and scholarship, is assessed and 
can be assured to a certain extent by means of 
accreditation and ranking. Accreditation and ranking 
are two different forms of quality assessment and 
measurement. Accreditation is a mechanism by which 
both intrinsic and extrinsic dimensions of quality in 
higher education are addressed through self-
evaluation and peer review. An accredited status is 
granted when an institution conforms to certain 
parameters of academic quality. Ranking is the 
assessment of an institution in line with 
predetermined criteria that positions an institution on 
a comparative scale. The fundamental difference 
between ranking and accreditation is that ranking 
assesses performance in comparison to others while 
accreditation assigns a particular grade to an 
institution if it qualifies for it.  
Ranking and accreditation enable Higher Education 
Institutions to broadcast the quality of their 
educational processes to their stake holders including 

students, parents, recruiters, alumni, staff and 
management and governing body.  They help higher 
education institutions to market their programmes 
nationally and internationally and to enable students 
and other stakeholders to make informed choices with 
regard to their programmes.  
The creation of national systems for the assessment of 
quality in higher education has been a major feature 
of academic development in many countries of the 
world. In the US, we have Council for Higher 
Education Accreditation (CHEA), in the UK, we have 
The Higher Education Funding Council for England 
(HEFCE) and the Higher Education Quality Council 
(HEQC) and in India, we have The National 
Assessment and Accreditation Council or NAAC.  
However, in the changing context of globalization of 
economic activities where education has become an 
international service, accreditation within nations 
alone would not suffice. In recent years, the growing 
internationalization of higher education, the changing 
immigration patterns, the growth in mobility of staff 
and students and given the unprecedented currency of 
terms like cross border and transnational, there is an 
emerging need for institutions to showcase their 
standards of quality at an international level in order 
to calibrate themselves against the academic work of 
institutions in other countries.  It is also essential to 
attract international students and faculty, given the 
fact that the presence of international students and 
faculty is a key indicator in determining the 
institution’s global ranking and positioning.  Hence 
the need for a global mechanism to accredit 
institutions across the world and the emergence of 
agencies like the International Network for Quality 
Assurance Agencies in Higher Education 
(INQAAHE) and The Washington Accord that 
accredits HEI’s across the globe. 
Though ranking and accreditation are two different 
ways of quality assessment, there is a reciprocal 
relationship between the two. A globally accredited 
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institution normally fulfils all the criteria for being 
ranked high. Hence the possibility of an institution 
that is not globally accredited to be ranked high is 
remote. The position of Indian universities in the 
major rankings of the world be it Academic Ranking 
of World Universities (ARWU) ranking, Times 
Higher Education Supplement (THES) World 
University Ranking and QS World University 
Ranking is dismal. The first Indian university to 
figure in the THES is Indian Institute of Science and 
is ranked 251th. All the ranking schemes emphasize 
the relevance of an international outlook. If 
universities are to be judged by the number of 
international faculty and students or by the number of 
Nobel Prize winners, then India would not have much 
to boast about.  
Though the absence of Indian universities in the 
world rankings is disheartening, it should not be 
concluded that a low rank always means mediocrity.  
A closer look at the various methodologies for 
ranking and rating reveals that each ranking 
methodology has its own limitation and inherent bias. 
These differences can be seen in the definitions of 
what constitutes quality, in the criteria and indicators 
used to measure quality, in the measurement 
processes as well as in the presentation format. These 
differences result in very different ranking 
approaches. Consequently, the ranking results differ 
considerably from one ranking approach to another. 
Some rankings focus on the research factor than the 
teaching and learning factor. Hence rankings so far 
cover only some of university missions. 
 
II. INDIAN UNIVERSITIES AND THE WORLD 
 
Indian universities or any university from the third 
world do not fare well in the index that measures the 
percentage of international students and faculty. The 
fact that many of our best brains are attracted to the 
first world in search of better life prospects and 
opportunities makes Indian universities score low on 
the two ‘internationality’ indicators. Besides small, 
wealthy countries with a strong research base, such as 
Singapore, Ireland, Switzerland, and Hong Kong 
score high on the internationality factor. The small 
size of these countries means that they have a 
relatively small domestic pool of students and 
researchers relative to the global pool, which as a 
result will tend to be strongly represented at these 
universities.  We also see high values of these 
measures for countries with a global research 
reputation, English language culture, and strong 
international links. Countries with a strong English 
language culture also perform well for the Highly 
Cited indicator. This will be a detriment to 
universities in developing countries and lead to low 
ranking since simple arithmetic has huge influence on 
scores. The weightage assigned to different indicators 
is subjective and a slight variation in the assigned 
weightage has a huge bearing on the scores. The 

peers are influenced by previous reputation of the 
institution and that acts as a deterrent to low ranked 
institutions that may have made considerable 
improvements. Besides, many of the indicators are 
mutually overlapping. The academic reputation of an 
institution has a direct bearing on employer 
reputation which is again directly proportional to the 
number of the international faculty and students. 
Previous ranking influences the choice of 
international students. The promise of measuring 
university quality adequately and precisely across 
very diverse institutions and for different stakeholders 
is unrealistic and to a certain extent subjective. 
Moreover, many ranking schemes do not measure 
indicators like contribution of the institution to 
regional development, employability in the local 
workforce, social and extension activities and 
research contribution in regional languages.  Hence, 
in assessing the performance of HEI’s a 
multidimensional concept is required instead of a 
“one-size-fits-all” approach, taking into account the 
diversity of academic institutions, missions and goals 
as well as language and cultural specifics. 
 
III. INDIAN ACADEMIC SCENARIO: 
 
Despite the move to internationalization and drastic 
attempts at academic reforms, India is not a favoured 
global academic destination. The fascination of the 
third world for the first world, the resultant brain 
drain, the inability to retain the best brains in the 
homeland due to strained financial resources and the 
prestige, reputation coupled with monetary benefits 
that a first world job brings, lead Indian scholars and 
academicians to migrate. Even the graduates from the 
top Indian institutes like IIT and IIM prefer a job in 
India only as a second or third choice. India has the 
third largest scientific workforce. They are quickly 
absorbed by global companies. Besides a developing 
country like India has to grapple with two extreme 
issues, excellence on one side and inclusion on the 
other. Even when the Twelfth Five Year plan 
envisages enhancing the Gross Enrolment Ratio to 
30% by 2020, it remains a distant dream considering 
the miniscule proportion of students who enroll in 
Higher Education. If GER in Higher Education in the 
US, the UK and Japan are 34 percent, 59 percent and 
55 percent respectively, it is a dismal low of 20 
percent in India. Any move to enhance GER 
tantamounts to either sanctioning new HEIs or 
increasing seats in existing HEIs. With the 
government unburdening itself of education, the 
result is the proliferation of private institutions to 
meet the GER target. This proliferation of HEIs will 
have a poor bearing on quality since many of the new 
institutions do not possess adequate infrastructural 
facilities and academic ambience. Hence it will take 
quite a long time for these fledgling institutions to get 
established, given the fact that institutional excellence 
is a slowly emerging resultant with steady inputs and 
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sustained efforts over a fairly long period. Besides, 
they find it hard to retain the faculty members as they 
tend to move out in search of permanent jobs. The 
thrust of the XII plan on education is to ensure equity, 
access and quality, and balancing the three is really 
hard. Perennial shortage of funds, deficient 
infrastructure, inflexible academic structure with an 
antiquated examination system, activism on 
campuses, highly politicized and bureaucratized 
system of management and the inability to maintain 
ideal teacher student ratio due to strained financial 
resources are some of the issues plaguing Indian 
education system. 
 
IV. NAAC 
 
The accreditation system in vogue in India evolved 
out of the recommendations of the National Policy on 
Education 1896 and crystallized into the formation of 
National Assessment and Accreditation Council or 
NAAC in 1994. Institutions were to be graded using a 
seven point criterion namely curricular aspects 
(which involve curricular design and development 
and academic flexibility, feedback on curriculum, 
curriculum update and best practices in curricular 
aspects), teaching, learning and evaluation (that 
include  teaching–learning process, teacher quality, 
evaluation process and reforms and best practices in 
teaching, learning and evaluation), research, 
consultancy, promotion of research, (measured by 
research and publication output, extension activities, 
collaborations and best practices in research, 
consultancy and extension),  infrastructure and 
physical facilities (which include maintenance of 
infrastructure, library, ICT as learning resources, 
other facilities and best practices in the development 
of infrastructure and learning resources), student 
support  and student progression,  governance and 
institutional vision and leadership (including 
organizational arrangement, human resource 
management, financial management and resource 
mobilization and best practices in governance and 
leadership) and finally innovative practices that 
include internal quality assurance system and 
inclusive practices. Quality is assessed on the basis of  
the per cent of faculty members actively involved in 
research guidance and projects, on national and 
overseas research collaborations, on the impact factor 
and citations of journals, on the total amount and 
percentage  of annual budget allocated for promotion 
of research, on the quality of faculty measured by 
their research contribution and on three tier 
assessment of faculty in the form of  self appraisal, 
student assessment of faculty performance and 
assessment of faculty performance. NAAC insists on 
the institution of IQAC (Internal Quality Assurance 
Cell) in each university and college that is responsible 
for monitoring the academic activities of the 
institution. As on 21 February 2014, 97 universities 
and 2809 colleges have been accredited by NAAC. 

Of the 677 universities and 37,204 colleges in India, a 
massive chunk still remains to be accredited.  
 
V. ACADEMIC INNOVATIONS IN INDIA 
 
India has made many positive changes and 
innovations in the academic field, in keeping with 
academic changes across the globe. The 
semesterization of examinations, vocationalization of 
courses, introduction of well defined academic 
criteria for promotion of teachers, provision for credit 
transfer and credit accumulation paving the way for 
greater student mobility, introduction of 
interdisciplinary courses and research, introduction of 
continuous evaluation of students, increased 
budgetary allocation for research and introduction of 
IT enabled learning are the recent developments in 
the field. India has also embarked on academic 
linkages and collaboration in curriculum 
development, internship of faculty and students (on-
hand training and experience), faculty exchange, 
exchange of scientists and professors to bring about 
an environment conducive to active research work, 
consultancy, extension lectures. Student support 
services for foreign students along with career 
guidance programmes in collaboration with ICCR 
(Indian Council for Cultural Relations) are intended 
to attract foreign students. Thrust is given to 
extension and outreach activities like adult and 
continuing education, provision of health care 
facilities and residential camps organized by National 
Service Scheme. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
If Asian universities have started figuring in the list 
of best universities, it will not be long before Indian 
universities will also begin to figure. India has 
embarked on the road to academic excellence. The 
institution of NAAC and the proposal for compulsory 
accreditation as envisioned in The National 
Accreditation Regulatory Authority for Higher 
Educational Institutions Bill, 2010 will go a long way 
in ensuring quality. However the fact that many 
NAAC-graded institutions do not figure high in 
global higher education institutional rankings need 
not be taken as a deterrent because it is to be 
understood that assessment and rankings are 
distinctly different from each other. The intention of 
NAAC is to ensure that the institution has minimum 
requirements to deliver quality education and not to 
rate HEIs on a comparative scale. It assesses 
performance but does not measure excellence. The 
establishment of an accreditation body like NAAC 
has aided in augmenting quality by placing the onus 
on HEIs to prove themselves. Making accreditation 
mandatory will, no doubt, motivate HEIs to perform. 
In the long run, it will ensure the flourishing of HEIs 
that maintain standards and the slow demise of low 
performing HEIs.  The inability to figure in the top 
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ranking of universities does not always mean 
mediocrity since the criteria adopted for ranking 
HEI’s across the world are not without their own 
flaws. Assessment of a HEI’s performance merely on 
the basis of catering to global requirements and 
output centric assessment system may undermine the 
broader mission of the university, which is to blend 
the local and global needs. Given the fact that Indian 
graduates excel in the world job market and are 
preferred by international employers, the day is not 
far when India will be able to retain its best brains 
within the country. Many Indian universities are 
faring well, and it will not be long when they will win 
world-wide recognition. 
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