New Providers, New Initiatives & New Forms of Delivery in Higher Education(
Introduction

India's Education scene today is at a tipping point. Opportunities abound, yet the challenges are unprecedented. As the Indian economy strives to grow at 9%+ GDP, the higher education sector of India has to respond with dynamic changes to meet the escalating shortage of skilled and educated manpower. Students who want to be ‘industry-ready’ are also demanding world class education in conventional as well as non conventional streams of Education. 

A market driven approach, adopting emerging technologies, effective fund raising and deployment backed by the right policy framework by the Government is key to boost the higher education sector. Can the educators and administrators of India bring a paradigm shift in the education scenario?

At the same time the supply–demand gap in higher education and India emerging as a leading knowledge economy has led to the entry of private and foreign education providers imparting education through conventional, distance learning and online programmes in the country. Hence Given the increase in demand for higher education, there are new providers, new delivery methods, and new types of programs world over and India is not in isolation. 

However, as India prepares to face the knowledge challenges of the 21st century, higher education presents a rather dismal picture. According to the Ministry of Human Resource Development, India, only about 10-11% of the population in the relevant age-group is enrolled in higher education, and a mere 5% graduate with degrees. With the rapid growth of the service, knowledge and associated sectors in the economy, it is imperative that the populace is equipped to contribute to and benefit from these developments.  According to National Knowledge Commission, Government of India, we need to reach 15% GER by 2015. 

This requires a radical overhaul of the higher education system, with regard to access, enrolment and most importantly, quality. Failure to address this need and foster more inclusive growth will adversely affect India’s future economic prospects and the welfare of its citizens. We believe that this crisis in higher education gives us the necessary impetus for radical change.

In recent years India has seen a tremendous growth in the number and types of institutions providing higher education. In order for organizations and individuals to remain competitive in a rapidly changing environment, demand for education and training has become more critical than before. To respond to this demand, new institutions have continued to emerge.

Hence it becomes evident at identifying the sustainable and replicable new formats of delivery that will help in expansion and increase access to quality and relevant higher education. At the same time it also becomes evident to address the key issues and share an overview and insight into - New Providers, New Initiatives & New Forms of Delivery in Higher Education. 
Perspectives on new providers 

The relationship of higher education to the larger society has changed significantly over this century.  Our fundamental mission is unchanged: the creation, preservation, and dissemination of knowledge through scholarship, research and teaching.

Still, the world and the role of higher education are irrevocably altered. Governments have begun to grasp a clearer understanding of the relationship of learning to individual life chances and to the collective economic competitiveness.  Education is now understood to be essential to the capacity to survive and thrive in the new knowledge based, technology driven age.  And as a result, pressures for access to higher education, for wider choice among the many options, for quality assurance, and for comparability of credentials have escalated.  The very purposes of higher learning are being altered by governments, by the demands of students, and by institutions themselves.

In the new conceptual economy, wealth is no longer measured primarily in terms of natural resources, raw materials, tons of production and other conventional means.  The growth is made possible by intellectual capital, human talent, creativity, knowledge and the greatly expanded capacity of people and complex systems.

Education – learning – at every level, has now taken on a new value; new social, economic and political significance. There is now a direct link between higher education and capacity for economic growth and competitiveness.

This rise in the visibility and relevance of higher learning to the life chances of individuals and the prospects of nations and continents explains, at least in part, the growing concern for issues of comparability, and quality assurance.  Meeting these expectations however, is likely to be more demanding, more difficult, than in earlier, simpler days. In a simpler world in which there were fewer providers of higher learning, in which higher education institutions served relatively homogeneous populations, in which the purposes of learning and the standards of quality were relatively well established and understood, and in which the methods of teaching and learning were relatively conventional, questions of comparability and transferability – arguably – were easier to resolve.  

But this simpler world has left us, both in India and abroad.  New providers are appearing almost daily. Demand for tertiary education is increasing in all parts of the world and, according to IDP forecasts; the global demand for international higher education is set to exceed 7 million students by 2025. Wholly new populations of students – some young, some older, some gifted, some less so – now seek higher learning. In some instances, different purposes and different outcomes of learning are being sought by the new learners and the novice providers.  Technology has changed us too.  The computer opens up vast new possibilities for conveying information while at the same time altering both the form and substance of higher education.  The challenge of gaining "comparability" therefore has escalated and it is almost certain to continue to do so. 

New Providers

There is now in India and worldwide a host of new providers of learning.  (Some may be in fact "new"; others may simply be "new" to the locale in which they now operate.) 

As it is evident that given the increase in demand for higher education, there are new providers, new delivery methods, and types of programs. Providers have responded to demand by increasing supply both in terms of traditional types of study, but also via more flexible study modes and vocationally oriented courses. These diversified provisions include Transnational provisions - Foreign university campus, Branch Campuses, Offshore Institutions, Private Universities, For profit provider; Corporate and corporatized universities; Virtual universities, Distance education providers through Twinning arrangements/programmes with other universities, Franchising, Programme articulation, Validation etc.
Apart from that if we see world over there are media companies such as Pearson (U.K.), Thomson (Canada); multinational companies such as Apollo (USA), Raffles (Singapore) and Aptech (India); Corporate universities such as those run by Motorola and Toyota, and networks of universities, professional associations and organizations; and specialist ‘vendor-led’ training, particularly from companies like (Microsoft and Cisco Systems) in partnership with other providers. Generally, these new commercial providers are mainly occupied with teaching/training or offering services and do not focus on research per se. They can complement, cooperate, compete or simply coexist with the traditional public and private higher education institutions with the traditional mandate of teaching, research, and outreach.

There has also been an increase in the range of local, or indigenous private and for-profit provision in many developing countries and in some developed countries in an attempt to absorb demand as quickly and as cost-effectively as possible. In other countries with a long tradition of private higher education, (e.g., India, Latin America, and Southeast Asia) there has been a further expansion in this sector.

New providers have also provoked several recent developments in the educational field. These new providers include institutions using new ways of teaching and learning – for example the Internet – as well as new educational institutions, both profit and social profit. 

Established institutions are also providing new services of education. They have widened the range of education. Similarly, increasing international mobility allows students and teachers a wider horizon of knowledge and personal development.

The increasing number of educational providers incites a competitive element. Students, institutions and governments now face difficult policy choices and are looking for an appropriate response. It is also important to address governments role towards these new providers of Higher Education and specifically on the new initiatives on Access to Higher Education, New Tools for Changing Goals – Educating for the Information Society etc.

Open and distance learning (ODL) institutions are partially or wholly using multimedia such as video and Internet or even printed material for educating their learners. It should be used a way of educating those who do not get the chance at present, such as inhabitants of distance regions, (future) participants of second chance education. For the basic HE it must be regarded as a valuable supplemental tool rather than a replacement. ODL allows ‘cut-to-fit’ education, responding to different learners who have different needs, both in the content of their course curriculum and in the way that it is delivered. Used properly, it can be a tool to allow equal access for groups which are currently marginalized by Higher Education. 

These alternative forms of provision have been facilitated by recent developments in communications technology and the increasing worldwide penetration of the Internet. 

ICT: Open and distance education (ODE), enabled and delivered through information and communication technology (ICT), holds the promise to address questions of access and provide new, alternative forms of capacity building. 

ICT enabled linkages - propelled by broadband and satellite networks - are of a new, unprecedented kind, with special implications in a globalised world. They give rise to the ‘A-3’ scenario, where Anyone, Anytime, Anywhere can be connected to others through networks and access devices in a virtual space. This facilitates new forms of organisations and communities, often constituted by the users themselves, and manifested in myriad ways – for example through wiki, blogs, social networks, open resource movements, virtual institutes etc. In working together, these groups and organisations create new resources and ways of empowerment in virtual and real spaces.

In a global scenario powered by global markets, higher education institutions must transform to meet the multi-faceted needs of the changing context – professionals who require in-service training and upgrading, unemployed persons who want to attain job specific skills, industries and institutes that wish to collaborate to provide training, etc. At the same time, it is evident that higher education cannot be left at the mercy of ‘market forces’ alone; doing so would compromise access for those without the means to pay at the point of delivery.

The biggest challenge faced in higher education, therefore, is the provision of quality higher education to the greatest number, at the lowest possible cost to the learner. And this is where ICT enabled open and distance education has significant advantages. Using ICT effectively for higher education can bridge the distance between the learner, instructor and the market by transcending barriers of space and time. Seamless access, flexible schedules, quality content and inclusive delivery mechanisms have enormous potential to increase the scale of access and, in that process, bring down the cost of higher education for the individual learner. 

Despite the physical absence of a ‘real’ teacher (which often causes ICT enabled education to be perceived as restricted in its social context and pedagogical rigor), ICT based modes foster the engagement of the learner with instructional content as well as work-place applications, to enable one to assess and apply strategies of personal development in meaningful and measurable ways. Most importantly, ICT has the potential to foster greater inclusiveness and overcome spatial isolation by effectively bridging geographical and social divides, especially the rural urban imbalance.

While emphasizing the importance of ICT in distance education, it must be acknowledged that the current crisis in open and distance higher education is primarily due to the lack of clarity and coordination, the gap between avowed values and the actual practice, and inefficient delivery mechanisms.

Hence Technology is providing a positive impact on delivery mechanisms employed in distance education at the university level. Some institutions are incorporating distance education as a way to extend the classroom. Other institutions are investigating new delivery mechanisms that support a revised perspective on education. These latter institutions are revising their processes for interacting with students and taking a more "learner-centered" approach to the delivery of education. There is a positive impact of technology on the delivery mechanisms employed in distance education. It provides alternative modes of generic delivery mechanisms. It is also true that those institutions that adopt a delivery mechanism employing an asynchronous mode can gain the most benefit from technology. This approach seems to represent the only truly innovative use of technology in distance education. The approach creates a student-oriented environment while maintaining high levels of interaction, both of which are factors that contribute to student satisfaction with their overall educational experience. 

Thus the open and distance education system is a crucial vehicle in the sustained development of a knowledge society. Its potential for flexible education delivery, scope for self and life-long learning and cost effectiveness make it instrumental in meeting the needs of individual and communities at this juncture - in the rapid transition being made from the industrial to the information age.

Regulatory framework

The new providers have resulted into a major challenge to regulatory bodies in India. On the positive side, they are seen to be filling a vacuum created by the Government's inability to provide access who desire for higher education and also training opportunities for all those who are qualified and have the desire to continue with their education and training. The new providers are more flexible in their curriculum development and therefore are able to respond faster to the needs of industry. Most of the providers are in the areas which are growth industries in India. They are more economical in their use of resources. 

On the other hand the Government's supervisory capacity is overstretched and cannot possibly supervise all these institutions. The legal requirement that all certification be awarded by either the universities or recognized examining bodies is flouted with impunity. Many of the institutions give certificates and diplomas after only a few weeks of training. 

The profit motive also seems to dominate among most the news providers.  One of the consequences is to minimize cost by employing poorly qualified lowly paid staff and to provide a minimum of other academic resources. This, together with lack of supervision results in deplorably low standards in most of them. 

Though new providers of higher education have done a commendable job in responding to the needs of organizations and individuals, coordination efforts made by regulatory bodies need to be strengthened through a national and international framework. 

Governing education
The rise of new providers promotes the competition between providers of Higher Education throughout the world. States must be aware of their responsibility in this area, and must be taking this into account when financing HE institutions. Governments must be aware that the rise of private and non-funded institutions, such as Privately owned ‘corporate/private universities’ does not relieve them of their responsibility in providing education. Subsidised HE is needed, and its quality has to be assured, because admission to courses offered by new providers is not always guaranteed.

Governments have the responsibility to identify new providers of HE and see if they fulfill the basic requirements. Through international co-operation and the government or state bodies can share information by the establishment of a common database. Through evaluation, quality assurance and official accreditation the government can monitor and regulate the educational system and make it more transparent. By accreditation the institution is entitled to award degrees officially recognised by the state. 

Evaluation and accreditation make it easier for students to navigate in the jungle of HE and also protects them from questionable providers. Unaccredited institutions can be valuable to society, but should not be able to issue official degrees. Nonetheless, there will be ‘gaps’ to be filled by these institutions, such as specialised staff training in companies. The focus is on skills rather than on degrees.

Students in recognised distance learning institutions and private HEIs must be given the same status and benefits as other students and therefore have the same right to student financing systems, whether it be student grants or loans.

HEIs need to improve their information policies. Both HEIs and the state must offer independent information through institutions on the local and national level, which gather all the information about the HEIs and make it available to all students and people who want to enter HEIs. These institutions should issue publications on the HEIs where the specific developments, programmes and specialised fields of research of the HEIs are promoted. Thus, it would be easier for them to attract students with concrete offers.

These information institutions should co-operate on an international level, according to results of the evaluations done in the countries and respecting the diversity of the different systems of HE. This will facilitate the mobility of students from all over the world as well as enhancing mobility.

Co-operation between experts from the corporate world and the HEIs concerning the education of learners must be made possible and even stimulated by the government, but it must also be controlled: lecturers from the professional world could add to the quality of the course. The institutions have extensive knowledge on the fundamental and applied aspect of science, while professionals from the corporate world are experts on the practical aspect of science. The responsibility for this education however must always be with an accredited HEI, under the supervision of the government.

Conclusions
Hence we see that the higher education context in which students, providers, and Govt now operate, is changing rapidly as a result of demographic trends, the complex effects of globalisation on economies and societies, and a shift in the role of Government in public services – from provider, to facilitator, regulator, and partner. Despite different traditions, political and economic systems, technological levels, and cultural outlooks, similar challenges and opportunities presented by globalisation are in evidence worldwide. 

Universities and colleges in the developed world, many of which have enjoyed a long history of majority state funding, are now under pressure from Governments to generate new income streams. In the developed world, universities have been encouraged by their Govt. to become better managed and more businesslike, and to exploit themselves locally and internationally through the quasi-commercialisation of ideas and inventions and through international student recruitment. In developing and transitional countries, market-oriented development plans rely on greater contributions from stakeholders such as students, the private sector, overseas investors, and aid donors as Govt. recognise that they can no longer ensure growth through public funds alone.

Education is a basic human right. We need to identify and tackle any obstacles to this right. We must also note the responsibility of the government to identify the trends and developments and react to them. The time has arrived for the state to consider the evaluation of such providers and this process should include the student and teaching body. 

Cooperation within the HE is vital, responsibility for providing accredited HE is an honour that the state must not distribute lightly. Expertise in this matter must be shared across international boundaries, as today these boundaries are being eroded through the proliferation of mobility programmes and the wider access to open and distance learning.

Open and distance learning and international mobility will be of paramount
important in this matter. The true development of this could prove to be a benefit to the field of HE. While extended access can enhance the opportunities of many, it is in need of close regulation and further development.

It is the responsibility of the government authorities to ensure that they evolve and develop themselves in symphony with the rest of the HE sector. Governments must ensure that the development of the traditional HE sector is not at the expense of the existing system. New providers can increase access to HE. They are adding to the diversity of provision of education. Nonetheless, new opportunities can mean new dangers, and society must be vigilant.
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