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opment. They were the earliest institution builders that gave the nation the pres-
tigious Indian Institute of Science (IISc, established in 1909), the Tata Institute 
of Social Sciences (established in 1936), the Tata Institute of Fundamental Re-
search (TIFR, established in 1945), and the Birla Institute of Technology and Sci-
ence (BITS, established in 1929, first as an intermediate college). Of these, the IISc 
and the TIFR have consistently represented India in global higher-education rank-
ings with their relentless focus on research. These institutions aimed to provide 
a world-class education to Indian students at a fraction of the cost of studying 
abroad. They nurtured scientists and engineers who led India’s foundational sci-
ence and technology movements after 1947.1 

In this essay, I provide an overview of current experiments in India’s higher- 
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Ashoka University

Established in Sonepat, Haryana, in 2014 through collective philanthropy. A non-
profit university sponsored by the International Foundation for Research and Ed-
ucation with 1,603 students pursuing bachelor’s degrees, 524 students pursuing 
master’s degrees, 83 doctoral students, and 209 full-time faculty members with 
PhDs.

Disciplines include liberal arts, economics, biology, computer science, physics, 
chemistry, math, political science, and English.

Global academic collaborations include King’s College London, Connecticut  
College, University of Cambridge, and Duke University.

Krea University

Established in Sri City, Andhra Pradesh, in 2018 through collective philanthro-
py. A nonprofit university sponsored by the Institute for Financial Management 
and Research with 435 students pursuing bachelor’s degrees, 363 students pursu-
ing master’s degrees, 20 doctoral students, and 74 full-time faculty members with 
PhDs.

Disciplines include humanities, natural and social sciences, literature, arts, and 
business.

Global academic collaborations include MIT (J-PAL South Asia), Yale University 
(Inclusion Economics), King’s College London, and University of Chicago. 

Plaksha University

Established in Mohali, Punjab, in 2021 through collective philanthropy. A non-
profit university sponsored by the Reimagining Higher Education Foundation 
with 86 students pursuing bachelor’s degrees, 50 students pursuing master’s de-
grees, 1 doctoral student, and 20 full-time faculty members with PhDs.

Disciplines include engineering, entrepreneurship, and leadership.

Global academic collaborations include University of California, Berkeley;  
Purdue University; and University of California, San Diego.

Table 1, continued

The first three schools represent institutions with models that do not fit the collective gover-
nance of the schools profiled in this essay. The latter four represent a wave of more recent en-
trants, mostly driven by newer age entrepreneurs. Dates when the schools were established 
begin from the year the first batch of students was admitted. Source: Data for St. Stephen’s 
College, Azim Premji University, and Shiv Nadar University were compiled from the latest in-
formation available on their respective websites, institutional brochures, and India’s Minis-
try of Education’s National Institutional Ranking Framework 2023. Data for Indian School of 
Business, Ashoka University, Krea University, and Plaksha University have been sourced and 
verified directly from the institutions. See “National Institutional Ranking Framework 2023,” 
Ministry of Education, Government of India, https://www.nirfindia.org/2023/Ranking.html 
(accessed February 23, 2024).
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lion.17 This approach would later be termed “collective philanthropy”–in which 
multiple people pool their philanthropic donations for a common cause. ISB’s gov-
ernance superseded individuals’ independent ambitions to own the school. There-
fore, irrespective of the money contributed, each board member got one vote.

Andhra Pradesh’s then chief minister, N. Chandrababu Naidu, offered land at 
subsidized rates in Hyderabad. He saw ISB as a catalyst to shape the city’s image as 
one with global aspirations and a magnet to draw investments into the state. How-
ever, land and money proved easier to find than a world-class faculty, which ISB 
tried (unsuccessfully) to do through McKinsey’s pro-bono services. Realizing the 
challenge of attracting international faculty to an unknown Indian business school, 
they pursued academic partnerships with global business schools as a way to facili-
tate knowledge and faculty exchange. Several significant decisions followed.

The first decision was to build a one-year MBA program, liked by students be-
cause of the lower cost and quicker reentry into the job market. The Kellogg School 
of Management at Northwestern University helped design this effort, modeled on 
INSEAD in Fontainebleau and IMD in Lausanne. A traditional two-year MBA pro-
gram comprising roughly six hundred forty teaching hours was compressed into 
an intensive year of learning, while retaining the contact hours to preserve the pro-
gram’s rigor and quality.18 However, ISB’s MBA program would not get official rec-
ognition from India’s apex regulatory body, the All India Council for Technical Edu-
cation (AICTE), which mandates that MBA programs need to take two years to com-
plete. Instead, ISB applied for and received international accreditations, ensuring 
that employers would value certificates that the school issued to its students.

The second decision was to build an executive education program alongside 
the postgraduate program to generate additional funding for growth. The third 
was to adopt a model in which visiting faculty would teach one or two courses 
over a five-to-six-week period each year, allowing ISB to invite top faculty from 
renowned international business schools without disrupting their academic and 
personal lives. This structure relieved ISB of pressure to recruit a cadre of perma-
nent faculty before opening. By the time ISB opened its doors, it had hired four 
permanent faculty and twenty-three visiting faculty. With these “experiments” in 
place, ISB welcomed its first class of one hundred twenty-eight students to cam-
pus in 2001. Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee inaugurated ISB–a move crucial 
to establishing the credibility of this nonaccredited higher-education institution.

Twenty-two years after its inauguration, ISB became the one hundredth school 
in the world to earn the “triple crown” of accreditations–a feat achieved by only 
the top 1 percent of business schools.19 With an annual intake of nine hundred stu-
dents, it is on the way to becoming one of the largest MBA programs globally. It of-
fers scholarships to provide needs-cum-merit support to students, helping increase 
accessibility to its postgraduate program, which costs approximately US$45,000.20 
ISB’s experiments–the collective philanthropy model, the one-year nonaccredit-
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courses, each lasting four to six weeks, taught by visiting world-class faculty. Like 
the ISB model, the students would be trained in leadership, communication, and 
critical writing and provided internship opportunities. The first few classes of the 
YIF were generously funded. Many fellows went on to top graduate degree pro-
grams in the United States and Europe. Others were hired by top organizations in 
India through the founders’ networks. 

Like the model for ISB’s postgraduate program, YIF granted a certificate to the 
graduates at the end of one year. In 2014, when Ashoka was officially launched, 
the fellowship was brought under its aegis and became a recognized and accred-
ited residential, graduate diploma-granting program in liberal studies. Today, it 
boasts of having nurtured more than twenty-one thousand socially conscious 
leaders and changemakers for the twenty-first century and has emerged as one of 
the most sought-after programs in India for young professionals.25 

Unlike other prominent, Pan-Indian, university-independent fellowships, 
such as Teach for India (established in 2008) and the Legislative Assistants to 
Members of Parliament (LAMP) Fellowship (established in 2010), in which fel-
lows are paid a monthly stipend, the Young India Fellows pay an annual fee to at-
tend Ashoka. The university provides need-based financial aid and partners with 
financial institutions to provide loans to cover the rest of the costs. As of 2023, 65 
percent of the fellows are on need-based financial aid.26

The pool of visiting faculty for the YIF came from different parts of India and the 
world to teach at Ashoka’s temporary campus in New Delhi. The visiting faculty 
helped both to establish the credibility of Ashoka’s mission and to recruit full-time 
faculty. While the paperwork to create the university was underway, partnerships 
were forged with the University of Pennsylvania and Carleton College for academ-
ic planning and certifications. The experiment’s novelty attracted some top liberal 
arts and leadership faculty to the YIF, and eventually to Ashoka overall. Some fac-
ulty gave public lectures to drive Ashoka’s outreach and fundraising efforts. 

By 2014, when Ashoka formally launched its campus in Haryana and admitted 
the first set of more than one hundred twenty undergraduates, YIF had paved the 
way for over two hundred credible alumni, who were placed in top organizations 
and global universities. This success drew faculty from India’s top institutions to 
move to Ashoka full-time. Today, Ashoka has over four thousand alumni (under-
graduate, graduate, and YIF attendees) spread across more than thirty countries. 
It currently operates on a twenty-five-acre campus housing forty-five hundred 
students, of which nearly 49 percent receive financial aid.

In 2015, when Ashoka University was in its second year, a few technology experts 
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ence to the ancient Indian centers of learning, or gurukuls, that flourished under the  
shade of the Plaksha (or Ficus) tree.28

Since 2021, Plaksha has sought to reimagine technology education, enable a 
research and innovation ecosystem, and address the challenges of health, securi-
ty, mobility, energy, and manufacturing.29 The founders strive to deliver an edu-
cation that addresses real-world problems by employing multiple technological 
know-how streams, drawing from liberal arts and business education, and offer-
ing a project-oriented curriculum connected to industry, an approach embraced 
by institutions like MIT (which emphasizes grand challenges) and the Olin Col-
lege of Engineering (which encourages curricular innovation).

Inspired by ISB’s and Ashoka’s collective philanthropy, the founding group 
raised funds from more than thirty-five business leaders in India, the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and Singapore. The state of Punjab, which had earli-
er lost competitive educational institutions to its neighbor Haryana because of the 
latter’s proximity to New Delhi, provided Plaksha with subsidized land in Mohali, 
near the state capital. 

While acquiring the land, Plaksha launched a yearlong graduate liberal arts–
based program in technology called the Technology Leaders Program (TLP), in  
partnership with Purdue University and the University of California, Berkeley, in a 
temporary campus in Gurgaon, Haryana, similar to Ashoka’s YIF. A global commu-
nity of CEOs, entrepreneurs, and academics designed TLP, and they put fifty-nine 
handpicked high-potential young individuals through its rigorous program. The 
TLP curriculum was focused on fields that Plaksha wanted to teach at undergrad-
uate levels, such as artificial intelligence, machine learning, design thinking, sys-
tems thinking, data science, entrepreneurship, and leadership. The first batch of 
TLP participants who graduated in 2020 all got jobs. By 2021, when Plaksha officially 
opened, TLP had emerged as a sought-after program for Indian youth interested in 
working at the intersection of technology, product development, and the social sci-
ences. Plaksha University then launched four unique bachelor of technology pro-
grams in computer science and artificial intelligence, robotics and cyber-physical 
systems, biological systems engineering, and data science, economics, and business.

To attract high school students, Plaksha started the Young Technology Schol-
ars (YTS) program. A two-week intensive summer program, YTS exposes students 
to real-world problem-solving through hands-on learning and interdisciplinary 
coursework.30 Plaksha is leveraging takeaways from both ISB and Ashoka as well 
as from the reputations of its founders with the hope of becoming a model that 
can inspire several other “Plakshas.” 

Krea University (Krea), led by the chairperson of its executive committee, 
Kapil Vishwanathan, represents a recent effort to reimagine liberal arts 
education for the world. Krea means an “action-oriented approach” in 
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Global Academic Collaborations

1.	 Institutions build academic partnerships with top international universities 
to drive faculty exchange, program design, and collaborative branding. 

2.	 Global partnerships create opportunities for international student exchang-
es, as well as research collaborations. 

State Governments’ Support

1.	 State governments liberalize policies that enable private players to estab-
lish educational institutions, seeing new universities as investments to gen-
erate employment and improve the state’s image.

2.	 State governments offer land and other resources at subsidized rates to the 
founders of educational institutions, often the result of interstate competi-
tion to attract such institutions.

Experimentation outside Regulatory Regimes

1.	 Institutions continue to experiment with nonaccredited models that have 
successfully coexisted with accredited programs. 

2.	 Institutions create alternate models in undergraduate and graduate pro-
gram structures to give students flexibility to design their own academic  
journeys. For example, undergraduate programs not limited to the tradi-
tional three-year bachelor’s degree, returning graduate programs, and the 
like.

3.	 Institutions adopt diverse, flexible, and liberal admission processes aligned 
with central and state regulatory policies that allow them to cater to a wid-
er candidate pool. 

4.	 Regulators allow some of these innovations to thrive despite not coming 
under their control, viewing them as experiments that could lead to more 
formal solutions for the country’s future educational needs.

Table 2, continued

Source: Author’s compilation of data.
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Further, for all the excellence in teaching that prioritizes more than a purely 
technical education, research has received relatively scant attention. None of the 
entrepreneurial efforts profiled here are within plausible distance of being world-
class in research. The institutions that I have highlighted have focused on becom-
ing teaching universities first and foremost.34 ISB, with the longest gestation peri
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author’s note
I am grateful to Nishant Singh (Fulbright Scholar, EdM 2022, Harvard University) 
for his extensive help with background research and key interviews, and for his as-
sistance with this essay. Several individuals consented to be interviewed, particu-
larly Vineet Gupta, Pramath Raj Sinha, and Kapil Viswanathan. 
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