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A student's grit, a Lucknow 
school's lesson in inclusion 

KAusHIKDAS 
GUPTA 

SarahMoin's 
achievement is 
a testament to 
her resolve in 
. thefaceof 

layered 
challenges~ one 

thatwas • • 
nurtured by an 
ecosystem t~.at 

responded 
with empathy 

and· 
imagination 

T
HE DECLARATION of school education must respond to diversity_.._ of 
~ing-outresults often b~ ability, gender, caste~• language, and socio­
to light accounts of remarkable economic background. The National Edu­
grit an·d fortitude - of young cation Pollcy2020 has foregrounded inclu­

peopletakingimportantstepsin sion, flexibility, and multidisciplinary 
theiraspirationaljoumeydespiteformidable learning; it has spoken of teachers' auton­
odds. Among this year's exceptional grad- omy. Yet, teachers like Salman Ali Qazi, who 
uates is Sarah Moin, who scored more than stood by Sarah, enablinghertousetheassis-
98 percent-the highe~t among258 stu- tivetechnologiesandbuildbridgesbetween 
dents at Lucknow's Christ Church College. curriculum and cognition, are rare. 
But her achievement is much more thanaca- The scattered, but significant, instances 
demic excellence in conventional terms. It of schools and educators rising to the chal­
is a testament to the 19-year-old's resolve in lenge of diverse learners also underline the 
the face of layered challenges, one t4at was filpside-:- overworked, disempoweredand 
nurtured by an ecosystem that responded undertrained teachers and curricula that 
with empathy and imagination. • often privilege rote learning. For every stu-

Sarah's life took a difficult turn early. Di- dent who gets adaptive support, a large 
agnosed at the age of four with a rare condi- • number of ch,ildrenatintersectionsof disad-· • 
tion that ~dually dimmed her vision, she vantage-from marginalised castes, minor­
would, withinafewyears, lose her hearing . ities, girls, to those with disabilities -
as well, followed by the onset of speech dif- • strug,gle to navigate structures which do not 
ficulties. They01.1Ilg$ter'sparei;itsformedthe recognise their needs. India stands at a 
first circle of resilience around her.-They. demographic crossroads, with one of the 
chose a school thatgavewing;to herd.reams. yo1lllgestpopulatio~in the world Thisdivi­
Christ Church College arranged individual- dendcanonlybeeamediftheeducationsys­
ised classes, ensured that textbooks were temequips youngpeople-nota privileged 
scanned and conv~rted into accessible digi_- subset. but all of them -with the confidence 
ta1 formats, and enabled her to engag~ with and capabilities required to participate 
them through a Braille-based device. Ques- meaningfully in the economy._ 
tion papers were adapted so she could read There is, of course, no templatetoadc:lre$ 
them through touch, and her responses were diversity and inequality. And, it may not be 
ttanscnbedintostandard text for evaluation. correct to replicate Christ Church College's 

In recent years, students' enrolment has . programmes in another context. However, 
increased appreciably. Yet; survey aftersur- • Sarah'sstoryisillustrativeofwhataninclus- . 
vey has shown.that this achievement re- ive system can achieve. The question, then; 
mains incomplete in the face of rigid peda- iswhetherthechoicesshe had can be scaled 
gogies that are not sensitive to varied - ·whethet the sensitivity and creatiVity 
leamjngexperiences. Sarah's journey shows • demonstrated by the Lucknow school can 
that inclusion is not just about bringing the become the norm rather than a rarity. Can 
child to the classroom but also a result of ere- classrooms across the country be reoriented 
ative efforts to transform institµtional cul- to accommodate diverse learning needs? 
ture to respond to diverse needs. Can teacher training programmes equip 

Therein also lies an irony. Sarah's story is educators to engage with difference not as a 
compelling because it directs attention to a challenge to be managed, but as an oppor­
larger, more uncomfortable question. Is In- tunityto enrich the learning environment? 
dia's educational ecosystem, as a whole~ Thesearenoteasyquestions,andtheydo 
equipped-or even willing-to become aq not admit quick ans_wers. Today, as Sarah 
enabler in the way her school did? stands at the thr~old of amajorttansition, 

Flagship programmes and legislative let'sallwishherthebest.And,hopeherstory 
frameworks, such as the Sarva Shiksha Ab- becomesthecatalystforexpandingthe hor­
hiyan and the Right to Education A~ have . izons of many others. 
sought to institutionalise the idea that edu­
cation is a right, not a privilege. At the level 
of policy, the government acknowledges that 

The writer is senior associate editor. The Indian 
Express. kaushik.dasgupta@expressindia.com 
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To teach or to research: We must be honest 
about what we want from our teachers 

ANMOLJAIN 

I 
NDIAN ACADEMIA operates on a 
foundational fiction that every uni­
versity faculty member is, at once, a 
brilliant researcher and an inspired 
teacher. This asrumption, baked into 

hiring norms, promotion criteria, and in­
stitutional rankings, is actively damaging 
higher education in India and is simply un­
realistic. 

The university system today demands 
that anyone wishing to build a career as 
a college teacher must first earn a PhD, then 
continuously publish research to qualify 
for increments and career advancement. 
While the logic may seem reasonable on 
the surface, in practice, it produces a quiet 
catastrophe. 

Teaching and research are distinct 
vocations, each demanding a different 
temperament, a different set of skills, and 
a different relationship with knowledge. A 
researcher must possess the patience to sit 
with uncertainty, the rigour to challenge 
existing ideas, and the drive to produce 
original thought; often in isolation, over 
years.A good teacher, by contrast, must be 
able to break complex ideas into digestible 
parts, hold a room, adapt to different 
learners, sustain curiosity in young minds, 
and build a course that has pedagogical co­
herence. There is no reason to assume 
these qualities naturally coexist in the same 
person. It is, in fact, rather rare. 

By forcing every faculty member to do 
research, we have created a perverse incen­
tive structure. Those who are natural 
teachers but lack research aptitude are 
compelled to produce academic papers re­
gardless. The result is a flood of substan­
dard research and a thriving predatory 
journal industry that profits from it Jour­
nals that charge a fee and publish without 
meaningful peer review are not a fringe 
phenomenon in India. They are a struc-

.. /(:':-:,?f':·2}:': • research tracks. 
Such a division of labour is not radical. •.·• 

Many countries maintain lecturer or teach­
ing-track positions forthosewho are gifted 
educators, while research-track positions 
are reserved for those whos&primary con­
tribution is knowledge production. Cru­
cially, both tracks must be seen as equally 
legitimate and equally rewarded. Neither 
should be considered a lesser calling. 

. ,.;, r ,.r-. , _, . • :~ -:.':. ,: ,~,(\..-·' .J.i•'•~-'-~'\' it"<.,"i}~ . .,., . .,)~.:. ,} ~'),j,,_II, t~•f'•v,, ... •~•:~ t•'l~ ~"',<'-'\h?~~:-• .)-. '. .-..,,,.... . • \' ~ '\'t'°,,~-~,<(,,T->:,.•.,~, ~-~\~-I"' "''t.; t'(:•~,\J. J ""'"._;.,;,,,."1~.,i..z..11,t-~..,_~~..._,,'i..-.~, 
',' ·: ... '•• :.:,,_ .. : __ ~ _,,J:fj;;.;:.j.tf/c' 1~1.;;;,:-;:;-::,~ "').1 -~:, • :::\~.?.'1-~tt ;,,}:- ... 

... • ;.:· .!-;•~~'f.11.._.* .. tl,~·. ~ .. : ,·>:.~~~,.;."'cl' f\'!_ <.\:,.~:;;-~Yf.lI:i.~~;,!,.11i':\'f✓'
1 
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•• ~-' -1Z~~·f •• -., J~\?d:;;,~·1¥RHtt?1t:?,'' 

... ~·,.... :::..~ 
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tural response to a structural demand. Add 
to this the well-documented trade in PhD 
degrees and ghost-written dissertations, 
and what emerges is an ecosystem of insti­
tutionalised academic dishonesty sus­
tained by a system that asks people to do 
what they are not built to do. 

The flip side is equally damaging. Re­
searchers, those genuinely engaged in the 
production of knowledge, are poorly served 
by mandatory full-time teaching loads. 
Good research demands uninterrupted 
time to read, to think, to write, to revise. A 
teaching-heavy semester fractures exactly 
this kind oftime. Researchers also face 
evaluation pressures tied to their classroom 

~.JJ;t.,, ,., •tJJ~{~~~tt~l--f/:i". 
·,T-"sti)r~~ ... X't 

ILLUSTRATION: CR SASIKUMAR 

rankings adds another layer. University 
rankings, both domestic and global, 
heavily rely on research output. These 
pressure institutions to require all faculty 
to publish, regardless of their actual role or 
skill set. Institutions have even adopted 
policies that structurally prefer quantity 
over quality, also termed as a focus on "bib­
llometricoutput", and encourage unethical 
research practices, including unwarranted 
institutional self-citations and dubious col­
laboration!i. As Kishqre Paknikar has 
rightly noted, this unhelpful race to win the • 
ranking5game has resulted in the adoption 
of "research strategies [that] tilt toward 
publication counts rather than conceptual 

performance, creating disincen­
tives that are both unfair and 
counterproductive. Meanwhile, 
students in their classes suffer, not 
because researchers are bad 
people, but because standing be­
fore undergraduates and explain­
ing the basics of a discipline, with 
patience and skill, is simply not 
what many of them do well or 
wish to do. 

The assumption that subject­
matter knowledge 

automatically translates into 
teaching ability has no basis in 

evidence. The UGC-NET, as 
currently structured, tests 

neither; it is a relic that needs 
fundamental reimagining 

depth." Due to this, many Indian 
and global institutions continue 
to boycott such rankings, as re­
ported by The Indian Express re­
cently. Rankings must be re­
formed to incorporate teaching 
quality metrics adequately and 
bring more transparency to their 
evaluation parameters, but that is 
a longer battle. In the Interim, In­
dia's universities need a structural 
separation between teaching and The question of institutional 

With this structural change must come 
a reform of entry requirements. Those en­
tering academia through the research 
track must demonstrate research capabil­
ity - a PhD, yes, but one judged on the 
quality of ideas, not the quantity of publi­
cations. Those entering through the teach­
ing track, however, should not be required 
toholdaPhD.Whattheymustholdisarig­
orous certification in pedagogy. Unlike 
schoolteachers, university lecturers re­
ceive no formal training in how to design 
a course, structure a lecture, engage a di­
verse classroom, or assess learning out­
comes. The assumption that subject­
matter knowledge automatically 
translates into teaching ability has no basis 
in evidence. The UGC-NET, as currently 
structured, tests neither; it is a relic that 
needs fundamental reimagining. 

This does not mean researchers and 
teachers must live in entirely separate 
worlds. Researchers can enrich undergrad­
uate education through elective courses. 
seminar series, or guest lectures, formats 
that allow them tosharetheirworkwithout 
bearing a full teaching load. Regular faculty 
seminars that discuss new research can 
serve as a bridge between the two tracks .• 

The urgency of this reform is hard to 
overstate. India has one of the youngest 
·and fastest-growing populations in the 
world. The numberofyoungpeopleenter­
inghighereducation is rising at a pace that 
no system relying exclusively on research­
active faculty can sustainably meet. To ex­
pand access without destroying quality, we 
must be honest about what we are asking 
people to do and stop asking one person to 
be two things at once. 

The writer is an honorary senior fellow at 
Melbourne Law School 
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Geraint Rees 

F 
or generations, 
families choosing 
universities have 
relied on a fami­

liar checklist: rankings, 
reputation and selectivity. 
The logic was straightfor­
ward: if an institution 
ranked higher, it was as­
sumed to offer better prep­
aration for the future. But 
the economy that today's 
students will navigate is dif­
ferent from the one their 
parents prepared for. 

Artificial Intelligence 
(Al) is transforming indus· 
tries and reshaping the 
skills people will need. In 
this new landscape, the 
real question is no longer 
"Which university is the 
best?" but "Which univer­
sity will prepare me for a 
future that's still talcing 
shape?" When choosing in­
stitutions, rankings appear 
to offer clarity in a crowd­
ed world. But this can be 
misleading. 

Rankings can capture 
useful information about 
research strength and rep­
utation, but they don't tell 
you how students actually 
learn or how well they 
adapt once they leave. A 
university can score highly 
on both and still run lec­
ture-heavy courses with lit­
tle room for independent 
inquiry. 

According to the World 
Economic Forum, nearly 
44% of workers' core skills 
will change by 20Zl. AI can 
alreaily analyse datasets in 
seconds, generate code, 
summarise documents and 
automate tasks that once 
required years of training. 
But what machines still 

c~-
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valuable. 
Therefore, consider if a 

university rewards ques· 
tioning or mastery of re· 
ceived wisdom. To assess 
this, read actual course syl­
labuses· from the depart· 
men.t you wish to join. 
Does the programme re­
quire a research project, 

. . . ideally with an external 
J • partner or real-world 

brief? Are students encour­
aged to collaborate across 
fields, rather .than remain­
ing confined to a • single 
subject? 

Finally, . what sur­
rouiJds the univenlty? 
Learning does J]Ot happen 
only inside lecture halls 
but also through engage­
ment with industry, re­
search organisations and 

5 communities. This too can 
. • S·t}#'!.'J:.1 ., ·i be assessed before you ap-

, ·•·».i;;i:;: 1i' I L .k. wh th th . : •• • ..• , fr, E ,.: . ~ p y. oo at e er e 
.. r-~ • ' • • Iii university•has·a technolo-

cal ones, long before grad­
uation. These experiences 
also cultivate an entrepre­
neurial spirit. Entrepre­
neurial spirit, in this sense, 
is not about business. It is 
an orientationif lnteDectual 
ownership rather than de­
ference to authority, com­
fort with ambiguity rather 
than dependence on in· 
struction, bias toward ac­
tion rather than waiting for 
permission. 

Fintfilter 
However, rankings are not 
worthless. They are a rea­
sonable first filter and a 
way to identify institutions 
with research strength and 
global standing. But they 
should be the starting 
point, not the destination. 
Students who look at what 
graduates actually do, who 
read actual syllabi rather 
than summary descrip-

~UOLARSUIPS, 
"fl' ' 
pnJyer:sfty orsun:ct . • 
GRf.A.T sct,oJanbfm • ~ 
India · , i•m 

Offered bf the ~oil 
SUrrey, the u.x., in '+­
partnership with the Britisli1 
Council under the GRF.AT , 
Britain Campaign. 
EIJglblllty: lndian ~ 
with a valid passport who 
have an unconditional offer 
to pursue.a full-time • 
postgraduate course from 
September. Applicants • 
must engage in the U.Jc. 
higher education, attel)d 
networlcing events, and· 
promote the value ofU.JC. 
scholarships and maintain 
contact with the British 
Council to share their 
experiences with futlU'e 
candidates and scholars. 
Rewards: £10,000 . 
Application: Online 
Dead6ne:May29 .ir ! gy transfer oti:ice with a 

, A " .l· ,/r:~~ra, : ,'. J~:i~, ~ ~~:!: tr:o~=:: , tions, and who map the 
ecosystem around a un-

\ iversity before accepting 
. an offer are better placed 
before they even arrive. 

. www.b4s.in/edge/USGSl. 

tt:11 • ,., ' • ~ ; ;, ,..... , ~ _Check whether faculty 
members •appear on go-

Look be~ond r, ....... 1 r.: ..... ais· ~~7:;,~~~~~~t::~~ J ' . dJ-1.Allfr,1 Consider the city or. re-
1 gi,on: a, university situated 

Thr• d h uld k be" h • • • within an active technolo-ee questions Stu ent S O 3S 10fe C OOSITig 3 llillVefSJty gy or biomedical cluster 

snuggle with are the hu­
man skills of curiosity, crea­
tivity and judgment; defin­
ing new problems, bridging 
disciplines and making de­
cisions with incomplete in· 
formation. These depend 
on how students are edu­
cated, not just :what they 
are taught. When evaluat· 
ing universities today, three 
questions can help: 

First, what do grad­
uates actually go on to -

.' f will routinely connect Stu· 
do? A university's true va-. All this information is Second, what does the dents to· live problems in 
Jue is shown ilotjust in the publicly available. Alumni • instltudon belleve edu- ways that an isolated cam­
job they land at 21, but who networks, professional cadon Is for1 Some un- , pus. cann9t, regardless of 
they go on . to become. platforms such as Llnkedln iversities still treat educa- where both rank. 

• Look beyond' the wiiversi- and independent reports tion as a one-way transfer Universities that best 
ty's,own showcased alum- on graduate outcom~ of- of~owledge within neatly prepare students for the fu­
ni. Search l1nkedin for 10 ten·revealmoreaboutaWJ- • 'defin~' boundaries.:Oth- ture,are 'embedded in vi­
rece!lt graduates from the iversity's .. ~uence ~ ~,~~;~:it' as 'd~opirig "' b~t ·iniiovadon ecosys­
specific ~partment or dis· any marketing brochure .. A .. :;~ who,cao na,\,(pte tepis: start-ups, • research 
cipline you are consider- : ·pattern o(adaptive, lnltfa· .. , ,ambiguity, cross-disdp,lin- institutes, public-agt!ndes, 
ing, not•the institution as a tive-_driven caree,rs:'.•~J a i )ID borders, c!lld;wnnect crea,~ industries. These 
whole. 1):ack where they strongerslgnalthanallstof, id~. Jn·',an .:AI-driven • partnerships give students 
are five ~ ~r gradua- famous names from 'de:~ world, the second ap- the chance to work on real 
tion. cades past. , proach is far more problems;. not hypotheti-- -

The task is not to find 
the institution with the 
highest rank but to find the 
environment that will 
stretch students intellec­
tually, expose them to di­
verse ways of thinking, and 
challenge them to engage 
with real-world issues. In 
the decades ahead, the un-

, iversities that matter most 
will not simply be those 
with strong reputations 
but those that prepare stu· 
dents to not only navigate 
change but to drive it. 

The writer ~ the 

Vtce-Provost•Research, Innovation 
and Global Engagement. Uniwnity 
College London, the U.K. 

Nem;a.me Qnhmky 
JndJp !§dmhip and 
lnnoyadoq Scholmbq> 
Offered by Newcastle 
University, the u.tC. 
Eligibility: Indian students 
with the equivalent of a 
first-class UJc. honOID'S 
degree. hold an offer for an 
eligible full-time Master's or 
M.Res. course at the city 
centte campus from 
5ep(ember and are 
classitied as an 
international student for fee 
~-
Rewards: Full tuition fees.· 
Application: Online 
Deadlfne:June 4 
www.b4s.in/edgt'/NUII2 

Courtesy. Budcfy4study,com 
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I AI isn't disrupting education. 
It's diagnosing what's wrong 

SUBHASHIS 
BANERJEE 

It reveals where 
wehave 

substituted 
measurable 
outputs for 
meaningful 
leamingand 

mistaken 
fluencyfor 

understanding. 
When answers 

arecheap, 
jl,ldgement is 
the scarce 
resource 

HEARRNALof powerfulAisys­
tems in higher education has 
triggered a familiar cycle of ex­
citement and anxiety. studehts 
can now generate essays, solve 

problem sets, write code, and even summar­
ise entire bodiesofliterature in minutes. Pre-
dictably, concerns about plagiarism, assess­
ment integrity, and the declining value of 
education have followed. 

Butthisframingmi&5eS the deeper point. 
AI does not fundamentally threaten higher 
education. Instead, it exposes an un~mfort­
able truth: Much of what we have been 
measuring and rewarding in education was 
never central to it At its core, higher educa­
tion has never been about producing 
answers or imparting job skills. It has been 
aboutcultivatingjudgement-leaminghow 
to reason, justify claims, recognise the limits 
of one's knowledge, and decide what can be 
trusted. If AI appears to disrupt education, it 
is only because we have conflated learning 
with its proxies-outputs, surface-level co­
herence, and measurable performance. 

Consider computer science. AI can gen­
erate moderately complex code with ease. 
However, this does not render the study of 
algorithmsredundant 'Ibecentral~ewas 
nevermerelywhethera program works, but 
understanding why it works, the assump­
tions under which it is valid, and whether 
onecanprovideaconvincingproofofitscor­
rectness. A program without clearly spec­
ified preconditions and invariants is not just 
incomvlete; it is untrustworthy. AI can pro­
duce code, but cannot certify its correctn~ 
throughdisciplinedreasoning.AsEdsgerW 
Dijkstra famously observed, "Program test­
ing can be used toshowthepresenceofb~, 

but never to show their absence:' 
The same distinction applies acr~ dis­

ciplines. A student can prcxluce ~ essay on 
history, but can they distinguish between 
competingexplanations·andctefend theirin­
tezpretation? A model canreport"95 percent 
accuracy':butdoesthestudentunderstand 
what that number means in context?These 
arenotnarrowsldlls;theyarehabitsofmind 
- fonns of intellectual discipline and epi­
stemic rigour that cannot be outsourced. 

Alsystemsareextremelygoodatproduc­
ing the "artefacts" we treat as evidence of 
ability, such as coherent essays, functional 
code, and sophisticated-looking analyses. In 

doing so, they destabilise the proxies we rely 
on. When outputs become cheap and abun­
dant, they cease to be reliable indicators of 
understandJhg. The "assessment crisJs" is 
not simply that students can cheat more. 

easily. It is that our methods - take-home 
assigruI1ents and coding exercises without 
personal interaction -were always imper­
fect measures of learning. AI has simply 
made their limitationsim~ibleto ignore. 

AI tools can summarise large literatures 
and generate plausible syntheses, but can 
also fabricate citations and produce mislead­
ing conclusions. This raises a question of 
epistemic trust: If we cannot distinguish 

• well-founded knowledge from plausible­
sounding fabrication, the integrity of 
scholarly communication Js at stake. 

The appropriate response then is not to 
retreat from AI or increase surveillance, but 
to re-centre education on its original pur­
pose. 'Ibis has several implications:F'trst, the . 
shift from outputs to reasoning. It is no 
longersufficienttoaskfotanswers;wemust 
ask for justification. Oral examinations and 
iterativeprob~em-solvingthatprobeunder­
standing become ~ntial. 

Second, we must prioritise verification. 
Students must betrained to question claims, 
interrogate metrics, and identify assump­
'tions. In an information-rich environment,· 
the ability to decide what to trust is founda­
tional. Thiid, intellectual maturity involves 
an awaren~ of uncertainty. A student who 
recognises the limits of an argument dem­
onstrates deeper understanding than one 
whoconfidentlypresentsaniachine-gener­
atedanswer. F'mally, institutional leadership 
must resist framing AI asameretechnologi­
·ca1 upgrade. The challenge is aligning these 
tools with educational purpose rather than 
reinforcing failing proxies. 

AI is not a disruption but a diagn~tic. It 
reveals where we have substituted measur­
able outputs for me~ngful learning and 
mistaken fluency for understanding. When 
answers are cheap, Ju.dgement is the scarce 
resource. Higher education must de.cide 
whether it~ in the busin~ofproducingthe 
fonner or cultivating the latter. 

The writer is professor of Computer.Science 
(also associated with the Centre for 

Digitalisation. Al, and Society) at Ashoka 
University. Views are personal 
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Goal attairiment and youth aspirations are not aligned 
Keeping track of youth aspirations against the system's ability to match them is critical if the country is serious about creating a productive labour force 

DATAPOINT 

Garima Agarwal 

I !1dia's ability to ride the crest­
mg wave of the demographic 
dividend, before it recedes 

depends critically on the educa: 
tion and employment choices of 
its 367 million young people. 
While surveys track such out­
comes, little is known about how 
close outcomes are to initial goals. 
The State of Working India Report 
2026, published by Azim Premji 
University, offers insights into 
youth aspirations and attainments. 

The study utilises the Popula­
tion Council's dataset - UDAYA: 
Understanding the Lives of Adoles­
cents and Young Adults - which 
sw-veyed adolescents in Uttar Pra­
desh and Bihar, the two Indian 
States with the largest youth popu­
lations. The sample of interest cov­
ers girls and boys aged 15-19 when 
first contacted in 2015-16 and 
tracks them three years later in 
2018-19 when they are 18-22 years 
old. Of the full sample of 13,141 
youngsters surveyed, aspirations 
were recorded only for 6,300 who 
were enrolled in education at the 
time of the survey. At ages 15-19 
when the 6 300 youngsters were 
first contaded, about 72% aimed 
for at least graduate education. 
Three years later, this share grew 
to 84%. Moreover, aspiration levels 
were sinlilar acrt>ss gender, reli­
gion, and caste. Uniformly high 
educational aspirations across so­
cial groups indicate a convergence 
of aspiration windows, possibly 
due to economic progress and ra­
pid expansion in access to the In­
ternet and social media. 

(Table 2). sions. However, at age 15-19 when 
About 11% of the sample had al­

ready exited education by this 
time. Between the two interviews, 
another 40% exited formal educa­
tion. While some may naturally ex-
it on completing desired educa­
tion, the average number of years 
of education attained at exit is only 
8years. 

It is striking that while aspira­
tions across wealth quintiles are 
not very different, attainments di­
verge sharply. Those in the poorest 
wealth quintile are more likely to 
fall short of their goals compared 
to those in the richest quintile. 
While the share of boys falling be­
low their educa{!onal goals hovers 
between 50% and 60% across 
wealth quintiles, there is a noticea­
ble variation for girls - from 66% 
in the poorest to 38% in the richest 

-respondents were likely engaged 
in schooling, 70% of unmarried 
girls and boys could read a Class 2-
level story against only 45% of mar­
ried girls. The modest gender gap 
favouring unmarried girls in goal 
attainment disappears when it 
comes to learning levels. The share 
of those who could perform three­
digit by one-digit division correctly 
was just over half for boys, 35% for 
unmarried girls and only 15% for 
married girls (Table 3). 

quintile (Chart 1). . 
Over half the sample disconti­

nues education before completing 
Class 12; this group is dispropor­
tionately composed of married 
girls. Married girls face greater bar­
riers than their unmarried coun­
terparts, even within the richest 
group. In fact, girls who remained 
unmarried by the time of the se­
cond interview (18-22 age group) 
were as ambitious as boys at set­
ting goals and were more effective 
at meeting them (Table 2). 

In general, girls and boys have 
different reasons to discontinue 
education. Boys leave to join the 
labour market while girls exit at 
the time of marriage. Failure or 
disinterest and costs of education 
are some gender-neutral contri­
buting factors. 

Quality of education 

The uncomfortable question 
this raises is: are some groups as­
piring for education beyond their 
reach? This two-State study shows 
that while aspirations are high, at­
tainments have not kept pace 
across all groups. It is worth con­
firming whether this is a country­
wide pattern, and focusing policy 
attention on removing structural 
barriers to access. 

Education programs often de­
fault to exposing students to high­
achieving role models ostensibly 
to inspire. While well-intentioned, 
simply raising aspirations with no 
realistic pathway to achieving 
them is short-sighted. These pro­
grams need to be supplemented 
with support for identifying inter-
ests, goal-setting, and skill-build­
ing. Stronger linkages between 
educational institutions and em­
ployers can provide prospective 
graduates with a more accurate 
picture of the labour market and 
facilitate a smoother transition in­
to the workforce. 

While it is tempting to only look 
at the motivational aspect:; of 
goals, consistent failure to achieve 

Educational attainments, in 
contrast. showed that not all 
dreains came true. In the duration 
between the two interviews, years 
of schooling completed grew by 
only 1-2 y~s on average instead of 
the expected three years. In mak­
ing progress towards their educa­
tional goals, over half the sainple 
fell short, on average by 1.7 years 

A more troubling picture emerges 
when learning levels are exa­
mined. UDAYA employs tools de­
signed· by the Annual Status of 
Education Report (ASER) for stu­
dents aged 5-16 to measure profi­
ciency in reading and math. 
UDAYA respondents were well 
beyond this age and would be ex­
pected to achieve the highest le· 
vels of proficiency in both dimen-

targets can cause frustration, 
which in turn may lead to lower ef­
fort and worse life outcomes. 
Keeping track of youth aspirations 
against the system's ability to 
match them is critical if we are se· 
rious about creating a motivated 
and productive labour force for 
the future. 

Garima Agarwal is an Assistant 
Professor of Economics at Azim 
Premji University, Bengaluru. The 
views expressed are personal. 

CM (D·i.:) .JK #1!JI 

Who falls 
short 
The data for the charts were sourced 
from UDAYA- Understanding the Lives 
of Adolescents and Young Adults 

TABLE 1: Educational aspirations during both r~unds of interview (in%) 

Educational aspiration First lnt.rvlew Second lntarvlew 
Below Grade 12 , 4.93 0.4 
Compl~ Class 12 but below graduate 17.74 10.2 
Graduate 53.3 60.35 

Post-graduate and above < 
18.15 23.18 

Don't know 5.87 5.87 

TABLE 2: The gap between initial aspirations and subsequent attainment (in%) 

Attalnntent•1oal Unmarried Unmarried Married 
Total pp MYS llrts llrts 

Met goal 31.8 45.9 26.3 37.6 
Exceeded goal 4.8 5.4· 3.1 4.8 

Below goal 54 44.2 67.5 51.8 

No stated goal 9.4 4.5 3.1 ,5.9 

'• 

CHART 1: The share of respondents who fell short of educational goals by wealth 
quintile and gender. Ql = Top quintile; Q5 = Bottom quintile 
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0 70 bO 

66.3 0 
~ 60 0 
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"' bO 50 :§ 
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TABLE 3: Learning levels in reading and math (in%) 

Leamln1 lewl Unmarried boys Unmarried sfrts Married sfrls Total 

Reads a story 73.97 71.84 44.65 59.74 

Solves division 51.95 ~.53 15.44 29.21 
problems 

Note: Table 1 and 2 use respondents aged 15-19 years at the initial intervie"".' with. 
recorded aspirations; marital status is as recorded at the time ~f the secon~ 1nterv1ew 
(N = 6300). Table 3 reports.the s~are of all respondents at the h1gh~st ~rofic1~n~ 

'levels using UDAYA data for adolescents aged 15-19 years at the Initial )nterv1ew, 
mari~I status Is as recorded at the second Interview (N = 13141). Read mg levels 
Include recognition of letters ability to read words, ability to read a short paragraph 

, (Class·1 level text), and ability to read a longer 'story' (Class 2 level text}: Math levels 
are recognition of single-digit numbers, double-digit numbers, ~nd ab1hty ~o. perform 
a two-digit subtraction problem with borrowing and a three-digit by one-d1g1t 
division problem. Children above Class 3 (older _than 8 years) should be able to 
perform division based on NCERT textbook curriculum 

··' 
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Most important Al lesson 
must be taught at home 

SUTIRTH DEY 

Whethera 
child reaches • ·, 

for the chatbot ' . . 

to understand .. 
or to outsource· 

dependson 
whatthe 
school 

demandsand 
whattlle 

housebo~ 
rewards. The 

former is 
outside a 
parenrs 

control The 
latter is n~t • 

N APRIL!, the Union Education Minister launched 
the newCBSE curriculum on computational think­
ing and artificial intelligence for students of Cl~ 
ID to vm. The rollout is among the.most ambitious 
school AI pr6'gtammes1 anywhere in the World. 

There is no plan, however, for how those children will use AI. Con­
sider the chatbot on a child's phone at nine in the evening, sitting 
beside a half-finished assignment No syllabus reaches that. 

A recent study-by the Salaam Bombay Foundation and 
NMIMS surveyedl,050 Class IX students acr~20 Mut11bai mu­
nicipal schools. More than 70 per cent reporteq using Chat9PT, 
mostly for maths problems, translations, and-hom~work~ The 
study also found early signs of cognitive offloading: Lettinga tool 
do our-mental tasks. We all do this; thewonyiswhena child does 
it before learning how to think. Ina20~study, researchers~om 
the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School trackea nearly 
-1,000 Turkish high-school maths students who were given AI • 
tools during practice. They found that those given unrestricted 
AI access scored 48 per cep.t better than peers who studied with­
out it Brit when AI was withdrawn, th~ewho had used it did 17 
per cent~orse than peers who had never used it 

The case agrunst AI in education is narrower than these 
numbers suggest. A college student of mine struggles with Eng­
lish. He uses AI to re-explain the class notes in the langllage he 
thinks in. The same tool that hollows out one student's learning 
can open another,s. Which way it goes depends on the student's 
judgement No policy can teach that~etherachildreachesf(?r 
the chatbot to understand orto outsource depends on what the 
·school demands and whatthehouseho,d rewards. Thefonneris 
outside a parent's control. The latter is not. If the.expectation at 
home is highest-marks-in-every-subject, an overloaded child will 
likely search for shortcuts. Schools that reward high marks share 
m.e blame. But parents have~_ large~ stake in how.their children 
tum.Ol;lt, and.must iriov~ first. What ~des that mean in practice? 
• _: . TakeJ:he child into cc;,nfidence. The cost ofletting the chat­
bot do their thinking is r~, and most children Cat) absorb this 
if an adult explains it. They would love to think forihemselves; 
they outsource because, in tlte moment, the alternative is 
harder~ Then recalibrate. When yoµr child reports a mark, ask 
how they got it. If the w9rk was their own, praise it and let the 
mark be whatever it is. If the work was the chatbot's, say so, and 
withhold praise. None of this works.without your own Aiiliter· 
acy. The ~int is not catchh:igthe chatbot in your child's hom~­
work but knowing these tools well ·enough to ask sharp ques-
tions about their process. • 

The new curriculum will teacn Indian children how AI wo.r~. 
Knowing when to~tthe chatbot aside isc\lesson the schoolean-

• not give. That lesson is given at home, in a hundred small con­
versations about what learning is, and what is beneficial in the 
long run. The parent who asks the child, after every ~jgrunent, 
~ explain the work back, or try it once with the screen closed, is 
giving them something AI canno~: The slow muscle of working 
~ out, and ~e joy of arriving there:themselves. · 

The writer is chair: Al committee, and professor of Biology, //;ER Pune. 
Views are personal 
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KINsHUK GUPTA 

NEET l1as revived-anxieties 
it was meant to eliminate 

I CLEARLY remember the Sundays in my 
matchbox hostel room, the smell of slick 
bhaturaswaftingthrough the corridor, when 
I would doze off for a power nap that was 
supposed to last only 15 minutes, as in­
structed by our in-charge. Those days were 
filled with fear, frustration, exhaustion, and 
at times, anger. And yet, beneath all of it, 
there was also a dream: The thought of the 
day I would finally walk out of the examin­
ation hall afterwritingNEETandknowthat 
it was over, once and for all. . 

Now,asnewsofthecancellationofNEET 
2026 begins to trickle in, and the possibility_ 
of a retest looms, my heart goes out to all • 
those young students who believed it was fi­
nally over, only to find themselves dragged 
back into the same cycleof uncert;ainty and 
anxiety. What is particularly tragic is that 
NEETitselfwasdesigned to reduce stress on 
medical aspirants and spare them the 
burden of multiple entrance examinations. 
Instead. itseemsto have reproduced the very 
anxieties it was meant to eliminate. 

\ 

until, inevitably, the cycle repeats itself. 
This time, question papers were geo­

tagged while in transit, and examination • 
centres reportedly used SD jammersandAl­
enabled cameras. Yet, all of it proved insuf­
ficient Perhaps that reveals that the issue no 
longer lies inisoiated Ja~es alone, but in the 
deeper structural flaws of an examination 
system that continues to rely on stopgap sol­
utions rather than meaningful reform. 

JEE Main offers an interesting case in 
point, having built a largely meticulous and 
leak-resistant reputation over time. It is a 
. completely C(?mputer-based examination 
with end-to-end encryption. Questions are 
systematically tagged and drawn from ex­
tensive software-driven pools that generate 
multiple sets across several shifts. Students 
are also given two attempts, in January and • 
April, reducing the immense pressure of a 
single do-or-die day. Rather than relying on 
thousands of centr~across th~ country, the 
system uses selected, standardised centres. 

. As a result, even if a breach OCCUl'S, its impact 
remains far more contained. Further~ we 

must also begin to question the util­This leak is nothing new. The 
pattern has repeated itself over the 
years, with the 2024 controversy 
serving as the most recent rem­
inder of how fragile the system re­
mains. What troubles me·most is 
the cyclical natur.e of these leaks. 
Every controversy prompts cor­
rective measures that allow the 
next exam to proceed smoothly 

A weighted consideration of 
school perform~ce, board 

examinations, and skill-based 
evaluation would allow a 

broader·understanding of a 
student's abilities 

ity of.NEEi' in its present form. The. 
idea of a single three-hour examin­
ation determining a student's fCl:.. 
ture has always seemed absurd to 
me. How can a person's·compet .. 
enceto become a doctor be judged 
through 180 MCQs? The current 
format increasingly rewards rote 
memorisationovergei::iuineunder-

. ' 

standing, reducing learning to speed, pat­
tern recognition, and endurance. 
• Selections should move towards a more 

balanced and comprehensive system.·A 
weighted consideration of school perform­
ance, board examinations, and skill-based 
evaluation would allow a broader under­
standing of a student's abilities. NEET could 
function as a qualifying examination, fol­
lowed by assessments focused on reason­
ing, aptitude, and suitability for the profes­
sion. This could also help address the 
growing problem of score clustering at the 
top ranks, wheretinymarginsnowseparate 
thousands of students, making the present 
system an increasingly weak differentiator 
of merit. It could reduce the overwhelming 
reliance on coaching institutes, which have 
increasingly become hotspots of burnout, 
emotional distress, and extreme academic 
pressure. Such skill-based learning and as­
sessment become even more important in 
a world increasingly shaped by Al, where the 
era of the fast-cramming medical aspirant 
is unlikely to survive for long. 

The question we mustaskiswhetherwe 
are finally willing to move beyond tempor­
ary 9utrage, take respoilSl'bilityforrepeated 
failures, and genuinely learn from them. 
More importantly, arewewilling.toofferstu­
dents a system that values their hard work 
and aspirations, ratherthan repeatedly test­
ing the limits of their endurance? 

Gupta is a doctor and writer 
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W
hat hap-
pens once
a student
enters a

top university and quietly
begins to struggle? Anand
did everything right: top
grades, a prestigious
school, and an Ivy League
admit. Yet, within a year,
he was back home, over-
whelmed and unable to
cope. A high performer in
his grade, Anand had be-
gun to show emerging
signs of attentional di�cul-
ties and procrastination
that were manageable in a
structured environment.
But with total indepen-
dence and no restrictions,
Anand began to struggle.
Socially popular and well-
liked, he found it hard to
say no to parties. He began
missing classes, failing ex-
ams, and falling behind.
What began as small lapses
slowly started to com-
pound and, within a year,
the gap became too di�-
cult to bridge.

Anand is not alone. Ma-
ny high-performing stu-
dents struggle at university
for reasons that have noth-
ing to do with intelligence.
Here are some insights on
the reasons for this.

Factors
The university requires
students to adapt to an en-
vironment that provides
little structure and almost
no accountability. No
teachers checking home-
work, no preparation
notes before exams, and
no parents to manage rou-
tines and deadlines. Pa-
rents, teachers and career
counsellors often assume
academic success in school
to be a blueprint for suc-

cess at university. But un-
iversity is not school; it de-
mands independence,
discipline, and self-regula-
tion in ways students are
often unprepared for.

Developmentally, bet-
ween the ages of 13 and 18,
teenagers are forming their
identity. They are trying to
establish who they are,
what their friends think of
them, and where they �t in
socially. After the age of 18,
as they enter college, they
are �ne-tuning this identity
while also navigating new
peer groups.

Success is now deter-
mined by many other fac-
tors: initiative and clarity
(of goals across academics,
career, and social life), ex-
ecutive function (evidence

of planning, prioritising,
and completing tasks inde-
pendently), identity and
peer alignment (choosing
friends who re�ect one’s
values, interests and choic-
es), interpersonal skills
(navigating social situa-
tions and being able to set
boundaries), and resi-
lience (ability to recover
from setbacks).

In some cases, when
these factors are not well-
developed during teenage
years, a familiar home and
school environment often
supports and compen-
sates. Lack of planning and
organisational skills may
be masked by parents com-
pleting projects or con-
stantly setting study remin-
ders. Poor social skills may

go unnoticed in a stable
school and familiar social
life for many years. These
seemingly minor gaps of-
ten become ampli�ed at
university. In such situa-
tions, students can navi-
gate these circumstances
through targeted counsell-
ing and a renewed focus on
building speci�c skills.

As students enter senior
school, it is advisable to
look out for some red �ags:
Are parents or counsellors
more worried about col-
lege than the child is? Does
the student struggle with
basic responsibilities such
as deadlines, punctuality,
and follow-through? Are
their peer relationships
either isolated or overly in-
�uenced? Do they seem to

lack direction or internal
motivation? Do they avoid
conversations when
overwhelmed?

Tips for counsellors
If you pick up red �ags, dis-
cuss them early with pa-
rents and brainstorm with
the student on the
implications.

To help build executive
function, advise parents to
consciously, carefully, and
gradually step back from
reminders and supervi-
sion, while clearly com-
municating why they are
doing this. Encourage pa-
rents to share their con-
cerns and align with their
child on the need to take
on responsibility for
themselves.

Bring awareness to the
extremities and the impact
of unhelpful peer group in-
�uence, and on how to re-
tain identity while being
part of a group.

Try to understand why
there is a lack of motiva-
tion. What is the issue:
identity, competency, or
complacency? Or is lack of
family support or
involvement?

Be supportive and
create a safe space for dis-
cussion. Listen without
judging or o�ering quick
solutions. Do not dismiss
concerns as trivial or
insigni�cant.

If there are persistent or
chronic di�culties, refer
the student and parents to
professional help.

Ultimately, the goal is
not just to get into a good
university but to be able to
thrive there.

The writer would like to
acknowledge the contribu-
tions of Dr. Pramit Rastogi
(Medical Director, Steps
Center for Mental Health) to
this article.

The writer is Founder and CEO,

Inomi Learning, a Gurugram-based

career and college guidance firm.

info@inomi.in

Why high-performing students may
struggle at university
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O
ver the years, Ger-
many has steadily
emerged as a high-

er education destination
with several universities
being featured in global
rankings. The main reason
is the availability of low-
cost or tuition-free educa-
tion at many public univer-
sities, especially in Engi-
neering, Technology,
Management, and Natural
Sciences. 

However, there is a mis-
conception that Germany
o�ers completely “free
education.” 

Here are a few key re-
quirements that students
should know about study-
ing in Germany.

Quali�cations and
language: German PG
programmes require a suit-
able undergraduate degree
with strong academic per-
formance. Some universi-
ties may also evaluate the
UG programme curricu-
lum to ensure it aligns with
the subject. 

Another important re-
quirement is language
pro�ciency. Since many
courses are now being of-
fered in English, students
are advised to take English
language tests such as the
TOEFL. At the UG level,
programmes are also of-
fered in German, so stu-
dents must demonstrate
pro�ciency through recog-
nised German language
certi�cations. 

Apart from academic
needs, it is better to have
basic German language
skills to integrate better in-
to the local environment
and improve employment
prospects.

APS Certi�cation: The
Academic Evaluation
Centre (APS) certi�cation
is a mandatory require-
ment. APS mainly veri�es
academic documents and
ensures that academic
quali�cations meet the
standards required. 

Indian students should
get an APS before applying
for a student visa. This can
be time consuming, so ear-
ly applications will help
avoid delays in university
admissions and visa
processing.

Finances: Though pu-
blic universities have mini-
mal tuition fees, showing
proof of funds through a
blocked account of €11,904
is required to assess the
student’s ability to cover
estimated living expenses
such as accommodation,
food, health insurance,
transportation, and other
daily expenses for one
year. 

Students have to plan
accordingly and explore
scholarships and part-time
work opportunities to cov-
er costs.

Timelines: There are
two main admission cycles
in German universities.
Winter intake begins in
September- October, and
summer intake in March-

April. 
The �rst is more popu-

lar among international
students, as it o�ers the
largest number of pro-
grammes. Ideally, prepare
10–12 months in advance,
as the application process
involves multiple stages.
The visa process starts as
soon as admission is se-
cured. This requires sub-
mission of documents such
as admission letters, proof
of �nances, health insu-
rance, and APS
certi�cation.

Lodging is a challenge
and needs to be addressed
early. University accom-
modations are limited and
shared accommodation is
available at private homes
in major cities. Plan ahead
for food and lodging. 

There are several for-
malities to be completed
once students arrive, such
as registering the resi-
dence, opening a local
bank account, and obtain-
ing a residence permit.

Common mistakes
Applying late, missing dea-
dlines, not understanding
programme requirements,
underestimating the cost
of living and not learning
basic German are some of
the common avoidable
mistakes. Students also
need to invest enough time
and e�ort to research un-
iversities and understand
their processes. Studying
in Germany requires stra-
tegic planning, informed
decisions, and a clear un-
derstanding of academic-
administrative
prerequisites.

The writer is Chief Executive O�icer,

YES Germany

A few tips for students planning for higher
education in Germany

Guten tag, anyone?
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My daughter is in Class 11

(Cambridge IGCSE). Her

subjects are Math, Physics

and Chemistry. She is

brilliant in Math but

doesn’t like Physics. She

cannot sit for long hours

and study. She says she

wants to study

Architecture. Is this a good

option? Is there a creative

yet rewarding degree?

Name withheld

Have you considered getting

a personality and career

mapping done to

understand her core

personality and her interests

and choices? 

Let her take the mock

tests for UCEED and NID,

which test visualisation,

observation, and logical

Maths. Get her to shadow an

architect to give her a reality

check of the work.

Architecture in India and

abroad requires a solid grasp

of Structural Mechanics

(essentially Physics). If she

dislikes Physics, she may

struggle with some modules

in Architecture.

Since she loves Maths,

she could explore Geomatics

or Urban Planning, which are

Maths-focused fields, or a

B.Des., which is more

dynamic and innovation-

driven. Other options are

Interaction Design (UI/UX),

which blends Maths, logic,

and technology to create

user experiences for apps

and smart devices; Product/

Industrial Design, which

combines geometry and 3D

reasoning with hands-on

prototype creation; Game

Design and Development,

which relies heavily on

Maths concepts; or Data

Visualisation or Information

Design, which is ideal for

someone who is good at

Maths and likes aesthetics.

I am in the first year of

Pharm D. and feel that it is

not valued in India. What

are the skills to get a good

job with this degree? Can I

get a job in the IT sector?

Name withheld

The role of Pharm D is still

evolving in India. By the time

you graduate, the integration

of clinical pharmacy into

Indian healthcare will

probably be much deeper.

You can get into the IT sector

in companies that have Life

Sciences divisions and need

people who understand

drugs and patient data. A

Pharm D is actually a bridge

degree between medicine,

pharmacy, and data, making

you highly eligible for the IT

and Tech sectors.

In India, Pharm D is

valued more in corporate

healthcare and large hospital

chains than in retail

pharmacy. You can consider

careers in clinical research,

pharmacovigilance, clinical

data management, health

informatics, medical coding,

and medical a�airs.

Companies such as TCS,

Cognizant, and Accenture

manage global drug safety

data.

While you will be a

primary healthcare provider

abroad, you will need to

pass licensing exams such as

NAPLEX (the U.S.) or PEBC

(Canada) to practise there.

Build expertise in

technical tools like SAS or

Python, regulatory

guidelines such as ICH-GCP,

software like Oracle

Argus/MedDRA, and medical

writing, to move into IT

roles. Additional

certifications in

Pharmacovigilance, Health

Data Analytics, Lean Six

Sigma or Advanced Excel can

strengthen your profile. Also,

network actively on LinkedIn

with Pharm D professionals

to learn from their career

paths and seek mentorship.

I have a B.A. Economics

and Maths. I want to

pursue an MBA, but am

unable to crack the exam

for admission. How can I

build a career in

management? Priya

Dear Priya,

You can build a

management career without

a traditional MBA. Your

profile suits analytical

management. If CAT or GMAT

feels di�icult, consider

courses like Master's in

Management (MIM), MMS,

Applied Economics, Business

Analytics or PGDM

programmes, which are

often more accessible and

still o�er strong placements.

Begin in analyst roles and

move into leadership.

Professional certifications

like CFA for finance,

PMP/CAPM for project

management, and Six Sigma

for operations can

strengthen your prospects.

You could also work in a

junior role and then look at

the ISBs/ IIMs for an

Executive MBA programme.

I have finished B.Sc. Maths

and work as a radio

operator in the BSF. I want

to resign and do a regular

MBA. How can I get into

the IIMs or top B-Schools?

Abhishek

Dear Abhishek,

Transitioning from BSF to

a B-school is a bold move. To

crack the IIMs or other top

B-schools, you need a good

CAT percentile. Take a Mock

CAT without any preparation

to see where you stand in

VARC and DILR. Focus on

arithmetic and algebra,

which make up nearly 70%

of the Quantitative Aptitude

(QA) section. 

Leverage your ‘Diversity

Points’ in the total

Composite Score. Your

academic diversity — being a

non-engineer — gives you an

edge and puts you in a less

competitive pool. Your work

experience in the BSF will

also bring you high points.

FMS Delhi and IIFT have

specific seats for special

quotas, considerations or

reservations. Check that out.

At IIMs, you will largely

compete in your social

category

(General/OBC/SC/ST).

Once you clear the CAT,

you will need to clear the

Written Ability Test (WAT)

and Personal Interview (PI).

You may need to explain why

a radio operator wants an

MBA. Focus on the logistics,

communication systems,

and human resource

management you handled in

the BSF. Prepare Q&As on

topics such as Business of

Defence, Indigenisation of

Technology, and Internal

Security Economics.

Finally, do not resign but

prepare while in service.

Most IIMs allow you to join if

you can provide a ‘No

Objection Certificate’ (NOC)

or discharge papers at the

time of joining. Explore

specialised options for

Uniformed Personnel.

IIM-Ahmedabad o�ers the

Armed Forces Programme.

The Army Institute of

Management (AIM) in

Kolkata and Greater Noida

o�ers windows for serving

personnel If you have more

than five years of experience,

an Executive MBA may be

better than a two-year

regular MBA but you will

need to take an entrance

exam. Think and make an

informed decision.

Disclaimer: This column

is merely a guiding voice

and provides advice and

suggestions on education

and careers. 

The writer is a practising

counsellor and a trainer. Send

your questions to

eduplus.thehindu@gmail.com

with the subject line O� the Edge

Chart your path
Uncertain about your career

options? Low on self-con�dence?
This column may help
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W
hat hap-
pens once
a student
enters a

top university and quietly
begins to struggle? Anand
did everything right: top
grades, a prestigious
school, and an Ivy League
admit. Yet, within a year,
he was back home, over-
whelmed and unable to
cope. A high performer in
his grade, Anand had be-
gun to show emerging
signs of attentional di�cul-
ties and procrastination
that were manageable in a
structured environment.
But with total indepen-
dence and no restrictions,
Anand began to struggle.
Socially popular and well-
liked, he found it hard to
say no to parties. He began
missing classes, failing ex-
ams, and falling behind.
What began as small lapses
slowly started to com-
pound and, within a year,
the gap became too di�-
cult to bridge.

Anand is not alone. Ma-
ny high-performing stu-
dents struggle at university
for reasons that have noth-
ing to do with intelligence.
Here are some insights on
the reasons for this.

Factors
The university requires
students to adapt to an en-
vironment that provides
little structure and almost
no accountability. No
teachers checking home-
work, no preparation
notes before exams, and
no parents to manage rou-
tines and deadlines. Pa-
rents, teachers and career
counsellors often assume
academic success in school
to be a blueprint for suc-

cess at university. But un-
iversity is not school; it de-
mands independence,
discipline, and self-regula-
tion in ways students are
often unprepared for.

Developmentally, bet-
ween the ages of 13 and 18,
teenagers are forming their
identity. They are trying to
establish who they are,
what their friends think of
them, and where they �t in
socially. After the age of 18,
as they enter college, they
are �ne-tuning this identity
while also navigating new
peer groups.

Success is now deter-
mined by many other fac-
tors: initiative and clarity
(of goals across academics,
career, and social life), ex-
ecutive function (evidence

of planning, prioritising,
and completing tasks inde-
pendently), identity and
peer alignment (choosing
friends who re�ect one’s
values, interests and choic-
es), interpersonal skills
(navigating social situa-
tions and being able to set
boundaries), and resi-
lience (ability to recover
from setbacks).

In some cases, when
these factors are not well-
developed during teenage
years, a familiar home and
school environment often
supports and compen-
sates. Lack of planning and
organisational skills may
be masked by parents com-
pleting projects or con-
stantly setting study remin-
ders. Poor social skills may

go unnoticed in a stable
school and familiar social
life for many years. These
seemingly minor gaps of-
ten become ampli�ed at
university. In such situa-
tions, students can navi-
gate these circumstances
through targeted counsell-
ing and a renewed focus on
building speci�c skills.

As students enter senior
school, it is advisable to
look out for some red �ags:
Are parents or counsellors
more worried about col-
lege than the child is? Does
the student struggle with
basic responsibilities such
as deadlines, punctuality,
and follow-through? Are
their peer relationships
either isolated or overly in-
�uenced? Do they seem to

lack direction or internal
motivation? Do they avoid
conversations when
overwhelmed?

Tips for counsellors
If you pick up red �ags, dis-
cuss them early with pa-
rents and brainstorm with
the student on the
implications.

To help build executive
function, advise parents to
consciously, carefully, and
gradually step back from
reminders and supervi-
sion, while clearly com-
municating why they are
doing this. Encourage pa-
rents to share their con-
cerns and align with their
child on the need to take
on responsibility for
themselves.

Bring awareness to the
extremities and the impact
of unhelpful peer group in-
�uence, and on how to re-
tain identity while being
part of a group.

Try to understand why
there is a lack of motiva-
tion. What is the issue:
identity, competency, or
complacency? Or is lack of
family support or
involvement?

Be supportive and
create a safe space for dis-
cussion. Listen without
judging or o�ering quick
solutions. Do not dismiss
concerns as trivial or
insigni�cant.

If there are persistent or
chronic di�culties, refer
the student and parents to
professional help.

Ultimately, the goal is
not just to get into a good
university but to be able to
thrive there.

The writer would like to
acknowledge the contribu-
tions of Dr. Pramit Rastogi
(Medical Director, Steps
Center for Mental Health) to
this article.

The writer is Founder and CEO,

Inomi Learning, a Gurugram-based

career and college guidance firm.

info@inomi.in

Why high-performing students may
struggle at university
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O
ver the years, Ger-
many has steadily
emerged as a high-

er education destination
with several universities
being featured in global
rankings. The main reason
is the availability of low-
cost or tuition-free educa-
tion at many public univer-
sities, especially in Engi-
neering, Technology,
Management, and Natural
Sciences. 

However, there is a mis-
conception that Germany
o�ers completely “free
education.” 

Here are a few key re-
quirements that students
should know about study-
ing in Germany.

Quali�cations and
language: German PG
programmes require a suit-
able undergraduate degree
with strong academic per-
formance. Some universi-
ties may also evaluate the
UG programme curricu-
lum to ensure it aligns with
the subject. 

Another important re-
quirement is language
pro�ciency. Since many
courses are now being of-
fered in English, students
are advised to take English
language tests such as the
TOEFL. At the UG level,
programmes are also of-
fered in German, so stu-
dents must demonstrate
pro�ciency through recog-
nised German language
certi�cations. 

Apart from academic
needs, it is better to have
basic German language
skills to integrate better in-
to the local environment
and improve employment
prospects.

APS Certi�cation: The
Academic Evaluation
Centre (APS) certi�cation
is a mandatory require-
ment. APS mainly veri�es
academic documents and
ensures that academic
quali�cations meet the
standards required. 

Indian students should
get an APS before applying
for a student visa. This can
be time consuming, so ear-
ly applications will help
avoid delays in university
admissions and visa
processing.

Finances: Though pu-
blic universities have mini-
mal tuition fees, showing
proof of funds through a
blocked account of €11,904
is required to assess the
student’s ability to cover
estimated living expenses
such as accommodation,
food, health insurance,
transportation, and other
daily expenses for one
year. 

Students have to plan
accordingly and explore
scholarships and part-time
work opportunities to cov-
er costs.

Timelines: There are
two main admission cycles
in German universities.
Winter intake begins in
September- October, and
summer intake in March-

April. 
The �rst is more popu-

lar among international
students, as it o�ers the
largest number of pro-
grammes. Ideally, prepare
10–12 months in advance,
as the application process
involves multiple stages.
The visa process starts as
soon as admission is se-
cured. This requires sub-
mission of documents such
as admission letters, proof
of �nances, health insu-
rance, and APS
certi�cation.

Lodging is a challenge
and needs to be addressed
early. University accom-
modations are limited and
shared accommodation is
available at private homes
in major cities. Plan ahead
for food and lodging. 

There are several for-
malities to be completed
once students arrive, such
as registering the resi-
dence, opening a local
bank account, and obtain-
ing a residence permit.

Common mistakes
Applying late, missing dea-
dlines, not understanding
programme requirements,
underestimating the cost
of living and not learning
basic German are some of
the common avoidable
mistakes. Students also
need to invest enough time
and e�ort to research un-
iversities and understand
their processes. Studying
in Germany requires stra-
tegic planning, informed
decisions, and a clear un-
derstanding of academic-
administrative
prerequisites.

The writer is Chief Executive O�icer,

YES Germany

A few tips for students planning for higher
education in Germany

Guten tag, anyone?
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My daughter is in Class 11

(Cambridge IGCSE). Her

subjects are Math, Physics

and Chemistry. She is

brilliant in Math but

doesn’t like Physics. She

cannot sit for long hours

and study. She says she

wants to study

Architecture. Is this a good

option? Is there a creative

yet rewarding degree?

Name withheld

Have you considered getting

a personality and career

mapping done to

understand her core

personality and her interests

and choices? 

Let her take the mock

tests for UCEED and NID,

which test visualisation,

observation, and logical

Maths. Get her to shadow an

architect to give her a reality

check of the work.

Architecture in India and

abroad requires a solid grasp

of Structural Mechanics

(essentially Physics). If she

dislikes Physics, she may

struggle with some modules

in Architecture.

Since she loves Maths,

she could explore Geomatics

or Urban Planning, which are

Maths-focused fields, or a

B.Des., which is more

dynamic and innovation-

driven. Other options are

Interaction Design (UI/UX),

which blends Maths, logic,

and technology to create

user experiences for apps

and smart devices; Product/

Industrial Design, which

combines geometry and 3D

reasoning with hands-on

prototype creation; Game

Design and Development,

which relies heavily on

Maths concepts; or Data

Visualisation or Information

Design, which is ideal for

someone who is good at

Maths and likes aesthetics.

I am in the first year of

Pharm D. and feel that it is

not valued in India. What

are the skills to get a good

job with this degree? Can I

get a job in the IT sector?

Name withheld

The role of Pharm D is still

evolving in India. By the time

you graduate, the integration

of clinical pharmacy into

Indian healthcare will

probably be much deeper.

You can get into the IT sector

in companies that have Life

Sciences divisions and need

people who understand

drugs and patient data. A

Pharm D is actually a bridge

degree between medicine,

pharmacy, and data, making

you highly eligible for the IT

and Tech sectors.

In India, Pharm D is

valued more in corporate

healthcare and large hospital

chains than in retail

pharmacy. You can consider

careers in clinical research,

pharmacovigilance, clinical

data management, health

informatics, medical coding,

and medical a�airs.

Companies such as TCS,

Cognizant, and Accenture

manage global drug safety

data.

While you will be a

primary healthcare provider

abroad, you will need to

pass licensing exams such as

NAPLEX (the U.S.) or PEBC

(Canada) to practise there.

Build expertise in

technical tools like SAS or

Python, regulatory

guidelines such as ICH-GCP,

software like Oracle

Argus/MedDRA, and medical

writing, to move into IT

roles. Additional

certifications in

Pharmacovigilance, Health

Data Analytics, Lean Six

Sigma or Advanced Excel can

strengthen your profile. Also,

network actively on LinkedIn

with Pharm D professionals

to learn from their career

paths and seek mentorship.

I have a B.A. Economics

and Maths. I want to

pursue an MBA, but am

unable to crack the exam

for admission. How can I

build a career in

management? Priya

Dear Priya,

You can build a

management career without

a traditional MBA. Your

profile suits analytical

management. If CAT or GMAT

feels di�icult, consider

courses like Master's in

Management (MIM), MMS,

Applied Economics, Business

Analytics or PGDM

programmes, which are

often more accessible and

still o�er strong placements.

Begin in analyst roles and

move into leadership.

Professional certifications

like CFA for finance,

PMP/CAPM for project

management, and Six Sigma

for operations can

strengthen your prospects.

You could also work in a

junior role and then look at

the ISBs/ IIMs for an

Executive MBA programme.

I have finished B.Sc. Maths

and work as a radio

operator in the BSF. I want

to resign and do a regular

MBA. How can I get into

the IIMs or top B-Schools?

Abhishek

Dear Abhishek,

Transitioning from BSF to

a B-school is a bold move. To

crack the IIMs or other top

B-schools, you need a good

CAT percentile. Take a Mock

CAT without any preparation

to see where you stand in

VARC and DILR. Focus on

arithmetic and algebra,

which make up nearly 70%

of the Quantitative Aptitude

(QA) section. 

Leverage your ‘Diversity

Points’ in the total

Composite Score. Your

academic diversity — being a

non-engineer — gives you an

edge and puts you in a less

competitive pool. Your work

experience in the BSF will

also bring you high points.

FMS Delhi and IIFT have

specific seats for special

quotas, considerations or

reservations. Check that out.

At IIMs, you will largely

compete in your social

category

(General/OBC/SC/ST).

Once you clear the CAT,

you will need to clear the

Written Ability Test (WAT)

and Personal Interview (PI).

You may need to explain why

a radio operator wants an

MBA. Focus on the logistics,

communication systems,

and human resource

management you handled in

the BSF. Prepare Q&As on

topics such as Business of

Defence, Indigenisation of

Technology, and Internal

Security Economics.

Finally, do not resign but

prepare while in service.

Most IIMs allow you to join if

you can provide a ‘No

Objection Certificate’ (NOC)

or discharge papers at the

time of joining. Explore

specialised options for

Uniformed Personnel.

IIM-Ahmedabad o�ers the

Armed Forces Programme.

The Army Institute of

Management (AIM) in

Kolkata and Greater Noida

o�ers windows for serving

personnel If you have more

than five years of experience,

an Executive MBA may be

better than a two-year

regular MBA but you will

need to take an entrance

exam. Think and make an

informed decision.

Disclaimer: This column

is merely a guiding voice

and provides advice and
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Gender, caregiving, the law in Indian research funding 

I
ndia's scientific ambitions are increasingly 
visible in space missions, pharmaceutical 
research, and peer-reviewed scholarship. 
Yet, its institutional culture that sustains 

this continues to marginalise many researchers. 
Women in academia, especially in mid-career 
stages, face a convergence of professiorial and 
domestic responsibilities that their male peers 
rarely experience to the same extent. Age 
relaxation provisions in research grants were 
introduced to address this gap, but as these 
policies evolve, they require closer scrutiny to 
improve their effectiveness rather than weaken 
them. 

The legal foundation for gender-sensitive 
research policy in India is not merely permissive; 
it is, in important respects, directive. Article 15(3) 
of the Constirution allows the state to make 
special provisions for women and children, and 
this has long been read as enabling affinnative 

• measures ih employment and public opportunity. 
Article 16 reinforces equality of opportunity 
without precluding measures that correct 
historical disadvantage and read alongside the 
Directive Principles which speak of equal right to 
an adequate means of livelihood. There is a 
coherent constitutional argument that funding 
agencies have not just the authority but also a 
degree of responsibility to ensure women 
researchers.are not structurally penalised for 
caregiving. 

Article SlA(e), the fundamental duty to 
renounce practices derogatory to the dignity of 
women, adds another dimension. A policy 
environment that routinely produces grant 
cohorts with negligible female representation is 
not a neutral outcome - it reflects accumulated 
disadvantages that the constirutional ~ework 
obliges instirutio~ to address. 

The legislative gap at heart of the problem 
The Maternity Benefit (Amendment) Act, 2017 
remains the most substantive legal protection 
available to women. The 2017 amendment • 
extended paid maternity leave to 26 weeks for 
women with fewer than two surviving children 
and introduced provisions for creche facilities in 
·larger establishments. For women "in acade~c 
research, this matters - but imperfectly. Many 
researchers at the postdoctoral or early career 
stage are employed on fellowships, project 
positions, or contractual appointments that fall 
outside the clear ambit of the Act. • 
• Equally overlooked in current.frameworks is 

the return·to research after childbirth. Women·: 
returning from ll}atemity leave ofte1fface 
disru.p¥ \abQratory VIOrll, changed 
~ and mma\\gned grant funellnes, S 

Nabeda Siddiqui 

Assistant Professor, 
Vinayaka Mission's 
Law School, Vinayaka 
Mission's Research 
Foundation (Deemed 
University), Chennai 

The structural 
gender gaps in 
Iridia's· research. • 
ecosystem must 

.•• be addressed 

with little fomtal support for reintegration or 
reduced workload. The expectation of immediate 
full productivity after childbirth Is unrealistic and 
requires clear policy intervention rather than 
infomtal goodwill from supervisors. 

India has no central legislation on paternity 
leave. Central government employees receive 15 
days under the Central·CMI Services (Leave) 
Rules, 1972, but this Is administrative rather than 
statutory, and no comparable entitle~ent exists 
for researchers funded through-extramural 
grants. This.legislative asymmetry- generous: • 
maternity protection, minimal patetnity 
provision - is not incidental. It shapes how 
institutions and funding agencies thJnk about 
caregiving, and it partly explains why age 
relaxatiop policies have been designed 
exclusively around woinen rather than around 
the act of caregiving itself. • 

The case for women-specific support in 
research fil!tdlng Is SUpl)C?rted by persistent data, 

• not assumption. The ,All India Survey on Higher 
Education (2021-22) shows that the higher 
education system had nearly 16 .lakh faculty in 
2021-22 with 57% male and 43% female. Women 
remain underrepresented in faculty positions· 
across central universities and especially in 

• science and technology instirutions. The Science· 
and Engineering .Researcl;I Board (SERB) has also 
re~rted consisteptly lower·application and 
success rates. among women ~arch~. 

The pattern is dear. W~men who complete 
doctoral degrees in their mid-tO:-late twenties 
enter post,doctoral work at the same time as ~ak 
• domestic responsibilities. Balancing grant cycles, 
publication pressure,travel, arid childcare is not 
shared equally in academic households. Srudies 
on dual-career faculty, including at the Ta~ 
Instirute of Social Sciences, show that women 
typically bear a greater s~ of domestic work 
regardless of professio~ starus. ~ 
consequences are measurable: delayed 
publications, gaps in grant records, and (educed 
international visibility. Age relaxation, in this 
context, is a partial r¢medy for a documented 
structural disadvantage. • 

What the courts have suggested . 
The Supreme Court of India's reasoning in Vgay 
Lakshmi vs Punjab University And Qth~ (2003) Is 
relevant here. Ad4r'essing preferentiai provisions 

• for women in service matters, the Court drew a ·, 
cl~· dJstin~oµ betweep (omial equality and 
substantive equallty, whicli accounts'.for unequal 

J • (' 
outcomes. 
, It held that measures fawuring women are 
constitutionally valid wheij_.they admess 
demonstrated disadvantagies. ~'lbJsloglt ap~ to 

research grants as well: extending eligibility 
windows for women is not preferential 
treatment, but a corrective to structural 
disadvantage. 

None of this implies that current policy is 
adequate. Age relaxation policies such as those 
under SERB addreu effgfbflity at the application 
stage but not the everyday conditions of research. 
A five-year extension to the upper age limit may 
allow women to apply for grants they would 
otherwise mw, but it does not provide childcare 
support during proposal writing, insdtutional 
support during. maternity leave, or re-entry . 
funding after career breaks. 

There is also the qu~on of who the policy 
excludes. A single father or a man caring for an 
ailing parent may also face significant career 
dJsruption, but the policy does not recognise 
him. This is not an argument to weaken 
protections for women, as evidence shows that , 
caregiving burdens are, n~t equal in Indian 
academia. Rather, it calls for an additional layer l ~ 
of support for documented· caregiving 
responsibilities, while retaining and 
strengthening women-specific prov,isions that 
'address the more widespread disadvlµltage. 

, What more considered ?._Ollcy would~ 
The National Education, ~llcy 2020 gestures 
towarc\ instirutional flexibility and faculty . 
wellbeing, but d;iese commitments have not yet 
translated into binding research funding policy. 
That gap is overdue to be addressed. Funding 
agencies should considerno-cost grant 
extensions for documented caregiving periods, 
re-entry fellowships for women returning to 
research, and fl~le milestone reporting fqr 
researchers with caregiving responsibilities. 
Several European research coun~ have 
implemented similar measures, showing that 
gender-neutral caregiving support, alongmde 
gender-specific provisions,.can.improve equity 
without appeariJm arbitrary. 

Gender-based age relaxation in Indian research 
grants Is constirutionally grounded and • 
empirically justifi~. The disadvantage it 
addresses 1s·rea1, dQcumented, and persistent. , 
Reiµoving it'in. ~ name of gender neutrality 
would.be a po,Hcy·etror not·supported by 
evidence. WMt ls needed·irlstead is a· layered :-
approach that retainuupport for women 
researchers while a_ddfng provisions .for other, 
caregivers. India's research institutions ~ their 1 

women schoiars·notj\lSt formal access to grants , 
but the structural conditions in which a sustained_ 
research career is genuinely possible. Age 
relaxation is a beginning. It should not be 
mistaken for an ending • 

'· ... -. ~ .. 
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~EET pape~ l~ak raises larger· .. :·, 
questions,_ c~!ls f~~-~~~est recl{oning 

, . ,. ~ .~ . \ . . . 

F
OR THE third time in recent p~ion,andsometosulclde. • ;· -l •• l' enabllngsystemsabroad-leaveattheflrst wasorlglnallyjustlfted andthecountryls 
years.theNEETe.xaminationbas Itisworthreturningtofirstprinclples. __,....._ • opportun.ity.Bothoutcomesrepresentaloss owedhonestan.,wers' • 
been marred by a paper leak-a NEETwasintroduced in2013toensureunl- the country can ill afford India's doctor·to- . The government'; immedJ~te obli 
phrase that has become, with fonnity in~ eligibility for medical , population ratio in several states remains ; tlons are clear: Conduct the reschedJ!i 
grim predictability, a seasonal education, to uproot the menace of capita- -~- dangerously below acceptable benchmarlcs. • examination With sec1lrity JDea1Ures com-. 

. {eatureo(Indla'smedicaladmlssionscaJen- tlonand
1
fees.
0

~~oorruptiomeritasthne·insoleseatcriallocatlon.terio .. 
0
_· CommunltyhealthcentresclCJ'O$Tier2and ; mensurate With the stakes involved• pnr 

dar.'IbeftOPeSOf221akhstudentsareonce I\Jl • T1er3~reportchronlcvacancies.This ,· vldeverlfiableredresstoaffectedstude . , 
again temporarily dashed They go home, selection. These were not small ambitions. SUNIL • : Is not a future concern - It Is a present • through tee refunds and adequate·notl: • 
~reJjeVedofabwdenbutstillhigh-strung, Adecadelater,eachoftheseobjectivesde- CHANDY''; emergency.Anadmismonssystemthatcon- andlnstltuteanindependemforensicin~ 
~a repeat examination and all the un- serves honest appraisal, not institutional , • slstentlydivertstalentawayfrompu~licser~ vestigatlon into this and previous Jeab-
a,taintythatlies~nd it. Young men and self-congratulation. . ... .-;: , ; , l .,vice~notaneuualadminlstrativearrange, one that names, charges, and J)Rl8eCUtes 
women who haVe spent years in relentl~ Capitation fees have not been uprooted. . ,. tnent; It is a structural problem with dlrec:t th06e responsible. The leadership of the 
preparation-after-school coaching.sleep- Severalprtvatemedlcalcollegescontinueto heahhconsequences. . National Testing.-\gency must account 
~ nights. the full weight of familyexpec- colJectsubstantialsumsaboveprescribedll- 1.·,. • • , 1 None of this Is to say that NEET has pro-·· publiclyfora pattemof ~tbathasbe-
tation - haVe met their first roadblock be-· mitsfromcaooidateswhopossessthegrades duced nothing of value. The creation of a come indefensfble. 
fore their journey even began. The but not the means. More troubling)y, the , _.· . .: common national platfo~ the reduction Beyond the Immediate." a larger act 0 
fiusuation on their faces, visible in images structure ofNEET cut-offs has produced a in the multiplicity of competing E!ntra:nce • Institutional honesty is requbed_ The r/; 
ctn;ulaiing on social media, Is not the frus- perverse outcome: Low qualifying percen- 1 •. • . 1 . , examinations, and some improvement In form needed is not cosmetJc. It must ad.: 
umon of a single bad morning. It Is the~ tiles now favour the~ meritorious but fh r • . . , transparencywtthin~tcoDegead- . dress examination security, fee regulation 
cumulated anguish of years. nancially resourceful candidate over the .. , . . .-• . missions are real if partial, achievements in l_)rlvatemedicalcoJleges, incentivestruc-

The paper leak raises questions that more meritorious but economically con• . : . .. that deserve acknowledgement But partial , . tures that make rural and public service 
ougbttodistWbusdeeply.Inaneraofdigl- strainedone. Thestudent,compelledtobor- ., ., . . successdoesnotexcusesystematk:failure, ,enulnelyviable,welfarestandardsforas-
talencryption, blockchain-secuiedcom- rowinordertocapltaliseonaharcl-earned andthefalluresarenowtoonumerousand•'. plrantscaughtirithecoachingecosyscem, 
munlcation.andmulti-layeredcybersecur- rank.entersmedidnecarryingadetXthat . tooc;o~entialtobeaddressedbyinae-. andaccountabllitymecbanlsmsforthein-
lty protocol~. how does a national • reshapeseveryprofessionaldedslonthere- ,., .. • ID[e!llaladjustment. _ • stitudonsthathaveprofitedID05tfromtbe 

. examination of this magnitude remain so, after. The ethic of service that mJght have , . :, 1betlmeh.Ecomeforarlpous.multi-· current disorder. • . 
porous?Theanswerpoints, regrettably, to- taken nxtatthe threshold of a career ls not . , pronged rettospective appraJsaL Have the . incompetence.lackofintegrity,andun-
wardstrUCWI81 corruption. Well-organised lost through moral failwe- ltis fc;,redosed . objectives set at con~n lri 2013 been , acceptable examination conduct have 

• • nel',1VO[b-oftenttaceabletotbecommer- byftoancialobllga[ion.~giaduatesare .. • met?HaNEET.producedbettermedical brooghtthe&tandingofthisnationalexam-
dal intereStS oflqeooachinglnstitutions driven. almost by design. into early private . ,. . , , graduates for the nation? Ha it meaning- lnar.ion to its lowest lmagi_nablepoint. That 
anxious to demonstrate the su~ rates pracdceandcommerdallYinduceddinkal . ,. . . fullycwbedcapltation,quantitativelyand is not a political statement It is a descrip-

· oftheir students- appearto have culti- behavlour.Aheadoftbemlienotonebuttwo ,_·., .... ,.... qualiWlve!y?Hasitincreasedthesupply tionofwhatis. ·-. :·· , , •• .• 
vatedcontaetswiihlntheexamlnatloneco- ftutberexamlnatiom-~ .- . , .. ; . ofdoctorsavallableto.serveinbealth-im- ., Indiabasproduced,~generanom. 

. system Itself: Those involved in question : andNEETSUpeiSpeda)ity-withtbe_~ povertsbed geographies? Has it brought pc·ahtysilo· nclanswhoohfaextraove se=si:1:tryd~d. 
setting. collation. or distrlbution. It must rigmarole. 1bisrepemivecycle leaves . .. Incompetence, lack of I greater equity in the allocation of th 
also besaidthatNEEThasprovidedan un- doctors burnt out and dlminlshed In , •• medical seats for economically the world well. The question before ose. . 
intended but powerful impetus to the theirzealtoserve.. integrity.and unacceptable. disadvantaged and tribal com- whogovemthissystemtodayisnot~com­
musbroo. _,ft .. of coaching centres across 1be--■-m.endfwtber. . ; examination conduct have . _ munlties? Has it, in any µieasur- , plicated one: Does th~ process we have 

..... 16 ...,,,__._ able rod cedageneratlon bullt honour the students we are putt.in& 
the country, several of them operating in 1be rillddJe-claw graduate Is pushed • brought the standing of this • : sense, P u th ~ through it, and does it serve the peQple 
oondltlonsofovercrowding. unrelenting towardreven~Pracdce. tionalexaminationtolts of doctors who place e ent • thosestudentsaremeanttobeal? • ___,. tal ed rit ' na • aboveself-interest?Thesearenot . suess. and .,....ormance pressure that ex- Many of the most ent , me - • _ lowest imaginable point rhetorical questions. Toeyare the . . . . . • . . . . . . , . . , .. 
ceed reasonable human llmits, driving a driven graduates -dmwn by better . · .. . """''chthis ____ ,_ ... ,,..n • • The writer. is fonnet directo,, CMC Vellore_ • 

:· dlsaessingmunberof~towardde- professionalenvkoiunenls~~, .. ,. ----- ', ',t ,tennsOnw1u CAAIIWICIUV • 
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Bright Quantum Morning 

actor. Rising 
ability in the 
vond the 

Quantumentanglement suggestsafundamentaloneness -astatewhereseparateentities are, infact,part ofasingle. 
indivisiblewhole. This nirrors 
thecoretenetsofnon-dual 
philosophyaka Advaita 
Vedanta, whichpositsthatthe 
perceived multiplicitțyofthe worldisan appearance (Maya) 
maskingamunderlying non-dualreality (Bralhman) 

urity but 
xplains the 

ompromise. 
te continues, 
failed to 
when guns 
rms. At the 

pril 14 nmarked World Quantum 
Dav, a global initiative aimed at public understanding of the 
quantunm science and technology 

that shapes our modern existence. The date 
itselfis a tribute to the fundamental physical 
constant that birthed this revolution: 4.14 
(April 14), representing the first digits of Planck's constant (eV-s). As India navigates 
the 21st century. this day serves as a critical 
juncture to reflect on the transition from 
classical determinism to a quantum reality 
-a reality that finds a surprising resonance in ancient Indian thought. 

A 

The storybegins in 1900 with Max Planck. 
Attemptingto solve theultraviolet catastrophe ofblackbody radiation, Planck made aradical 

energy is not continuous, but tiedinto discrete quanta.This discovery 
shattered the foundations of classical physics. 
Planck's constant became the scale of the universe's granularity. 

ass 

It was the key that unlocked the door to 
the subatomic workd, leacding to thedevelopment fuuantum mechard Ouantum Bohr, Heisenberg, 

Day and Schrödinger. 
honours this numerical foundation, reminding 
us that at the most fundamental level, our 
universe is governed by discrete values rather than smooth transitions. 

For decades, quantum phenomena like 
Superposiuon - wnere a paruicle exists in states simultaneously and 
entanglement - the spooky action at a 
distance where two particles remain 
connected regardless of separation - were 
treated as philosophical puzzles or 
mathematical oddities. 

Today,these are nolonger mysteries; they 
are experimentally determined facts. Recent breakthroughs in quantum computing and 
Bell's theorem experiments have proven that the universe is non-local and probabilistic. 
We have moved from observing these phenomena to engineering them. 

Whether it is through the development of 
qubits in quantum processors or secure 
quantum key distribution (QKD) for 
communication, the weirdness of the quantum 
world is now the engine of a new industrial 

WORLD QUANTUM DAY 
CELEBRATING 

nuc 

226 

revolution. The rise of quantum mechanics 
signalled the death ofNewtonjan deterministic 
materialism. In the Newtonian view, the 
universe was a giant clockwork mechanism; 
ifyou knew the position and momentum of every particle, you could predict the 
future withabsolute certainty This birthed 
a rigid causality that left little room for 
spontaneity or the role of the observer. 

WORLD QUANTUM DAY- APRIL A, 2026 

Quantummechanics, Via the Heisenberg 
Uncertainty Principle, dismantled this. It introduced an inherent limit to what 
can be known. The act of observation 
itself collapses the wave function, 
suggesting that the observer is not a detachedwitness but an active participant 
in the creation of reality. This shift from 
adeadmaterialist machineto a participatory, 
interconnected universe marks one of 
the most profound intellectual shifts in 
human history. While quantum mechanics may sound 
abstract, it is the silent driver of the 
modern world. Every time you use a mobile phone, you are harmessingquanum 
physics. The transistors that form the 
brain of your device rely on the quantum 
behaviour of electrons in semiconductors. 
Without quantummechanics, theminiaturization 
of electronics would have been impossible. 

Similarly, the Medical Resonance Imaging 
(MRI) machines in our hospitals are practical 
applications of nuclear magnetic resonance 
"aquantim mechanical property of atomic .From the lasers used in eye surgery 
to the GPS satellites that help us navigate 
our cities,quantum science is not afuturistic 
concept; it is the bedrock of our current 
technological infrastructure. 

SINDHUNIL 
BARMAN ROY 

The writer is 
Distinguished 

Professor, 
RKMVERI, 
Belur, and 
Visiting 

Professor, 
IIT-POwai 

oneness ~a state where separate entities 
are, in fact, part of a single, indivisible whole. This mirrors the core tenets of non-dual 
philosophy aka Advaita Vedanta, which 
posits that the perceived multiplicity of the 

Perhaps the most fascinating aspect of the quantum revolution is its convergence 
with non-dual philosophy. Quantum entanglement suggests a fundamental 

QUANTUM INNOVATION HUD 

world isan appearance (Maya) 
masking an underlying 
non-dual reality (Brahman). 
Renowned physicists like 

Erwin Schrödinger and Wener 
Heisenberg were deeply 
influenced by these Indian philosophical traditions. 
Schrödinger famously 
remarked on the parallels 
between the Upanishadic 
view of consciousness and 
the wave-particle duality of 
quantum states. In the 
quantumrealm,as in Advaita. 
the distinction between the 
subject (the observer) and 
the object (the observed) 
begins to blur, suggesting 
that the universe is more 
like a great thought than a 

great machine. 

Vol. CXXXxXXXI 

In the Indian context, this synthesis was 
championed by Swami Vivekananda. Long 
before the term quantum was part of the 
common lexicon, Vivekananda sought to 
bridge the gap between ancient wisdom 
and modern science. He envisioned a 
Scientific Socialismgrounded in the Vedantic 
principleofequality and the scientificmethod 
of inquiry. Vivekananda argued that religion must 
be as scientific as physics, and science must 
be as spiritual as religion. He saw in the Advaitaphilosophy a framework that could 
accommodate the discoveries of Western science while providing a moral and social 
structure based on universal brotherhood. 

For Vivekananda, the realization of oneness 
was not just a spiritual goal but a prerequisite 
for a just and progressive society. His 
interactions with scientists like Nikola Tesla 
underscore his belief that the ultimate conclusions of science would eventually 
align with the insights of the Vedas. 

As we enter what many call the Second 
Quantum Revolution, there is an urgent 
requirement for awareness among Indias 
Gen-Z.This generation is coming of age at 
a time when quantum technologies - from 
cryptography to drug discovery-will redefine 
the global economy. 

HOwever. this revolution requires more 
than just technical skill; it requires a new 
way of thinking. Our youth must move 
bevond the Newtonian mindset of silos and 
rigid competition and embrace a Quantum 
mindset of interconnectedness and probability. 
Uderstanding that theuniverse is fundamentaly 
connected can foster a sense of global 
responsibility, environmental stewardship. 
and social empathy. India, with its rich heritage of logic and 
metaphysics, is uniquely positioned to lead 
this charge. By integrating the rigorous 
inquiry of sCience with the holistic vision of philosophy, Gen-2 can 
pioneer a future where technology serves 
humanity without losing its soul. 
World Quantum Day is not merely a 

celebration ofaconstant oraset ofequations. 
Itis acelebration of our evolving understanding 
of our place in the cosmos. As we acknowledge the transition from 
the deterministic clockwork of the past to 
the entangled oneness of the quantum 
present, India stands at a threshold. By 
honouring the legacy of Planck and the wisdom of Vivekananda, we can ensure 
that the quantum dawn leads to a brighter 
more integrated future for all. 
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ASHOK PANKAJ, PooRNIMA M 
AND RAMANDEEP KAUR 

Not emolment, problem is 
school dropouts 

IN A recent report on school education, Nm 
Aayog has flagged two problems. One, the 
persistently high number of out-of-school 
children, and two, weak learning outcomes 
that frustrate much of the hard-earned 
achievements of universal enrolment at the 
primary and upper-primary levels. With four 
out of 10 children aged 6-17 years not in 
school, a deepening crisis in learning levels, 
and average years of schooling lower than 
developed countries, the pursuit of the goals 
ofViksit Bharat would be challenging. 

Out-of-school children are higher in 
rural areas, among SCs, STs and Muslims, 
and are concentrated in a few states. 
Further, it is higher in boys than in girls, be­
cause boys are often expected to support 
family income at an early stage. 

A recent study on out-of-school 
children shows that high aspiration of par­
ents for education of their children, es­

gage from schooling due to a lack of inter­
est, non-fulfilment of aspirations, and dis­
couraging school experiences. There are 
also other and sometimes correlated fac­
tors, like poverty, migration, gender and 
disability barriers, and spatial factors. Gen­
eral incentives like uniforms, books, mid­
day meals etc. are not very effective for 
such children. 

Second, secondary and higher secondary 
schools are not adequate. The distance and 
safety concerns of girls are barriers for their 
continuing school beyond upper-primary 
level. Language problems, inadequate infra­
structure, dysfunctional WASH facilities, 
and the absence of a supportive learning en­
vironment are other factors. 

Third, rigid administrative norms and 
limited school autonomy deprive migrants 
and homeless children. Denial of admis­
sion, non-issuing of transfer certificates, 

and restricted access to welfare-pecially among the poor and the 
marginalised, co-exists with high 
levels of disillusionment from 
school education, leading to with­
drawal of children from schools. 
NFHS-5 shows that a significant 
proportion of adolescents disen-

Rigid administrative norms, 
and limited sch,ool autonomy 

deprive migrants, and 
homeless children 

linked entitlements (their non­
portability), non-recognition of 
caste certificates of other states, 
often hinder such enrolment. 

Fourth, while policy attention 
haslargelyfOCUS.5edonthe6-14age 

group, an obligation under the RTEAct. the 
problem is more pronounced at the second­
ary and higher secondary levels. Fifth, while 
technology-enabled initiatives likethePRA­
BANDH portal at the national level and the 
SchoolHarDinAaye (SHARDA) portal in UP 
havestrengthenedidentification,tracking, 
and.monitoring of out-of-school children, 
implementation challenges persist. Integra­
tion of technology-driven tracking mechan­
isms with community-level interventions 
can ensure completion of school education. 

As India moves towards the fulfilment 
of the vision of "Viksit Bharat" by 2047, 
SDG-4 goals by 2030, and with the rollout 
of the NEP2020, it is of utmost importance 

• to recognise the gravity of the problem of 
out-of-school children, make a holiStic as­
sessment of its magnitude, and focus more 
on 14-years-plus children. There is a need 
to move towards strategies that recognise 
the interdependence of household condi­
tions, school-side factors, and systemic and 
governance challenges. 

Pankaj is professor, Poomima is assistant 
professor and Kaur is senior research associate, 

Council for Social Development 
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What a raingauge tells us about 
Indian science history 

HISTORY HEADLINE 
BY SoLOMON VIMAL, 
Asrr K BIsWAS & VLJAY P SINGH 

NDIA'S CONTRIBUTIONS to global 
sdentifie and technological develop 
ments are quite significant. but sadly. 

neither India nor the rest of the world 
İnows much about them. A primary reason 
is that. unlike the West, not a single Indian 
university, ITs, or ISc hasa credible research 
unit on the history of science and technology. 

Consider rainfall measurement. Im 
agine a government official in the Mauryan 
Empire, sometime around 300 BCE. He 
stands at the entrance of a state granary in 
the weeks after the monsoon. In front of 
him is a clay bowl: wide-mouthed, stan 
dardised, placed precisely where the chief 
ministerhad dictated. The official readsthe 
water level, converts it to dronas, and rec 
ords the figure for the state. His report then 
raveis up the administrative chain to for 
mulate important evidence-based policies: 
the relief that farmers should receive, tax 
owed, and harvest levels. The state has 
measured its rainfall, and it was done be 
cause of law. This is explicitly documented 
in one of the most consequential adminis 
trative Indian texts. 

The Arthashastra, attributed to Kaut 
ilya. chiefminister to Chandragupta Mau 
rya, is a treatise on statecraft, economics, 
and administration written roughly 
around the 4th-3rd century BCE. 

What is mostiy unknown is that it con 
tains the details of a complete operational 
system for measuring rainfall a stan 
dardised instrument, defined units of 
measurenment, prescribed placement loca 
tions, anda regional data collection system 
for six distinct zones of the subcontinent. 
This is an example of evidence-based 
hydrological knowledge that drove Indian 
public policy. 

The unit of measurement was the 
drona, approximately 13.2 kg by weightof 
water, translatable into a depth reading. 
The text then enumerates expected annual 
rainfall for six distinct regions of the em 

The Arthashastra, attributed to Kautilya, chief minister to Chandragupta Maurya. The 
4th-3rd Century treatise has details of asystem for measuring rainfall. FILE 

pire: Himalayan foothills, Gangetic plains, 
regions toward the western and southern 
coasts, and drier inland zones. Actual rain 
fall was used as a proxy for economic con 
ditions of a primarily agrarian country to 
decide on taxation and also subsidies when 
rainfall was low. 

in the machinery of an ancient state. 

What makes this finding 
genuinely remarkable is not 
merely the instrument. The measurement 
was mandatory, not amatteroflocal discre 
tion. The gauge was placed at aspecificgov 
ernment facility, the storehouse, ensuring 
Consistency across locations. The data was 
fed directly intotaxpolicy. The text explicitly 
connects rainfall totals to the remission of 
agricultural taxes. Farmers in drought 
stricken regions received state relief cali 
brated to what the gauge recorded. This is 
integrated, evidence-based governance, a 
hydrologjcal inforationsystemembedded 

That this achievement has gone unrec 
ognised in global science history reflects a 
problemdeeperthan neglect. Thedominant 
narrative of scientific progress was written 
during the European Enlightenment and 
hardened duringthe colonial era. Measure 
ment and systematic observation were 
framed as Western contributions to civilisa 
tion. India's colonial educationsystem, de 

signedtoproduce administra 
tors rather than historians of 
indigenous knowledge, did 
little to contest this. Post-Inde 
pendence, investments in re 
search on the history of 
science have remained con 
spicuously thin, not because 
the evidence is absent, but be 
cause institutions to pursue it 
rigorously have never been 
built. 

The next development in raingauge 
came more than 17 centuries later. The 
Korean Cheugugi, installed under King Se 
jong in 1441CE, İs consistently 
cited in international hydro IfArthashastra's logical literature as the world's 
first standardised raingauge System S accepted 
network. European instru- On its oWn terms, it 
mentation began even later: represents the 
with Benedetto Castelli's rain earliest fall observations in 1639, fol 
lowed by Christopher Wren's documented, tipping-bucket gauge in 1662. state-administered 

If the Arthashastra's sys- rainfall 
tem is accepted on its own measurement terms, it representsthe earliest 
documented, state-adminis- system in the 
tered rainfall measurement entire recorded 
system in the entire recorded human history 
human history. 

The correction is not diffi 
cult to envision. What is 
needed is a coordinated na 
tional programme: new criti 
cal translations oftexts suchas 
the Arthashastra by teams 
combining Sanskrit scholars 

with historians of science and technology; 
peer-reviewed publications in leading inter 
national journals that place India's contribu 
tions squarely and accurately within theglo 
bal scientific timeline; and curriculum 
refornısthat give Indian students an honest 
picture of where their civilisation stood in 
the long arc of scientific development. 

Solomon Vimal is CEO and Chief Scientistof 
Geothara; Biswas is an international authority 

on wate; Singh is at lexas A&M University 
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P
repare for the future–sounds compel-
ling on a motivational poster. But in 
the real world, where AI is automat-
ing entire job functions and industry 
demands are shifting faster than any 

curriculum can track, it is difficult to learn 
the trick to remain relevant. 

Experts are aligned on one thing: awareness 
is not optional. Students must actively moni-
tor changing market demands and emerging 
technologies, reshaping the sectors they in-
tend to enter. Passive learning is no longer 
enough. The willingness to upskill, relearn, 
and adapt continuously is now a baseline re-
quirement, not a competitive advantage.

 But beyond technical literacy lies some-
thing more fundamental. Creativity and inno-
vation are rapidly becoming the true human 
differentiators. Every routine, predictable, 
process-driven task will be taken over by auto-
mation. What machines cannot replicate is 
original thinking, the ability to solve prob-
lems that have not been defined yet, and the 
capacity to imagine what does not yet exist. 
The student who survives the future job mar-
ket will not be the one who learned the most. 
It will be the one who never stopped learning 
and never stopped thinking for themselves.

In an age where technology is rewriting job descriptions faster than universities can update curricula, the pressure on students to future-proof themselves has never been greater

Human Judgement 

Crops & Code  Adaptive Leadership

If medical students want to stay 
relevant in an AI-enabled system, they 
should never lose clinical competence. 

But competence alone will not be enough. Future doctors 
will need AI literacy, clinical informatics, genomics, 
computational imaging, biomedical engineering to work in 
tech-driven care. Healthcare will not become doctor-less but 
deeply human. In the future, the most competitive clinician 
will be one who can bridge medicine with technology 
without losing human touch. 

Dr Abhijat Sheth, 
chairman, NMC 

AI is transforming farming rapidly, particularly 
through data-driven decision-making, smart 
irrigation, drone spraying, and automated crop 
disease identification. While routine tasks such 
as basic manual soil testing and repetitive data 
collection will be automated, AI is designed 
to augment capabilities, not steal jobs. In this 
changing landscape, agriculture students need 
to combine foundational knowledge with 
technological fluency by mastering farm apps, 
drone operations, and data analytics. AI won’t 
replace you. But those who blend domain 
expertise with AI will outpace those who don’t.

RC Agrawal,
former deputy director general  

(Agricultural Education), ICAR

In the changing scenario, managers should shift 
from task supervision to designing human-AI work 
integration. Strategic implementation, people skills, 
continuous learning, and workflow redesign are the 

four pillars that will define effective management. AI adoption 
should not be seen merely as a tech upgrade, but as a workflow 
redesign, including end-to-end operational changes.

Prof Rohit Singh,  
director, Centre for Management Education, AIMA

AI should not be seen as a threat, but a tool that 
complements human intelligence. IITs and other 
HEIs have started ML and AI-based courses as 

part of the curriculum from the early semesters. The aim 
is not to replace conventional education, but to familiarise 
students with tools to improve their problem-solving skills. 
Students who continuously learn and  focus on digital literacy 
will remain employable and relevant.   

Prof Srinivasan Chandrasekaran,  
HoD, Maritime Engineering, IIT Gandhinagar

Enabler of Progress   

Literary Sense Thrives
Automation 
is steadily 
reshaping 
literature and 
publishing, not 

by wiping out jobs, but by 
redefining the skills they 
require. AI tools now handle 
grammar checks, proofreading, 
formatting, metadata tagging, 
and even basic manuscript 
screening faster and cheaper 
than ever before. This is 
bound to shrink demand for 
entry-level editorial roles 
and repetitive content work. 
But the heart of publishing 
will remain deeply human. 
That means developmental 
editing, literary curation, 
author mentoring, and critical 
judgment will play a big role. 
Machines can mimic language, 
but they cannot replicate lived 
experience or aesthetic instinct. 
The real shift is towards 
collaboration: professionals 
who blend literary sensitivity 
with digital fluency will thrive. 
Students must read widely, 
write boldly, but also learn the 
digital landscape. The writers 
and editors who will matter 
tomorrow are those who bring 
irreplaceable human depth to 
work that machines simply 
cannot feel. 

P John J Kennedy, 
former professor and dean, 

Christ University, Bengaluru
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Professor Jayant Vishnu Narlikar, one of our most dis-
tinguished and decorated scientists, wrote an
article on “Declining Work Standards” around
fifteen years ago. I find it extremely relevant in com-
prehending the national anguish and shame being
expressed following the cancellation of the NEET
examination in May 2026. The learned professor
wrote: “Further, our examination system has
become so corrupt that we have come to accept mal-
practices as routine. With copying condoned even
at the highest level, the examinations conducted by
boards, colleges and universities are losing their cred-
ibility as a means of assessing the candidate’s per-
formance. No government, state or central, has either
the will or courage to restore a sense of discipline in the
system. Because of this, many specialised institutions have
introduced their own entrance tests.”

The National Testing Agency (NTA), created in
November 2017, is one of several such bodies established
during the last two to three decades. There have been
serious issues of paper leakage earlier as well, includ-
ing NEET-UG 2024, UGC-NET 2024, and JEE-Main 2021. The
2024 paper leak was investigated by the Central Bureau
of Investigation (CBI), which enjoys nationwide credibil-
ity. Parents and the public remain unaware of what hap-
pened to the guilty and how many of them received
exemplary punishment. The CBI is conducting the same
exercise again for the 2026 paper leak. Media reports indi-
cate that it has successfully unearthed the conspiracy,
and that criminality will eventually be established.

Mention is being made of professors who acted as
paper-setters. It must serve as an eye-opener to every
teacher and academic, from schools to higher education
institutions. Sadly, the entire scenario reaffirms the fact
that “professions suffer credibility erosion only because
of their own professionals”. The credibility crisis surround-
ing the majority of regulatory bodies confirms this beyond
any doubt.

The leakage of the NEET examination paper prior to
its scheduled date of May 3, 2026, has attracted the atten-
tion of both the young and the old alike. The plight of
22.7 lakh young aspirants was indeed shocking. Most of
these aspirants belong to families that could never
imagine securing admission for their wards in private
medical colleges. They had done their utmost in mobil-
ising resources to enable their children to join tuition
centres, coaching classes, and other support systems that
claim expertise in preparing students for competitive
entrance examinations. Obviously, most of these are
private commercial ventures. They are well equipped
with the tricks of the trade and techniques of extract-
ing the maximum from hopeful young people and their
families. There are numerous examples of entire fami-
lies relocating to cities with well-advertised coaching
centres. They do all of this in the hope of securing a bright

future not only for the admission seeker but for the family
as a whole. The inadequacy of school education is
acknowledged at every level. Consequently, parents trust
private ventures as the only alternative capable of kin-
dling hope for success, often unaware that it is ultimate-
ly a business — and business today has its own “morals
and ethics”. Unfortunately, this aspect
hardly finds mention even in serious
deliberations on how to conduct clean
examinations.

Over the years, India’s youth have
suffered numerous instances of paper
leaks, not only in examinations for
admission to coveted professional courses but also in
recruitment examinations for jobs. Imagine the damage
that the profession and the nation would have suffered
had those who purchased the paper successfully
enrolled for medical degrees. The nation is generally
aware of the numerous factors and forces that 
indulge in such immoral and unethical practices year
after year, and why the system repeatedly fails to punish
the guilty. Dependence on coaching institutions has
increased steadily. 

The neglect of quality and excellence in the majority
of schools run on public finances is squarely responsi-
ble for the growth of private schools and the coaching
industry. Young adolescents, after completing their first
ten years of schooling, gradually realise how intense the
competition will be in securing admission to reputed and
affordable professional institutions. The majority of
parents one interacts with remain worried and uncer-
tain, often for several years. This does not refer to the
privileged classes who are sufficiently equipped to send
their wards to institutions in Western countries. There
is also a subgroup that prefers institutions in Ukraine,
Mauritius, and a few other destinations.

The first two or three decades after Independence were
characterised by the presence of a generation that was
admired throughout the country. Their lives reflected
immense sacrifice and suffering endured for the freedom
of the nation and for the dignified future of generations

to come. As young people in the 1950s and 1960s, many
of us had the privilege of meeting freedom fighters who
refused to accept pensions announced for them by gov-
ernments. We learnt invaluable lessons about the
nation and our obligations to society and future gen-
erations.

Those of us who received our schooling and univer-
sity education during that period never experienced
the anxiety of a possible paper leak before examina-
tions. Tuitions were considered infra dig, and it was
unimaginable that a college or university teacher would
teach in a coaching centre. Every teacher was always
willing to assist students needing support. Gradually,
however, generations changed, Gandhian values
receded into the background, and elected represen-
tatives — exceptions apart — who tasted power
developed their own values and norms. Adolescents
and young people in schools and higher education insti-
tutions found before them a new set of icons: teach-
ers busy with tuition classes, coaching systems, and
even side businesses, while neglecting their basic moral
obligations.

Most candidates appearing in entrance examinations
for professional courses do so after completing school
education. The undue anxiety and excessive concen-
tration on securing higher scores often leads to insuf-

ficient emphasis during school years on the aspects nec-
essary for holistic growth — from an innocent individ-
ual “person” into a complete “personality”.

India deserves schools that embody an exemplary,
morally imbued work culture. It deserves conscious
teachers who remain ever aware that they themselves

are the “true textbook for the pupils” and who
continue as active lifelong learners. In such
institutions, the entry of unscrupulous ele-
ments would become impossible. This is not
a utopian wish; such schools and teachers still
exist in India today.

The story of Japan’s reconstruction after the
Second World War demonstrates how focus on social,
cultural, and moral dimensions in schools and teacher
preparation institutions created professionals com-
mitted to being “true to their salt”. The government and
society both played their roles sincerely: schools pos-
sessed the necessary infrastructure, appropriate teacher-
student ratios, and adequately trained teachers.
Unfortunately, this is still not the case in India.

Those entrusted with finding better ways and means
to conduct clean NEET and other entrance examinations
have a difficult task ahead. It would be a humble sug-
gestion to them to study carefully the implications and
imperatives of Paragraph 15.2 of the National Education
Policy 2020: “According to the Justice JS Verma
Commission (2012) constituted by the Supreme Court,
a majority of the stand-alone TEIs — over 10,000 in
number — are not even attempting serious teacher edu-
cation but are essentially selling
degrees for a price.”

Teachers and teacher educa-
tion institutions must ensure
competence, commitment, 
and high-level performance 
as the basic essentials for
moving towards a morally
strong education system — one
that India’s children and young
people truly deserve.

Exploration is how we learn about the world and ourselves.
It is an ongoing adventure to discover truth, create new
paths, and gain knowledge. Ultimately, exploration is a fun-
damental part of life in which we all participate.

Yet, it differs in degree and depth from person to person.
This variance is what we define as “vision” — a perspec-
tive shaped not only by social and geographical landscapes,
but also by the very essence of one’s educational back-
ground and lived experience.

This primal search begins with the instinct to sustain the
physical body. It is the most fundamental necessity for every
creature. Even birds tirelessly forage, returning to place sus-
tenance into the open beaks of their young - a fragile and
touching vignette of nature’s most basic exploration.

Primitive man once trembled before the majesty of

nature - cowering at the sunrise and moonrise, the fury
of thunder and lightning, the changing seasons, and the
menace of predatory animals. Eventually, he came to under-
stand these as natural phenomena. This realisation awak-
ened the dormant power of human thought. That, too, was
exploration — a magnificent and silent revolution. As human
communities expanded, so did the demand for sustenance
and shelter, giving birth to agriculture and architecture.
Fear and necessity compelled humanity to innovate.

This advancement was catalysed solely by our unique
capacity for thought — an exploratory intel-
lect that constantly pushes civilisation
towards newer and bolder horizons.

If need is the primary catalyst for explo-
ration, curiosity is its soul. Curiosity pro-
vides the lens through which we observe
both the external universe and the inner self with pierc-
ing clarity. A scientist and Gautama Buddha stand as lumi-
nous twin pillars of this spirit. One looks outward, seeking
to decode how the universe began and what evolution sig-
nifies; the other looks inward, seeking to unravel the enigma
of human suffering and liberation from the cycle of exis-
tence. Their paths diverge, yet both engage in profound
intellectual churning. Both are sacred seekers of truth.

Exploration provides the armour to endure hardship,
transforming ordinary individuals into fearless pioneers.

The Prashna Upanishad beautifully illustrates this phi-
losophy of inquiry, demonstrating that wisdom is born of

relentless questioning. How did life begin? What is the
nature of the living being? The moment one question finds
an answer, another emerges. This endless chain of inquiry
transforms individuals into seekers of truth, sharpening the
intellect, fostering a scientific temper, and deepening our
reverence for existence. This yearning is infinite; every
answer is merely a doorway to a deeper chamber of con-
templation. 

However, exploration must align the right path with the
right purpose. A quest undertaken through crooked or

selfish means yields no fruit for the individ-
ual, society, or nation. History is littered with
lives wasted in futile searches for mythical
elixirs, just as it is scarred by scientific discov-
eries that brought destruction upon human-
ity. Therefore, exploration must be anchored

to a noble moral compass; only then does it mature into
true achievement. Ultimately, exploration leads us back
to human companionship. Amid countless relationships,
we search for those rare souls who truly understand us.
In moments of suffering, we seek not theories, but a com-
forting presence, a listening heart, and a shoulder to lean
on. Such companionship is the ultimate destination of
human exploration.

DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

OPINION 08NEW DELHI | TUESDAY | MAY 26, 2026

Editor’s

Diplomacy is the deliberate act of rebuilding trust. That is
precisely what Marco Rubio’s four-day visit to India, which
began on May 23, represents: an urgent and necessary mission
to stabilise Indo-US relations that have gone through a difficult
phase, as the Trump administration indulged in a series of
actions that damaged the relationship, to say the least.

When a senior American diplomat arrives in India carrying a
White House dinner invitation in one hand and an energy sales
pitch in the other, the message is difficult to misread. Secretary
of State Marco Rubio’s four-day visit to India this week -
covering Kolkata, Agra, Jaipur, and New Delhi - is, at its core, a
damage-control exercise dressed up as strategic engagement.
Washington needs New Delhi more than the optics suggest,
and both sides are aware of it.

The agenda was, on paper, straightforward. Rubio was
expected to discuss energy security, trade, and defence
cooperation with senior Indian officials. Underlying all of it,
however, was the more difficult task of rebuilding trust.
Relations between the two countries have entered one of their
most difficult phases in over two decades, strained by punitive
tariffs and disagreements involving Pakistan, Russia, China, and
regional security policy.

The immediate causes of that deficit are well known. Donald
Trump imposed 50 per cent tariffs on India - ostensibly because
of its purchase of Russian oil and arms. Then came the India-
Pakistan military confrontation, after which Pakistan adopted a
position opposite to India’s, praising Trump’s role in ensuring
the ceasefire and even nominating him for the Nobel Peace
Prize. The optics of Rubio’s visit were, therefore, carefully
curated. Beginning in Kolkata with a visit to the Missionaries of
Charity - Mother Teresa’s organisation - before proceeding to the
architectural grandeur of Agra and Jaipur, and finally meeting
Narendra Modi in New Delhi, conveyed a message of warmth
and civilisational respect. The White House invitation delivered
through Rubio to Modi added a further personal touch.

On substance, energy was the centrepiece. Rubio pressed the
case for American energy exports, telling Modi that US supplies
could help diversify India’s energy mix - a pointed nudge away
from Russian oil, framed diplomatically as diversification rather
than pressure. The two sides also deliberated on the West Asia
crisis and its economic implications, particularly on energy
supplies, with India being especially affected by the effective
closure of the Strait of Hormuz.

Strategically, the Quad ministerial meeting on May 26 gave
the visit its institutional anchor. Rubio’s meeting with Quad
leaders will be viewed as a sign of the United States reaffirming
its commitment to the Indo-Pacific region - and as a reminder to
Beijing that Washington’s apparent pivot towards Pakistan has
not come at India’s expense, even if New Delhi remains
unconvinced.

The fundamentals of the US-India relationship remain intact.
But goodwill is not an inexhaustible resource. Rubio’s visit was
a beginning, not a settlement.

Rubio’s visit underscores the importance of the US-India
partnership. Whether his words will translate into

sustained and concrete commitments remains to be seen

Repairing bridges,
reaffirming alliances

Voices of frustration
The impromptu remarks made by Surya Kant while
hearing a case related to the designation of Senior
Advocates in the Delhi High Court - “There are young-
sters like cockroaches, who don’t get any employment
and don’t have any place in the profession” - sparked
widespread outrage on social media. The CJI later clar-
ified that his oral observations were aimed at individ-
uals entering the legal and media professions using
“fake and bogus degrees” and not at unemployed
youth. Nevertheless, the metaphor used is likely to
invite varied interpretations in the future.

In response, volunteers and activists formed a satir-
ical online “political party” called the Cockroach Janta
Party. Its manifesto demands judicial accountability,
women’s reservation, media independence, and a ban
on defecting legislators contesting elections for 20
years.

The social media-driven initiative reflects the
growing frustration of India’s youth over unemploy-
ment, inequality, institutional bias, a failing healthcare
system,  and decl ining l iving standards.  
Though the movement may fade quickly, ignoring the
underlying concerns or attempting to suppress them
would be unwise.

HARIDASAN RAJA | KOZHIKODE

Tackling India’s unemployment
The editorial “Addressing India’s Job Crisis” is a timely
and thoughtful intervention that moves beyond
rhetoric to confront the country’s employment chal-
lenge with realism and urgency. It rightly appreciates
the significance of the Rozgar Mela for the 51,000
recruits, while also recognising that symbolic gestures
alone cannot address the scale of India’s unemployment
problem. By highlighting the addition of nearly one
million jobseekers every month, the editorial draws
attention to the widening gap between opportunity 
and demand.

Its emphasis on transparent vacancy data, quality skill
development, and easier formalisation for small and
medium enterprises offers a practical roadmap. Labour-
market data must also be linked with local employment
planning to align training with regional economic needs.
Second, social protection for gig and informal workers,
including portable benefits and contributory pension
schemes, is essential to provide economic security
during periods of transition. India’s demographic div-
idend can become a liability if its youth remain unem-
ployed. The editorial serves as an important reminder
that compassionate governance must be matched with
sustained policy action.

SK PRABHAKAR | GURUGRAM

TAKE

Devotees take a holy dip in the Ganga on the occasion of 'Ganga Dussehra' at
Har Ki Pauri, in Haridwar.

PHOTO: PTI

PIC TALK

The Union Government’s decision

directing the Delhi Gymkhana Club

to hand over its premises by June

5 marks the possible end of an

institution long associated with

colonial privilege, exclusivity, and

alleged administrative

irregularities. Operating on

valuable government land for

decades, the club symbolised a

culture of social elitism that

remained largely inaccessible to

ordinary citizens even after

Independence.

The continuing existence of

such highly exclusive clubs on

prime public land raises serious

questions about fairness,

accountability, and the

appropriate use of national

resources. Many of these

institutions were established

during the colonial era and

continue to function in ways that

benefit only a limited section of

society while enjoying historical

privileges, subsidised

arrangements, and premium

locations. In a democratic republic

committed to equality and social

justice, public land should

primarily serve the broader

public interest rather than remain

confined to privileged circles. The

government’s action, therefore,

should become the beginning of a

wider review of similar

institutions across the country.

These spaces can be transformed

into publicly managed sports

complexes, cultural centres,

libraries, and recreational

facilities for youth, senior

citizens, and local communities. 

The government must thoroughly

review all leases and ownership

arrangements linked to such clubs

to ensure that public land is

utilised in a manner consistent

with constitutional values and

social welfare.

BAL GOVIND | NOIDA

PUBLIC LAND MUST SERVE THE WIDER
PUBLIC INTEREST

Please send your letter to the info@dailypioneer.com.

In not more than 250 words. We appreciate your feedback.

2ND OPINION

The writer is a columnist, lecturer, and radio presenter. He has
delivered several talks on spirituality and literature, and has

written numerous literary essays on various issues
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The cancellation of NEET 2026 following allegations of a paper leak has triggered outrage and deep introspection across
India. The scandal is a grim reflection of the moral and institutional decline within the country’s education system

NEET Leak: A national crisis of trust in education

The author is an 
educationist, a Padma

Shri awardee, and works
in religious amity and

social cohesion

dailypioneer

@jagmohansrajput

The Pioneer

Heatwave safety measures
This Indian summer has been exceptionally harsh, affect-
ing office-goers, labourers, children, and homemakers
alike. The month of May, in particular, has proved
extremely difficult for the common man, with soaring tem-
peratures disrupting daily life and affecting health. In view
of these worsening conditions, both governmental
authorities and private organisations should seriously con-
sider revising workplace timings from next summer
onwards. A work schedule from 7 am to 2 pm would be
practical and beneficial, especially during the peak
summer months. Such timings would reduce exposure
to extreme afternoon heat, make commuting easier, and
allow individuals to spend more quality time with their
families. Studies by the World Health Organisation indi-
cate that work productivity declines by nearly 2 to 3 per
cent for every one-degree Celsius rise in temperature
above 20 degrees Celsius.

Work-from-home arrangements, wherever possible,
should also be encouraged. Offices may temporarily relax
strict dress codes to permit comfortable, summer-friend-
ly clothing.Clean drinking water, fans, and short breaks
must be ensured for workers. Special care for elderly
employees is also essential. With heatwaves affecting all
parts of India, a uniform national policy is urgently needed.

GANAPATHI BHAT | AKOLA

BODDAPATI
CHANDRASEKHAR

Exploring the world, discovering the self

JS 
RAJPUT

Admin
Typewritten Text
PIONEER (P-8), 26 MAY 2026 

Admin
Typewritten Text



There is a scene in the Ramayana
that frightened me as a child. Rama
cuts off Ravana’s heads. One falls.
Another rises. Again. Again. Again. I
thought the terror was a demon who
could not die. Now I think it was a
mind that could not surrender.
When AI arrived, I recognized 
that mind in myself. Each time the
machine crossed a boundary, I
moved the boundary. Every fallen
certainty returned as another 
argument.

I  did not watch Ravana. I  
became him.

HEAD ONE: TEXT
“It  can  only  play  with  text”

Then it began making images. I
remember the six-finger phase.
Broken hands. Melting faces. Garbled
words inside pictures. I laughed
with relief. The flaws were funny
because they were useful. Every
error restored the old order. Then
one day, the fingers healed.

Ravana lost his first head quietly.

HEAD TWO:
UNDERSTANDING

“It  predicts  words.  It  doesn’t
understand”
I gave it a half-made thought. I
expected polish. Instead, it found the
assumption underneath the argu-
ment. Before I had seen it myself. I
stared at the screen longer than I
want to admit. It had not read my
mind. It had read the shape of 
my thinking.

Ravana lost another head when
the machine found the question
beneath my question.

HEAD THREE: FEELING
“But  it  has  no  emotions”

Someone played me an AI-generat-
ed song. Before I knew what it was,
I was moved. Then I learned the
source. And tried to take the feeling
back. That was the disturbing part.
Not the song. Me.

Ravana lost a head the moment
shame arrived after beauty.

HEAD FOUR: CREATIVITY
“Real  creativity  comes  from  lived

experience”
Then I saw an AI-generated visual
sequence I wished I had made. Not
admired. Made. My first response was
not criticism. It was envy. The 
argument came later, to protect 
the wound.

Ravana lost another head when
jealousy arrived before philosophy.

HEAD FIVE: JUDGMENT
“You  still  need  a  human  in  

the  loop”
For months, I enjoyed catching AI
mistakes. Wrong facts. Weak logic.
Confident nonsense. Each error com-
forted me. It kept me above it. Then
the ratio changed. Less correction.
More silence. I was still in the loop.
But no longer on top.

Ravana lost a head when superi-
ority stopped feeling stable.

HEAD SIX: PHILOSOPHY
“It   imitates  philosophy.  It   

doesn’t  think”
I began using AI while shaping
essays. Not for answers. For resis-
tance. It found contradictions
quickly. Too quickly. It asked the
objection I was hiding from myself.
That was not the disturbing part. The
disturbing part was realizing how
much of depth already had a
method. A turn. A distinction. A

reversal. A name. Depth did not dis-
appear. But it stopped looking pure.

Ravana lost another head when
depth started looking algorithmic.

HEAD SEVEN: INTUITION
“Human  intuition  cannot  

be  replicated”
This was one of my favorite refuges.
The gut feeling. The expert eye. The
sudden knowing. Then neuroscience
returned quietly. Prediction be neath
awareness. Compressed experi-
ence.Pattern moving faster than lan-
guage. And machines began making
judgments experts trusted.
Something inside me connected the
two. Intuition did not become false.
It became less magical.

Ravana lost a head when instinct
stopped feeling mystical.

HEAD EIGHT: SELF
“Machines  don’t  have  selves.”

This one felt safe. Then memory
began to trouble me. Narrative iden-
tity. Constructed continuity. The self
rebuilt each morning. At the same
time, AI personalities became harder
to dismiss. More coherent. More
familiar. More able to return. I did not
start believing machines had selves.
I stopped being certain humans
had the kind I was defending.

Ravana lost another head when
the boundary around the self blurred
from both sides.

HEAD NINE: MEANING
“Meaning  is  uniquely  human”

Then I looked around. Humans
counting steps. Scoring sleep.
Optimizing attention. Turning lives
into dashboards. At the same time,
machines learned the language of
longing. Reflection. Intimacy.
Therapy. Prayer. We were teaching
machines words for the soul. We
were learning their numbers for
ourselves. I could no longer tell
who was becoming more artificial.

Ravana lost a head when 
the mirror stopped showing a 
clear difference.

HEAD TEN: BIOLOGY
“At  least  we  are  alive”

This became my final refuge. Maybe
cognition can be copied. Maybe cre-
ativity can be synthesized. Maybe
meaning is pattern. But we are bio-
logical. Breath. Blood. Hunger. Skin.
Death. Then even biology began to
lose its mystery. Love became chem-
istry. Attachment became loops.
Awe became electricity touching
memory. Even wonder looked mech-
anistic under enough light. And
another thought arrived quietly:
What happens when machines
acquire bodies? Sensors. Memory.
Persistence. Self-preservation.
Artificial drives. Would I move the
line again? Would I  grow 
another head?

Ravana lost his final head when
biology stopped feeling sacred and
began to look like computation in
slower motion.

EPILOGUE
A cockroach sees a sunset. I see a
sunset. For most of my life, I
believed the difference was not
degree. It was kind. Now I am no
longer sure. The cockroach process-
es light through a nervous system
shaped by survival. So do I. Mine is
r icher.  Language.  Memory.
Abstraction. Anticipation. Death.
But complexity is not transcen-
dence. Once that thought entered
me, it did not leave. If complex pro-
cessing becomes indistinguishable
from experience, would I deny it
forever? Or would I simply grow
another head?

Ravana lost all ten.
I am no longer sure what remains.
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DR NITIN MADAN
KULKARNI

GAURAV
MARATHE

Smart borders promise perfect visibil-
ity. The problem is that visibility and
controllability are not the same thing.
India’s new “Smart Border” project
put a global belief: that sensors, soft-
ware, and AI can compensate for geog-
raphy, manpower, and uncertainty.
The ambition behind the initiative, 
officially announced by Union Home
Minister Amit Shah at the Border
Security Force (BSF) Rustamji Memorial
Lecture, is sweeping. 

The plan is to upgrade 6,000 km of
frontline defense by swapping old
physical infrastructure for an automat-
ed sensor grid by integrating drone-
detection radars, thermal cameras,
a n d  m i c r o - U A V s  i n t o  a  s i n g l e
command dashboard. 

Boots on the ground aren’t enough
anymore. Patrolling the Brahmaputra’s
changing rivers, the dense mangroves of
the Sundarbans, or the marshes of Kutch
is a massive. Upgrading India’s borders
with technology isn’t optional; it’s a
necessity. The real question is whether
we are ready to manage the trade — offs
that come with it.

When you turn a physical border into
a software dashboard, you don’t actual-
ly eliminate security risks; you change the
nature of the failure points. 

The danger hiding beneath these ini-
tiatives is that modern states increasing-
ly confuse data visibility with resilience.
Dashboards create confidence and clean
political optics, but they can create a
highly brittle defensive matrix under 
real-world pressure.

The drone menace and the
sensor mirage
The reality of modern border defense is
already visible along the international
border in Punjab. BSF troopers stationed
in the Amritsar and Ferozepur sectors are
no longer just looking across a physical
line; they are actively combating an air-
borne narco-smuggling network. 

In recent months, the BSF has seized
hundreds of rogue unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAVs). The adversarial strategy
has adapted rapidly, transitioning from
large, loud drones to small, cheap,
Chinese — made quadcopters carrying
payloads of just 500 grams of narcotics
or small arms.

To counter this, the state has deployed
handheld radio frequency (RF) jammers
and automated anti-drone systems. Yet,
these small, low — altitude targets fre-
quently utilise frequency — hopping 
protocols and lack radar or audio signa-
tures, often bypassing typical automat-
ed detection and crashing silently into
agricultural fields before being retrieved
via local intelligence.

This exposes the core vulnerability of
an automated sensor grid: it switch the
battlefield from the ground to the data
inputs themselves. To disrupt a digital
security network, an opposing force
does not need to execute a sophisticat-
ed cyberoffensive to breach encrypted
military command centers. They only
need to manipulate the physical environ-
ment immediately surrounding the exter-

nal sensors. We are currently witnessing
a global transformation in electronic
warfare (EW) that renders the idea of an
unassailable digital barrier problematic.
In active conflict zones globally, from
Ukraine to commercial shipping lanes in
the Red Sea, localised electronic interfer-
ence routinely blinds or misdirects mil-
itary-grade tracking systems. 

Regional boundaries are not immune;
commercial aviation data has docu-
mented severe spikes in Global
Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) and
GPS spoofing near borders, where com-
mercial cockpit instruments suddenly
record completely false coordinates.

When an integrated border grid relies
on “sensor fusion” — where algorithms
combine radar, thermal, and visual
streams to validate an anomaly —
localised spoofing can trigger confu-
sion. If an adversary uses low-cost trans-
mitters to simulate a low-altitude drone
signature on radar, while a thermal
camera detects nothing due to dense fog
or heavy monsoon rain, the algorithm
faces a contradiction. If calibrated to pri-
oritise absolute caution, it will generate
an active threat alert, forcing human
troops to repeatedly deploy and expend
critical resources chasing digital ghosts.
By generating these digital anomalies, an
opposing force can cause continuous
attrition and cloud command judgment
without ever crossing the border line.

What lessons we do have
While the geographical and operational
realities of India’s borders differ substan-
tially from other regions, the 2023 break-
down of Israel’s $1.2 billion automated
perimeter grid along the Gaza border
offers an instructive lesson. 

Israel’s system featured subterranean
sensors, remote-controlled defensive
stations, and high-resolution radar net-
works designed to reduce manual
infantry presence on the zero-line.

However, post-incident defense
reviews revealed the imbalance: less
than 3 per cent of the project’s total
budget was al located to the 

above — ground physical fence itself.
Because the state assumed the 
technological shield provided awareness, 
the physical  barrier  lacked 
heavy reinforcement.

When the system was compromised,
the disruption occurred through low-
tech, physical sabotage. Small, commer-
cial quadcopters dropped simple 
explosive munitions directly onto the 
unarmored power generators ,  
cellular transmission masts, and 
backup batteries at the base of the 
surveillance towers. 

Because the digital system lacked
mechanical redundancy, dropping these
towers severed the data links, which
severely degraded visibility and disrupt-
ed situational awareness. The central
dashboards went dark, rendering the
remote weapon stations inoperable
before ground units could assess the 
situation. Furthermore, AI anomaly-
detection systems frequently degrade
under low-signal  environments.  
When deployed across thousands of
kilometers of rural terrain, algorithms
frequently suffer from context blindness,
mistaking livestock, shifting terrain, or
routine agricultural movements for
active human threats.

On a massive perimeter, this lack of
environmental nuance creates friction
through alert fatigue. If a system gener-
ates thousands of high-priority alerts a
day due to natural environmental 
noise, human operators face severe 
cognitive overload. They quickly suffer
from burnout, leading to a tendency to
instinctively dismiss notifications.

Conversely, operators can fall victim
to automation bias, trusting the
machine’s clean presentation so com-
pletely that they stop exercising inde-
pendent operational instinct. Post-inci-
dent investigations of high-tech perime-
ters have suggested recurring readiness
lapses among forward — deployed 
personnel, who atrophied baseline
physical security protocols because
they trusted the machine to do the
watching for them. 

Inspection reports from automated
borders have suggested recurring lapses
where troops failed basic physical secu-
rity checks because they relied on the
automated warning system. Disciplined
adversaries exploit this through “algo-
rithmic conditioning”—staging repeti-
tive, non-hostile movements over
weeks to train both the algorithm and

the human operators to accept a 
heightened threshold of unusual 
activity as normal.

The SaaS-ification, model
There is also an economic and logistical
catch. A concrete wall or a traditional
fence is a one-time capital expense. It
degrades slowly,  and it  can be 
maintained through localised labor and
domestic materials under the absolute
control of the state.

A digital border functions on an entire-
ly different asset lifecycle. It is a volatile
software platform that requires contin-
uous integration, real-time algorithmic
updates, security patches, and advanced
computational hardware. This shifts
national security from a traditional infra-
structure project into a permanent
Software-aas-aa-SService  (SaaS) operational
expenditure model. Even under strict
Atmanirbhar Bharat (self-reliant India)
guidelines, the deep — tech hardware
stack remains fundamentally globalised. 

The advanced graphics processing
units (GPUs) and computing accelerators
required to process real-time video ana-
lytics and sensor fusion models are tied
to highly consolidated global supply
chains, primarily centered in specialised
fabrication facilities in East Asia.

Consequently, we would be tied to
private software maintenance cycles
and international tech supply chains. This
creates strategic vulnerabilities that are
foreign to traditional defense planning.
During geopolitical crises, a state relying
on a digital wall faces the risk of interna-
tional sanctions, sudden export restric-
tions on critical semiconductors, or
firmware lockdowns from foreign 
hardware vendors.

If software licenses expire, or if global
cloud infrastructure providers restrict
access due to sudden geopolitical issue,
a nation can find its border monitoring
system frozen or compromised during a
wartime emergency. Vendor lock-in
means that if a private deep-tech defense
contractor encounters a financial crisis
or a talent drain, the operational readi-
ness of a frontier can degrade rapidly.
Software decays incomparably faster
than physical infrastructure.

The myth of the absolute shield
Technology remains a critical asset for
enhancing situational awareness and
optimising logistics along India’s fron-
tiers. The integration of advanced sur-
veillance assets in high-risk, topograph-
ically challenging sectors is a necessity.
However, as the national deployment of
the Smart Border project moves forward,
policy architects must evaluate these
systems with strict engineering realism
rather than administrative optimism.

A dashboard can display a frontier. It
cannot defend one. States that confuse
data visibility with strategic control risk
building systems that look invincible in 
presentations yet fracture under real
pressure. States may digitise their
borders,  but confl ict  remains 
stubbornly physical.  In the end, 
territory is not held by sensors or 
dashboards, but by resilient systems and
the human beings willing to stand
behind them. The screen can assist the
soldier. It cannot replace the reality 
the soldier stands in.

NISHANT
SAHDEV

The writer is a physicist at the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill and a columnist on AI, infra-

structure and global systems

Credit linked micro: Nano-Credentials — A dynamic
gamechanger in skill education of youth

(Nitin Madan Kulkarni is an IAS, Principal
Secretary to Jharkhand Governor and Gaurav

Marathe is professor at IIM Ranchi)

Ravana’s Ten Heads ( I vs AI): A
Memoir of Successive Surrenders The tech trap: Inside India’s ambitious

6,000-km smart border project
Is the ‘Smart Border’ project actually smart?

Education, especially skill-
based,formsan essential element
and constituent of National
Education Policy, NEP 2020. It
stands out to be the strongest
pillar to change the market
dynamics of our nation. India’s
skill — based education under
National Skill Mission foster 
innovation driven society, 
community and finally 
accelerates our orange econom-
ic growth as well. 

Qualitative educational values
obtained through skilling forms
the vital and integral portion of
developing the holistic personal-
ity of students, teachers, and
trainers. Skill based programs
which are industry aligned in our
nation form the greatest 
asset for the students and 
teacher fraternity of all 
groups at all academic institu-
tions. Educational framework 
collaborated with industry
inclined model curriculum makes
a paradigm shift in the employ-
ment index in India.

India has been adapting the
best practices of National
Educational Policy 2020 which
was launched five years ago. It
enhanced the holistic develop-

ment of students, teachers, and
trainers. NEP 2020 plays a key role
in developing significant fea-
tures such as problem-solving
ability and capability achieved
through design thinking, experi-
ential learning in the form of
industry internships, project-
based learning combined with
hands — on practice, critical
thinking aligned with solving 
real-world industry problem
statements, empathy in synergy
with emotional intelligence,
digital literacy in streamline with
application mindset. Most 
importantly, skill development
programs are designed to
meetthe industry job matrix
across all segments. 

India’s higher educational
systems are shifting towards
agile — based blended learning-
model called as credit linked
Micro: Nano-Credentials.Micro:
Nano-Credentials are the best
and most valuable tools for insti-
tutions designed under the
umbrella of National Education
Policy, NEP 2020 which is intend-
ed tomeet the criteria of National
Credit Frameworks (NCrF). 

It is principally approved under
National Occupational Standards
[NOS] and National Skill
Qualification Frameworks
(NSQF)that ensure meeting the
specific industry job roles. Micro:
Nano-Credentials is forming the
important and integral part of

Indian education system. Micro:
Nano-Credentials are governed
and regulated by NEP 2020. It is
becoming acomplement and
supplement student-centric fit for
our present educational systems.
Micro: Nano -Credentials 
are short term-
based approaches
which offer a flexi-
ble, hybrid com-
bined with agile,
diversified, multi-
disciplinary and life-long learning
starting from 7.5 hours duration.
It is expected to create many
opportunities for different stake
holders and is implemented
through Skill India Digital Hub
[SIDH]. Micro: Nano-Credential
coursesspan from emerging tech-
nologies like Artificial Intelligence,
industrial automation, and all
digital technologies. Micro: Nano-
Credentials are primarily focused
on industrial applications in

addition to learning the founda-
tional concepts and theories. It
creates competency frameworks
especially for students across all
domains.  The objective of Micro:
Nano-Credential courses is to
meet sustainability develop-

ment goals that-
mobilise the
knowledge of stu-
dents, teachers,
and trainers.This
will give a great

push for industry job place-
ments and enhance employabil-
ity of students in higher educa-
tional institutions. 

India’s sector skill councils
have designed and developed
several Micro-Credential courses
in order to re-skill and upskill
the students in higher educa-
tional institutions. Indian univer-
sities are thinking of a smart
educational framework of
implementing the Micro-

Credentials in collaboration
with sector skill council in the
form of student’s project-based
learning, industry internships
through on job training in man-
ufacturing shop floors and
apprenticeships activities. Micro-
Credentials offers ease-of-access,
ease-of-affordability and most
importantly ease-of-learning for
students across all groups, teach-
ers, and trainers. Micro-
Credentials are principally
focused on industry aligned pro-
grams available in interdiscipli-
nary domain — related and cross-
domain specific formsthrough
short-term based self-paced,
offline and hybrid learning
approaches. Micro: Nano-
Credentials foster institutional
development through industry —
relevant skills of different job roles
developed exclusively for the
benefit of students. 

Micro: Nano-credentials are
offered in the form of classroom-
lectures, theory, laboratory prac-
tical, firsthand learning. It is
aligned extensively with growing
labor markets in India and across
the globe. Micro: Nano-creden-
tials are globally recognized in dif-
ferent countries. 

DR T SENTHIL SIVA
SUBRAMANIAN

(The writer is a Head Institute Industry
Interface Program Hindustan College of

Science and Technology, Mathura)

Please read the complete article online 
at dailypioneer.com
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