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Report on the consultation held on proposal development under the new UGC Scheme 

30th January’2015 

PRIA 

University’s Perspective: Prof Meenakshi Gopinath, Mentor and Former Principal, Lady Shri 

Ram College, University of Delhi 

“In the wake of this new scheme, it is incumbent for us to seize this opportunity, for it is for the first 

time that Participatory Research has entered the domain of Higher Education. Today, we are looking 

at participatory publics and seeking the creation of the concept of global citizens. It needs to be seen 

as to how we can melt these two concepts in this scheme.” 

“Can we begin to envisage what we want to see at the end of the projects and then work backwards? 

Can we envision as to what we would like our universities to transform into at the end of this scheme?” 

“If we are seeing this scheme as an opportunity to open up liberal space for discourse, then we have a 

historic role to play herein. Therefore, in this process, if we accord due importance to the fact that ‘why 

we are engaging in this particular way’, then this has the potentialities of going beyond this scheme.” 

Civil Society’s Perspective: Dr Rajesh Tandon, Co-chair, UNESCO Chair in Community Based 

Research and Social Responsibility in Higher Education 

“If we perceive this Centre as a brick and mortar structure, it is bound to die, for want of oxygen for 

funding. However, if we visualize this three years as an opportunity wherein we can derive a set of 

resources and legitimacy from the UGC to promote an engagement in all disciplines, teaching and 

research, we would be moving in exactly the right direction in making this scheme eminently 

successful.” 

“This scheme should be used an opportunity to see the universities as public spaces and the professors 

as public intellectuals. It is often observed that the convening power of the universities is underutilized. 

Therefore, considering its ability to gather multiple voices, this scheme should serve as a platform 

wherein differing perspectives are talked about, if not incorporated. For example, Bhagat Phool Singh 

Mahila Vishwavidyalaya (BPSMV) has provided space for dialogues for interventions including 

BPSMV, PRIA, panchayat leaders, community boys and girls, and university students alike.” 

“The proposals can be built around local context and issues such as availability of water resources, 

ending violence against women, improving agricultural productivity, urban poverty etc, and then 
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integrate the university’s function of teaching and research around such issues, incorporating 

community engagement For example, the issues of declining sex ratio and water scarcity in 

Bundelkhand region can be taken up and a proposal framed in a creative manner.” 

Government’s Perspective: Dr Pankaj Mittal, Joint Secretary, University Grants Commission 

(UGC) 

“We need to envisage it as an innovative scheme, which sees participation from each and every 

department of the respective university, as the broad mandate of the Centre positioned it as an inter-

dependent unit and not a stand-alone one. Therefore, all departments of the universities would be 

connected to the Centre for all activities, while the infrastructure of the whole university would be 

available for use by the Centre, be it for space or people.” 

“The UGC has been facing a shortage of good proposals, especially from the North Indian Universities. 

It strongly feels that good universities, with creative thoughts and innovative ideas should be provided 

adequate funding support.” 

 “If you want to build genuine partnerships and have a set of innovative and important themes, around 

which the proposal can be built, then the UGC through this scheme can demonstrate the true spirit of 

speech.” 

 

Picture 1: Dr Rajesh Tandon, Co-Chair, UNESCO Chair in Community Based Research and Social 

Responsibility in Higher Education, Dr Pankaj Mittal, Joint Secretary, UGC 
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Background  

The UGC has launched a new scheme, which provides for the establishment of a “Centre for 

Fostering Social Responsibility and Community Engagement (CFSRCE)”. With this, finally, the vision 

in the 12th Plan has been operationalized. This is indeed an important progress in on the policy 

front, in this important field. The purpose of the consultation is to deliberate upon the ways in 

which this new Scheme of UGC can be utilized to deepen and strengthen the partnership between 

university and community ( and civil society) to work together in addressing some of the critical 

socio-economic challenges around the university. Therefore, in the similar vein, the UNESCO Chair 

organized a consultative meet today in order to strategize a concrete action plan, and ensure that 

this scheme benefits maximum universities and stakeholders. 

In this context, it is imperative to share the role PRIA has been playing in this field since its 

inception in 1982. As shared by Dr Tandon, PRIA has worked with numerous universities, and 

promoted teaching of participatory research, facilitated joint projects between the universities and 

the communities, etc. All such initiatives started with the assumption that knowledge also resides in 

the communities, in addition to the HEIs and the netizen media centres. This lends the background 

of the UGC Scheme, which is a result of a series of conversations with policy makers in the higher 

education space on how to make the academic curriculum more relevant, and inspired by local 

perspectives. 

Historically, our universities have been entrusted with three missions of teaching, research and 

extension. However, the latter has been overtly based on the assumption that all knowledge resides 

with the communities. Along with this, and as per PRIA’s experience, by putting community 

engagement under only the purview of the third mission of extension, it tends to ghettoize 

engagement in only those faculties who view community engagement merely from the lens of 

agricultural extension, social work, establishment of literacy centres etc. Therefore, there was a 

need to deviate from this line of thought and ‘engagement’ should be brought under all parts of the 

university system, including teaching and research activities. It also should not be limited to social 

work, but extended to natural sciences as well. 

As shared by Dr Tandon, the latest in the series of GUNi World Report on Higher Education, titled, “ 

Knowledge Exchange and Higher Education :Contributing to Social Change”, beautifully documents 

the field based examples of community engagement being carried out in different parts of the 

world. Another example worth quoting in this context is the Science Shop movement in Europe 

which has been anchoring engagement in the disciplines such as metallurgy, hydrology, etc. The 

basic premise behind this concept is that ‘engagement can be faculty/university/mission wide and 

also involve students/faculties/other actors in the university system. 

Proceedings 

There was intense discussion on what is the primary spirit behind the introduction of the scheme. 

The motive of introducing such a scheme finds its origins in the understanding that knowledge does 

not lie among just the university educated elite. Knowledge is found in multiple spaces which 



UNESCO Chair in Community Based Research and Social Responsibility in 
Higher Education 

 2015

 

4 | P a g e  
 

include the university as well as the community. Community engagement, as opposed to community 

outreach, is seen through the prism of mutual learning. The transfer of knowledge in such a case is 

not merely from the university to the community. It is also from the community to the university. 

The equality of various systems of knowledge is implied and acknowledged. Thus community 

engagement is meant to not just change the communities. It shall also act as catalyst in 

transforming traditional and conventional pedagogy in the universities. There is a dire need to link 

research in universities with traditional community-based knowledge 

Keeping such orientations in mind, the Joint Secretary of the UGC, Dr. Pankaj Mittal highlighted 

some of the main objectives of the scheme viz.: 

i. Provide a roadmap for community-university engagement 

ii. Promote community-university partnerships to improve the lives of people 

iii. Gathering, synthesizing and documenting data from the people and making use of it 

iv. Providing the technological know-how to institutions that are so desiring 

v. Integrate service, service-learning and experiential learning into curricular/co-curricular 

programmes 

vi. Propagate the formation of neighborhood networks of educational institutions and provide 

needed technical assistance 

Suggestions for operationalizing: 

 Inclusion in the curriculum 

It was extremely necessary to bring such activities under the purview of course curriculum. 

Students should be awarded credits for the work they do under this framework and evaluated 

accordingly, as suggested by Dr Atul Sood, from JNU. This was essential because enthusiastic 

engagement of the youth was of primary importance in the process as engagement agenda 

primarily depends on them, with the teachers being a mere guide in the whole process. Along with 

this, there was a need to incorporate community engagement into each and every activity of the 

university, including its missions of teaching and research. 

 Demonstration of impact on the university 

Essentiality to demonstrate the impact on the university in the whole process was also 

appropriately emphasized during the deliberations. It was share that while the normal course 

called for demonstration of impact on the community alone, this scheme should depart from the 

normal procedure and include demonstration of impact on the university itself with respect to the 

latter’s self-transformation, as suggested by Dr Anup Kumar Dhar from Ambedkar University. 

 Ensuring sustainability of the scheme 

We need to see this opportunity as oxygen for our universities and build best practices, which will 

help it make more robust, and follow a procedure, which will stay with us post 2017 (when this 

scheme ends) and after this trajectory ends and ensure its continuous enhancement. This could 
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then also result in the UGC converting the funding under the scheme to a regular maintenance 

grant, as shared by Dr Meenakshi Gopinath. Dr Rajesh Tandon also suggested that the Centre does 

not need to act a super Centre, what was needed was only meat with respect to its operational 

features such as interconnectedness to different departments and linkage to curriculum. There was 

also a need to build a mutually accountability mechanism under the scheme, for ensuring its 

smooth and transparent functioning in all quarters. 

For ensuring the sustainability of the scheme, another pointer which was considered as being 

important was that there was a need to move beyond the boundaries of social sciences for 

conceiving and enacting such thoughts and actions. There was a need to integrate other 

miscellaneous departments such as natural sciences, tourism, physiotherapy, environmental 

sciences, etc. under the purview of community engagement, as shared by Dr Rochna Srivastava from 

Bundelkhand University. 

 

Picture 2: Dr Rochna Srivastava, Bundelkhand University (left), Jhansi; Mr Amit Pandey, Director-

Programmes, Association for Social Development (middle), Dr Sujit Kumar Paul, Vishwa Bharati 

University (right) 

 Creative designing of Project proposals 

We need to think of creative ways of presenting the proposal from different universities under this 

scheme, as suggested by Dr Rajesh Tandon. This will then help to open up the meaning of the 

scheme, as well lay to rest all the confusions and ambiguities about the Centre. Along with this, 

creativity in positioning this, at this starting point, will also hopefully help the UGC review 

committee envision the broader purpose behind the scheme. There is a need to mentor each and 

every project proposal from the beginning to the end, with respect to questions such as who will be 
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the beneficiaries, within and outside the university, and how will the initiative benefit the ethos of 

the institution? PRIA, as an institution and experienced practitioner can take a lead on this front. 

Therefore, there was a need to gather a creative set of proposals in this first round, including ones 

from the non-eligible/private universities. It could then set the stage for opening up the 

opportunity for the latter in the later stages of the scheme, considering the innovativeness they 

bring along in their proposals. 

Another point worth mentioning and as suggested by Dr Rajesh Tandon, what needed to be avoided 

at this point of time is the immediate proposing of new courses, and similar unnecessary activities, 

which would only help in defecting the purpose. Efforts were needed to engage within the 

universities, and with the outside world and developing a novel pathway as we went around that 

approach, thus lending a helping hand to creative ways of thinking and enacting. 

Also, during the process of development of proposals, it was essential to contextualize it to the 

respective university’s location. For example, the Jain Vishwa Bharati University of Rajasthan can 

link up their core work areas of violence against women through Ahimsa and project it under the 

scheme. Similarly, SPA can look at community engagement with respect to urban planning, while 

the North Eastern universities too could work on similar local issues, and integrate it under the 

scheme. 

 Dissemination of research findings 

It was of utmost importance to disseminate the findings of the research done under such theme to 

the communities, who play the role of an equal partner in the process. A simple institutional 

mechanism can be instituted for this purpose which can obligate the respective researchers to 

share the findings of their research with the local people once the project ends. An example in this 

regard being, making sharing the findings of their research mandatory for master/PhD students in 

order to qualify for the requisite degree.  

 Capacity building of interested institutions/human resources in Participatory Research 

Another demand that came across during the deliberations was capacity building of interested 

institutions in Participatory Research. Termed as alternate development, this aimed at building the 

capacities of universities and fulfilling the aspirations of all those young people who wanted to 

work with the communities, but were constrained owing to lack of resources and capacities, as 

shared by Dr Meenakshi Gopinath. Therefore, it was shared that what was desired out of the scheme 

was a ‘novel thought on new ways of doing things, and not re-inventing old concepts of NSS/social 

work. In support of this, one argument that came across was that can we talk of co-

learning/partnerships rather than the old practices such as adoption of villages? It was this king of 

bottom up approach that would make the scheme effective in the real sense of the word. 
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Picture 3: Dr Meenakshi Gopinath, Mentor and Former Principal, Lady Shri Ram College; Dr Sumona 

Dasgupta, Visiting Senior Fellow, PRIA 

 Partnership with CSOs/sharing of resources 

In this context, the other possibility worth considering is the partnering with CSOs. Sometimes we 

tend to ignore the fact that the latter too are capacity and resource starved. Therefore, efforts 

should be made to build the proposal in a manner such that the resources and made available ad 

shared with the community leaders and CSOs alike. Another point worth mentioning here will be 

that considering community knowledge is not accorded due respect, the universities should think 

on the lines as to how they intend to use the resources for workshops/research/trainings and 

interventions which are more shared rather than investing all funds on physical institutionalization 

alone. 

 Need to do away with the traditionality and lexicon of the Centre 

Demand was raised that ‘could we envisage this Centre as a virtual one? (one which does not 

necessarily fall into the trappings of institutionalization of any virtual Centre). Even if a certain 

degree of institutionalization needs to be done, it needs to be given careful thought and in an 

innovative way. Another idea shared by Dr Bhagat Oinam, from JNU, in an attempt to do away with 

the traditionality of the scheme, was to think of a new name for the Centre, which reflects flexibility 

and innovativeness, considering that ‘names and titles do matter in our higher education system. 
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 Clarity on associated concepts/terminologies 

In view of the rapidly changing equations with respect to participation, engagement and 

community, it has been observed that these concepts get repeatedly defined and redefined, as 

shared by Dr Atul Sood. He cited the example of the different notions the word ‘community’ 

represents in the north eastern India. Therefore, there was a need to come up with collective and 

robust methods on understanding these terms before we embark on any activity related to these 

concepts. Collation of our broad contours of understanding in this context will be a useful exercise. 

 Role of UGC proposal review committee 

The UGC proposal review committee was seen as a crucial group in this context, and a demand was 

placed on it to be more relaxed regarding the eligibility criteria, thus making an attempt to select, 

and not exclude. It was also desired that this committee provided genuine feedback to the weak 

proposals, for strengthening it, and provide encouragement for re-submission. 

 

Picture 4: Dr Poonam Prakash, School of Planning & Architecture (SPA) Assistant Professor; Dr 

RBS Verma, Jain Vishwa Bharati University, Rajasthan 

 

Concerns raised/Challenges envisaged: 

 Limited eligibility criteria 

Concerns were raised with respect to the limited eligibility criteria of the scheme. It was shared that 

if we wanted to innovate, try something new, develop best practices, we needed to give chance to 



UNESCO Chair in Community Based Research and Social Responsibility in 
Higher Education 

 2015

 

9 | P a g e  
 

more universities Many colleges and universities may not be qualified for the funds due to the lack 

of any NAAC accreditation although they may already be involved in community engagement or 

may be interested in initiating it. Likewise, there are many private universities who may be very 

eager to buy the idea, and many partner in interesting ways, but would lose out only because of the 

strict criteria for the eligibility of universities. Therefore, there was an unanimous appeal made by 

the participants for tweaking the eligibility conditions, for paving way to a public private, public-

public partnerships, which may be mutually beneficial, and so that everybody gets an opportunity 

to pursue an activity as important as Community Engagement. To this, Dr. Tandon had suggested 

that this opportunity needs to be seized as one that would initiate the discussion and debate over 

community engagement, largely absent from traditional pedagogy. Although it might fail in 

covering all universities and colleges in the country, it is definitely a promising start. 

 Conventionality of the scheme 

Another argument which was repeatedly reiterated during the discussion was the necessity to 

eschew the conventional language of the scheme.  Conventional academic lexicon comes with its 

own baggage of assumptions, especially regarding its relationship with communities and the larger 

public. Since participatory research and community based research imbibed ideas of knowledge 

sharing and enabling a knowledge democracy, there is a need to re-visit this lexicon and sensitize it 

to the need of the hour. For example, the need for recruitments to the positions of a professor, 

assistant professor, researcher, etc. are some of the unnecessary institutional details which could 

have been done away with. It was shared that such technicalities has seen good efforts dying out for 

want of enthusiasm and innovation. Therefore, there was a need to shed the traditional gown that 

the scheme is currently wearing, and don a completely new prism for making the scheme alive and 

ticking. Dr. Anjali Mittal from the School of Planning and Architecture, New Delhi also expressed her 

apprehension regarding the possibility of the bureaucratization of Centres. This would alienate 

them from their intended motives. 

 Ambiguity on the role, positioning and functioning of the Centre 

The scheme needs to bring out more clarity on as to how it visualizes the proposed Centre. This was 

because there took place much of a brainstorming within the participants on the large number of 

already functional Centres, and their overlapping functions. Like Dr.  Sujit Kumar Paul from Vishwa 

Bharti University, West Bengal, referred to the rural extension Centres that worked with various 

communities. The intention of introducing this new center would be to link these various centers. 

Dr. Anup Kumar Dhar had also referred to various Centres in the Ambedkar University which could 

fall under the ambit of community engagement. Dr. Rajesh Tandon was of the opinion of that this 

center could be perceived as one linking these various activities already present in the universities, 

legitimizing them with the needed recognition from UGC. Therefore, in this context, there prevailed 

much ambiguity on the exact role and position of the proposed Centre among others which 

functioned in similar vein. Another issue that was raise was with respect to the problem of space 

and infrastructure. As the scheme provides that the universities are obliged to give functioning 

space to the Centre, this may give rise to operational issues, which may then hamper the Centre’s 
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functioning. However, it was suggested during the deliberations that the solutions to the questions 

being raised on the logistics of the Centre needs to be tackled as per institutions, considering the 

great heterogeneity herein. 

 

 

Picture: Dr Surajit Sarkar, Associate Professor & Dr Anup Kumar Dhar, Associate Professor, Ambedkar 

University, New Delhi 

 Linkage with CSOs 

There also existed a serious problem of linking the universities with CSOs. This is because the 

institutional channelization of Indian universities for linking them to CSOs is normally found to be 

missing, with the social sciences faculty often found to working in isolation, as shared by Dr Krishna 

Reddy, from Osmania University. Therefore, a demand was raised onto the UGC, if the latter could 

provide for a mechanism for formalizing the linkages between the university and the civil society, 

before such partnerships between the two can be forged and successfully realized. 

 Issues pertaining to continuation of funding 

Concerns were also raised pertaining to the continuation of funding within the scheme, and what 

happens to the association/partnership developed with the community over a period of time, just 

in case the UGC decides to stop the funding, which as a result constrains the smooth passage of 

activities. 
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 Settling of Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) issues 

Another concern raised was with respect to capturing of Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) issues in 

the whole process. As shared by Dr Poonam Prakash, SPA, ‘How are the IPR issues settles in cases 

where there is joint knowledge creation through the community?’ 

 Conflicts between Centres and departments within the University system 

The tussle between the set of Centres and departments within a university was also brought to the 

forefront. A demand was therefore raised to ensure more fluidity within the programmes, in order 

to avoid such conflicts. 

 

Picture: Dr Krishna Reddy, Department of Political Science, Osmania University, Hyderabad 

Next steps 

After the thoughtful session on intellectual brainstorming on the newly proposed UGC scheme, 

equally essential was outlining the next steps from herein. Some of the way forwards from hereon 

are: 

 It was mutually agreed that a report on the consultation will be finalized and circulated to 

all participants, including the university partners who could not attend the meet. This was 

done with the objective to encourage the universities to develop quality proposals for 

submission to the UGC. PRIA, as a resource provider volunteered to provide all the requisite 

support in the process of proposal development. 
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 The Alliance for Community Engagement, an independent association of practitioners, 

academics and community leaders would be created to support the implementation, (and 

one of the propositions recommended by the sub-committee set up by the planning 

commission on community engagement) of the new UGC Scheme. It will be an active 

membership based network, primarily engaged in promoting ideas and practices of 

community engagement in the country. It will also forsee the launch of the National 

Initiative to Foster Social Responsibility in Higher Education. 

 

 UNESCO Chair in Community Based Research and Social Responsibility in Higher Education 

will be organizing a symposia consisting of a series of events from the 9th to the 11th of 

April’2015, in New Delhi. Dr Budd Hall, Co-Chair, UNESCO Chair will also grace the occasion 

which will see the findings of the British Council sponsored Indian study on ‘Strengthening 

Community Engagement in Higher Education’, and IDRC sponsored global study on 

‘Strengthening Community University Research Partnerships’ .  This will also serve as an 

occasion to discuss the progress of the UGC Scheme. 


