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Introduction 

The Federal Government removed the Chairperson of 

the Higher Education Commission Pakistan (HEC) Dr 

Tariq Banuri with immediate effect through a 

notification issued on March 26, 2021. The decision is 

based on the recommendation of the Cabinet 

Committee for Disposal of Legislative Cases 

(CCLC),1 which, in turn, had relied on the audit report 

showing gross irregularities and the need for further 

inquiries is several appointments and allocations.2 

While the decision has to be followed up by certain 

administrative measures, it is a pertinent time to revisit 

the recently promulgated PhD Policy as well that has 

caused considerable level of chaos among the 

stakeholders.3 Such reconsideration of policy is 

important because the higher education has a direct 

relation with the research, innovation, economic and 

intellectual development of that nation, and a policy 

that lacks in certain obvious aspects might have lasting 

repercussions. The policy towards higher education 

holds a significant position not merely within the 

purview of education policy but also in the context of 

national policies on human development and nation 

building.  

                                                             
1 Kaleem, Muhammad Faisal, Cabinet committee proposes removal of HEC chairman, Daily Times, March 25, 2021, 

https://dailytimes.com.pk/738189/cabinet-committee-proposes-removal-of-hec-chairman/ 
2 Relevant section of the audit report was shared on social media by an anchorperson. Yousafzai, Shiffa, Twitter Post, March 

28, 2021, 12:35 AM, https://twitter.com/Shiffa_ZY/status/1375894211602571266 
3 HEC’s new PhD policy elicits sharp criticism. Daily Dawn, January 14, 2021. 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1601385; MS, MPhil must for PhD admissions: FAPUASA rejects HEC recommendation. The 

News, January 27, 2021 https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/780567-ms-mphil-must-for-phd-admissions-fapuasa-rejects-

hec-recommendation. 
4 The policy document can be accessed online using this link: https://www.hec.gov.pk/english/services/faculty/Plagiarism/ 

Documents/HEC-PhD-Policy.pdf 

Higher Education Commission (HEC), Pakistan 

launched its Policy on PhD Degree Programs on 

January 20, 2021 and declared it effective 

retrospectively from January 01, 2021.4 The policy 

has brought forth structural changes in the existing 

frameworks regarding admission criteria, evaluation, 

course work and research requirements of the PhD 

scholars in various fields.  

Some of the key changes that have become basis for 

discussion are enlisted below: 

 Minimum requirement for admission to a PhD 

program has been reduced from MPhil i.e. 18 

years to graduation i.e. 16 years of education. 

 MS/MPhil leading to PhD programs have been 

discontinued and no further admission are 

allowed in these programs. 

 The applicants having BS or equivalent degree 

in one discipline can pursue PhD degree in 

another (with a few exceptions). 

 The policy removes the condition to send PhD 

dissertations to foreign experts for review and 

evaluation of dissertations from Pakistani 

experts can now suffice. 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1601385
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These changes are fundamental and have far reaching 

impacts. Therefore, the provisions of this policy 

require a thorough analysis. Prior to that, however, 

there are a number of questions on policy formulation 

process. It is important, for example, to understand if 

the policy formulation involved the stakeholders, and 

if the possible consequences for relevant segments 

including parents, students, faculty, higher education 

institutions (HEIs), and provincial higher education 

commissions (PHECs) have duly been deliberated at 

various levels and stages.  

The most fundamental dimension, perhaps, relates to 

the legal mandate of the HEC with respect to such 

policy and the nature of relationship between HEC, 

the PHECs, and the HEIs. With the above questions in 

mind, following brief review summarizes the 

discussions that IPS had with educationists, experts of 

higher education, vice chancellors, academicians, and 

intellectuals. Simultaneously announced 

Undergraduate Policy5 and a few previous education 

policies were also consulted for better understanding 

and comparison. 

Question of Legal Mandate 

Legal question has fundamental importance in this 

debate. Universities enjoy considerable autonomy in 

running their affairs.6 The 18th Constitutional 

                                                             
5 HEC, Undergraduate Education Policy 2020, https://hec.gov.pk/english/services/faculty/Plagiarism/Documents/UGE-

Policy.pdf  
6 In respect of the roles and responsibilities of federal and provincial agencies in the higher education and those of the HEIs, 

a 2017 report prepared for HEC had thoroughly reviewed the post-18th amendment framework and had identified several 

inconsistencies and ambiguities. It had pointed out that universities enjoy considerable autonomy in substantive and 

procedural issues while they are highly dependent on HEC in financial affairs. See: Khwaja, Azam Ali, Management and 

Governance (Federal/Provincial roles and responsibilities; HEI managers’ appointment, autonomy & accountability), final 

report,  
https://www.hec.gov.pk/english/universities/projects/TESP/Documents/TESA%20Report%20-

%20Management_and_Governance%20in%20HE%20sector.pdf 
7 Punjab Higher Education Commission Act 2014 has clearly mentioned in section 10(a) and (b) that Punjab Higher 

Education Commission will coordinate with HEC and also will formulate guidelines and recommend policies in line with 

national standards prepared by HEC. However, Sindh Higher Education Commission Act 2013 does not define any 

framework for coordination between Sindh Higher Education Commission and HEC. For details, please visit 

http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/2584.html and http://sindhlaws.gov.pk/setup/publications_SindhCode/PUB-NEW-18-

000134.pdf.  
8 There is lot of confusion with respect to functions, duties and jurisdiction of federal and provincial HECs. There are cases 

pending before the Sindh High Court and the Supreme Court of Pakistan, while the Council of Common Interests has 

deliberated the matter inconclusively. See: SHC seeks arguments on Sindh HEC, The Express Tribune, January 22, 2021, 

https://tribune.com.pk/story/2280919/shc-seeks-arguments-on-sindh-hec 
9 In 2015, federal government formulated a committee with an aim to coordinate with provinces on the issue of higher 

education, create consensus among them and give recommendations to the Council of Common Interests for a pragmatic 

solution in this regard. Committee was able to convene only three meetings. Punjab agreed to work in coordination with the 

federal HEC but Sindh remained indecisive, while the others were least interested in setting up their own higher education 

authorities. See: https://www.thenews.com.pk/tns/detail/562160-hec-higher-education-conflict and 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1182659/newspaper/newspaper/column. 

Amendment of 2010 had cast several questions with 

respect to governance of higher education. Following 

the devolution of the subject of education to provinces 

through this amendment, the provinces of Sindh and 

Punjab have established their own higher education 

commissions.7 The federal HEC, however, was 

allowed to continue discharging its duties by the 

Supreme Court of Pakistan till further legislation.8 

Even when a decade has passed since passage of the 

18th Amendment, the absence of laws to demarcate the 

jurisdiction, powers and functions of the federal and 

provincial authorities with respect to higher education 

has understandably caused lack of coordination and 

consultation among the key stakeholders of this 

important area of public policy.9  

A policy will enjoy warm reception and respect only 

when reservations and concerns regarding legal role 

and limitations of various stakeholders are 

satisfactorily defined and explained. Therefore, it is 

urgently required that the relevant forums including 

the Council of Common Interest (CCI), National 

Finance Commission (NFC), and the legislature 

define the complete scheme of devolution by 

demarcating the limits of power and jurisdiction 

between the federal and provincial authorities on 

higher education. HEC too should demonstrate 

sensitivity in dealing with issues within the 

https://hec.gov.pk/english/services/faculty/Plagiarism/Documents/UGE-Policy.pdf
https://hec.gov.pk/english/services/faculty/Plagiarism/Documents/UGE-Policy.pdf
https://www.hec.gov.pk/english/universities/projects/TESP/Documents/TESA%20Report%20-%20Management_and_Governance%20in%20HE%20sector.pdf
https://www.hec.gov.pk/english/universities/projects/TESP/Documents/TESA%20Report%20-%20Management_and_Governance%20in%20HE%20sector.pdf
http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/2584.html
http://sindhlaws.gov.pk/setup/publications_SindhCode/PUB-NEW-18-000134.pdf
http://sindhlaws.gov.pk/setup/publications_SindhCode/PUB-NEW-18-000134.pdf
https://www.thenews.com.pk/tns/detail/562160-hec-higher-education-conflict
https://www.dawn.com/news/1182659/newspaper/newspaper/column
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overlapping fields of authority unless it is obviously 

demonstrated that all key stakeholders are already 

onboard and in agreement on fundamentals.  

Process of the Policy Formulation 

There is a visible level of concern on the process 

towards this policy. Academics and administrators of 

various public and private universities10 as well as 

countrywide faculty representatives11 have 

complained that the policy has been formulated 

without proper consultation with them. This is a major 

factor behind a cold reception of the new policy by 

HEIs. The provincial commissions on higher 

education (in case of Sindh and Punjab) are supposed 

to work closely with the federal HEC for ensuring 

integrated and cohesive policies in all HEIs 

throughout the country. There are, however, 

indications that the HEC did not conduct satisfactory 

consultation with the provincial bodies.12 Private and 

public sector universities too have complained of 

neglect in the policy formulation process.13 

Inclusiveness which should be a foundation stone of a 

policy is obviously missing in this case. It is obvious 

that without wide consultation, inclusive approach and 

thorough consideration, no stakeholder will be ready 

to own the policy which will ultimately lead it to 

failure. 

For an important policy that has impact on individuals 

as well as the nation, and is aimed at preparing the 

students for a global competition, the consultation 

should not have even been confined to HEIs and 

provincial administrators of higher education. A 

mechanism should have been followed to solicit views 

                                                             
10 HEC’s new PhD policy elicits sharp criticism. Daily Dawn, January 14, 2021. 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1601385 
11 MS, MPhil must for PhD admissions: FAPUASA rejects HEC recommendation. The News, January 27, 2021 

https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/780567-ms-mphil-must-for-phd-admissions-fapuasa-rejects-hec-recommendation. 
12 Sindh rejects HEC’s four-year graduation policy. Daily Dawn, February 4, 2021. 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1605317 
13 HEC’s new PhD policy elicits sharp criticism. Daily Dawn, January 14, 2021. 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1601385 
14 There is no systematic way either to survey students’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction regarding the ongoing policies. Students 

Union used to be a very useful and effective platform in this regard to bridge such gaps between students and administration 

and raise students’ concerns to authorities. Unfortunately, however, this platform has been forced to stop work since four 
decades and as a result, students find no legitimate and peaceful way to convey their concerns and speak up for their 

preferences. Although political parties including the incumbent Pakistan Tehreek e Insaf (PTI) have, time and again, 

advocated the revival of student unions in the educational institutions, so far no concrete step has been taken in this direction. 

Government of Pakistan, parliament, and all relevant circles including HEC and HEIs need to adopt a positive approach in 

this regard and allow students to form their unions through peaceful and productive mechanism so that student community 

may not be neglected while formulating any policy. 

and opinions from parents, students, teachers and 

common citizens as they too have important stakes.14  

For a policy that has brought major changes in 

educational scheme, a lapse in better coordination and 

communication between the stakeholders is sufficient 

to overshadow all other aspects of the policy, even if 

positive. There is a need to widen the circle of 

consultation to take the provincial higher education 

authorities, public and private sector universities, 

faculties as well as students and teachers onboard for 

consultation. This will enhance validity and 

acceptability of the policy and HEC as a federal 

authority will be able to win confidence of all the 

parties involved. 

Local Context vis-à-vis Foreign Practices 

It is always good to draw lessons from the experiences 

of others but in all such instances, local context has to 

be keenly observed. The PhD Policy demonstrates an 

effort to develop higher education mainly on 

precedents from USA and Europe. The PhD policy 

and the simultaneously announced Undergraduate 

policy of the HEC, envisage US and UK model in a 

shift to four-year undergraduate degree programs 

while compensating two-year bachelors in the name 

of associate degree (another manifestation of the US 

model). Similarly, abolition of mandatory requirement 

of MS/MPhil for admission in PhD is a reflection of 

higher education policies of the US and UK. But in a 

quest to follow these practices, policymakers have not 

taken the local dynamics and realities into 

consideration. Even in US, the policy is not identical 

across institutions and disciplines. Universities have 

autonomy to decide whether they award MPhil degree 

to their students or not. The University of Michigan, 
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the University of Pennsylvania and few other 

universities offer a standalone MPhil degree, for 

example. Rest of the universities generally offer 

Masters of Arts—MA or Master of Science—MS (a 

combination of research and course work) which is 

normally contingent upon holding a bachelor degree. 

BS leading to PhD is not a common practice and only 

those students who have remained exceptional in their 

academic career till 16th year of education and who 

also have exposure of some research work are given 

this relaxation. Oxford Brookes University of 

England, for example, permits a direct admission to 

PhD in exceptional circumstances i.e. to an applicant 

who holds a Master’s degree awarded by a UK Higher 

Education Institution or an overseas Master’s degree 

of equivalent standard, provided that the Master's 

degree is recent and is in a closely related discipline 

which is appropriate to the proposed research and 

that the Master’s degree included training in research 

and the execution of a research project.15  

Generalizing this criterion to all students means that 

there is no proper mechanism to evaluate a student’s 

academic and research exposure and all the applicants 

with varying degrees of capability and research 

aptitude are given opportunity to appear in PhD 

immediately after graduation. If we correlate the two 

policies brought forth by HEC recently, i.e. the 

Undergraduate and PhD policies, one fact becomes 

obvious that now a student who would seek education 

after intermediate level would have no option but to 

go for a four-year graduation and then to PhD which 

also consists of four to eight years. It is important to 

consider if this distribution of educational phases suits 

the society and its people. The ratio of those enrolled 

in HEIs for higher education is already low,16 and a 

prolonged span of time for one degree will add to the 

further decline in this ratio. Socio-economic condition 

of the country’s majority would not favor most 

students to enroll for five years for their first degree. 

                                                             
15 Oxfor Brookes University, “Programmed, Fees and Entry Requirements”, https://www.brookes.ac.uk/social-

sciences/courses/research-degrees/step-2/ 
16 According to the National Human Development Report launched by United Nations Development Programme—UNDP 

in 2018, Sixty-four per cent of Pakistan’s total population comprises of youth with an age of below thirty which is around 

138 million of the country’s total population. For details: http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/unleashing-potential-young-
pakistan. While according to the UNESCO statistics, less than two million (1,878,101) got enrolled in the HEIs for higher 

education in the year 2018. For details: http://data.uis.unesco.org/ 
17 A comparison between the quantity and quality of research in Pakistan shows that quantitatively, academic research in the 

country has seen new horizons during last two decades. Articles produced by Pakistani institute affiliates increased by 687 

percent between 1985 to 2015. But at the same time, quality of the research has not remained encouraging. Unfortunately,  

most research articles from Pakistan are published in low quality research journals (i.e., low impact factor journals). From 

In most cases, students and their families find it hard 

to afford the financial burden of higher studies. 

Current scheme may prove an obstacle in the way of 

less privileged candidates aspiring for higher studies.  

Although this policy is not unique in its essence and 

many of its provisions are already in practice in certain 

developed countries, blind following of any system 

would not be a wise strategy. While making and 

enforcing new policies in any area, policymakers must 

ensure that indigenous dynamics are kept in view. 

Abolition of MPhil and Impact on Research 

Quality 

With this policy, students have to enroll in PhD after 

their graduation. In the competitive atmosphere, all 

those who could afford it would rush to get admission 

in PhD programs. For those who would enroll for 

PhD, there will be an option to discontinue their 

doctoral studies after completion of some coursework 

to obtain the degree of MPhil if they wish not to 

continue their doctorate. They will, thus, be awarded 

MPhil degree with no exposure of research at all. In 

another scenario, if majority of the admitted students 

continue their PhD, it will result in the production of 

excessive number of PhDs in every field of study 

without much options for them to join in practical life.  

MPhil/MS degree is not merely the name of few 

additional courses over a particular period of time. 

Rather it is a baseline for future research work for a 

scholar which not only teaches him/her methodologies 

for a quality research but also provides him 

confidence, experience and exposure to conduct 

further research in his area. Direct admission to a PhD 

program after completing 16 years of education means 

that now a PhD aspirant will join the degree with no 

experience and exposure of research at all. This may 

prove hazardous for already declining research quality 

in the country.17 This could have been compensated 
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with the provision of some research exposure in 

graduation but HEC’s Undergraduate Policy 2020 did 

not consider this option.  

The new policy for admission to PhD program further 

states that an MS or MPhil degree leading to a PhD 

program will be defunct henceforth. But at the same 

time, it authorizes candidates to get an MPhil or MS 

degree if they meet the required standards during the 

course of their doctoral studies. The required 

standards specified in the policy are that the aspirant 

should have completed half of the course work of his 

doctoral studies to be eligible to get a MPhil degree. 

The question here arises as to what will be the use and 

value of this MS or MPhil degree if the applicant has 

been awarded it with zero know-how of research 

work.  

Ambiguity Regarding Admission Criteria 

Subject selection for PhD is another ambiguous 

element in the new policy. As per the declared policy, 

it shall generally not be a requirement for admission 

to a PhD program that the applicant shall have 

completed a prior degree in the same discipline 

[Section.3.3 of the Policy]. Although HEC sees it 

consistent with the best international practices, the 

provision creates confusion as to what will be the 

actual requirement for admission to a PhD program in 

a particular discipline. As per the internationally 

prevalent common practices, the candidate aspiring to 

get admission in a PhD degree program should have 

studied the same subject as major subject during 

his/her graduation at least. While distribution of a 

degree in major/minor subjects is not a common 

practice in Pakistan, it will not be easy to evaluate an 

aspirant’s actual interest in the desired subject if he 

has not studied it in previous levels.18  

There is no harm in giving students an option to take 

admission in a PhD degree program which is similar 

to their previous studies, but the current policy has 

opened up admission for every aspirant, whatever 

subjects he has studied previously, if she/he 

successfully satisfies the admission committee. 

                                                             
2000 to 2015, only nine articles were published by Pakistani researchers in Science and 11 in Nature, the two research 

journals which are considered to be among the highest impact factor journals publishing basic scientific research. 
Muhammad Z. Ahmed, Enough Quantity: Time to Focus on Quality of Researchers in Pakistan, International Higher 

Education, Number 91: Fall 2017, pages 24, 25. 
18 For instance, Columbia University’s School of Middle Eastern, South Asian and African Studies--MESAAS has clearly 

mentioned on its website that to qualify for the award of MPhil degree, at least two-thirds of the courses required for the MA 

and M.Phil. must be MESAAS courses. Exceptions to this rule, which are rarely made, must be approved by both the advisor 

and DGS. For details, please visit https://mesaas.columbia.edu/graduate-program/requirements/.  

Universities have not even been allowed to conduct 

subject specific test for admission in PhD. This may 

result in a quality decline and will promote nepotism 

or malpractices to offer students admission in PhD. It 

can be argued that it is only a minimum requirement 

and universities are independent to set their own 

admission criteria, but opening interdisciplinary 

admission on the one hand and abandoning subject 

specific test on the other has only added to confusion. 

On the one hand, the PhD policy allows universities to 

establish their own admission framework while 

describing the proposed criteria for admission as 

“minimum”, but, at the same time, it has directed 

universities to abandon subject test for admission in 

PhD (with possible exception of certain science 

disciplines). This is a self-contradictory expression of 

the Policy which will have its implications  

Research Evaluation: Question of Local and 

Foreign Examiners 

New policy for PhD has also made relaxation in the 

criteria of evaluation of doctoral dissertations. Now 

the team of external experts can either be from 

Pakistan or from any academically advanced country. 

But if the PhD candidate publishes his or her 

dissertation research in a peer reviewed journal that 

is classified by the HEC as category X or above, the 

PhD dissertation will only require evaluation by one 

external expert [either Pakistan-based or foreign] 

[Section.4.4(b)]. A plausible rationale for this 

provision may be found in relying more on local 

human resource and giving due credit to the 

indigenous scholarship. It is also true that foreign 

evaluation does not always guarantee quality. Still, 

however, it is commonly considered that experts with 

exposure to more advanced knowledge and techniques 

do contribute in improvement of a study. The location 

of a person should not, therefore, be made a criterion 

for adjudging the scholarship and expertise. Meeting 

international standards in research and being able to 

contribute to the most advanced discourses and 

techniques should certainly be the aim, but this should 

https://mesaas.columbia.edu/graduate-program/requirements/
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neither be attempted through any stereotyping (e.g. 

considering foreign evaluation as the key to quality), 

nor should the local evaluation be allowed to relax the 

standards of research.  

The given relaxation may have been motivated by an 

urge to reduce the financial burden. Universities have 

to pay each evaluator for the evaluation of PhD theses 

and foreign evaluators are paid considerably higher 

than the locals. While private universities put this 

burden on the PhD aspirant himself, public sector 

universities have to contribute a major portion of these 

expenses in order to get the dissertation evaluated. 

They, in turn, are dependent on the HEC for their 

funds and a considerable amount of their budget is 

spent on the evaluation of PhD research. If the 

financial concern is a major factor in this decision, 

then it might have overshadowed the legitimate and 

preferable concerns related to research quality.  

The major concern of the HEC and HEIs should be to 

ensure merit and transparency in the process of 

evaluation in order to make every effort that research 

conducted in any Pakistani university is effective and 

internationally comparable. Both foreign as well as 

local examiners should be engaged to ensure validity, 

quality, transparency and merit in research, and to 

facilitate students in the improvement of their 

knowledge, skills and exposure.  

Recommendations 

 Though, the policy was officially implemented 

by HEC with effect from January 1, 2021, HEIs 

that offered admissions for PhD have generally 

followed previous criteria and scheme. They 

have not updated themselves to the new policy. 

It is, therefore, not late to reconsider the policy 

and halt implementation of it and start a broad 

based consultation for a more practical, 

indigenous and progressive PhD Policy.  

 Keeping in view the concerns raised by various 

stakeholders, a tentative policy draft prepared by 

experts should be sent to the concerned circles, 

including provincial bodies, HEIs, faculty and 

student representatives, VCs, educationists, 

experts and policy forums for review and 

recommendations. The policy draft should also 

be brought on floor of the Parliament in order to 

involve public representatives in this crucial 

debate. A final draft, thereof, should be launched 

after sufficient consultation. 

 Reducing admission criteria for PhD to 16-year 

education should not be generalized. For the 

time being, only those graduates can be given 

direct admission to PhD who have studied 

research methodology at graduation level and 

have also done some practical research work. In 

the process of admission, the aspirants should 

also be bound to come up with their research 

proposal for doctoral studies as is the practice in 

many advanced countries. 

 Universities should be given leverage of their 

autonomy to set their own admission criteria. If 

a university is willing to adopt GAT (subject) for 

scrutiny, it should be entitled to do so. Similarly, 

permission of changing discipline for PhD 

studies should not be binding to the universities. 

It should be left to the administration of a 

university as for which disciplines it permits 

interdisciplinary exchange. 

 Whether foreign examiners or local, merit 

should be the policy for research evaluation. 

HEC, HEIs and faculty have to ensure that 

relaxation in the research evaluation process is 

not giving way to compromises on research 

quality. 

 It is already too late to determine the 

constitutional and legal role of HEC with respect 

to the provincial higher education bodies. 

Parliament, provincial assemblies and the 

Council of Common Interest should take 

necessary measures in order to create consensus 

regarding regulation of the higher education 

sector at different levels. 
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