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‘Innovation doesn’t happen it silos... Our academic institutions
must build structures that allow different minds to meet’

Inanerawhen studentsareseeking morethanjust degrees,
India’s top academic institutions are being called to
rethink their purpose. At the heart of this shiftis a quiet
but urgent transformation — one that places innovation,
entrepreneurship, and real-world impact at the centre of
higher education. VRamgopal Rao, group Vicechancellor
of BITS Pilani campuses, spokewith Hemali Chhapia
on why academia must evolve from being a place of
knowledgecreation to a platform for problem-solving.

® Youve said Indian academia needs transformation.
What might sucha transformation look like?

. It'sabout reimagining the core of what our institu-
tions stand for. For too long, we've measured academic
Success through publications, citations, and patents.
But the world has changed — and so have
the expectations from students and
society. They don’t just want degrees;
they want to solve problems, create
value, make impact. For that, we need
to put éntrepreneurship, innovation,
and relevance at the centre of our
academic DNA.,
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Something more tangjble?

® You're suggesting knowledge is no
longer enough, that it myst translate into

Exactly Knowledge has to move beyond paper. It

must travel, touch 1 i i
Think of it ge ot lives, and evolve into solutions.

I generates not just profit, hut purpose.
i%;st arc - fro_m Problem to product to public 1gjovd ~1s
ourinstitutions myst institutionalise,

® But is that kind i =11
at:ademii:.r.tmcture?0 f translation possible in our current

Itshard, butnotimpossible. We needami e
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preneurship. Tt encourages scholars tg think about the

real-world applications of their work from day one. We're
also aligning faculty evaluations to include patents,
prototypes, and startup impact—not justjournal metrics.

@ You've spoken about looking westward for inspiration -
like Stanford or MIT. But what should we take away from

theirsuccess?
Not their patent count — but how they deploy them.
Less than 1% of Stanford’s revenues come from patent

licensing. Yet their IP, leveraged through startups and
collaborations, has created over $3tn in economic value.

on?FilingIPisn'tenough. Youneedan ecosystem
gllgfisdeas don’tgather dustbut get to work.

@ What barriers hold back Indianinstitutions?

Two .big ones: collaboration and culture. First,
collaboration. Innovation doesn’t happen in silo_s. It
happens when technologists talk to economists,
when clinicians brainstorm with data scientists. Our
institutions must build structures that allow different
minds to meet. Second, culture. We currently celebrate
academic depth — Nature papers, H-indexes - but not
translational breadth. A student solving a sanitation

issue in a village doesn’t get applause if there’s ng
publication attached. That must change.

@ You mention culture - but surely this also ties into how
our institutions are funded and governed?

. Absolutely. US transformed its academic landscape
withtheMorrill Actin1862, creatingland-grantuniver-

' sities tied to national development. We need our

Morrill moment. NEP 2020 can be that turning point —
but only if we act on it boldly. Our institutions rely
heavily on tuition or govt grants. Compare that to US,
wherediversified income - endowments, philanthropy,
industry ties-givesfreedomtodream, experiment,and
failforward.

@ Howdowebridgethedisconnectbetweenacademiaand
industry?

Weneedtospeak the samelanguage. Industry wants
results; academia wants inquiry Industry guards
secrets; we publish them. To collaborate meaningfully,
we need professional tech transfer offices, flexible IP
policies, faster MoUs - and most importantly, mutual
trust. At BITS, we're working to streamline these
processes and embed industry orientation into student
and faculty mindset alike.

@ And for students? How do you nurture entrepreneurial
thinking? ot $ .

We stop treating entrepreneurshj
curricularactivity Itmustbecome an ac:::i eﬁica;l tim_
Wetellstudentsit'sokay tofail. We celebrate the oneswho
build, not just those who memorise. We give them plat.
forms ~ not just degrees. At BITS Pilani we're acti?.'elY:
fusing research, innovation, and enterprise, Recaias e
realmark of auniversity isn'tjusthow many gys dtath
produces, buthow many changemakers it inspireg

® Whatdoyouhopetoseeinindianacademiainfive yaars?

Thope to see universities that are not ivory towers
but innovation platforms. That doesn't just awapq
degrees, but solves problems. That redefines success,
not by how much they publish, but by how much they
change lives. It's a long road - but if institutions like
ours take the first steps, I'm certain many will follow.
Thetimetoactisnow,
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