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igher Education

(HE) rankings

transcend mere

numerical values;
they reflect the quality,
competitiveness, and global
stature of educational insti-
tutions. The National Insti-
tutional Ranking Frame-
work (NIRF) was introduced
inIndia in2015 by the Min-
ista& of Education toassess
and rank highereducation
institutions based on various
criteria. The NIRF has gar-
nered substantial support
inIndia's academic sphere
due to its comprehensive
approachand governmental
endorsement. However,
the question persists: Does
NIRF serve as the trans-
formative catalyst India
requires to revolutionise
higher education?

The NIRF was established
to rectifya significant defi-
ciency: the lack of a stan-
dardised, transparent, and
contextually relevant rating
systemn for educational insti-
tutions in India. Before its
introduction, private organ-
isations frequently carried
outrankingsin India, result-
ing in doubts about their
authenticity and method-
ology. NIRF's systematic
methodology seeks topro-
vide legitimacy and con-
sistency in rankings, con-
sideringthe varied contexts
of Indian institutions.

NIRF evaluatesinstitutions
across five broad param-
eters:

L.Teaching, Learning, and
Resources (TLR): Measures
the quality of teaching,
infrastructure, and stu-
dent-teacher ratio.

2.Research and Profes-
sional Practices (RP):
Assesses research and con-
sultancy's volume, guality,
and impact.

3.Graduation Qutcomes

(GO): Evaluate the success
of students in securing
employment, pursuing
higher education, and
receiving competitive schol-
arships.

4.0utreach and Inclusivity
(01): Considers re presen-
tation from marginalised
sections, including gender
and socioeconomicdiver-

sity.

5.Perception: Gauges the
institution’s reputation
among peers and stake-
holders.

The comprehensive nature
of these parameters posi-
tions NIRF as a distinctive
framework capable of
addressing India's unigue
educational challenges.

NIRF's impact on Indian
higher education

1. Driving healthy com-
tition

IRF has introduced an
element of healthy com-
pelition among institutions,
pushing them to improve
their offerings. Universities
and colleges arenow focus-
ing onenhancing research
output, upgrading infra-
structure, and fostering
inclusivity. This competitive
spirit is vital for raising the
overall quality ofeducation
in the country.

2. Promoting accounta-
bility and transparency
The ranking framework
mandates institutions to
submitdetailed data, which
is subject to verification.
This has encouraged greater
accountability and trans-
parency in institutional
practices. Stakeholders,
including students, parents,
and recruiters, now have
accessto reliable informa-
tGontomakeinformeddeci-
sions.

3. Encouraging research
and innovation

One of NIRF's most sig-
nificant contributions is

its emphasis on research
and professional practices.
Allocating substantial weight
to research metrics has
nudged institutions to invest
more in research infra-
structure, foster industry
collaborations, and focus
o1 higﬁ;im act publica-
tions. This shift is crucial
for India’s global knowledge
hub aspiration.

4. Supporting policy for-
mulation

NIRF rankings serve as a
valuable tool for policy-
makers. Insights derived
from these rankings help
identify strengths and gaps
in the higher education
sector, enabling targeted
interventions. For instance,
government initiatives such
as ‘Institutions of Eminence’
and ‘National Education
Policy 2020" align closely
with the areas highlighted
by NIRF.

5. Empowering m -
alised ggctionsg ein
Theoutreachand inclusivity

arameler underscores the
importance of diversityand
representation. Byreward-
ing institutions that support
students from marginalised
communities, NIRF pro-
motes social equity within
higher education.

Critiques and challenges

Despite its achievements,
NIRF is not without criti-
cism. Addressing these
challenges is imperative
for its long-term efficacy.

1. Overemphasis on
research

While the focus onresearch
is commendable, it may
disadvantage institutions
that excel in teaching and
community engagement
but lack robust research
outputs. Such institutions
risk being undervalued
despite their significant
contributions tolocal and
regional development.

2. Perception bias
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The perception parameter
has drawn criticism for
being subjective and dis-
proportionately favouring
older, well-established insti-
tutions. Such institutions
often enjoy historical pres-
tige and extensive alumni
networks, influencing their
perceived reputation among
peers and stakeholders.
Thisentrenched advantage
can overshadow the
achievements of newer or
regionalinstitutions, regard-
less of their actual per-
formance in teaching, inno-
vation, or inclusivity. As a
result, perception bias may
inadvertently stifle healthy
competition, demotivate
emerging institutions, and
hinder a more equitable
distribution of recognition
acrosstheeducation land-
scape.

The perception parameter
has drawn criticism for
being subjective and dis-
proportionately favouring
older, well-established insti-
tutions. This bias could
potentially stifle the recog-
nition of emerging insti-
tutions that excel in other
areas

3. Data integrity and ver-
ification

Although NIRF emphasises
transparency, instancesof
data misrepresentation
have been reported.
Strengthening data verifi-
cation mechanisms is essen-
tial to uphold the frame-
work’s credibility.

4. Exclusion of keyparam-
eters

Certain parameters, such
as international collabo-
rations, studentsatisfaction,
and employabilitybeyond
the formal economy, remain
underexplored. Including
theseaspects could provide
a more comprehensive
assessment ofinstitutional
performance.

5. Disparities among dis-
ciplines

NIRF's methodology may
not fully capture the

hi

nuancesofspecialised dis-
dplines suchas arts, human-
ities, and vocational edu-
cation. Tailored evaluation
criteria for different disci-
lines could enhance its
inclusivity and accuracy.

Is NIRF a game-c er?
To determine whether NIRF
is the game changer India
needs, evaluating its con-
tributions against the broad-
er goals of higher education
reform is essential. NIRF
has undeniably catalysed
positive changes, including
improving quality stan-
dards, fostering innovation,
and promoting inclusivity.
However, its transformative
potential hinges on its
ability to address existing
gaps andevolve inresponse
to emerging challenges.

For NIRF to truly revolu-
tioniselndianhigheredu-
cation, the followingsteps
arerecommended:

Diversifying metrics:
Expandingthe framework
to include parameters like
student satisfaction, grad-
uate employability, and
global engagement would
provide a holistic view of
institutional performance.

Customising discipline
and specific frameworks:
Tailored ranking method-
ologies fordisciplines such
as arts, sciences, engineer-
ing, and vocational edu-
cation canensure fair eval-
uation and recognition of
diverse strengths.
Strengthening dataintegrity:
Implementing robustver-
ification mechanismsand
penalising data misrepre-
sentation would enhance
credibility.

Promoting inclusivity:
Encouraging participation
from smallerand ruralinsti-
utionsby providing training
and resources can bridge
the urban-rural divide in
rankings.

Global benchmarking:
Aligning NIRF's method-
ology with international
standards could help Indian
institutions gain greater
recognitionin global rank-
ings.

ular feedback mech-
anisms: Engaging with
stakeholders, includingstu-
dents, faculty, and industry,
to refine the framework
would ensureits continued
relevance and effective-
ness.
NIRF signifiesa substantial
advancement in India's
pursuit of educational excel-
lence. It has established a
robust platform for systemic
enhancements by promot-
ing competition, account-
ability, and innovation.
Thesignificance of its func-
tion inestablishing bench-
marks and directing insti-
tutions towards ongoing
improvement is paramount.
NIRF's focus on essential
metrics, including research
output, diversity, and grad-
uation rates, has compelled
universities to reassess and
align their strategy with
broader national and global
objectives.
The framework’s transfor-
mational potential depends
on itscapacity to evolve. It
will be essential to mitigate
its limitations—such as
perceptual bias, data integri-
ty, and incorporating varied
metrics. The framework
must evolve to encompass
the complexities of India’s
varied higher education
landscape while equipping
institutions forglobal com-
petition. The NIRF has the
potential to catalyse sig-
nificant reforms, althoug
its effectiveness will hinge
onits acceptance by insti-
tutions throughout the
spectrum, particularly in
rural and neglected areas,
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