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Abstract:

The importance of governance, leadership and administration in terms of quality and sustainability in
higher education system is a common reality. The Indian higher education institutions (HEIs) have
elaborated regulatory and financial structures that have many implications on institutional autonomy and
performance. Assam is a distinctive context because it is a northeastern state, with most of the universities
being public and most of the colleges being provincialized, which means that it is influenced by the
differences between the regions, the control of the state, and the infrastructural limitations. The paper
explores the structures of governance, leadership style and administrative issues in the public higher
education institutions of Assam by relying on secondary source of data. The study is based on policy
documents, regulatory reports, and the literature of scholars and the analysis of the impact of centralized
governance, limited leadership freedom, and inefficiencies in their administration on the functioning of
institutions and academic quality. It is analysed in the context of modern discourse of reform, especially
the National Education Policy 2020, that highlights issues of transparency, accountability, and building
leadership capabilities. The results indicate that there are ongoing issues associated with the bureaucratic
control, financial dependence, staffing issues, gaps in digital governance, and compliance overload. This
research proposes that to reform the higher education sector in Assam, it is necessary to devise the
decentralization of the governance of the sector, professionalization of leadership, and building of the
administrative capacity to bring the institutions up to national standards of quality and meet the regional
developmental demands.

Keywords: Higher Education Governance, Leadership, Administration, Public Universities, Assam, NEP
2020.
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1. Introduction:

Higher education has been regarded more as a strategic area of national development, social mobility, and
equity of the regions. Public institutions of higher education remain influential in increasing access in
India, especially among first-generation students and marginalized groups. Nevertheless, the issues of
governance inefficiency, limitations of leadership, and inflexibility of administrative structures have been
taken to the forefront of the discussion on higher education reform (Tilak, 2015).

The nature of the higher education system in Assam is a system of state universities together with the
extensive presence of provincialized degree colleges, most of which are largely reliant on government
funding and regulatory control. Although the numbers of enrolment have swelled with time, the standards
of governance and institutional management have not grown in a similar measure (Barua, 2018). In most
state-owned HEIs, the decision-making process is still centralized, and the institutional level of autonomy
is not very high, which influences academic planning, fiscal management, and innovation.

The role of leadership in the public HEIs places leaders in a strategic slot between the policy guidelines
and the institutional realities. The vice-chancellors, principals, and senior administrators are supposed to
offer academic vision and administrative effectiveness, but their position is usually limited by bureaucratic
steps and political interventions (UGC, 2019). These limitations undermine strategic leadership and shake
accountability systems.

Governance and effective leadership are also made difficult by administrative challenges. The staff
shortage, slowness of funding, compliance requirements, and lack of digital infrastructure are common
problems in state-operated facilities, especially in rural and semi-urban Assam (RUSA, 2021). The
National Education Policy 2020 suggests broad reforms to increase autonomy, professionalism of
leadership and transparency in governance, nevertheless, the adoption of the reforms is not even among
the states (MoE, 2020).

It is against this background that the current study critically analyzes the governance structures, leadership
practices, and administrative issues in the public higher education institutions in Assam by analyzing the
secondary sources. The paper aims to make contributions to policy relevant knowledge of higher education
governance in peripheral and resource constrained areas by locating Assam in general national reform
discourses.

2. Review of Literature:

Tilak (2015), Private Higher Education in India. Tilak critically reviews the governance systems in the
Indian higher education system and points to the systemic deficiencies within the Indian system, namely,
overaggressive state regulation, lack of institutional autonomy and professional management habits. The
article claims that centralized forms of government limit academic leadership and creative innovation,
strategic planning, and responsibility. Tilak also highlights the importance of reforms in the governance
system in order to have institutional leadership and transparency and accountability to the people.

Barua (2018), Higher Education in Assam: Issues and Challenges. Barua examines problems relating
to structure and administration of higher education in Assam that includes public universities and
provincialized colleges. The research notes that significant impediments are administrative inefficiency,
political influence in appointments and inadequate infrastructures and reliance on funding. It also observes
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that the leadership in institutions is still more procedural and this constrains the ability to make strategic
decisions and long-term academic planning in the institutions of higher learning in Assam.

University Grants Commission (2019), Quality and Governance Reforms in Higher Education. In
the UGC report, governance reform is highlighted as the precondition of quality improvement in higher
education. It emphasizes the idea of decentralization, academic autonomy and leadership capacity-
building as critical elements of proper institutional governance. The report notes that state higher education
institutions are often challenged by governance strain because of the overlapping regulatory controls and
compliance pressures, weakening the ability of the leadership and limiting institutional innovation.

Ministry of Education (2020), National Education Policy 2020. The National Education Policy 2020
suggests some extensive changes in bettering governance and leadership in institutions of higher learning.
It promotes autonomous governing boards, division of governance and academic functions, openness of
decision-making and appointment of leaders on merit basis. The policy focuses on the institutional
autonomy but with accountability to increase the academic quality, administrative efficiency, and
sustainability in the long run of the institutions of higher learning funded by the government.

RUSA (2021), State Higher Education Plan: Assam. According to the RUSA State Higher Education
Plan of Assam, the infrastructural development, as well as the growth of enrolment in the public higher
education institutions has been documented. It, however, points out to the recurring administrative
bottlenecks, slow pace of using funds, lack of staff and few reforms in governance. The report highlights
the importance of enhancing the administrative capacity, good leadership, and better governance systems
to maximize the effects of the higher education reforms in Assam.

NAAC (2022), Manual for Self-Study Report. In NAAC manual, the governance, leadership and
management are recognized to be some of the important indicators of institutional quality. It identifies the
absence of strategic planning, internal quality assurance systems, participatory governance, and digital
administration in most institutions of higher education in the public sector. The framework focuses on
quality benchmarks and accreditation standards that can be achieved through accountable leadership, data-
based decision-making and strong administrative systems.

3. Research Objectives:
1. To examine the governance structures and leadership practices prevailing in public higher
education institutions of Assam.

i1. To analyze the major administrative challenges affecting institutional efficiency and academic
quality in Assam’s public HEIs

4. Research Methodology:

The research design used in the study is the qualitative and analytical research design using completely
secondary sources of data. The government policy and regulatory documents (NEP 2020, RUSA reports),
scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal articles, and institutional reports regarding higher education
governance in India and Assam were used to collect the data. The theme of analysis and content analysis
were used to determine recurrent patterns, challenges and reform views concerning governance, leadership
and administration. The research is not based on the primary data collection but on the triangulation of the
plausible secondary sources to guarantee the rigor and validity of analysis.
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5. Discussions & Result:
5.1 Conceptual Framework:
5.1.1 Governance:

The concept of governance in public higher education connotes the formal and informal regulatory
systems, decision-making process and accountability framework that govern institutional operations and
are used to guarantee that institutions are pursuing their policy goals. It includes statutory institutions,
regulatory systems, funding systems and stakeholder involvement which together determine academic and
administrative procedures. Excellent governance fosters transparency, institutional independence and
responsible leadership and balances the public responsibility. Centralized control and regulatory oversight
in governance is a common feature of the Indian context, which potentially restricts institutional flexibility
and responsiveness especially in state-funded institutions of higher education (UGC, 2019).

5.1.2 Leadership:

Higher education leadership is a concept that encompasses both the administrative and academic
leadership of the institutional leaders including the vice-chancellors, principals, and the senior
administrators. It incorporates the expression of institutional vision, leadership of academic excellence,
staff and faculty motivation, and organizational culture. Leadership success also streamlines the policy
requirements and institutional facts to allow innovation, strategic planning, and quality improvement.
Autonomy, structures of governance and accountability are factors that affect leadership effectiveness in
the public higher education institutions. NEP 2020 stresses the need to build the institutional performance
with the help of merit-based leadership, professional competence, and ethical responsibility (MoE, 2020).

5.1.3 Administration:

Administration is the management aspect of higher education institutions, including the management of
the finances, human resources, development of the infrastructure, record-keeping, and compliance with
regulations. Effective administration guarantees seamless execution of academic and governance
decisions and promotes teaching, research and student services. The challenge of staft shortages, stringent
protocols, and lack of digital infrastructure is common in administrative efficacy in senior higher education
institutions. As NAAC points out, transparency, digital governance, and internal quality assurance
mechanisms play an essential role in creating strong administrative systems to meet the standards of
institutional efficiency and quality (NAAC, 2022).

5.2 Objective-wise Analysis and Discussion:
5.2.1 Governance Structures in Public Higher Education Institutions of Assam:

The Assam system of public higher education institutions has a largely centralized form of governance as
determined by the state laws, governing boards and the government funding schemes. Provincialized
colleges and state universities operate under affiliating university statutes and department of Higher
Education issued directives, Government of Assam. Although this system guarantees a sense of
accountability among the populace, it highly limits the autonomy of the institutions within the planning
of the academia, management of funds, and human resource decision-making (UGC, 2019).
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The control on decision making in most public HEIs is vested on the level of state or university level and
colleges have little control about the revision of curriculum, recruitment of staft and resources. This type
of centralized governance is usually associated with the delay of procedures and the lack of responsiveness
of institutions to local academic and socio-economic demands. Researchers say that too much state
dominance destroys participatory governance and institutional innovation (Tilak, 2015).

Moreover, the nature of governing bodies like governing councils and academic committees is quite
formalistic and has few stakeholders. The participation in governance processes by the faculty and students
is low, which makes the process less transparent and accountable. That there are no empowered governing
boards as envisioned in NEP 2020 is a gap in governance between policy intent and institutional reality in
Assam (MoE, 2020).

5.2.2 Leadership Practices and Institutional Vision:

The Assam public HEIs are characterised by the leadership based on administrative compliance as opposed
to the strategic academic vision. Government directives are expected to be adopted by principals and vice-
chancellors who have to manage scarce resources and take care of regulation compliance, at the cost of
being academically inclined leaders. According to Barua (2018), leadership experiences in most
institutions are procedural, and little room exists to do long term planning or innovating.

The process of selection and appointment to leadership posts is mostly aimed at seniority and
administration experience rather the leadership skills, including strategic thinking, financial management
and entrepreneurial skills in academics. This strategy restricts the development of the transformational
leadership able to find the way to overcome the complicated institutional issues (Tilak, 2015). NEP 2020
proposes the use of merit and transparency in the position of leaders, but there is still unequal application
throughout the system of higher education in Assam (MoE, 2020).

Autonomy is also limited which restricts leadership effectiveness. Even enthusiastic leaders encounter
structural limitations to carrying out reforms connected with the modernization of curriculum,
development of faculty, and promotion of research. Constant policy change and comparison by the
bureaucracy infringe on the discretion of leadership and accountability leading to incoherent practices in
governance.

5.2.3 Accountability and Quality Assurance Mechanisms:

The main health mechanisms of accountability within the public HEIs in Assam include regulatory
mechanisms that are concerned with the adherence to the norms of UGC, NAAC accreditation criteria,
and the state governmental instructions. Although accreditation has enhanced documentation and

procedural transparency, it typically focuses on compliance and not on continuous quality improvement
(NAAC, 2022).

Most institutions have Internal Quality Assurance Cells (IQACs) that are required by NAAC, yet they do
not have functional independence and trained staff. They are often involved with the preparation of
accreditation and not with strategic quality enhancement. The results indicate that governance and
leadership reforms should shift the focus of procedural compliance to participatory and outcome-oriented
models of governance.
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It can be seen that the governance and leadership of the public higher learning institutions in Assam is
typified by centralized control, restrained autonomy, and procedural leadership. Strategic planning,
innovation and involvement of stakeholders are weakened by structural constraints. To enhance
governance, it is necessary to decentralize, enable leadership, and support the vision of NEP 2020 of
autonomy and accountability.

5.3.1 Human Resource and Staffing Challenges:

Chronic staff shortages especially in non-teaching and technical posts have a strong impact on the level of
administrative efficiency within the public HEIs in Assam. The provincialized colleges are staffed with
inappropriate personnel in administration and therefore the faculty members are expected to do
administrative roles besides teaching and research. This twofold load negatively influences the quality of
the academics and the productivity of faculty (RUSA, 2021). The bureaucratic nature of recruitment
procedures and requirements of approvals make recruitment processes take a long time to fill vacancies.
Contractual and temporary appointments also add to the instability of the administration as well as low
morale of the institution. Lack of formal orientation of administrative personnel restricts professional skills
and flexibility to digital governance systems.

a) Overlap of Roles between Faculty and Administration:

Without the proper number of non-teaching personnel, the faculty would often be given the task of
administration like admissions, examination organization, financial record keeping, and reporting on
accreditation. This is an overlapping position that reduces the impact of academic activity and time to
prepare the teaching, conduct research, and mentor students. Research has shown that a high workload of
the administrative personnel causes professional burnout and restricts scholarly output in state institutions
of higher learning (Tilak, 2015).

b) Delays in Recruitment and Career Progression Bottlenecks:

Slow recruitment due to layers of approval systems and financial limitations causes long time vacancies
on both academic and administrative cadres. Such delays interfere with institutional continuity and cause
extra burden to the current personnel. In addition, inconsistent promotion schedules and absence of
effective career development plans discourage motivation and dedication of teaching as well as non-
teaching staff, which influence the efficiency of the organization (UGC, 2019).

¢) Skill Deficits and Lack of Capacity-Building:

The administrative staff in most Government HEIs are not exposed to the new management practices,
financial management software and electronic records. Their capacity to adapt to e-governance initiatives
that are being advanced through the national reforms is limited by the lack of access to professional
training and capacity-building programmes. NAAC (2022) points out that administrative competence is
one of the main factors that define institutional quality, but institutional systematic training is poorly
developed in the public HEIs of Assam.

d) Institutional Governance and Quality Assurance Effect:

The direct impact of human resource shortages on governance outcomes is in terms of undermining the
institutional planning, documentation and monitoring processes. Understaffing affects the effective
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operation of Internal Quality Assurance Cells (IQACs) and slows down the accreditation and regulatory
compliance. As a result, the institutions are responsive and not proactive in terms of governance and
quality improvement efforts (RUSA, 2021).

e) Implications for Reform and Policy Implementation:

The continuity of human resources issues opens the prospects of the implementation of governance
reforms in the scope of NEP 2020 being obstructed unless it is backed by regular recruitment,
administrative professionalization, and systematic staff development. To improve the efficiency of
administration and institutional resiliency in the public higher education industry of Assam, it is necessary
to strengthen human resource management by means of transparent recruitment, performance-based
appraisal, and regular training (MoE, 2020).

5.3.2 Financial Administration and Resource Management:

The management of finances in the public HEIs in Assam has continued to be a major administrative
problem. State grants and central funding programs like the RUSA and PM-USHA are significant to the
institutions. The inability to plan effectively and implement projects in time is increased by delays in fund
disbursement, strict spending standards, and financial autonomy (UGC, 2019).

Most institutions do not have trained finance officers as well as modern accounting system, which creates
inefficiencies in the processes as well as underutilization of development funds. Institutional development
is also limited by the competitive focus on financial compliance as opposed to strategic allocation of
resources. It is claimed that the issues of financial decentralization and capacity-building are the key to
enhancing the level of administrative effectiveness (Tilak, 2015).

5.3.3 Digital Governance and Administrative Modernization:

Implementation of digital governance systems in the state of Assam in the public HEIs has not been
homogenous. As countries encourage e-governance, learning management systems, and online record-

keeping, most of the organizations have no proper infrastructure, skilled staff, and technical backup
(NAAC, 2022).

In rural and remote regions, the digital gaps are even greater, and it impacts the efficiency of
administration, transparency, and services of students. A poor internet connection and insufficient
technical training impede efficient utilisation of digital platforms in admissions, examination and
administration of academics. These difficulties justify the necessity of a specific investment in the digital
infrastructure and administrative training.

5.3.4 Compliance Burden and Administrative Overload:

In Assam, the pressures of compliance in the public institutions of higher learning are large given the
supervision of several regulatory and supervisory agencies such as the affiliating universities, the
University Grants Commission (UGC), the National Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC), and
state higher education authorities. All these agencies require regular reporting, documentation, audits and
evaluations with overlapping formats and schedules. The resulting process of multiple regulatory demands
causes administrative overload, obligating institutions to focus more on procedural compliance than on
academic planning and innovation. Consequently, administrative personnel and faculty members spend a
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lot of time on documentation, accreditation preparation, and reporting on regulations and less time is spent
on teaching, researching, mentoring, and participating in community life. These types of governance create
restrictions of institutional freedom and dilut the academic orientation, which contributes to simplified
regulatory frameworks and compact reporting systems to improve the efficiency of management and
academic performance (UGC, 2019).

Key Challenges Associated with Compliance Burden:

a) Duplicating Requirements and Overlapping Reporting Requirements: Public HEIs will have to
provide similar information and reports to different agencies in different formats. This redundancy
heightens work, causes confusion and ineffective utilization of human resources especially in those
institutions that have few personnel in administration.

b) Faculty Participation in the Compliance work: It is important to note that faculty members are often
engaged in the work with accreditation documentation, gathering of data, and participating in regulatory
reporting because of the lack of personnel. This also diverts their attention out of the main academic duties
with negative implications on improving the teaching quality and productivity of research.

¢) Time-Bound Accreditation and Audit Pressures: NAAC accreditation cycles, financial audits and
compliance deadlines create time-bound pressure on institutions. Without special compliance departments,

these pressures tend to lead to rather unsystematic administrative practices instead of planning of
governance (NAAC, 2022).

d) Limited Integration of Digital Compliance Systems: Institutions cannot use digital platforms due to
the absence of integrated digital systems in the data management and reporting processes. This does not
only increase chances of errors but also prolongs administrative tasks, which adds more work load and
stress.

e) Effect on Strategic and Academic Governance: Overly compliant demands distract leadership in
institutions in terms of strategic development, curriculum innovation, and promotion of research. The
governance is reactive instead of developmental and result-oriented so that the institutions are not allowed
to grow with time (Tilak, 2015).

As noted in the analysis, administration issues, such as staffing, financial inflexibility, and digital divide,
compliance burdens, and administrative boundaries, are a significant issue in the institutions of Assam
regarding institutional performance and academic standards in the area of the public HEIs. These issues
need to be tackled through administrative professionalization and financial independence, building
capacity digitally, and simplifying regulations to aid good governance and leadership.

1. Major Findings:

Governance, leadership and administrative issues in the Assam based public higher education institutions
are analyzed in the current study based on the secondary sources. A structural and functional limitation
that restrains institutional autonomy, leadership performance, and administrative efficiency in the overall
institutional performance is observed.
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Major Findings of the Study:

1.

1l.

1il.

1v.

Vi.

Vil.

Viii.

1X.

Centralized Governance Structures: The public HEIs of Assam are very powerful in terms of
centralization of governance where the state authorities play an important role in making
financial, academic, and management decisions. This restricts the autonomy of institutions as
well as postponing decision-making.

Limited Leadership Autonomy: Institutional leaders do not have the freedom to strategically
plan, innovate and develop the university in the long term as they have to work within a high
degree of bureaucracy. The leadership positions are more procedural as opposed to
transformative.

Administrative Staff Shortages: There are constant shortages of non-teaching and technical
personnel that cause extra administrative workload on the faculty members, which negatively
impacts teaching effectiveness, research productivity, and mentoring of students.

Slow Recruitment and Human Resource Unpredictability: The extended recruitment process
and the use of contractual appointments cause institutional instability and demoralization of staff,
undermining administrative continuity and effectiveness in governance.

Financial and Resource Management Constraints: The inability to properly use resources and
develop infrastructure in the public HEIs is caused by the issues of delayed fund outlay, strict
financial standards, and minimal budgetary control.

Inequalities in Digital Governance Adoption: There is still a discrepancy in the adoption of
digital governance systems especially in the rural institutions, which restrains administrative
transparency, efficiency, and evidence-based decision-making.

Compliance Burden and Administrative Overload: There are numerous regulatory obligations
of the UGC, NAAC, affiliating universities and state authorities, which impose administrative
overload, which makes the institutions focus more on the administrative requirements rather than
academic and developing goals of the institution.

Poor Internal Quality Assurance Systems: Internal Quality Assurance Cells (IQACs) tend to
operate in a compliance-based style without adequate ability to meet continuous quality
improvement and strategic governance.

Gap between Policy Vision and Implementation: NEP 2020 proposes good governance and
leadership reforms, but the implementation of the same at the institutional level in Assam is
partial and unequal because of structural and administrative limitations.

In general, the results highlight the significance of governance decentralization, professionalization of
leadership, capacity building of administration as well as simplification of the regulations to maximize
effectiveness and sustainability of the publicly owned institutions of higher learning in Assam.

7. Conclusion:

The paper explored the dimensions of governance, leadership and administrative operations in the Indian
context of institutions of higher education which are interrelated in the state of Assam by critically
analyzing secondary literature, policy directives and regulation. The results suggest that even with the
quantitative growth in access and infrastructure, Assam-based public HEIs persist in structural issues that

are ingrained and limit institutional effectiveness and academic quality. Analysis indicates that centralized
forms of governance and low levels of institutional autonomy constrain the timeliness of decision-making
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and participative governance. Most institutions are still procedurally oriented in leadership positions and
are limited by bureaucratic control and compliance with regulations which restricts their strategic vision,
innovation, and academic leadership. Administrative issues- especially staffing gaps, slow hiring, poor
financial structures, skewed digitalization, and compliance crunch- only exacerbate these constraints and
distract the efforts of institutions on their core academic operations.

Although national policy efforts, including National Education Policy 2020 and funding structures,
including RUSA and PM-USHA, offer an optimistic template of policy reform, the research notes that
there is a wide disparity between policy intent and the ground situation in Assam. Much of the governance
reforms are formalistic until there is professionalization of the administration, leadership and
simplification of rules to suit regional realities. The conclusion is that to make the Assam public higher
education stronger a holistic approach that entails a decentralized form of government, empowered and
merit-based leadership, and an efficient administration system are the things that will work. Devoid of the
above issues, the struggle to improve the quality, equity, and sustainability of higher education is likely to
be biased. Reforms in the future should thus focus on institutional independence and responsibility, human
resource, as well as the digital transformation to make sure that the public tertiary institutions in Assam
serve to impact the regional and national development.
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