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IN PERSPECTIVE
A new.measure

of merit

. The UPSC
should identify
administrators with
critical thinking. Can
universities help
prepare them?

NEIL TANNEN, PAUL NEWMAN
AND DANIYA SHAH

hen the Union Public
) Service Commission
(UPSC) marked a

century ofinstitutional history
on October 1, 2026, the occa-
sion provided an opportunity
to revisit a consequential idea
in Indian public life: merit. At
the Commission’s centenary
discussions, UPSC Chairman
Ajay Kumarargued forgreater
emphasis on reasoning, spon-:
taneous thinking, and judge-
mentunder ambiguity, rather
than predictable or coached
responses.

That intervention deserves
attention beyond the civil ser-
vices examination. If India
increasingly expectsiits future
administrators to think rather
than rehearse, an important
question follows: are its uni-
versities educating students
for that kind of merit?

The answer matters be-
cause administrative com-
petence is not created at the
examination centre. Itis built
over years through reading,
discussion, research, writing,
disagreement, and exposure
to-unfamiliar problems. Yet
for many students, university
education and preparation for
public service remain oddly
disconnected. A student may
spend three or four years
completing a degree and then
enter a coaching institute to
acquire the analytical writing,
current-affairsawareness,and
structured argumentrequired
for competitive examinations.
Coaching is not, by itself, the
problem. The deeper concern
is why higher education so
often fails to cultivate these
capacities as part of ordinary
academiclife.

Universities should not be-
come extensions of the UPSC
coaching industry. Their pur-
pose is much wider. But the
qualities expected of a capable
administrator overlap consid-
erablywiththoseexpectedofan
educated graduate: the ability
to interpret evidence, distin-
guishargument fromassertion,
recognise competing perspec-
tives, communicate clearly,
exercise ethical judgement,

andrespondintelligentlywhen ‘

thereisnoready-madeanswer.

This is why the debate over
merit canriot end with chang-
esin UPSC question papers or
interview techniques. It must
reachuniversityclassrooms. In
many institutions, assessment
still rewards predictability.
Students prepare around like-
ly questions, standard notes,
andfamiliar answer structures.
Success can depend more on
reproducingmaterialinrecog-
nisable form than on demaon-
strating whether knowledge
has heen understood, chal-
lenged, or applied.

Artificial intelligence makes
this problem hardertoignore,
Generative Al can summarise
readings, explain concepts,
organise arguments, and pro-
duce competent prose within
seconds, The educational
premium must therefore shift

towards interpretation, dis-

crimination, and judgement.
That does not require exot-

ic reform. A Political Science

student can analyse an actual

Centre-state dispute rather
thanmerelydefine federalism.
An Economics student can in-
terpret a public budget and
identify trade-offs. Students
of Public Administration can
examine whythesamegovern:
ment programme produces
different outcomes across dis-
tricts. Soclology students can
study how institutions operate
differently across communi-
ties. Case studies, simulations,
field research, policy briefs,
oral examinations, and re-
search-based assignmentscan
test whether students can use
knowledge ratherthan merely
storeit. .

..Merit also cannot be sepa- *
rated from unequal academic
environments. Candidates for
national examinationsemerge
from very different institu-
tions. Some of them study in
universities withstrong librar-
ies, experienced faculty, active
seminar cultures, and access

-to internships and mentors.
Others comefrominstitutions

struggling with vacancies,
weak infrastructure, and lim-
ited academic exposure. .

Beyond recruitment -
The National Education Pol-
icy (NEP), 2020, has already
placed multidisciplinary learn-
ing, experiential education,
research, and critical thinking
atthe centre of reformin high-
er education. But curriculum
reform will mean little if class-
room practices and examina-
tionsystemscontinue toreward
thehabitsof theold model. Uni-
versities must move awayfrom
theassumption that teachingis
complete once thesyllabus has
beencovered. The more mean-
ingful test is whether students
canusewhattheyhavelearned
whenconfrontedwithanunfa- .
miliar problem.

There is also a democratic
reason for this. Universities
are among the few institutions
where young adults should
Jearn how to questionevidence,
disagree without hostility, rec-
ognise complexity, and revise
their views when confronted
with stronger arguments.
These habits matter whether
a graduate enters the civil ser-
vice, business, academia, jour-
nalism, or publiclife.

Therefore, the UPSC'’s sec-
ond century offers an oppor-
tunity to rethink more than
recruitment. If India expects
future administrators to navi-
gate climate emergencies, Al,
urbanisation, misinformation,
andsocialconflict, the prepara-
tion must begin long before a
candidate enters an examina-
tion hall, .

Thenewidea of meritshould
notbetheability toremember
more than everyone else. It
should be the capacityto think
clearly when the answer has
notalready been provided. In:
dian universities haveas much
responsibility for cultivating
that capacity as the UPSC has
foridentifying ir,
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