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Nation-building rests on both physical and social infrastructure. This year, for the fi rst time in our India Infrastructure Report 
(IIR) series, we turn to social infrastructure — in particular the educational system. Education is the cornerstone for social and 
economic transformation, for building a healthy, active citizenry participating in a just and democratic society.
 After six decades, India has achieved near universal primary school enrolment. Increasingly, girls are going to school 
for basic education. While social inequalities persist, the gap has been narrowed in some areas. There are other advances 
too: school attendance has been rising and dropout rates have come down, though still unacceptably high. The demand 
for education has been growing rapidly as evidenced by the increasing number of  parents sending their children to private 
schools in the rural areas. The private sector reaches 25 per cent of  the children in elementary education, and more than 
50 per cent of  those in secondary and higher education. 
 Sadly, however, the quality of  learning across all levels of  the education system is abysmally low. All surveys and 
measurement tools unanimously point to one conclusion — extremely poor learning outcomes across-the-board. Urban 
schools are not signifi cantly better than rural schools and the vast majority of  private schools are not much better than 
government schools, after taking into account the advantage that children from wealthier, educated families have. About half  
of  the primary school students are three classes below the levels they ought to be in reading and even more in arithmetic. 
These appalling outcomes continue or are even exacerbated at the secondary and higher levels. High school children do not 
have basic conceptual understanding. Students entering the workforce have very low employability. Clearly, raising the quality 
of  education is the bigg est challenge in our educational system.
 After decades of  neglect, education is being prioritised by policy-makers. Recent initiatives include the landmark Right 
of  Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act (RTE), 2009, fl agship schemes related to secondary and vocational 
education, and several Bills on higher education. The central government has also increased expenditure on education at all 
levels. Whilst there are positive features in all these eff orts, there is a common theme that runs through them. It is more of  
the same: increased inputs, standardised norms and more fi nance in the same system. The RTE Act, though well-intentioned, 
could wreak further damage if  it is implemented rigidly. It could aggravate the learning gap by automatic promotion to 
the next class. Further, thousands of  schools may not be recognised under the new RTE norms and would have to close 
down, throwing millions of  children out of  school. It would kill innovation, experimentation and alternative schools; unless 
the states, that are bound by RTE, ensure that the rules in implementing the Act are fl exible and focus on performance, 
not inputs. 
 This IIR makes a plea for a radically diff erent approach. It is important to take on board the lessons from various experi-
ments and try to apply them in a systemic way with much greater focus on assessment methods. At the school-level, the 
priorities should be a clear articulation of  learning goals, organising children according to their learning abilities and not 
on the basis of  their age, retaining students if  they are not ready for the next class, and buttressed by professional teacher 
training and pedagogical reform. A major overhaul of  the higher education system is also urgently needed with a view 
to going beyond minimum standards and enabling excellence. Along with mandatory accreditation by independent bod-
ies, greater autonomy should be granted to institutions of  higher learning that also allows them more fl exibility to raise 
legitimate sources of  fi nancing to build endowments and provide scholarships. Further, there is a need for non-traditional 
approaches to regulate these institutions, relying more on internal and external evaluations and public disclosure of  
information. 
 Overall, a diversity of  schools and higher educational institutions should be permitted as long as they are able to deliver 
quality outcomes. Greater partnership between the private sector and government is required to make all types of  education, 
including vocational, more relevant to a rapidly growing economy and a more enlightened society.

Foreword 



x Foreword

 This IIR brings together perspectives from experts deeply committed to the education sector. We present hotly debated 
alternative views and evidence to show what works and what does not. The underlying aim is to make suggestions for 
improving the quality of  education in an inclusive way, keeping the child and the youth at the centre of  the process. I hope 
that this IIR will contribute to the evolving literature on the education system, help raise public awareness and debate on 
the issue, and become an input to policy formulation. I would like to thank the authors, editors and all those who have 
contributed to the production of  this Report.

RAJIV B. LALL 
Vice Chairman and Managing Director

IDFC Limited



The India Infrastructure Report (IIR), for over a decade now, has taken up contemporary issues related to physical infrastructure. 
However, the writing on the wall is bold and clear — progress in social infrastructure, like education and health, should 
go hand-in-hand with advancement in physical infrastructure for sustainable development. Sadly, more often than not, the 
education sector in India is in the news headlines for all the wrong reasons. In this milieu, considering IDFC’s commitment to 
nation building, Ritu Anand proposed that this year we should look into the concerns of  the education sector. 
 First, I would like to express my deep gratitude to Ritu Anand for bestowing her faith in me to take up this important 
assignment. Her unwavering support, guidance and encouragement saw us through this publication.
 We are deeply indebted to Geetha Nambissan, Madhav Chavan, Rukmini Banerji, Saumen Chattopadhyay, Anit N. 
Mukherjee, M. H. Suryanarayana, Raja Parthasarathy, Vikram Pant, Anand Sudarshan and Srinivas Rao for explaining to me 
the complexities of  the sector, and for introducing us to other experts. The insightful discussions and diverse perspectives 
immensely helped us to defi ne the contours of  this IIR.
 The lively and extremely valuable deliberations at the Writers’ Workshop held at IDFC Foundation, New Delhi, on 30 and 
31 March 2012 helped to shape the fi nal report. We put on record our gratitude to all the workshop participants, including 
those who may not have contributed to the report as authors. In this regard, those who deserve special mention are Sumali 
Moitra, Srinivas Rao, Cherian Thomas, Ritu Anand, Ranesh Nair, Protiva Kundu, Jyoti Gujral, Chandrima Sinha, and Neeraj 
Agarwal. We would also like to express our appreciation to Babu Nambiar, Renu Mehtani and others from the IDFC Delhi 
Offi  ce for helping in organising the Writers’ Workshop.
 This report would not have been possible but for the authors, who made major contributions and despite their busy 
schedules cooperated with us throughout. Their patience, when dealing with our repeated editing requests and reminders, is 
deeply appreciated. We are grateful to all the contributors.
 We would like to thank Rajiv B. Lall, Vice Chairman and Managing Director, IDFC Limited, for his unstinted support and 
encouragement to the publication of  IIR 2012. We would also like to thank Cherian Thomas, CEO, IDFC Foundation and 
Animesh Kumar, Co-CEO, IDFC Foundation for their constant encouragement during the course of  preparing the report.
 In bringing out the IIR 2012, eff orts and support have come from many more. First, we would like to deeply acknowledge 
the contribution of  Bharati Sawant throughout the preparation of  this report. Her versatility as well as keen eye for detail 
was indispensible. The competence with which she organised every event, coordinated with the authors on multiple tasks, 
assisted in editorial work and proofreading, interacted with Routledge, New Delhi, and tirelessly supported on many other 
tasks on the project is immensely appreciated. Our special thanks to Ranesh Nair, Megha Maniar and Satish M. K. for 
their editorial support. We would also like to thank Lavi D’Costa, Pritika Hingorani, Protiva Kundu, Tanvi Bhatkal, and 
Sourabh Ghosh for their help and encouragement at all times. We would also like to acknowledge our appreciation for the 
support extended by Santosh Parab, Lakshmi R. N., Rahul Samuel, Santosh Shinde, Arun Raste, Venkataraman K. V., and 
Mona Mohan.
 Our special thanks are due also to Routledge, New Delhi, the publishers of  this IIR 2012, who have been consistent in 
maintaining quality while accommodating sometimes exacting demands made on them.
 Finally, we would like to thank all our colleagues at IDFC Limited and IDFC Foundation who provided us academic and 
practitioner perspectives on the issues. While we have taken care to include everyone who helped us in compiling the IIR 2012, 
any omissions are purely unintentional and we hope that they would be construed as such!

Sambit Basu
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Education holds the key to India’s growth and socio-economic 
development. This has assumed greater importance over 
the last decade with India positioning itself  as a knowledge 
economy in a fast globalising world. An educated population 
not only drives economic growth, but also has a positive 
impact on health and nutrition. Well-balanced education is 
also essential in building a just and democratic society. Thus, 
it is indeed critical for India, having a large young population 
and being low on human development indicators, to fast 
track access to quality education.
 Realising the economic benefi ts of  education, the po-
litical leadership set up several higher education institutions 
of  excellence, like the Indian Institute of  Technology (IIT), 
Indian Institute of  Management (IIM), Indian Statistical 
Institute (ISI), and Indian Institute of  Science (IISc) imme-
diately after independence. For several decades the focus of  
central government policy was on higher education. School 
education, more specifi cally village-school education, was 
not given importance during the momentous nation-build-
ing period of  the 1950s and the following decades. Although 
free and compulsory education for all children up to the age 
of  14 years was in the Directive Principles of  State Policy in 
the Constitution, continued policy neglect was refl ected in 
the number of  illiterates rising from 294 million in 1951 to 
376 million in 1971. 
 In 1976, education was transferred from the state to the 
concurrent list in the Constitution, making it the explicit 
responsibility of  both central and state governments. But it 
was only in the 1980s that the political leadership saw the 
criticality of  education in building 21st-century India. The 
New Policy on Education (NPE), which was introduced in 
1986, and the National Curriculum Framework (NCF) ush-
ered in education reforms and new institutions. The eff orts 
were intensifi ed in the 1990s through various schemes to 
improve school enrolment, reduce gender and other inequi-
ties as also dropout rates. 
 In 1993, the Supreme Court recognised that the right to 
education was a fundamental right as it was an inherent part 
of  the right to life. The central government initiated the 

Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) in 2000, the most prominent 
centrally-sponsored scheme aimed towards enrolment of  
all children in school, bringing out-of-school children to 
school, retention of  children at upper-primary level, and 
enhancement in learning achievement of  students. Several 
other programmes outside the ambit of  the Ministry of  
Human Resource Development (MHRD), including the 
Mid-day Meal Scheme (MDM) and pre-primary education 
under Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS), were 
introduced to support child education.
 Taking cognisance of  the Supreme Court declaration, the 
Constitution was amended in 2002 to provide for elementary 
education as a right of  every child in the age group of  6–14 
years. The fundamental right to education, enshrined in the 
Constitution, was followed by the Right of  Children to Free 
and Compulsory Education (RTE) Act, 2009, which came 
into eff ect from 1 April 2010. The SSA norms were changed 
to align with the RTE Act, and SSA was made the primary 
implementation vehicle. 
 Presently, about 74 per cent of  the country’s population 
above 7 years of  age is literate (i.e., able to both read and 
write) — a considerable improvement from 18 per cent 
in 1951 (see Chapters 1 and 3). There has been signifi cant 
progress in enrolment of  students at the elementary level 
with nearly universal enrolment, but it drops sharply at 
higher levels. The Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) at elemen-
tary level is 119 per cent, at secondary level 63 per cent, 
higher secondary level 36 per cent, and in higher education 
15 per cent.
 Government initiatives have primarily been aimed at in-
creasing access to education through capacity-creation, with 
equity and quality aspects largely remaining unaddressed. 
The sector continues to face many challenges such as poor  
quality of  education at all levels, low quality of  research, 
inadequate basic physical infrastructure, teacher apathy, low 
quality of  training, and lack of  autonomy and accountability.
 The education sector in India is embedded in a restrictive 
regulatory environment. Although private participation 
is allowed in the education sector, but at all levels, these 
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institutions have to function on a not-for-profi t basis. The 
Supreme Court had ruled that educational institutions are 
permitted a ‘reasonable surplus to meet the cost of  expansion 
and augmentation of  facilities’ but they are prohibited from 
charging a capitation fee or profi teering.
 This India Infrastructure Report looks at the challenges and 
opportunities of  private sector participation in the sector. 
In this process, the report explores several questions, which 
include — is the government spending in the education 
sector being effi  ciently used? Enrolment is increasing, but 
are children learning? Is the private sector able to deliver 
better than the government? Are eff orts socially inclusive? Is 
higher education over-regulated and under-governed? What 
is required to improve the employability of  India’s young 
population? How to overcome the problem of  fi nancing 
vocational education? 

PUBLIC SPENDING IN THE EDUCATION SECTOR

Central government expenditure on education has increased 
signifi cantly over the last decade during the 10th and 11th Plan 
periods (2002–12), particularly in the 11th Plan, driven by the 
consolidation and expansion of  fl agship schemes — the SSA 
and MDM, implementation of  the RTE Act, establishment 
of  the Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan (RMSA), a 
major initiative in secondary education, and enhanced ex-
penditure on higher education. The budgetary allocation by 
the central government between 2007–08 and 2011–12 has 
nearly doubled in the case of  elementary education, and 
has risen by more than three times for secondary educa-
tion and higher education, at current prices. As a result, the 
proportion of  expenditure on secondary and higher educa-
tion increased, although over 52 per cent continues to be 
on elementary education. Most (two-thirds) of  the increase 
has been funded by the education cess since 2004. India is 
unique among developing countries in its use of  earmarked 
taxes for fi nancing public expenditure on education. 
 Two distinct trends are observable in education spending. 
First, an increasing proportion of  the resources is coming 
from the central government, making states more reliant 
on the centre. Second, even poor families are increasingly 
accessing private education services (Chapter 2).

ELEMENTARY EDUCATION

Progress in Universalisation of Elementary
Education (UEE)

The RTE Act is a major initiative of  the government, which 
aims at universalisation of  education for all children (includ-
ing children with disabilities) between 6 to 14 years.  The 

primary focus of  RTE is on the right to schooling and 
physical infrastructure. The Act provides for the establish-
ment of  neighbourhood schools within three years, school 
infrastructure with an all-weather building and basic facili-
ties, and teachers as per the prescribed pupil–teacher ratio 
(PTR) of  30:1. It also mandates that all untrained teachers 
in the system must be trained within a period of  fi ve years 
from the date of  enforcement of  the Act. The fund sharing 
between centre and state is in the ratio of  65:35. All states 
have now notifi ed state RTE Rules.
 The result of  these eff orts is refl ected in various indicators 
reported by the MHRD, such as expanding number of  
primary and upper primary schools, improvement in school 
infrastructure, higher Net Enrolment Ratio (NER) and 
fewer out-of-school children aged 6–14 years. The PTR 
though high has improved to 42.4 per cent in primary and 
31.3 per cent in upper primary in 2010–11.
 Although there has been notable improvement in the 
more quantifi able areas of  infrastructure and other inputs, 
the MHRD does not report on any indicators of  learning 
outcomes. Also, despite affi  rmative action by the govern-
ment for several decades and eff orts to reduce educational 
inequality, the gap still remains high.

Are Initiatives in UEE Able to Reduce
Social Inequality?

Notwithstanding some narrowing of  inequalities in basic 
literacy rates and school enrolments, disparities between 
social groups in educational experiences persist. The in-
equalities are in terms of: (a) enrolment and retention, and 
(b) learning skills. Sonalde Desai and Amit Thorat (Chap-
ter 4) show that the social inequalities are greatest at early 
stages. The largest diff erences between forward castes and 
disadvantaged groups like Dalits, Adivasis and Muslims are 
in school entrances and before completing upper primary. 
Since the disadvantaged social groups are also poorer, it is as-
sumed that their inability to pay for ancillary school expenses 
and the need for children to work and support family income 
may lead to lack of  attendance and dropout. But equally im-
portant is the fi nding that even when children from a disad-
vantaged background attend school, their skill development 
seems to lag behind their peers. While parental income and 
therefore investment in children’s education partly explain 
these diff erences (they are less likely to go to private schools 
and take private tuitions) it is not the only factor. Desai 
and Thorat suggest that teacher indiff erence or discrimina-
tion, school policies, medium of  instruction, and excessive 
reliance on homework where parents are not educated and 
cannot provide an adequate support system perpetuate the 
disadvantage of  low levels of  skill development.
 What are the implications of  these fi ndings on public 
policy? Until recently, public policies had been limited 
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primarily to providing scholarships and other incentives 
to economically-disadvantaged families, and providing 
preferential admission to students in colleges and advanced 
professional programmes. According to Desai and Thorat, 
policy intervention, particularly in the highly controversial 
reservations or quotas in college admissions, comes at too 
late an educational stage. It should come at the primary 
education stage to have a long-lasting impact.
 Desai and Thorat propose that inequalities in education 
could be reduced with remedial training before or after 
school hours. Further, there should be special programmes 
during school vacations for children who are slow learners 
or fi rst-generation learners and are in danger of  falling 
behind. For instance, Rayat Schools in Maharashtra has 
sub-schools attached to normal schools for children who 
have dropped out or fall behind. Teachers need training to 
be sensitive towards disadvantaged children and to be able 
to identify demotivating, discriminatory or exclusionary 
practices. Eff ective teaching techniques and curriculum to 
address the requirements of  disadvantaged children have 
to be innovated or adapted from existing experiences from 
schools such as Navsarjan in Gujarat which has specially 
designed curricula for dalit children. 
 Recently, the government has moved to address social 
inequalities at an early stage of  learning. One of  the key 
features of  the RTE Act is an attempt to redress social 
inequalities at the entry-level class (Nursery or Class I). The 
Act provides for 25 per cent reservation in private schools 
for disadvantaged groups, which include scheduled castes, 
scheduled tribes, low-income and other disadvantaged 
or weaker groups. This provision, challenged by private 
schools in the Supreme Court, was upheld by the court 
as constitutionally valid. The cost incurred by the school 
towards these reserved seats would be reimbursed by the 
government at the cost of  government schooling or actual 
private tuition charged, whichever is lower. While this is a 
bold step taken by the government, it is not clear to what 
extent the learning levels of  the disadvantaged children 
would improve. Given the research evidence cited by Desai 
and Thorat, the generational inequalities would be very 
large as such schools rely heavily on homework and parental 
inputs. Besides, categorisation of  the needy is notoriously 
problematic in India, and subject to discretion, exclusions 
and patronage (Chapter 11). 
 Of  course, much of  the success of  this provision would 
depend on its implementation. As Parth Shah and Luis 
Miranda (Chapter 7) discuss, all stakeholders would have 
concerns: ranging from how the seats are allotted, teacher 
sensitivity to learning needs of  the disadvantaged, to 
uncovered costs of  the private schools. The onus is on the 
government to design a transparent, fair and accountable 
method to implement this provision in private schools. 

 Shah and Miranda propose that the central government 
directly pay and include its contribution in the annual union 
budget as a separate line item. This would take away the 
problem of  relying on the state governments to reimburse 
the schools in time. Another suggestion they make is that 
the centre create an independent Special Purpose Vehicle 
(SPV) to manage the reimbursement and to raise funds 
from corporate and other philanthropic entities. Shah and 
Miranda also propose that this 25 per cent reservation, 
which they call inclusion or opportunity seats, could evolve 
into a voucher programme, and states could put in place 
a mechanism to identify the qualifi ed candidates and issue 
student cards, smart cards or vouchers. The state branches of  
the National Commission for the Protection of  Child Rights 
(NCPCR) and affi  liated non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) could monitor the implementation. Those states 
that do not meet their targets could be charged a penalty 
that could go towards the SPV. 

Children May be Going to School,
But Are they Learning?

The objective of  the RTE includes the provision of  quality 
education to children but, as indicated earlier, the quality 
is associated with inputs instead of  learning outcomes 
of  school children. Even teachers’ duties are only related 
to aspects such as punctuality and attendance, and not to 
learning achievements of  their students. There is no norm 
in the RTE to ensure that a school provides a minimum 
quality of  education.  
 Evidence from multiple surveys and research indicates 
the dismal quality of  learning of  school children. In fact, 
all the surveys are consistent in this regard.  Observations 
from the Annual Survey of  Education Report (ASER), 2011 
(Chapter 11), which collects data from nearly 0.7 million 
rural children from almost all districts in rural India, shows 
that:
(a) At the all India level, 52 per cent of  children in Class V 

cannot read a Class II text and 72 per cent cannot divide. 
(b) While there is a lot of  variation across states, none of  

the states are performing anywhere near a satisfactory 
level. Even for better performing states such as Himachal 
Pradesh (HP) and Kerala, 26 per cent in Class V cannot 
read a Class II text and 40 per cent and 67 per cent of  
children in Class V cannot divide respectively. Also states 
known for their success in terms of  economic growth, 
including Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat and Tamil Nadu, 
have severely inadequate learning levels — Gujarat and 
Tamil Nadu are worse than Bihar, for example, in terms 
of  basic learning.

(c) Urban schools are not much better than rural schools.  
(d) Education Initiatives found that children in urban 

schools performed better at language and math levels 
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but the diff erence was only ‘meaningful’ in terms of  
educational levels for language in Classes IV and VI. 

 The accumulating body of  literature by researchers of  
international repute, using ASER and other data, points 
to extremely poor learning outcomes in elementary 
education, with no improvement in the past fi ve years. That 
is, India seems to be in a ‘big stuck’ as far as basic learning 
is concerned. What is even more worrying is that the 
ASER 2011 data suggests a possible further decline in basic 
learning outcomes of  children. Rukmini Banerji and Wilima 
Wadhwa (Chapter 5) report that Lant Pritchett et al. (2012) 
using ASER data from the past show further that the ‘value 
added’ for each subsequent year in school is very small. 

Effi cacy of Financing Elementary Education

There seems to be little link between the amount of  funds 
allocated to elementary education and learning outcomes 
achieved, as observed by Accountability Initiative (2012) in 
a recent study (Chapter 6). The challenge of  strengthening 
this link assumes greater importance in the context of  the 
RTE, which guarantees ‘age-appropriate mainstreaming’ for 
all children, promising the acquisition of  age-appropriate 
skills and knowledge by every child. Moreover, the RTE Act 
envisages a decentralised model for delivering the learning 
agenda that involves a key role for School Management 
Committees. 
 Financing of  elementary education primarily comes 
from state governments, although the central government’s 
share is increasing due to higher SSA allocations after the 
RTE Act. The centre’s share has gone up to 23 per cent, 
up from 18 per cent in 2004–05. Most of  the budget is 
focused on teachers’ salaries and administrative expenses, 
and then on school infrastructure, with very little attention 
paid to quality-related aspects, innovation and learning 
enhancement. Moreover, when schools generally do not 
receive funds on time, their priority is to pay salaries, not 
incur other expenses. Schools receive limited funds over 
which they have direct control and have restrictions on its 
usage. Grants to schools for maintenance, development and 
teaching–learning materials are based on norms, which may 
not be aligned with the school requirement. Ineffi  ciencies 
in expenditure management lead to delays in the release of  
funds, with unpredictability and bunching of  fund release 
towards the end of  the fi nancial year. Further, the school 
principals or school management committees are often 
unaware of  the purpose of  the fund and so it remains 
unutilised or inappropriately spent. 
 Yamini Aiyar (Chapter 6) argues that the current fi nancing 
system is extremely centralised, leaving little discretion and 
decision-making power at the school management level. 
Therefore, simply increasing fi nancial allocations in the 
current system is unlikely to facilitate the decentralised 

implementation envisaged by the RTE. This would require 
a fundamental re-haul of  the current fi nancing, planning 
and budgeting system. Aiyar proposes untied block grants 
to school management committees, and the simplifi cation 
of  grant allocation and distribution to schools on a per-
child basis rather than the present complex norms-based 
approach. She also indicates the need for a management 
information system to track fund fl ows in a transparent 
manner, and capacity building at all levels of  decision-
making and planning. 
 The reduction in public investment and ineffi  ciency in 
public expenditure are often used to explain the rise of  the 
private or non-state sector in elementary education. 

Growing Importance of Private Sector in
Elementary Education

Over the last two decades, there has been a signifi cant 
increase in children receiving some form of  private 
schooling, either through attendance in a private school or 
through private tutoring. The rapid rise in private schools 
has been driven by ‘budget schools’. These broadly refer to 
unregulated private schools that are accessed by low-income 
families as they charge lower fees than regular private 
schools. Budget schools keep costs low by having minimum 
infrastructure and resources, and teachers on contract who 
are paid a fraction of  the salaries of  their counterparts in 
government schools. 
 Banerji and Wadhwa (Chapter 5) highlight two basic 
trends from the ASER: (a) the proportion of  children not 
enrolled or out-of-school has dropped to under 4 per cent 
in 2011, and (b) the fraction of  children in the age group 6 
to 14 enrolled in rural private schools has risen by almost 7 
percentage points in six years to reach 25.6 per cent in 2011. 
 There are some patterns across states. States that lie 
north and west of  Delhi fall into a ‘high’ private-schooling 
region with one-third to half  of  all rural children enrolled 
in private schools, while in the eastern region private-school 
enrolment is very low. It is somewhat surprising that in 
Tamil Nadu, private-school enrolment is higher in early 
grades and growing, despite the state government investing 
heavily in government schools with quality enhancement 
programs like Activity-Based Learning (ABL).
 Private supplemental help through tuition classes and 
coaching centres is widespread. Banerji and Wadhwa, using 
ASER data, observe that almost 25 per cent of  all rural 
children access these kinds of  supplemental inputs by Class 
VIII. More children are depending on private supplemental 
help, irrespective of  whether they go to government or 
private schools. However, it is not clear whether parents 
are turning to the private sector because of  lack of  faith in 
government schools or because of  their rising incomes and 
aspirations (Chapter 5).
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 With the increasing role of  the private sector, the debate 
on private versus government school provisioning becomes 
louder. The proponents of  private education advocate 
that the private sector should manage schools. For those 
who cannot aff ord to pay, the government should fi nance 
their education through scholarships, education vouchers 
and loans. As Shah and Miranda (Chapter 7) put it, the 
government stands as a guarantor of  education, not by 
producing it but by fi nancing it. This approach combines 
the effi  ciency of  the private sector with the equity focus and 
independent supervision of  the public sector (Chapter 7). 
Private schools should be treated at par with government 
schools and the licensing mechanism for a school to be 
recognised should be simplifi ed. Also, for-profi t private 
schools should be recognised and allowed to compete in the 
education space. 
 Shah and Miranda propose that parents should be 
empowered to infl uence the functioning and performance 
of  schools, and be able to choose the right school for their 
children. The voucher is a tool to change the way government 
fi nances education, particularly for the poor, and also to give 
parents choice of  school. In the present system of  fi nancing, 
schools are accountable to the government. The voucher 
system makes them accountable directly to the students and 
parents since parents pay the school of  their choice through 
vouchers. Under the voucher system, ‘the money follows the 
student, unlike the present system where the money follows 
the school’ (Chapter 6, p. 76). Shah and Miranda argue that 
the voucher system enables equality of  opportunity for 
children and creates competition among schools. Vouchers 
provide the missing ingredient that will change the incentive 
structure towards better performance of  state schools.

Private Budget Schools?

Budget schools have mushroomed over the past decade 
but there is no reliable estimate of  the number of  such 
schools. Suzana Andrade Brinkmann (Chapter 10) indicates 
that though the offi  cial District Information System for 
Education (DISE) data records 26,377 unrecognised schools 
reaching out to 2.7 million students, this could be a gross 
underestimate — there are estimates as high as 40 million 
rural children (Chavan 2011).
 Proponents of  budget schools argue that these schools are 
more cost-eff ective than government schools (their per-pupil 
expenditure is only 40 per cent that of  government schools). 
The low salaries they pay to contract teachers enable them 
to hire more teachers and have lower PTRs. As these schools 
charge low fees, the poor can access good quality educa-
tion, often in English medium. Further, based on market 
principles of  choice and competition, it is advocated that 
these schools are more accountable to parents and students. 
Studies by various international researchers in support of  

budget private schools have highlighted their higher teacher 
attendance and activity. These schools are also conveniently 
located within poor settlements and hence are more easily 
accessible, especially to girls. Advocates of  these schools 
therefore argue that low-cost or budget schools should be 
allowed to function free of  regulations, and government 
funds should be directed towards these schools through the 
voucher mechanism.
 Evidence in support of  quality of  education in low-cost 
budget schools is, however, not conclusive. Many researchers 
have strongly argued against the fi ndings of  the budget 
school supporters on conceptual and methodological 
grounds. Further, it is possible that these budget schools 
could have been ‘preferred’ since there was no government 
school available in the neighbourhood (as in some slums 
and many rural villages). Geetha B. Nambissan (Chapter 
8) argues that a range of  socio-cultural factors, together 
with commuting convenience, infl uence parental decision-
making on schooling for their children. Although these 
schools may be projecting English medium education, often 
perceived by the poor as an indicator of  quality education, 
the schools and teachers may not have the capacity to 
deliver. One of  the fundamental problems highlighted for 
budget schools is para-skilling of  teachers, which implies 
breaking down of  curricular and pedagogical processes into 
simple routine and standardised tasks so that they can be 
handled by ‘less-skilled but suitably-trained individuals’ at 
low salaries. 
 Nambissan (Chapter 8) argues that much of  the ‘evi-
dence’ on low-cost schools is weak and the picture of  this 
sector is still fragmentary. However, the available studies 
suggest that the drive toward profi ts and cutting down 
of  costs in low-cost schools is likely to have detrimental 
implications for teachers, teaching and the very purpose 
of  education (Chapters 8 and 20). Providers of  low-cost 
shcools off er only a minimalistic education to children from 
low-income families. Yet, many of  these players are simulta-
neously off ering middle and elite sections of  Indian society 
a qualitatively diff erent package of  education: Kindergarten 
to Class XII (K–12), well-resourced schools that will yield 
high profi ts. These trends are refl ective of  a democratic and 
ethical defi cit in the spread of  the new private schools. It is 
important that the rights of  all children and especially of  the 
poor are protected and serious research and policy attention 
be drawn to the unregulated school sector.

RTE and the Demise of Non-State Schools?

Going beyond the debate of  private versus government, 
and recognised versus unrecognised non-state schools, it is 
imperative to understand the impact that provisions of  the 
RTE Act would have on the unrecognised schools. By set-
ting stringent requirements for schools on infrastructure, 
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teacher qualifi cations and salaries, the RTE Act will force 
a large number of  non-government schools to shut down 
if  they fail to comply with the norms by April 2013. In 
eff ect, this means impending death for thousands of  non-
government schools around the country that do not meet 
these standards. Madhav Chavan (2011) estimates that 
nearly 40 million rural children will be aff ected if  unrecog-
nised private schools are closed down.
 Andrade (Chapter 10) questions whether these RTE 
provisions are in the best interest of  the children who attend 
non-state schools. The non-state schools cover:
(a) NGO or community schools for the poor (including 

charitable trusts, faith-based and community groups);
(b) Alternative schools (known for being innovative and 

experimental schools and catering to children who 
cannot fi t into rigid mainstream schooling structures); 

(c) Budget or low-cost schools; 
(d) Non-formal schools (catering to deprived children, 

school dropouts, working children); 
(e) Home-schooling. 
 It is ironic that most (95 per cent) government schools 
do not comply with the norms specifi ed in the RTE Act, 
and that too even after a decade of  intense eff orts under the 
SSA, and two years post-RTE. Moreover, learning outcomes 
are as poor in government schools as in the unrecognised 
private schools. In fact, some studies have found that private 
schools provide moderately better education at lower cost 
than government schools. It is argued that if, despite the 
‘price advantage’, better infrastructure and incentives in 
government schools, parents are still opting against them, 
the answer is to improve the system, not to eliminate 
alternatives. 
 One way of  meeting the ultimate goal of  the RTE Act, 
which is quality education, is to adopt fl exibility in its 
implementation through the state-defi ned RTE rules. 
The recent Gujarat RTE Rules off er an approach towards 
recognition of  existing private unaided schools. Instead of  
focusing only on input requirements specifi ed in the Act 
like classroom size, playground, and PTR, the Gujarat RTE 
Rules put greater emphasis on learning outcomes of  stu-
dents in the recognition norms. In these rules, the criteria 
for unrecognised schools to meet RTE norms is a weighted 
average of  student performance, students’ improved 
performance over time, students’ non-academic perfor-
mance and parents’ feedback, and teacher qualifi cations and 
infrastructure.
 As long as children are learning, there should be a 
variety of  schools from which parents can choose. Andrade 
(Chapter 10) advocates a more collaborative Public–Private 
Partnership (PPP) where the private sector views it as a joint 
venture and invests in strengthening the government system, 
while the government facilitates private participation. 

 The key issue is about ensuring quality education that is 
truly inclusive. The RTE Act, while intending to be inclusive 
and set quality standards, does the opposite by the norms 
it sets because it places systems over child. Further, just by 
defi ning a reservation of  25 per cent seats in private schools 
does not make the education policy inclusive. It is important 
to ensure an inclusive classroom where every child is getting 
an equitable quality education. As Annie Koshi (Chapter 
9) points out, inclusive practices celebrate diff erence and 
require that the child be at the centre. A ‘one size fi ts all’ 
policy for elementary education cannot be inclusive. The 
education system should adapt itself  to the requirement of  
the child and not the other way round. In order to ensure ac-
cess, an inclusive school will work at removing the barriers 
that stand in the way of  any child attending and continuing 
in school.
 Koshi (Chapter 9) explains how non-state schools have 
sometimes adapted in fee structure, infrastructure, peda-
gogy, curriculum, assessment, and community engagement 
to suit the requirements of  the neighbourhood community 
and child. 
 Thus, defi ning access, equity and quality through quanti-
fi able standard norms is not going to achieve the objective of  
UEE. Emphasising the type of  school that children should 
go to is also not going to help unless the children going to 
school are learning. It is important to recognise that while 
children in private schools or those receiving tuitions per-
form slightly better than children in government schools, 
the quality is still dismal.

Causes of Poor Learning Outcomes

There are various hypotheses on why the learning levels 
are low among children going to school (Chapter 11). 
First, more than 50 per cent of  school children come from 
families whose parents have never been to any school (this 
is more so for children who go to government schools 
than private schools). So, for these fi rst-generation students, 
their parents cannot identify or support them if  they are 
not learning. On the other hand, children from wealthier 
homes have better educated parents and siblings and do 
better in school.
 Second, although it is desirable that school facilities are 
of  decent quality and the PTR is low, which also happens to 
be the thrust of  the present RTE Act, it is not obvious that 
this will solve the quality problem. Thus, the government’s 
focus on inputs — more expenditure on schools, teachers, 
training, textbooks and so on — is not yielding improvement 
in learning outcomes.
 Third, although children are enrolled, they are not 
attending schools. Some are of  the view that schemes such 
as mid-day meals would improve school attendance and 
also children’s concentration. This, however, fi nds limited 
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support in the fact that most of  the school activities happen 
before lunch.
 Fourth, since the RTE stresses age-grade learning and 
also specifi es that the syllabus should be completed in a 
given time period, schools mainly focus on completing the 
curriculum rather than on delivering learning. As a result, 
many children never get a good foundation in basic learn-
ing in early school years. They learn much later than they 
should, with very little chance of  ever catching up. With no 
one to identify children falling behind, and with no learn-
ing support, a large fraction of  the children fall through the 
cracks. 
 Fifth, equally problematic is the automatic advancement 
irrespective of  learning level. The policy of  no detention up 
to Class V is already followed in some states. In the earlier 
examination system, the end-of-year exams functioned as 
mechanisms to fi lter out low performers, who were detained 
in their current class. 
 Sixth, teacher absenteeism in government schools is 
sometimes considered a major cause of  children not learn-
ing. It is often argued that teachers in private schools lack 
tenure, and so face stronger incentives than government 
teachers to actually turn up and teach.
 It is now evidently clear that learning outcomes should be 
put at the centre of  any education strategy, and the views on 
the causes of  low-learning outcomes should form the basis 
of  exploration and experimentation to arrive at workable 
strategies.

What can Improve Learning Outcomes?

There are high levels of  inequality in learning, with only a 
small proportion able to acquire good learning. Shobhini 
Mukerji and Michael Walton (Chapter 11), drawing upon 
several experiments and research studies, have identifi ed a 
number of  strategies that might work to improve learning 
outcomes. The promising strategies are:
(a) Experiments on learning innovations, including remedial 

programmes: alternative pedagogies can potentially yield 
substantial improvements in basic skills with existing 
resources, whether with volunteers, existing teachers 
or contract teachers. Designing appropriate class-level 
pedagogy, teacher training, use of  supplemental help 
(including volunteers during off -school hours), and 
conducting summer camps as remedial programmes, 
all have played a positive role in improving learning 
outcomes. Pedagogy and teaching eff orts tailored to 
the child can have signifi cant impacts even with unpaid 
volunteers and low-paid teachers, provided this is the 
primary focus of  their work. The failure of  teachers 
to achieve results within the school year is consistent 
either with weak teacher motivation or an emphasis on 
delivering the curriculum rather than competencies. 

(b) Teacher incentives: small fi nancial incentives to teachers 
have been seen to lead to improvements in learning 
quality. A key lesson from the studies focusing on peda-
gogical innovations is the importance of  the teacher’s 
ability to understand the child’s needs and adapt the 
teaching method accordingly. Although linking teach-
ers’ pay to attendance can increase student-learning, 
instituting teacher incentives within the government 
school structure will require considerable push and 
negotiation with the administration, especially where 
teacher unions are strong and active. 

(c) Teaching according to a child’s ability: reorganisation 
of  children by ability and aligning the pedagogy to 
teaching by ability level rather than class level can lead to 
substantial gains especially when the teaching–learning 
activities focus on developing basic skills. The need is to 
overcome the challenge of  an overambitious curriculum 
organised by class and age. Since, the textbook content 
is far above the level of  most children at that class level 
and as the curriculum becomes more diffi  cult, more 
children get left behind. Experiments have shown that 
when children are grouped by level rather than by class, 
and taught accordingly, their learning improves.

(d) School choice: for parents from a variety of  schools 
provided through a new form of  PPP, where the non-
state agency, including the private sector, is seen as a 
partner in strengthening the arm of  the government. 
The School Adoption programmes in Karnataka and 
Gujarat Government Rules to RTE are cases in point. 
Both of  them allow the possibility of  either state or 
non-state agencies taking over non-performing or 
unrecognised schools, rather than subjecting the school 
to sudden forced closure.

SECONDARY EDUCATION

The secondary (lower and higher) space is the weakest and 
most neglected so far in the education sector, despite being 
the key link between education and economic development. 
Rapid reform in secondary education is extremely critical 
for transitioning educated youth into higher education or to 
the join the workforce. The focus on elementary education 
policy and investment in the last fi ve years, leading to higher 
enrolment rates and the automatic promotion under the 
Continuous Comprehensive Evaluation (CCE) scheme, have 
added pressure to an already stressed secondary education 
system. The demand for secondary education is also growing 
in view of  the high returns from secondary education, which 
are even more than returns from higher education.
 The key focus of  the government is expanding access 
and equity, so as to improve enrolment and retention at the 
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secondary level. Despite some improvements in the last few 
years, the GER is still low at 45.8 per cent. The enrolment 
levels vary considerably across states, with higher enrolment 
in wealthier states. This is not surprising since secondary 
education is not compulsory and the costs are higher at 
secondary than primary level. Dropout rates are also quite 
high within the secondary level, resulting in about 25 
percentage points lower enrolment at the higher secondary 
level (Classes XI–XII) than the lower secondary level (Classes 
IX–X). Both gender and caste inequality is quite high at the 
secondary school level. The disparity in school attendance 
for boys is 15 per cent higher than the level for girls, in 
lower secondary and 20 per cent more in higher secondary. 
Similarly, while scheduled castes make up 21 per cent of  the 
relevant age group, they only form 18 per cent of  the same 
school-going age group.
 The quality aspect at the secondary level is even more 
challenging for various reasons. The poor learning outcomes, 
coupled with no retention policy, at the elementary-school 
level leads to poor quality of  students entering the secondary 
level. Another major reason for the varying quality is little 
uniformity in curriculum and standards between the state 
boards. Widely varying outcomes of  state board-level 
examinations from one year to the other also raise doubts 
on their reliability. 
 Unlike for primary education, there is no national as-
sessment of  performance in secondary education. Assess-
ments conducted in individual states, using internationally 
benchmarked assessments, suggest that student-learning is 
extremely low in India. The participation of  Tamil Nadu 
and Himachal Pradesh in the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) for 15-year olds 
showed deplorable results. In the assessment, both the states 
were ranked above only Kyrgyz Republic out of  more than 
70 participating countries. On average, 15-year old Indian 
students performed about four years behind the interna-
tional average for OECD countries. Yet again, a test carried 
out using questions from the Trends in International Math-
ematics and Science Survey (TIMSS) assessment in math-
ematics on Class IX students in Odisha and Rajasthan found 
that Rajasthan was 47th out of  49 countries and Odisha 43rd. 
Studies have observed that there is no signifi cant diff erence 
in the dismal performance between private and government 
schools, and hence there is no inherent advantage to private 
schools. Any better performance for students from private 
schools could be explained by the home environment and 
parental background of  the students.
 The government has recently started focusing on sec-
ondary education and launched the RMSA in 2009 with 
ambitious targets of  providing universal access to second-
ary education by 2017. Besides improving access and equity, 

the RMSA aims to improve the quality of  secondary edu-
cation by making schools conform to prescribed norms, 
which include physical infrastructure, PTR, qualifi cation 
of  teachers, curriculum, focus on science subjects, teacher 
training, and Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT). However, the approach to quality improvement in 
the RMSA, like the RTE, is input-focused and not outcome-
oriented.
 The approach to quality improvement in the RMSA, like 
the RTE, is input-focused and not outcome-oriented. The 
learning achievement at the secondary level is poor, and 
the prevailing evaluation mechanism is not robust. The 
standards of  state boards also vary considerably. Added 
to this is the confusion created by the introduction of  the 
CCE. As also emphasised by Mukerji and Walton (Chapter 
11), guidelines for implementation of  the CCE mechanism 
are not well-defi ned and teachers are not well-trained to be 
able to use the assessments to map student outcome. Toby 
Linden (Chapter 12) emphasises the need to urgently put 
in place a robust evaluation and assessment mechanism, 
and also a strategy for diff erent types of  assessments to fi t 
together. Besides continuous classroom-based evaluation, 
based on uniform and standard principles with suffi  cient 
fl exibility for teachers to eff ectively defi ne and use evaluation 
tools, there is need for end-of-stage (Classes X and XII) 
assessments. Further, there is a need to bring uniformity in 
standards across states and align assessment mechanisms 
for all states with the national level. States should together 
strengthen the technical quality of  assessment. Evaluation 
should be based on the curriculum, which should be revised 
to ensure that students are evaluated on the basis of  their 
conceptual understanding.
 Besides the RMSA scheme, the government is also pur-
suing the Model School Scheme through the PPP mode 
to set up secondary schools and provide quality education 
to talented rural children through 6,000 model schools, 
of  which 2,500 would be set up through the PPP route, 
as a benchmark of  excellence at the block level at the 
rate of  one school per block. More states are coming up 
with PPP policies for secondary school construction and 
management, including Andhra Pradesh (Residential 
Schools), Punjab (Adarsh Schools) and Rajasthan. The pri-
vate partner manages the school while the costs are shared: 
land is provided by the state government free of  cost or 
given on a 99-year lease. The capital cost is borne by the 
private partner or joint and operational costs are shared 
between the state and private partners. To ensure a more 
rapid roll-out of  such PPP schemes all over the country, 
there is an urgent need to put in place a balanced compre-
hensive PPP policy, with measurable and quantifi able key 
performance indicators spelt out for the concessionaires 
(Chapter 12).
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 Currently, most states allow private schools to fi x their 
own fees subject to certain restrictions (which includes 
getting the fee structure approved). The private school has 
to operate as a trust and can only earn reasonable surplus, 
which has to be ploughed back towards school development. 
However, as M. R. Madhavan and Kaushiki Sanyal (Chapter 
1) point out that to bypass the requirement that trusts and 
societies have to plough back the surplus generated into the 
same school for its development, many operators have put in 
place a two-tier legal structure comprising a trust that runs 
the school and a company that owns the assets and provides 
services. This way the operator can easily repatriate a large 
portion of  the surplus generated as profi ts of  the company. 
It may, therefore, be better to allow for-profi t schools man-
dating disclosure with regulatory oversight.
 Some of  the state governments spend a sizeable por-
tion of  their budget on aided private schools. While eight 
states assign more than 50 per cent of  their budget on aided 
schools, an additional two states assign more than 90 per 
cent. However, as Linden (Chapter 12) observes, there is no 
direct relationship between the proportion of  the secondary 
budget spent on non-government schools and the propor-
tion of  enrolments in these schools. This suggests that states 
should reconsider their allocation of  funds to aided schools, 
possibly along the lines suggested here.
 The direct and indirect cost of  attending secondary 
school for a household is several times more than attending 
elementary school, and private secondary schools (aided 
and unaided) are more costly than government ones. In 
view of  this, to ensure more equitable access to secondary 
schools and not compromise on effi  ciency and performance, 
the grants to school or fi nancial support to students could 
be linked to attendance, retention of  disadvantaged students 
and successful completion of  a stage of  education or 
performance of  the students (Chapter 12). This requirement 
of  effi  cient resource allocation is further strengthened by 
the fact that there is no direct relationship between the 
proportion of  state public spending on non-state schools 
and the proportion of  enrolment in these schools. 
 In order to maintain an acceptable PTR, large number 
of  teachers need to be appointed to meet both the existing 
shortage and new requirements. Also, there is a huge 
shortage of  teachers with subject-matter expertise. There is 
thus an urgency to focus on fi lling the vacuum in teacher 
training (an aspect also discussed by Poonam Batra in 
Chapter 20). Strengthening the capacity of  the teachers 
would require greater support from the government and 
better regulation to govern the quality aspect of  private 
teacher training institutes.
 Vocationalisation of  secondary education requires special 
thrust. Workplaces in a globalised economy are going 
through rapid technological changes. Every sector is going 

through change and thus the need for a skilled workforce has 
increased rapidly. The curriculum should include vocational 
training and schools should be provided with infrastructure. 
Appropriately trained teachers and linkage with industry is 
also required. 
 Finally, there is need for greater experimentation at 
the secondary level to generate more information so as to 
understand what works well, since the lessons from the 
initiatives at the primary and upper primary levels may 
not be replicable at the secondary level. For instance, the 
accountability framework at the primary level, wherein 
parents hold teachers and schools accountable under certain 
conditions, depends critically on features that are not present 
in secondary education, as Linden explains. Promoting and 
evaluating diff erent approaches in secondary education is 
therefore important.

HIGHER EDUCATION

India boasts of  the largest higher education system in the 
world. There are over 610 universities (including about 
130 deemed universities) set up under central and state 
legislation, 33,000 colleges affi  liated to universities, and 
a very large number of  institutes of  technical education; 
medical, legal, dental, nursing teaching; and polytechnics. 
By 2006, private institutes constituted 63 per cent of  all 
higher education institutes and 52 per cent of  the share 
of  students. Private institutions are concentrated in select 
disciplines such as engineering, management, medicine, and 
Information Technology (IT). Private universities (including 
deemed) account for a lower share — about 30 per cent of  
the universities. 
 Indeed, much of  the expansion in higher education has 
been driven by the private sector since the mid-1980s. The 
central and state governments’ investment in higher and 
technical education is only 0.7 per cent of  GDP as against 
a target of  1.5 per cent. The private sector accounts for 
more than 60 per cent of  the total expenditure on higher 
education. Globally too, there was a surge of  private 
sector in higher education since the 1990s, mostly in the 
developing countries. N. V. Varghese (Chapter 13) recounts 
the evolution of  this development in diff erent regions of  
the world, and suggests that the process of  globalisation of  
economic activities also increased the economic returns to 
investments in higher education and, in turn, the demand 
for technical and professional education.

Challenges in Higher Education

For all the progress made in higher education, the sector is 
faced with many challenges even 65 years after independence. 
Enrolment is low and the inequalities at lower levels of  
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education are exacerbated in higher education. India’s GER 
is 15 per cent in higher education, which is much lower 
than the world average of  26 per cent (and of  course, that 
of  many advanced countries — over 50 per cent). Making 
matters worse, there is a wide disparity in GERs across 
states, urban and rural areas, gender, and communities. The 
enrolment ratio in urban areas is 24 per cent while in rural 
areas it’s a poor 7.5 per cent; for women it is 10.5 per cent 
and for socially disadvantaged groups it is even lesser. 
 An equal, if  not bigger problem is that the quality of  
higher education is mediocre at best. According to the 
National Accreditation and Assessment Council (NAAC), 90 
per cent of  the universities and 70 per cent of  the colleges 
are of  mediocre or poor quality (Chapter 15). In 2009, a 
review committee set up by the MHRD found 88 of  the 130 
deemed universities to be of  inferior quality and identifi ed 
problems such as control of  management boards by nomi-
nees of  the sponsoring trust or government functionaries, 
low quality of  research, and improper practices in admis-
sions process. These fi ndings are reinforced by the very low 
employability of  Indian graduates, as evidenced in studies 
and basic training institutes set up by corporates for fresh 
graduates.
 Thus, the entry of  private sector in higher education 
has done little to bring about improvements in curriculum, 
teaching methodology, research and development, and 
learning outcomes. This is not surprising considering the 
fact that higher education still remains one of  the most 
tightly-regulated sectors in the economy, and could dissuade 
serious players from entering the fi eld. 

Over-Regulated and Under-Governed

The National Knowledge Commission (NKC) has aptly 
described the current regulatory environment in higher 
education as ‘over-regulated and under-governed’. Multiple 
agencies, with overlapping functions, are regulating almost 
every aspect of  functioning of  a higher education institu-
tion. The University Grants Commission (UGC) and the All 
India Council of  Technical Education (AICTE) have wide 
powers to regulate the sector: the UGC for universities 
and colleges teaching general subjects, and the AICTE for 
technical education. Beside the AICTE, there are 14 statu-
tory professional councils that regulate courses related to 
areas such as medicine, law and nursing. The NAAC and the 
National Board of  Accreditation (NBA) are autonomous 
bodies set up by UGC and AICTE, respectively that accredit 
institutions. But accreditation of  institutions is currently 
voluntary.
 The regulatory bodies have cumbersome procedures 
and complex and detailed rules, whose interpretation and 
implementation encourage rent-seeking. Anand Sudarshan 
and Sandhya Subramanian (Chapter 16) give examples of  

the kind of  archaic ‘license raj regulations’ imposed that 
hamper the ability of  genuine private education providers 
to grow over the long term, or innovate in technology, 
teaching methods and curriculum. Contrasted against the 
minutiae of  rules on inputs, there is little to judge institu-
tions on student-learning outcomes.
 There are huge entry barriers for new universities. Each 
university needs to be separately legislated into existence, 
by parliament or state legislature, unless it is recognised as 
a ‘deemed university’ by the UGC. In order to be able to 
grant degrees, colleges and technical institutions have to 
‘affi  liate’ with existing universities, or else they can only 
award certifi cates or diplomas. The system of  affi  liation in 
its current form leads to excessive control by a university on 
the functioning of  a college on virtually every aspect ranging 
from student intake, syllabus to faculty and examinations. 
On the other hand, the growing number of  affi  liated 
colleges to a university has become unwieldy and increased 
diffi  culty in monitoring affi  liated institutions. Further, a 
state establishing a university has no legislative competence 
to set up campuses in other states. This means that the 
barriers to entry for a private university to set up a national 
institution with multiple campuses are formidable (Chapter 
16). Presently, foreign institutions are allowed to operate in 
India through various modes, and Indian universities can 
grant degrees and diplomas in collaboration with foreign 
universities. However, foreign universities cannot set up 
branch campuses without an Indian partner (Chapter 1).
 Higher education institutions have to be set up as a Trust 
or Society, on a non-profi t basis, with returns ploughed back 
into the institution. Implicit disincentives in the current tax 
and trust laws provide very little incentive to raise resources. 
Trusts are required to spend 85 per cent of  income streams 
from endowments in the same fi nancial year, which prevents 
any meaningful endowment from being created, which in 
turn could be utilised for scholarships. 
 Fees are tightly controlled by the UGC and other statu-
tory bodies, forcing universities to rely on UGC grants for 
meeting operating expenses, and leaving barely any funds 
for institutional growth and innovation. Yet, all these rules 
have not been able to prevent the commercialisation of  
education. Ironically, the non-profi t status may even act as 
an incentive for unscrupulous players since such entities get 
tax exemptions, which makes it easier to launder money 
(Chapter 1). Madhavan and Sanyal (Chapter 1) highlight 
various Supreme Court judgments that have sought to curb 
profi teering by private institutions. Yet, according to the 
Yashpal Committee Report (MHRD 2009), charging capita-
tion fees has not abated.
 Since accreditation is not mandatory, monitoring private 
institutions is a major problem. A large number of  private 
providers have been delivering sub-standard quality of  
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education thereby reducing education to merely award of  a 
certifi cate. 

New Higher Education Bills

Government has introduced several new Bills in the 
Parliament. Some of  the key Bills are:
(a) The Higher Education and Research (HER) Bill, 2011 

to establish the National Commission for Higher 
Education and Research (NCHER);

(b) The National Commission for Human Resources for 
Health (NCHRH) Bill, 2011;

(c) The National Accreditation Regulatory Authority for 
Higher Educational Institutions Bill, 2010; 

(d) The Educational Tribunals Bill, 2010; 
(e) The Prohibition of  Unfair Practices in Technical Educa-

tional Institutions, Medical Educational Institutions and 
Universities Bill, 2010; 

(f) The Foreign Educational Institutions (Regulation of  
Entry and Operations) Bill, 2010. 

The Bills largely focus on accountability through traditional 
regulatory approaches, by establishing new regulatory 
bodies, mandatory accreditation, dispute resolution, and 
penalising unfair practices including capitation fees. There 
is also a Bill to allow foreign institutions to set up campuses 
without an Indian partner. 
 Madhavan and Sanyal express doubts over whether these 
Bills will achieve their objectives. In many cases, there are 
already similar extant provisions but it is the enforcement 
that is currently lacking. The proposed new regulatory 
bodies, NCHER and NCHRH, are to set standards of  
education and research and promote autonomy, replacing 
the UGC, AICTE and various medical councils, but the 
powers of  the new bodies are similar to those of  the earlier 
regulatory entities. Amlanjyoti Goswami (Chapter 17) also 
questions whether the HER Bill will be enacted since there 
may be resistance to a new super-regulator and diminished 
powers of  the special councils (like medical council and bar 
council). And it is only in the actual regulations of  the Bill 
that the extent of  autonomy that is enabled will be known. 
 The National Accreditation Bill only allows government-
controlled non-profi t agencies to register as accreditation 
agencies. The NKC had suggested that both public and private 
agencies be allowed to accredit educational institutions and 
the Yashpal Committee stated that accreditation agencies 
should be independent of  the government. Capitation fee is 
already an off ence, and the Prohibition of  Unfair Practices 
Bill, 2010 does not provide a diff erent system of  enforcement 
and so is unlikely to make any diff erence on this score. The 
Bill does, however, require institutions to disclose certain 
information in their prospectus. The Foreign Educational 
Institutions Bill stipulates steep conditions, such as requiring 
foreign institutions to maintain a corpus fund of  at least 

`500 million, have a track record of  20 years in the parent 
country, and prohibits repatriation of  funds, which may 
deter top foreign institutions from coming to India. 
 Perhaps most importantly, Goswami (Chapter 17) argues 
that the Bills introduced by the government still leave the 
issue of  autonomy largely unaddressed. As Goswami points 
out, curbing bad behaviour is important, but there should be 
serious refl ection on how good performance needs further 
encouragement to become institutions of  excellence. As 
he aptly says, the political economy of  higher education 
seems to be guided by a premise that autonomy has to 
be the exception and that largely what is required is more 
regulation. Although the promise of  autonomy lies in some 
portions of  the HER Bill, there is no policy initiative yet 
on how to move beyond the ‘over-regulation but under-
governance’ impasse or how regulatory principles can be 
better evolved that could help create more autonomous 
universities of  excellence which are also privately funded.

Overcoming the Barriers

Higher education in India faces the triple challenge of  
‘expansion, inclusion, and excellence’. There will soon 
be huge demands on the system with universalisation of  
elementary and secondary education and the growing 
numbers of  youth. Clearly, the government cannot meet all 
the needs and there is a role for non-state providers to play. 
 The higher education system needs a major overhaul 
— to provide greater autonomy with accountability and 
strengthening of  governance as well as enforcement of  
regulation. The need is for more fl exibility, diversity, diff erent 
approaches and models.
 Sudarshan and Subramanian (Chapter 16) suggest 
that multiple models should co-exist with a level playing 
fi eld and strict checks and balances. In this context, for-
profi t institutions should also be allowed to attract serious 
education entrepreneurs to invest in the sector. This should 
be accompanied by strict public disclosure of  information. 
Just as all companies are required by law to publish annual 
reports providing their fi nancial details, every educational 
institution (whether public or private) should publish 
reports at regular intervals with details of  infrastructure and 
facilities available, trustees and administrators, qualifi cations 
and experience of  staff , courses off ered, number of  students, 
results of  the examinations, amount of  funds available to 
the university and sources of  funding. 
 Funding is crucial if  our institutions of  higher learning 
are to be of  high quality and for the long haul. For private 
universities, it is essential to build large endowments. Some 
of  the measures proposed by Goswami (Chapter 17) are:
(a) Removal of  disincentives in tax laws and trust laws by (i) 

allowing universities to invest in fi nancial instruments 
of  their choice; (ii) removing the restriction on trusts 
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to spend 85 per cent of  their income in the same year, 
so that they can build up a corpus; (iii) make exceptions 
in income tax laws to encourage the creation of  large 
endowments; 

(b) Diversifi cation of  sources of  fi nance and exploration of  
innovative fi nancial mechanisms; 

(c) Contribution from every company towards an educa-
tion fund as a Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
initiative;

(d) Development of  a comprehensive PPP Policy, with 
governance control left to a private board. 

In addition, every institution must get itself  rated by an 
independent and specialised accreditation agency and 
publicly announce its rating to prospective students. This 
will bring in transparency and accountability and generate 
healthy competition between various institutions. Given 
the importance of  accreditation in quality assurance and 
the vast number of  institutions that need to be evaluated, 
it would help if  the private sector could be engaged with 
suffi  cient checks and balances to operate as accreditation 
agencies. Considering the importance of  accreditation 
and ranking in quality assurance and the increasing global 
connect of  Indian educational institutions, it is important 
to align the Indian quality assurance mechanism with the 
recognised global mechanisms (Chapter 15). 
 The focus of  regulation should shift towards quality 
of  outcomes. The most important reform is arguably to 
institute performance-based regulation. There should be 
greater discussion and debate in arriving at ways to judge 
an institution. Lessons can be drawn from several countries, 
such as Malaysia, which uses ‘Programme Outcomes’, i.e., 
statements that describe what students are expected to know 
and be able to perform or attain by the time of  graduation. 
Or Brazil, where a two-tier mechanism is in place to conduct 
internal evaluation — by a council of  students and faculty 
that analyses the performance of  the institution — and ex-
ternal evaluation in which the Federal Council of  Education 
names expert evaluators to analyse the curriculum and 
faculty performance. Goswami (Chapter 17) also proposes 
non-traditional regulatory approaches, through peer-driven 
processes and disclosure systems, which at the same time 
encourage academic innovation and diversity. Varghese 
(Chapter 13), drawing upon experiences in some countries, 
proposes a three-stage system to approve private universi-
ties, which would allow monitoring of  facilities and quality 
of  programmes before they are fi nally granted authority to 
award degrees. 
 The urgency is to arrive at a national policy in a holistic 
way, with a framework that would encourage private sector 
participation and go beyond ensuring minimum standards 
to advancing globally recognised standards of  excellence. 
Goswami (Chapter 17) provides the elements of  such a 

vision and accompanying principles of  regulation. A vision 
of  a liberal education, that encourages inquiry, pluralism of  
views, tolerance, humanism, is the backbone of  a democracy. 

VOCATIONAL EDUCATION

The shortage of  a skilled workforce is possibly the biggest 
challenge that India faces in sustaining its growth and devel-
opment. The source of  the problems lies in the mismatch 
between demand and supply; most employment opportuni-
ties require vocational skills that are not provided by the 
current education system. It is estimated that 300 million 
youth will be entering the workforce by 2025 which may 
very well turn India’s demographic dividend into a disaster. 

Institutional Framework of Vocational Education

The current system of  formal vocational education involves 
(a) vocational courses off ered in professional colleges 
and polytechnics, (b) vocational courses off ered at higher 
secondary level, (c) technical training institutions (Industrial 
Training Institutes [ITIs]/ Industrial Training Centres 
[ITCs]), and (d) apprenticeship training. 
 Government and government-aided schools off er vo-
cational courses under a centrally-sponsored scheme, the 
‘Vocationalisation of  Higher Secondary Education’, which 
provides fi nancial assistance to states to set up administra-
tive structures, prepare the curriculum and off er training 
programmes for teachers. The scheme also provides 
fi nancial assistance to NGOs to conduct short-term courses. 
The scheme was revised in 2011 to focus on industry and 
private-sector partnerships in vocational education, and 
build capacity in teachers.
 Dilip Chenoy (Chapter 18) discusses the existing policies 
and institutions for vocational education. The National 
Policy on Skill Development lays down the framework 
within which skill-related training is to be conducted and 
specifi es the roles diff erent stakeholders will need to play for 
the creation of  a skills ecosystem in India. The policy clearly 
specifi es that skills-related training should be outcome 
focused. It calls for an eff ective assessment and credible 
certifi cation framework, publicising training institution 
outcomes to ensure greater transparency, a greater role of  
state governments and the creation of  infrastructure for 
on-the-job training and apprenticeships. Innovation in this 
area is encouraged, such as using school infrastructure for 
skills training after school hours, and employing more PPPs 
in the skills space.
 The National Skill Development Mission was launched 
with the intent of  skilling 150 million people by 2022 and 
to this eff ect the National Skill Development Corporation 
(NSDC) was set up in 2009 to enable skills-related training 
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through its private sector partners, set up Sector Skill 
Councils, fi nance skill development, and create a supportive 
ecosystem for skill development. 

Challenges in Skill Development

Many skill development initiatives are not focused on the 
needs of  the potential employer, thereby resulting in low 
employability. Low enrolment in skilling centres could also 
be due to the negative perception that skill-training courses 
are for those who could not make it to the formal system. 
In some industries, the job remuneration is not suffi  cient to 
incentivise people to undergo skill-training. Financing skill 
development is another concern. While the poor are willing 
to pay for skill-training so long as there is a job guarantee, 
fi rms are not yet inclined to pay a placement fee for skilled 
persons. Companies are also not willing to pay for skill-
training because of  risks that the candidate is inadequately 
trained and/or leaves the job after joining. The current 
bank-fi nancing model, with its emphasis on collaterals or 
guarantees, acts as a stumbling block. As of  now, the Central 
Bank of  India is the only public sector lender active in this 
space, but limited to partners of  the NSDC. To motivate 
banks, the recently launched Credit Guarantee Fund (CGF), 
will compensate banks for providing credit to vocational 
training students. 
 Many argue that the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) has made rural 
people reliant on these guaranteed payments and discourag-
es them from taking part in skill development programmes. 

Overcoming the Challenges

Several suggestions have been off ered by Chenoy (Chapter 
18) and Manish Sabharwal and Neeti Sharma (Chapter 19). 
Most critically, the private sector cannot aff ord to play a 
passive role in the skill development process and must be 
involved in setting occupational standards, a sound accredi-
tation system, and recognised certifi cation.
 Sabharwal and Sharma (Chapter 19) propose a reform 
agenda to improve the skill levels by matching the available 
labour supply to its demand, bringing about employabil-
ity reform and reforming the education system to ensure 
learning for earning. To correct the mismatch in the labour 
market, they propose changes in the restrictive labour laws, 
and improvements in the infrastructure and responsibili-
ties of  employment exchanges that connect job-seekers to 
employers.
 Chenoy (Chapter 18) argues that a clause should be 
introduced in the MGNREGA scheme so that persons who 
are employed under the scheme could use part of  the funds 
to attain a skill that could, in the medium term, enable them 
to earn a livelihood and not be dependent on the scheme. 
Sabharwal and Sharma (Chapter 19) further suggest that 

benefi ciaries of  the MGNREGA scheme could be mandated 
to use a part of  their compensation for skill development 
through skill vouchers, to obtain skills training from any 
accredited institute. Once the training is completed, the 
training institute can redeem the voucher for cash.
 Many job-seekers are unable to pay for skill-training, so 
fi nancing for skill development is most critical — specifi cally, 
who pays and how. The skill voucher system, which could 
be sponsored by the government, enables a transparent, 
cashless transaction between the trainee and the training 
organisation. Sabharwal and Sharma present other options 
of  vocational fi nancing, such as scholarships, compensating 
trainees through apprenticeship stipends, and reimbursing 
student fees following a suitable employment period. 
 The education system must incorporate practical train-
ing, relevant material and quality training facilities. The 
curriculum for skill development programmes cannot be 
designed unless the industry demand and skill requirements 
are taken into account and all industries defi ne their own 
employability standards. Further, every skills development 
program should lead to an apprenticeship and/or a job, in 
addition to having the provisions of  appropriate assessment, 
accreditation and certifi cation standards. The curriculum 
should remain relevant and thus, should be developed and 
reviewed every two to three years, with inputs from aca-
demic and industry experts.

ROLE OF TEACHER TRAINING AND ICT IN 
EDUCATION

Teacher Training

The key challenge facing Indian school education is to insti-
tute a system to provide quality education. A good teacher 
is critical to the process of  imparting quality education. It is 
widely acknowledged, and buttressed by empirical research 
and experiments, that teaching inputs, in the classroom as 
well as in the form of  supplemental inputs, have a very big 
role in improving the learning outcome of  students. 
 Currently, we are faced with a shortage of  teachers, 
and inadequately qualifi ed and poorly prepared teaching 
staff . Teacher recruitment in most states remained frozen 
for many years. Limited attention to teacher recruitment 
is evident in the proportion of  single-teacher schools. 
Offi  cial estimates put the shortage of  teachers in elementary 
government schools at over 1 million to meet RTE require-
ments and fi ll the current backlog of  vacancies (National 
University of  Educational Planning and Administration 
[NUEPA] and MHRD). Faced with the shortage of  trained 
teachers and the huge demand created by the universalisa-
tion of  education policy, schools have been resorting to 
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hiring contract teachers and para-skilling of  less qualifi ed 
teachers. In many states, particularly central-eastern and 
north-eastern, the bulk of  teachers are without professional 
qualifi cations.
 Due to the lack of  skilled teachers, many private initiatives 
are rolling out cost-eff ective standardised lesson plans to 
meet the curriculum requirements. Poonam Batra (Chapter 
20) argues that the role of  the teacher cannot be reduced to 
standardised ‘lesson plans’ since every child is special and the 
teacher has to understand the need of  every student. Para-
skilling cannot be a substitute for teacher training. 
 Limited attention has been given by the government to 
building institutions and institutional capacity to educate 
teachers, as Batra points out in Chapter 20. Over 80 per cent 
of  teacher training institutes are in the poorly-regulated 
private sector and the remaining in public institutions that 
have outdated curricula and pedagogic approaches. The 
massive increase in private teacher training institutions 
is mostly in urban areas, leaving wide gaps in teacher 
education in the rural and remote areas. The ills that aff ect 
the state teacher training institutes, i.e., paucity of  faculty, 
outdated curriculum and sub-standard reading materials, 
are also present in the private institutes.
 Batra (Chapter 20) argues that the public system of  
training teachers needs to be strengthened with a concerted 
focus on quality. This can best be achieved by bringing 
the system of  teacher education under the ambit of  higher 
education. The Bachelor of  Elementary Education (BElEd) 
Programme of  the University of  Delhi is a successful exam-
ple of  an inter-disciplinary pre-service education of  elemen-
tary school teachers. There should be four-year integrated 
undergraduate programmes, two-year post-graduation 
university programmes and research-based programmes in 
centres of  excellence. Under the 12th Plan, Schools of  Educa-
tion are proposed to be established which would undertake 
research in school education.
 Existing institutions need to be restructured and strength-
ened, the content and pedagogy of  teacher education pro-
grammes revamped along the lines suggested in National 
Curriculum Framework for Teacher Education (NCFTE), 
including the model syllabi, and new institutional arrange-
ments established. Batra suggests that District Institutes 
of  Education and Training (DIETs) could be upgraded to 
undergraduate colleges in a phased manner, along with 
guidelines and support for their implementation. More 
eff ective regulation of  public and private teacher education 
services is also needed.
 The availability of  fi nances via the national educational 
cess and the commitment to increased rural employment 
opportunities provide a unique opportunity to create hun-
dreds of  thousands of  jobs for adequately trained and moti-
vated school teachers.

Information and Communication Technology (ICT)

Educational Technology can help realise the goal of  deliv-
ering quality education across multiple tiers of  education. 
But hitherto, the implementation of  EduTech had taken the 
form of  some computer labs with motley collections of  soft-
ware for students. EduTech could benefi t all stakeholders, 
but the choice of  appropriate technology, last-mile connec-
tivity taking into account availability of  infrastructure, cost 
of  the technology as well as cost of  connectivity have to be 
carefully factored into any solution.
 The implementation of  EduTech must shift from its 
narrow focus on systems used for teaching in the classroom 
and supplementary learning in ‘labs’, to a wider imple-
mentation, which involves teachers in curriculum content 
and policy-making, promotes the use of  technology in 
improving education delivery and governance, and involves 
the collaboration of  academic institutions, the government 
and the private industry for investment decisions. Manish 
Upadhyay and Amitava Maitra (Chapter 21) advocate an 
integrated implementation of  EduTech within a framework 
that provides utility for all users — from education policy-
makers and school administrators, to teachers, students 
and parents. 
 Upadhyay and Maitra (Chapter 21) suggest that a systems 
approach should be adopted while rolling out EduTech 
interventions, and propose the Analysis, Design, Develop-
ment, Implementation and Evaluation model (ADDIE) 
model. There should be an emphasis on monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E), and the process should involve feedback 
mechanisms from multiple stakeholders to improve the ef-
fectiveness of  the programmes. Alternative business models 
are also discussed for making technology-aided educa-
tion delivery both cheap and high in quality. Additionally, 
eff ective regulation to address problems seen in the PPP 
and Build–Own–Operate–Transfer (BOOT) models imple-
mented in EduTech is proposed. EduTech should be used 
to facilitate the learning of  students in vocational streams, 
skill upgradation, and in facilitating the certifi cation of  edu-
cational courses. In certain content areas where hands-on 
experience is either relatively expensive to give or has safety 
concerns, the use of  simulations, videos and other such 
e-assets creates a compelling case for the use of  educational 
technology. The authors emphasise complete integration of  
ICT into the education policy framework, and ensuring its 
implementation and execution.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Education is central to India’s social and economic trans-
formation, and the fulcrum of  a more equitable, humane 
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and democratic society. The over-riding concern echoed 
throughout this Report is the abysmally poor quality of  
learning of  the vast majority of  students refl ected at all 
levels of  education, starting from basic reading and nu-
merical competency to conceptual knowledge, and creative 
and independent thinking. The private sector is pervasive 
at all levels of  education, reaching about 25 per cent of  
elementary school children and more than 50 per cent 
of  secondary and higher education students. But apart 
from a few elite schools and higher education institutions, 
the private sector has not achieved a signifi cantly better 
performance than government educational institutions. 
The state of  education in the country is one of  policy fail-
ure, wrongly-focused regulation and poor governance. Year 
after year studies have shown that government actions are 
not yielding desired outcomes, but government policy focus 
remains steadfast on improving inputs.
 It is urgent to radically overhaul the educational system 
in a holistic, not piece-meal way. At the school level, what is 
needed is overall pedagogical reform, clear articulation of  
learning goals, regrouping of  children according to learning 
abilities, and all of  this backed by professionally trained and 
motivated teachers. The regulatory framework needs to be 
fl exible enough to encompass not just minimum standards 
but also enable educational excellence. Greater autonomy 
to innovate and produce cutting-edge research is needed. At 
the same time, it should be accompanied by greater account-
ability from internal and external evaluations and disclosure 
of  information.
 This section provides some key recommendations to-
wards this vision. Two caveats: some of  these are already 
being considered by the government and we urge their expe-
ditious implementation. Some may be counter to the RTE 
Act provisions, but could be incorporated in a fl exible way 
in the RTE rules notifi ed by the states. Similarly, some of  the 
suggestions may be considered while fi nalising the pending 
Bills on higher education. 

Improving Learning Outcomes and Quality

(a) Key is to create properly-trained teachers — teacher 
education must be included as a full-fl edged degree 
programme, with postgraduate degree and research 
avenues. There is a need for radical shifts in curriculum 
and pedagogic approaches to teacher preparation. 
Performance-based regulations are required to ensure 
that all teacher training institutes deliver skilled 
teachers. Teacher incentives can also make a diff erence 
in government schools. 

(b) Classes should be organised according to learning abili-
ties of  children, not age–class-based. Grouping children 
according to their abilities and teaching by ability would 
help improve basic learning skills. This is particu-

larly important for children from a disadvantaged social 
background or fi rst-generation learners.

(c) An annual assessment with a retention policy is highly 
recommended. The CCE is a good tool but there are 
no guidelines for evaluation and teachers have not 
been trained for it. In any case, continuous evaluation 
should be supplemented with a fi nal examination to as-
sess the student. Automatic promotion could make the 
learning-gap worse.

(d) In the short term, alternative pedagogies with volun-
teers, existing teachers or contract teachers could be 
considered along with remedial programmes after 
school hours, summer schools and so on.

(e) Curriculum reform, especially at higher primary and 
secondary levels, needs to be geared towards increasing 
conceptual understanding. Curriculum should be less 
ambitious and at secondary level should have a voca-
tional component and while designing this component 
it should take into consideration the requirement of  
industry.

(f) Vocational training should be designed with the active 
involvement of  industry to ensure skill development 
matches industry needs.

Assessment

(a) Regular information should be provided on school and 
student performance at both elementary and second-
ary levels. Independent bodies (like Pratham) can be 
empanelled to carry out surveys on learning achieve-
ments, based on an agreed approach and methodology. 
More experiments need to be undertaken to better 
understand what would work to improve learning out-
comes and be scalable.

(b) Results should be published and report cards can be 
given to Village Education Committees to increase 
accountability.

(c) Assessment methods, especially for secondary educa-
tion, need to be made more uniform across states 
so that evaluation is widely acceptable, comparable 
nationally, and over time, and also valued by college and 
universities.

(d) There should be mandatory accreditation of  higher 
education by independent agencies. Principles of  rank-
ing should be evolved in order to introduce competition 
on quality and encourage accountability.

(e) Non-traditional regulatory approaches need to be intro-
duced based on peer evaluation and public disclosure, 
using a variety of  internal and external evaluation.

Enabling Environment and Regulation

(a) Criteria for recognition of  schools should be based 
on learning outcomes, parent involvement and extra-
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curricular activities of  children rather than infrastruc-
ture and input norms. For poorly performing schools, 
eff orts should be made to improve their performance 
and even permit school adoption by credible non-
state sector.

(b) Criteria for recognition of  higher education institutions 
should be based on programme outcomes, defi ned in 
stages.

(c) A variety of  schools and higher education institutions 
should be permitted, including for-profi t. This should be 
accompanied by mandatory disclosure of  information 
by the institutions on a regular basis.

(d) Non-profi t institutions should be encouraged to grow 
by removing disincentives in trust laws to allow building 
an endowment; tax incentives could also be considered; 

restrictions on courses and maximum student intake 
should be removed.

(e) Performance-based regulation should replace input-
based regulation.

Financing

(a) Untied block grants should be given to schools.
(b) Grants should be linked to attendance and performance.
(c) Higher education institutions should be allowed to 

invest in diverse fi nancial instruments, and universities 
allowed greater fl exibility in off ering courses to generate 
revenue.

(d) The industry must be willing to pay a premium for a 
skilled worker, and bear part of  the training costs and/
or take on board apprentices.
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Section I
EDUCATION LANDSCAPE IN INDIA





Ensuring access to quality education is crucial for India if  
it wants to take advantage of  its demographic dividend. 

An educated population not only drives economic growth, 
but also has a positive impact on human development indi-
cators such as life expectancy, birth and death rates, infant 
mortality rate, and nutrition levels of  children (Chakrabarty 
2011; GoI n.d., 2012). Presently, about 74 per cent of  the 
country’s total population above 7 years of  age is literate 
(i.e., able to both read and write) — a considerable improve-
ment from 18 per cent in 1951.1 However, the sector faces 
many challenges such as poor quality of  education at all 
levels, low quality of  research, inadequate basic physical 
infrastructure, teacher apathy, low quality of  training, and 
lack of  autonomy and accountability.
 The fi rst section of  this chapter gives a brief  overview 
of  the current system. This is followed by four sections 
that describe the regulatory framework at each level of  
education — i.e., elementary, secondary, higher and voca-
tional education. In each section, some of  the recent and 
proposed changes in the regulatory structure will also be 
discussed.

PRESENT STATUS

India’s educational system broadly comprises school educa-
tion (elementary, secondary and higher secondary), higher 
education (general and professional) and vocational educa-
tion. The Ministry of  Human Resource Development 
(MHRD) is the nodal ministry for the sector. The other 
bodies involved in regulating and maintaining standards 
in the sector include the National Council of  Educational 
Research and Training (NCERT), the University Grants 
Commission (UGC), the All India Council of  Technical 
Education (AICTE), and the National Council for Teacher 
Education (NCTE) at the central level. At the state level, 
the Department of  Education and the State Council of  
Educational Research and Training (SCERT) have important 
roles to play.

 The National Policy on Education (NEP), 1986 as 
modifi ed in 1992 emphasised universal access and retention, 
correcting regional and social imbalances and education for 
women, Scheduled Castes/Scheduled Tribes (SC/STs) and 
minorities. It also set a goal of  increasing expenditure on 
education to 6 per cent of  the Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP). India spends about 11.5 per cent of  its total 
annual budget on education (GoI 2012). The expenditure 
on education as percentage of  GDP was 3.1 per cent in 
2011–12.2

 Private participation is allowed in all levels of  the edu-
cation sector. However, at all levels, these institutions have 
to function on a not-for-profi t basis.3 The Supreme Court 
has ruled that these institutions are permitted a ‘reasonable 
surplus to meet the cost of  expansion and augmentation 
of  facilities’4 but prohibited from charging capitation fee 
or profi teering (the judgement does not defi ne ‘reasonable 
surplus’) (ibid.: 87).5

 There has been signifi cant progress in enrolment of  stu-
dents at the elementary level but it drops sharply at higher 
levels. The Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) at elementary level 
is 102 per cent, at secondary level 63 per cent, 36 per cent at 
higher secondary level, and 15 per cent in higher education 
(MHRD 2011d).6

 Recent legislative activity has focused on elementary 
and higher education, and not on secondary education. 
The Parliament has enacted the Right to Education (RTE) 
Act, 2009, which operationalises the fundamental right 
to elementary education up to Class VIII. It is currently 
considering a number of  bills to reform the regulatory 
framework for higher education (at the university level).

ELEMENTARY EDUCATION

There are various types of  schools providing elementary 
education:
(a) government and government-aided, 
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BOX 1.1
Legal Trajectory of Right to Education in the 

Supreme Court

Mohini Jain v. State of  Karnataka (1992) SCR (3) 658: Every citizen 
has a ‘right to education’ under the constitution. Although 
it falls within the Directive Principles of  State Policy, unless 
this right is made a reality, the fundamental rights will remain 
beyond the reach of  a majority of  the population. The State is 
under an obligation to provide this right through State-owned 
or recognised educational institutions.
Unnikrishnan J. P. v. State of  Andhra Pradesh (1993) SCR (1) 594: 
The citizens have a fundamental right to education, which fl ows 
from Article 21 (right to life). But it is not an absolute right and 
applies only to children up to 14 years of  age. Thereafter, this 
right to education is subject to limits of  economic capacity and 
development of  the state.

(b) schools run by autonomous organisations under the 
government (such as Kendriya Vidyalayas and Navodaya 
Vidyalayas),

(c) schools run by government departments directly (such 
as those run by defence and railways),

(d) schools run by public sector undertakings, and
(e) unaided schools (private).
 Government schools are run by the the central, state or 
local governments. Aided schools are privately managed but 
receive grants-in-aid from central, state or local governments. 
Unaided schools (private) are non-profi t entities established 
by trusts or as educational, charitable or religious societies 
registered under the Societies Registration Act, 1860, or 
State Acts.7

 ‘Education’ is a concurrent subject in the Constitution 
allowing both the centre and states to make laws. Prior to 
2002, Article 45 of  the Directive Principles of  State Policy 
enjoined the state to ‘provide within a period of  10 years 
from the commencement of  [the] Constitution, for free and 
compulsory education for all children until they complete 
the age of  fourteen years’.8 Many states have enacted laws to 
make education free and compulsory. See, for example, the 
Delhi Primary Education Act, 1970; the Gujarat Compulso-
ry Primary Education Act, 1961; and Tamil Nadu Compul-
sory Elementary Education Act, 1994 ( Juneja 2003). Over 
the years enrolment rates improved but dropout rates were 
high. The GER of  children between 6–14 years in 2002–03 
was 82.5 per cent. The dropout rate of  children at the pri-
mary level was 35 per cent (Planning Commission 2008a).
 In 1993, the Supreme Court declared that the right to 
education was a fundamental right as it was an inherent part 
of  the right to life. The Constitution was amended in 2002 to 
include this right and Article 21A was added, which requires 
the State to provide free and compulsory education to all 

children between the age of  6 and 14 years. The RTE Act, 
which became operational in April 2010, gives eff ect to this 
fundamental right.

The Right to Education Act, 2009

The Act seeks to implement the fundamental right to 
education for all children (including children with disabilities) 
between 6 to 14 years. The central RTE Rules were notifi ed 
on 8 April 2010. Till date, 32 states, including Gujarat, 
Andhra Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh, Orissa, Rajasthan, 
Punjab, Haryana and Manipur have notifi ed state RTE Rules 
(PIB 2012b). The government has committed `2.3 trillion 
for fi ve years (2010–11 to 2014–15) to implement the Act. 
The fund sharing pattern between the centre and the state is 
in the ratio of  65:35 for fi ve years (PIB 2011).

Key Features

(a) The Act states that every child has a right to free and 
compulsory education in a neighbourhood school. A 
school may be government-run or private (aided or 
unaided). (Note that private schools have to be run on 
a non-profi t basis, which means that surplus money has 
to be ploughed back into the institution and no dividend 
can be distributed to the members of  the entity that 
owns the school.)

(b) The Act makes it mandatory for all schools to meet 
certain minimum norms. Government schools have to 
meet the Pupil–Teacher Ratio (PTR). All other schools 
require a certifi cate of  recognition (already established 
schools shall have three years to comply). Recognition 
shall be granted if  the school satisfi es certain norms 
such as PTR, infrastructure and qualifi cation of  
teachers. Schools that do not meet these norms within 
the prescribed timeframe shall be shut down. In case the 
school violates this provision, it shall be liable to a fi ne.

(c) Government schools have to provide free and compulso-
ry education to all admitted children. For aided schools, 
the extent of  free education would be proportionate to 
the funding received, provided that a minimum of  25 
per cent seats are reserved for disadvantaged students. 
All other schools (including unaided schools) have to 
reserve at least 25 per cent of  seats for the students from 
SC, ST, low-income, and other disadvantaged or weaker 
groups (including children with disabilities). Unaided 
schools shall be reimbursed for either their tuition 
charge or the per-student expenditure in government 
schools, whichever is lower. If  the per-student expendi-
ture is higher than the government schools, the private 
school has to bear the cost.

(d) The Act prohibits physical punishment or mental 
harassment, screening procedures for admission of  
children, capitation fees, private tuitions by teachers, 
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and running schools without recognition. It also 
prohibits children from being held back in class, expelled 
or the requirement to pass a board examination until 
the completion of  elementary education.

Extent of Regulation of Various Schools

Since the Act covers all schools, it is important to under-
stand the extent of  regulation for various types of  schools. 
It can be seen from Table 1.1 that the requirements diff er 
for government schools and private schools. About 26 per 
cent of  children between 6 and 14 years are enrolled in pri-
vate schools (note that 7 per cent of  primary schools and 
13 per cent of  upper primary schools are private [aided and 
unaided]) (GoI 2012; MHRD 2011d).
 The only requirement for government schools is to meet 
the PTR norm. Also, there is no consequence for failing to 
meet this basic norm. However, private schools are subject 
to losing their recognition and shutting down if  they do not 
comply with norms for PTR, infrastructure and teaching. 
The Act also only specifi es penalties in case a school collects 
capitation fees or subjects the child to a screening procedure 
during admission. Furthermore, the Act places the onus on 
the government to ensure enrolment of  all children, but 
does not identify which government agency will be respon-
sible for this task.

Quality of Education

The primary focus of  the Act is on the right to schooling 
and physical infrastructure. There is no norm to ensure that 
a school provides a minimum quality of  education. Even 
teachers’ duties are only related to punctuality, attendance, 
etc., and not on learning achievements of  their students. 
Despite a number of  government programmes, including 
the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, many students are perform-
ing well below their class levels (GoI 2012). Furthermore, 
mandating that no child shall be held back until completion 
of  elementary education could result in children reaching 
Class VIII without achieving certain learning outcomes. In 

fact, some studies show that despite a high pass rate of  95 
per cent, the learning outcomes for children from Classes IV 
and V are much lower than the norm (NUEPA 2009). The 
Act does not address this problem nor does it require schools 
to provide any remedial training for students performing 
below their peer group. It also does not give parents and 
guardians the option of  voluntarily holding their child back 
in school. The problem of  shortage of  trained teachers also 
remains an issue. Approximately 45 per cent of  all elemen-
tary schools teachers do not have even a bachelor’s degree 
(NUEPA 2010). In this context, some states have taken the 
lead to defi ne norms on quality standards. For example, 
the RTE Rules notifi ed by the state of  Gujarat declare that 
schools need not meet infrastructure norms if  they can 
demonstrate that they achieve certain learning outcomes, 
both in terms of  absolute levels and as improvement from 
that of  the previous years.9

 In 2008, the National Knowledge Commission (NKC), 
chaired by Shri Sam Pitroda, recommended the setting up 
of  a testing body at the national level for quality assessment 
of  both government and private schools. The testing body 
would monitor schools on the basis of  various types of  
indicators such as learning levels, enrolment and attendance 
(NKC 2007).

Reservation of Seats for Disadvantaged Groups

The Act requires private schools to reserve 25 per cent seats 
for disadvantaged groups. This provision was challenged 
in the Supreme Court by associations of  private schools. 
However, the court ruled that the provision was constitu-
tionally valid, except in case of  unaided minority schools. 
It also asked the government to clarify whether the Act is 
applicable only to day scholars or extends to boarders.
 While the court settled the issue of  constitutional validity 
of  the provision, other concerns still remain. Schools will 
be reimbursed only to the extent of  the average per-child 
expenditure in state government schools. It remains to be 
seen whether this would result in increase of  school fees for 

TABLE 1.1 Comparison of Extent of Regulation for Various Schools

Government Schools Other Schools (including Aided and Unaided)

All admitted students to be provided free education. 25 per cent seats to be reserved for disadvantaged students.

No recognition required. Have to meet the PTR norm. Recognition is mandatory. Shall be granted if  school meets norms 
 such as PTR, infrastructure and qualifi cation of  teachers.

No provision. If  norms not met, schools to be shut down. 

No provision. In case a school operates without recognition, it shall be liable to a fi ne.

Constitute School Management Committee with representatives  No provision for unaided schools. Other schools have to constitute
from parents and local authority. Shall prepare school  the School Management Committee. Play an advisory role.
development plan.  

Source: PRS Legislative Research; Right to Education Act, 2009.



6 India Infrastructure Report 2012

other students (who may cross-subsidise the students from 
disadvantaged groups). Some experts have also questioned 
the exemption of  minority institutions from this require-
ment (Mehta 2012).

SECONDARY AND HIGHER SECONDARY 
EDUCATION

Secondary and higher secondary education (Classes IX–XII) 
is primarily the responsibility of  the state governments. 
India has a much lower GER at this stage (49 per cent) as 
compared to countries in east Asia (70 per cent average) 
and Latin America (82 per cent average) (World Bank 2009). 
There are 190,643 institutions providing secondary educa-
tion in the country.10 The proportion of  private schools 
(operating on a not-for-profi t basis) at secondary level is 60 
per cent (ibid.).
 In order to give a boost to secondary education, in 2009, 
the central government launched the Rashtriya Madhyamik 
Shiksha Abhiyan. It seeks to achieve an enrolment rate of  
75 per cent within fi ve years, universal access by 2017 and 
universal retention by 2020. In order to achieve universalisa-
tion of  access, the working group on secondary education 
has estimated that 19,946 additional secondary schools will 
be required to ensure 100 per cent GER by 2017.11

Regulation of Secondary Education

Schools are recognised by respective state departments of  
school education. Every recognised school which conducts 

a public examination at the end of  Classes X and XII has 
to be affi  liated with a board or council conducting such 
examinations. There are three central boards:
(a) Central Board of  Secondary Education (CBSE),
(b) National Institute of  Open Schooling; (NIOS) and
(c) Council for the Indian School Certifi cate Examination 

(CISCE).
 Each state also has state boards such as the Andhra Pradesh 
Board of  Secondary Education, Bihar School Examination 
Board and Maharashtra State Board of  Secondary and 
Higher Secondary Education. The state boards are either 
statutory or under the state Department of  Education. They 
vary considerably in terms of  their quality, what they assess 
in terms of  learning and how they are graded. The school 
boards set the syllabus and conduct the fi nal evaluation 
(World Bank 2009).
 Since 2010, the CBSE made the Class X Board examina-
tion optional for students studying in schools affi  liated with 
the CBSE. It introduced the scheme of  Continuous and 
Comprehensive Evaluation (CCE) to improve the quality 
of  schools affi  liated to it. If  the students continue in the 
same school after Class X, they can be promoted either on 
the basis of  CCE or the result of  the Class X board examina-
tion. If  the student wishes to leave the CBSE system after 
Class X he is required to appear in the Board examination 
conducted by the CBSE.12 The CBSE scheme was presented 
to many state boards but it is yet to be implemented at the 
state level.
 Fees: The central government does not regulate the 
fees charged from students by private schools. CISCE 
and CBSE’s affi  liation by-laws state that fees charged by 
schools affi  liated to these Boards should be commensurate 
with the facilities provided by the schools. They also can-
not charge capitation fees or accept donations to admit 
students.13 Private schools under state boards have to 
follow regulations of  their respective state governments. 
Currently, most states allow private schools to fi x their 
own fees subject to certain restrictions (such as prohibiting 
charging of  capitation fees and requiring private schools 
to get their fee structure approved by the government) 
(Ashar and Bhandary 2011; Business Standard 2012; Deccan 
Chronicle 2012).14

 There is, however, evidence that some education provid-
ers have created new structures to bypass the requirement 
that trusts and societies have to plough back the surplus 
generated into the same school for its development. They 
operate through a two-tier legal structure: a trust that runs 
the school and a company that owns the assets (land, build-
ing) and provides services (management and technology). 
The school trust pays lease rentals and management fees 
to the company. In this way, the surplus of  tuition fees 
over teacher salaries fl ows to the company which can 

BOX 1.2
Supreme Court Judgement on 25 per cent 

Reservation in Private Schools

Society for Unaided Private Schools of  Rajasthan v. Union of  India 
[Writ Petition (C) No. 95 of  2010]: The RTE Act is constitu-
tionally valid and shall apply to government and aided schools 
and unaided non-minority schools. However, it shall not 
apply to unaided, minority schools since they are protected by 
Article 30(1).
 The majority judgement stated that Article 21A of  the Con-
stitution makes it obligatory on the State to provide free and 
compulsory education to all children between 6 and 14 years 
of  age. However, the manner in which the obligation shall be 
discharged is left to the State to determine by law. Therefore, 
it is up to the State to decide the way in which it plans to fulfi l 
its obligation: through its own schools, or through aided or 
unaided schools. Further, there is no obligation on unaided 
non-minority and minority educational institutions. Thus, 
provision of  seat reservation can be operationalised only on the 
principles of  voluntariness, autonomy and consensus, not on 
compulsion or threat of  non-recognition. 
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then distribute it as dividends ( Jayashankar 2010; Vora and 
Dewan 2009).
 Various committees have recommended ways to 
strengthen the secondary education system. These include 
the NKC, the Central Advisory Board of  Education (CABE) 
Committee’s Report on Universalisation of  Secondary 
Education and the Planning Commission’s Working Group 
Report on Secondary and Vocational Education (12th Five-
Year Plan). Some of  the key recommendations are 
summarised in Table 1.2.

HIGHER EDUCATION

Education provided after completion of  school education 
(Class XII) is known as higher education, which comprises 
education in general subjects, and professional and technical 
education. At present, India’s GER is 15 per cent in higher 
education (MHRD 2011c), which is much lower than the 
world average of  23 per cent (Planning Commission 2008a). 
The aim is to increase the GER to 21 per cent by the end 
of  the 12th Plan and 30 per cent by 2020 (MHRD 2011c). 
The number of  unaided higher education institutions has 
increased over the years (currently 63 per cent of  institu-
tions are private) (Planning Commission 2008a). With about 
50 per cent share in enrolment, private institutions have 
improved access. However, they are concentrated in a few 
select disciplines such as engineering, management, medi-
cine, and information technology (IT). Also, the spread of  
private institutions is uneven, with some states witnessing 
more growth than others (ibid.).

Regulation of Higher, Professional and 
Technical Education

Both the centre and the states can enact laws related to 
education since it is in the Concurrent List of  the Consti-
tution. In addition, the centre has the power to determine 
standards for higher educational institutions while the states 
can incorporate, regulate and wind up universities.15 The 
MHRD frames major policies related to higher education 
and provides grants to the UGC. The central government 
establishes central universities. The UGC may recognise 
institutions as deemed universities. The state governments 
are responsible for establishment of  state universities and 
colleges, and they also provide grants for their development 
and maintenance (MHRD 2011b).16

 Technical education is regulated by the AICTE, apart 
from which there are 14 statutory professional councils that 
regulate courses related to areas such as medicine, law and 
nursing (ibid.).17 

Higher Education

The UGC (statutory body established in 1956) is the apex 
body that regulates universities and colleges teaching gen-
eral subjects. It has the power to determine and maintain 
standards and disburse grants. Universities can be central, 
state, private, or deemed. The UGC stipulates that colleges 
that provide degree courses have to be affi  liated with a uni-
versity. The UGC provides minimum qualifi cation of  teach-
ers, guidelines for award of  various degrees and standards 
that private universities have to maintain. It can also regulate 

• Decentralisation of  school manage-
ment to local authorities such as 
panchayats as far as possible.

•  Transparent, norm-based proce-
dures for the recognition of  private 
schools, to reduce harassment and 
bureaucratic delay.

•  National evaluation body to moni-
tor the quality of  both government 
and private schools, using a results-
based monitoring framework.

•  Need to revamp school inspection, 
provide training to teachers, reform 
curriculum and incorporate Eng-
lish into the curriculum.

•  Flexibility in disbursal of  funds.

Source: CABE (2005); Department of  School Education and Literacy (2011); NKC (2009); PRS Legislative Research.

•  Focus on universal access, equal-
ity, and relevance.

•  Flexible curriculum and scien-
tifi cally designed student assess-
ment system.

•  Develop a Secondary Educa-
tion Management Information 
System to capture data on girls, 
SC/STs, minorities, etc.

•  Need for decentralised micro-
level planning.

•  Allocation of  6 per cent of  GDP 
for education.

•  Commercialisation of  school 
education should be curbed.

•  Extend Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha 
Abhiyan (RMSA) scheme to government-
aided schools and to cover higher secondary 
education.

•  Provide for residential schools and hostels in 
existing schools to enhance access.

•  Civil construction work under RMSA should 
be carried out as per state schedule of  rates 
since they vary from state to state.

•  Waive off  fi nancial ceiling on infrastructure 
support for existing secondary schools. 
Enhance school grant to `100,000 per school 
per annum from `50,000. These grants are 
used to pay electricity and water bills, books, 
periodicals, etc.

•  Provide untied fund of  `10 million at the 
district level to improve quality in school.

TABLE 1.2 Key Recommendations of Committees on Secondary Education

National Knowledge Commission CABE Committee Report Planning Commission Report (12th Plan)
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fees of  universities if  it is in the public interest to do so and 
prohibits such universities from taking any donations.18

Technical and Professional Education

Technical education is regulated by the AICTE and the sub-
jects that fall under this include engineering, management, 
pharmacy, architecture. Technical institutions can provide 
degree programmes if  they are affi  liated with a university 
(this condition is waived for some institutions). Affi  liation 
is not required if  the institution runs only diploma pro-
grammes. The CABE, which includes representatives from 
the central and state governments and other experts, co-
ordinates between the centre and the states. There are also 
14 professional councils such as the Medical Council of  
India, the Dental Council of  India, the Bar Council of  India 
and the Council of  Architecture that recognise courses, pro-
mote professional institutions and provide grants to under-
graduate programmes.
 Table 1.3 gives an overview of  diff erent types of  institu-
tions in higher education
 The fees and the manner in which admission is granted 
in unaided institutions are regulated by the state-constituted 
Fee and Admission Regulatory Committee, which deter-
mines the fee that each private institution can charge and the 
student intake. The Supreme Court has ruled on this subject 
in a number of  court cases (see Box 1.3).

 Accreditation of  institutions is currently voluntary. The 
National Assessment and Accreditation Council and the 
National Board of  Accreditation are autonomous bodies 
that accredit institutions, set up by the UGC and the AICTE 
respectively. Presently, foreign institutions are allowed to 
operate in India through various modes. Indian universi-
ties can grant degrees and diplomas in collaboration with 
foreign universities. However, foreign universities cannot set 
up branch campuses without an Indian partner. The AICTE 
regulates foreign institutions, which provide technical edu-
cation either directly or through collaboration with Indian 
partners (AICTE 2005).
 There are many challenges facing higher education. 
Some of  the key challenges are related to access, quality, 
governance and funding. There have also been several issues 
related to regulation of  the private sector.
(a) Access: India’s GER in higher education is about 15 per 

cent (MHRD 2011c). Other countries such as the United 
States (US) (81 per cent), the United Kingdom (UK) (54 
per cent), Japan (49 per cent), and Malaysia (27 per cent) 
have much higher enrolment rates (NKC 2009).

(b) Quality: No Indian university is listed in the top 100 
universities in the world and only two are listed in the 
top 200 (Times Higher Education 2012). In 2009, a review 
committee set up by the MHRD found 88 of  the 130 
deemed universities to be of  poor quality and identifi ed 

TABLE 1.3 Regulatory Structure of Higher Education

Type of  Institutions Number of  Institutions Structure of  Regulation

Universities 452 Set up by Act of  Parliament or State legislatures (can be public or private). 

Deemed to be Universities  129 Central government grants status on recommendation from UGC. Have 
  autonomy to set their own syllabus, admission criteria and fees.

Colleges  33,023 Affi  liation to a public university is mandatory (private universities cannot 
  affi  liate). Can be aided, unaided or autonomous.

Institutes of  National Importance  39 Status granted by an Act of  Parliament (IITs, NITs, etc.) to high-performing 
  institutes. Can award degrees without affi  liating with a university.

Institutions established under State 5 Set up by a State Act. Includes Nizam’s Institute of  Medical Sciences, 
Acts (Centres of  Excellence)   Hyderabad; Sri Venkateswara Institute of  Medical Sciences, Tirupati; and
  Sher-e-Kashmir Institute of  Medical Sciences, Srinagar.

Technical Education (Central or 10,139 AICTE approves setting up of  new institutions and introduction of  new 
State Government-Funded and  courses. Includes engineering, technology, management, architecture,
Self-Financed Institutions)  town planning, and pharmacy.

Institutions off ering Medical, Legal,  — Regulated by 14 professional councils such as the Medical Council of  India, 
Dental, Nursing, Teacher Education   Bar Council of  India, and Dental Council of  India that can recognise courses 
  and promote the institutions. 

Polytechnics 3,716 Set up by state governments or by a private body with the approval of  
  AICTE. Private polytechnics have to be set up through a sponsoring body: 
  a society or a trust. Can off er only diploma or certifi cate courses.

Source: AICTE (2012); ICAI (2010); MHRD (n.d., 2011a, 2012); ‘Monitoring of  Technical/Professional Institutions’, Starred Question no. 124, 
Lok Sabha, answered on 30 November 2011; ‘Open and Deemed Universities’, Unstarred Question no. 2554, Lok Sabha, answered on 17 
August 2011; ‘Setting up of  New Polytechnics’, Unstarred Question no. 316, Lok Sabha, 14 March 2012; ‘Setting up Universities’, Unstarred 
Question no. 1170, Lok Sabha, 21 March 2012.
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problems such as control of  management boards by 
nominees of  the sponsoring trust or government func-
tionaries, low quality of  research, and improper prac-
tices in admission process (MHRD 2009a). In 2005, the 
Supreme Court struck down a law in Chhattisgarh that 
allowed the state government to establish universities 
through a notifi cation. Universities had been set up 
without adhering to UGC norms of  infrastructure, 
teaching facility, fi nancial resources, and teaching stan-
dards.19 Shortage of  quality faculty has contributed sig-
nifi cantly to the problem (MHRD 2011b).

(c) Funding: Universities in India face fi nancial constraints. 
Only 0.7 per cent of  India’s GDP is spent on higher edu-
cation (NKC 2009), which is lower than countries such 
as the US (2.9 per cent ), UK (1.3 per cent) and China 
(1.5 per cent) (NBS of  China 2007; NCES 2010: 110–11). 
In general, about 75 per cent of  maintenance expendi-
ture is spent on salaries and pensions, and 15 per cent is 
absorbed by claims such as rents, electricity, telephones, 
and examinations (NKC 2009).

 (d) Governance: India’s National Policy on Education, 1986 
emphasised the need for decentralisation, autonomy of  
educational institutions and the principle of  account-
ability in managing educational institutions. However, 
the implementation fell short of  the desired goals and 
principles. The regulatory bodies have a cumbersome 
procedure for granting recognition and there is large-
scale corruption (GoI 2006; MHRD 2009a). Some 
issues that need to be resolved to promote autonomy, 
accountability and transparency are: government inter-
vention, the large size of  university councils, high entry 
barriers for new universities, and the system of  affi  liated 
colleges.

(e) Regulation of  Private Sector: Various Supreme Court 
judgements have sought to curb profi teering by ordering 
varying degree of  control on private institutions. States 

such as Madhya Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, 
Karnataka, and Orissa enacted laws to set up such 
committees to approve the fee structure in professional 
educational institutions.20 However, according to the 
Yash Pal Committee report, the charging of  capitation 
fees, which range from `0.1–1.2 million depending on 
the course, have not abated (MHRD 2009b). On the 
other hand, the private institutes claim that capitation 
fee is required to ensure fi nancial viability of  the 
institution. Some experts also contend that allowing 
only non-profi t entities to operate in the education 
sector does not ensure quality, nor does it increase 
supply or curb charging of  capitation fees (Basu 2009; 
Debroy 2008; Mehta 2005). The non-profi t status may 
act as an incentive for unscrupulous players since such 
entities get tax exemptions, which makes it easier to 
launder money (Kapur and Mehta 2004).

(f) Admission in Private Institutes: This is also regulated 
by the government. A certain number of  seats are 
earmarked as government seats where students pay 
the equivalent of  the fee charged in government 
institutes. About 15 per cent of  seats are categorised 
as management quota, where students pay the fee as 
mandated by the Fee Regulatory Committee. The 93rd 
Constitutional Amendment enables the Parliament or 
State Assemblies to enact laws reserving seats for SC/
ST/OBC in private institutions. 

 In 2009, two high-level committees — the NKC and the 
Yash Pal Committee — suggested various ways to revamp 
the higher education sector. The main recommendations 
are summarised in Table 1.4.

Proposed Regulatory Structure for Higher Education

The government has introduced six Bills that would lead 
to signifi cant changes in the regulatory structure for higher 
education:

BOX 1.3
Key Supreme Court Judgements on Fees in Private Institutions

Mohini Jain v. State of  Karnataka (1992): Fees charged in private institutions in excess of  tuition fees in government colleges is deemed to be 
capitation fees.
Unnikrishnan, J. P. v. State of  Andhra Pradesh (1993): Banned capitation fees and devised a scheme, which allotted 50 per cent seats in an 
unaided professional institution as free seats (fees same as a government institution) and 50 per cent as payment seats (fees higher than ‘free 
seats’ but have to be approved by a state-level committee).
T. M. A. Pai Foundation v. State of  Karnataka (2002): The decision regarding the fee to be charged must be left to the private institution that 
does not depend on any funds from the government. The object of  an institution should not be to make profi t. However, it can generate a 
reasonable revenue surplus, for the purpose of  development of  education and expansion of  the institution.
Islamic Academy v. State of  Karnataka (2003): A committee in each state, headed by a retired High Court judge, should approve the fee 
structure, which shall be binding for three years.
P. A. Inamdar v. State of  Maharashtra (2005): The committees regulating admission and fee structure shall continue to exist, but only as a 
temporary measure until the central or state governments are able to devise a suitable mechanism for such regulation.
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Regulatory Structure

• Establish an Independent Regulatory Authority for Higher 
Education (IRAHE) through an Act of  Parliament to 
set standards and determine eligibility criteria for new 
institutions.  

• It shall also settle disputes and monitor licensing of  accreditation 
agencies (both public and private).  

• The UGC shall only disburse public funds. Abolish all profes-
sional bodies except the Medical Council of  India and Bar 
Council of  India who shall provide licences to those wishing to 
enter the profession.

Access

• Expand the number of  universities to 1,500 by establishing 
50 National Universities and giving autonomy to individual 
colleges or clusters of  colleges with proven track record.

• Give admission without taking into account a student’s 
ability to pay. Have a National Scholarship Scheme and allow 
institutions to set their own fees if  at least two banks are willing 
to give a loan without any collateral. Address disparities of  
income, gender, region by creating deprivation index. 

Quality

• Existing universities: revise curricula, follow course credit 
system, promote research, performance incentives to 
faculty.

• Colleges: Replace affi  liation system with autonomy to top 
colleges, remodel some into community colleges and establish 
a Central Board of  Undergraduate Education.

• Make disclosure norms for institutions stringent, including 
their accreditation level. Enhance quality through competition 
by allowing foreign institutions to operate in India.  

Governance

• Governance structures should preserve autonomy and ensure 
accountability of  universities. Vice Chancellors should be 
appointed through a search process and peer judgement alone. 
The large size and composition of  university courts, academic 
councils and executive are impediments. Decisions should be 
taken by standing committees of  academic councils. 

• Address the problem of  politicisation of  universities.

Funding

• Government funding should be 1.5 per cent of  the GDP by 
2012. Asset of  universities such as land should be managed 
for revenue.

• Rationalise fees by requiring it to meet at least 20 per cent of  
the total expenditure.  The UGC’s grants-in-aid should not be 
reduced and disadvantaged students should have fees waived 
plus scholarships.

• Encourage philanthropic contributions through incentives for 
universities and donors. Allow private investment in universi-
ties. Public–private partnerships to set up universities. Make 
eff orts to attract international students.

• Establish a National Commission of  Higher Education and 
Research (NCHER) through a constitutional amendment, to 
replace UGC, AICTE, NCTE and Distance Education Council 
(DEC).  

• Professional bodies such as Medical Council of  India and Bar 
Council of  India should conduct qualifying examinations.  

• The NCHER shall create norms for accreditation and certify 
accrediting agencies, independent of  the government.  

• Constitute a National Education Tribunal to adjudicate 
disputes.

• Regulatory mechanism should make rational and consistent 
rules for setting up institutions (both public and private).  Edu-
cation should be made aff ordable either through scholarships 
or loans.

• Allow only the top foreign universities to establish campuses.

• The best colleges should be upgraded to university status. A 
number of  colleges can be clubbed into clusters and be recog-
nised as universities.  

• Allow institutions to set their own targets and achieve those in a 
specifi ed time frame.  Reform the curricula based on principles 
of  mobility and academic depth. Universities should have rich 
undergraduate programmes.

• Optimise size of  state universities. All private institutions have 
to be mandatorily accredited. Granting of  deemed university 
status should be put on hold.

• Competitive remuneration and improved infrastructure is 
required. Student feedback should be taken to identify poor 
performers.

• Governance structure should preserve the autonomy of  univer-
sities. Need to develop expertise in educational management 
and separate it from academic administration.

• Need for exclusion of  politicians and limited representation of  
government in governance structures.  

• Teachers should have autonomy to frame their courses and 
assess the students.

• Need to fi nd supplementary sources of  funding, including 
encouraging philanthropy. Alumni should be tapped as a 
source.

• Universities should hire professional fund raisers to attract 
funding from non-government sources.

• Give government funds as a block grant based on a plan.

• Guaranteed students’ loans for students who have the capacity 
to pay it back and free education for poor students should be 
implemented.

Source: MHRD (2009b); NKC (2009); PRS Legislative Research.

TABLE 1.4 Key Recommendations of the NKC and Yash Pal Committee

National Knowledge Commission Yash Pal Committee
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(a) Higher Education and Research (HER) Bill, 2011: It seeks to 
establish the National Commission for Higher Educa-
tion and Research (NCHER) to facilitate determination 
and maintenance of  standards of  higher education and 
research in all areas except agricultural education. It 
shall replace the UGC, the AICTE and the NCTE.

(b) National Commission for Human Resources for Health 
(NCHRH) Bill, 2011: It aims at setting up a mechanism 
to determine and regulate the standard of  health 
education in the country.  It shall replace the Indian 
Nursing Council, the Pharmacy Council, the Dental 
Council, and the Medical Council.

(c) Foreign Educational Institutions (Regulation of  Entry and 
Operations) Bill, 2010: It seeks to allow foreign institutions 
to set up campuses in India without an Indian partner 
subject to specifi c conditions.

(d) National Accreditation Regulatory Authority (NARA) for 
Higher Educational Institutions Bill, 2010: It is aimed at 
instituting an apparatus to accredit all higher educational 
institutions. 

(e) Educational Tribunals Bill, 2010: Through this Bill, the 
government intends to set up national and state-level 
tribunals. Disputes related to institutions, students, 
faculty, and statutory authorities shall be adjudicated by 
these tribunals. 

(f) Prohibition of  Unfair Practices in Technical Educational In-
stitutions, Medical Educational Institutions and Universities 
Bill, 2010: It seeks to penalise unfair practices of  private 
educational institutions, which include charging of  
capitation fees, not giving receipts for payments made 
and publishing false advertisement.

 The regulatory structure proposed by the six Bills states 
that the NCHER and NCHRH are the statutory authori-
ties that will set standards and regulate higher educational 

institutions, including foreign educational institutions. The 
NARA shall licence agencies for accrediting institutions. 
Disputes between institutions, students and faculty shall 
be resolved through educational tribunals. Unfair practices 
such as capitation fees, donations, and false advertisements 
shall be penalised.
 However, it is unclear whether each of  these Bills will 
necessarily achieve their respective objectives. The HER 
Bill that establishes the NCHER (replacing the UGC and 
the AICTE) states that it seeks to maintain standards of  
higher education and promote autonomy. The NCHER has 
the power to specify requirements for award of  degree or 
diploma; and norms for establishment and winding up of  
institutions, academic quality (includes physical infrastruc-
ture, faculty qualifi cation) for accreditation and allocation 
of  grants. It shall also maintain a directory of  academics for 
leadership positions for appointment as Vice Chancellors. 
These powers are similar to the powers enjoyed by the UGC 
and the AICTE.
 The National Accreditation Regulatory Authority Bill, 
2010 makes accreditation mandatory for every educational 
institution and programme. However, the Bill only allows 
government-controlled non-profi t agencies to register as 
accreditation agencies. This raises a number of  issues:
(a) whether this will dilute the objective of  creating a 

healthy competitive environment for quality rating of  
educational institutions;

(b) whether the time frame to get accredited is suffi  cient 
given that all educational institutions have to get 
accredited within three years (fi ve years for medical 
institutes); and

(c) whether there is a need for a regulatory body (NARA) 
given the restriction on private sector participation. In 
countries such as the US, the UK and Germany, both 

FIGURE 1.1 Proposed Regulatory Structure

Source: Prepared by the authors.
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public and private agencies are allowed to accredit 
educational institutions. Committees such as the NKC 
suggested that both public and private accreditation 
agencies should be allowed and the Yash Pal Committee 
stated that accreditation agencies should be indepen-
dent of  the government (MHRD 2009b; NKC 2009).

 The Foreign Educational Institutions Bill, 2010 seeks to 
enable foreign universities to set up independent campuses 
in India. However, the Bill requires foreign institutions to 
maintain a corpus fund of  at least `500 million, does not 
allow repatriation of  funds and requires them to have a track 
record of  20 years in the parent country. Given such condi-
tions, it is an open question whether top foreign institutions 
would choose to come to India. Experts are divided over 
whether foreign educational institutions should be allowed 
to operate in the country. Opponents argue that it would 
commercialise the sector and increase disparity in access 
(Chattopadhyay 2009; Chowdhury 2010; Rahman 2010). 
Proponents contend that it would increase choices for 
students, enhance competition in the sector with potential 
for qualitative improvement in the Indian educational in-
stitutions, provide technical skills for the job market, and 
retain some of  the funds that fl ow overseas (Indian Express 
2010; NKC 2009; Palit 2009; Schukoske 2006). The Standing 
Committee on HRD, which examined the Bill, recommend-
ed that it be passed with adequate safeguards for stakehold-
ers. It suggested that: (a) an independent regulator should 
monitor, fee, curriculum, salary, etc; (b) approvals be given 
on a short-term basis fi rst, which could be extended based 
on performance; and (c) the government devise incentives 
for foreign institutions to utilise their surplus funds in India 
(GoI 2011).
 The Prohibition of  Unfair Practices Bill, 2010 makes 
taking of  capitation fees an off ence. It also makes it manda-
tory for institutions to disclose certain information in the 
prospectus. However, some experts contend that capitation 
fee is prohibited even now (MHRD 2009b). Since the Bill 
does not provide a diff erent system of  enforcement of  such 
regulations, the likelihood of  such a law making a diff erence 
in unfair practices may not be high. Furthermore, if  the core 
issues of  shortage of  seats and quality of  institutions are 
addressed, this would automatically reduce capitation fees 
(Basu 2009; Debroy 2008; Mehta 2005). The Bill was exam-
ined by the Standing Committee on HRD. It recommended 
that excess of  10 per cent of  tuition fee should be termed 
as capitation fees and the penalty for taking these increased 
(GoI 2011).

VOCATIONAL EDUCATION

In India, vocational education (training in a specifi c voca-
tion or trade) is provided through two basic ways: formal 

and informal. The formal structure includes: (a) vocational 
courses off ered in professional colleges and polytechnics, 
(b) vocational streams in schools at the higher secondary 
stage, (c) technical training in specialised institutions such as 
Industrial Training Institutes (ITIs)/Industrial Training Cen-
tres (ITCs), and (d) apprenticeship training. The informal 
structure includes training at the workplace and apprentice-
ships with family members (no certifi cation is provided for 
such workers). There are 17 ministries of  the government 
that impart vocational training (such as the ministries of  
HRD, labour, tourism, textiles, urban development, agricul-
ture, and food processing industry) (PIB 2012a). Each minis-
try sets up training institutes in its subject of  specialisation 
such as handloom, handicrafts, small industry, and tourism 
(Planning Commission 2008b).
 Currently, only 2 per cent of  the workforce in the age 
group of  15–29 years has undergone formal vocational 
training and 8 per cent have had non-formal vocational 
training. [Note that about 93 per cent of  India’s workforce 
is in the informal sector (Department of  School Education 
and Literacy 2011)]. A large proportion of  the workforce 
in the age group of  19–24 years has received vocational 
education in countries such as South Korea (96 per cent), 
Germany (75 per cent), Japan (80 per cent), and the UK 
(68 per cent) (Planning Commission 2008b). India has set a 
target of  creating 500 million skilled workers by 2022 (PIB 
2012a). Therefore, there is a dire need to increase capacity 
and capability of  skill development programmes.

Regulation of Vocational Education

Government and government-aided schools off er vocational 
courses under a centrally-sponsored scheme termed Voca-
tionalisation of  Higher Secondary Education. The scheme, 
started in 1988, provides fi nancial assistance to states to 
set up administrative structures, prepare curriculum and 
off er training programmes for teachers. It also provides 
fi nancial assistance to NGOs to conduct short-term courses. 
Schools are selected by the state governments.21 Since 1988, 
about 9,000 higher secondary schools have introduced the 
programme. There are about 150 vocational courses that 
schools may off er and students are awarded a certifi cate 
after completion.22 In addition, the CBSE schools (includ-
ing the National Open School) also off er vocational courses 
(Department of  School Education and Literacy n.d.).23

 Several types of  educational institutions (colleges, poly-
technics, ITIs/ITCs) off er vocational courses and training. 
Polytechnics off er three-year diploma courses in branches 
related to engineering, pharmacy and hotel management, 
and are regulated by the AICTE within the MHRD. The 
ITIs/ITCs conduct vocational training courses in 114 trades 
and are regulated by the Directorate General of  Employ-
ment and Training, Ministry of  Labour and Employment. 
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The duration of  training courses varies from six months 
to three years and students with Classes VII to XII pass 
qualifi cation can seek admission in these courses. These 
institutes can be started by the private sector provided they 
conform to the norms laid down by the Ministry (ibid.).24 
At present, there are 3,716 polytechnics and 9,480 ITIs/
ITCs operating in the country (2,247 are government- and 
7,233 are privately-managed).25 The Apprentices Act, 1961 
regulates training of  apprentices in 94 vocational courses 
(apprentices include students who take up vocational courses 
in schools).

Key Government Schemes

National Vocational Educational Qualifi cation 
Framework (NVEQF)

The government is in the process of  preparing the NVEQF. 
The NVEQF would set common principles and guidelines 
for a nationally-recognised qualifi cation system, covering 
schools, vocational education institutes and institutes of  
higher education. The aim is to enable stakeholders such 
as students and employers to objectively assess the level of  
competency gained through a vocational course. Further-
more, students will be able to opt for vocational courses 
from Class IX onwards, instead of  Class XI (Department of  
School Education and Literacy 2011).

Centrally-Sponsored Scheme of Vocationalisation of 
Secondary Education

Launched in 1988, the scheme aims to enhance educational 
opportunities to enhance employability, reduce mismatch 
between demand and supply of  skilled human resources 
and provide an alternative stream of  education. The scheme 
off ers two-year vocational courses in government and gov-
ernment-aided schools after Class X. The scheme provided 
fi nancial assistance to states for running these courses. The 
existing scheme was revised in 2011 to (a) focus on partner-
ships with the industry in imparting vocational education in 
schools, (b) assist private schools under the Public–Private 
Partnership (PPP) model and (c) build capacity of  vocational 
teachers (Department of  School Education and Literacy 
n.d.).26

Sub-Mission on Polytechnics

Under the scheme, it is proposed to establish 1,000 polytech-
nics in the country:
(a) 300 polytechnics to be set up by the state governments/

union territories with assistance from the central gov-
ernment in unserved districts;

(b) 300 polytechnics to be set up through PPP by the 
state governments and union territories (polytechnics 
will be selected in consultation with state governments, 

and various industrial organisations such as Confed-
eration of  Indian Industry [CII], Federation of  Indian 
Chambers of  Commerce and Industry [FICCI], Associ-
ated Chambers of  Commerce and Industry of  India 
[ASSOCHAM], and PHD Chamber of  Commerce, 
etc.); and

(c) facilitate the creation of  400 additional polytechnics by 
the private sector (Department of  School Education 
and Literacy n.d.).

National Skill Development Mission (NSDM)

The NSDM was launched to create a pool of  skilled per-
sonnel in line with the employment requirement across 
multiple sectors. Under the NSDM, the government set up 
three bodies:
(a) the National Skill Development Corporation (set up as 

a PPP to facilitate training for 150 million people);
(b) the Prime Minister’s Council on Skill Development; 

and
(c) the National Skill Development Coordination Board. 

The basic purpose of  this initiative is to bridge the skill-
gap in the country and enhance employability of  the 
workforce (Ministry of  Labour and Employment 2011; 
PIB 2010).

Key Challenges

Vocational education and training in India faces a variety of  
challenges, which will be discussed in this section. 
Access and Quality: The institutional spread of  ITIs/ITCs 
shows acute disparity with over half  of  these institutes locat-
ed in the southern states. The quality of  the training provid-
ed is poor as the infrastructural facilities, tools, faculty, and 
curriculum are not of  suffi  cient standard. The privately-run 
ITCs also have similar problems due to low-paying capacity 
of  learners and absence of  quality consciousness (Planning 
Commission 2008b).
Lack of  Mobility: Vocational training is treated as distinct and 
separate from general education. Therefore, students opting 
for vocational courses in school are not able to gain further 
qualifi cations in general education. This creates two types 
of  problems:
(a) people opting for such courses remain unprepared for 

the job market because a minimal level of  both academ-
ic training and practical skills is required for any job, and

(b) since students have restricted access to higher quali-
fi cation, these courses are considered as dead ends 
(Ministry of  Labour and Employment 2011).

Industry and Job Linkages: The vocational training institutes 
do not have close linkages with employers hence the training 
provided is outdated and irrelevant. The curriculum often 
remains static for years, and facilities and laboratories are 
often outdated (ibid.).
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Key Recommendations of Committees

In its 11th Five-Year Plan, the Planning Commission focused 
on upgrading existing infrastructure and setting up new 
institutes for vocational training (Planning Commission 
2008b). The Working Group for Vocational Education for 
the 12th Five-Year Plan made certain recommendations 
(Ministry of  Labour and Employment 2011):
(a) Assessment of  human resource is essential for planning. 

Therefore, such estimates should be collected by Sector 
Skill Councils to be set up by the National Skill Devel-
opment Corporation.

(b) The selection of  schools and vocational electives should 
be based on assessment of  skill needs, availability of  
required resources such as teachers/trainers, necessary 
raw material, electricity, water supply, and employment 
opportunities.

(c) Curriculum should be developed with inputs from aca-
demic and industry experts and should be reviewed and 
revised every two to three years or earlier.

(d) Teacher training courses should include a separate 
paper on vocational education.

(e) Schools should be provided with adequate tools, equip-
ment and machinery for the development of  soft and 
basic technical skills.

(f) Each school should have linkages with industry or busi-
ness establishments. Specialised practical training can 
be arranged in these establishments.

(g) A separate management structure should be set up at the 
national, state and district levels for the implementation 
and monitoring of  the NVEQF at various levels.

(h) The private sector should be engaged under a PPP 
model as academic and industrial partners along with 
NGOs and local government bodies.

 The NKC also made certain recommendations related to 
vocational education (NKC 2009):
(a) Vocational education should be placed entirely under the 

MHRD (currently there is a fragmented management 
of  the sector, i.e., it falls under diff erent ministries).

(b) Retain aspects of  general education within vocational 
education, which would enable students to return to 
mainstream education at a later stage.

(c) Students be permitted multiple entry and exit options in 
the vocational education stream.

(d) Links should be established between vocational educa-
tion and school and higher education.

(e) Data should be collected periodically to assess the 
impact of  training on employability.

(f) The government should aim to spend at least 10–15 
per cent of  its total public expenditure on vocational 
education.

(g) A massive increase in quantity of  training is required to 
meet the need for skilled labour. The government may 
consider options such as PPPs, distance learning and 
computerised vocational training.

(h) Certain minimum standards should be introduced as 
a measure of  quality, which should be followed by all 
public and private vocational institutions.

(i) Training options for unorganised and informal sectors 
should be enhanced.

(j) An independent regulatory agency should be estab-
lished for vocational education and training. This body 
would license accreditation agencies and prescribe stan-
dards for certifi cation.

(k) In order to ensure recognition of  certifi cation by em-
ployers, an electronic database of  certifi ed training 
providers as well as electronic identifi cation for certifi ed 
workers should be introduced.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

India is graduating to an economy where the bulk of  its 
population will be in the relatively younger age group of  
20–35 years. This ‘demographic dividend’ provides India 
great opportunities but also poses a great challenge. India 
will be able to reap the benefi ts of  such a dividend only if  
its population is healthy, educated and appropriately skilled. 
This chapter focused on the regulation of  the education sec-
tor and analysed the challenges that need to be overcome 
before India can have a world-class education system at 
all levels.
 India’s ability to emerge as a globally competitive country 
will substantially depend on its knowledge resources. Pres-
ently, there are a small number of  institutions that provide 
high-quality education while the majority need signifi cant 
improvement in terms of  quality, access and equity. There 
have been some recent initiatives to reform the sector in-
cluding the RTE Act, various bills to reform higher educa-
tion regulation and schemes related to vocational education. 
However, many of  these initiatives do not fully address issues 
related to quality and access of  education and governance 
of  the sector. They also do not encourage participation of  
the private sector in providing education. In order to bring 
about a systemic transformation, it is important to address 
many of  the weaknesses and contradictions inherent in the 
regulatory structure of  the education sector. The roadmap 
to reforming the sector needs to focus on enhancing access 
to knowledge, providing high quality of  education, improv-
ing the delivery system, and re-shaping the research and 
development structures.
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India is undergoing a historic demographic transition 
where the majority of  the population is below the age of  

25. It is increasingly being recognised that education will play 
a major role in the country for reaping the expected ‘demo-
graphic dividend’ over the next decades. In this background, 
the 10th and 11th Plan periods corresponding to the last 10 
years (2002–12) have witnessed a concerted eff ort to provide 
a thrust towards the universalisation of  elementary educa-
tion and signifi cantly expanding access to secondary and 
higher education. This has mainly come about through the 
intervention of  the central government in elementary edu-
cation, which was traditionally in the domain of  the states, 
having signifi cant implications for the structure of  fi nancing 
the education sector in general, and the fi scal responsibilities 
between the centre and the states in particular. Compara-
tively, adult and technical education sectors have lacked a 
coherent strategy, although it is being recognised that they 
form an integral part of  improving literacy among the 
general population and upgrading their skills (Mukherjee 
2007). In 2009, the parliament passed the historic Right to 
Education (RTE) Act, which provides the framework for 
policy in the years to come.
 The budget for the fi scal year 2011–12 was also the last 
budget for the 11th Plan, and the latest (2012–13) is the 
fi rst one for the 12th Plan. This provides an opportunity 
to review the objectives of  the Plan and how they have been 
translated into budgetary allocation by the Government 
of  India over the last fi ve years. The education budget 
of  the government can be disaggregated into fi ve broad 
components:
(a) elementary;
(b) secondary;
(c) university, higher and distance learning;
(d) technical education; and
(e) others, which includes adult education, promotion of  

language, etc.

 This paper provides an analysis of  the expenditure in 
the Department of  School Education and Literacy and 
the Department of  Higher Education, under the Ministry 
of  Human Resource and Development (MHRD), which 
constitutes over 90 per cent of  the total education budget of  
the Government of  India.
 The objective of  this paper is to provide a comprehensive 
assessment of  the allocations made by the Government of  
India through its budgetary provision in the education sec-
tor over the 11th Plan period. The initial (2007–08) and last 
years (2011–12) of  the Plan have been compared and a trend 
analysis of  the increase in union government expenditure 
on education provided. In the next stage, schemes have been 
categorised according to their purpose — administrative 
expenditure, increasing enrolment and reducing dropout, 
improving quality, ensuring equity, support to institutions 
of  learning, etc. Then an analysis of  the size of  the schemes 
(above 5,000 million to less than 500 million) has been given, 
and their distribution, both within the education sub-sector 
(such as elementary education) and across the fi ve sub-
sectors explained earlier, has been tracked. Moreover, by 
classifying schemes in this manner a two-way analysis has 
been undertaken of  the share of  resources going to each 
sub-sector and the scheme category. The analysis, therefore, 
would provide a broad overview of  the quantum, purpose 
and distribution of  the expenditure on education by the 
Government of  India through the MHRD. The paper con-
cludes with some policy recommendations arising out of  
the analysis.

OBJECTIVES OF THE 11TH FIVE-YEAR PLAN AND 
ALLOCATIONS FOR EDUCATION

Among the 27 targets set by the 11th Five-Year Plan at the 
national level, those in education were:
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Union Government and Roadmap for the Future

Anit N. Mukherjee and Satadru Sikdar

2



18 India Infrastructure Report 2012

(a) Reduction in the dropout rates of  children at the 
elementary level from 52.2 per cent in 2003–04 to 20 per 
cent by 2011–12.

(b) Developing minimum standards of  educational 
attainment in elementary schools, to ensure quality 
education.

(c) Increasing the literacy rate for persons of  age 7 years or 
more to 85 per cent by 2011–12.

(d) Reducing the gender gap in literacy to 10 percentage 
points by 2011–12.

(e) Increasing the percentage of  each cohort going to 
higher education from the present 10 per cent to 15 
per cent by 2011–12 (Planning Commission 2008: 23).

 While a comprehensive evaluation of  these broad targets 
is not within the scope of  this paper, the census data for 2011 
indicate an increase in the literacy rate and reduction of  the 
gender gap. However, the latest National Sample Survey 
Organisation (NSSO) data indicate that dropout rates are 
higher than 20 per cent in most states, and the percentage 
of  each cohort going to higher education is also much less 
than the 11th Plan targets envisaged (Sikdar and Mukherjee 
2012). The major developments during the 11th Plan period 
have been:
(a) expansion of  Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) as the vehicle 

of  universal elementary education;

(b) extension of  the Mid-Day Meal scheme (MDM) to all 
elementary schools;

(c) enactment of  the RTE Act, 2009;
(d) establishment of  the Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha 

Abhiyan (RMSA); and
(e) enhancement of  allocation for higher education through 

the establishment of  Indian Institutes of  Technol-
ogy (IITs), Indian Institutes of  Management (IIMs) and 
National Institutes of  Technology (NITs). The period 
also saw the initiation of  reforms in higher education 
through the National Commission for Higher Educa-
tion and Research (NCHER) Bill which is currently 
before the parliament.

 Corresponding to these developments, the budgetary 
allocation and expenditure by the central government has 
increased signifi cantly between 2007–08 and 2011–12. Bud-
getary allocation has doubled in the case of  elementary edu-
cation, and has risen by more than three times for secondary 
and higher education (Figure 2.1).
 One major factor augmenting the resources available for 
elementary education in India is the revenue mobilised on 
account of  the education cess. Initially levied at 2 per cent 
of  all taxes collected by the central government, the educa-
tion cess was increased to 3 per cent onwards with the extra 
1 per cent earmarked for secondary and higher education 

2007–08

Elementary
Education

Secondary
Education

University and
Higher Education

and Distance Learning

Technical
Education

Others

2011–12 2012–13

203,104

320,272

382,981

26,277

88,853
97,678

40,081

107,330

147,781

21,236

78,261
91,516

5,305
18,068

19,691

Source: GoI (2011).

FIGURE 2.1 Central Expenditure in Education During the 11th Plan (`in million)
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on all central taxes other than corporation and income tax. 
The last Plan period also saw a period of  high growth, an 
economic slowdown on account of  the global fi nancial cri-
sis, and recovery during the last two fi scal years. The initial 
years of  the 11th Plan, therefore, saw rapid increase in tax 
collection, which translated into higher growth of  revenues 
on account of  education cess, while the rate of  growth of  
cess collection slowed towards the end of  the Plan. Table 2.1 
provides a detailed report of  the revenues collected through 
cess and its share in fi nancing the diff erent levels of  educa-
tion by the Government of  India.
 It has to be noted that the elementary education cess is 
earmarked for only two programmes — SSA and MDM. No 
such programme-wise earmarking is done for secondary 
and higher education cess, although most of  the funds from 
the RMSA should be raised from that channel. 

EXPENDITURE BY TYPE OF SCHEME

Almost the entire allocation in the budget for education by 
the central government is spent through diff erent schemes. 
These range from large system-wide interventions, such 
as SSA, to particular organisations and institutions such 
as the Kendriya Vidyalaya Sangathan (KVS), to targeted 
scholarship schemes for girl students. Most schemes have 
a particular motivation, a funding structure and a delivery 
mechanism. These range from direct expenditure by the 
central government (funding for University Grants Com-
mission [UGC], for example), expenditure through state 
governments, and pooling resources between centre and 
states (SSA and RMSA). The list is not exhaustive, and 
several intermediate arrangements also exist. The complete 
list of  schemes is provided in Tables 2A and 2B.
 Moreover, it is diffi  cult to characterise the schemes into 
one type or the other — a scheme such as the SSA has several 
components and hence can be described as either increasing 
enrolment or improving quality. Similarly, a large scheme 

such as the MDM has several externalities — although 
the scheme provides nutrition, it also has an impact on 
increasing enrolment and reducing dropout. Given these 
limitations, the expenditure of  the central government 
has been categorised into fi ve major groups according to 
their motivation: increasing enrolment, reducing dropout, 
improving quality, ensuring equity, institutional allowances 
and grants to north-eastern states (Table 2.2). Since all 
centrally-sponsored schemes have a north-east component, 
the allocations for the region have been separated to provide 
an estimate of  the quantum of  resources solely focused on 
improving education in the north-eastern states of  India.
 One implication of  the data from Table 2.1 is the fact that 
the size of  the schemes vary signifi cantly. For example, there 
are six schemes to increase enrolment with a total outlay of  
over `200,000 million (of  which SSA is the major recipient). 
On the other hand, there are 11 schemes with an equity focus 
with a total outlay of  `11,670 million in 2011–12. Similarly, 
the number of  funding schemes that have been earmarked 
for the north-east increased from 19 to 29 during the 11th 
Plan period.
Summary: During the 11th Plan, education fi nancing by the 
central government has refl ected the focus on increasing 
enrolment and reducing dropouts. Institutional grants for 
higher education, either directly or through the UGC, have 
shown signifi cant increase in allocations. 

DISTRIBUTION OF SCHEMES IN 
EXPENDITURE GROUPS

Multiplicity of  schemes with similar objectives often suf-
fers from inadequate administrative attention and capacity. 
Therefore, it is important to understand whether the pleth-
ora of  schemes funded through the central government 
has shown any signs of  consolidation. From a policy and 
fi nancial management perspective, it is generally advisable 
to devote adequate resources to a particular scheme, rather 

TABLE 2.1 Contribution of Education Cess to Elementary and Secondary/Higher Education Expenditure (`in million)

 2007–08  2011–12

 Expenditure Cessa Cess Going to Expenditure Expenditure Cessa  Cess Going to Expenditure
   SSA and MDM Met by Cess   SSA and MDM Met by Cess
   (per cent) (per cent)   (per cent)  (per cent)

Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 131,710 83,160 74.7 63.1 210,000 119,920 65.4 57.1

Mid-Day Meal 66,780 28,120 25.3 42.1 103,800 63,420 34.6 61.1

Secondary/Higher 92,900 27,160  29.2 292,510 42,920  14.7

Source: GoI (2011).
Note: a indicates allocation through Prarambhik Shiksha Kosh (PSK).
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than introducing new schemes for the same objective, which 
lead to fragmentation and mismanagement.
 In this analysis, schemes have been grouped together 
according to their allocation size for diff erent sectors of  edu-
cation, with four groups for every sector. Group I contains 
schemes with allocation of  `5,000 million or more, Group 
II comprises those between `1,000–5,000 million, Group III 
covers those between ̀ 500–1,000 million, and Group IV those 
below ̀ 500 million (Table 2.3). The complete list of  schemes 
is provided in Table 2C.
Summary: Table 2.3 illustrates the within-group and across-
group divergence in the size of  the resource allocation. For 

all education sectors the number of  schemes has increased 
in Group I (highest allocation category) and decreased in 
Group IV (lowest allocation category) from 2007–08 to 
2011–12. This refl ects a move towards consolidation of  
resources in ‘fl agship’ schemes during the 11th Plan period, 
which is a welcome development.

Details of Allocation across Existing and New 
Schemes during 12th Plan

The policy objective of  universal elementary education is 
primarily refl ected in the consolidation of  the large Cen-
trally Sponsored Schemes (CSSs). In 2011–12, apart from 

TABLE 2.2 Distribution of Government of India Education Expenditure, by Type

    2007–08 (RE) 2011–12 (RE)

    Number of  Allocation  Number of  Allocation 
  Schemes (`in million) Schemes (`in million)

Group I Enrolment Increasing Scheme 7 122,382.2 6 213,930.0

Group II Dropout Reducing Scheme 7 61,794.2 8 103,047.3

Group III Quality Improving Scheme 19 7,356.2 17 20,314.6

Group IV Equity in Education 8 3,103.0 11 11,678.9

Group V Institutional Grant 40 76,501.3 43 212,943.7

Group Va School Education 5 20,228.8 6 50,129.3

Group Vb Higher Education 35 56,272.5 37 162,814.4

Group Vb(i) University Grants Commission 1 35,819.4 1 89,274.1

Group Vb(ii) Non-Technical Higher Education 16 4,236.6 15 16,140.7

Group Vb(iii) Technical Higher Education 18 16,216.5 21 57,399.6

Group VI Grant for North-East State 19 23,661.0 29 49,707.0

Group VII Other Administrative Expenditure   844.1   2,029.9

Source: GoI (2007, 2011).

TABLE 2.3 Number of Schemes According to Scheme Sizes

Size of  Scheme Elementary Secondary University, Higher Technical  Others
 Education Education Education and Education
   Distance Learning  

 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 
 (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE)

Group I (Schemes above 2 2 2 5 1 3 2 5 0 1
`5,000 million) 

Group II (Schemes between  2 2 2 4 1 1 2 7 1 1
`1,000 million to less than
`5,000 million) 

Group III (Schemes between 0 2 2 1 1 3 3 7 2 3
`500 million to less than
`1,000 million) 

Group IV (Below `500 million) 3 1 8 6 15 10 22 14 20 21

Total 7 7 14 16 18 17 29 33 23 26

Source: GoI (2007, 2011).
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the SSA) and the MDM, a new scheme — Strengthening of  
Teachers Training Institutions — has been introduced under 
the fi rst group. The Scheme to Provide Quality Education in 
Madrassas (SPQEM) is the only scheme in Group II with an 
increased allocation in 2011–12. The SPQEM was launched 
in 2009–10, and the District Primary Education Programme 
(DPEP) was stopped in the same year. The Kasturba Gandhi 
Balika Vidyalaya, which was continuing from the 10th Plan as 
a separate scheme, was merged with the SSA after 2006–07. 
The Mahila Samakhya and the Scheme for Infrastructure 
Development in Minority Institute (IDMI), with `500 
million allocation come under Group III. The ‘National Bal 
Bhawan, New Delhi’ is the only scheme in elementary edu-
cation, whose allocation is less than `500 million. 
 For secondary education, fi ve schemes come under 
Group I in 2011–12, instead of  two schemes in 2007–08. 
The RMSA and the Model School Scheme are two new ones 
in the 11th Plan with a large allocation. Apart from these, 
allocation for Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT) in School scheme has been increased signifi cantly in 
2011–12 from what it had been in 2007–08. The KVS and the 
Navodaya Vidyalaya Samiti are two other schemes with an 
allocation of  more than `5,000 million in the union budgets 
in both 2007–08 and 2011–12. The Scheme for Construction 
and Running of  Girls’ Hostels for Students of  Secondary 
and Higher Secondary Schools, the National Council of  
Educational Research and Training (NCERT) and the Inclu-
sive Education for the Disabled at Secondary Stage (IEDSS) 
are three schemes that come under Group II in the 2011–12 
budget. IEDSS, which was earlier known as the Integrated 
Education for Disabled Children (IEDC), has become a 
new scheme from 2009–10. The National Merit-cum-Means 
Scholarship (NMMS) and the National Scheme of  Incentive 
to Girls for Secondary Education are the two new schemes 

of  the 11th Plan that come under Group III in 2011–12. 
In Group IV, only one new scheme — Appointment of  
Language Teachers — was introduced in 2009–10 and the 
allocation is only `50 million in 2011–12 (Table 2.4). The 
lowest scheme in terms of  allocation is Access and Equity 
with only `1 million in 2011–12.
 For university and higher education and distance learning, 
four schemes come under Group I. These are due to high 
allocation for the UGC, which was necessitated by the 
revision in salary scales of  university and college teachers. 
The educational loan interest subsidy, introduced in 2008–
09, comes under Group I in 2011–12. The Scholarship for 
College and University Students was started in 2007–08 
and it comes under Group II with an increased allocation. 
Apart from the Indira Gandhi National Open University 
(IGNOU), the Indian Council of  Social Science Research 
(ICSSR) and the Establishment of  Tribunals, Accreditation 
Authority, NCHER and National Finance Corporation 
come under Group III in 2011–12. The Group IV schemes in 
university and higher education and distance learning were 
more or less same in 2007–08 and 2011–12. The only change 
was that the Area Intensive and Madrassa Modernisation 
Programme was closed after 2008–09 and the Assistance to 
State Governments for Degree Colleges introduced in the 
Union Budget 2011–12 with an allocation of  `100 million.

PROPORTION OF EXPENDITURE IN DIFFERENT 
SCHEME CATEGORIES

Analysis of  group-wise expenditure in Table 2.5 indicates that 
there are increments in expenditure in the fi rst three groups 
for every level of  education (except Group II allocation in 
elementary education and Group III allocation in secondary 

TABLE 2.4 Continuing and New Schemes — Comparison of 10th and 11th Plans

Scheme Size as of  2011–12 Continuing from 10th Plan Introduced in 11th Plan Schemes Withdrawn after 10th Plan

Over `5,000 million Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA), Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha
 National Programme of  Mid-Day Abhiyan (RMSA); Scheme for
 Meals in Schools, Navodaya Setting up of  6,000 Model
 Vidyalaya Samiti, Kendriya Schools at Block-Level
 Vidyalaya Sangathan   

Between Strengthening of  Teachers Training Scheme for Providing Quality District Primary Education 
`1,000–5,000 million Institutions; Information and Education in Madrassas Programme (DPEP), Kasturba Gandhi
 Communication Technology (SPQEM) Balika Vidyalaya (included in SSA),
 in Schools  Continuing Education for Neo-Literates

Between `500–1,000 million Mahila Samakhya

Below `500 million  Appointment of  Language National Council for Teacher
  Teachers  Education (NCTE)

Source: Compiled by the authors from GoI (2007, 2011).
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education) and decrease in expenditure in Group IV schemes 
(except at secondary and technical education levels).
 The decrease in elementary education expenditure in 
Group II is due to two reasons. First, the Strengthening of  
Teachers Training Institutions scheme has been upgraded 
from Group II to Group I due to the increase in allocation to 
above `5,000 million in the Union Budget 2011–12. Second, 
the Kasturba Gandhi Balika Vidyalaya, which was started as 
a separate scheme during the 10th Plan, was merged with the 
SSA in 2007–08. The SPQEM is the only scheme in Group II 
of  elementary education in Union Budget 2011–12 with an 
allocation of  `1,500 million. Similarly, the NCERT and the 
ICT in schools were in Group III of  secondary education in 

2007–08, but had higher allowances in the 11th Plan and were 
upgraded to Group I.
 Looking at the percentage distribution of  expenditure 
within each categories of  education in Table 2.6, we fi nd 
that the proportion has increased in Group I and decreased 
in other groups, barring a slight increment in Group II for 
secondary education.
Summary: From the analysis carried out in this section, 
it is evident that the government has tended to focus on 
schemes with higher allocation. Calculating the percentage 
of  allocation of  each group out of  the total education 
expenditure and adding up all sectors, it is clear that the 
government has increased expenditure through Group I 

TABLE 2.5 Total Expenditure, by Group (`in million)

Size of  Scheme Elementary Secondary University, Higher Technical  Others
 Education Education Education and Education
   Distance Learning  

 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 
 (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE)

Group I (Schemes above 198,490.0 313,800.0 20,688.0 79,808.0 35,819.4 102,608.3 13,856.7 54,282.1 0.0 7,650.0
`5,000 million) 

Group II (Schemes between 4,120.0 5,265.0 3,700.0 7,366.9 1,800.3 1,620.0 2,477.2 15,693.5 1,640.0 4,387.5
`1,000 million to less than
`5,000 million) 

Group III (Schemes between 0.0 1,000.0 1,509.5 700.0 972.1 2,155.8 2,052.0 4,871.5 1,259.5 2,735.0
`500 million to less than
`1,000 million) 

Group IV (Below `500 million) 494.0 206.5 379.3 978.0 1,489.0 946.1 2,849.8 3,414.0 1,848.7 3,295.7

Source: GoI (2007, 2011).

TABLE 2.6 Percentage of Expenditure within Education Group

Size of  Scheme Elementary Secondary University, Higher Technical  Others
 Education Education Education and Education
   Distance Learning  

 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 
 (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE)

Group I (Schemes above  97.73 97.98 78.73 89.82 89.37 95.60 65.25 69.36 0.00 42.34
`5,000 million)

Group II (Schemes between  2.03 1.64 14.08 8.29 4.49 1.51 11.67 20.05 34.54 24.28
`1,000 million to less than
`5,000 million)

Group III (Schemes between  0.00 0.31 5.74 0.79 2.43 2.01 9.66 6.22 26.53 15.14
`500 million to less than
`1,000 million)

Group IV (Below `500 million ) 0.24 0.06 1.44 1.10 3.71 0.88 13.42 4.36 38.93 18.24

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

Source: Calculated from GoI (2007, 2011).



Public Expenditure on Education in India by the Union Government and Roadmap for the Future 23

schemes and reduced expenditure through other small-sized 
ones in other groups. This is particularly true of  secondary 
education during the 11th Plan period. The proportion of  
expenditure on secondary education was 8.9 per cent of  the 
total expenditure in 2007–08, and it has increased to 14.5 per 
cent of  total expenditure in 2011–12.

SUMMARY: FUTURE DIRECTIONS IN FINANCING 
OF EDUCATION IN INDIA

Financing Responsibility of Union and State 
Governments

Education fi nancing in India is at crossroads. As has been 
observed in the discussion in this chapter, the quantum of  
public expenditure on education by the union government 
has gone up signifi cantly in the last decade. We have also 
analysed that the bulk of  this expenditure is earmarked for 
a few key fl agship programmes such as the SSA (the vehicle 
for implementation of  the RTE), the MDM Scheme and the 
RMSA geared towards expansion of  secondary education. 
Moreover, our study also points to the fact that a signifi -
cant contribution to this increase in expenditure is through 
higher collection of  the education cess, which now covers 
not only elementary education and MDM schemes, but also 
secondary and higher education. India is unique among 
other developing countries in its use of  earmarked taxes for 

fi nancing public expenditure on education. It is extremely 
important, therefore, to see whether this increase in expen-
diture by the union government is ‘crowding in’ or ‘crowd-
ing out’ expenditure by the states or the private sector. Initial 
evidence seems to indicate that the state governments have 
not increased their education expenditure commensurately. 
They are becoming increasingly more reliant on the union 
government to augment their resource base for educa-
tion. Consequently, education policy is increasingly being 
determined at the national, rather than the state level, as 
was originally envisaged in the Constitution. The imple-
mentation framework of  the RTE and the proliferation of  
centrally-sponsored schemes would essentially guarantee 
the pre-eminence of  the union government in the fi nancing 
of  education in the near future.

Increasing Privatisation of Education and 
Implications for Financing

The NSSO has conducted a survey on the participation 
and expenditure in education in 2007–08. The unit-level 
data gives some information about student participation 
in government, government-aided, private-aided and 
private unaided schools. In our study we have clubbed 
government, government-aided and private aided together 
as ‘government-aided’, keeping private unaided schools as 
the other category. Figure 2.2 depict that the participation 
in private school is increasing with income both in rural 

TABLE 2.7 Groupwise Percentage of Expenditure on Education

Size of  Scheme Elementary Secondary University, Higher Technical  Others Total
 Education Education Education and Education
  Distance Learning  

 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12 2007–08 2011–12  2007–08 2011–12
 (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE) (RE)

Group I 67.18 51.21 7.00 13.02 12.12 16.74 4.69 8.86 0.00 1.25 91.00 91.08
(Schemes above
`5,000 million)

Group II 1.39 0.86 1.25 1.20 0.61 0.26 0.84 2.56 0.56 0.72 4.65 5.60
(Schemes between
`1,000 million 
to less than
`5,000 million)

Group III 0.00 0.16 0.51 0.11 0.33 0.35 0.69 0.79 0.43 0.45 1.96 1.87
(Schemes between
`500 million
to less than
`1,000 million)

Group IV (Below  0.17 0.03 0.13 0.16 0.50 0.15 0.96 0.56 0.63 0.54 2.39 1.44
`500 million)

Total 68.74 52.26 8.89 14.50 13.57 17.52 7.19 12.77 1.61 2.95 100.00 100.00

Source: GoI (2007, 2011).
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and urban areas, but in urban areas this increase is of  a 
much higher order. In terms of  private school enrolment in 
rural areas, the overall share is around 10 percent – most 
of  them from the upper income strata. However, state-wise 
analysis fi gures from the unit level data (not presented here) 
indicates that in some states such as Himachal Pradesh and 
Uttar Pradesh, the proportion of  children in rural areas from 
the lowest income quintile is over 25 per cent. This implies 
that parents of  economically weaker sections are increas-
ingly accessing private education services. This is a trend 
that is likely to continue, as incomes rise and the demand 
for quality education increases. The government system in 
many states might therefore suff er from over-capacity and 
under-utilisation. On the other hand, the problems faced 
by the higher education sector would be just the opposite. 
It is important therefore to take a pragmatic view of  what 
would be the best use of  public resources and provide in-
novative solutions to correct the imbalances both within and 
between sectors.

Public–Private Partnership for Education in India

One possible solution is to enhance the scale and scope of  
Public–Private Partnership (PPP) in the education sector 
in India. In one sense, the PPP model already exists in 
the form of  ‘government-aided’ schools, which form the 

highest proportion of  schools in states like Kerala and West 
Bengal. There was also a proposal to build ‘Model Schools’ 
in the PPP mode in over 6,000 blocks of  the country, which 
would then be a catalyst for other schools to perform as per 
the standards set by these institutions. PPP in education, 
however, is diffi  cult to implement, not least due to the 
divergence in incentives between public and private schools. 
 A well-crafted PPP strategy is not only essential, but also 
can make best use of  resources, technology and capacity 
of  the education system to deliver the ultimate goal — 
universal and equitable access to high-quality education. 
The fi rst step would be to recognise the fact that the demand 
for education at all levels would increase manifold in the 
medium term. Second, public provision is a necessary but 
not suffi  cient condition for increasing enrolments, reducing 
dropouts and upgrading knowledge and skills at elementary, 
secondary and tertiary levels. Third, it is essential to ensure 
standards of  quality in education — otherwise parents would 
exercise their choice as consumers to move between public 
and private sectors, creating overcapacity and ineffi  ciency in 
resource allocation. 
 The PPP strategy, therefore, is a combination of  project-
ing demand for diff erent levels of  education, separation of  
public goods (equity, non-discrimination, knowledge cre-
ation, research and development, etc.) from private goods 

FIGURE 2.2 Student Participation in Government and Private Schools in Different Income Groups

Source: Calculated from NSSO 62nd Round data (2007–08).
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(private school education, technical and professional cours-
es, employment-oriented skill formation, etc.), and adhering 
to quality standards for both. The ensuing investment plan 
would take into account the existing stock of  human and 
physical capital (students, teachers, schools, technical insti-

tutions, universities, etc.) and projected demand for each, 
fi lling the gaps in educational infrastructure over the next 
decade and beyond. That would be the most effi  cient way 
to harness our demographic dividend in the future Five-
Year Plans.
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TABLE 2A List of Schemes of the Ministry of Human Resource Development, 2007–08

Elementary Education 1. Strengthening of  Teachers Training Institutions 2. Mahila Samakhya 3. National Bal Bhawan, New Delhi 
4. District Primary Education Programme 5. National Programme of  Mid-Day Meals in Schools 6. Sarva 
Shiksha Abhiyan 7. National Council for Teacher Education

Secondary Education 1. National Council of  Educational Research and Training 2. Kendriya Vidyalaya Sangathan 3. Navodaya 
Vidyalaya Samiti 4. Information and Communication Technology in Schools 5. Integrated Education for 
Disabled Children 6. National Institute of  Open Schooling 7. Access and Equity 8. Central Tibetan Schools 
Administration 9. Vocationalisation of  Education 10. National Scheme for Incentive to Girls for Secondary 
Education 11. Special Navodaya Vidyalayas 12. National Merit Scholarship Scheme 13. Upgrading 2,000 
Kasturba Gandhi Balika Vidyalayas (Residential Schools, Hostels/Girls’ Hostels) 14. Other Programmes

University, Higher Education 1. University Grants Commission 2. Improvement in Salary Scale of  University and College Teachers 3. Indian 
and Distance Learning  Council of  Social Science Research 4. Indian Council of  Historical Research 5. Rural Universities/National 

Council of  Rural Institutes 6. Indian Institute of  Advanced Study, Shimla, 7. Indian Council of  Philosophical 
Research 8. Shastri Indo-Canadian Institute 9. Setting Up of  a Refi nance Corporation/Student Loan Scheme 
10. National Institute of  Studies in Sri Guru Granth Sahib 11. Area Intensive and Madrassa Modernisation 
Programme 12. Indira Gandhi National Open University 13. Commonwealth of  Learning 14. Scholarship 
to Students from Non-Hindi Speaking States/Union Territories and Other Scholarships 15. Scholarship for 
College and University Students 16. Provision for University and Higher Education 17. Provision for Distance 
Learning (including Scholarships) 18. Other Programmes

Technical Education  1. Community Polytechnics 2. Indian Institutes of  Technology 3. Scholarships/Apprenticeship Training 
4. Indian Institutes of  Management 5. Indian Institute of  Science, Bangalore 6. All India Council for Technical 
Education (including National Institutes of  Technology) 7. Polytechnics for Disabled Persons 8. Indian 
Institute of  Information Technology, Gwalior 9. Indian Institute of  Information Technology, Allahabad 
10. Indian Institute of  Information Technology, Jabalpur 11. Indian Institute of  Information Technology, 
Design and Manufacturing, Kancheepuram 12. National Institute for Industrial Engineering, Mumbai 
13. National Institute for Foundry and Forge Technology 14. School of  Planning and Architecture, Delhi, 
15. National Institutes of  Technical Teachers’ Training and Research 16. Sant Longowal Institute of  
Engineering and Technology 17. Indian School of  Mines, Dhanbad 18. Board of  Apprenticeship Training 
19. Technical Education Quality Improvement Project of  Government of  India 20. Central Institute of  
Technology, Kokrajhar 21. New Indian Institutes of  Information Technology 22. New Schools of  Planning 
and Architecture 23. Indian National Digital Library in Engineering Science and Technology 24. Setting 
Up of  New Indian Institutes of  Technology (Erstwhile Setting Up of  Three New Ones) 25. Indian Institutes 
of  Science for Education and Research 26. Upgradation of  Existing/Setting Up of  New Polytechnics 
27. North Eastern Regional Institute of  Science and Technology, Itanagar 28. Provision for Technical 
Education 29. Other Programmes

Others 1. Directorate of  Hindi, Commission for Scientifi c and Technical Terminology 2. Kendriya Hindi Shikshan 
Mandal 3. Appointment of  Language Teachers 4. National Council for Promotion of  Urdu Language 
5. Central Institute of  Indian Languages and Regional Language Centres 6. National Council for Promotion 
of  Sindhi Language 8. Modern Indian Languages 9. Development of  Tamil Language 10. Rashtriya Sanskrit 
Sansthan 11. Rashtriya Ved Vidya Pratisthan 12. Education in Human Values 13. Book Promotion 14. Indian 
National Commission/United Nations Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural Organization 15. Planning Norms 
16. Administration 17. Provision for Development of  Languages 18. Provision for Book Promotion 19. Adult 
Education and Skill Development Scheme 20. Support to Non-Governmental Organisations/Institutions/
State Resource Centres for Adult Education and Skill Development 21. Directorate of  Adult Education 
22. National Literacy Mission Authority 23. Other Programmes

Source: GoI (2007). 
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TABLE 2B List of Schemes of the Ministry of Human Resource Development, 2011–12

Elementary Education 1. National Programme of  Mid-Day Meals in Schools 2. Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 3. Strengthening of  Teachers 
Training Institutions 4. Scheme for Providing Quality Education in Madrassas 5. Mahila Samakhya 6. Scheme 
for Infrastructure Development in Minority Institutions 7. National Bal Bhawan, New Delhi

Secondary Education 1. Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan 2. Navodaya Vidyalaya Samiti 3. Kendriya Vidyalaya Sangathan 
4. Scheme for Setting Up of  6,000 Model Schools at Block Level as Benchmark of  Excellence 5. Informa-
tion and Communication Technology in Schools 6. Scheme for Construction and Running of  Girls’ Hostels 
for Students of  Secondary and Higher Secondary Schools 7. National Council of  Educational Research and 
Training 8. Inclusive Education of  the Disabled at Secondary Stage 9. National Merit-cum-Means Scholarship 
Scheme 10. National Scheme for Incentive to Girls for Secondary Education 11. Central Tibetan Schools 
Administration 12. Vocationalisation of  Education 13. National Institute of  Open Schooling 14. Access and 
Equity 15. Appointment of  Language Teachers 16. Other Programmes

University, Higher Education 1. University Grants Commission 2. Improvement in Salary Scale of  University and College Teachers 
and Distance Learning 3. Educational Loan Interest Subsidy 4. Provision for University and Higher Education (for the Benefi t of  

North-Eastern Areas and Sikkim 5. Scholarship for College and University Students 6. Indira Gandhi National 
Open University 7. Indian Council of  Social Science Research 8. Establishment of  Tribunals, Accreditation 
Authority, National Commission of  Higher Education and Research, and National Finance Corporation 9. 
Assistance to State Governments for Degree Colleges 10. Indian Council of  Historical Research 11. Rural 
Universities/National Council of  Rural Institutes 12. Indian Institute of  Advanced Study, Shimla 13. Indian 
Council of  Philosophical Research 14. Shastri Indo-Canadian Institute 15. Commonwealth of  Learning 16. 
Scholarship to Students from Non-Hindi Speaking States/Union Territories and Other Scholarships 17. Pro-
vision for Distance Learning (including Scholarships) (for the Benefi t of  North-Eastern Areas and Sikkim 
18. Other Programmes

Technical Education  1. Indian Institutes of  Technology 2. National Institutes of  Technology 3. Assistance to States for Upgradation 
of  Existing/Setting Up of  New Polytechnics 4. Indian Institutes of  Science for Education and Research 
5. Setting Up of  New Indian Institutes of  Technology (Erstwhile Setting Up of  Three New Ones) 6. Provision 
for Technical Education (for the Benefi t of  North-Eastern Areas and Sikkim) 7. Indian Institute of  Science, 
Bangalore 8. Technical Education Quality Improvement Project of  Government of  India 9. All India Council 
for Technical Education 10. Indian Institutes of  Management 11. Community Polytechnics 12. Indian School 
of  Mines, Dhanbad 13. Women’s Hostels in Polytechnics 14. National Institutes of  Technical Teachers’ 
Training and Research 15. National Institute for Industrial Engineering, Mumbai 16. Indian Institute of  
Information Technology, Design and Manufacturing, Kancheepuram 17. Setting Up of  New Indian Institutes 
of  Management 18. Scholarships/Apprenticeship Training 19. Indian Institute of  Information Technology, 
Allahabad 20. Polytechnics for Disabled Persons 21. Indian Institute of  Information Technology, Gwalior 
22. Indian Institute of  Information Technology, Jabalpur 23. National for Foundry and Forge Technology 
24. School of  Planning and Architecture, Delhi 25. Sant Longowal Institute of  Engineering and Technology 
26. Board of  Apprenticeship Training 27. Central Institute of  Technology, Kokrajhar 28. New Indian Institutes 
of  Information Technology 29. New Schools of  Planning and Architecture 30. Indian National Digital Library 
in Engineering Science and Technology 31. Setting Up of  New National Institutes of  Technology 32. Training 
and Research in Frontier Areas 33. Expansion and Upgradation of  State Engineering Institutions 34. Setting 
Up of  Indian Institute of  Engineering, Science and Technology 35. North Eastern Regional Institute of  
Science and Technology, Itanagar 36. Other Programmes

Others 1. National Mission in Education through Information and Communication Technology 2. Adult Education 
and Skill Development Scheme 3. Support to Non-Governmental Organisations/Institutions/State Resource 
Centres for Adult Education and Skill Development 4. Provision for Information and Communication 
Technology (for the Benefi t of  North-Eastern Areas and Sikkim) 5. Rashtriya Sanskrit Sansthan 6. Directorate 
of  Adult Education 7. National Literacy Mission Authority 8. Directorate of  Hindi 9. Appointment of  
Language Teachers 10. Kendriya Hindi Shikshan Mandal 11. National Council for Promotion of  Urdu 
Language 12. Central Institute of  Indian Languages and Regional Language Centres 13. National Council 
for Promotion of  Sindhi Language 14. Central Institute of  Classical Tamil, Chennai 15. Rashtriya Ved Vidya 
Pratisthan 16. Provision for Development of  Languages (for the Benefi t of  North-Eastern Areas and Sikkim) 
17. Book Promotion 18. Indian National Commission/ United Nations Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural 
Organization 19. Planning Norms 20. Administration 21. Other Programmes

Source: GoI (2011).
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TABLE 2C List of Schemes of the Ministry of Human Resource Development, by Group

   2007–08 2011–12

Group I

Group II

Group III

Group IV

Group V

Enrolment 
Increasing 
Scheme

Dropout 
Reducing 
Scheme

Quality 
Improving 
Scheme

Equity in 
Education

Institutional 
Grant

1. National Bal Bhawan, New Delhi 
2. District Primary Education Programme 
3. Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 4. National In-
stitute of  Open Schooling 5. Access and 
Equity 6. Scheme for Universal Access and 
Quality at the Secondary Stage 7. Indira 
Gandhi National Open University

1. National Programme of  Mid-Day Meals 
in Schools 2. National Merit Scholarship 
Scheme 3. Scholarship to Students from 
Non-Hindi Speaking States/Union Territo-
ries and Other Scholarships 4. Scholarship 
for College and University Students 5. Book 
Promotion 6. Scholarships/Apprenticeship 
Training 7. Setting Up of  a Refi nance Cor-
poration/Student Loan Scheme

1. Strengthening of  Teachers Training 
Institutions 2. National Council for Teacher 
Education 3. National Council of  Educa-
tional Research and Training 4. Informa-
tion and Communication Technology in 
Schools 5. Vocationalisation of  Education 
6. Scheme for Universal Access and Quality 
at the Secondary Stage 7. National Mission 
in Education through Information and 
Communication Technology 8. Director-
ate of  Hindi 9. Kendriya Hindi Shikshan 
Mandal 10. Appointment of  Language 
Teachers 11. National Council for Pro-
motion of  Urdu Language 12. Central 
Institute of  Indian Languages and Regional 
Language Centres 13. National Council for 
Promotion of  Sindhi Language 14. Mod-
ern Indian Languages 15. Development 
of  Tamil Language 16. Central Institute 
of  Classical Tamil, Chennai 17. Rashtriya 
Sanskrit Sansthan 18. Rashtriya Ved Vidya 
Pratisthan 19. Education in Human Values

1. Mahila Samakhya 2. National Scheme for 
Incentive to Girls for Secondary Education 
3. Integrated Education for Disabled Chil-
dren 4. Polytechnics for Disabled Persons 
5. Adult Education and Skill Development 
Scheme 6. Support to Non-Governmental 
Organisations/Institutions/State Resource 
Centres for Adult Education and Skill 
Development 7. National Literacy Mission 
Authority and 8. Other Programmes for 
Adult Education

1. National Bal Bhawan, New Delhi 2. Sarva 
Shiksha Abhiyan 3. Rashtriya Madhyamik 
Shiksha Abhiyan 4. National Institute of  Open 
Schooling 5. Access and Equity 6. Indira Gan-
dhi National Open University

1. National Programme of  Mid-Day Meals in 
Schools 2. National Merit-cum-Means Schol-
arship Scheme 3. Educational Loan Interest 
Subsidy 4. Commonwealth of  Learning 5. 
Scholarship to Students from Non-Hindi 
Speaking States/Union Territories and Other 
Scholarships 6. Scholarship for College and 
University Students 7. Book Promotion 8. 
Scholarships/Apprenticeship Training

1. Strengthening of  Teachers Training Insti-
tutions 2. National Council of  Educational 
Research and Training 3. Information and 
Communication Technology in Schools 4. Vo-
cationalisation of  Education 5. Appointment 
of  Language Teachers 6. National Mission on 
Teachers and Training 7. National Mission in 
Education through Information and Commu-
nication Technology 8. Directorate of  Hindi 
9. Commission for Scientifi c and Technical 
Terminology 10. Kendriya Hindi Shikshan 
Mandal 11. National Council for Promotion of  
Urdu Language 12. Central Institute of  Indian 
Languages and Regional Language Centres 
13. National Council for Promotion of  Sindhi 
Language 14. Central Institute of  Classi-
cal Tamil, Chennai 15. Rashtriya Sanskrit 
Sansthan 16. Rashtriya Ved Vidya Pratisthan 
17. Education in Human Values

1. Mahila Samakhya 2. National Scheme for 
Incentive to Girls for Secondary Education 
3. Scheme for Construction and Running of  
Girls Hostels for Students of  Secondary and 
Higher Secondary Schools 4. Women's Hostels 
in Polytechnics 5. Inclusive Education of  the 
Disabled at Secondary Stage 6. Polytechnics for 
Disabled Persons 7. Adult Education 8. Adult 
Education and Skill Development Scheme 
9. Support to Non-Governmental Organisa-
tions/Institutions/State Resource Centres for 
Adult Education and Skill Development 10. 
National Literacy Mission Authority 11. Other 
Programmes in Adult Education
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1. Kendriya Vidyalaya Sangathan 2. 
Navodaya Vidyalaya Samiti 3. Central 
Tibetan Schools Administration 4. Special 
Navodaya Vidyalayas 5. Area Intensive and 
Madrassa Modernisation Programme

University Grants Commission

1. Indian Council of  Social Science Research 
2. Indian Council of  Historical Research 3. 
Rural Universities/National Council of  Ru-
ral Institutes 4. Indian Institute of  Advanced 
Study, Shimla 5. Indian Council of  Philo-
sophical Research 6. Shastri Indo-Canadian 
Institute 7. National Institute of  Studies in 
Sri Guru Granth Sahib 8. Commonwealth 
of  Learning 9. Indian National Commis-
sion/United Nations Educational, Scientifi c 
and Cultural Organization 10. Indian Insti-
tutes of  Management 11. Indian Institute of  
Science, Bangalore 12. School of  Planning 
and Architecture, Delhi 13. Indian School of  
Mines, Dhanbad 14. Board of  Apprentice-
ship Training 15. New Schools of  Planning 
and Architecture 16. Indian Institutes of  
Science for Education and Research

1. Scheme for Providing Quality Education 
in Madrassas 2. Scheme for Infrastructure 
Development in Minority Institutions 3. 
Kendriya Vidyalaya Sangathan 4. Navodaya 
Vidyalaya Samiti 5. Scheme for Setting Up of  
6,000 Model Schools at Block Level as Bench-
mark of  Excellence 6. Central Tibetan Schools 
Administration

University Grants Commission

1. Indian Council of  Social Science Research 2. 
Indian Council of  Historical Research 3. Rural 
Universities/National Council of  Rural Insti-
tutes 4. Indian Institute of  Advanced Study, 
Shimla 5. Indian Council of  Philosophical 
Research 6. Shastri Indo-Canadian Institute 7. 
Indian National Commission/United Nations 
Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural Organi-
zation 8. Indian Institutes of  Management 9. 
Indian School of  Mines, Dhanbad 10. Board 
of  Apprenticeship Training 11. New Schools 
of  Planning and Architecture 12. Setting Up 
of  New Indian Institutes of  Technology 13. 
Indian Institutes of  Science for Education 
and Research 14. Setting Up of  New Indian 
Institutes of  Management 15. Training and 
Research in Frontier Areas

1. Community Polytechnics 2. Indian Institutes 
of  Technology 3. Indian Institute of  Science, 
Bangalore 4. Indian Institute of  Information 
Technology, Gwalior 5. Indian Institute of  
Information Technology, Allahabad 6. Indian 
Institute of  Information Technology, Jabalpur 
7. Indian Institute of  Information Technology, 
Design and Manufacturing, Kancheepuram 8. 
National Institute for Industrial Engineering, 
Mumbai 9. National Institute for Foundry and 
Forge Technology 10. School of  Planning and 
Architecture, Delhi 11. National Institutes of  
Technical Teachers’ Training and Research 
12. Sant Longowal Institute of  Engineering 
and Technology 13. Technical Education 
Quality Improvement Project of  Government 
of  India 14. Central Institute of  Technology, 
Kokrajhar 15. Indian National Digital Library 
in Engineering Science and Technology 
16. Upgradation of  Existing/Setting Up of  
New Polytechnics 17. Assistance to States for 
Upgradation of  Existing/Setting Up of  New 
Polytechnics 18. Setting Up of  New National 
Institutes of  Technology 19. All India Council 
for Technical Education 20. National Institutes 
of  Technology 21. North Eastern Regional 
Institute of  Science and Technology, Itanagar

Group Va

Group Vb

Group Vb(i)

Group Vb(ii)

Group Vb(iii)

School 
Education

Higher 
Education

University 
Grants 
Commission

Non-Technical 
Higher 
Education

Technical Higher 
Education

Source: GoI (2007, 2011).





Section II
ELEMENTARY AND SECONDARY EDUCATION





The positive role of  Universal Elementary Education 
(UEE) in strengthening the socio-economic base of  a 

nation cannot be over-emphasised. Recognising the impor-
tance of  it, the original Article 45 in the Directive Principles 
of  State Policy in the Constitution mandated the State to 
endeavour to provide free and compulsory education to 
all children up to age 14 within a period of  10 years. The 
National Policy on Education (NPE), 1986/92, states:

In our national perception, education is essentially for all … Educa-
tion has an acculturating role. It refi nes sensitivities and percep-
tions that contribute to national cohesion, a scientifi c temper and 
independence of  mind and spirit — thus furthering the goals of  so-
cialism, secularism and democracy enshrined in our Constitution.

Via the 86th Constitutional Amendment, a new Article 21A 
was added in Part I of  the Constitution of  India to make free 
and compulsory elementary education a fundamental right 
for children. The Right of  Children to Free and Compulsory 
Education (or RTE) came into force in India with eff ect from 
1 April 2010 (GoI 2009).
 Even before the RTE came into force, the Government 
of  India’s (GoI’s) eff orts were towards universalisation of  
elementary education in the country. This paper describes 
the stages through which the RTE Act has come into eff ect 
and how, in the course of  implementing the RTE Act, the 
existing system has been changed and aligned with a view 
to fulfi l its objectives. It also discusses how various other 
important schemes of  the central and state governments 

play a crucial role in achieving the objectives of  the RTE. 
Further, the actual implementation of  the RTE-Sarva 
Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) and its impact is presented. The 
concluding section of  the chapter deliberates on future 
needs.

EVOLUTION OF THE RTE AND SSA

As a follow up to the NPE, a number of  programmes were 
initiated in India with a view to achieving UEE. These eff orts 
were intensifi ed in the 1980s and 1990s through several inter-
ventions such as Operation Blackboard (OBB), the Shiksha 
Karmi Project (SKP), the Andhra Pradesh Primary Educa-
tion Project (APPEP), the Bihar Education Project (BEP), 
the UP Basic Education Project (UPBEP), Mahila Samakhya 
(MS), the Lok Jumbish Project (LJP), and Teacher Educa-
tion, which put in place a decentralised system of  teacher 
support through District Institutes of  Education and Train-
ing (DIETs) and the District Primary Education Programme 
(DPEP). The latest is the SSA, a centrally-sponsored scheme 
implemented in partnership with state governments for the 
UEE across the country.
 Due to these initiatives, over the years there has been 
signifi cant spatial and numerical expansion of  elementary 
schools in the country. Today, access and enrolment at the 
primary stage of  education have reached very close to uni-
versal levels. The number of  out-of-school children at the 
elementary level has reduced signifi cantly. The gender gap 
in elementary education has narrowed and the percentage 
of  enrolled children belonging to scheduled castes and tribes 
has increased successively. Despite this, the goal of  universal 
elementary education is yet to be achieved in the country. 
There remains the unfi nished agenda of  universal education 
at the upper primary stage. The number of  children — 
particularly those from disadvantaged groups and weaker 
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sections — who drop out of  school before completing up-
per primary education remains high. The quality of  learning 
achievement is not always entirely satisfactory even in the 
case of  children who complete elementary education. With 
a view to address these issues, the RTE has been introduced 
to directly counter the problems of  illiteracy, poor quality in-
frastructure and learning level in the elementary education 
sector. However, the road to the RTE Act has not been easy. 
The exercise of  consulting all stakeholders including the 
states and taking them on board has been time-consuming. 
 The main provisions in the RTE Act include the respon-
sibilities of  appropriate government and local authorities 
towards establishing neighbourhood schools; sharing of  
fi nancial and other responsibilities between the central and 
state governments; prohibition of  capitation fee and screen-
ing procedure for admission; prohibition of  detention, 
expulsion and corporal punishment; specifi cation of  norms 
and standards for schools including those related to the infra-
structure and teachers; laying down of  teacher qualifi cations 
and their duties; prohibition of  deployment of  teachers for 
non-educational purposes; and ensuring that curriculum 
and evaluation is in accordance with the Constitution of  
India and as per child-centred principles and values. Children 
with disabilities and those belonging to minority communi-
ties are also covered under the Act.
 As per the RTE Act, 2009, every child has the right to 
full-time elementary education of  satisfactory and equitable 
quality in a formal school that satisfi es certain essential 
norms and standards. The need to address inadequacies in 
retention, residual access, particularly of  un-reached chil-
dren, and the questions of  quality are the most compelling 
reasons for the addition of  Article 21A in the Constitution 
of  India.
 As has already been stated, even prior to the RTE, the 
GoI’s eff orts were towards universalisation of  elementary 
education in the country. The SSA was the most promi-
nent among all eff orts initiated by the GoI before 2010 and 
was approved by the union cabinet in November 2000 as a 
centrally-sponsored scheme. The goals of  the SSA are (a) 
enrolment of  all children in schools, Education Guarantee 
Scheme (EGS) centres, alternate schools, ‘back-to-school’ 
camps, (b) retention of  all children till the upper primary 
stage, (c) bridging of  gender and social category gaps in en-
rolment, retention and learning, and (d) ensuring signifi cant 
enhancement in the learning achievement levels of  children 
at the primary and upper primary stages.
 There is little diff erence between the objectives of  the 
RTE and those under the SSA. Yet, there are fundamental 
variations between the two. While the provisions under the 
SSA were not part of  the fundamental rights enshrined in 
the Indian Constitution, the RTE provisions form an integral 
part. Under the RTE, ‘free education’ has been defi ned, and 

it states that no child, other than one who has been admit-
ted by his or her parents to a school which is not supported 
by the appropriate government, shall be liable to pay any 
kind of  fee or charges or expenses which may prevent him 
or her from pursuing and completing elementary education. 
‘Compulsory education’ casts an obligation on the appropri-
ate government and local authorities to provide and ensure 
admission, attendance and completion of  elementary edu-
cation by all children in the age group of  6–14 years. With 
this, India has moved forward to a rights-based framework 
under the RTE Act that casts a legal obligation on the 
central and state governments to implement this fundamen-
tal right.
 The roadmap for universalising elementary education is 
derived from the defi nite timeframes mandated in the RTE 
Act; it prescribes a timeframe of  three years for the estab-
lishment of  neighbourhood schools, provision of  school in-
frastructure with an all-weather building and basic facilities, 
and provision of  teachers as per prescribed Pupil–Teacher 
Ratio (PTR) (30:1). Further, the RTE Act stipulates that all 
untrained teachers in the system must be trained within a 
period of  fi ve years from the date of  enforcement of  the Act. 
The rest of  the provisions are required to be implemented 
with immediate eff ect.
 The RTE Act has had considerable implications for the 
overall approach and implementation strategies of  the SSA. 
With the enactment of  the RTE, there was a need to review 
the interventions under the SSA and align its norms with the 
RTE mandate. Today, the SSA is the main implementation 
vehicle for the RTE Act, 2009: the Implementation Frame-
work of  the SSA has in fact been revised to coordinate with 
the provisions of  the RTE Act. A comprehensive monitor-
ing mechanism has also been put in place to ensure smooth 
implementation of  the SSA.
 The major changes in the SSA norms eff ected by the 
executive committee of  the SSA in January 2010 are:
(a) School to be established/ensured within the limits of  

the neighbourhood as laid down by the state govern-
ment pursuant to the RTE Act;

(b) All existing EGS centres that have been functioning for 
two years or more to be upgraded to regular schools, 
or closed down. No new EGS centres to be sanctioned 
from 2010–11 onwards;

(c) Special training to be carried out for age-appropriate en-
rolment of  out-of-school and dropout children through 
residential and non-residential courses; 

(d) School infrastructure norms to include libraries, includ-
ing a one-time grant for books worth ̀ 3,000 for primary 
schools and `10,000 for upper primary schools; 

(e) Ceiling on school repairs up to a maximum of  5 per cent 
of  the existing schools for each district in a particular 
year, which inhibited the demand for repairs, removed; 
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(f) School grant to be utilised for play material and sports 
equipment, in addition to the existing provision for 
replacement of  non-functional school equipment and 
other recurring costs such as consumables;

(g) Training norms to include training of  resource persons, 
master trainers, and Block Resource Centre (BRC) and 
Cluster Resource Centre (CRC) coordinators for up to 
10 days each year at `100 per person per day;

(h) Financial provisions for children with special needs 
increased from `1,200 to `3,000 per child per year, pro-
vided that at least `1,000 per child will be used for the 
engagement of  resource teachers;

(i) Community mobilisation provisions strengthened by 
raising the number of  training days for community 
personnel from two to six, comprising three-day resi-
dential and three-day non-residential training. Financial 
limits for training also hiked, from `30 to `100 per day 
per person for residential training and `50 per day per 
person for non-residential training;

(j) Management cost for districts with small annual plan 
and size increased from `2 million per district to `4 
million subject to the overall ceiling of  6 per cent being 
maintained at the national level.

 Further to the change in the SSA norms, the timeframes 
shown in Table 3.1, mandated by the RTE Act, become im-
mediately applicable to the SSA:

TABLE 3.1 Activities and their Timeframes: Ministry of 
Human Resource Development

 Activity Timeframe

Establishment of  neighbourhood 3 years
 schools (by 31 March 2013)
• Provision of  school infrastructure
• All-weather school buildings
• One-classroom-one-teacher
• Offi  ce-cum-store-cum-head teacher room
• Toilets and drinking water facilities 3 years
• Barrier-free access (by 31 March 2013)
• Library
• Playground
• Fences/boundary walls

Provision of  teachers as per prescribed 3 years
 PTR (by 31 March 2013)

Training of  untrained teachers 5 years
  (by 31 March 2015)

All quality interventions and other With immediate 
 provisions eff ect

Source: GoI (2009, 2012).

Funding the RTE

An outlay of  `2,312.3 billion has been sanctioned for 
implementation of  the combined SSA programme under 

the RTE for the period 2010–11 to 2014–15. Out of  this 
total amount, `1,836.4 billion (79 per cent) is recurring 
and `475.9 billion is non-recurring (21 per cent). The fund-
sharing pattern between centre and state was originally 
approved under the SSA for the 11th Plan in a sliding scale, 
namely 65:35 in the fi rst two years, 60:40 in the third 
year, 55:45 in the fourth year, and 50:50 in the fi fth year. 
However, in view of  the increased fi nancial requirements, 
the need to revisit the ongoing funding pattern of  the SSA 
is recognised and the sharing pattern has since been revised. 
The 13th Finance Commission award of  `240.6 billion for 
elementary education has been made available to the states 
to implement the combined RTE-SSA programme. The 
balance requirement of  `2,071.6 billion would be shared 
between the centre and the states in the ratio of  65:35 for 
all states/union territories for the period from 2010–11 to 
2014–15. However, in the case of  eight states in the North 
Eastern Region (NER), the existing sharing pattern of  90:10 
will continue. Therefore, the provision of  a central outlay 
is to the tune of  `1,371 billion (out of  which for the NER it 
would be `88.2 billion) over a fi ve-year period from 2010–11 
to 2014–15.

GOVERNMENT SCHEMES COMPLEMENTING 
RTE-SSA

There are a few other schemes that are being implemented 
simultaneously by various ministries/departments of  the 
GoI. Some of  the requirements mandated under the RTE 
also exist under certain other schemes of  the Department 
of  School Education and Literacy, such as Teacher Educa-
tion and Mid-Day Meal (MDM) schemes. Certain other 
provisions of  the RTE are sourced through convergence of  
agencies other than the MHRD, such as facilities of  drink-
ing water and toilets for existing schools. Therefore, these 
schemes directly and indirectly facilitate the attaining of  the 
goal of  UEE and fulfi lling the mandate of  the RTE. In this 
context, a few prominent schemes are
(a) the MDM Scheme of  the Department of  School Educa-

tion and Literacy for providing a noon meal to children 
at the elementary stage of  education;

(b) the Total Sanitation Campaign (TSC) and the Drinking 
Water Mission (DWM) under the Ministry of  Rural 
Development for providing drinking water and toilets 
in schools;

(c) the National Child Labour Project (NCLP) of  the 
Ministry of  Labour to provide special schools for child 
labourers withdrawn from work;

(d) residential facilities for Scheduled Caste (SC) and Sched-
uled Tribe (ST) children by the Ministry of  Social Justice 
and Empowerment and the Ministry of  Tribal Aff airs;
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(e) pre-primary education under the Integrated Child 
Development Services (ICDS) scheme of  the Ministry 
of  Women and Child Development;

(f) the School Health Programme of  the Ministry of  
Health and Family Welfare; and

(g) Teacher Education of  the Department of  Elementary 
and School Education.

 A few of  these major schemes are discussed in this 
section.

ICDS Scheme

One of  the world’s largest programmes for early childhood 
development called the ICDS scheme is being implemented 
through the Anganwadi system in India. The scheme was 
launched in 1975 with the objective:
(a) to improve the nutritional and health status of  children 

in the age group of  0–6 years;
(b) to lay the foundation for proper psychological, physical 

and social development of  the child;
(c) to reduce the incidence of  mortality, morbidity, malnu-

trition, and school dropout;
(d) to achieve eff ective coordination of  policy and imple-

mentation amongst the various departments to pro-
mote child development; and

(e) to enhance the capability of  the mother to look after 
the normal health and nutritional needs of  the child 
through proper nutrition and health education. 

 Keeping in view the importance of  the ICDS, recommen-
dations have been made to include the key provisions of  this 
scheme in the proposed National Food Security Bill (NFSB). 
With the enactment of  the NFSB, the services under ICDS 
would become legal entitlements. 
 ‘Pre-school non-formal education’ is one of  the six 
prominent services through which the ICDS objectives are 
to be fulfi lled. This pre-school non-formal education plays 
a signifi cant role in the smooth sailing of  a child from pre-
school to pre-primary school.
 The ICDS scheme services are provided through Angan-
wadi centres (AWCs) in India. The total number of  approved 
AWCs in the country is 1.4 million. As on January 2011, the 
total number of  operational AWCs is 1.3 million and the 
number of  Anganwadi Workers (AWWs) and Anganwadi 
Helpers (AWHs) is 1.2 million and 1.1 million respectively. 
The AWWs and AWHs are engaged to ensure uninterrupted 
services to the benefi ciaries. Towards off ering these services, 
the AWW and AWH are provided an honorarium of  `3,000 
and `1,500 per month respectively. The GoI has been mak-
ing adequate budget provisions to carry out the activities 
under the ICDS, under which the total actual outlay during 
the 11th Five-Year Plan (up to December 2011) is reported 
to be `403 billion, and total likely expenditure till the end 
of  the 11th Plan would be `438.2 billion as against the `444 

billion originally approved/allocated for the ICDS during 
the 11th Plan.
 Though studies have pointed out several shortcomings, 
including the challenge to bridge the gap between the 
policy intentions of  the ICDS and its actual implementa-
tion, low priority accorded by state governments towards 
implementation of  the ICDS, etc., the scheme has played 
a signifi cant role in the areas of  supplementary nutrition, 
immunisation as also in the realm of  pre-school education. 
As per data provided by the Ministry of  Women and Child 
Development, over time there has been an improvement 
in the number of  children who attended pre-school. 
While 30 million children attended pre-school in 2010–11, 
the fi gure increased to 35.8 million in 2011–12. The evalu-
ation of  the ICDS by the Planning Commission, conducted 
through the National Council of  Applied Economic 
Research (NCAER) in 2009, observed that the scheme 
has positively infl uenced formal school enrolment and 
contributed to reduction in early  discontinuation among 
benefi ciaries.

Mid-Day Meal Scheme

With a view to enhancing enrolment, retention and at-
tendance and simultaneously improving nutritional levels 
among children, the GoI has been making adequate provi-
sion in the budget for the National Programme of  Mid-Day 
Meal in Schools, popularly known as the MDM Scheme. The 
scheme has had a benefi cial impact on school participation 
in terms of  getting more children enrolled and encourag-
ing regular pupil attendance. It acts as a regular source of  
‘supplementary nutrition’ for children as well and can help 
spread egalitarian values. The MDM Scheme presently cov-
ers all children studying in Classes I–VIII of  government, 
government-aided and local body schools; National Child 
Labour Project schools; and Education Guarantee Scheme 
(EGS) and Alternative and Innovative Education (AIE) 
centres, including madrassas and maktabs supported under 
the SSA.
 As per the Ministry of  Human Resource Development 
(MHRD), 84.1 million primary children and 3.36 mil-
lion upper-primary children,  i.e., a total of  117.7 million 
children were estimated to have benefi ted from the MDM 
Scheme during 2009–10. During 2010–11, 113.6 million 
children  —  i.e.,  79.7 million children in  primary  and 33.9 
million children in upper primary — are expected to be cov-
ered in 1.2 million institutions.
 Studies have reviewed and observed the signifi cant ben-
efi ts of  the MDM Scheme. As per the fi ndings of  T. Vijaya 
Kumar: ‘The overall implementations of  the programme 
in Primary schools are found to be satisfactory in all the 
six sample districts of  Andhra Pradesh’ (2011: xv). How-
ever, the report also mentions that ‘[a] lot of  [eff ort still 
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needs] to be put in for improvement of  the programme 
implementation and [p]roper orientation [training is] to be 
conducted for functionaries and stakeholders like cooking 
agencies for eff ective implementation of  the scheme’ (ibid.). 
It further states that ‘[t]he mid-day meal programme has 
an impact on the enrolment and nutritional status of  the 
children’ (ibid.: xxxiv). The Indian Institute of  Technology 
(IIT), Madras, in its MDM monitoring report on Theni and 
Kanyakumari districts has stated that ‘[t]he MDM is ex-
tremely benefi cial to the children, especially the rural and 
urban poor. The scheme should be strengthened through 
allocation of  more meals per school and should include 
one fruit and one glass of  milk for every child every day’ (IIT 
2011: 31).
 A provision of  `37 billion has been made in the budget 
estimate for 2012–13 for the MDM Scheme as against `28.6 
billion in the revised estimate 2011–12.

Teacher Education

The centrally-sponsored scheme of  re-structuring and re-
organisation of  Teacher Education was initiated in 1987 
pursuant to the formulation of  the NPE, 1986, which 
emphasised the signifi cance and need for a decentralised 
system for the professional preparation of  teachers. It was 
in this context that DIETs, Colleges of  Teacher Educa-
tion (CTEs) and Institutes of  Advanced Study in Educa-
tion (IASEs) were established. At present, more than 555 
DIETs are functional and 105 CTEs and 31 IASEs have been 
set up as resource institutions in the country. The DIETs 
run a pre-service Teacher Education Programme. About 
60,000 innovative teachers are trained every year through 
the DIET’s two-year diploma in Education. As per the 
evaluation report by the National Council of  Educational 
Research and Training (NCERT 2009) these institutions 
have played a positive role in improving the quality of  
school and teacher education. The DIET programmes 
have given a platform towards undertaking research and 
experimentation among practising teachers. Almost all 
teachers who received training were found to be com-
petent to conduct the action research and solve their own 
problems.
 The NCERT evaluation report also suggested many 
changes based on the fi ndings and inadequate performances 
with regard to certain aspects of  the scheme (ibid.). The 
government has recently approved a revised Teacher Edu-
cation scheme (mainly based on the NCERT’s evaluation 
and felt need) with much emphasis on the needs arising 
due to the enactment of  the RTE Act. The revised scheme 
aims to strengthen the teacher education system through 
qualitative and quantitative strengthening of  the teacher 
education institutions so as to prepare an adequate number 
of  qualifi ed persons for the schools.

 There are three salient components of  the revised 
scheme:
(a) Revision of  existing norms:

(i) strengthening and upgradation of  State Councils 
of  Educational Research and Training and State 
Institutes of  Education;

(ii) strengthening of  existing IASEs and improvement 
of  departments of  Education in universities into 
IASEs;

(iii) strengthening of  existing CTEs and establishment 
of  new ones;

(iv) strengthening of  existing DIETs and extending 
their mandate for training of  teachers at the sec-
ondary level.

(b) Inclusion of  new components:
(i) establishment of  Block Institutes of  Teacher Edu-

cation (BITEs) in 196 identifi ed SC/ST/minority 
concentration districts for undertaking elementary 
pre-service teacher education programmes;

(ii) professional development of  teacher educators;
(iii) technology in teacher education
(iv) Public–Private Partnership (PPP) in teacher 

education;
(v) monitoring mechanism.

(c) Revision of  fund-sharing pattern between the centre and the 
state: 75:25 ratio between centre and states (90:10 for the 
NER States including Sikkim) to ensure greater owner-
ship by the states.

 Modifi cation of  the scheme is also critical to meet the 
training requirements of  teachers at the secondary level 
under the Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan.
 To implement the revised centrally-sponsored scheme 
Restructuring and Reorganisation of  Teacher Education, 
an estimated outlay of  `6.4 billion for 2011–12 and of  `63 
billion for the 12th Plan has been approved by the Cabinet. A 
provision of  `4.5 billion has been set aside for the scheme in 
2012–13.
 Thus, a number of  important schemes with substantial 
budgetary provisions are in place contributing to improving 
school education. In fact, some of  the existing and ongoing 
schemes are being re-structured/strengthened to overcome 
the weaknesses in realising the desired objectives.

IMPLEMENTING THE RTE ACT

Monitoring

One of  the most crucial aspects of  the RTE is a strong 
monitoring system. The central government has — via 
notifi cation dated 29 March 2010 — constituted the National 
Advisory Council (NAC) under the RTE Act, 2009 (PIB 2010). 
The RTE Act provides for mechanisms for monitoring its 
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implementation, including the following. (a) The National 
Commission for Protection of  Child Rights (NCPCR) and the 
State Commissions for Protection of  Child Rights (SCPCRs) 
have been empowered to protect and monitor the rights 
of  children under the Act; (b) in States where the SCPCR 
is not constituted, the state government may constitute an 
authority to perform the functions of  the SCPCR under 
the Act; (c) any person with any grievance relating to right 
of  the child under the Act can make a written complaint 
to the local authority, which shall decide the matter within 
a period of  three months; and (d) the School Management 
Committee (SMC) constituted under the Act is empowered 
to monitor the working of  the school.
 As per the RTE Act, 2009, every school other than an 
unaided private school shall constitute an SMC, which 
will perform various functions including preparation of  
the school development plan. At least three-fourths of  the 
members of  SMCs shall be parents or guardians, with a 
proportionate representation of  parents and guardians of  
children belonging to disadvantaged groups and weaker 
sections, and 50 per cent of  the members shall be women. 
The Model Rules prepared by the central government and 
circulated to all states and union territories for adoption/
adaption inter alia specify the manner of  constituting 
the SMCs and the additional functions that they should 
perform. States and union territories have undertaken the 
process of  constituting SMCs in schools. The SMC is likely 
to take care of  local needs and act as a body ensuring checks 
and balances. This will also strengthen the effi  ciency of  the 
scheme at the grassroot level.
 In addition to this, 42 independent agencies of  national 
repute have been engaged on a two-yearly basis to monitor 
the SSA programme. These Monitoring Institutions (MIs) 
submit reports every six months to the central authority. 
The half-yearly reports submitted by the MIs are shared 
with the concerned State Project Directors of  the SSA of  
states and union territories for appropriate follow-ups and 
remedial action. The reports of  the MIs are posted on 
the SSA website.1 An independent agency, the Institute of  
Public Auditors of  India (IPAI), has also been appointed for 
concurrent fi nancial review to cover all the states and union 
territories. It submits reports to the Ministry annually which 
are further shared with the concerned states and union 
territories for taking necessary corrective action. The SSA 
also conducts third-party evaluation through independent 
agencies for civil work taken up in the states of  Andhra 
Pradesh, Assam, Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Gujarat, Jammu and 
Kashmir, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, Uttar 
Pradesh and West Bengal.
 The development of  a sound information system is criti-
cal for successful monitoring and implementation of  any 
programme, particularly in social sectors. The design of  the 

school information system has, therefore, been accorded 
priority from the very beginning of  the DPEP, as a result of  
which the District Information System for Education (DISE) 
was developed by the National University of  Educational 
Planning and Administration (NUEPA), New Delhi. When 
the SSA was launched in 2001, not only was the coverage 
extended to all states and districts of  the country, its scope 
was also expanded to include the entire elementary level of  
education including government-aided and private schools. 
Today, among various other sources, DISE data are used for 
evaluating the progress made so far as well as in framing 
policy initiatives. 

Implementation

After enacting the RTE Act, 2009, the state governments 
have taken steps for implementing the same. All state and 
union territory governments have issued the RTE Rules, 
or adopted the Central RTE Rules, except for Goa and 
Karnataka, which are yet to notify the state RTE rules.
 Several states have issued instructions/notifi cations for (a) 
banning capitation fees, corporal punishment, detention and 
expulsion, and private tuition by school teachers; (b) specify-
ing working days/instructional hours; and (c) constituting 
the SCPCR or Right to Education Protection Authority 
(REPA). The central government has also taken several steps 
for implementation of  the RTE Act. The National Council 
for Teacher Education (NCTE) and the NCERT have been 
notifi ed as the academic authorities under Sections 23(1) and 
29(1) of  the RTE Act respectively. The NAC has been con-
stituted under Section 33(1) of  the Act. The NCTE has laid 
down the minimum qualifi cations for a person to be eligible 
for appointment as a teacher in schools. 
 The main challenges under the RTE Act include bringing 
out-of-school children into the schools, fi lling up the large 
vacancy of  teacher posts, training of  untrained teachers, and 
adherence by schools to the norms and standards specifi ed 
in the Schedule of  the RTE Act. The central government, 
along with the state governments, is taking several steps for 
addressing these issues, including resource allocation for 
meeting the infrastructural and manpower gaps as per the 
revised SSA norms.

Progress in Educational Indicators

A few of  the indicators of  progress made so far in terms 
of  fi nancial, physical and quality aspects are provided in 
Tables 3.2 and 3.3.

Financial Allocation

Table 3.2 shows a detailed list of  funds that were given to 
states and union territories in 2010–11 and 2011–12 for the 
implementation of  the revised SSA in keeping with the 
RTE Act.
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TABLE 3.2 Details of Funds Released to States/Union Territories during 2010–11 and 2011–12 (Till 27 July 2011) 
for Implementation of Revised SSA (in `)

States/Union Territories Amount Released (Central Share)  Amount Released (Central Share)
(other than NER) during 2010–11 (in million) during 2011–12 (in million)

Andhra Pradesh 8,100 18,355.1

Bihar 20,478.9 18,510.8

Chhattisgarh 8,786.3 6,987.0

Goa 67.1 107.9

Gujarat  4,406.5 8,802.7

Haryana 3,278.6 4,046.1

Himachal Pradesh 1,378.6 1,419.2

Jammu and Kashmir 4,034.8 3,007.0

Jharkhand 8,956.2 5,790.3

Karnataka  6,690.3 6,278.8

Kerala 1,966.0 1,702.1

Madhya Pradesh 17,678.3 19,042.7

Maharashtra 8,553.7 11,796.2

Odisha 7,317.7 9,271.9

Punjab 3,961.2 4,811.2

Rajasthan 14,618.2 1,485.0

Tamil Nadu 6,906.8 6,814.1

Uttar Pradesh 31,046.2 26,368.2

Uttarakhand 2,579.3 2,089.2

West Bengal 17,470.3 17,765.2

Andaman and Nicobar Islands 35.7 90.7

Chandigarh 215.5 161.1

Dadra and Nagar Haveli 41.3 56.4

Daman and Diu 16.2 25.7

Delhi  355.2 378.3

Lakshadweep 12.7 12.7

Puducherry 48.5 75.7

National Component 78.0 347.9

Other Expenditure 346.5  561.2

Total (Non-NER) 179,424.6 189,534.8a

States/Union Territories Amount Released (Central Share) Amount Released (Central Share)
(NER States) during 2010–11 (in million) during 2011–12 (in million)

Assam  7,685.4 10,692.1

Arunachal Pradesh 2,040.1 2,388.0

Manipur 1,325.3 394.0

Meghalaya 1,854.0 1,441.0

Mizoram 1,011.5 1,081.4

Nagaland 863.6 979.8

Sikkim 446.9 402.2

Tripura 1,712.1 1,749.3

Total NER 16,938.9 19,127.8

Grand Total  196,363.5 208,662.6a

Source: Ministry of  Human Resource Development, Government of  India.
Note: a The fi gures might not add up to the total as only major fi gures have been included. 
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Enrolment

Eff orts to universalise elementary education gained mo-
mentum during the last few years as indicated in Table 3.3.
 Enrolment in government schools at elementary level in-
creased from 126 million children in 2006–07 to 130 million 
in 2010–11. In addition, another 17 million were enrolled in 
government-aided schools, and 42 million were attending 
private unaided schools in 2010–11.
 The GER at primary level is high at 118.6 per cent;2 
and NER has improved signifi cantly from 92.7 per cent in 
2006–07 to 99.8 per cent in 2010–11. The GER at upper 
primary level has shown considerable improvement of  11.8 
percentage points in the four years between 2006 and 2009, 
and a further increase of  5.4 percentage points in 2010–11. 
With the RTE stipulations with regard to the entry level at 
age 6, no detention and expulsion, an eight-year elementary 
education cycle, and maintenance of  record of  children, it is 
expected that the GER at both primary and upper primary 
levels is going to improve in the years to come.

Schooling Facilities

The country has witnessed substantial increase in the 
number of  primary and upper primary schools. Table 3.4 
shows that in 2009–10 there was an increase of  more than 
9.1 per cent in the number of  schools in the country as 
compared to 2006–07. This went up by another 4.5 per cent 
in 2010–11.

Enrolment — Gender

The percentage of  girls out of  the total number enrolled at 
primary and upper primary levels was 48 and 46.5 respec-
tively in the year 2006–07; this increased to 48.4 and 48.3 at 
primary and upper primary levels respectively in 2010–11. 
The annual average growth rate of  enrolment for girls is 
considerably higher as compared to boys (see Table 3.5).
 Gender Parity Index (GPI) has also shown signifi cant in-
crease, particularly at the upper primary level. The primary-
level GPI improved marginally from 0.93 in 2006–07 to 0.94 
in 2010–11. However, GPI at upper primary level increased 
from 0.87 in 2006–07 to 0.94 in 2010–11. Year-wise details are 
given in Table 3.5.
 Decline in the percentage of  out-of-school children has 
taken place across gender and all social categories; nonethe-
less Muslim, SC and ST children need greater and more 
focused attention. The percentage of  out-of-school children 
aged 6–14 years has decreased from 6.94 per cent in 2005 to 
4.28 per cent in 2009. This decrease is sharper in rural areas, 
where it drops from 7.08 per cent to 4.53 per cent as com-
pared to urban areas where it has moved from 4.34 per cent 
to 3.18 per cent only.

Teachers in Position

There has been a substantial increase in the availability 
of  teachers at elementary level in the past few years. The 
total number of  teachers in government schools increased 

TABLE 3.3 Status of Progress since 2006–07

 2006–07 2009–10 2010–11

Primary Schools (in million) 0.77 0.81 0.82

Upper Primary Schools (in million) 0.41 0.49 0.53

Primary Enrolment (in million) 132.00 133.00 135.00

Upper Primary Enrolment (in million) 47.50 54.50 57.80

Elementary Enrolment (in million) 180.00 188.00 192.80

GERa Primary (in per cent) 111.0 115.0 118.6

NERa Primary (in per cent) 93.0 98.0 99.8

GER Upper Primary (in per cent) 64.7 75.8 81.2

NER Upper Primary (in per cent) 48.4 58.3 61.8

Teachers in Government Schools (in million) 3.60 3.90 4.19

Out-of-School Childrenb (in million) 11.30 8.10 —

Source: Ministry of  Human Resource Development.

Note: a GER and NER mean gross and net enrolment ratios respectively. 
 NER=Enrolled children in the offi  cial school age group/Total number of  children in the offi  cial school age group.
 GER=Enrolled children of  all ages/Total number of  children in the offi  cial school age group. 

The primary school net enrolment ratio (NER) is the share of  children of  offi  cial primary school age that are enrolled in school; the NER 
cannot exceed 100 per cent. The gross enrolment ratio (GER) is the share of  children of  any age that are enrolled in primary school. In 
India, many children who are beyond primary level are still enrolled in the primary section and hence the GER exceeds 100 per cent.

 b Figures are not available.
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from 3.6 million in 2006–07 to 3.9 million in 2009–10, and 
further to 4.19 million in 2010–11. This has resulted in the 
improvement of  the PTR from 36:1 in 2006–07 to 32:1 n 
2010–11 at the primary level and 29:1 at the upper primary 
level. 
 The norm prescribing 50 per cent of  all teachers recruited 
under the SSA to be female has resulted in the increase in 
percentage of  female teachers from 41.8 per cent in 2006–07 
to 45.5 per cent in 2010–11. 
 The real challenge, however, lies in the imbalance in 
teacher deployment. The number of  schools with adverse 
PTR remains high, though it has reduced from 46 per cent 
in primary and 34 per cent in upper primary schools in 
2009–10 to 42.4 per cent and 31.3 per cent respectively in 
2010–11. Even in states with an overall desirable PTR, there 
are many schools with adverse PTR. Moreover, 7.7 per cent 
single-teacher schools have an enrolment of  more than 
15 children functioning in the country. Although this is an 
improvement over 10.5 per cent single-teacher schools in 
2006–07, there are large inter-state variations: Arunachal 
Pradesh (26.6 per cent), Assam (14.1 per cent), Madhya 
Pradesh (14.7 per cent), Manipur (10.1 per cent), Odisha (11.9 
per cent), and Rajasthan (14.7 per cent). There is therefore 
an urgent need to fi ll up existing vacancies and rationalise 
teacher deployment.
 Another challenge is the presence of  teachers without 
professional qualifi cations notifi ed by the NCTE as required 

under the RTE Act. As per the DISE 2010–11, there are about 
0.8 million untrained teachers spread all over the country, 
but the majority are in the four states of  Bihar (0.17 million), 
West Bengal (0.17 million), Uttar Pradesh (0.14 million), and 
Jharkhand (0.07 million), constituting about 68 per cent of  
total untrained teachers.

School Infrastructure

Under the SSA, the country has seen massive infrastructure 
development at the school level. Apart from opening over 
0.3 million new schools, the SSA has also provided basic 
facilities in existing schools. The average student–classroom 
ratio (SCR) which was 36 in 2006–07 has come down to 31 
in 2010–11. There has been a considerable rise in the avail-
ability of  basic facilities in schools, including increase in per-
centage of  schools having drinking water facility from 83.1 
per cent in 2006–07 to 92.6 per cent in 2010–11. Girls’ toilets 
are now available in 57 per cent of  schools as against 42.5 
per cent in 2006–07. The percentage of  schools with ramps 
for the diff erently-abled has increased from 26.61 per cent in 
2006–07 to 50 per cent in 2010–11. The details of  improve-
ment in school infrastructure are presented in Table 3.6.
 With regard to opening of  schools, provision of  school 
infrastructure and drinking water facilities, the overall cu-
mulative performance is more than 85 per cent.
 An allocation of  `255.55 billion has been provided for the 
RTE-SSA programme for 2012–13. The target for 2012–13 

TABLE 3.4 Total Schools, by Category

Academic Year Primary Only Primary with Primary with Upper Upper Primary Upper Primary with Total
  Upper Primary Primary and Secondary/ Only Secondary/Higher Schools
   Higher Secondary  Secondary

2006–07 779,482   210,014   29,312   108,095   67,601   1,194,504 

2007–08 805,667   217,442   35,974   115,961   69,155   1,244,199 

2008–09 809,108   234,345   39,440   125,169   77,225   1,285,287 

2009–10 809,978   247,643   41,435   128,165   76,552   1,303,773 

2010–11 827,244 258,803 48,135 136,423 91,719 1,362,324

Source: Ministry of  Human Resource Development, Government of  India.

TABLE 3.5 Sex-Wise Enrolment, by Stages (in million)

Academic Year Primary (Classes I–V) Upper Primary (Classes VI–VIII) Elementary (Classes I–VIII)

 Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total

2006–07 68.4 63.4 131.8 25.4 22.1 47.5 93.8 85.5 179.3

2007–08 69.5 64.7 134.2 27.0 23.9 50.9 96.4 88.6 185.0

2008–09 69.4 65.0 134.4 28.0 25.4 53.4 97.3 90.4 187.7

2009–10 68.8 64.7 133.5 28.3 26.2 54.5 97.1 90.9 188.0

2010–11 69.8 65.5 135.3 29.9 28.0 57.9 99.6 93.4 193.0

Source: Ministry of  Human Resource Development, Government of  India.
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is towards opening of  5,000 primary schools and 10,000 
upper primary schools, recruiting 0.1 million teachers and 
construction of  0.1 million additional classrooms.

FUTURE NEEDS AND CONCLUSION

As mentioned previously, substantial spatial and numerical 
expansion of  primary and upper primary schools has been 
achieved with access and enrolment at the primary stage 
of  education reaching near universal levels, gender gap in 
enrolment being narrowed and the percentage of  enrolled 
SC/ST children being proportionate to their population. 
Nonetheless, the agenda of  universalising education at the 
upper primary stage remains unfi nished. The number of  
children — particularly children from disadvantaged groups 
and weaker sections — who drop out of  school before 
completing upper primary education remains high, and the 

quality of  learning achievement is not satisfactory even in 
the case of  children who complete elementary education. 
 Despite the fact that there has been a huge increase in 
the investment and levels of  physical and infrastructural 
progress in elementary education in the SSA regime, and 
in the post-RTE regime in particular, the main objective of  
‘learning’ is not satisfactory. It is therefore imperative to look 
beyond the provision of  infrastructure alone in the pursuit 
of  improved learning levels. While there is no denying the 
fact that school buildings and teachers are important, it is 
equally, if  not more, important to achieve the desired quality 
of  education and learning level of  a child who completes 
primary education. So far, the existing structure has not 
yielded full results in terms of  learning outcomes. It is thus 
imperative to do something more over and above what is 
already there today. It might lead us to approach the problem 
a little diff erently.
 Learning level is directly and positively correlated to the 
quality of  teaching. It also depends on a student’s ability to 
understand and follow the teaching method, including the 
language and methodology of  the teacher. A more personal 
approach rather than a generalised one would work better, 
and it may well be the case that the local teacher’s person-
alised eff orts even beyond school hours would yield better 
results. From the recent trends in the incidence of  tuitions, it 
can be inferred that the rise in the number of  private tuition 
is attributable to personalised eff orts vis-à-vis the generalised 
approach in school. Teachers must also get requisite motiva-
tion through appropriate training on a continuous basis as 
well as fi nancial incentives linked with the learning outcome 
of  their students. To implement these practices there is a 
need to start a few pilots in select districts/blocks. Each 
pilot district/block could have a committee, fl exible enough 
to experiment upon various policies including hiring 
local teachers (on need-basis). Depending upon need, this 

TABLE 3.7 Cumulative Targets and Achievements, 2011–12

Items Achievements (up to 30 September 2011)

Opening of  Schools Opened  333,458 (388,157)a

Construction of  School Buildings Completed and in Progress 267,209 (299,808)

Construction of  Additional Classrooms Completed and in Progress 1.41 million

Drinking Water Facilities Completed and in Progress 212,233 (220,953)

Construction of  Toilets Completed and in Progress 477,263

Supply of  Free Textbooks Supplied 87.7 million

Teacher Appointment Completed 1.22 million

Teacher Training (20 Days) Completed 1.92 million

Source: Ministry of  Human Resource Development, Government of  India.

Note: a Targeted fi gures are in the parentheses and are given wherever available.

TABLE 3.6 School Infrastructure

Indicator 2006–07 2010–11

Average SCR 36.0 31.0

Schools with Drinking Water (in per cent) 84.0 93.0

Schools with Toilet Facilities (in per cent) 57.0 42.5

Schools with Ramps (in per cent) 26.6 50.0

School with Playground (in per cent) — 55.0

School with Boundary Wall (in per cent) — 55.0

Source: District Information System for Education, National Uni-
versity of  Educational Planning and Administration, Government 
of  India.

Note: ‘—’ means data either not available or the classifi cation/
defi nition has undergone changes so that strict comparison is 
not possible.
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committee may advise and assist SMCs on the functioning 
of  the school. This committee could remain directly respon-
sible for the desired parameters including enrolment, learn-
ing outcomes, etc. In short, a model district/block needs to 
be developed for the purpose of  achieving the objectives and 
mandates (with timelines) of  the RTE. Once proven to be 
successful, the model districts may be replicated throughout 
the country. 
 Till date, children who are below 6 years and above 14 
years of  age are not covered by the Act. With the possible 
restructuring of  the ICDS and making all its services part of  
the National Food Security Bill, children up to 6 years of  age 
may be covered, which may be diffi  cult under the existing 
ICDS infrastructure. It is also necessary to make eff orts to 
universalise secondary and higher secondary education so 

that the GERs at these levels are ensured. Unless adequate 
initiatives are undertaken proactively towards addressing 
these issues, it may be diffi  cult to gain the full benefi t of  
RTE implementation in the country. Implementation of  the 
RTE primarily depends on the states’ eff ective participation. 
Under the federal structure each state would need to work, 
on priority, towards the common goal of  achieving univer-
salisation of  primary education. 
 A lot has already been achieved in fulfi lling the RTE 
mandates. However, there are still gaps between the RTE 
mandates/targets and the actual implementation/achieve-
ments. Available reports have pointed out a number of  
shortcomings and suggested various policy interventions. 
If  these suggestions are examined and adopted wherever 
necessary, the gaps would soon disappear.

NOTES

1. http://www.ssa.nic.in/ (accessed 2 November 2012).
2. It may be noted that at primary level the GER is more than 

100. This is due to the fact that many children who are not 

supposed to be admitted in the primary level as per the age 
criteria were enrolled in the same. Here, the NER may be a better 
indicator.
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Social stratifi cation in India along the lines of  caste, 
ethnicity and religion is also refl ected in educational 

attainment with a vast quantity of  literature documenting 
inequalities therein (GoI 2006; Govinda 2002; PROBE Team 
1999; Thorat and Newman 2009). These inequalities have 
been a cause of  concern to both the government and civil 
society. The government has put in place strong, affi  rmative 
action policies to redress many of  the historical injustices. 
Some of  these have received strong public support but 
others, particularly those regarding reservation of  seats in 
colleges and universities, have led to resentment and protests 
from more privileged sections of  the society (Mendelsohn 
and Vicziany 1998). Nonetheless, after more than 60 years 
of  implementing policies aimed at restoring this imbalance, 
and some decline in educational inequalities, the gap still 
remains wide (Desai and Kulkarni 2008).
 Educational imbalances in India deserve particular atten-
tion because traditional social disparities based on notions 
of  pollution and impurity1 that governed caste relations are 
rapidly being transformed into class inequalities through 
diff erential educational attainments. Although a number 
of  studies describe various aspects of  social distance and 
discrimination between diff erent castes in diverse areas of  
life (Bayly 1999; Deshpande 2011; Mendelsohn and Vicziany 
1998), economic disparities are perhaps the most pernicious, 
resulting in perpetuating the cycle of  inequality across 
generations. While educational inequalities are not the 
sole determinants of  economic status, they play an impor-
tant role in creating disparities in earnings. Caste-based 
diff erences in education, income and other aspects of  well-
being have long been recognised. In recent years, similar 
religion-based imbalances have also been observed where 
Muslims are particularly vulnerable when compared with 
other religious groups such as Jains, Zoroastrians, Hindus, 
etc. (Basant and Shariff  2009; Desai and Kulkarni 2008; 
GoI 2006).

PUBLIC POLICY AND EDUCATIONAL INEQUALITIES

Public policies attempt to address these inequalities in two 
ways:
(a) by providing scholarships and other incentives to re-

duce fi nancial stress on the family and to increase the 
motivation to continue education; and

(b) by providing preferential admission in colleges and ad-
vanced professional programmes through reservations 
or quotas. While some attempts at setting up special 
schools or hostels for children from marginalised com-
munities have also been made, these have relatively 
been limited in scope.

 Policy intervention, particularly in the case of  the highly 
controversial reservations or quotas in college admissions, 
comes much too late in the educational path of  students. 
Figures 4.1 and 4.2, charting school discontinuation rates 
circa 2005, provide interesting insights. Drawing on data 
from the India Human Development Survey (IHDS) con-
ducted in 2004–05 by researchers from the University of  
Maryland and the National Council of  Applied Economic 
Research (NCAER), it shows the rate of  leaving school/
college at a given education level for boys from diff erent 
social backgrounds (Desai et al. 2010).
 These fi gures show that the largest diff erences between 
forward caste Hindus and disadvantaged groups like dalits, 
adivasis and Muslims appear to lie primarily in school 
entrance and before completion of  Class X. The diff erences 
decline on progression to the next level — on completion 
of  Class X. Most minority students who have been able 
to pass the early hurdles have developed skills and may 
have intelligence, fortitude and motivation far exceeding 
their more privileged peers, which increases their chances 
of  success and reduces the inequalities in educational 
outcomes. They may also belong to the more privileged 
sections of  the dalit, adivasi, Other Backward Class (OBC), 

Social Inequalities in Education

Sonalde Desai and Amit Thorat

4



Social Inequalities in Education 45

FIGURE 4.1 Education Discontinuation Rates, by Educational Level and Social Background for Men

Source: Desai et al. (2010: 89).

FIGURE 4.2 Education Discontinuation Rates, by Educational Level and Social Background for Women

Source: Desai et al. (2010: 89).
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or Muslim communities and may be less likely to be subject 
to prejudices and disadvantages faced by their less-privileged 
brothers and sisters.
 These observations are consistent with the fi nding 
from international literature on comparative education 
(Raftery and Hout 1993; Shavit and Blossfeld 1993), which 
also notes greater inequalities in education at early stages. 
Unfortunately public policies, when it comes to addressing 
educational inequalities, tend to focus more on higher edu-
cation instead of  on early education, possibly because they 
are easier to address. In this paper, diff erent dimensions of  
early educational experience will be examined in order to to 
understand the forces shaping educational inequalities. 

GLASS HALF-FULL OR HALF-EMPTY?

The picture of  educational inequalities in India is not 
uniformly bleak. Substantial narrowing in basic literacy 
rates has taken place. Statistics on rudimentary literacy 
are typically obtained by asking individuals or their family 
members whether they can read and write a sentence. In 
this, the IHDS, like the Census of  India and other surveys, 

documents the convergence between various social groups. 
To some extent this convergence is attributable to rising 
school enrolment among all sections of  society, and to 
some extent is a statistical artefact generated by the higher 
education groups, forward caste Hindus and smaller 
religious groups such as Christians, Sikhs and Jains reaching 
near 100 per cent literacy rates (Figures 4.3 and 4.4).
 More detailed studies also show that the gap is closing in 
some areas. An analysis of  the National Sample Survey data 
between 1983 and 2000 states:

[These results suggest that holding] other factors [household in-
come, place of  residence and household size] at their mean values, 
for upper caste Hindu and other [Sikh, Jain and Christian] males, 
the probability of  ever enrolling in school increased from .715 
in 1983 to .858 in 1999–2000, an increase of  about 14 percentage 
points. Over the same period, enrollment for dalit males increased 
by 20 percentage point in their probability of  enrollment, and 
that for adivasi males increased by 21 percentage points. This has 
helped to narrow the disparities between high caste Hindus and 
dalits/adivasis … Among females, the corresponding gain in pri-
mary enrollment for upper caste Hindus … is 25 percentage points, 
compared with 33 percentage points for dalits and 35 percentage 
points for adivasis (Desai and Kulkarni 2008: 259).

FIGURE 4.3 Literacy Rates for Males, by Age

Source: Desai et al. (2010: 77).
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FIGURE 4.4 Literacy Rates for Females, by Age

Source: Desai et al. (2010: 77).

 However, in spite of  this limited success, disparities in 
educational experiences of  children between social groups 
persist. Table 4.1 shows diff erences in experiences of  children 
aged 6 to 14 from various social groups documented by 
the IHDS. It is important to note that these data refer to 
the period before the Right to Education (RTE) Act was 
implemented and some of  the parameters such as repeating 
or failing a class may be less relevant now.
 Table 4.1 documents that dalit, adivasi and Muslim 
children fare far worse on all the mentioned indicators 
when compared to forward caste Hindus and other religious 
groups with OBCs falling somewhere in the middle. The 
disadvantages of  Muslims are particularly noteworthy since 
their economic status is often at par with the OBCs (Desai 
et al. 2010), but when it comes to education, they are far 
behind OBCs and closer to dalits and adivasis.

INEQUALITIES IN SKILL DEVELOPMENT

Although inequalities in educational attainment are well 
recognised, there is a tendency to assume that these 

inequalities are caused by diff erential poverty levels across 
social groups. Since dalits and adivasis, and to a lesser extent 
Muslims and OBCs, are poorer than the forward castes 
and other minority groups (ibid.), it is assumed that the 
need for children to work in order to support the family 
income instead of  going to school, and inability to bear 
ancillary school costs such as for transportation or purchase 
of  books may lead to lack of  school attendance. Hence, 
the policy focus, such as the emphasis in the RTE Act, has 
been on increasing school attendance. Ensuring attendance 
is necessary but it is equally important to recognise the 
inequalities in learning outcomes.
 Even when children from disadvantaged backgrounds 
attend school, their skill development seems to lag behind 
their peers. The IHDS administered short reading and 
arithmetic tests to children aged 8 to 11 years. These tests, 
designed by Pratham (2005) and extensively used in their 
Annual Status of  Education Report, are very simple and 
measure the ability of  children to read a short paragraph of  
two or three sentences in a language most comfortable to 
them and to subtract one two-digit number from another. 
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Only 54 per cent children could read this short paragraph (at 
Class-II level) and only 48 per cent could subtract. However, 
among forward castes this number was 71 per cent (for 
reading) and 63 per cent (for subtraction), while for dalits, 
adivasis and Muslims it was about 44 per cent each (see 
Figure 4.5).
 At least some of  these diff erences are attributable to 
diff erential parental investments in children’s education. As 
Table 4.2 demonstrates, among the IHDS sample, forward 

caste children are far more likely to attend private schools, 
take private tuitions, and in general have greater access to a 
variety of  fi nancial inputs, such as textbooks.
 However, it would be a mistake to attribute higher skill 
attainment of  forward caste children and those belonging 
to minority religions as a sole function of  greater parental 
investments. It is of  no doubt that forward caste children are 
more likely to attend private schools and are associated with 
slightly higher skill attainment (Desai et al. 2009b), but even 

TABLE 4.1 Educational Experiences of Children (6 to 14 years), IHDS, 2004–05 (in per cent)

 Never  Dropped  Now in  Absent 6+ Days in  Repeated or
 Enrolled Out School Previous Month Failed a Class

All India 10 5 85 20 6

Forward Caste Hindu 3 3 94 15 5

OBC  9 4 87 21 5

Dalit  12 5 83 22 8

Adivasi 16 7 77 19 9

Muslim  17 8 76 21 5

Other Religions 2 2 96 4 4

Source: Desai et al. (2010: 91).

FIGURE 4.5 Differences in Learning Outcomes, by Social Background for Children Aged 8–11

Source: India Human Development Survey, 2004–05.
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when controlling for the type of  school attended, children 
from dalit, adivasi and Muslim backgrounds show a lower 
ability to read and subtract. As Table 4.3 demonstrates, 
among children in private schools, 81 per cent of  those from 
the forward caste can read a short paragraph as compared 
to 58 per cent of  those from the dalit community. A similar 
diff erence has also been seen in government schools, i.e., 65 
per cent as against 42 per cent.
 Since parental education and income play an important 
role in shaping resources, access to private schools and 
tuitions, as well as a home environment that fosters learning, 
it is important to control for parental education in examining 
social diff erences in children’s learning outcomes. However, 
even when controlling for income, parental education 
and family size, caste and religious diff erences in learning 
outcomes remain large (Desai et al. 2009a). 
 Given the limited research on what causes low levels of  
skill development among children from more vulnerable 
backgrounds, it is diffi  cult to conclusively suggest rem-
edies. However, the research that exists points to teacher 
indiff erence (towards) or outright discrimination (against 

children from minority groups) as well as school policies, 
such as the medium of  instruction being the state language 
rather than tribal languages or Urdu (Nambissan et al. 
2002; PROBE Team 1999). Increasing reliance of  schools 
on parental input may be another means through which 
generational disadvantage may persist. Parents with similar 
educational and economic backgrounds may still diff er in 
their interpersonal, cultural and social skills of  transferring 
educational and income gains onto to their children. This 
diff erence could lie between fi rst-generation parents (dalits, 
Muslims, adivasis) with high income and education levels 
and, say, high-caste Hindu parents, with a tradition of  good-
quality education going back many generations in their 
families. No one can complain about the importance of  
involving parents in school governance. Parents are the best 
advocates for children and their involvement can only help 
children’s education. However, there is a fi ne line between 
parental involvement in school governance and transferring 
some of  the school responsibilities to the home. With the 
growing importance of  homework in the Indian educational 
system, children who are fi rst-generation learners are often 

TABLE 4.2 Social Inequalities in School Expenditure for Children (6 to 14 years), IHDS, 2004–05

 In Private  In Private   Average Annual Expenditure (in`)  Total

 School Tuition School Books, Uniform Private Expenditure (in`)
 (in per cent) (in per cent) Fees and Transport Tuition 

All India 28 20 481 606 178 1,265

Forward Caste Hindu 40 27 904 924 346 2,174

OBC 26 20 398 543 149 1,090

Dalit 17 18 271 471 134 876

Adivasi 15 9 203 392 73 669

Muslim 33 19 428 521 130 1,079

Other Religions 54 27 1,446 1,370 224 3,040

Source: Desai et al. (2010: 91).

TABLE 4.3 Differences in Learning Outcomes, by School Type for Children Aged 8–11 Years (in per cent)

    Private Schools Government Schools
 (Only Enrolled Children) (Only Enrolled Children)

 Read Subtract Read Subtract

All India 69 64 50 43

Forward Caste Hindu 81 78 65 55

OBC  69 64 53 45

Dalit  58 54 42 36

Adivasi 60 60 47 35

Muslim  55 49 41 38

Other Religions  82 81 76 76

Source: Desai et al. (2010: 93).
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left without adequate support systems at home because par-
ents themselves are not suffi  ciently educated to be able to 
help them. Since a vast proportion of  fi rst-generation 
learners are dalit, adivasi and Muslim children, excessive 
reliance on homework perpetuates this historic generational 
disadvantage.

PUBLIC POLICY IMPLICATIONS

It is well recognised by demographers that the largest im-
provements in life expectancy can be achieved by focusing 
on infant mortality rather than mortality reduction at older 
ages. Saving the life of  one child adds about 70 years to his/
her life, saving that of  a 60-year-old may only add another 
15. Similarly, reduction in educational inequality at the 
primary education stage can have a long-lasting impact and 
could be the most leveraged investment a society can make. 
However, Indian public policies are excessively focused on 
reducing inequalities in college education, possibly because 
interventions at younger ages are harder to identify and 
implement. Nonetheless, for a substantial reduction in edu-
cational inequality, we must focus on primary education. In 
order to do this, four types of  activities are needed:
(a) Ensuring that educational policies do not inadvertently 

exacerbate pre-existing inequalities: It is important to 
ensure that the RTE is implemented in a way that re-
duces the reliance on parental inputs or resources and 
increases the role of  schools in providing education. 
In systems where a great deal of  reliance is placed on 
homework and/or private tuitions, children whose par-
ents are unable to provide the required supervision are 
likely to be left behind. A couple of  RTE provisions may 
well have such unintended eff ects. First, the RTE re-
quires that newly-enrolled children be placed in classes 
appropriate to their age, regardless of  their skill level. 
Second, children cannot be retained in Classes I–VIII. 
This places a tremendous burden on the teacher. When 
coupled with the fact that children who start school late 
are often from dalit, adivasi or Muslim backgrounds, 
this may lead to lower skill growth among those who 
start out later than their classmates. A number of  stud-
ies have suggested that overambitious curricula without 
concomitant support to teachers lead to low levels of  
growth in learning outcomes (Pritchett and Beatty 
2012) and inappropriate placement is likely to place too 
high a burden on teachers. One of  the ways of  dealing 
with this challenge may be to have remedial training 
before or after school hours.

(b) Special programmes for children from disadvantaged groups: 
Research suggests that children often lose ground dur-
ing school vacations, particularly if  they come from 

families where reading materials are not available. 
Having special programmes during summer vacations 
and other holidays for children who are in danger of  
falling behind or need remedial classes can help alleviate 
some of  these problems. Rayat Schools, an interesting 
programme in Maharashtra, has sub-schools attached 
to normal ones for children who have dropped out or 
fall behind. Additionally, programmes designed to keep 
girls in school that involve cash payment to parents on 
completion of  Class XII could be extended to dalit, adi-
vasi and Muslim children. 

(c) Identifying specifi c problems faced by disadvantaged children 
in school: Many studies are underway to identify the 
specifi c reasons for lower learning of  disadvantaged 
children at school. Recent studies have shown that: (i) 
teachers are being indiff erent to teaching these children 
and checking their class/homework; (ii) in case of  
shortages and even otherwise these children do not 
receive free books and uniforms like other children; 
(iii) other children in the class tease and trouble them 
discouraging them from attending school and teachers 
do not intervene most of  the time; and (iv) these 
children are often made to sit separately in class, drink 
water from separate vessels or play in separate areas. 
Such discriminatory and exclusionary practices are 
highly demotivating and discouraging for the children 
and hence need to be identifi ed and teachers and staff  
trained to not only be more sensitive but be pro-active in 
paying special attention to children from these groups.

(d) Better monitoring of  existing programmes: A number of  
existing programmes (such as the Mid-Day Meal Scheme) 
fail to deliver the intended benefi ts and services. The 
food distribution is found to be discriminatory with food 
not given or served in separate utensils or with separate 
seating arrangements (Thorat and Lee 2005). Increasing 
the involvement of  non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) that focus on dalit, adivasi or Muslim issues in 
programme monitoring may ensure that benefi ts are 
appropriately distributed while raising the awareness 
level in the community about its educational needs. 

(e) Research on school performance and teaching techniques: 
Very little attention has been directed towards classroom 
processes that put some students at a disadvantage, or 
eff ective teaching techniques that can reduce the gap. 
For example, we know little about whether schools for 
only children from minority communities can remedy 
the educational disparity. A number of  innovative pro-
grammes already exist. For example, schools have been 
set up by Navsarjan in Gujarat with specially designed 
curricula for dalit children. Evaluation of  these cur-
ricula and monitoring of  outcome may help inform 
larger educational reforms. 
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 Evidence suggests that there are clearly a set of  factors 
specifi c to children from minority communities which un-
less explicitly understood, specifi ed and made part of  the 
educational reform process, would make this new initiative 
less eff ective in delivering to children from these groups 

and bridging the education, and eventually, income gap. In 
addition, the time and levels/standards at which these spe-
cifi c interventions are to be made is also important and need 
to be made part of  the education reforms.

NOTE

1. The Hindu concept of  ‘purity and pollution’ refers to the notion 
or idea that the lowest of  castes are impure and any contact or 
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THE DEBATE

Much of  the recent debate and discussion on schooling 
in India focuses on private and public provision of  

schooling. While there is consensus on the need for univer-
sal access to schooling, in India there are strong views on 
who receives it and how this provision is to be done. The 
commitment of  the Indian government to provide access 
and reduce all gender and social gaps in enrolment has been 
strong and in place even before the Right of  Children to Free 
and Compulsory Education or Right to Education (RTE) Act 
was passed into law in 2010. The RTE further strengthens 
this position. Not only should all children be in schools, but 
in schools with particular characteristics; taught by teachers 
with specifi c qualifi cations; and following a set of  minimum 
procedures. The recent Supreme Court judgement on the 
RTE further focused the nation’s attention on the issue of  
who goes to or is eligible to go to what kind of  school.
 Thus at one end of  the spectrum are those who take a 
rights-based approach and believe in entitlements, where 
every child in India is entitled to schools and teachers who 
comply with the norms regarding inputs and processes laid 
down by the law. According to this viewpoint, every school 
in the country must have certain specifi c characteristics and 
education can be imparted in only such schools. At the other 
end are those who equally and strongly believe in freedom 
of  enterprise and choice. This school of  thought believes 
that parents should have the liberty and the option to send 
their child to a school of  their choice, and that education 
can take place in government schools or in a variety of  
diff erent types of  private schools, with formal or non-formal 
education programmes. 
 While viewpoints and opinions may vary across people 
and over time, what does the available evidence suggest 

about who goes to what type of  school in India? And, what 
are the outcomes and implications of  the diff erent patterns 
of  school access? For the past seven years, for every rural dis-
trict in India, the Annual Status of  Education Report (ASER) 
has made available comparable data on school access and 
learning. This makes it possible to use empirical evidence 
to explore questions of  school access and outcomes. This 
paper is primarily based on ASER data from 2006–11.1 
 Using ASER data, this paper sets out to explore three 
basic questions: First, what have been the trends in private 
schooling in rural India in the recent years? Second, are 
there other private educational inputs going into children’s 
education such as tuition? How pervasive is the practice of  
tuition or coaching and what have been the trends in this 
over time? Third, what is the impact of  private inputs — such 
as private schooling and private tuition on children’s learning 
outcomes? The paper concludes with a discussion on the in-
terpretation of  the available evidence on eff ective strategies 
to ensure that every child is in school and learning well.

THE EVIDENCE: PROVISION OF SCHOOLING 
IN RURAL INDIA

How have Private School Enrolment Patterns been 
Changing in the Recent Years in Rural India?

This question can be answered in several ways. Table 5.1 
focuses on the age group of  6–14-year-olds and examines 
national trends from 2006–11 for all rural districts put 
together. 
 Table 5.1 suggests two basic trends: fi rst, the fraction of  
children in the age group 6–14 enrolled in private schools 
has risen considerably by almost 7 percentage points in 
six years to reach 25.6 per cent in 2011. At the same time, 
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the proportion of  children not enrolled or out of  school is 
declining, dropping to below 4 per cent in 2011.2 
 How do these enrolment patterns look when we disag-
gregate them according to age and sex? Figure 5.1 takes the 
all-India rural fi gures and divides the sample into two age 
groups by gender — boys and girls in the age groups of  7–10 
and 11–14 for the 2006–11 period.
 For each age group in every year, higher proportions 
of  boys are enrolled in private school than girls. Although 
for some years the data suggests that older children were 
more likely to be in a private school than younger ones, by 
2011 the diff erences between age groups in private school 

enrolment seemed to have narrowed considerably, but the 
diff erences in gender remained.
 States vary substantially with respect to private school 
enrolment in rural areas. Table 5.2 summarises the private 
school enrolment in the major Indian states, using ASER 
2011 data. Since ASER is a household survey, families 
are asked about the type of  school that their children are 
enrolled in. While parents know whether their child goes 
to a government or private school, they often do not know 
if  the private school is aided or unaided, recognised or 
unrecognised. Therefore, the data reported here is for all 
private schools clubbed together.3

TABLE 5.1 Percentage of Children Enrolled and not Enrolled in School: Rural India 

Age Group 6–14 Government Private Other Not Enrolled Total 

ASER 2006 73.3 18.7 1.2 7.6 100

ASER 2007  75.3 19.3 1.1 5.6 100

ASER 2008 71.8 22.6 1.3 4.9 100

ASER 2009 72.9 21.7 0.2 4.5 100

ASER 2010 71.8 23.7 0.2 3.5 100

ASER 2011 69.9 25.6 0.3 3.8 100

Source: ASER (2006–11).

Source: ASER (2006–11).

FIGURE 5.1 Private School Enrolment, by Age and Gender
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 There are clear regional patterns in private school 
enrolment. The states north and west of  Delhi, from Jammu 
& Kashmir in the north to Rajasthan in the west, as well 
as the large state of  Uttar Pradesh fall into a ‘high’ private 
schooling region, where anywhere between half  to a third 
of  all rural children (in the age group 6–14) are enrolled 
in private schools. In the eastern region of  India — West 
Bengal, Bihar and Odisha — private school enrolment is 
very low. The north-eastern states also provide contrasting 
cases: Manipur, Meghalaya and Nagaland have very high 
private school enrolment, whereas Tripura has extremely 
low levels.
 Looking at the state-wise trends according to class levels 
over time is an even more interesting exercise (this section is 
based on the analysis laid out in Chavan 2011). Figures 5.2, 
5.3 and 5.4 present three cases from three states to highlight 
the diff erent regional trends across the country.
 The three cases presented here highlight the need for a 
much deeper exploration of  patterns of  school provision and 

choice across states, over time and according to classes. So 
far, available research on this topic in India refers to general 
patterns and explanations across the country, rather than 
an investigation of  the diff erences in geography, time and 
phases of  education. These diff erences need to be explored 
more carefully. This is especially important since education 
is a concurrent federal and state subject in India, and state 
policies can and do diff er signifi cantly. 

THE EVIDENCE: INCIDENCE OF ‘TUITION’

Do children get any other educational supplements? The 
phenomenon of  additional educational inputs through 
tuition classes and coaching centres is very widespread and 
visible in India especially in secondary and post-secondary 
education. For example, it is common to see signboards 
in many rural block and district headquarters as well as in 
state capitals for classes to prepare for college entrance and 

TABLE 5.2 Percentage of Children Enrolled in Private Schools (age 6–14)

Percentage States Total Number 
  of  States 

Above 50 per cent Kerala, Manipur, Meghalaya 3

40–49 per cent Haryana, Uttar Pradesh 2

30–39 per cent Jammu and Kashmir, Punjab, Uttarakhand, Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh 6

20–29 per cent Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Himachal Pradesh 3

10–19 per cent Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Assam, Gujarat, Arunachal Pradesh, Mizoram 7

Less than 10 per cent Bihar, Odisha, West Bengal, Tripura 4

Total Number of  States  25

Source: ASER (2011).

Source: ASER (2007–11).

FIGURE 5.2 Percentage of Children Enrolled in Private Schools, by Class and Year in Uttar Pradesh

Uttar Pradesh: The ASER data suggest that a few 
years ago more children went to private schools in 
the middle-school years than the primary school. 
For example, in 2007, the proportion of  children 
enrolled in private school in Class VI or VII was 
much higher than in Class II or III. However by 2011, 
it appears that close to 50 per cent of  the children 
were going to private schools from Class I onwards. 
This fraction is high across all classes. Overall, the 
percentage of  children (age 6–14) in private schools 
has increased from 29 per cent in 2007 to above 45 
per cent in 2011.
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professional examinations (such as the civil service entrance 
examinations). 
 What does one know about the kind of  supplemental 
inputs for students in elementary school? ASER asks families 
if  their children are attending any paid classes outside school. 
Table 5.3 summarises the status of  tuition in every class 
from Classes I to VIII for government and private school 
children in the sample. The 2011 ASER data shows that 
for rural India as a whole almost one-fourth of  all children 
access these supplemental inputs by Class VIII.4

 Table 5.4 uses ASER 2011 data for children in Class IV 
in diff erent states and examines the incidence of  tuition for 
those enrolled in government and private schools. It is clear 
that tuition patterns vary considerably across states even 

for the same class. For every state shown in Table 5.4, the 
incidence of  tuition is substantially higher among private 
school children than government school children, ranging 
from double to four times higher in some states.
 It is interesting to unpack the all-India patterns and look 
at the incidence of  tuition across states. There are wide 
variations across states; among government school children 
we see almost no tuition in Rajasthan or Chhattisgarh, com-
pared to nearly 75 per cent in West Bengal and Tripura.
 The highest incidence of  tuition is visible in states such 
as Bihar, West Bengal and Odisha, where private school 
enrolment is 10 per cent or below. ASER 2011 data for 
three selected classes in the three states has been shown in 
Table 5.5. The data shows that prevalence of  tuition is very 

Source: ASER (2007–11).

FIGURE 5.3 Percentage of Children Enrolled in Private Schools, by Class and Year in Tamil Nadu

Source: ASER (2007–11).

FIGURE 5.4 Percentage of Children Enrolled in Private Schools, by Class and Year in Maharashtra 

Maharashtra: The picture in the state looks relatively 
stable over time. Most children go to government 
schools (zilla parishad schools) in the primary years. 
Enrolment in private schools jumps in the post-
primary years, with a substantial proportion of  
children going to private schools. These schools in 
Maharashtra are often government-aided. 

Tamil Nadu: The trends of  private school enrolment 
by grade over time in Tamil Nadu show a diff erent 
picture as compared to that of  Uttar Pradesh. 
Private school enrolment is higher in early classes 
and is growing. For example, in 2011 the fraction 
of  children enrolled in private schools in Class 
I was higher than that in 2007. This trend needs 
further analysis because it takes place against the 
backdrop of  heavy investment by the Tamil Nadu 
Government in the early classes in government 
schools, with quality enhancement programmes 
such as Activity-Based Learning (ABL). 
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high even in classes as early as Class III and it rises even more 
by the time children reach higher classes such as Class VII.
 Putting it all together, the tuition data from ASER suggests 
three broad patterns: fi rst, even in rural areas, states vary 
substantially from each other in terms of  the proportion of  

children who avail of  tuitions. Second, even though all-India 
numbers show little diff erence in this regard between private 
and government schools (Table 5.3), in many states, even as 
early as in Class IV, private school children are more likely to 
take tuition classes (Table 5.4). Third, in the high tuition-low 
private school states in eastern India (Odisha, West Bengal 
and Bihar), the percentage of  students who take tuition 
classes is high even in primary classes and rises as children 
get older and move to higher classes.

Case Study of a Village from West Bengal

To understand the phenomenon of  tuition in a high incidence 
state, a case study was done in a village in Mohammad 
Bazar block, Birbhum district, West Bengal. The village 
has approximately 350 households living in four separate 
habitations (paras). The government primary school here 
has 135 children enrolled in Classes I to IV. A quick survey of  
the village revealed that there were fi ve tutors who taught 
primary school children, and an additional two volunteers 
working with children in Classes III and IV who were lagging 
behind.5 Table 5.6 gives details about tuition in the village.
 Table 5.6 shows that 51 children get tuition from paid 
tutors. Besides, an additional 40 children are taught by 
Pratham volunteers (who are unpaid). So, of  the 135 children 
enrolled in school close to 100 are also getting supplemental 
help outside school. According to the villagers, the monthly 
payment for tuition for primary classes ranges from `30–50.
 This village also has two tutors who teach at the post-
primary level and are very well known in the area. The 
tutors draw children from a catchment area of  fi ve–six 
surrounding villages. Table 5.7 shows that fees are higher 
for higher classes.

TABLE 5.3 Percentage of Children taking Paid ‘Tuition’ Classes, by Class and Type of School

 Classes

Type of  School  Class I Class II Class III Class IV Class V Class VI Class VII Class VIII Total 

Government  15.8 19.5 21.2 24.0 25.4 25.8 27.7 28.4 23.3

Private  18.9 21.1 23.2 23.3 23.1 21.6 22.2 22.4 21.8

Source: ASER (2011).

TABLE 5.4 Percentage of Children in Class IV taking Paid 
Tuition Classes, by School Type

States Type of  School

 Government  Private

Jammu and Kashmir 6.9 22.7

Himachal Pradesh 3.6 18.6

Punjab 9.0 26.4

Uttarakhand 5.9 36.3

Haryana 10.1 23.3

Rajasthan 1.5 8.6

Uttar Pradesh 5.8 14.8

Bihar 48.2 60.5

Jharkhand 23.8 42.1

West Bengal 72.7 79.4

Odisha 48.6 61.2

Maharashtra 5.5 23.7

Gujarat  11.3 46.3

Madhya Pradesh 5.8 11.9

Chhattisgarh 1.2 2.4

Andhra Pradesh 16.2 29.0

Karnataka 6.7 27.0

Kerala 32.2 31.6

Tamil Nadu 16.3 24.4

Arunachal Pradesh 10.0 21.9

Assam 15.2 31.5

Manipur 12.5 51.3

Meghalaya 10.9 23.3

Mizoram 0.9 17.2

Tripura 73.9 45.5

Nagaland 13.0 39.0

Source: ASER (2011).

TABLE 5.5 Percentage of Children in Government Schools 
taking Tuition, 2011

States    Classes

 Class III Class V Class VII

Bihar 42 51 59

Odisha 44 46 52

West Bengal 67 77 82

Source: ASER (2011).
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TABLE 5.6 Tuition for Primary School Children in a Village in West Bengal

Tutor Location of  Age of  Educational Class of  Class-wise fees Number Number of  Years
 Tuition Class Tutor Qualifi cations Children (`per month) of  Children  the Tutor has been 
 in the Village  of  Tutor   Enrolled giving Tuition

Tutor 1 Sarkarpara 20 High Secondary I 30 2 1 year
    II 30 2 
    III 30 4 
    IV 40 4 

Tutor 2  Dangalpara 22 Secondary I 30 4 4 years
    II 30 3 
    III 30 3 
    IV 30 3 

Tutor 3  Dangalpara 17 Secondary I 40 1  2 month
    II 40 1 
    III 40 1 
    IV 0 0 

Tutor 4  Dangalpara 17 Secondary I 30 5 2 years
    II 30 4 
    III 30 2 
    IV 50 7 

Tutor 5  Moral Para 37 Secondary I 50 2 10 years
    II 50 1 
    IV 50 2 

       Total Students with Tutors  51  

Source: Data collected by Pratham, West Bengal team, March 2012.

TABLE 5.7 Details of Tutors who Teach at Post-Primary Level

Name of  Age Qualifi cation Subjects Class of  Monthly Fees Number of  Experience Catchment
Tutor   Taught Students (in `)  Children Enrolled  as Tutor  Area

Tutor 1 52 Bachelors in Commerce All  V 50 10 28 years From Six
    VI 50 15  Neighbouring 
    VII 60 20  Villages + 
    VIII 60 30  own Village
    IX 75 40  
    X 100 50  
    XI 100 25  
    XII 100 30  
        Total Students   220    

Tutor 2  40 Bachelors in Electrical All  V 50 20 12 years From Seven 
  Engineering   VI 50 20  Neighbouring
    VII 50 20  Villages +
    VIII 50 20  own Village 
    IX 100 25  
    X 100 15  
    XI 100 15  
    XII 100 35  
    B.A 150 10  
        Total Students   180    

Source: Data collected by Pratham, West Bengal team, March 2012.
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 Each of  these surveyed tutors makes well above `14,000 
per month as income from tuition. This case study provides 
evidence for the fact that there is a substantial teaching activ-
ity in a village outside the school or the formal education 
system. Even this medium-sized village and its surrounding 
areas can support a signifi cant ‘market’ for additional teach-
ing. The case study illustrates that by ignoring this large 
and active unorganised sector in education, any discussion 
of  school provision and educational inputs is incomplete. 
For trying to understand the educational landscape in India, 
the incidence and the ‘value added’ of  these supplemental 
inputs need to be understood properly.

THE EVIDENCE: PULLING TOGETHER ALL PRIVATE 
INPUTS INTO SCHOOLING

Much of  the debate on provision of  schooling revolves 
around private and government schools, but putting the 
private schooling, tuition data and the trends together we 
see that the educational landscape in the primary and upper 
primary stages is much more diverse. There are at least four 
scenarios that are possible for children in the 6–14 age group 
who are enrolled in school as indicated in Table 5.8.

TABLE 5.8 Percentage of Children (6–14 age group) and 
the Type of School

Type of  School and Tuition  Percentage

Government school + No Tuition 54.8

Government School + Tuition 17.6

Private School + No Tuition 21.4

Private School + Tuition 6.3

Total (ASER Rural) 100.0

Source: ASER (2011).

 The ASER 2011 data suggests that close to half  of  all 
school-going children in rural India get some form of  paid 
private input or supplement in their ‘education portfolio’; 
this spans across children who are attending both private and 
government formal schools.6 ASER data allows us to look 
back over the last half  a dozen years in a consistent manner. 
However, lack of  annual national data for previous years 
means that one does not know if  the incidence of  tuition 
has increased, decreased or stayed the same over time. 
 In India, in other sectors such as manufacturing or 
services, the importance and extensive spread of  the un-
organised sector is well documented. It is clear from the 
evidence presented here that there is immense activity in 
the ‘unorganised’ sector in education. This phenomenon 
needs to be better documented, researched and analysed. 
Some questions also need to be answered: where, how and 

why is formal schooling supplemented with inputs from the 
unorganised sector? What are its impact and implications? 

THE EVIDENCE: BASIC LEARNING LEVELS
OF CHILDREN

Implications and impact of  school provision and other inputs 
on educational outcomes can be explored in many ways. For 
the purposes of  this paper, only one kind of  educational 
outcome will be examined — children’s learning outcomes 
in basic reading and arithmetic.
 With well over 95 per cent of  6–14-year-olds enrolled in 
school, India is very close to universal enrolment. But, what 
about children’s learning? The evidence shows that children 
are enrolled in schools, but are they actually learning? Are 
they learning well? Children learn in school. Children learn 
at home. Children learn from variety of  other sources. As 
India’s elementary school enrolment increases, the focus 
needs to move to thinking about the ‘value added’ for each 
year spent in school. The underlying assumption is that 
this ‘value’ accumulates over time; years of  schooling are a 
proxy for this.
 What is the evidence? The last six years’ data from ASER 
indicates that by Class V close to 50 per cent of  all enrolled 
children are not yet able to read Class II-level text fl uently. 
The arithmetic fi ndings are even less satisfactory. Further, 
although India seems to have been in a ‘big stuck’ as far as 
basic learning is concerned, the ASER 2011 data suggests a 
possible additional decline. Using ASER data from the past, 
Lant Pritchett and Amanda Beatty (2012) go further to show 
that not only are learning levels low, the ‘value added’ for 
each subsequent year in school is very small.7 
 In this context, the debate on private and public schooling 
becomes louder. First, in some quarters, there is widespread 
perception that government schools do not function well or 
deliver quality education. Therefore parents are turning to 
private options. Second, it is also possible that rising private 
enrolment and supplementation may also be correlated 
with rising aspirations, better information about schools and 
their characteristics and rising incomes. These ‘demand’-
side considerations have been discussed in several recent 
research papers, for example Karthik Muralidharan and 
Michael Kremer (2006), recent work in India by S. Pal (2010), 
and Amita Chudgar (2012); Tahir Andrabi, Jishnu Das and 
Asim Ijaz Khwaja (2008) point to factors on the ‘supply’ side 
in Pakistan.8

 ASER data from 2006 onwards provides annual measure-
ment of  basic reading and arithmetic outcomes. Table 5.9 
presents basic reading level (ability to read Class II-level text 
fl uently) of  Class V children across states by school type and 
tuition.
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 At fi rst glance private schools, even in rural areas, seem 
to be producing children who do somewhat better in school 
(at least in terms of  basic reading ability). However, as soon 
as the data is disaggregated by school type and tuition, the 
picture is no longer as clear.9 Several important implications 
emerge from the ASER 2010 data (summarised in Table 5.9).10 
Here, the ability of  Class V children to read Class II-level 
matter is taken as a learning indicator (similar arguments can 
be made for arithmetic as well from ASER data).
 This section discusses the implications. First, the data 
raises questions. Is the self-selection of  ‘advantaged’ children 
into private schools further reinforced by additional supple-
mental inputs such as tuition?11 If  it is ‘dissatisfaction’ with 
government schools that led parents to send their children to 
private schools, then why is it that parents of  children going 
to private schools send their children to tuition as well. Is this 
trend fuelled by high aspirations or low faith in schools?
 Second, even in the best performing states, such as 
Himachal Pradesh, Kerala or Maharashtra, among those who 
are going to private schools and for tuition classes, there are 
about 20 per cent children who are in Class V but unable to 
read a Class II-level text fl uently.12 Whether looking at their 
households or their schools, this is the strongest evidence for 
the biggest challenge faced by elementary education in India 
today. Despite the fl agship programmes for universalising 
education, regardless of  the RTE Law which emphasises 
‘age-grade mainstreaming’, despite parental expenditures 
on education in private schools and for supplemental help, 
as a country India is unable to ensure that about half  of  all 
children who have spent fi ve years in a school are able to 
read Class II-level text. This means that 50 per cent of  all 
children are at least three class years behind.
 Third, in terms of  relative performance, children in pri-
vate schools who take tuition seem signifi cantly ahead of  
those going to government schools and taking no tuition; 
the diff erence in reading levels between private school 
children without tuition and government school children 
with tuition is narrow. In fact, in Madhya Pradesh, Uttar 
Pradesh, Assam, Gujarat, Kerala, and Tamil Nadu, more 
children in government schools who take tuitions are read-
ing well as compared to their counterparts in private schools 
who do not get supplemental coaching. 

 Fourth, there are signifi cant diff erences across states in 
the ability of  government schools to impart basic learning. 
Taking the example of  two contiguous states, Table 5.10 
provides some cases for discussion.
 In Case 1, if  language or distance were not an issue, 
parents in Gujarat who are sending their children to private 
schools and for tuitions would be better off  if  their children 
attended government schools in the neighbouring district 
in Maharashtra. In Case 2, it is seen that the reading levels 
of  Class V children in government schools in Bihar are very 
similar to that of  Class V children in private schools in Uttar 
Pradesh. In fact the performance of  children in Bihar, who 
are enrolled in government schools but also take tuitions, is 
the best among these three categories. 
 Several researchers have explored these issues; deeper 
analysis indicates that controlling for other factors the pri-
vate school advantage in terms of  children’s learning may 
not be as sharp as the raw numbers indicate. For example, 
Shobhini Mukerji and Wilima Wadhwa (2011) use the 
nationally representative ASER 2009 dataset and fi nd that 
while private schools seem to have a signifi cant advantage in 
learning outcomes, a lot of  this advantage gets vitiated once 
other factors are controlled for.  They state that the ‘wide 
variations in learning across states indicate there is more 
beyond the type of  village, type of  school or type of  family 
that determines the educational destiny of  the child’. Other 
works by Wilima Wadhwa (2009) and Chudgar (2012) point 
to similar results.

So Where Do We Go From Here? What ‘Works’?

The available evidence discussed earlier suggests three main 
points: First, the data shows that while there are variations 
over time and across classes, a trend has been seen in many 
states towards increasing private school enrolment. Second, 
there is strong evidence of  the incidence of  supplemental 
help in children’s education across many states and among 
private school children. Third, supplemental help does 
matter in terms of  learning outcomes; those who get it are 
more likely to have higher basic learning levels.
 In India, we are at a unique point in history. Due to rising 
demand from parents and rapid provisions by governments, 
children are now in schools. But more than 50 per cent of  

TABLE 5.10 Reading Levels of Class V Children in Different States

Comparisons  State  Schooling and Tuition Inputs  Percentage of  Children in Class V 
and Choices    able to Read Class II-Level Text 

Case 1  Maharashtra  Government School + No Tuition  70.8
 Gujarat  Private School + Tuition  66.5

Case 2  Uttar Pradesh Private School + No Tuition  55.2
 Bihar  Government School + No Tuition  54.7
 Bihar  Government School + Tuition  62.7

Source: ASER (2010).
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the children who are in schools in India come from families 
where parents have no schooling. This is more so for children 
who go to government schools rather than private ones. So, 
families cannot identify or support their children who are 
not learning. Indian schools focus on completing curriculum 
rather than on delivering learning. As a result, many children 
never get a good foundation of  basic learning in the early 
years of  school. They learn but much later than they actu-
ally should, with very little chance of  ever catching up. With 
no one to identify, children who are not moving forward 
and are falling behind, with no learning support at home 
or in school, a large fraction of  Indian children fall through 
the cracks. Parents have high aspirations for children. Those 
who can aff ord it spend money on more inputs, such as 
tuitions and private schools. Like parents, the government 
is also input-focused; more expenditures on more schools, 
teachers, training, textbooks, and so on. The ultimate result 
is that large numbers of  children continue to be ‘stuck’ in a 
low-learning situation with not much value being added in 
terms of  learning as they move through the primary classes.
 Apart from ASER and other evidence on basic learning 
outcomes in India, the last fi ve years have seen accumulation 
of  considerably well done research and impact evaluation 
studies on ‘what works’ in elementary education in India, 
especially for improving children’s basic levels in reading 
and arithmetic (in particular, see Banerjee and Dufl o 2011; 
Muralidharan et al. 2012; Pritchett and Beatty 2012). Some 
of  this research has been synthesised and discussed in 
another chapter in this volume (see Chapter 11); so is not 
be discussed in detail here. However, some key elements 
from this body of  literature have been pulled out to help in 
interpreting the evidence presented here, in understanding 
why children’s learning levels are low and suggesting what 
can be done about it. 
 Two interconnected and clear messages emerge from the 
recent body of  empirical research. The fi rst is that countries 
such as India suff er from an ‘overambitious curriculum’ 
(Pritchett and Beatty 2012). In India, as in many other coun-
tries, schools are organised by classes and in turn classes are 
mainly anchored by age. So a typical 8-year-old in India is 
supposed to be in Class III or IV depending on when he/she 
entered school in Class I. Each year the textbook content 
grows in diffi  culty often in a linear fashion and assumes that 
children who have entered, say, in Class III have mastered 
the content and skills expected of  them in Class II. So the 
teacher in Class III proceeds to use the Class-III textbook and 
teach from there. The reality is that the textbook content is 
far above the level of  most children at that class level and 
as the curriculum becomes more diffi  cult, more and more 
children get left behind. 
 The ASER data from 2005–11 has been able to pinpoint 
this phenomenon very clearly in empirical terms. For 

example, Table 5.11 shows Class IV reading data at the all-
India (rural) level from ASER 2011.

TABLE 5.11 All-India (Rural): Reading Level of Children in 
Different Classes (in per cent)

Class Nothing Letter Word Level 1 Level 2 Total
    (Class I Text) (Class II Text)

I 38.4 39.4 15.3 3.9 3.0 100

II 16.6 34.6 28.3 11.8 8.7 100

III 8.5 22.9 28.4 21.5 18.8 100

IV 4.7 14.4 21.2 25.7 34.2 100

V 3.5 9.7 14.6 24.1 48.2 100

How to read this table: Each cell shows the highest level of  reading 
achieved by a child. For example, in Class III, 8.5 per cent children 
cannot even read letters, 22.9 per cent can read letters but not 
more, 28.4 per cent can read words but not Class-I texts or higher, 
21.5  per cent can read Class-I texts but not Class-II level texts, and 
18.8  per cent can read Class-II level texts. In sum, for each class, the 
total of  all these exclusive categories is 100 per cent.
Source: ASER (2011).

 Table 5.11 lays out the following reality: in Class IV, 34 
per cent children can read at Class II level (some of  these 
children may be able to read at higher levels too, but ASER 
administers a ‘fl oor’ test and it is not possible to assess 
whether these children are at Class IV level). 25.7 per cent 
children can read Class I-level text but not higher. The re-
maining fraction of  children — almost 40 per cent — can-
not read even a sentence. However, the Class IV language 
textbook in any state in India has diffi  cult and long content, 
which according to the ASER results would be well beyond 
the reach of  a large majority of  all children. 
 Once this problem becomes visible and is accepted, 
solutions can be designed. For example, an impact evalu-
ation study by Abdul Jamil Poverty Action Lab ( JPAL), in 
a programme run jointly by Pratham and Bihar govern-
ment, fi nds that the gains in learning during the school year 
were very minimal (see Banerjee and Dufl o 2011). But, 
when the same teachers taught in a special summer camp, 
the learning gains for the targeted children were signifi cant 
(see ibid.: 94). The summer camp organised under the 
programme was designed for children in Classes III–V who 
were not yet at Class II level of  reading and arithmetic (the 
special one-month summer programme was launched by the 
Bihar government in 2008). The teaching–learning package 
(developed by Pratham) focused on teaching children at the 
level they were, enabling them to become fl uent readers and 
become profi cient in basic number knowledge and opera-
tions. This suggests that when children are grouped by levels 
rather than by classes and taught accordingly, their learning 
improves.13 This is a major and serious recommendation 
that has been generated by recent experience and evidence. 
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 The second message from recent research has to do with 
the role of  supplemental help. Since 2000, Massachusetts 
Institute of  Technology (MIT)’s Poverty Action Lab has 
been evaluating diff erent aspects of  Pratham’s work using 
randomised control trials (See Banerjee et al. 2007, 2010; 
Banerjee and Dufl o 2011). In over 10 years, and across 
several impact evaluations of  Pratham’s work in diff erent 
parts of  India, the one signifi cant infl uence on children’s 
learning that comes across as strong and consistent is the 
role of  village volunteers.
 Having fi gured out which children need extra help, 
Pratham provides a set of  straightforward solutions that 
have been implemented on scale in India. The organisation 
recognises that children learn not only in schools but also 
outside the schools. And both in school and at home or in 
the community, children who need extra help need to be 
given time. As described earlier, teachers need to be oriented 
to work with these children and schools are required to be 
organised diff erently to make this happen. Pratham via its 
Read India Programme has participated in many large-scale 
partnerships with state governments to jointly implement 
learning programmes. In addition, it is very important 
that in the community people need to be catalysed to give 
children the extra help that they need. In the peak period of  
the Read India Programme, village volunteers (who were 

not paid) worked with children in half  of  all villages in 
India. Simple and eff ective methods of  teaching were used 
to accelerate learning. Aff ordable and appropriate materials 
were given to children. Simple measurement was used to 
track children’s progress. This basic package of  methods, 
materials and measurement forms the core of  Pratham’s 
Read India Programme.14 New and innovative strategies 
both in teaching–learning methods and materials and in 
organising people have to be devised on scale. ‘More of  
the same’ will not lead to sustained results. In addition to 
energising schools, engagement of  communities on scale is 
needed to change the learning status of  India’s children. 
 Thus, in thinking ahead, to help children ‘catch up’ and 
bridge the ‘learning gap’ the focus needs to be on the two 
real challenges of  improving educational outcomes. One, 
the challenge is not to continue to debate how schooling 
is provided, instead it is to think of  how schools, whether 
private or government, can be organised diff erently so that 
children can be taught from the level where they are today 
and enabled to reach where they need to be. Two, instead 
of  focusing only on the school as the location of  learning, 
one should think about integrating and maximising the 
impact of  additional supplemental help that children need 
and get.

NOTES

1. ASER is a household survey usually conducted in October and 
November every year, which is the middle of  a school year in 
most states of  India. The sample size ranges from 500,000–
700,000 children in the 3–16 age group. Every child, who is 5 
years old or above, is asked to answer a set of  simple questions 
about his or her enrolment status and the type of  school they go 
to; each child is also given basic reading and arithmetic tasks that 
are carried out on a one-on-one basis. ASER provides a unique 
opportunity to look back over the last seven years and track the 
trends in schooling and learning in India. Since 2006, each year 
ASER has surveyed a representative sample of  children (age 3–16) 
from every rural district in the country.

2. Other sources of  data also document the rapid increase of  private 
schooling in India. For example, the India Human Development 
Survey (IHDS) published in 2010 collected data from a nationally 
representative sample of  almost 42,000 rural and urban 
households in 2004–5. The report states that ‘one of  the most 
striking things about the educational panorama in the last decade 
has been explosion of  the private sector in the educational fi eld’ 
(Desai et al. 2010: 82). The report notes that the Fifth All India 
Education Survey had recorded a ‘bare 2 [per cent] attendance 
in private schools in 1986’ (ibid.). The IHDS data shows that 21 
per cent of  rural and 51 per cent of  urban children are enrolled 
in private schools. A previous round of  the same IHDS survey 
conducted in 1994 had found only 10 per cent children from rural 
households enrolled in private schools. 

3. Government of  India’s District Information System for Education 
(DISE) data provides numbers of  aided and unaided schools in 
each state.

  IHDS 2004–5 attempted to collect more refi ned information 
from households for type of  school than has been attempted 
in ASER. See Table 6.1 (Desai et al. 2010: 82). According to this 
data, 72 per cent children are enrolled in government schools and 
28 per cent in private schools. Broken down further, for the age 
group 6–14, 67 per cent children go to government schools, 5 
per cent to government-aided schools, 24 per cent to privately 
managed schools, 5 per cent to madrassas, convents or other 
types of  schools.

4. Data on ‘tuition’ was collected for the fi rst time in ASER 
(2007). The data suggests that for Classes I–VIII, 20 per cent of  
government school children and 24 per cent of  private school 
children in rural India took ‘tuition’. 

  IHDS 2004–5 fi nds that across their rural and urban sample, 
20 per cent of  children in the 6–14 age group received some form 
of  private tutoring in the year before the survey (Desai et al. 
2010: 82).

  Rohini Somanathan and Michael Walton (2012) are working 
on this issue as well. They presented a paper at the India Growth 
Centre (IGC) conference in Bihar in early 2012.

5. This village is covered under Pratham’s Read India Programme 
in which youth volunteers work in each village with children 
who are lagging behind academically. These volunteers do not 
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get any fi nancial remuneration for their time. However, an inte-
gral part of  the programme is a component called Education for 
Education — anyone who gives time for children in the vil-
lage will be eligible for a learning opportunity. In the case of  
Pratham’s work in West Bengal, youth volunteers get a course in 
basic digital literacy and spoken English. 

6. IHDS 2004–5 fi nds that in their sample of  6–14-year-olds (rural 
and urban) about 40 per cent participated in private sector 
education, either through enrolment in private school, through 
private tuition or both (Desai et al. 2010). 

7. The term ‘big stuck’ has been coined by Lant Pritchett. His 
position regarding shallow learning curves has been laid out in 
Pritchett and Beatty (2012) and also in ASER 2011 national report. 

8. The supply-side factors infl uencing the emergence of  the private 
school option in rural areas include the availability of  educated 
young women in labour force in the local area, government infra-
structure, road connectivity, etc. Chudgar (2012) uses ASER 2009 
data and looks at a variety of  village-level correlates to construct 
a broader landscape in which the private and government school 
diff erences in learning outcomes can be studied.

9. Table 5.3 summarises the national situation. The data in the 
table refers to the percentage of  children getting tuition within 
each category — government school children and private school 
children. The national aggregate table hides state-level variations. 
Table 5.4 gives variations by state and uses a class (Class IV) as 
an example. Here too the data refers to percentages within each 
category of  children (government and private). Table 5.8 also 
summarises the national situation but in a diff erent way to that in 
other tables. Here the denominator is all children and therefore 
government school children dominate.

10. ASER 2010 data has been used here rather than 2011, mainly 
because the trends for the past few years held steady around this 

year. Up until 2010, the learning profi les in most states, although 
low and shallow, were quite unchanging over time. The ASER 
2011 data shows a downward trend in learning levels across many 
states especially in government schools. The reasons for this 
learning loss is yet to be understood; This visible ‘learning loss’ 
and its reasons have to be understood better — is it a one year 
drop or the beginning of  a secular decline? Only data from ASER 
2012 will be able to provide clues. So, for now, Table 5.9 uses 
ASER 2010 data to lay out the diff erences between the kinds of  
schools and tuition patterns.

11. Here ‘advantaged’ refers to a combination of  household educa-
tion, income and aspirations. In addition, given that private 
schools can be selective for admission, the self  selection into 
private schools may have an ability bias as well. 

12. In ASER, the most diffi  cult reading task that a child is asked to do 
is read a paragraph Class II-level of  diffi  culty. So, when it is stated 
that 50 per cent of  Class V children in a state are reading at Class 
II level, one is not sure what proportion of  these children are 
reading at Class V level. 

13. In this context, does something happen in private schools that is 
diff erent from government schools? There is very little data inves-
tigating such issues for private schools but we can conjecture that 
apart from the issue of  self-selection and parental advantage that 
private school children have, it is possible that class repetition is 
more likely in private schools as is the possibility that children 
who are not performing well academically are not encouraged to 
continue in the school.

14. Currently Pratham’s Read India Programme is active in 250 
districts across India in blocks of  100 villages each. It is estimated 
that approximately 40,000 village volunteers work with close to a 
million children on a daily basis.
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SETTING THE CONTEXT

In the last few years, the Indian government has substan-
tially increased its fi nancial allocations to elementary edu-

cation. According to latest fi gures available from the Ministry 
of  Human Resource Development (MHRD), between 
2007–8 and 2009–10, India’s elementary education budget 
increased from `687,100 million to `972,550 million in 
2009–10. With the launch of  the Right to Education 
(RTE) in April 2010, the elementary education budget has 
increased further. Allocations for Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 
(SSA) alone have more than doubled since 2009–10, from 
`26,169 to `55,746 in 2011–12.1 While this increased expen-
diture has resulted in improved inputs, India has now 
reached near universal enrolment and basic school infra-
structure has been built (almost every habitation in the 
country now has a school building), learning levels remain 
low.2 In fact, there seems to be a weak link between the 
quantum of  fi nances allocated to elementary education 
and learning outcomes achieved. A recent study on elemen-
tary education fi nances compared per-child budgetary 
allocations across seven states in India, with the ability of  
Class V children in these states to read a Class II textbook, 
and found absolutely no link between budgetary allocations 
and learning levels.3 In 2010–11, Maharashtra, for instance, 
allocated `12,075 per child, while Andhra Pradesh allocated 
`8,390. However, learning levels for both states were some-
what similar — 64 per cent Class V children in Maharashtra, 
and 60 per cent in Andhra Pradesh, could read a Class II 
textbook. The story remains unchanged even among 
poorer states in India. Rajasthan, for instance, allocated 
`9,192 per child in 2010–11 while Bihar allocated `4,705 per 
child. However, Bihar’s learning levels are signifi cantly 
better than Rajasthan’s — 50 per cent children in Class V 

were able to read a Class II textbook in Bihar compared with 
43 per cent in Rajasthan. 
 These statistics clearly point to India’s greatest challenge 
— strengthening the link between increased outlays and im-
proved learning outcomes to build an education system that 
is accountable for learning. Addressing this challenge is all 
the more urgent in the context of  the RTE Act, 2009. At the 
heart of  the law is a guarantee to ensure ‘age-appropriate 
mainstreaming’ for all children. In other words, the Act 
is a guarantee that every child in India acquires skills and 
knowledge appropriate for her age. Thus, a Class V student 
should be able to read a Class V textbook. Therefore, by 
guaranteeing age-appropriate learning, the RTE has shifted 
the goalpost away from input provision to learning achieve-
ment.4 The challenge lies in meeting this goal.
 Now as eff orts to deliver on this guarantee gain ground 
and fi nancial allocations are on the rise, the question that 
needs to be asked is this: can the current system for fi nancing 
elementary education in India deliver on the RTE promise? 
The RTE envisages a decentralised model for delivering 
the learning agenda. According to the MHRD’s (2011b) 
framework for implementing SSA, the RTE requires

[the] creation of  capacity within the education system and the 
school for addressing the diversifi ed learning needs of  diff erent 
groups of  children who are now in the schooling system … plan-
ning and implementation for universal access in the rights-based 
approach would require an understanding of  community needs 
and circumstances as well as decentralized decision-making for 
meeting the diversifi ed needs of  children (ibid.).

To facilitate this decentralised decision-making, the Act 
mandates the creation of  School Management Commit-
tees (SMCs) tasked with monitoring school functioning and 
developing annual school development plans (SDPs). Can 
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the current system of  planning and budgeting for SSA sup-
port this transition envisaged in RTE? In other words, can a 
decentralised system evolve by pouring more fi nances into 
the current system? If  not, how should education resources 
be channelised in order that decentralised planning can be 
facilitated? 
 The fi rst step to answering this question is to under-
stand the status quo. This paper draws on fi ndings from 
the Planning, Allocations and Expenditures, Institutions: 
Studies in Accountability (PAISA) district studies (Account-
ability Initiative 2011) to analyse the current fi nancing 
system. These studies are based on a detailed analysis of  
Government of  India (GoI) and state government planning 
and budgeting documents in seven states (Andhra Pradesh, 
Bihar, Himachal Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, 
Rajasthan, and West Bengal) of  the country as well as a 
district-wise school-level sample survey undertaken in nine 
districts of  these seven states.5 Through the PAISA fi nd-
ings, this paper argues that the current system for fi nancing 
elementary education is extremely centralised leaving little 
discretion and decision-making power at the school man-
agement level. Therefore, simply increasing fi nancial alloca-
tions in the system is unlikely to facilitate the decentralised 
implementation envisaged by the RTE. This would require 
a fundamental re-hauling of  the current fi nancing, planning 
and budgeting system. The paper ends with a brief  set of  
recommendations pointing to reforms that could facilitate 
this re-haul.
 At the outset it is important to state that this paper does 
not attempt to pass judgement on whether decentralisation 
or greater autonomy at the school level is the only or even the 
appropriate mechanism for strengthening the link between 
fi nancial outlays and learning outcomes.6 The starting point 
of  this paper is the RTE’s mandate to decentralise education 
delivery through SMCs. Given this mandate, this paper is an 
eff ort to answer the question of  how best to implement this 
decentralised model for the RTE.

THE PLANNING AND BUDGETING SYSTEM

Before unpacking the current status of  education fi nance 
it is important to fi rst understand the institutional arrange-
ments and processes that have been put in place for plan-
ning and budgeting for elementary education. This section 
briefl y sketches the key features of  the planning and budget-
ing system for elementary education in India.

Budgetary Allocations

Elementary education is primarily fi nanced by state gov-
ernment revenues channelled through state education line 
departments.7 The bulk of  the state budget is used to fund 

salaries and administrative expenses. On average, in the 
seven PAISA states, between 2009–11, teacher salaries ac-
counted for 75–80 per cent of  state governments’ fi nancial 
contribution to elementary education.
 The GoI’s fi nancial contribution to elementary education 
is through the SSA, the current programmatic vehicle 
for implementing RTE. The SSA is a centrally sponsored 
scheme and is structured such that both GoI and state 
governments contribute to its fi nancial pool. At present, 
GoI’s expected contribution is 65 per cent, while state 
governments are expected to contribute the remaining 
35 per cent. In addition, state governments draw on funds 
from the special component plan for Scheduled Castes 
(SCs) and the Tribal Sub-Plan to fi nance elementary 
education-related activities targeted at specifi c benefi ciary 
groups. State budgetary expenditure also includes statutory 
transfers determined by the 13th Finance Commission which 
awarded `240,000 million to support implementation of  
RTE between 2010–15.

The Fund-Flow Structure

State government fi nances are transferred directly from the 
state treasury account to the education line department for 
state-level expenditure. All district expenses are transferred 
to designated offi  cers at the district level (Drawing and 
Disbursement Offi  cers or DDOs) who are responsible for 
incurring relevant expenditures. Allocations are determined 
through the annual state budgetary process.
 The fund-fl ow system for SSA is more complex. The 
funds do not fl ow through the state treasury (see Figure 
6.1). At the state level, SSA is administered and implemented 
through specifi cally created State Implementation Societies 
(SIS) whose bank accounts fall outside the state treasury. 
Once budgets are approved, the MHRD instructs the 
Reserve Bank of  India (RBI) to transfer the agreed amount 
to the respective SIS. The entire process ought to take a 
minimum of  15 days to be completed. State governments 
are also expected to transfer their share of  funds to the SIS 
immediately.
 Funds are transferred in two instalments. The fi rst 
instalment — known as an ad hoc grant — is expected to 
be released in April, at the start of  the fi nancial year. The 
quantum of  money released is based on various factors, in-
cluding state expenditure performance in the previous year. 
It amounts to approximately 25 per cent of  the total SSA 
budget for the state in a given year. The second instalment 
is released in September; it depends on the fulfi lment of  the 
following two conditions:
(a) Transfer of  the state government share to the SIS. This 

is to be made within 30 days of  receipt of  the GoI share; 
and

(b) 60 per cent utilisation of  funds. 
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 Once funds arrive at the district bank account from the 
SIS, the district is expected to transfer funds to schools (based 
on school-specifi c entitlements) within 15 days of  receipt.
 Funds can reach school bank accounts in two ways:
(a) Direct Transfers: From the SIS to school bank accounts 

(common in states with good banking facilities).
(b) Through the District and Block: This process tends 

to be manual and funds are transferred using cheques 
(though some states have shifted to the system of  elec-
tronic transfers).

The Planning Process

To enable this fi nancial system, the SSA has put in place an 
annual plan process (also referred to as the Annual Work 
Plan and Budget or AWP&B). In its intent, this plan pro-
cess is aimed at facilitating decentralised decision-making. 
According to SSA guidelines, the AWP&B process begins 
at the habitation level, with SMCs preparing an SDP. Plans 
made at this level are compiled by the planning team at the 
block level. The block-level plans are sent to the district level 
where they are consolidated and appraised by the district 
planning team into a district-level AWP&B. These district 
AWP&Bs are then sent to the state level for the formulation 

of  the state AWP&B (SSA 2010). The state-level AWP&B 
is an aggregation of  the district Annual Work Plan (AWP) 
and is expected to provide an overview of  the state’s vision, 
interventions in diff erent functional areas and the strategy 
of  state’s support to the district. 
 To ensure that the planning process is completed before 
the end of  the fi nancial year, SSA guidelines prescribe a 
timetable for the preparation of  the state AWP&B. In accor-
dance with the calendar, the visioning exercise and planning 
of  activities at the district level are required to be completed 
by 1 January every year. The state-level AWP&Bs are to be 
prepared and submitted to the MHRD. At the MHRD, states’ 
plans are appraised through a Planning and Budgeting (PAB) 
negotiation process. This process begins in February and 
ends in May every year. Final budgets allocated to states are 
based on the outcome of  the PAB process. 

UNPACKING EDUCATION FINANCE: AN 
OVERVIEW OF PAISA FINDINGS

As the brief  overview of  the fi nancing and planning process 
indicates, the SSA is designed to facilitate decentralised 

April — Release of  1st Instalment
by GoI to SIS 

May — Release of  1st Instalment
by State to SIS 

May–June — Release by SIS to
District/Block/SMC

September — Release of  2nd

Instalment by GoI to SIS 

June — Release by District

October–November — Release 
by SIS  to District/Block/SMC

November — Release by District
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FIGURE 6.1 The Financing Structure

Source: Prepared by the author.
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planning and decision-making. In this section, we draw 
on PAISA fi ndings that have been used to examine ground 
realities and understand how this design works in practice 
(Accountability Initiative 2011).

Resource Allocation

As mentioned in the previous section, the state govern-
ment funds the bulk of  the elementary education budget. 
However, in the long run, we may see a shift in this trend 
with SSA becoming the dominant fi nancier of  elementary 
education. This is on account of  the increased allocations 
to SSA, consequent to RTE. PAISA analysis highlights that 
between 2009–10 and 2010–11 SSA’s contribution as a pro-
portion of  the total education budget of  a state (including 
the state budget) increased by 9 percentage points from 
31 per cent in 2009–10 to 40 per cent in 2010–11. Given that 
the GoI contributes to as much as 65 per cent of  the SSA, 
increased fi nancing through the programme could, in the 
long run, result in curbing state discretion by refl ecting 
GoI priorities over state government priorities. A close read-
ing of  the PAB meeting minutes points in this direction. 
The case of  Bihar’s PAB negotiation for 2010–11 illustrates 
this best. In 2005, Bihar initiated a number of  direct entitle-
ment schemes, such as uniform provision, scholarships and 
cycles to encourage enrolment and reduce dropout rates. 
With the launch of  the RTE, in 2010 SSA too introduced 
a number of  such schemes each with its own budget. 
Given that Bihar was already implementing these schemes, 
when the state made its proposed budget for 2010, it chose 
not to allocate much money to children’s entitlement 
schemes. In the fi nal negotiation however, because of  
specifi c requirements in the RTE, which had a budget for 
entitlements that needed to be spent, the GoI increased 
the state’s entitlement budget by a whopping 210 per cent 
over what was proposed. Unsurprisingly, much of  this 
went unspent.

Resource Prioritisation

How are elementary education fi nances prioritised across 
diff erent activities? To answer this question, PAISA 2011 
analysed the entire elementary budget (including both state 
government and SSA contributions) across key education 
activities for 2009–10 and 2010–11. Broadly, PAISA found 
that on average, 77 per cent of  the education budget is in-
vested in teachers and management costs. Following this, 
the next largest investment is on the creation of  school 
infrastructure — 15 per cent of  the budget. The quantum 
of  money going to infrastructure has increased substan-
tively post the RTE. Interventions aimed directly at children, 
such as the provision of  free textbooks and uniforms and 
addressing the problem of  out-of-school children, account 
for 7 per cent of  the total investment. Quality-related activi-

ties, specifi cally the innovation and learning enhancement 
programme under SSA, account for 1 per cent of  the total 
investment. 
Resource availability in schools: Schools receive relatively 
little by way of  an annual budget over which they have 
direct expenditure control. Under SSA, all schools across 
the country are entitled to three annual school grants: 
(a) Maintenance Grant (SMG); (b) Development Grant 
(SDG); and (c) Teaching Learning Material Grant (TLM). 
In 2010–11, these grants accounted for 5 per cent of  the 
SSA budget.
 However, even though schools have expenditure control 
over these funds, these grants arrive in schools with very 
clear expenditure guidelines set by the GoI. The SMG is 
for infrastructure upkeep, the SDG is meant for operation 
and administration and TLM for extra instructional aids. 
These guidelines are so rigid that if  a school wants to set 
its own priorities, for instance, to invest more in improving 
children’s reading capabilities by dipping in to its mainte-
nance fund — it cannot. The quantum of  money provided 
to schools is also based on norms determined by GoI. This, 
inevitably, results in a mismatch between school conditions 
and needs and the funds received. To illustrate the point, an 
old school with signifi cant maintenance needs and a student 
population of  over 1,000 students is entitled to just about 
three times the grant amount that a school constructed in 
2007 with 100 students and relatively fewer maintenance 
needs receives (for a detailed description of  the problem, see 
Accountability Initiative 2009). 
 In addition to grants, schools also receive funds for in-
frastructure work. However, they have no decision-making 
control over these expenditures. For instance, infrastructure 
monies arrive in schools for specifi c construction purposes 
(such as boundary wall or new classrooms). Schools have 
the authority to ‘demand’ infrastructure. But the fi nal 
decision on the nature of  infrastructure work to be under-
taken and the amount of  money that ought to be devolved 
lies with the district. The district, in turn, decides on the 
basis of  fund availability and priorities set by the state gov-
ernment. The SMC is expected to contribute to the actual 
construction process — key responsibilities include procure-
ment of  materials and provision of  labour. 

How do Funds Flow to Schools?

How do budgetary allocations translate into action on the 
ground? The fi rst step to answering this question is to track 
the processes through which funds fl ow from their point 
of  origin to their fi nal destination — schools. This section 
draws on PAISA 2011 fi ndings to examine fund-fl ows. Owing 
to paucity of  data on state budgets, the focus of  the analysis 
is on SSA funds.
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Signifi cant Gap between Funds Allocated and 
Funds Released

No state in the PAISA sample received its entire share of  
funds in 2009–10 and 2010–11 (see Table 6.1). The quantum 
of  funds received varies widely across states. Himachal 
Pradesh and Rajasthan received the largest proportion of  
their allocation while Bihar received the least.

TABLE 6.1 Percentage of Allocated Funds Released (State)

State 2009–10 2010–11

Andhra Pradesh  42 64

Bihar 49 53

Himachal Pradesh 84 91

Madhya Pradesh 81 73

Rajasthan 86 83

Maharashtra 68 63

Source: Right to Information (RTI) applications fi led by PAISA 
team. See Accountability Initiative (2011).

 Ineffi  ciencies in expenditure management are the pri-
mary reason for this gap. As mentioned, both GoI and state 
governments contribute to SSA funds. Apart from the ad 
hoc grant, GoI releases are contingent upon state govern-
ments’ releasing their share of  the SSA allocation. In most 
states, we fi nd that state governments have been slow to 
release their share of  SSA funds. In fact, the gap between the 
total amount of  fi nances that the state government ought 
to release and the actual share of  fi nances released is much 
larger than the gap between the total GoI contribution and 
actual amount released. Interestingly, this trend reversed 
in 2010–11, as state governments began to put in a greater 
share while the GoI share declined. Bihar is an important 
exception where the state government has consistently re-
leased a greater proportion of  its funds than GoI. In 2010, 
for instance, the Bihar state government released 65 per cent 
of  its share while GoI released only 46 per cent. 
 Gaps in fund receipt at the state level have a knock-on 
eff ect on the quantum of  money received at the district 
level (see Table 6.2). Between 2009–10 and 2010–11, only 
three districts — Kangra, Himachal Pradesh, and Jaipur and 
Udaipur, Rajasthan — received close to 90 per cent or more 
of  their allocations. All other districts received half  or less. 
 One reason for low release is that state governments often 
incur expenditures on behalf  of  districts. Consequently, 
funds, although allocated to the district, are never actually 
transferred to the district account. To explain, in Sagar 
district, Madhya Pradesh, for instance, close to 60 per cent of  
the total district expenditure is booked under an expenditure 
head called State Project Offi  ce or SPO (the state name for 
the SSA society). Analysis of  this expenditure head reveals 

that the bulk of  these funds are allocated to teacher salaries 
and civil works. The civil works monies account for 50 per 
cent of  the district civil works budget. Civil works funds are 
directly released by the state society to panchayat accounts, 
thereby bypassing the district. Teacher salaries are also 
directly deposited into teacher accounts. Arguably, this 
appropriation of  district funds by the state suggests that the 
district has limited fl exibility or decision-making power over 
key activities. 

TABLE 6.2 Percentage of Allocated Funds Released 
(District)

 District 2009–10 2010–11

Medak 47 66

Nalanda 43 45

Purnea 50 51

Kangra 90 84

Sagar NA 35

Satara 60 72

Jaipur 99 92

Udaipur 89 88

Jalpaiguri 66 52

Source: RTIs fi led by PAISA team. See PAISA (2011).

Bunching of Fund Transfers to the End of the Financial Year

While fund-fl ows from GoI and the state are meant to be 
released to the state society in two instalments between 
the fi rst and third quarters of  the fi nancial year, in practice, 
the bulk of  the money is released towards the end of  the 
fi nancial year.8 As highlighted in Table 6.3, in 2009, states 
such as Andhra Pradesh, Bihar and Maharashtra received 
half  or just under half  of  their fi nances for the year in the 
last quarter, between January and March. Fund-fl ows 
improved signifi cantly in 2010. Unsurprisingly, delays in 
fund transfers at the state level also result in delays at the 
district level.

Gaps and Delays in Grant Receipts at the School Level

Data collected through the school survey points out that 
on average, 76 per cent of  schools received their annual 
school grants. However, a school is not guaranteed to re-
ceive a grant every year. To illustrate, 27 per cent schools 
received the TLM grant in only one of  the two years under 
consideration. Similarly, 28 per cent and 27 per cent schools 
received the SDG and SMG grants in only one of  the two 
years respectively.
 The survey also points to signifi cant delays in fund-fl ows 
at the school level. On average, schools received their grants 
by the end of  September or early October in both years — a 
good six months after the school year begins. 
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 Headmasters cope with these delays in various ways. 
They either use leftover funds from previous years or those 
received from community contributions to purchase es-
sential items. In one school in Jaipur district, the teachers 
pooled their TLM funds from the previous year to meet 
daily expenditures till the year’s funds arrived. On occasion, 
headmasters use their own money to purchase essential sup-
plies. Once funds arrive, schools reimburse themselves and 
adjust the books accordingly. Such practices, while they en-
able schools to get by till they receive their funds, do result 
in serious accountability problems that contribute to the 
accountability defi cit at the school level.

Expenditures: Do Schools Spend their Money?

Signifi cant Under-Spending and Bunching of Expenditures 
at the District Level

Overall, across districts spending varies widely from 50 per 
cent to 100 per cent (see Table 6.4). When monies are spent, 
it usually occurs at the end of  the fi nancial year. This is 
largely a consequence of  delays in fund release to the district.

TABLE 6.4 District-Level Expenditures 

District Percentage Spent Out of  Percentage Spent Out of
 Allocation (2009–10) Allocation (2010–11)

Medak 84  NA

Kangra 88  80 

Satara 96  86 

Sagar 69  100 

Nalanda 53  50 

Purnea 50  55 

Jaipur 99  93 

Udaipur 86  84 

Jalpaigudi NA 77

Source: Monthly expenditure statements obtained from the respec-
tive district.

 Expenditure trends reveal a clear prioritisation of  expendi-
tures on administrative (teacher salaries) and infrastructure-
related activities. Much of  the under-spending can be found 
in line items related to training, provision of  entitlements to 
children and quality-specifi c activities. 
 There is an important caveat to district-level expenditures 
on infrastructure. As mentioned previously, the district is 
not responsible for actual expenditures on infrastructure 
creation. This is the responsibility of  the SMC. The dis-
trict, therefore, releases infrastructure monies to school 
bank accounts and books them in its monthly reports as 
expenditures.
 In practice, schools are slow to undertake infrastructure 
activities. This is partly a consequence of  the cumbersome 
procedures involved in spending infrastructure monies — 
works need to be sanctioned and approved from authorities 
outside the Department of  Education, such as the State 
Public Works Department; issues such as land access need to 
be negotiated; and fi nally, competent authorities need to pro-
vide a certifi cate of  approval. All this requires coordination 
between multiple administrative authorities causing delays 
in getting works started. In fact, the PAISA school survey 
reveals that despite high expenditures on infrastructure at 
the district level for 2009–10 and 2010–11, most schools had 
not started construction activities in 2010–11. 
 From the school’s point of  view, these procedures can 
be intimidating and even when approvals are given, act 
as a disincentive for spending. One headmaster in Medak 
district, Andhra Pradesh, informed PAISA surveyors that 
headmasters lack a proper understanding of  the procedures 
involved in spending infrastructure monies and thus prefer 
to whitewash walls rather than spend large amounts on big 
infrastructure construction. Empirical data suggests that 
this is the case in most schools in India. The PAISA National 
Survey (Accountability Initiative 2012) reveals that as many 
as 68 per cent schools across the country whitewashed their 
walls in 2011!9

TABLE 6.3 Fund Transfers till Quarters 3 and 4 as Percentage of Total Allocation

States Funds Transferred till Quarter 3 (in per cent)  Funds Transferred till Quarter 4 (in per cent)

 2009–10 2010–11 2009–10 2010–11

 GoI State GoI State GoI State GoI State

Andhra Pradesh 19 19 38 80 55 23 55 80

Bihar 17 47 46 36 47 52 46 65

Madhya Pradesh 73 38 61 58 84 77 69 82

Rajasthan 83 63 66 79 94 74 71 105

Maharashtra 66 0 37 57 78 54 63 63

Himachal Pradesh 78 37 40 42 78 96 83 96

Source: RTIs fi led by Accountability Initiative.
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Delays in Spending School Grants at the School Level

Expenditures in schools are slow. At minimum there is a 
60-day time lag between the day a school receives a grant 
and the day it starts spending its money. But once spending 
begins, schools utilise the bulk of  the money they receive: 90 
per cent schools that received their grants report spending 
all their money in both fi nancial years tracked. 
 Analysis of  spending patterns, however, highlights that 
schools have limited discretion over how they spend their 
grants. Anecdotal evidence collected during the PAISA sur-
vey reveals that schools are given formal and informal orders 
from higher authorities on how to spend their money. In 
Jaipur, for instance, an offi  cial directive was issued request-
ing all schools to use the SDG (also known as School Facility 
Grant) to purchase furniture. The school in question had no 
requirement for furniture but was told by local offi  cials to 
do so because of  the directive. Schools in Purnea, Bihar, re-
ported similar stories. In one instance, the district approved 
a request from some schools to use their development grant 
to purchase a storage cupboard. This was interpreted at the 
frontline as an order for all schools and regardless of  need 
schools were made to spend their grant buying the cup-
board. In another case, schools were made to buy fi re safety 
equipment, even schools that had yet to receive their school 
building grant! These anecdotes point to a systemic problem 
— the absence of  discretion creates a complete disconnect 
between school-articulated need and actual expenditures. 
Schools can thus legitimately claim that they have no re-
sponsibility over meeting school needs, thereby signifi cantly 
compromising accountability.

Summary and Conclusions

One broad conclusion that can be drawn from the PAISA 
2011 analysis is that elementary education fi nancing is de-
signed such that despite the intent to decentralise, in prac-
tice, planning and expenditure decision-making authority 
rests with higher levels of  government resulting in a central-
ised rather than decentralised system. As discussed, schools 
and SMCs have expenditure control over relatively small 
amounts of  money and even for these funds, de facto, deci-
sions tend to be taken by block- and district-level authorities. 
This is the anti-thesis of  decentralisation.
 With the increased role of  SSA in fi nancing elementary 
education, this centralised system runs into the danger of  
curbing State government discretion in planning and 
decision-making over elementary education fi nances. PAISA 
2011 analysis of  PAB minutes points to this trend. But a sec-
ond consequence of  this increased SSA fi nancing is that state 
plan funds for elementary education are now increasingly 
being used to fi nance the state share component of  SSA, 

leaving them with little money to plan and design schemes 
suited to the state’s own socio-political needs. 
 This trend towards centralisation is further exacerbated 
by governance defi cits in implementation and expenditure 
management. PAISA 2011 is a story of  delays and gaps in 
fund-fl ows across all levels of  government. These delays 
create a lot of  unpredictability in the funding cycle render-
ing decentralised planning ineff ective. Worryingly, delays 
in fund fl ows also create pressures to spend, resulting in a 
last minute rush that further serves to delink plans from 
expenditures.
 Given this scenario, if  the RTE mandate to decentralise 
planning and decision-making is to be implemented then 
the current fi nancing system will have to undergo a radical 
overhaul. The challenge lies in designing a fi nancing system 
that is aligned to a decentralised delivery system. 

CONCLUSION: TOWARDS A NEW FRAMEWORK 
FOR GOVERNING EDUCATION FINANCES

Proponents of  decentralisation in India argue that a well-
designed decentralisation system is premised on the 
alignment of  ‘three Fs’: Funds, Functions and Functionaries. 
In essence, this means that every level of  government must 
have a clearly delegated set of  responsibilities or functions. 
This process of  delegation must be based on the principle of  
subsidiarity which holds that ‘functions shall be carried out 
closest to citizens at the smallest unit of  governance possible 
and delegated upwards only when the local unit cannot 
perform the task’. Second, funds must follow functions. 
However, these funds must be devolved in a manner that 
allows enough fl exibility to local bodies to align expenditures 
to expressed needs and preferences. Third, functionaries 
(or the actual service providers) must be accountable to 
the body responsible for delivering that function (see, for 
instance, GoI 2007; Rao 2007; World Bank 2006). 
 How can this alignment of  the three Fs be achieved in 
the context of  elementary education? There is remarkably 
little by way of  academic or policy research that directly 
addresses this question, with only one exception — Lant 
Pritchett and Varad Pande’s work (2006), which draws 
on fi rst principles of  public fi nance and accountability to 
design a decentralised model for elementary education 
delivery that allocates functional responsibility across levels 
of  government such that accountability and effi  ciency 
are optimised. Pritchett and Pande argue that eff ective 
decentralisation requires more than simply devolving an 
entire sector to a lower tier of  government. Rather, each 
sector needs to be unbundled into its sub-components or 
functions. Once unbundled, functions ought to be assigned 
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to diff erent levels of  government guided by fi rst principles 
of  public fi nance and accountability. 
 The fi rst step in their analysis therefore is to unbundle 
elementary education into distinct activities. Accordingly, 
education activities fall into the following fi ve categories: 
standard setting (curriculum design and setting learning 
goals); planning; asset creation; operations (asset mainte-
nance, enrolment, and teachers); and monitoring and evalu-
ation. When fi rst principles are applied, standard setting and 
monitoring and evaluation emerge as the primary responsi-
bilities of  the central and state governments. Functions such 
as planning, asset creation and day-to-day control of  school 
operations ought to be the responsibility of  local govern-
ments. In particular, they argue that control over school 
operations, including recurrent expenditures, teacher man-
agement (assignment, performance evaluation), monitoring 
school-level performance, should be handed over directly to 
the lowest level of  government (the gram panchayat or an 
SMC). Accountability can be enhanced by creating clear 
performance measures, monitoring of  which remains in the 
control of  the respective state and the central government. 
With the state government freed from any day-to-day re-
sponsibility of  running schools, monitoring and evaluation 
become their main responsibility. Pritchett and Pande argue 
that this focus on monitoring and evaluation is essential if  
decentralisation is to yield improvements in outcomes. In 
this framing, the districts’ primary functional responsibilities 
are planning, coordination of  asset creation, and providing 
technical and pedagogical support to teachers.10 
 Through their work, Pritchett and Pande provide a useful 
starting point for designing a fi nancing system that is aligned 
to functional responsibilities. Their framework clearly 
indicates the set of  activities that ought to be performed at 
the school level. This could act as the guide for determining 
the quantum of  money that ought to be devolved to SMCs. 
Crucial to ensuring eff ective decentralisation is the process 
through which fi nances are transferred to lower levels of  
government. As mentioned, autonomy and fl exibility are 
the two essential features of  a well-designed, decentralised 
fi nancial structure. Transparency is the third feature, which 
is essential, fi rst, because it can ensure that all levels of  
government understand their fi nancial entitlements and 
therefore safeguard against funds being re-appropriated 
by higher levels. Second, transparency can ensure eff ective 
monitoring both by higher levels of  government and, 
perhaps more important, by citizens. Four key reform steps 
emerge from these principles.11

Providing Untied Block Grants to School 
Management Committees

As revealed by the PAISA 2011 study, the current system of  
fi nancial transfers to schools is based on specifi c guidelines 

that curb fl exibility at the school level. The fi rst reform 
needed is to redesign the transfer system away from this 
line-item-based devolution to an untied block grant system. 
The district could identify broad areas of  expenditure (for 
instance, infrastructure, maintenance) but schools must 
be given the fl exibility to spend on activities prioritised by 
them. Interestingly, the need for freeing school grants from 
the current norm-based approach has been well-recognised. 
In 2011, the MHRD’s Joint Review Mission (MHRD’s 
monitoring committee for SSA) recommended that the 
government move away from the current system, which 
they described as a ‘one size fi ts all’ method of  determining 
grant allocations to a system that ‘… refl ect(s) the student 
strength of  the school rather than providing the same grant 
for all schools, a scale or “slab” system could be devised 
which would provide larger school grants for larger schools’ 
(MHRD 2011a).

Simplify the Transfer System and Distribute Grants to 
Schools on a Per-Child Basis

Rather than transfer funds on complex criterion, such as the 
number of  rooms in a school or teachers appointed, fi nances 
to schools should be devolved on a per-child enrolled basis. 
This would ensure simplicity in the transfer system and 
thereby facilitate greater transparency. Moreover, it would 
guarantee a greater correspondence with school needs than 
the current system enables. Finally, a simplifi ed transaction 
system will also smoothen process-related ineffi  ciencies that 
are often the cause of  delays in fund-fl ows. 

Building a Real-Time Management Information 
System that Tracks Expenditures

A real-time management information system (MIS) is 
critical to enabling transparency. Such a system could be 
modelled on the current MIS for the Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) 
that enables detailed fund tracking all the way to the gram 
panchayat. Transparency will ensure that both district and 
local bodies have access to data on timing of  fund-fl ows 
(thereby enhancing predictability), and also enable higher 
authorities to track the fl ow of  funds regularly to identify 
and unlock process bottlenecks in real-time. This can go a 
long way in ensuring predictability in fund-fl ows. Crucially, 
this MIS system must be made publically accessible, so that 
citizens and SMCs are informed of  fi nancial processes and 
can succeed in enhancing transparency and accountability. 

Predictability in Fund-Flows

Apart from measures already described, predictability in 
grant fl ows can be enhanced by building in a reward- and 
sanction-based incentive structure for fund transfers at the 
state and district level. This could include penalising sub-
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national governments that delay fund transfers by requiring 
them to pay schools an interest on delays.

Capacity-Building for Planning

The problem of  weak capacity is one of  the most frequently 
off ered arguments against greater fi nancial and functional 
devolution to local governments and SMCs. There is little 
argument that in their current form, SMCs have almost no 
planning skill and capacity. In fact, many studies on village 
education committees (the pre-RTE avatar of  SMCs) point 
out that most often members are not even aware of  their 
membership in these bodies. However, this is a chicken and 
egg argument; capacity cannot be built in a vacuum. In fact, 
with the absence of  fi nances and powers there are no in-
centives for SMC members to participate in meetings and 
make plans. After all, why participate and plan if  there is no 
authority to ensure implementation? Arguably, therefore, ef-
fective decentralisation is the fi rst step to capacity-building. 
However, this needs to be accompanied by a concerted eff ort 
by higher levels of  government to train and mobilise SMCs 
and, perhaps most importantly, facilitate them in making 
plans. Consequent to the RTE, every district now has a large 
fi nancial allocation for community training and mobilisa-
tion. However, this line item is given very low priority and 

for the most part goes unspent. Placing a greater emphasis 
and priority on spending these funds and organising well-
designed training for SMCs will be an important fi rst step in 
addressing this capacity defi cit. 
 To conclude, this paper examines the day-to-day imple-
mentation of  SSA planning and budgeting systems. This 
analysis points to an increased trend towards centralisation 
of  expenditure powers and decision-making, despite the 
RTE mandate for decentralised planning. Drawing on cur-
rent experience, this paper makes the case that if  the RTE 
mandate for decentralisation is to be achieved, the current 
planning and budgeting system for the SSA will require a 
radical overhaul. The reform proposals suggested here are 
one step in this direction.
 Will greater and more eff ective decentralisation of  
elementary education lead to improved learning outcomes? 
No doubt, improving outcomes requires signifi cant invest-
ments in many diff erent aspects of  the education system 
that extend beyond decentralisation. However, what a 
decentralised school management can ensure is increased 
parent engagement and ownership with the school, which 
in turn can encourage accountability to parents. This is the 
fi rst critical step.

NOTES

1. The fi gures have been obtained from Government of  India 
(GoI) planning and budgeting documents, available on http://
ssa.nic.in/ (last accessed 30 October 2012). Allocation fi gures for 
2011–12 are based on proposed allocations obtained from the 
Annual Work Plan and budget documents. The actual approved 
allocations were not publically available when this paper was 
written. For more details on SSA allocations, see Accountability 
Initiative (2012); Kapur and Chowdhury (2012).

2. In recent years there has been a slew of  research studies ranging 
from the annual ASER survey, which has been tracking learning 
outcomes since 2005, to the recently released Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA 2009) all of  which point 
to this problem of  low learning achievement.

3. The learning outcomes data has been drawn from Annual Status 
of  Education Report (ASER 2011).

4. Ironically, although the RTE sets age-appropriate learning as the 
goal, its prescription for meeting this goal is largely input-driven 
and most of  its key provisions are aimed at meeting infrastruc-
ture goals rather than learning goals. 

5. The PAISA district studies are undertaken annually by Account-
ability Initiative. For more details, see www.accountabilityindia.
in (last accessed 30 October 2012). Study districts include: Medak, 
Andhra Pradesh; Nalanda and Purnea, Bihar; Kangra, Himachal 
Pradesh; Sagar, Madhya Pradesh; Sattara, Maharashtra; Jaipur 
and Udaipur, Rajasthan; and Jalpaigudi, West Bengal.

6. This is an important question but it is best answered in a separate 
research piece altogether.

7. State governments contribute a substantive 74 per cent to the 
total education budget (2009–10 estimates). For details see Kapur 
(2011). 

8. The fi nancial year in India is broken up into four quarters: 
Quarter 1: April–June; Quarter 2: July–September; Quarter 3: 
October–December; Quarter 4: January–March. The release is 
determined on the basis of  the SSA fi nancial manual. 

9. The PAISA National report, reports on the annual PAISA survey 
the covers over 14,000 primary and upper primary schools across 
the country (Accountability Initiative 2012).

10. This distribution of  functional responsibility has been adopted 
by the Administrative Reforms Commission in its recommenda-
tions for strengthening local government in India.

11. The focus of  these reform suggestions are on fi scal transfers 
to local governments. However, as described in Pritchett and 
Pande’s formulation, the district and block play an important 
role in planning, co-ordinating and most crucially supporting 
schools in making eff ective expenditure decisions. Thus, fi nancial 
reforms are required to be undertaken at the district level as 
well. For paucity of  space this has not been elaborated in this 
paper. However, broadly the same principles would apply to fi scal 
decentralisation at the district level.
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India saw the largest increase in literacy rate in the decade 
of  1991–2001 — from about 52 per cent to 65 per cent. 

From 2001 to 2011, the literacy rate increased by 9 per cent 
to 74 per cent (Planning Commission 2011). The 13 per cent 
increase in 1991–2001 has been the largest for any 10-year 
period in the history of  the country. How was this jump 
in the literacy rate achieved? The foreign exchange crisis 
of  1991 had led to the Structural Adjustment Program, 
imposed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and 
the World Bank, forcing the Indian government to cut back 
on spending. The central government’s education budget 
kept going down through much of  the 1990s. It was only 
around 1998 that the expenditure on education went back 
to the pre-crisis level. Therefore, during the decade in which 
we saw the largest increase in literacy rate, the government 
spending on education was on the decline.
 What explains this education miracle? Private investments 
and the emergence of  budget private schools! As parents 
began to earn more in the post-reform era, they began to 
invest in their children. As better employment opportunities 
arose, the value of  education became more apparent to 
parents. This increased demand for education was met by 
a rapid expansion of  budget private schools — schools that 
charge ‘50–300 per month which came up or ‘mushroomed’ 
in slums and shanty towns around the country. The biggest 
success story of  literacy in India has been written with 
private initiative — parents’ willingness to pay and the 
edupreneur innovation of  an aff ordable school.
 If  there were any doubts regarding what parents and 
edupreneurial innovation could do for education in a poor 
country, India has given the answer. In the fi rst decade of  
reforms, India achieved an economic miracle, which is well-
known, but it also achieved an equally signifi cant education 
miracle, not as known or appreciated.

 This chapter builds on this insight and experience of  
India and speculates what would be necessary to develop 
a 21st-century education ecosystem. It traverses apparently 
disparate themes but hopes that a patient reader would see a 
coherent narrative of  principles, policies and practices. First, 
a new role of  the state so that it can eff ectively balance the 
equity and effi  ciency concerns in the provision of  education 
is argued for. Second, the importance and modalities of  
empowering parents through school vouchers is examined, 
including a brief  description of  a school voucher pilot in 
Delhi. Third, there is a discussion on the Right to Education 
(RTE) Act, particularly the 25 per cent reservation in private 
schools for economically weaker and disadvantaged groups, 
a form of  school voucher scheme, and the negative impact 
of  the input-focused school recognition norms along with 
innovations in the Gujarat RTE Rules. Finally we attempt 
to link the ideas and policies discussed so far into a set of  
suggestions for a broader education ecosystem reform.

EQUITY AND EFFICIENCY IN ECONOMIC AND 
SOCIAL GOODS

In post-liberalisation India, the importance of  the private 
sector in economic growth is well understood and appreci-
ated. Not even die-hard socialists argue that the state should 
occupy ‘the commanding heights’ of  the economy any 
more. For economic growth, the state’s role is primarily to 
enable the private sector as a facilitator, prudent regulator, 
impartial enforcer of  contracts, and at times as a fi nancier 
(say, through Public–Private Partnerships [PPPs]).
 Despite the recognised primacy of  the private initiative in 
the production of  economic goods, it is commonly assumed 
that the state must occupy ‘the commanding heights’ in the 
production of  social goods like education and healthcare. 
The justifi cation is that inequality in access to economic 
goods may be tolerated but in the access to social goods, 
equality must be the norm. However, in terms of  effi  ciency, 
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it is very hard to make a cogent case that the state is a more 
effi  cient producer of  social goods than the market. It would 
mean arguing that an agency that is ineffi  cient in producing 
bicycles and bread is somehow effi  cient in producing 
education and healthcare.
 Why is the government commonly seen as incapable of  
cultivating farms or running factories? The answer exists in 
various forms. One is what we call the ‘Dialectics of  Three 
“I”s’ — Interest, Incentives and Information. The (self-) 
interest of  government employees, like everyone else’s, is to 
look after themselves. Individuals do not suddenly behave 
diff erently just because they work in a government school 
as opposed to a private one. The confl ict between public 
interest and the interest of  the government needs no further 
proof  than the drama around the Sixth Pay Commission. 
The salaries were supposed to be increased in exchange for 
performance guarantees and administrative reforms. Salaries 
went up immediately but no one remembers anything about 
performance.
 Incentives for effi  ciency are also weak. Government 
employees have little incentive to minimise costs, fi nd and 
correct mistakes, innovate, and acquire necessary informa-
tion about resources and consumer demand. The high 
teacher absenteeism in government schools is just one 
indicator of  poor incentives. The information on which 
government decisions are based is normally as reliable 
as the statistics on poverty levels or balance of  payments 
or industrial production index. The ‘Dialectics of  Three 
“I”s’ is what provides a systemic explanation of  why govern-
ments are normally less effi  cient than markets in the produc-
tion of  economic goods.
 If  the government is ineffi  cient in producing food — 
cultivating land — then how could it become effi  cient in 
producing education — cultivating the mind? Tilling land 
is certainly a far simpler task than training the young. If  
government monopoly and controls play havoc in the 
production of  simple economic goods, how could they be 
expected to off er opposite results in the production of  rather 
complex social goods like education?
 The equity concern requires that social goods cannot 
be completely left to the market; the state must play a role. 
The effi  ciency concern suggests that the state role should 
not be to produce social goods; it would be as ineffi  cient in 
producing social goods as it is in producing economic goods. 
What role then should the state play that would balance the 
equity as well as the effi  ciency concern?
 Broadly, the state should make the following three 
mindset changes:

 • from controller to facilitator
 • from producer to fi nancier
 • from inspector to informer

 What has been done for the economy needs to be done 
for the education system — delicense, depoliticise, decen-
tralise. High prices in terms of  tuition fees, donations and 
long queues for admissions are signs of  the shortage of  
quality educational institutions. The same paucity of  supply 
existed for consumer goods before the 1991 liberalisation. 
The license-permit-quota raj still exists in our education 
system. Schools and colleges need to be made accountable 
not to education bureaucrats (licensors) but to parents 
and students (customers). The government policy should 
be to increase choice and competition in education as 
it has been done in many areas of  the economy — facilitate, 
not control.
 The core competency of  the private and public sectors 
should be combined. The private sector should be allowed 
to produce education — manage schools and colleges — and 
provide it to all who can aff ord to pay. For those who cannot 
aff ord to pay, the government should fi nance their educa-
tion through scholarships, education vouchers and loans. 
The government stands as a guarantor of  education not by 
producing it but by fi nancing it. Instead of  focusing on the 
inputs to education, the government ensures the output — 
meaningful, high quality learning. This approach combines 
the effi  ciency and accountability of  the private sector with 
the equity and independent supervision of  the public sector.
 The role of  the government is to liberate the supply 
side, fund the demand of  the poor and monitor the access 
and quality of  education. Let the private initiative and 
entrepreneurship — for profi t and non-profi t — govern our 
schools and colleges. Scholarships, education vouchers and 
loans would off er the same freedom of  choice to the poor as 
the rich enjoy today. Governments and Non-Governmental 
Organisations (NGOs) should evaluate schools and colleges 
and publish the results so that parents can make informed 
decisions.
 Ideally the state role should change from controller to 
facilitator, from producer to fi nancier, from inspector to 
informer. One idea that eff ectively captures this new role of  
the state is school vouchers.

SCHOOL VOUCHERS: MAKING SCHOOLS 
ACCOUNTABLE TO PARENTS

India is not the only country where state schools perform 
poorly. Most of  the people are unhappy with the perfor-
mance of  state schools in their countries. The United States 
(US) spends one of  the highest amounts per student in the 
world but the quality of  education usually ranks as the 
second major issue of  concern after the economy among 
the citizens. In a typical Western country, a vast majority of  
students go to state schools (almost 90 per cent in the US). 
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What are these countries doing to reform their education 
systems?
 Each national education system is unique and each one 
tries to fi x its problems in its own way. However, one com-
mon theme underlying many of  the reforms around the 
world is the empowerment of  parents, giving them more 
voice in the education system.1 State schools are com-
monly accountable to the education department or ministry. 
One key goal of  global reformers is to increase the ac-
countability of  schools towards parents — restructure the 
system so that schools are at least as much accountable to 
parents as they are to the education offi  cials. There are many 
ways to achieve this goal: put parents on school boards or 
district education councils, give powers to parent-teacher 
associations, create something like our village education 
committees. One new idea in this bucket is that of  school 
vouchers. Several countries have undertaken pilot proj-
ects. Sweden has actually converted to a universal voucher 
system where every child, irrespective of  parental income, 
gets a voucher.
 The voucher is a tool to change the way governments 
fi nance education, particularly of  the poor. It is a coupon 
off ered by the government that covers full or partial cost of  
education at the school of  the student’s choice. The schools 
collect vouchers from the students, deposit them in their 
bank accounts and the banks then credit the school accounts 
with equivalent money while debiting the account of  the 
government. No money actually changes hands, only the 
voucher moves from the student to the school, and back to 
the government. This process could easily be digitised so 
that no physical voucher is necessary; smart ID cards would 
perform even better.
 In the present system, the schools are accountable to the 
government. The voucher system makes them accountable 
directly to the students and parents since they pay for their 
education through vouchers. If  the parent does not like the 
school, she can take the voucher to another school. Under 
the voucher system, the money follows the student. In the 
present system, the money follows the school.
 The school voucher provides:2

(a) Choice for students: The voucher empowers poor students 
so that they can attend a school of  their choice. If  the 
school does not meet their expectations, they have the 
power to change the school.

(b) Equality of  opportunity: The scheme satisfi es the basic 
human right that all children are treated equally and 
equal opportunity for education is provided to all 
irrespective of  cash, caste or creed.

(c) Competition among schools: Today private Indian schools 
only compete for students with money. With vouchers, 
not only private schools, but also government ones will 
compete for all students, rich and poor.

(d) Performance-based payment: The revenue of  a school 
depends on the number of  students it has, both those 
who pay directly and those who pay through vouchers. 
Schools therefore have an automatic incentive to im-
prove quality that will increase enrolments and retain 
students.

(e) Win-win outcome: Those government school students 
who get a voucher are able to change schools and do 
better for themselves. Evidence suggests that even 
those students who stay in government schools perform 
better. First, the Pupil–Teacher Ratio (PTR) improves 
and second, schools become more attentive to stopping 
student numbers from going down further. All students 
are likely to achieve better learning outcomes.

 In a voucher system, instead of  funding schools, the gov-
ernment funds students. The resultant choice and competi-
tion working together provides universal access along with 
constantly improving the quality of  education.

Delhi Voucher Project3

This is a privately-funded pilot or proof-of-concept pro-
gramme in Delhi. In 2007, school vouchers worth up to 
`3,600 per year were awarded to 408 students in 68 wards 
of  Delhi (Plate 7.1).
 In these 68 wards, more than 50 School Choice activists 
reached out to more than 1.2 million parents. All students in 
government primary schools qualifi ed for the programme. 
Over 125,000 parents applied for a voucher for their child.
 As a fair and transparent method of  selecting students 
from the large number of  applicants, a public lottery was 
held in each ward where the local Ward Councillor picked 
12 students — six winners and six for a waiting list, in 
case some of  the students in the fi rst list had eligibility or 
acceptance problems.
 Those who did not win the lottery submitted a petition 
to their Ward Councillor asking for school vouchers from 
the government. In the all-India campaign, more than 
250,000 parents submitted voucher demands to their elected 
representatives.
 The vouchers were awarded to winners in the presence 
of  the Chief  Minister of  Delhi Sheila Dikshit and the Edu-
cation Minister Arvinder Singh Lovely. In the assessment 
of  the project, the voucher children performed better in 
reading and mathematics.4 The biggest gain was the change 
in the attitude, belief  and aspirations of  the parents of  the 
voucher students. In the fi rst week of  school, many princi-
pals complained of  voucher students not coming on time, 
showing up without taking a bath, combing their hair or 
wearing proper uniforms, and many did not bring lunch 
and often resorted to ‘forced sharing’ of  lunch from others. 
After a couple of  meetings with parents, the situation slowly 
improved, which meant that both the students and parents 
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became more punctual, improved their hygiene and took 
extra eff ort to prepare for the school with proper lunch and 
a full school bag. More importantly, after two years of  the 
programme, the aspirations of  parents changed. At the be-
ginning of  the programme, they had said that they expected 
their children to study until Classes V or VIII; after seeing 
the changes in their children, they said they would like them 
to study until Classes X or XII and a few even hoped that 
their children would go to college. This transformation also 
probably demonstrates that several parents spent more on 
their children’s education after winning the voucher than 
they had done before. This ‘crowding in’ of  investment is 
very powerful — when the parents fi nd more responsive 
schools because of  others’ investment (through vouchers), 
they also begin to invest more. These attitudinal and aspira-
tional changes are far more important in the long run, not 
just for the education of  the voucher child but for all the 
other siblings in the family.

PAHAL in Uttarakhand5

This is the fi rst government-sponsored school voucher 
programme in India. It is billed as a PPP initiative that 
provides school vouchers worth `3,000 per student per 
year to children (6–14 yrs) who are rag-pickers, scavengers, 
snake-charmers, or orphans. The eligibility criterion is that 
the child should have been a drop-out for at least a year or 

never enrolled and that there is no government school/Edu-
cation Guarantee Scheme (EGS) centre within a kilometre 
of  their habitation. The scheme was started in 2007 in the 
city of  Dehradun and based on its success, a year later, was 
expanded to Nainital and Udham Singh Nagar with a total 
of  651 children.

Alternative Voucher Schemes

Vouchers are a very fl exible instrument and can be easily 
adapted to address specifi c challenges of  a particular 
population group or geographical area.
(a) There should be targeted vouchers for specifi c under-

served groups such as migrant, out-of-school or street 
children; girls; ST/SC/OBC, Muslim or diff erently-
abled children; those from poor families or living in 
peri-urban areas (e.g., resettlement colonies); children 
of  refugees, prisoners or migrating tribes; and orphans.

(b) Vouchers could be used to reward performance of  gov-
ernment schools. When a government school attracts 
voucher students who could also go to a private school, 
the voucher amount could be given to the school/
teachers as an incentive.

(c) Mobile schools for children of  migrants could be sup-
ported by vouchers where educated members of  the 
community run schools and get paid through the vouch-
ers from students. This would ensure that children 

Source: Centre for Civil Society, 2007.

PLATE 7.1 Voucher Award Function with the Delhi Chief Minister and Education Minister
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of  such communities receive education throughout 
the year.

(d) To encourage establishment of  community schools, 
vouchers could be introduced specially in areas where 
there are no or very few government schools.

(e) School vouchers could be used to provide opportunity 
to enterprising government school principals/teachers 
to compete with the rest of  the schools. Such principals 
and teachers could opt for more managerial and 
fi nancial autonomy with 100 per cent funding through 
vouchers and no direct state grant.

(f) A city or state could decide that all new government 
schools would be funded through vouchers. The gov-
ernment would fi x the voucher amount per student and 
the school would get money depending on the number 
of  students it attracts and retains. A part of  the payment 
could be tied to learning achievements of  students.

(g) Universal vouchers can be given to all children in urban 
slums where there are no government schools and no 
space to open a school.

 Vouchers don’t annihilate state schools; they make them 
more accountable to parents and compel them to compete 
with other schools to attract and retain students. Most 
government schools are better equipped than the budget 
private schools that the poor use in terms of  infrastructure 
of  libraries, labs and playgrounds; the amount of  funds they 
have per student; and qualifi cation, training and salaries of  
the teachers. On head-to-head competition, government 
schools should out-perform budget private schools. That 
does not happen currently, but vouchers provide the missing 
ingredient that will change the incentive structure towards 
better performance of  state schools.
 The recent RTE Act builds on the idea of  government 
funds empowering poor parents to choose private schools.

THE RIGHT TO EDUCATION ACT: 25 PER CENT 
OPPORTUNITY SEATS

Section 12 of  the RTE requires private unaided schools to 
reserve 25 per cent seats in the entry-level class (nursery 
or Class I) for socially disadvantaged and economically 
weaker sections. The government would provide private 
schools with reimbursements equal to their fees or the per 
student cost in government schools, whichever is lower. 
Various associations of  private schools had challenged this 
compulsion in the Supreme Court. The Supreme Court 
in a 2–1 judgement upheld the constitutionality of  the 25 
per  cent reservation. When fully implemented, Clause 12 
would create the world’s largest school voucher programme 
— public funds would support students to go to private 
schools of  their choice.

 The onus is now on the government to design a trans-
parent, fair and accountable method to implement this in 
private schools.6 Instead of  ‘25 per cent reservation’, it is 
perhaps better to call the initiative ‘25 per cent inclusion 
seats’ or ‘25 per cent opportunity seats’. A general estimate 
is that anywhere between 2.5 to 7 million poor students 
would benefi t in the fi rst year of  full implementation. And 
this number would double every year thereafter for eight 
years. The future of  a large number of  underprivileged chil-
dren is at stake in proper implementation of  the 25 per cent 
opportunity seats.
 Diff erent stakeholders — parents, schools and the 
government — have their own concerns and problems, and 
we need to understand these clearly and triangulate them 
well in order to create an eff ective model of  implementation.
 The underprivileged parents are concerned whether 
those who really qualify would get seats in the elite pri-
vate schools or the seats would get auctioned off  to the 
‘connected’ ones or the highest bidders. Even after getting 
admission, what other costs would the schools pass on, 
either directly or indirectly? How hard would schools and 
teachers work to make it easier for their children to adjust to 
this new challenging environment?
 The schools need to ensure that it is easy for parents 
to get application forms, provide them with the required 
supporting documents and run a credible lottery process 
for the fi nal selection. They need to get their teaching and 
non-teaching staff  aligned to the inclusion objective and 
train them in understanding and sensitivity. The schools are 
particularly worried whether the promised reimbursement 
by the government would come at all or in time. Many 
schools in Delhi admitted children under the 25 per cent 
system last year but are yet to see any payment from the Delhi 
government even after the year is over. The government has 
not yet even outlined the process of  reimbursement clearly 
in a mutually acceptable manner. The high-fee private 
schools are worried about the reimbursement amount that 
would be far less than the fees they charge. The Ministry 
of  Human Resource Development (MHRD) minister has 
recently suggested that the government is considering ways 
to bridge this gap in the 12th Five-Year Plan.
 The government has to make sure that the qualifi ed 
students are admitted under the 25 per cent opportunity 
seats and its own offi  cers do not abuse this provision to seek 
admission for their preferred students. It needs to supervise 
as well as help schools to achieve full-hearted social integra-
tion and holistic learning, and design an effi  cient process of  
timely reimbursement, along with fi nding ways to bridge 
the gap between reimbursement amount and the actual cost 
of  private schools as far as possible.
 This admittedly is not an exhaustive list of  issues and 
problems but is a good indication of  the challenges that 
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must be immediately addressed to make this historic provi-
sion well accepted and implemented. From the multitude of  
consultations and discussions that have happened over the 
last two years on the 25 per cent provision, there are certain 
clear ideas that should help fulfi l this promise of  inclusive 
education.
 First, the central government must directly pay for the 
25 per cent opportunity seats instead of  relying on state 
governments to reimburse schools on a state-by-state basis. 
State governments have already been pointing out that the 
Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) funding they receive from the 
Centre does not include the cost of  the 25 per cent seats 
in private schools. Instead of  including this cost in the SSA 
budget, which would vary widely from state to state, it is far 
more convenient and straightforward for the Centre to take 
this responsibility directly. The amount to be paid should be 
decided by state governments as per the costs incurred in 
providing education in state schools, and this would vary 
by state. The payment however should be directly from the 
central government.
 The central government should adopt a uniform criterion 
for adjusting the reimbursement amount from year to year. 
The current state RTE rules diff er widely in re-calculating 
the amount for future years. Some states off er to re-look at 
state expenditures every two years and re-calculate the re-
imbursement amount, while some others suggest adjusting 
the fi rst year’s amount by the rate of  infl ation for all future 
years. It is better to have a uniform national rule about re-
calculating the reimbursement amount.
 Second, the centre should create an independent special 
purpose vehicle (SPV) to manage the reimbursement, 
which may be called the India Inclusive Education Fund 
or the India Education Opportunity Fund. The central 
government would deposit all its contributions to the Fund. 
The Fund would also raise extra money from corporates 
(under Corporate Social Responsibility [CSR] or otherwise), 
foundations and individuals. These non-government funds 
could be used to incentivise schools to do a better job of  
social and educational inclusion of  the poorer students 
under the 25 per cent opportunity seats. The private schools 
would be free to raise their own funds to bridge the gap 
through donations, or charity events like music concerts, 
cultural fairs, annual events, but they could also get support 
from the Fund. The Fund could also off er ‘inclusion awards’ 
to schools that do well in social integration and holistic 
learning of  the 25 per cent students. These awards could 
help cover a part of  the gap for private schools as well as 
incentivise them to take the challenge of  inclusion more 
seriously.
 To assure schools that they would be reimbursed on 
time and in full as per the process outlined by the Fund, the 
Centre should include its contribution in the annual central 

education budget as a separate line item. The Centre should 
calculate its liability as equal to the amount paid out by 
the Fund in the previous year and deposit that amount on 
1 April in the Fund’s account. The adjustment of  the reim-
bursement amount for the current year should be made by 
August and the Centre should then deposit the correspond-
ing amount on 1 September to meet its full obligations for 
the academic year.
 Third, the defi nition and identifi cation of  qualifi ed 
candidates under the 25 per cent should be left to state 
governments. Some states have suggested that they would 
issue ‘Student Cards’ to those who qualify and this Student 
Card would then be used by schools to determine eligibility 
for the 25 per cent seats. Some states may issue ‘smart 
coupons’ or vouchers or biometric cards. There is certainly 
a need for experimentation to discover better methods of  
identifi cation. After some years of  experience, we may 
evolve a commonly accepted method across the states. 
 The verifi cation of  the qualifi ed candidates should be 
done by the National Commission for the Protection of  
Child Rights (NCPCR), its state branches and affi  liated 
NGOs. The NCPCR should have the powers to take action 
against states that have signifi cantly high rates of  identifi ca-
tion errors of  omission and commission (Type 1 and Type 2 
errors) in order to keep the pressure on the states to improve 
their identifi cation processes and technologies. The NCPCR 
may require that the failing states contribute to the Fund in 
proportion to the degree of  their failure.
 Many more details and processes need to be worked out 
for eff ective implementation of  the 25 per cent education 
opportunity seats but the above three ideas form the founda-
tion of  a structure that will help fulfi l the historic promise.

School Recognition Norms under the RTE: Demise of 
Private Budget Schools

On the one hand Clause 12 of  the RTE Act opens up op-
portunities for underprivileged children to access private 
schools through a de facto voucher programme, and on the 
other the strict school recognition norms would shut down 
a majority of  the private schools that the poor can aff ord to 
use. Out of  the underprivileged, 25 per cent would benefi t 
from the Act but the remaining 75 per cent would lose what-
ever little choice they had for their children’s education.
 The RTE Rules of  Gujarat off er an innovative approach 
towards recognition of  existing private unaided schools.7 
The Committee in charge of  drafting the rules in Gujarat, 
headed by the former Chief  Secretary Sudhir Mankad, has 
broken new ground in understanding the policy issues faced 
in the realm of  education in India today.
 Instead of  focusing only on input requirements specifi ed 
in the Act like classroom size, playground, and PTR, the 
Gujarat RTE Rules put greater emphasis on learning 
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outcomes of  students in the recognition norms. Appendix 
1 of  the Gujarat Rules is one that has a path-breaking 
formulation for recognition of  a school, a weighted average 
of  four measures:
(a) Student learning outcomes (absolute levels): weight 30 

per cent
 Using standardised tests, student learning levels focusing 

on learning (not just rote) will be measured through an 
independent assessment.

(b) Student learning outcomes (improvement compared to the 
school’s past performance): weight 40 per cent

 This component is introduced to ensure that schools 
do not show a better result in ‘absolute levels’ simply 
by not admitting weak students. The eff ect of  school 
performance looking good simply because of  students 
coming from well-to-do backgrounds is also automati-
cally addressed by this measure. This measure will not 
be available in the fi rst year, in which case the weightage 
will be distributed among the other parameters.

(c) Inputs (including facilities, teacher qualifi cations): weight 
15 per cent

(d) Student non-academic outcomes (co-curricular and sports, 
personality and values) and parent feedback: weight 15 
per cent

 Student outcomes in non-academic areas as well as 
feedback from a random sample of  parents should be 
used to determine this parameter. Standardised survey 
tools giving weightage to cultural activities, sports and 
art should be developed. The parent feedback should 
cover a random sample of  at least 20 parents across 
classes and be compiled.

 This is one of  the fi rst times that education policy in the 
country has focused on children and parents rather than the 
public sector producers of  education services.
 Furthermore, the Gujarat RTE Rules have taken a more 
nuanced and fl exible approach in other areas too. For 
instance, both class size and PTR have been defi ned not in 
absolute terms, but in relative terms. The required classroom 
size is 300 sq. feet, but in case the classrooms are smaller, 
then instead of  re-building them, the rules allow for a way 
to accommodate that with a diff erent PTR. The formula is:

 PTR=(Area of  the classroom in sq. feet-60)/8

 This approach not only allows smaller classrooms to 
exist but also gives schools a more effi  cient way to manage 
physical infrastructure.
 If  a private school is unable to meet recognition norms, 
then the RTE Act de-recognises the school and forces it to 
close down. This sudden forced closure would create serious 
problems for students and parents who would have to fi nd 
a new school in the neighbourhood. The Gujarat RTE 
Rules allow for the state to take-over the school or transfer 

management to a third party. This creates a possibility for 
the school to continue and meet the norms. This, once 
again, demonstrates the focus upon the interests of  students 
and parents.
 This approach is signifi cantly better than that of  the 
other states where recognition norms are based solely on 
input requirements, which are also rigid (like playground, 
classroom size and PTR). The Gujarat approach recognises 
the substantial contribution made by budget private schools 
in urban and semi-urban areas where land and buildings 
are very expensive. The other states need to re-look at their 
rules and use the approach taken by Gujarat to assure quality 
education to the poor.

SOME IDEAS FOR EDUCATION ECOSYSTEM 
REFORM

Just as in economic reforms, the list of  education reform 
ideas could be quite long. This paper suggests that two 
principles should be the focus of  reforms in the education 
ecosystem — effi  cient use of  public funds and the promotion 
of  equity and quality through choice and competition.

Achieve Effi cient Use of Public Funds

(a) Fund students, not schools (school vouchers, charter 
schools, conditional cash transfers);

(b) Convert state funding to per student basis and link it to 
performance;

(c) Pedagogical and operational autonomy to state schools;
(d) Give poorly performing state schools to private parties 

on learning outcome contracts;
(e) Hire teachers at the school level, not at the state level;
(f) Put all budget and expenditure data in digital form in 

the public domain.

Promote Equity and Quality through Choice 
and Competition

(a) Learning outcomes as the central focus of  regulation: 
(i) Apply the same standards to both private as well as 

government schools;
(ii) Annual independent learning outcome assessment 

across all schools;
(iii) Decentralise and depoliticise syllabi and textbooks;
(iv) Open Central Board of  Secondary Education 

(CBSE) and state board exams to all students, not 
only for students who study in CBSE or state board 
affi  liated schools.

(b) Encourage edupreneurs
(i) Remove the license raj;
(ii) Declare education an ‘industry’ for easier access to 

credit and venture capital fund;
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(iii) Off er schools (and colleges) the choice to be non-
profi t or for-profi t and treat for-profi t ones as 
companies for disclosure and taxation norms.

 Most of  these ideas are quite self-explanatory so this 
paper elaborates only on a select few.

Fund Students, Not Schools

The current model of  guaranteeing education for the 
poor is for the government to give grants to government 
schools, which then provide education for free. This system 
of  fi nancing education has created a situation in which 
government schools have become a monopoly provider of  
education for the underprivileged. The poor have only one 
place to go — the government school. Like any monopoly, 
these don’t deliver good education and are less responsive 
and accountable to their customers.
 This monopoly must be broken by changing the way the 
education of  the poor is fi nanced. Instead of  giving grants 
to schools, the money should be given to poor parents 
through a school voucher. The parent would take this 
voucher and go to any school of  their choice. The school 
collects the voucher, deposits it in a bank, and the govern-
ment transfers the equivalent money into the school’s bank 
account. School vouchers are a special scholarship that em-
powers the underprivileged with the choice that the richer 
parents enjoy.
 Conditional cash transfers go one step further — they 
not only cover the cost of  education (like the voucher) but 
also provide cash incentives if  the child stays in school and 
achieves specifi ed attendance and learning targets. The 
cash incentive compensates for the lost earnings from the 
children or lowers the opportunity cost of  going to school 
instead of  work. Typically the cash is transferred directly 
into the bank account of  the mother.8

 Charter schools are fully funded by the government ( just 
as government schools) but the management is with a private 
body that is given the ‘charter’. The students do not pay any 
fees; the entire cost is born by the charter school. Managerial 
autonomy and often extra funding from philanthropists 
allow charter schools to stand out among state schools. 
The American experience in charter schools provides a very 
good case study. India needs to pass a ‘charter law’ to open 
this option.9

Fund Government Schools through a 
Per-Student Formula

Wide diff erences in state funding to government schools 
with the same number of  students are very common. This 
inequity in funding is inhumane and unjust. This archaic 
mode of  funding must be changed; schools must be funded 
based on the number of  students they have. It would 
obviously not be a simple multiplication but would require a 

somewhat complex formula, which would have to take into 
account the fi xed costs, variable cost per student, location 
of  the school, composition of  the student body (more 
challenged students would get higher amount), and other 
pertinent factors.10 The per student funding approach would 
provide strong incentives to schools to work hard to attract 
and retain students.
 Currently there is no link between the performance of  
government schools and the grant they receive. There is no 
incentive for better performance; whether student learning 
achievements are good or bad, the schools get the same 
funds. It is critical to link the grant amount to performance.
 One way to start the process is to link increments in the 
grant to schools to performance — that is, increments in per 
student funding would depend on increments in learning 
outcomes or specifi ed performance parameters. The current 
grant amount can continue if  the performance is below par 
but the next increment could be tied to performance. If  the 
school consistently fails to improve, it can be given to the 
community or a third party for management.

Grant Managerial and Financial Autonomy to Schools, 
Principals and Teachers

The government schools are minutely controlled by educa-
tion departments. The schools hardly have any autonomy to 
manage their aff airs. They are closest to their customers and 
should have the necessary freedom to adjust their function-
ing to be better able to meet the changing needs of  students 
and parents. The principals should be education leaders and 
role models, not just bureaucrats. They and the teachers 
must be empowered and given the freedom that their private 
school counterparts enjoy. The schools should hire teachers 
directly, not through the state education department. The 
teachers would enjoy the same salaries and perks as they 
currently do but hiring and performance assessment would 
be done at the school level. This would also help principals 
to be genuine leaders of  their schools, with all the staff  
accountable to them.

Give the Worst Performing Government Schools on 
Learning Achievement Contracts

A group of  worst performing government schools should be 
selected and handed over to other interested and qualifi ed 
parties to manage them. There are many ways to identify 
such parties. One could be through tenders, based not on 
the amount of  money the parties would charge, but the 
degree of  improvements they promise in student learning. 
The government can promise to pay the same amount per 
student to the new managers as it currently spends. The 
parties then compete on the degree and type of  progress 
they promise to achieve every year during the period of  the 
contract.
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Apply the Same Standards to Private and 
Government Schools

Private schools have to meet stringent standards set by the 
government to be recognised. However, the government 
exempts itself  by not requiring government schools to go 
through the process of  recognition. Therefore, under the 
law, the government school must meet the same norms 
but in practice it may or may not, since no one would 
close down a government school for failing to do so. This 
means that for a richer child going to a private school, the 
government guarantees that the school would meet all its 
requirements while for a poor child going to a government 
school, there is no guarantee that the situation would be the 
same. The government treats the children of  the poor like 
second-class citizens. This inequity must end; government 
schools must meet the same standards of  quality. Every 
government school should be required to follow the same 
application process for recognition as private schools and 
must be formally recognised by the education department. 
It would be even better if  government schools actually 
exceeded the standards and became a role model for private 
schools to emulate.

Establish Independent Learning Outcome 
Evaluation Agencies

Except for board examinations, there is no objective 
information to judge the quality of  schools in India. We 
need to develop more meaningful systems of  evaluation 
other than high-stakes annual exams, and implement them 
at regular intervals. These evaluations should be made public 
so that parents can make informed decisions. Given the size 
and diversity of  the education market in India, we should 
have several competing independent agencies to perform 
this task. Recently, fi nancial rating agencies have started 
rating maritime training institutes under the initiative of  the 
Directorate General of  Shipping. They are a good case study 
for understanding the mechanisms of  school rating.

Remove the License Raj

It takes anywhere between 15 to 36 licenses to open a school 
(Wadhwa 2001). Some states require that the proposed 
school must fi rst demonstrate that it is ‘essential’ in the area 
in which it will be opened. Given the diffi  culties in acquiring 
licenses, we suff er from adverse selection. Those who are 

not so good in providing education but very profi cient at 
getting licenses enter and dominate the sector. Why else 
would politicians dominate the education scene in India? 

Shed the Hypocrisy of Only Non-Profi ts in Education

As most people suspect, private schools in India earn a 
handsome ‘surplus’. Under the current law they have to fi nd 
discreet methods to distribute the surplus among founders 
and managers. What do we gain by forcing schools to be 
dishonest?11

 Historically education has been a cherished philanthropic 
activity, with some of  the best schools and colleges of  the 
world being based on charity. There is no reason to believe 
that philanthropy in education is going to subside. However 
there is nothing to lose by allowing for-profi t entities to 
also compete in the education space. Let the non-profi t, 
for-profi t and government-funded institutions compete on 
a level-playing fi eld. This could start with higher education 
institutions and depending on the experience a decision 
made whether to open up school education as well.

CONCLUSION

Let us remember the 1948 United Nations (UN) Declaration 
of  Human Rights, which also forms the basis of  the current 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Article 26 of  the 
Declaration says:

(a) Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, 
at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementa-
ry education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional 
education shall be made generally available and higher educa-
tion shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of  merit.

(b) Education shall be directed to the full development of  the 
human personality and to the strengthening of  respect for 
human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote 
understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, 
racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of  
the United Nations for the maintenance of  peace.

(c) Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of  education that 
shall be given to their children.12

The Right to Education enshrined in the fi rst two clauses 
becomes meaningful only when it addresses the third clause, 
that is, when it becomes the Right to Education of  Choice!
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NOTES

1. See Hoxby (2003) for the larger theme of  school choice and 
school competition. For debates on vouchers in the US, see 
Greene and Marcus (2008); Forster (2009).

2. These are authors’ inferences from a large number of  studies on 
vouchers and from the fi rst principles of  choice and competition. 
Success of  any voucher programme depends on several factors 
and so whether to assign the failure of  any particular voucher 
programme to the idea itself  or to any part of  the design or 
implementation is always a judgment call. There is a vast 
literature on vouchers; see Shah and Braun-Munzinger (2006) 
for a review of  global voucher programmes and Shah (2009) for 
specifi c challenges from an Indian context. Muralidharan (2006) 
suggests various types of  PPP models for India, including school 
vouchers. The counter arguments are not dealt with directly since 
the canvass in this chapter is much broader than just vouchers.

3. The project is managed by Centre for Civil Society (CCS) as part 
of  their School Choice Campaign: ‘Fund Students, Not Schools!’ 
In 2009, CCS also launched another voucher pilot with 400 
Muslim girls.

4. The details of  the assessment are provided in CCS (2009).
5. Mahapatra (2011); Yasmeen et al. (2009).
6. The discussion in this section is based on Shah (2012).
7. For the Gujarat RTE rules, see Government of  Gujarat (2012).
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A key feature of  elementary education in India post-2000 
is the rapid spread of  private unregulated/unrecognised 

schools. What has been particularly signifi cant, especially 
since the last decade, is the advocacy for private schools for 
the poor and the ‘edu-business’ that is riding on it. These 
are schools referred to as ‘budget’ or Low-Fee Private (LFP) 
schools1 that are projected as responding to the growing 
demand of  poor families for ‘good quality’ private English-
medium education. In this chapter, the evidence and claims 
about budget/low-cost/LFP schools in India have been 
examined. It has been pointed out that while the picture 
one has of  this sector is fragmentary and requires systematic 
study, the low-cost private schools being advocated for the 
poor and the emerging edu-business around it have serious 
implications for the right to education of  their children.

THE LOW-COST PRIVATE SECTOR IN 
ELEMENTARY EDUCATION

There has been a signifi cant growth of  the private sector 
in elementary education in India especially in the last two 
decades.2 From around 10 per cent of  enrolment in the 
6–14 years’ age group in private unaided schools in 1996,3 
the proportion increased to as much as 28 per cent in 2005. 
According to the Indian Human Development Survey (IHDS)
carried out in 2005, as many as 51 per cent of  children in urban 
areas and 21 per cent in rural areas were enrolled in private 
unaided schools.4 There are also variations across states, 
with Punjab, Haryana and Uttar Pradesh having a high 
proportion of  enrolment in private schools as compared to 
Assam and Himachal Pradesh (Desai et al. 2010).

 Though unrecognised (unregulated) private schools that 
cater to low income families are seen to have increased 
rapidly, there are as yet no reliable estimates of  how many 
such schools there are today. A. C. Mehta (2005) provides 
information on the number of  unrecognised schools in 
seven districts of  Punjab. He reports that around 86 per cent 
of  the 3,058 elementary schools in these districts were un-
recognised in 2005 (cited in Juneja 2010). Majority of  these 
unrecognised schools appear to have mushroomed after the 
mid-1990s and especially after 2000. It was found that of  the 
2,640 unrecognised private schools identifi ed in the Punjab 
districts in 2005, ‘only 16.4 per cent of  them were established 
before 1986. 26 per cent were established between the years 
1996–2000, almost 30 per cent were established between 
2001 and 2005’ (ibid. 18–19).
 The IHDS does not make a distinction between private 
schools according to ‘recognition’ status. However, since it 
is a household survey, families accessing the low-cost school 
sector also come under its purview. This is refl ected in the 
data on access to private unaided schools by diff erent in-
come quartiles. Among the economically weakest sections, 
as well as in households that have little or no schooling, 
and among socially vulnerable sections (with considerable 
overlap among all three), there was a small but signifi cant 
proportion of  children who were accessing private unaided 
schooling in 2005. The IHDS reports that 15 per cent of  
enrolment of  children aged 6–14 years in the lowest income 
quartile, as compared to 52 per cent in the top quintile, is 
in private unaided schools.5 Also mentioned is that as many 
as 13–15 per cent of  children in these schools came from 
families where members had no schooling or had not com-
pleted primary level of  education. Who are these families, 
what quality of  schooling do their children receive, how do 
they perform? In the following section some of  the fi ndings 
from studies conducted on low-cost private schools have 
been brought together to try and build a picture of  this 
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sector and the contexts in which families that access budget/
unrecognised schools make their choices.

LOW-COST SCHOOLS: A PROFILE

The available research on the low-cost private unregulated 
sector is fragmentary. The most publicised study is the one 
carried out by James Tooley et al. (2007, 2010. See also 
Tooley 2009) in Hyderabad from 2003–05. The fi ndings 
that emerged from the research have been used as a refer-
ence point by others who have studied and commented 
on budget schools. The main results can be summarised as 
follows: Private unregulated budget schools were run at a 
low cost — with minimum infrastructure and resources, and 
teachers on contract who were paid a fraction of  the salaries 
their counterparts received in government schools. These 
schools charged low tuition fees (less than $2/`100 a month) 
(Tooley et al. 2007: 548). They were hence seen to meet the 
demand from poorest of  families for private, good quality 
education in the medium of  English at a low fee. Per pupil 
costs were shown as higher in government as compared 
to private schools, with teacher salary comprising a major 
component of  cost in the former. Using standardised tests 
on a ‘random sample’ of  schools and children, Tooley et al. 
claimed that their research provided ‘evidence’ to show that 
budget schools were ‘better performing’ than state schools 
at a far lower cost, and hence were cost-effi  cient (Tooley 
et al. 2010: 134–35). Market principles that informed these 
schools — choice and competition — were seen to lead to 
greater accountability as well.
 Tooley et al.’s research (ibid.) has been followed up by 
Ross Baird (2009), Shruti Joshi (2008) and others who have 
reiterated his fi ndings, especially in relation to the prefer-
ence of  the poor for low-cost schools as against government 
primary schools. Studies in villages by Prachi Srivastava 
(2007) and Joanna Harma (2011) have also pointed to the 
‘universal preference’/‘popular choice’ by poor and disad-
vantaged households for ‘low fee private schools’. Karthik 
Muralidharan and Michael Kremer (2008), in a survey of  
rural schools in some states, have highlighted higher teacher 
attendance and greater teacher activity in private as com-
pared to government classrooms as indicators of  better 
quality of  teaching in the former. It is also said that as 
low-cost schools provide ‘free places’ to those who cannot 
aff ord to pay the fees, and are conveniently located within 
poor settlements and hence are more easily accessible espe-
cially to girls, they score on equity considerations as well 
(Nambissan and Ball 2011: 177). It is argued that in the 
light of  the poor performance of  government schools and 
the ‘evidence’ made available regarding low-cost private 
schools, the latter should be allowed to function free of  

regulations. Further, government funds should be directed 
through vouchers to parents to enable them to exercise 
choice in relation to their children’s education. Equally high-
lighted is that budget schools are presently making modest 
profi ts. With the necessary fi nancial support, low-cost teach-
ing technology, creating school brands and chains and so on, 
they can be a good business proposition for private investors. 
Budget school advocates emphasise that there is a fortune 
to be made from schooling for the poor — as C. K. Prahlad 
(2005) says, at the ‘bottom of  the pyramid’ (see Nambissan 
and Ball 2011).
 Studies by advocates of  schooling for the poor, particularly 
Tooley and his associates, have been the basis for building 
the school choice discourse in India as well as advocacy for 
the promise of  edu-business from this sector. However, 
scholars have raised conceptual and methodological issues 
that suggest that the evidence from Tooley et al.’s research 
may be less robust than is claimed (Ross and Dyer 2008; 
Sarangapani and Winch 2010). One major criticism is that 
there is a failure to factor in the heterogeneity within govern-
ment and private schools, particularly in relation to the levels 
of  education (primary/upper primary/secondary classes) 
off ered by the school as well as its age (when it was estab-
lished). P. M. Sarangapani and C. Winch underscore that:

[a]mong the most important determinants of  the role that … 
education providers could play in the education market are their 
‘stability’ as indicated by their age, their ‘scope’ or the level of  edu-
cation that they off er, and their medium of  instruction. Segregated 
tabulated data of  all schools surveyed (by age, level and medium, 
in addition to management type) are very necessary in order to 
understand the complexities of  their existence and functioning 
(2010: 506–7).

Given that the rapid spread of  unrecognised schools is a 
post-2000 phenomenon, the age of  the school needs to be 
factored in as this bears upon infrastructure and resources 
made available as well as the kind of  teachers recruited. 
 However J. Tooley et al. (2010) compare the performance 
of  students across broad management categories of  schools — 
government, government-aided, private unaided recognised, 
and private unrecognised schools. Their analysis shows that 
‘pupils in private unrecognised and recognised schools, when 
controlled for age, pupil’s IQ, and class average IQ, achieve 
higher scores in mathematics and English than equivalent 
pupils in government schools’ (ibid.:117). However, they fail 
to control for the diversity within these broad categories of  
schools in relation to the level of  education (primary, upper 
primary or secondary classes) off ered by the school. More 
than 80 per cent of  government schools in their study off er 
only fi ve years of  primary education. This is true of  a much 
smaller proportion of  unrecognised schools (60.8 per cent 
that provide nursery sections as well) and a minority 
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(25.5 per cent) of  recognised private schools (Tooley et al. 
2007: 546). In other words, only 17.2 per cent of  government 
schools off ered up to secondary schooling as compared to 
39.2 per cent of  unrecognised schools and as many are 74.3 
per cent of  recognised private schools (ibid.). Composite 
government schools that off er primary and secondary 
classes are preferred, including by poor parents, as they 
provide continuity in their children’s education ( Juneja 2010; 
Nambissan 2003). Primary students in these schools also have 
better access to facilities and resources as compared to those 
that off er only primary classes (Nambissan 2003). How do 
Class IV students from low-income families in government 
secondary schools perform as compared to children from 
similar backgrounds enrolled in private recognised and 
unrecognised schools off ering the same level of  education? 
Or, how do Class IV students perform in schools that off er 
only Classes I–V across diff erent management categories? 
However, Tooley et al. (2010) do not make such comparisons. 
Their results are hence misleading.
 P. Rose and C. Dyer observe that Tooley’s research ‘lacks 
any attempt to defi ne what is meant by the “poor”’, and fur-
ther that ‘[i]t is extremely unlikely that those attending even 
these low-budget private schools are among the chronically 
poor’ (2008: 23). Indeed Tooley’s ‘poor’ appear to be largely 
from lower middle class fractions, who are self-employed 
and own petty businesses, organised sector workers, and 
those with relatively regular sources of  income rather than 
families in extreme poverty. Contrary to what is claimed by 
Tooley and others, majority of  those who are actually at 
the lowest end of  the economic hierarchy are more likely 
to enrol their children only in government schools as they 
charge no tuition fee and provide free textbooks and other 
essentials as well as mid-day meals. Rose and Dyer’s scepti-
cism about whether it is the poorest that are largely access-
ing low-cost schools is borne out in Jyotsna Lall’s study of  
‘small fee’ schools in Jaipur city (2000). Parents accessing the 
lowest fee schools (under `100 per month) for their children 
were mainly peons, vegetable vendors, factory workers and 
auto-rickshaw drivers. Where schools charged a higher fee 
(even between `100 and `300 per month), parents were 
either from lower middle class or middle class backgrounds 
(Lall 2000: 25). Harma’s (2011) study of  LFP schools in Uttar 
Pradesh focused on whether these schools were ‘pro poor 
and equitable’ as was being claimed by budget school advo-
cates.6 Harma also found that the proportion of  Muslim and 
lower caste children (30 per cent) enrolled in LFP schools 
was far lower than non-scheduled caste Hindu children (68 
per cent). Further, she observed that ‘less than one third of  
the children of  unskilled workers attend LFP schools, while 
55 per cent of  farmers’ children and over three quarters of  
skilled workers children do so’ (ibid.: 352–53). This indicates 
that aff ordability of  school fees is a key factor infl uencing 

enrolment in LFP schools, and though Harma had catego-
rised these schools as ‘low fee’ the fees were obviously not 
low enough at least from the perspective of  a large section 
of  the families studied.

Contexts of Choice

Larger institutional and social contexts appear to shape the 
choices and decisions that low income families make about 
schooling and how they allocate resources and opportuni-
ties among children. Broad generalisations about the ‘poor’ 
that appear in the research on the low-cost school sector 
must hence be viewed with caution. The availability of  
government schools and their perceived quality are high-
lighted as reasons why low income parents aspire to private 
schooling for their children. Baird (2009) observes that the 
lack of  availability of  government schools in urban ‘slums’ 
led the parents to low-cost schools. In north Mumbai slums 
the ‘poor’ had access to only private schools as the nearest 
government school was often over two hours away from 
students’ homes. Private schools were within a kilometre of  
their homes (ibid.: 12). In a number of  studies ‘distance’ has 
been posed as a factor in the choice of  schools, especially for 
very young children and girls (Harma 2011; Srivastava 2007).
 A range of  socio-cultural factors together with mobility 
strategies infl uence parental decision-making on schooling 
for their children. The aspiration for English-medium in-
struction among low income parents has been highlighted 
by pro-LFP school proponents as a key factor that drives the 
demand for low-cost schooling. This is largely because of  
the linkages they draw between the knowledge of  English, 
middle-class jobs, social distinction, and elite status. The fact 
that government schools impart education in the regional 
language makes them less attractive than private schools that 
advertise themselves as ‘English medium’. Baird observes 
that ‘the vast majority of  low income parents I interviewed 
believed that if  their child can speak English, he or she would 
be guaranteed a middle-class job’ (2009: 21). However, the 
fact that teachers in these schools often do not know English 
themselves makes the quality of  instruction suspect as well 
as belie parental aspirations that their children will learn the 
English language.
 Sarangapani and Winch (2010) dwell at length on the 
specifi c context of  schooling in Andhra Pradesh as well as of  
Muslims in Hyderabad among whom Tooley et al. (2010) have 
done their research. This does not allow for generalisation of  
the latter’s fi ndings to all ‘poor’. Sarangapani and Wench note 
that Andhra Pradesh is an educationally backward state, but 
the market plays a key role in the education sector, as seen 
in private schools and colleges and a large ‘shadow school 
industry’ in the state (ibid.: 512–13). By 2000 neoliberal poli-
cies had clearly entered diff erent spheres of  the state sector. 
Hyderabad has been called the cyber city and has become 
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a major Information Technology (IT) hub. Within the state 
Sarangapani and Winch point to the minority status of  the 
Muslims in relation to their religion and language, and the 
complex historical and social factors as well as neglect by 
the state that have led to their alienation from government 
schooling (2010). A closer reading of  Tooley (2009) shows 
that the early unrecognised schools in the Charminar area 
(that formed the site of  the Hyderabad study) were estab-
lished by school managers not merely with business inter-
ests in mind, but more importantly with a sense of  doing 
good to members of  the community in tune with what their 
religion expected of  them. The schools that Tooley fi rst 
visited (vividly described in the fi rst chapter of  his book, see 
ibid.) were established in the mid-1970s and 1980s. By 2000 
these were secondary/high schools that imparted educa-
tion in English. Their teachers were well-educated young 
women and men (who failed to get regular employment) 
and were committed to teaching other members of  their 
community (ibid.).
 Religion is seen as a factor ‘propelling private school 
enrolment’, and hence one of  the factors underlying choice. 
Referring to his Hyderabad study, Baird observes that, 

Several schools visited in the case studies had optional subjects 
in Arabic, separate rooms set aside for prayer time, and facilities 
(such as pre-prayer washrooms) to accommodate Muslim children. 
Also, religion can also be highly tied to other factors that explain 
parental choice: for example, Muslim parents in Hyderabad speak 
Urdu, and most schools in Andhra Pradesh are Telugu-medium 
(2009: 22–23).

This specifi c context of  schooling cannot be generalised as 
typical of  the ‘poor’ (Sarangapani and Winch 2010). 
 The failure to enforce and monitor the regulatory 
framework within which private schools are to function 
has left the educational landscape open to corrupt practice 
and manipulation. While there is a formal institutional 
framework within which recognised schools function, 
Srivastava points to the existence of  a ‘shadow institutional 
framework’ that is used by private unrecognised schools 
(2008: 452). She elaborates that this is a ‘codifi ed yet infor-
mal set of  norms and procedures’ used to ‘manipulate and 
mediate the formal policy and regulatory framework for 
their benefi t, and forms part of  the de facto LFP sector, a 
sub-sector of  the greater private unaided sector’ (ibid.). 
She observes: 

Fundamentally, the most detrimental consequence of  playing 
by the shadow rules is that it fuels and is fuelled by perverse 
incentives. This can contribute to an even greater culture of  
bribery and corruption in the education sector, decaying the 
greater institutional environment for education provision (ibid.: 
471–72).

Low-income families are extremely vulnerable in such a situ-
ation. Harma’s study schools appear to have been established 
after 2000 and are primary-level schools. She mentions that 

since the fi eldwork for this study was carried out in winter 2005–
06, four out of  16 sample LFP schools have closed down, with the 
continued existence of  another 2–3 schools found to be fi nancially 
precarious, as reported by the schools’ owners in a follow-up visit 
(Harma 2011: 351).

A study of  ‘small fee’-charging private schools for the less 
privileged was carried out by A. De et al. (2002) in six urban 
and rural locations in educationally disadvantaged districts 
of  Haryana, Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan in 1999. Their 
observations were:

We came across a schooling situation of  great fl uidity: entrepre-
neurs wooing poor parents, schools breaking up or closing down 
because of  manipulation among this group or because of  over-
supply. In rural areas the prospect of  opening a private school is 
exciting for the local notables including the sarpanch (ibid.: 5234).

Pointing to what they characterised as a ‘government re-
treat’ through the absence of  schools and their poor quality, 
they fi nd that the educational terrain is left to private entre-
preneurs who are able to fl out norms and negotiate ‘quality’ 
of  schooling off ered so that it is only marginally better than 
that off ered in the government school in the vicinity. Low- 
income parents who are unhappy with government schools 
fi nd that the choice is between ‘low quality and no quality 
at primary level — and the enrolment in the new schools 
(low-cost schools) is mainly at this level’ (ibid.). They go on 
to say that though

Parents often helplessly observe while their child struggles 
through government primary school it is only fair to point out that 
there were also cases where parents were disillusioned with private 
schools and moved helplessly from one to the other and even went 
back to the government school (ibid.).

THE BUSINESS OF LOW-COST SCHOOLING7

Today, there is powerful advocacy for the spread of  low-cost 
schools in India that is enmeshed in transnational networks 
and linked to local pro choice organisations (Nambissan 
and Ball 2011). The transnational roots of  advocacy for 
school choice and educational markets for the poor in India 
can be traced back to United Kingdom (UK) and United 
States (US), to foundations, think tanks and organisations 
that propagate a free market philosophy. There are also 
important links with businesses and business philanthropists 
(ibid.). In India, organisations such as the Centre for Civil 
Society, Liberty Institute and Educate Trust are also part of  
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these networks and have been key actors in the campaign for 
school vouchers and parental choice; school choice/private 
schooling advocacy networks also include investment 
companies and venture capitalists looking to new markets 
in India (Nambissan and Ball [2011] for details).
 The major focus till around 2008 was the building of  
Transnational Advocacy Networks (TANs) of  organisations 
and individuals towards advocacy of  parental choice and 
vouchers. The objective appears largely the creation of  pol-
icy climate favourable to legalising unregulated schools and 
to direct state funds through vouchers to ‘budget schools’. 
The de-regulation of  low-cost private schools was a major 
thrust of  advocacy eff orts in India. Eff orts were also directed 
to creating a market for schools through school chains that 
were expected to yield profi t from the low-income market 
segment. Investment companies, microcredit organisations 
and banks were encouraged to provide fi nance for existing 
and new schools (Tooley 2009). In 2007, the Singapore-based 
billionaire Richard Chandler from Oriental Global created 
a $100 million education fund with Tooley as its president. 
The education fund was set up (a) to target the market for 
private schooling for low-income families, (b) for research 
and development for chains of  budget schools and extend-
ing grants to private schools, and (c) to explore appropriate 
technology for schooling. Microfi nance organisations such 
as SKS Microfi nance and Basix stepped in to off er loans to 
educational entrepreneurs who were now being referred to 
as ‘edupreneurs’ (Nambissan and Ball 2011). Grey Ghosts 
Ventures (GGV) also set up the India School Finance 
Corporation (ISFC) to provide funds to creditworthy low-
cost schools. In 2008 it was reported that ISFC along with 
Deutsche Bank and Budget International Academies had 
‘committed $80,00,000 in investment to develop scalable 
systems that use new capital to strengthen local expertise 
and delivery systems that will eventually provide millions 
of  poor children in the developing world with high quality 
education’(emphasis mine).8 It must be remembered that this 
was also the time when elementary education was made a 
fundamental right (RTE 2009). Whether the low-cost scal-
able systems and standardisation of  quality advocated for 
poor children would provide them an education of  equitable 
quality is the moot question. Some of  the evidence has been 
examined in the next section. 
 Around 2009–10 we see signs of  corporate players begin-
ning to establish schools/school chains and build brands to 
‘sell’ low-cost schools in India. Their entry appears to be 
based on research by their advocates that showed that bud-
get schools were a profi table venture but required specifi c 
marketing strategies. Richard Chandler came in to establish 
the Rumi budget schools in 2008 along with Tooley and 
his associate Mohammed Anwar. Career Launcher, well 
known for setting up the high end ‘coaching’ or preparatory 

institutes for entry to elite institutions, established the Indus 
Budget Academies. The SKS Microfi nance group set up the 
Bodhi schools, while Reddy Labs had their Pudami schools. 
All these were mainly primary-level schools, some with 
pre-school and early middle-school classes. Interestingly, all 
of  these were set up in Hyderabad/rural Andhra Pradesh. 
About the same time Policy Innovations (PI) and Grey 
Matter Capital (GMC) sponsored a study in Hyderabad (the 
city where Tooley did his research) to study the leading role 
that GMC could play in the low-cost school market (PI and 
GMC 2010). They also explored the possibility of  parental 
demand for GMC ratings of  what were now being called 
‘Aff ordable Private Schools’(APS) — schools that charged 
a tuition fee of  up to `800 per month. Business prospects 
for new ‘market entrants’ in educational services were also 
studied (ibid.). Educational services that have been listed as 
top priority (based on a survey of  APS ‘shoppers’/parent 
‘consumers’) are: private tuition classes, computer classes 
and computers. Computer classes were fl agged as the ‘new 
English’ by PI and GMC, meaning that these services were 
most in demand by a parent (ibid.: 63–64). By 2011 the prom-
ise of  the low-cost budget school market bubble appeared to 
have burst. The poor quality of  teaching in low-cost schools, 
problems of  sustainability and scalability were proving to 
be costly for the companies in edu-business in this sector. 
Career Launcher closed down its Indus Budget Academies 
in less than two years of  its establishment. Nupur Garg 
(2011) has quoted the project director explaining why the 
organisation was forced to close its ‘budget’ schools:

Indus Budget Academy had struggled to reach fi nancial suffi  ciency. 
Based out of  Delhi they could not establish relationships with 
local communities. Their enrolment rates continue to remain low 
(10–30 enrolments in a year) and at a monthly fee of  $4, Career 
Launcher lost a fair amount of  money before they exited (ibid.: 29).

More recently there appears to be an eff ort by some play-
ers in the low-cost market to rework strategies and look 
for greener educational pastures — the buzz words being 
Aff ordable Private Schools and Educational Service Provid-
ers (ESPs). Garg observes that

Education Service Providers have become an increasingly im-
portant part of  the Indian education eco system and this seg-
ment has been seeing rising private sector interest. ESPs off er a 
range of  services including teacher and management trainings/
workshops, curriculum management and teaching activities and 
methodologies. They target improved educational experience for 
students through improved teaching methods and teacher trainings 
(ibid.: 35).

Chandler for instance has now entered the APS market to 
provide educational services (as Rumi Schools of  Excellence) 
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to schools that cater to the upper segment of  the low-cost 
private education market — ‘the middle of  the pyramid’. 
Tooley (as discussed later) has also entered the market for 
educational services.
 Corporate players appear to be looking towards higher-
fee school markets that are likely to yield greater profi ts than 
budget schools catering to the near bottom of  the economic 
pyramid. For instance, after its Indus Budget school fi asco, 
Career Launcher is now ‘planning their second phase 
involvement in rural schools, though this time, they intend 
to charge a fee in the range of  $10–12 per month’ (Garg 2011: 
29). There are also international players who are investing/
co-investing in chains of  schools in the higher-fee/aff ordable 
(though still referred to as ‘low fee’) private school sector. 
These include SONG Investment Advisors (Song), Omdiyar 
Network, Google and Clinton Global Initiative. Some 
(including Tooley) are involved in similar for-profi t school 
chains (Omega schools) in Africa as well. Career Launcher, 
Omdiyar and Song are also targeting middle-class parents. 
For instance, Career Launcher has its K-12 Indus World 
Schools in two-tier cities. Song advisors have invested in 
Gowtham (low-cost schools) as well as Chaitanya schools 
for the elite. It is important that all these corporate groups 
strongly advocate a more conducive regulatory environment 
for the private school sector (ibid.).9 
 The movement of  low-cost school players in and out 
of  segments of  the private school market is likely to have 
serious implications for the education of  children, especially 
from low-income families. It is surprising that the voices of  
parents who enrolled their children in these new schools 
with aspirations of  quality education at relatively low cost 
(though the tuition fee in most schools appears to be well 
over `250/`300 per month, likely to be unaff ordable even 
for the near poor) are not heard in any of  the reports, studies 
or websites.

THE QUALITY OF EDUCATION

The most critical issue in schooling today is that of  quality. As 
has been highlighted by budget school advocacy, it is because 
of  aspirations for ‘quality’ education variously perceived 
by diff erent social classes that there has been a shift from 
government to private schooling. English-medium school-
ing is often equated with ‘good education’ by low-income 
parents, a fact exploited by players in the private sector who 
are advocating low-cost schools for them. There have been 
scattered references in the literature to fl uidity of  enrolment 
across the state and low-cost private sector schools (De et al. 
2002). Low-income parents are seen to move their children 
between schools in search of  good education for them and 
are constrained by its availability, cost and sustainability. 

 Studies are silent about the quality of  the teaching–
learning process in the low-cost schools. The teacher, the 
target of  budget school advocacy and of  making such 
schools cost-effi  cient, has also received inadequate atten-
tion and there are few references to their perceptions and 
experiences or career pathways. De et al. (ibid.) speak of  
educated youth being brought to these schools to teach and 
willing to work for a pittance. Teachers in Lall’s study were 
mainly young women for whom teaching was a ‘time pass’ 
activity, a stepping stone to some other vocation and not a 
career in itself. While teachers were mainly graduates, there 
were some who had passed secondary school. Very few were 
trained teachers. They were paid very low monthly salaries, 
ranging from `400–2,000, the latter likely in higher classes, 
and for teaching specifi c subjects (Lall 2000: 19).
 The nature of  curriculum transactions and classroom 
processes in low-cost schools are yet to become the focus 
of  research, and reports on what happens in these schools 
is usually anecdotal. The schools that Tooley visited in 2000, 
which form the basis of  his advocacy for budget schools are 
secondary and high schools that were already part of  the 
‘Federation of  Private Schools Management’, which was 
lobbying for a more ‘conducive’ regulatory framework 
(2009). Descriptions of  these schools in his book give us a 
glimpse of  the perspective of  school managers and their 
concern with the quality of  the teaching and learning pro-
cess. He tells us that Peace High School was founded by the 
present manager’s mother in 1973. She motivated the man-
ager to help his community saying that he should consider 
the ‘less blessed people in the slums, and that his highest 
ambition should be to help them, as befi tting his Muslim 
faith’ (ibid.: 8). The school off ered kindergarten to Class X 
and the fees ranged from `60–100 per month. Tooley de-
scribes the morning assembly, which like any regular private 
school had announcements, readings from newspapers, 
demonstrations of  interesting activities by students, and so 
on. These schools made a modest profi t, but Tooley was told 
by the manager that ‘profi t wasn’t a great issue for them, 
but certainly they viewed themselves as businesspeople, 
as well as people who served the poor’ (ibid.: 9). Another 
school founded in 1982 had a school manager who taught 
mathematics and also trained his teachers before they be-
gan teaching in his school. Tooley’s description of  one such 
teacher (who had a master’s degree in organic chemistry) is 
refl ective of  the older schools in the community: 

She was clear, lively, animated, and engaged her class throughout. 
There was nothing labored about her approach; the whole lesson 
moved forward smoothly. She taught without notes and seemed 
completely on top of  her subject. At the end she summarised the 
lesson, expertly managing the class so that all seemed to have 
understood, and set a three-part homework assignment (ibid.: 11).
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Tooley’s associate, Anwar, also had a high school and was 
holding a ‘science fair’ for other schools at the time of  the 
former’s visit. It was these teachers that Tooley was im-
pressed by in early 2000. Unfortunately the budget school 
advocacy in which he has played a key role is based on a 
diff erent kind of  teacher: minimally qualifi ed, low-skilled 
and easily replaceable. This has serious implications for the 
quality of  education on off er.
 Lall (2000) observed primary classrooms in the 10 ‘small 
fee’ private schools that she studied in Jaipur city in 2000. 
Her report provides some descriptions of  curriculum 
transactions and teacher–student relations in these schools. 
Unlike what Tooley has described, in none of  the schools 
was the pedagogy anything more than reading from the text 
and copying of  answers by children from the textbook into 
their notebooks with copious amounts of  unfi nished lessons 
given as homework. Teachers in these schools lacked train-
ing and as mentioned did not see teaching as a career, but 
a temporary activity. Teachers who were not equipped to 
teach fi rst and second generation of  school goers and were 
not competent in the English language had to meet the 
high expectations of  school managers who were competing 
for students and parents who wanted to see some signs of  
learning and speaking English in their children. Working 
under pressure, it is not surprising that corporal punishment 
was reportedly frequent when children did not meet their 
teachers’ expectations:

The approach to teaching all the subjects is the same — the syllabus 
should be completed and the children prepared to perform in the 
examinations … Very rarely were children asked to participate, 
even in the rote learning by giving examples. Their participation 
was limited to repeating a few defi nitions when asked for and 
copy things from the blackboard. Activity based teaching was an 
unheard of  concept. Most of  the children are quite conditioned in 
schooling, understand the code quite well, and behave accordingly. 
They also know the result of  not conforming … We have observed 
children being slapped hard right across their faces for doing 
some extra worksheets in their workbook, for asking sometimes 
innocuous questions. (ibid.: 35).

From available reports, the quality of  education in the post-
2000 low-cost schools that off er largely primary-level educa-
tion is likely to be a serious concern. Teachers are largely 
untrained, an increasing number whose basic educational 
qualifi cations are barely beyond secondary/higher second-
ary school. They are on contract and their salary is linked to 
classroom presence. Market surveys/credit ratings by corpo-
rate players have also voiced scepticism about the quality of  
instruction in budget schools (Chandrasekaran 2012; Joshi 
2008). In 2003 Tooley had observed that teachers who were 
paid a fraction of  the salary received by regular government 
school teachers were doing a better job at teaching than the 

latter. In 2010 Tooley himself  admits to shoddy teaching 
and rapid turnover of  teachers — who leave these schools 
for a mere raise of  `100/200 (Chandrasekaran 2012). His 
associate Anwar acknowledges that ‘in some low cost 
schools (not his) teachers are so under qualifi ed, that they 
cannot speak in English let alone teach in English one of  the 
biggest attractions for parents in the lower income segment’ 
(Garg 2011: 31).
 What are the solutions off ered by the new players in 
the low-cost school sector to address the key concern of  
improving teacher performance in terms of  pedagogy and 
classroom transactions? Tooley, now a player in the low-
cost education market himself, says that he is ‘hoping to 
treat two primary ailments without stretching his purse: 
shoddy instruction and teacher attrition’ (Chandrasekaran 
2012: 1). He along with Anwar has set up Empathy Systems 
to provide educational services to a chain of  low-cost 
schools to improve their quality. Chandrasekaran notes 
that ‘[a]t Empathy schools, detailed lesson plans are used 
to combat higher teacher turnover, so that new teachers 
can immediately fi ll in the shoes of  their predecessors’. 
As Tooley explains: ‘[a] low-cost teacher training model 
ensures that you are not investing in instructors so much 
that the whole system collapses when they leave’ (ibid.). 
His company Empathy Systems provides low-cost tools 
to teachers to improve the ‘quality’ of  their teaching. The 
model seen as particularly relevant for low-cost education 
markets is ‘para skilling’, defi ned as ‘disaggregating complex 
processes into simple, routine and standardised tasks. These 
can then be undertaken by less skilled workers, with the 
desired reduction in costs and a simultaneous increase 
of  volume and output’. In schools this eff ectively means 
breaking down of  curricular and pedagogical processes into 
simple routine and standardised tasks so that they can be 
handled by ‘less skilled’ but suitably trained individuals’ at 
low salaries (Karamchandani et al. 2009: 57–58). Rather than 
ensuring that teachers in these schools are professionally 
trained and equipped to teach children from poor and 
disadvantaged families, the eff ort appears to be to reduce 
teaching to simple standardised set of  tasks that can be 
handled by anyone who is ‘suitably trained’. In other words, 
the eff ort appears to be to cut costs and ‘teacher proof ’ the 
schools so that the teacher herself  does not matter. 
 Given the value that parents place on private schooling 
(good education), the ethics of  advocating low-cost schools 
as providing ‘high quality education’ must be questioned. 
Baird recalls that:

[a]cross Hyderabad and Mumbai, parents repeatedly cited the 
overwhelming importance of  education as a reason why they 
would spend large proportions of  their income to send their 
children to private school—if  they felt that private education was 
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providing their children with the best available educational needs, 
they would make fi nancial sacrifi ces to do so. Poor families spend 
up to one third of  their income sending their children to private 
school because they value education so highly. Many parents that I 
spoke with have sold, pawned, or mortgaged comforts to send their 
children to private school, if  it meant that the child’s education 
would be substantially better (and some families I spoke with sold 
land that had been in their family village for generations). This 
variable is diffi  cult to operationalise in a model, though. Individual 
level data about the value of  education, such as state-wise public 
opinion surveys, are not available (Baird 2009: 37).

Unfortunately low-cost private school advocates who use 
that variable (parental aspirations) to advocate such schools 
have turned a blind eye to these aspirations as they look for 
ways to maximise profi ts through low-cost schooling. There 
is also a systematic attempt to denigrate public systems of  
education that overwhelmingly cater to most vulnerable 
and disadvantaged families who have never been factored 
into the budget school advocacy.

CONCLUSION

The foregoing discussion draws attention to the unregulated 
private school sector in India. Over the last decade this sec-
tor that has been the target of  advocacy groups that are 
projecting the low-cost school market as a cost-effi  cient, 
high quality and equitable solution to the education of  the 
poor. It is also showcased as a site for viable business options. 
The advocacy is driven by powerful fi nancial and political 
(pro-market) interests that are linked together through 
transnational networks, and is couched within a neoliberal 
discourse of  school markets for the poor through school 
choice and voucher programmes. These are programmes 
that are yet to show reliable research evidence of  having 
worked elsewhere in the world.
 As highlighted, much of  the ‘evidence’ on low-cost 
schools is weak and the picture we have is very fragmentary. 
However, the available studies suggest that the drive toward 
profi ts and cutting down of  costs have detrimental impli-
cations for teachers, curriculum transactions and the very 
purpose of  education. ‘Para skilling’, that is being acclaimed 
as a model for training of  teachers in low-cost schools, is 
merely the ‘drilling’ of  young people to perform the role 

of  ‘less skilled workers’ who will transact a narrow set of  
skills — standardised, homogenised and mechanical skills 
that do not provide a meaningful and holistic education 
for children. The fact that private and corporate players are 
content largely with off ering only minimalistic primary-level 
schooling with a promise to poor parents that their children 
will have access to good quality English-medium education 
is a clear case of  discrimination against these families. Fur-
ther, many of  the corporate players in the low-cost school 
sector are simultaneously off ering middle and elite sections 
of  Indian society a qualitatively diff erent package of  educa-
tion: K-12, well-resourced schools that will yield high profi ts. 
These trends are refl ective of  a democratic and ethical defi -
cit in the spread of  the new unregulated private schools.
 The non-state sector has played a critical role in the 
spread of  elementary education in India. The history of  
schooling, especially in the colonial period and early post-
Independence decades, bears witness to these eff orts. Today 
the RTE Act (2009) provides a framework within which the 
private sector can meaningfully participate in the education 
of  children. In fact it shows the way ahead for the corporate 
players who wish to provide ‘high quality’ education to 
children of  the poor and thereby carry out their social 
responsibility. However, the Act requires that all schools 
meet basic norms that have been laid down in relation to 
indictors of  quality and commitment to social justice. Not 
surprisingly the private school advocates and new players in 
the market are leading the eff orts to lobby to see that they 
are not covered by the RTE (2009).10 
 As discussed, there are powerful fi nancial interests 
involved in the private school sector in India, recently 
estimated to be a $70 billion recession-proof  industry 
( Jhingan and Mohanty 2008). Hence we are likely to see 
well-organised eff orts to infl uence policy-makers to create 
more ‘conducive’ regulatory environments to enable profi ts 
to be made from the private education sector across the 
board. In this context, low-income parents aspiring to private 
education for their children are likely to be most seriously 
aff ected. The framing of  education as a fundamental right 
has brought the education of  children within the perspective 
of  judiciable rights and non-discrimination back on the 
agenda. It is important that the rights of  all children and 
especially of  the poor are protected and serious research and 
policy attention be drawn to the unregulated school sector.

NOTES

1. ‘Budget’/Low-fee schools are terms that have emerged in the 
literature on private schools for the poor. These are not clearly 
defi ned but broadly refer to unregulated private schools that 
are accessed by low-income families as they charge what are 

seen as lower fees than regular private schools. Budget schools 
were identifi ed as those that charged less than around $2 (less 
than around `100) a month. Gradually the term ‘low fee’ private 
school was used. Studies using this term do not make clear how 
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‘low’ is ‘low fee’ and who decides this. The term ‘low cost’/
‘budget’ has been used to underscore that these schools are run 
at minimal costs.

2. Data from the District Information System for Education (DISE 
2009–10) shows that in 2009, around 20 per cent of  recognised 
schools in India were under private managements. Of  these 14 
per cent were unaided schools (NUEPA 2011). The number of  
private unaided schools does not include unregulated/unrecog-
nised schools.

3. As is well known, there are private schools that receive fi nancial 
assistance from the state. In 2005 these schools accounted for 
5 per cent of  enrolment in the school-going age group (Desai 
et al. 2010).

4. The IHDS (2005) covered 41,500 households in urban and rural 
areas across India and focused on indicators to assess human 
development. For details, see De et al. (2010).

5. In the light of  the popular assumption that the middle classes 
were no longer accessing government educational institutions, it 
must be emphasised that IHDS reports that in 2005 a fairly large 
section of  children from relatively better-of  families in the fourth 
(67 per cent) and top (48 per cent) income quintiles continued to 
send their children to government-run/aided elementary schools 
(see ibid.).

6. Harma’s study was carried out in 2005–06 in a 13-village cluster 
in western Uttar Pradesh. Her sample comprised 250 households 
randomly selected from the primarily agricultural village with 
the majority ‘farmers or landless day labourers’. Sixteen LFP 
schools in the villages were included in the study (2011).

7. The discussion on private low-cost schools and the players 
in this market draws on information from Garg (2011) as well 
as relevant websites: http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-
development/2012/jul/03/pearson-invest-private-education-
africa-asia; http://www.sedfny.org/portfolio/success-stories/
song-success-story.html; and http://www.indusworldschool.
com/ (accessed 12 April 2010).

8. http://www.clintonglobalinitiative.org/commitments/
commitments_search.asp?Section=Commitments&PageTitl
e=Browse%20and%20Search%20Commitments&id=304699 
(accessed 20 May 2012).

9. See also the following websites: http://www.guardian.co.uk/
global-development/2012/jul/03/pearson-invest-private-
education-africa-asia; http://www.sedfny.org/portfolio/
success-stories/song-success-story.html; and http://www.
indusworldschool.com/ (accessed 12 April 2010).

10. See http://schoolchoice.in/blog/?cat=12 (accessed 25 June 
2012).
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THE CHALLENGE OF DEFINING ‘QUALITY’ 
EDUCATION

The rationale of  reserving 25 per cent seats for the eco-
nomically weaker section (EWS) in schools run by the 

non-state sector and the ongoing debate on it contributes 
interestingly to the defi nition of  a ‘quality’ education as 
envisaged in the Right to Education (RTE) Act, 2009. The 
RTE has used the word ‘quality’ to defi ne what the state 
envisages as a meaningful and relevant education and in 
the process has succumbed to the need of  modern times to 
quantify, prioritise and compare. While setting quality stan-
dards is not something to be rundown, the eff ort becomes 
particularly problematic in an area like education, where the 
quality that requires to be quantifi ed is something so 
delicate a product, as the core or character of  education. 
When we attempt to further defi ne this character by such 
tangibles as a school building, pupil–teacher ratio (PTR) and 
timelines for curriculum completion and outcomes, we are 
stepping into neoliberal ideas of  system and management, 
which are strongly infl uenced by economic policies. In A 
Pedagogue’s Romance (2008), Krishna Kumar explains that 
the romance and adventure of  education lies in the fact that 
children, like stem cells, have the ability to transform them-
selves to something far beyond their predicted outcomes, 
that there is no guarantee that a particular input will pro-
duce a specifi c result. It is in such a situation that this paper 
looks at the words ‘access’, ‘equity’ and ‘quality’. These are 
words synonymous with the RTE. Each of  these terms while 
seemingly simple to understand and deal with, have scaf-
folding meanings and consequent transactions in diff erent 
contexts. This paper will explore the meanings and implica-
tions of  these three interconnected words specifi cally in the 
context of  inclusion, with special references to the prac-
tices of  two private, unaided schools — Loreto Day School, 
Sealdah, Kolkata and St Mary’s School, Safdarjung Enclave, 
New Delhi.

PRACTISING ‘INCLUSION’ IN SCHOOLS

Inclusive practices celebrate diff erence and require fi rst and 
foremost that the child be set at centre stage. All systems are 
changed to accommodate the child while in other more typi-
cal setups the child is required to adapt in order to fi t into an 
inviolate system. Adventure and romance, as is argued here, 
lies at the core of  such an education.
 In order to ensure access, an inclusive school will work 
at removing the barriers that stand in the way of  any child 
attending and continuing in school. The attitude of  teachers 
and their understanding of  a child’s ability, teaching method-
ology in classroom, homogeneous assessment practices and 
high fees, while an integral part of  all schools, can become 
insurmountable barriers to a child with disability (Booth and 
Ainscow 2000).
 In the case of  the just mentioned schools, both have 
reduced, removed or redistributed fees to ensure that they 
have a representative population from their neighbourhood. 
For instance, while some children pay half  the fees there 
are others who pay their own and an extra half  voluntarily. 
There is also a category of  students who do not pay any 
fee at all. The community — comprising teacher, student, 
parent, and immediate neighbourhood — and its empower-
ment to think beyond conventional understandings form a 
strong component of  all programmes in the schools. This 
in turn results in changing attitudes and creating welcoming 
communities.
 One visually challenged child was enough to prove in 
St Mary’s that most classroom methodologies in the school 
catered to a homogeneous group. As attitudes changed 
and became more welcoming of  diff erence and as a diverse 
student population entered the school, modifi cations in 
pedagogy and curriculum became a daily feature. Each 
special child brought with him/her new opportunities for 
the school as well as for the teacher to grow, leading to the 
introduction of  a comprehensive and continuous, child-
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centred and child-driven method of  assessment. Soon this 
diverse classroom transaction and assessment patterns was 
extended to include all children. The modifi cation of  class-
room transactions, curriculum and evaluation practices is an 
extremely important part of  ensuring an equitable quality 
education for all children, since a homogeneous curriculum 
and evaluation cannot be considered equitable unless it is 
matched with diff erentiated instruction that suits the needs 
of  every child.
 When approached from a rights-based model (and not 
through a medical or charity model), inclusion has the abil-
ity to transform teaching methodologies and assessment 
practices. It is a great way to enhance a teacher’s repertoire 
of  classroom transactions. For in the teacher’s quest to reach 
the child, he/she reaches into him-/herself  for new ideas 
and reservoirs of  understanding; as a result, teacher empow-
erment is an important outcome of  the ongoing journey of  
inclusion. It is a journey that requires each group — parents, 
teachers and children — to examine itself  and to change 
coordinates in order to fi t into each other better.
 Working with inclusion requires focused and committed 
Heads who are prepared for the long haul. Committed Heads 
hold themselves accountable for their teachers’ performances 
and levels of  commitment. The teacher then in turn holds 
him-/herself  accountable to the child. It is only this continued 
focus, on what matters, that changes attitudes that are stuck 
in socio-cultural understandings of  disability. This melting of  
hardened attitudes and prejudices continues to be the major 
focus in all programmes of  the mentioned two schools.
 It was in trying to understand and implement inclusion 
in every sense of  the word that St Mary’s School fi rst modi-
fi ed infrastructure. Ramps were built where possible and a 
lift was also installed to enable children with special needs 
to access every fl oor. Furniture was modifi ed to individual 
needs and toilets were equipped with supporting bars. 
Loreto School, Sealdah has proved that the idea of  quality 
and equity does not lie in giving all children similar infra-
structure, but in the will of  a school and all its inmates to 
adapt itself  to the needs of  its children. In Loreto, the use of  
the building was changed to include a residential space for 
street children in danger of  abuse and violence. St Mary’s 
opened a centre for the Open School so as to allow children 
studying in mainstream classes an alternative school leaving 
certifi cate.
 Loreto, Sealdah, in response to the needs of  the 
neighbourhood, held fl exi-time classes. They used students 
to teach their peers. The logic of  using peers is that children 
understand better where the gap in their colleague’s learning 
is and they are best equipped to appropriately address the 
problem. Thus, both teacher and student benefi t and grow 
in the relationship. Alternative solutions will be required 
to address new problems; examples of  which can be seen. 

Tillonia, Rajasthan runs a night school and Deepalya has 
schools in slums, all of  which will have to be closed down 
if  the norms of  the RTE (discussed in the next section) 
are strictly implemented. Access to quality education for 
all requires that we consider Basil B. Bernstein’s statement 
that ‘the right to be included may also require a right to be 
separate’ (2000: xx).

RTE AND INCLUSION

The emerging educational paradigm currently envisaged by 
the RTE demands greater access and integration of  children 
to help create a more equitable social milieu for access to 
opportunities. The RTE while wanting to be inclusive and 
to set quality standards does the opposite by setting norms 
and standards in class strength, PTR and curriculum and 
evaluation procedures because it places systems over child 
and in the process removes the adventure from education by 
negating diff erence.
 The idea of  access as envisaged by the RTE looks at 
providing ‘special training’ to diff erently-abled children, 
which will presumably enable them to ‘be at par with other 
children’ (MHRD 2011: 15) and familiarise them with the 
new, changed educational transactional mode enabling 
them to cope with an age appropriate class (GoI 2009). The 
focus on age appropriate admission, when combined with 
‘complet[ing the] entire curriculum within the specifi ed 
time’ (ibid.: 8), ‘all round development of  the child’ and ‘com-
prehensive and continuous evaluation of  child’s understand-
ing of  knowledge and his ability to apply the same’ (ibid.: 
9), raises concerns regarding accessibility of  children with 
special needs. Rather than enabling children to learn at their 
own pace and providing the space to do so the Framework for 
Implementation (2011) sends out the message that all children 
can do the same thing. It specifi cally states that ‘the same 
curriculum be followed for children with and without spe-
cial needs’ (MHRD 2011: 49). In its eff ort to give access to an 
equitable quality education to all, the RTE has attempted to 
plug the loopholes through which schools exclude children 
by making illegal interviews, admission tests and other such 
discriminatory practices. But the RTE has denied retention 
and continued presence by not acknowledging that there 
are children who are not typical, that there will always be 
some children who benefi t with an early assessment and 
intervention, while there will be others who will not.

RTE AND RESERVATION

The RTE seeks to reserve 25 per cent of  the seats for the 
EWS, in the very same private schools that have publicly 
and sadly stated that admitting children from this category 
will reduce the quality of  their schools. Private unaided 
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schools have taken legal action against the government on 
this issue. If  in spite of  this the government insists that these 
reluctant institutions admit the ‘disadvantaged category’, 
one can only conclude that it must be because they believe 
that admission to an unaided private school guarantees the 
child quality education. The question that rises then is how 
will the State guarantee the same quality of  education to the 
remaining 75 per cent of  ‘out-of-private-school’ children. 
The discrimination in the design seems to indicate that it 
is right of  the state to provide quality education to some 
and let the others, who also happen to be the majority of  
students, remain in state schools with constraints.
 But more importantly, by indiscriminately seeking 
placement of  25 per cent in every private unaided school the 
RTE has indicated that all private unaided schools are quality 
schools. This is obviously not true. Just like there are good 
and bad state schools, there are also good and bad private 
schools. While minimum norms are desirable, the ongoing 
debate has shown that quality education will be impossible 
unless schools are also welcoming communities. While 
infrastructure is important, quality schools would fi rst and 
foremost have to be inclusive schools, i.e., (a) schools that are 
open to change and adaptable; (b) schools that are defi ned by 
the attitudes and participation of  not just the students and 
staff , but also the community around it; and (c) schools that 
while redefi ning themselves also give time for consolidation 
and research, or what Peter M. Senge (2000) calls ‘moving 
schools’ are those that will personify and hopefully redefi ne 
quality for all of  us.
 ‘Quality’ as defi ned by a ‘moving school’ and by the RTE 
has two diff erent parameters. The RTE tends to defi ne a 
quality education in its narrowest terms of  infrastructure, 
curriculum and evaluation. By creating invisible children 
who require a diff erentiated or individualised curriculum 
and evaluation, the RTE has celebrated a curriculum that is 
discriminatory. The RTE and the Framework for Implementa-
tion (2o11) have given legal standing to this perspective by 

conspicuously omitting any reference to co-curricular activi-
ties or even to essential parts of  education such as physical 
fi tness and sports. It is in this context that this paper argues 
that there is a need to extend the ambit of  education in the 
RTE to include its ancillary services such as nutrition, care, 
physical fi tness, and community participation if  we are to 
accept the concept of  education as one that is more than 
just schooling.

CONCLUSION

If  the government expenditure is to create long-term solu-
tions and not just dependence, the quality of  State-run 
schools needs to be urgently and consistently addressed. 
The RTE needs to acknowledge that every child is diff erent 
from the other and that one story will not fi t all. The SSA 
Framework of  Implementation, which states that ‘[i]t provides 
for children’s right to an education of  equitable qual-
ity, based on principles of  equity and non discrimination’ 
(MHRD 2011: 3), needs to clearly acknowledge the need, as 
well as provide for, a diverse transactional framework and 
alternate assessment patterns in order to prove that it is seri-
ous about delivering an education that is truly inclusive and 
non-discriminatory. The RTE and the Framework need to 
accept the value of  physical education as well as the arts and 
crafts in its curriculum. It needs to look closely at infrastruc-
tural requirements and state these in appropriately sensitive 
terminology. It also needs to be clarifi ed that the best infra-
structure and parameters in evaluation and curriculum may 
still fall short of  delivering an ideal education if  our teachers 
falter and our understandings fail. Consequently, the RTE 
should most importantly emphasise and implement a strong 
teacher education programme focused on the vision of  an 
inclusive classroom and where every child is getting an equi-
table, quality education.
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Discussions about the role of  the private sector in educa-
tion have become increasingly polarised between those 

who feel its contribution should be expanded, and others 
who believe the opposite. But what can sometimes get lost 
in these heated debates are the repercussions of  these deci-
sions for children themselves.
 On one hand, the government’s 11th Five-Year Plan 
speaks repeatedly of  the benefi ts of  public–private part-
nership (PPP) in education, and strongly encourages PPP 
models through private investment (Planning Commission 
2008). In 2009, the Ministry of  Human Resource Develop-
ment (MHRD) released a note on PPP that highlighted 
several advantages of  private schools: cost-eff ectiveness, 
better quality and greater accountability through incentives 
and competition. Others have argued similarly about the 
merits of  the private sector vs the ineffi  ciency of  the gov-
ernment system (Das 2010; Shah 2010) with Pankaj Jain and 
Ravindra Dholakia (2009) proposing that the only practical 
way to achieve universal education is for the government 
to outsource the bulk of  primary education to the private 
sector. Such proposals have incited vociferous objections 
from academics, who argue that assumptions regarding the 
superiority of  private schools are unsubstantiated, that it is 
unacceptable to relinquish the government’s responsibility 
in providing education, and that greater private involvement 
will only create a more stratifi ed and inequitable school sys-
tem (Kumar 2008; Ramachandran 2009; Rampal et al. 2009; 
Sarangapani 2009). The diffi  culty with these debates is that 
often the issue gets so bogged down in theoretical positions, 
ideological prejudices and mistrust of  the other side, that 
it becomes diffi  cult for either side to truly pay attention to 
valid points being raised by the other, look objectively at the 
scale of  the problem, and agree on a workable way forward 
based on what’s best for children.

 Faced with the problem of  over 220 million children 
receiving education of  dubious quality, the ultimate goal for 
both sides is the same: to provide quality education to every 
child. The question is how best to achieve the goal. This goal 
is now upheld constitutionally by the ‘Right to Education’ 
(RTE) Act, 2009, which is highly commendable. However, 
what still remains in question is whether the strategy laid out 
by the Act is indeed the best way to achieve the desired goal. 
The RTE was intended to promote an inclusive approach 
to providing quality education for all, yet its provisions 
will end up excluding a diverse set of  stakeholders from 
helping achieve this gargantuan task. By setting stringent 
requirements for schools focusing on infrastructure, teacher 
qualifi cations and salaries rather than on learning processes 
and outcomes, the Act will force a large number of  non-
government schools to shut down. The norms laid down 
by the Act are well-intentioned, but the question remains 
whether they will help or hinder us in achieving the desired 
goal of  providing quality education to every child.
 This paper argues that these RTE provisions are not ul-
timately in the best interest of  children since they exclude 
fi ve key non-state education providers and thereby eliminate 
schooling options for millions of  children. It examines some 
of  the key arguments advocated by those supporting this 
move, and ultimately calls for a shift from a competitive to 
a collaborative PPP model to enable us to achieve our com-
mon goals.

RTE’S CONSEQUENCES FOR 
NON-STATE SCHOOLS

In the attempt to ensure quality education for all children, the 
RTE lays down certain norms that all schools (government 
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and private) must comply with by April 2013 (see Table 
10.1). Any private school that fails to obtain government 
recognition based on meeting these norms by then will 
be forced to shut down. Anyone who continues to run an 
unrecognised private school shall be fi ned `100,000 plus an 
additional ̀ 10,000 per day. In eff ect, the Act means impending 
death for thousands of  non-government schools around the 
country that do not meet these standards and are unlikely to 
be able to. Sure enough, the crackdown has already begun. 
Education offi  cials in Visakhapatnam and Chennai have 
already closed down hundreds of  unrecognised schools, 
threatening to impose fi nes, seal premises, launch criminal 
proceedings, and even imprison errant school managements 
(Kumar 2011; Manikandan 2012). The ironic part is that 
most government schools themselves have been unable to 
meet these norms, even after a decade of  intense eff orts 
under the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA), and after two years 
of  the RTE being in place. A recent review of  the RTE’s 
implementation by the civil society-led RTE Forum reveals 
that 95.2 per cent of  government schools are not compliant 
with RTE (First Post 2012). However, it is not clear whether 
there will be any consequences for government schools 
that do not meet the April 2013 deadline — in fact there are 
already attempts by the government to simply extend this 
deadline (Chopra 2012).

WHO IS BEING EXCLUDED BY THE ACT?

There are fi ve non-state educational providers in particular 
that will largely be forced to close down as a result of  the 
Act. This section will look more closely at each of  these 
groups.

NGO or Community Schools for the Poor

India’s education sector has had a rich history of  participa-
tion by voluntary non-state organisations (charitable trusts, 
NGOs, faith-based, community groups) that have provided 
quality education to the poor at very low costs. Although 
their number is diffi  cult to assess, NGOs have played a sig-
nifi cant role in complementing, and at times making up for 
the lack of  state initiative or capacity in providing access 
to primary education (Blum 2009; Kumar 2008; Saranga-
pani 2009). The idea and history of  mass education in India 
traces back to the very fi rst schools for lower caste and girl 
children set up by missionaries in the 19th century (Kumar 
and Oesterheld 2007). NGOs have been particularly eff ec-
tive in penetrating remote or diffi  cult areas or groups where 
cultural, social or geographical barriers keep children away 
from attending school. NGO-run schools have often sought 
to promote strong school-community links in curriculum 
and teaching, and community participation in school man-
agement and support, such as the schools run by Bharat 
Gyan Vigyan Samithi (BGVS) (see Box 10.1).
 While some NGOs have remained small-scale, others 
have expanded and also sought to strengthen the govern-
ment system. As Krishna Kumar (2008) points out, ‘there 
now exists a small but signifi cant number of  NGOs who 
have made a valuable contribution in augmenting the state 
system’s meagre capacity to innovate’ (ibid.: 9). Shanti 
Jagannathan (2001) conducted a study of  six such prominent 
NGOs: M. Venkatarangaiya (MV) Foundation, Pratham, 
Bodh Shiksha Samiti, Rishi Valley Rural Education Centre, 
Eklavya, and Centre for Educational Management and 
Development. She found that their work was catalytic in 

BOX 10.1
BGVS Community-Owned Schools

Bharat Gyan Vigyan Samithi (BGVS) was set up in 1989 to promote mass literacy campaigns and universalisation of  quality education 
across the country. Originally set up at the Indian government’s request by the All India People’s Science Network based on their posi-
tive experience in Kerala, BGVS’s general council includes activists, government representatives, educationists, and social workers from 
across India. BGVS has worked in various community development initiatives in 20 states with nearly 400,000 volunteers. In 2005 it began 
partnering with communities to open 1,200 ‘Gyan Vigyan Vidyalayas’ in nine states — schools owned and supported by the community 
without government or outside funds. The idea was to avoid dependency, become sustainable and retain freedom in teaching-learning 
processes. Teaching methods are child-centred and fear-free, based on activities, exploration, creativity, critical pedagogy, and children’s 
socio-cultural contexts (many of  the features promoted by the RTE). The schools foster democratic secular values through songs, stories 
and activities promoting equality, peace and respect for diversity. Schools also act as community centres with a village library, children’s 
activity centre, mothers’ self-help group, and primary health centre. All schools are non-profi t, and while they may charge minimal fees, no 
poor children are denied admission. Schools are managed by School Management Committees (with strong representation from women 
and marginalised groups), who mobilise community resources of  approximately `200,000 per school for infrastructure, and an average of  
`1,000 per teacher for honorariums. In the fi rst two years, the BGVS spent about `15 million on material preparation, residential trainings 
and monitoring of  over 4,000 teachers, while communities invested almost `222 million in start-up costs and `100 million in salaries for the 
1,200 schools. However, most of  these schools will have to close after the RTE, although about 70 have said they will try to raise community 
funds to meet the RTE norms (BGVS n.d.).
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TABLE 10.1 RTE Requirements and their Implications for Various Types of Schools

RTE Requirements

• As per the RTE Forum report (cited in First Post 2012), only 4.8 per cent government schools were compliant with 
the RTE in 2009–10.

• As per the MHRD (2012), 20 per cent government teachers (nearly 800,000) lack qualifi cations; 43 per cent primary 
and 33 per cent upper primary government schools have PTR higher than the RTE norms.

• However, no clear penalty exists if  government schools fail to meet RTE norms by April 2013.

• Many serve the poor, charging minimal fees, and cannot meet the RTE infrastructure, qualifi cation and salary 
norms, and thus will have to close.

• Many NGOs are now focusing instead on enrolling children in government schools, as the RTE suggests (Sen-
gupta 2011).

• Many founded by concerned individuals on minimal budgets and fees, thus unable to meet norms.
• Schools’ philosophy based on moving beyond textbooks and designing fl exible self-paced curriculum with experi-

ential materials, no longer admissible under the RTE.
• Some have appointed unqualifi ed community youth as teachers and designed their own high-quality but uncerti-

fi ed training programmes. Several educators have been teaching at SSA teacher trainings and prestigious masters 
programmes (e.g., Tata Institute of  Social Sciences [TISS] Master of  Arts [MA] in Elementary Education), but do 
not have the government prescribed qualifi cations, and thus are no longer qualifi ed to teach children (Alternative 
Schools 2010).

• Mostly cater to the poor, charging monthly fees of  `70–150 (rural) and `350 (urban) (De et al. 2006; Shah 2010).
• Kartik Misra (2012) estimates that to meet the RTE norms, they would need to raise monthly fees to ̀ 1,370–4,426, 

which most parents cannot aff ord. Thus, most would have to close.
• Many have kaccha structures (De et al. 2006). In densely-populated urban areas or slums, it is impossible to build 

RTE-mandated playgrounds and classrooms
• Teacher salaries are typically less than one-fi fth of  government salaries — sometimes even one-tenth (Muralidharan 

2006).

• No non-formal schools are permitted under the RTE.
• The Act makes little mention of  what will happen to thousands of  children (34 per cent) that drop out of  formal 

primary schools annually (UNESCO 2010) — hitherto being reached by non-formal schools. Thus, thousands of  
children will have to return to the very schools that were unable to retain them. 

• When Delhi homeschooler Shreya Sahai was denied permission to take the OBE exam because of  the RTE, she 
fi led a case with the Delhi High Court arguing that the RTE infringes on parents’ freedom, which has dragged on 
for two years (Dore 2011, 2012).

• The MHRD’s stance has been ambiguous: at the last court hearing it released an affi  davit on 16 July 2012 that said 
that parents who voluntarily opt for home-schooling may continue to do so. However, in October 2012 the MHRD 
reversed this stand saying that the RTE is indeed against home-schooling, seeking more time to clarify the issue. 
The next hearing is scheduled for 19 December 2012 (Deccan Herald 2012; Garg 2012).

Government 
Schools

Non-
Governmental 
Organisation 
(NGO) Schools

Alternative 
Schools

Private Budget 
Schools

Non-Formal 
Schools

Home-Schooling

1. Infrastructure: All-weather building, separate classrooms for each teacher, Head-Teacher’s offi  ce, playground, boundary wall, library, 
separate boys’ and girls’ toilets, drinking water, kitchen for mid-day meals, ramp access, teaching-learning equipment, play material and 
sports equipment.

2. Maximum pupil–teacher ratio (PTR): 30:1 at primary, 35:1 at upper primary. Separate Head-Teacher and part-time art, physical and work 
education teachers for schools with over 100 children.

3. Minimum teacher qualifi cations: Typically Diploma in Education (DEd) or Bachelor of  Education (BEd), plus passing the national Teacher 
Eligibility Test.

4. Teacher salaries and service conditions: As per prescribed State norms (Sixth Pay Commission followed in most states; e.g. in Uttar Pradesh, 
monthly salaries range from `17,996 to `22,955 for regular primary teachers [Kingdon 2010]).

5. Schools must follow a standardised time-bound syllabus prescribed by state/central boards. 
6. Out-of-school children must enrol directly in formal schools at age-appropriate class, and receive supplementary ‘special training’ at the 

school itself  for prescribed time-periods. 
7. All children must enrol in a recognised formal school as defi ned in section 2(n) (UNICEF 2011).
8. National Institute of  Open Schooling’s (NIOS’s) ‘Open Basic Education’ (OBE) programme, which hitherto certifi ed children in home-

schooling or non-formal centres through exams in Classes III, V and VIII, will now be discontinued, since all must enrol in formal schools 
(Sinha 2010).

Source: Compiled by the author from the RTE Act and RTE Model Rules, 2010.

School Type Implications of  RTE
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strengthening the accountability, quality and eff ectiveness of  
the government system. Jagannathan postulated a growing 
and strategic role for NGOs at the macro level, in supporting 
and enriching the government’s eff orts to provide quality 
education. However, in the wake of  the RTE, the space for 
community schools run by small NGOs is rapidly shrinking. 
As educationist Meena Shrinivasan argues, ‘while NGOs 
that cheat parents and children will be tackled by RTE, the 
“ones doing good work, especially in tribal areas, will also be 
elbowed out”’ (Sengupta 2011).

Alternative Schools

One distinct category of  NGO-run schools is ‘alternative 
schools’, also known as innovative or experimental schools. 
While many of  these have also targeted marginalised chil-
dren, their distinctive feature is their focus on experiment-
ing with progressive or holistic philosophies of  education. 
Their attempt is to cater to children who do not fi t into 
rigid mainstream schooling structures. Their approach 
involves non-competitive learning environments with a fl ex-
ible learning pace, enriched curriculum and child-centred 
pedagogy, non-threatening continuous assessment, and 
welcoming of  diff erent learners’ uniqueness and mother-
tongues (Alternative Schools 2010). By innovating in their 
own alternative settings, many have also been able to play 
a key role in supporting innovation in government schools, 
developing good classroom working models, and extending 
the national education discourse. Many of  their founders 
have been involved in developing national educational poli-
cies such as the National Curriculum Framework, 2005, and 
in government teacher training, curriculum and material 
development processes. Thus, alternative schools have en-
abled the government to achieve its own educational goals 
by nurturing the seedbeds where educational innovations 
can grow and ultimately catalyse shifts in the mainstream 
system. This is perhaps best exemplifi ed in the work of  Rishi 
Valley, described in Box 10.2.

 However, many alternative schools are now uncertain 
about their future in light of  the RTE. On 14 July 2010, 
a National Consultation on the impact of  the RTE on 
alternative/innovative schools was organised in Pune by Dr 
Maxine Bernstein, who runs an innovative school in rural 
Maharashtra. The group of  alternative educators thereafter 
drafted a document titled ‘A Space for Alternative Schools’ 
(Alternative Schools 2010) which was submitted to the 
MHRD, advocating preserving their existence despite the 
RTE. The document was signed by about 35 prominent 
institutions like Digantar ( Jaipur), Loreto School (Kolkata), 
Sita School, Suvidya, Asha for Education, Taleemnet 
(Karnataka), Centre for Learning, Rishi Valley, and others. 
However the fate of  these schools is still unknown.

Non-Formal Education

Another signifi cant area of  NGO involvement has been 
non-formal education (NFE). The National Policy on Educa-
tion, 1986 initiated a large systematic NFE programme for 
deprived children, school drop-outs, children from habita-
tions without formal schools, working children, etc. After 
reaching Class V children were expected to move to formal 
schools. Under the SSA, a special component called Educa-
tion Guarantee Scheme (EGS) and Alternative and Innovative 
Education (AIE) was set up to provide diversifi ed non-formal 
strategies for bridging out-of-school children into the educa-
tional system. EGS centres are set up in remote areas with 
at least 15–25 children and no nearby formal school. AIE 
centres are intended for very deprived children who do not 
fi t into the rigid formal system, e.g., street-children, migrat-
ing or working children, sex-workers’ children, and older 
out-of-school children, transitioning them to school through 
back-to-school camps or bridge courses.
 The SSA strongly encouraged NGOs to run non-formal 
education centres, acknowledging their useful role in advo-
cacy and ensuring accountability of  SSA initiatives. In fact 
government funding for NGOs in the education sector has 

BOX 10.2
Rishi Valley’s ‘School-in-a-Box’

Rishi Valley Rural Education Centre (Andhra Pradesh) began by setting up 16 one-room multi-grade ‘satellite’ schools in remote villages 
without schooling access. In 1993 it developed the ‘School-in-a-Box’ kit with an accompanying teacher-training programme, which it 
began trialling in interested government schools. The approach breaks up the syllabus into small ‘milestones’, arranged in the form of  a 
‘learning ladder’ with a series of  activities and learning cards for each milestone, including self-assessment cards. Each child tracks their own 
level, and independently carries out a series of  activities at their own pace with the help of  teachers and peers, using a variety of  learning 
materials. Groups of  government teachers visited these schools from Karnataka (1995) and Tamil Nadu (2003), and were inspired to adapt 
this approach to their own government schools. Based on their success, today this ‘Activity-Based Learning’ approach has been upscaled to 
all government schools in both these states, as well as in pilots in 11 other states, reaching an estimated 10 million children in over 250,000 
primary schools across the country (UNICEF 2012).
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been predominantly for running NFE courses ( Jagannathan 
2001). For example, the MV Foundation (Andhra Pradesh) 
has helped mainstream thousands of  rural marginalised chil-
dren into government schools. However, the NFE system 
in India has been criticised for not getting children success-
fully absorbed into formal schools, or for providing sub-par 
education quality to underprivileged segments of  the child 
population (where quality is defi ned particularly in terms 
of  school facilities and qualifi ed teachers). However, when 
quality is seen in terms of  learning outcomes, not all NFE 
initiatives have been of  poor quality, as can be seen in the ex-
ample of  Gyanshala schools which have produced learning 
outcomes comparable or higher than government schools 
(see Box 10.3). Moreover, NFE centres have been meeting 
a critical gap in reaching children that have been unable to 
enrol or be retained in mainstream schools. Regardless, all 
such non-formal education centres are now outlawed by 
the RTE.

Private Budget Schools

Low-cost or unrecognised private schools have been rising 
rapidly across the country: while offi  cial DISE data records 
26,377 unrecognised schools reaching 2.67 million students, 
the Annual Status of  Education Report (ASER) 2011 (ASER 
Centre 2012) estimates that nearly 40 million rural children 
will be aff ected if  budget private schools are closed down by 
the RTE. Many suggest offi  cial fi gures are grossly underes-
timated; for example, while offi  cial DISE 2011 data records 

14 recognised and three unrecognised private schools in all 
of  Bihar, Rangaraju et al. (2012) found 1,224 private schools 
in Patna alone (78 per cent of  Patna’s total schools), out of  
which 69 per cent are unrecognised. Parents typically choose 
these schools out of  desire to learn English, and dissatisfac-
tion with teacher attendance and performance in govern-
ment schools (Das 2010; De et al. 2006, 2008; Kingdon 
2008; Ohara 2012). While some have labelled these schools 
‘sub-standard teaching shops’ that exploit children and 
teachers with low infrastructure and salaries (Ohara 2012; 
Ramachandran 2009), others argue that they are more ac-
countable and signifi cantly more cost-eff ective than govern-
ment schools (their per-pupil expenditure is only 41 per cent 
that of  government schools [Kingdon 2008]), which also 
enables them to hire more teachers, have lower PTR and 
reduce multi-grade teaching ( Jain and Dholakia 2009; King-
don 2008; Muralidharan 2006). Concerned about the RTE’s 
ultimatum, 21 budget private schools from eight states have 
formed a National Independent Schools Alliance to improve 
their learning outcomes and convince the MHRD to allow 
their continuation (Singh 2012).
 The quality of  budget private schools has been debated, 
and fi ndings remain inconclusive. In terms of  learning 
outcomes, several studies have found that private schools 
perform better at both primary and upper-primary levels 
(ASER 2012; De et al. 2006; Goyal and Pandey 2009; Mehta 
2005), with some fi nding this even after controlling for fam-
ily and school characteristics (Desai et al. 2008; Kingdon 
2008; Muralidharan 2006; Wadhwa 2008). For example, 
Sangeeta Goyal and Priyanka Pandey (2009) found that 
students of  Classes IV–V from Uttar Pradesh and Madhya 
Pradesh perform better in language and maths in private 
than government schools, and in private-unrecognised than 
private-recognised schools, although overall learning levels 
were found to be low in all three school-types. Sonalde Desai 
et al. (2008) found that among 12,000 8–11-year-olds tested, 
children in private schools have higher reading and arith-
metic skills than in government schools after controlling 
for family factors. Wilima Wadhwa (2008) uses ASER 2008 
data to also show that after controlling for family-income-
related factors, Class V private schools still have a learning 
advantage of  9 per cent over government schools, although 
the eff ect varies considerably across states. Geeta Kingdon 
(2008) reviews various studies from the past two decades 
conducted at diff erent class levels in various states (Uttar 
Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Madhya Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh), 
and fi nds that all, including her own, share the common 
conclusion that private schools outperform government 
schools in imparting learning, even after controlling for 
student intake. In terms of  non-academic quality indica-
tors, several studies have found that unrecognised private 
schools outperform government schools in terms of  

BOX 10.3
Gyanshalas

The Ahmedabad-based NGO Gyanshala, started in 1999 by 
Pankaj Jain, has set up over 350 low-cost non-formal schools 
for poor children in Classes I to III. Classes are held three 
hours per day in slum or village residences so that young 
children can easily walk to them. Costs are kept low by hiring 
local teachers who have passed Class XII and are willing to work 
for `2,000–2,500 per month. Gyanshala’s design team studied 
top schools in India and the United Kingdom (UK) and put 
together its own curriculum with a detailed schedule of  daily 
lesson plans and small-group activities, which teachers follow 
strictly and are closely monitored for. Studies have found that 
after three years children can read, write and perform basic 
maths better than their government-school counterparts. 
Since 2006 the Gujarat government has been supporting 70 per 
cent of  project costs under the SSA’s AIE scheme. Currently 
Gyanshala plans to expand to Bihar and Uttar Pradesh as well. 
Though critiqued for their low infrastructure and teacher 
salaries, Gyanshala argues that it is able to provide eff ective 
basic education at `1,500 per child annually — roughly one-
tenth the cost incurred by government schools in the same city 
(Vachani and Smith 2008).
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PTR, teaching activity, teacher attendance, and infrastruc-
tural inputs (Bajpai et al. 2005, 2006, 2008 cited in Jain and 
Dholakia 2010; Rangaraju et al. 2012; Tooley and Dixon 
2007; Tooley et al. 2007). Others have shown similar fi ndings, 
in addition to aspects such as having less single-teacher and 
single-classroom schools, higher levels of  teaching activity, 
higher school-level accountability, and higher teacher and 
student attendance (Goyal and Pandey 2009; Mehta 2005; 
Muralidharan 2006; PROBE Team 1999).
 Critics of  budget private schools such as Padma 
Sarangapani (2009) and Vimala Ramachandran (2009) 
have argued that the fi ndings of  Pankaj Jain and Ravindra 
Dholakia (2009) and James Tooley et al. (2007) are ‘seriously 
fl awed’ (Sarangapani 2009: 68) and their proxies of  school 
quality narrowly selected, and they claim there is ‘no credible 
evidence’ (ibid.: 69) that the quality of  budget private schools 
is better, suggesting that the problem of  low learning is all-
pervasive across government and private schools. However, 
neither of  them address the studies cited above, or cite any 
research that proves that private schools are any worse than 
government schools; the only support cited by Sarangapani 
(2009) is a second-hand opinion shared in an e-group debate. 
Overall, there does not appear to be much rigorous research 
indicating that private schools are worse than government 
schools. While many suggest that further research is needed, 
most show that the performance of  private schools is at least 
at par if  not better than government schools.

Home-Schooling

There are a small but growing number of  Indian parents 
opting for home-schooling, often because they are dissatis-
fi ed with the mainstream system, or feel that rigid school 
structures don’t allow their children to pursue other inter-
ests. The modern-day home-schooling movement gained 
prominence in the 1960s in America, particularly with 
educationists like Ivan Illich, John Holt and others, with 1.5 
million children in the US now being homeschooled (Planty 
et al. 2009). It is common in many other countries like the 
UK, Australia, France, Poland, and Austria, typically due to 
dissatisfaction with government schools and high-cost pri-
vate schools, religious beliefs, or wanting to cater to gifted 
or learning-disabled children (Gross 2003). In India, home-
schooling currently does not require any registration or 
regulation, and on reaching Class X a homeschooler can sit 
privately for examinations in Classes III, V and VIII through 
the NIOS’s OBE programme, and for Class 10 exams with 
NIOS or International General Certifi cate of  Secondary 
Education (IGCSE). There is no specifi ed syllabus, and 
parents use the CBSE, government syllabi, or alternative 
methods such as Montessori or Waldorf. Homeschoolers 
argue that home-schooling allows children to excel in their 
natural talents and interests, and lets them learn from a more 

fl exible open-ended set of  experiences rather than being 
confi ned to a classroom. Examples include Sahal Kaushik 
who become the youngest topper of  Delhi’s Indian Institute 
of  Technology (IIT) entrance exam at the age of  14, or 
Shreya Sahai who had her fi rst solo painting and photogra-
phy exhibitions, and became a Hindustani classical violinist, 
all before age 11 (Sinha 2010). In recent years, Indian home-
schooling parents have increasingly connected through 
social networking media like Yahoo groups, Facebook, 
blogs, etc. Many of  them are facing considerable anxiety due 
to the RTE and because of  the resulting discontinuation of  
the NIOS OBE scheme.

TO KEEP OR NOT TO KEEP THE PRIVATE 
SECTOR: WHAT’S BEST FOR CHILDREN?

Notwithstanding the divergent ideological positions on 
whether the private sector must be promoted or relegated in 
the sphere of  education, the question remains: will closing 
down thousands of  NGO-run, alternative, non-formal, and 
private schools ultimately benefi t children, and will it for that 
matter benefi t the government’s eff orts to provide quality 
education for all? The answers should be sought in the 
arguments extended in favour of  closing these schools. This 
section examines key assumptions underlying arguments in 
support of  the RTE’s provisions and argues that the strategy 
adopted by the RTE will not ultimately benefi t children or 
help achieve its own goal.

Assumption 1: It’s the Government’s Job to 
Provide Education; What’s the Need for 
Involving Others?

Key RTE proponent Vinod Raina has argued that it is the 
government’s responsibility to provide schools for all chil-
dren, and if  unrecognised schools — negligible in number 
according to him — are forced to close, the government will 
simply step in to meet the gap (Mukherjee 2012). The as-
sumption is that education is a public service, and that priva-
tisation is an ideology that seeks to ‘dislodge the government 
from its status as the major player in educational provision’ 
(Kumar 2008: 8; Ramachandran 2009). This paper by no 
means wishes to exempt the government from its primary 
role in universalising quality education. However it is simply 
unrealistic to expect the government to achieve this on its 
own. After decades of  attempts, the goal remains a distant 
dream, and it certainly will not be achieved by April 2013 — 
the date when thousands of  unrecognised schools will be 
shut down. Pankaj Jain and Ravindra Dholakia (2009) have 
demonstrated that even a proposed allocation of  6 per cent 
of  government GDP on elementary education (current 
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spending is less than 4 per cent) would be insuffi  cient for 
achieving universal education as per current RTE norms. In 
order to be able to pay all teachers according to the Sixth Pay 
Commission, the education budget would have to be over 
15 per cent of  the GDP, which is simply not feasible.
 If  all unrecognised schools close in April 2013, nearly 
40 million children will be ousted from their schools 
and will have to enrol in government schools, which are 
already short of  a million trained teachers just to cater to 
those currently enrolled. Meeting such a vast intake would 
require government schools to fl out RTE norms themselves 
either by appointing untrained teachers, or by exceeding 
the mandated PTR. Either way, the quality of  education 
would suff er until more schools can be built and teachers 
hired to accommodate these children. Additionally, many 
slum or remote areas currently served by unrecognised non-
state schools do not even have government schools nearby, 
which raises the question of  what would happen to these 
children if  their schools were to suddenly close down. By 
emphasising rigid norms, the RTE may end up reducing 
access to education for millions.

Assumption 2: Since Many of these Schools have 
Low Quality, Allowing them to Continue Denies 
Children’s Right to Quality Education
Some argue that budget private schools should not be 
endorsed since there is no credible evidence that their qual-
ity is better than government schools, and studies show that 
both private and government schools struggle with poor 
learning (Sarangapani 2009; Ramachandran 2009). The con-
cern of  this group, according to Venu Narayan (2010), is that 
‘profi t-driven private provisioning will lead to exploitation 
of  the poor who are too ignorant and apathetic to make 
informed choices’ (ibid.: 25). Ultimately, it’s a question of  
upholding children’s right to quality education, rather than 
fi ghting for the right of  individual schools to survive, argues 
Vinod Raina (Mukherjee 2012); if  it’s the child’s right to have 
schools with proper infrastructure, playgrounds, etc., then 
all schools must meet these obligations.
 First, as mentioned earlier, many studies indicate private 
schools do provide better or at least comparable quality to 
government schools; so far none have indicated they are any 
worse. Even if  the evidence is not yet conclusive, the answer 
is not to eliminate them entirely but to conduct further 
research, and not punish those who may be performing 
better. Until the government can itself  meet its own norms 
and off er the quantity and quality of  education mandated by 
the Act, would it not be a greater denial of  poor children’s 
right to education to force closure of  all alternate options 
that off er comparable or better quality education? The 
government does not need to shut down other schools in 
order to fulfi l its obligation to provide quality education 

to all children. If  government schools improve their own 
quality, parents themselves will willingly choose to send 
their children to government schools, as happens in most 
Western countries. Research suggests most parents’ fi rst 
choice would indeed be to send their children to well-
functioning government schools rather than private schools 
(Ohara 2012).
 If  despite the ‘price advantage’, better infrastructure and 
incentives in government schools, parents are still opting 
out, the answer is to improve the system, not to eliminate 
alternatives. The right to education should also mean that 
children or their guardians have the right to choose the type 
of  education they feel is better — whether private, alterna-
tive or home-schooling — rather than the state dictating 
the form it should take. The right to freedom is as much 
enshrined by our Constitution as the right to education. 
Part of  the problem is that we don’t trust the poor to make 
wise choices; we think they are being fooled and exploited 
by budget private schools. We ignore the fact that parents 
intrinsically want the best for their children. It seems unfair 
that only the rich (including the policymakers and offi  cials 
implementing the Act) should have the freedom to send 
their children to high-fee private schools able to meet 
RTE norms, while the poor will not have a similar choice. 
One could argue that this rule is also promoting inequality 
and stratifi cation: while the Act opens the door to private 
schools for a few from economically weaker sections (25 
per cent), it in eff ect closes the door for the rest (Das 2010; 
Shah 2010).

Assumption 3: Quality Education Requires High 
Infrastructure, Teacher Qualifi cations and Salaries

A more fundamental issue is how the Act defi nes qual-
ity education. Section 8(g) of  the RTE Act states that the 
government’s obligation is to ‘ensure good quality elemen-
tary education conforming to the standards and norms 
specifi ed in the Schedule’ (GoI 2009: 4) — a Schedule 
that talks almost entirely of  infrastructure, numbers and 
inputs but mentions nothing about learning processes or 
outcomes for children. While the rest of  the Act does talk 
about learning processes, these are not the criteria used to 
determine whether schools obtain recognition. Things like 
rooms, fl oor-space, toilets, etc., may be easier to monitor, 
but these are the requirements for a good building, not 
for a good education. At its essence, quality education is 
one that enables students to learn with understanding, to 
learn how to learn, to think for themselves, to realise their 
full potential, and to develop an open mind committed to 
values of  equality, freedom and service. As many of  In-
dia’s greatest educational philosophers have argued, such 
things do not require a formal school building. In fact, 
many have argued that our present-day schools are having 
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negative eff ects on children’s individual and social well-
being. The Act guarantees a right to schooling rather than a 
right to education. If  followed to its entirety, it will produce 
a schooled population, but not necessarily an educated 
citizenry. 
 There is little proof  that having bigger buildings and 
teachers with higher degrees will result in better quality 
education. Studies have demonstrated that when the US in 
the early 20th century moved towards universal government 
formal schools with bigger infrastructure and more quali-
fi ed teachers, learning levels actually decreased (Gatto 2009). 
Similarly, Bhattacharjea et al. (2011) found that teachers’ 
qualifi cations did not make a signifi cant diff erence in their 
ability to teach well. This is substantiated by the fact that 93 
per cent of  trained teachers who appeared for the 2011 Teach-
er Eligibility Test did not even pass (First Post 2012). Neither 
does having standardised textbooks and syllabi ensure qual-
ity education — many alternative schools are able to cater 
to individualised students’ needs better with contextualised 
learning materials. And as Gurcharan Das (2010) points 
out, high teacher salaries are good in principle, but only if  
accompanied by improved performance. 

Assumption 4: The Private Sector is Driven by 
Profi t Motives and will Invariably Deepen Inequality 
and Exploitation
This argument is partly driven by an ideological mistrust of  
the capacity of  markets and the private sector to contribute 
to any larger societal good. First, as highlighted above, one 
must acknowledge that the private sector is much larger 
than profi t-driven private schools, and there are a myriad 
NGO-run, alternative, non-formal, and even private school 
initiatives that have aimed at benefi ting the poor (e.g., Loreto 
Day School [Kolkata], Aksharnandan and Gyanankur [Pune] 
are three examples of  quality private schools that have 
opened their doors to the poorest). Venu Narayan (2010) 
argues that while there has indeed been an upsurge of  pri-
vate schools that are driven by capitalist entrepreneurship, 
rather than pointing to an inevitable phenomenon of  failed 
markets, this upsurge could well be seen as the product of  
failed regulation. The government’s tendency of  trying to 
prevent profi teering by choking supply through regulatory 
overkill has often promoted greater corruption and lower 
quality, when groups with political leverage manage to cap-
ture licenses. Sure enough, the RTE’s long list of  recognition 
criteria has already generated an increase in corrupt inspec-
tors demanding bribes in exchange for not closing down 
schools, or of  schools maintaining false records with infl ated 
fee and salary fi gures (Das 2010; Rao 2010). 
 On the other hand, if  diversity, competition and choice 
are encouraged, but regulated through monitoring of  qual-
ity, this could actually help to trigger a virtuous cycle of  

competitive improvement and accountability. If  dissatisfi ed 
parents have no alternative of  transferring their children 
elsewhere, government schools will have little incentive to 
improve. Sectors such as telecommunications and transport 
have shown that opening up private opportunities can have 
a positive eff ect on the public sector’s willingness for reform, 
and that the government can indeed deliver results when 
faced with consumer choice and competition. This can be 
seen even in the education sector in Kerala, which has a 
unique model of  choice and competition with among the 
highest percentage of  private schools in the country, and 
also among the highest quality government schools. 

WAY FORWARD: A NEW KIND OF 
‘PARTNERSHIP’

While the RTE’s goals are laudable, it is not clear whether 
its means are the best to achieve these goals. To increase 
access to quality education, what’s best for children is to have 
a variety of  schools that parents can choose from — both 
well-functioning government schools and non-government 
options. But this calls for a new approach to ‘public–
private partnership’ — beyond the narrow traditional mod-
els of  ‘supply-side’ PPP (e.g., private-aided schools which are 
government-funded but often not of  much better quality) 
or ‘demand-side’ PPP (e.g., government-funded vouchers 
that allow parents to choose any school, but which may be 
diffi  cult to implement in India) (Narayan 2010). A more 
sustainable model is a collaborative approach to PPP where 
the private sector views it as a partnership and invests in 
strengthening the government system, while the govern-
ment also views it as a partnership and allows other players 
to contribute. This requires encouraging greater choice 
and diversity in the system, but with a stronger quality 
benchmarking process for both private and government 
schools, and greater faith in parents’ capacity to make intel-
ligent choices when provided with more information. Some 
suggestions are off ered in this section.

Partnership in Strengthening the Public Sector, 
Not Replacing It

Kumar (2008) rightly critiques the current ‘partnership’ 
model for being more of  a roadmap for territorial divi-
sion than a true sharing of  responsibility aiming to im-
prove government effi  ciency through joint engagement. 
The focus of  private partners has been more on running 
parallel schools than on investing in systemic institution-
building and structural reforms, particularly in neglected 
areas such as teacher education. Conversely, even NGOs 
that have invested in strengthening the system have not 
been viewed by the government as full-fl edged partners, 
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and collaboration has remained fragmented and ad hoc, 
with no enduring institutional mechanism for civil society 
partnerships (Chauhan 2011; Jagannathan 2001). Vinod 
Raina has suggested setting up of  a Council for People’s 
Partnership to institutionalise Government–NGO partner-
ships (Chauhan 2011), while Alternative School advocates 
have suggested that these be recognised as Resource Centres 
to support or even help run nearby government schools. 
Some seeds of  hope lie in examples like the Goa Unaided 
Schools Association, which recently approached the state 
government to adopt neighbouring government schools to 
help improve their quality or in the Karnataka government’s 
School Adoption Programme, described in Box 10.4.

Strong Monitoring Based on Outcomes not Inputs

If  our goal is to guarantee children’s rights, not just to 
schooling but to quality education, we must place greater 
emphasis on outcomes. Gujarat off ers a hopeful example 
of  moving towards performance-based public policy that 
focuses on children and parents (Financial Express 2012). In 
its recently-notifi ed RTE rules, the criteria for unrecognised 
schools to meet RTE norms places 30 per cent weightage 
on student performance (through independent standardised 
assessments focusing on learning, not just rote); 30 per cent 
on the students’ improved performance over time (so that 
results are traceable to school’s eff orts, not just to admitting 
‘brighter’ students); 15 per cent on students’ non-academic 
performance and parents’ feedback; and only 15 per cent on 

inputs like teacher qualifi cations and infrastructure. This is 
a tremendous step forward in facilitating schools that off er 
quality despite not having huge fi nancial resources, while 
penalising schools that are not performing despite having 
high infrastructure and funding. 
 To curb corruption by offi  cials in the evaluation pro-
cess, parents should be closely involved, since they have 
the biggest stake in schools functioning well and thus the 
least incentive to mis-report, and are unpaid, which leaves 
less room for pocketing bribes. Increasing community ac-
countability of  schools is indeed one of  the goals of  the RTE 
and of  the Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRI) Act. Another 
option is a graded recognition system that evaluates schools 
through independent agencies, such as Gray Matters Capital 
in Hyderabad, which has evolved a rating system for low-
cost private schools based on student performance, teacher 
attention and essential safety and comfort features (Dixon 
2010). This would promote transparency, which helps 
parents exercise informed choice, while also incentivising 
schools to acquire higher ratings by improving their quality. 
Monitoring of  alternative, non-formal and home-schools 
could be done either by a Council of  Alternative/Innova-
tive Education established for this purpose, or help could be 
sought from the NIOS which already has an accreditation 
system in place.

Freedom, Flexibility and Facilitation for Private 
Partners, Not Over-Regulation

Once a strong monitoring mechanism can identify which 
schools are performing reasonably well, there needs to be 
a shift from a suspicion-based regulatory approach seeking 
to close schools down, to a facilitative approach based on 
freedom, trust and public vigilance that aims to help these 
schools improve. Instead of  being closed, unrecognised 
schools could be allowed to develop an Improvement Plan 
and then be assessed on its adherence to the plan over a pe-
riod of  time. Raina’s suggestion that NGO/budget schools 
should raise funds from corporates to meet RTE require-
ments (Mukherjee 2012) is not very realistic or sympathetic, 
given that many of  them have little resources or expertise 
required to engage in successful fundraising. Second, com-
pared to the cost of  closing down existing unrecognised 
schools and building entirely new government schools to 
replace them (not to mention the consequences for children 
who are left temporarily without a school), it seems much 
more simple and cost-eff ective for the government to give 
grants to help these schools improve their infrastructure 
and teachers, or in the case of  poorly-performing schools, 
to transfer management to the government or a third 
party (which has been Gujarat’s approach). Flexibility for 
infrastructure norms may also be needed depending on the 
location and context of  the school, without compromising 

BOX 10.4
Karnataka’s School Adoption Programme

The Karnataka government in 2001–02 initiated a School 
Adoption Programme that invites donors, NGOs and corporates 
to get involved in improving the quality of  government 
schools. Partners select any school and prepare a time-bound 
‘programme of  action’ for its overall development or specifi c 
interventions, ranging from infrastructure development, 
teacher training, students’ educational tours, after-school or 
weekend remedial classes taught by local corporate employees, 
etc. About 900 schools in Bangalore and across Karnataka 
have been adopted by foundations such as Azim Premji, 
Infosys, Akshara, Shikshana, and Dream School Foundation. 
For example, Shikshana has adopted 120 schools, providing 
teaching aids, library books, extra materials, assessments, and 
scholarships. Despite some drawbacks like low monitoring 
and accountability, the programme has been a success. As one 
participating government teacher explains, ‘Everyone says 
government schools are bad. Instead of  blaming each other, 
if  people in society — parents, corporates and NGOs — work 
together, we’ll get there faster and our children are the ones 
who’ll benefi t’ (Ravi 2008). 
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on the essential needs of  children. For example, aspects like 
toilets, drinking water, light, ventilation, and some open 
space can be prioritised, while others like square-footage 
or playgrounds could be treated more fl exibly for urban or 
tribal locations where these may not be feasible. In Gujarat’s 
pragmatic approach, as previously mentioned, if  a class-
room doesn’t meet the minimum square-footage, instead of  
needing it rebuilt, the PTR can be altered so that at least 
each student has adequate space.
 Similar fl exibility could be given to teacher qualifi cation 
norms, by allowing alternative modes of  school-based cer-
tifi cation programmes for teachers, perhaps drawing from 
innovative training programmes developed by alternative 
schools. A well-designed test could also be developed to 
assess working teachers’ subject-related and pedagogic com-
petence, whereby those who pass the test and have signifi cant 
experience may be exempted from the qualifi cation require-
ment (Alternative Schools 2010). Moreover, schools could 
be allowed to pay teachers based on the fees they charge, 
and to move beyond the state-prescribed textbooks and 
syllabi as long as they uphold larger curriculum objectives 
and quality standards (which could be assessed from stu-
dents’ learning outcomes). Finally, the NIOS OBE scheme 
must be permitted to continue to allow freedom and fl ex-
ibility to alternative, non-formal or home schools that meet 
quality benchmarks to off er diverse curricula and still be 
recognised by the formal system.

CONCLUSION

Ironically, the RTE’s strategy, rather than facilitating quality 
education for more children, will end up closing educational 
options for millions of  children. To truly uphold every child’s 
right to quality education, the strategy we need is to have a 
variety of  schools that all children can choose from, both 
well-functioning government schools and non-government 
options. But this requires a shift from the current competi-
tive PPP model, where each player sees the other as a rival 
whose role should be minimised, to a collaborative PPP 
model, one of  true partnership between public and private 
sectors. On one side, the government needs to amend the 
RTE to provide fl exibility to private partners rather than 
seeking to exclude them, and to help ensure they deliver 
quality as defi ned by outcomes, not just inputs. On the other 
side, private players must invest in strengthening the gov-
ernment system rather than just running parallel initiatives. 
Such a diverse system will in the short term increase parents’ 
freedom to choose what they see as best for their children, 
and in the long term put pressure on both government 
and non-government schools to improve quality for India’s 
220 million children — a task which neither side can achieve 
on its own.
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India has almost achieved universal enrolment in primary 
schools. This is an important achievement, albeit one that 

has arrived too late for the many young men and women 
who missed out in recent decades. They are already of  
working age now and have children themselves.
 The government is now focusing its attention on retain-
ing children and ensuring that they complete secondary 
schooling. This is fi ne and needed. However, getting children 
enrolled in schools has turned out to be radically insuffi  cient 
for the real task of  providing children with the skills they 
need for their future lives as workers, citizens and parents. 
All evidence shows that the bulk of  India’s basic education 
system is dismally failing in this task. With minor exceptions, 
the quality of  learning varies from average to poor across all 
states — for both government and the vast majority of  pri-
vate schools. Even worse, this limited evidence, over time, 
has eff ectively found no progress in levels of  quality since 
the mid-2000s. There is a huge risk that, despite schooling, 
another generation of  Indian schoolchildren will enter the 
workforce and adult citizenship with grossly inadequate 
skills. This will be a drag on growth and a source of  rising 
inequality. The few with high skills and access to capital will 
continue to benefi t from growth, while the unskilled prod-
ucts of  India’s education system will face weak job prospects 
in an increasingly globalised world.
 Can the quality problem be tackled? This depends on a 
proper diagnosis. There is little evidence that the issue lies 
with demand. Parents, including those who did not have 
schooling themselves, almost universally want their sons 
and daughters to complete schooling. The rapid growth 
of  private schooling and tuition throughout India, even in 
poor rural areas, is a direct expression of  this demand. But 
parents typically have little idea of  what goes on in schools; 

even though they pay the fees they have less infl uence in the 
aff airs of  the school, in spite of  a formal existence of  parent 
committees in government schools and in most private 
schools.
 There are sharply diff ering views on what the problem 
is on the supply side, and thus what the remedy should 
be. Some see this as an issue of  inadequate ‘inputs’— poor 
facilities, shortage of  teachers, lack of  teacher-training and 
so on. These are the cornerstones of  the Right to Free and 
Compulsory Education Act (Right to Education or RTE) 
that came into force on 1 April 2010.1 A diff erent view sees 
the issue as a lack of  incentives for teachers to put eff ort into 
genuine teaching. Within this perspective some argue that 
further expansion of  private schooling is the answer, wheth-
er through use of  vouchers or other means. Others advocate 
sharper incentives for those teaching within government 
schools, for example in the form of  rewards for quality of  
learning outcomes, or greater use of  contract teachers (who 
are typically lower-paid and younger, but lack job security). 
Or, some argue, non-fi nancial incentives could come from 
providing better information to parents, who could then 
put pressure on schools. Yet another view emphasises the 
fundamental issue of  a misaligned pedagogy: teachers are 
indeed teaching something, but not what the children need; 
besides, they are also required to keep pushing through a 
set curriculum, with the consequence that most children 
continue to fall further behind and never really learn. 
These interpretations have hugely diff erent implications for 
policy design.
 Fortunately, it is possible to inform the debate with care-
ful analysis. In the past few years, there has been a range 
of  careful studies involving rigorous analysis and interpre-
tations of  what does and does not work in Indian schools. 
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Many of  these have been conducted in collaboration with 
leading international academics (including from the Massa-
chusetts Institute of  Technology [MIT], Harvard and Stan-
ford universities, in association with the Indian Government 
and non-government institutions) and are being published 
in peer-reviewed journals. Some have been carried out in 
Non-Governmental Organisation or NGO-run schools, but 
most involve actual experiments within the government 
schooling system. For example, MIT economists Abhijit 
Banerjee and Esther Dufl o (2011) have devoted a chapter 
in their publication reviewing evidence from across the 
world on what works in education policy — from increasing 
the demand for schooling to improving student learning. 
This type of  work is complemented by extensive analysis of  
patterns from large-scale, nationally-representative surveys 
that actually measure quality of  learning.
 While much more is needed, these analyses have impor-
tant implications. This paper consolidates recent rigorous 
evidence into an assessment of  what is known and not 
known. It then suggests implications for the future of  edu-
cation design and experimentation over what does and does 
not work in India.
 The studies reviewed here fi nd a mixed picture. There 
are several important examples of  success in improving out-
comes. Research involving children attending government 
schools in rural Bihar and Uttar Pradesh found that both 
pedagogy and teaching capacity available have a substantial 
impact on basic learning levels in the subjects of  reading and 
mathematics. This was found in the case of  unpaid volun-
teers working outside school (in both the states), and in a 
summer learning camp with government teachers in Bihar. 
In rural Andhra Pradesh, innovations linked to learning that 
provided incentives — both group-based and individual — for 
government teachers have borne fruit in the form of  better 
outcomes. Adding contract teachers also improved learning 
in the state, despite the fact that these teachers were being 
paid a fi fth of  the salary of  regular teachers (while teach-
ers in private schools were paid even less). All these studies 
were based on comparisons with control groups (through 
randomised control trials or RCTs; see the next section for a 
discussion on design details).
 However, what is not known is how to eff ect systemic 
change within state education systems. The large quantity 
of  central and state government resources that has gone into 
the primary education sector across the country, notably 
under the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA, the ‘Education for 
All’ movement), has apparently supported in getting chil-
dren to schools. There have been some striking successes in 
increased enrolment in states such as Bihar. But these eff orts 
have failed to achieve anywhere near satisfactory attendance 
or learning levels. In experimental studies in government 
schools in Bihar and Uttarakhand, attempts to introduce 

the same pedagogy within the school system in the regular 
school year had little or no impact in either state (in contrast 
to successes in Bihar outside the regular school context). It 
is unclear whether the incentive-based or contract-teacher 
innovations in Andhra Pradesh could be replicated state-
wide — on fi nancial or political economy grounds. A study 
in Uttar Pradesh also explored whether Village Education 
Committees (VECs), which are mandated under the SSA, 
could be mobilised to make a diff erence, but this had no im-
pact; indeed, many VEC members did not even know that 
they had been appointed to the committee!
 There is no conclusive evidence that private schooling is 
a panacea to shortfalls in education. Both private schooling 
and tutoring are extensive, with private schools accounting 
for a majority of  enrolment in most urban areas, and about a 
quarter of  rural children between the ages of  6 and 16. Over 
a fi fth of  children in both government and private schools 
receive private tutoring; therefore, in total over 40 per cent 
of  all rural children have some form of  private education, 
from schools or tutors (with substantial variation across 
states). Children who attend private schools or receive extra 
tutoring do have better learning levels, but are still way 
below the desired standard. Indeed, after keeping household 
characteristics as a control, the diff erence between children 
in private and government schools is small, except in the 
level of  English language that many private schools off er. 
Besides, there is a contrast in the economic cost (as opposed 
to the household expenditure) of  the schools — most private 
schools have much lower total costs, especially because of  
the much lower salaries that the teachers receive.
 These results have a major implication. There is an urgent 
need to foster a process of  exploration and experimentation 
within the government and private schooling systems, with 
systematic monitoring and analysis of  results in actual learn-
ing levels. Eff ecting systemic change is diffi  cult. Within the 
government system, it requires the alignment of  reasonable 
commitment levels of  government actors, all the way down 
from the State education services to district-, block- and 
cluster-level administrative structures, and of  course into 
the drivers of  behaviour of  teachers themselves. The evi-
dence indicates that large eff ects can potentially be attained 
with existing resources, and do not (necessarily) require 
radical shifts in inputs, the introduction of  vouchers, etc. 
This will, however, almost certainly involve providing the 
incentive, curriculum and information base for teachers to 
teach according to the children’s specifi c needs. This can 
involve various routes — adjusting the curriculum, stream-
ing or organising of  children according to learning levels, 
providing eff ective pedagogies to private schools and tutors, 
using volunteers or contract teachers, and so on. These are 
all diff erent ways of  getting at the same problem, but one 
simply does not know how this can be done at the state level, 
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in a politically supportable and administratively feasible way. 
The very lack of  consensus implies that analysis and in-
formed debate is of  utmost importance. And this can only 
be done if  there is systematic measurement of  inputs, incen-
tives, processes and, fundamentally, of  actual learning levels.
 Is this approach in line with the RTE? Not as it is cur-
rently framed and generally interpreted. In particular, 
the RTE, rather than emphasising how schools should be 
made to deliver a certain minimum level of  learning to 
every child, stresses upon a standardised, input-oriented 
approach to both government and private schools, imposes 
government terms of  service on private teachers, and sup-
ports automatic advancement of  children without allowing 
an independent measurement of  learning at each class. 
These features could damage experimentation, render the 
low-cost private schooling movement fi nancially unviable 
(even with the public transfers for the 25 per cent quota for 
disadvantaged students) and stop systematic exploration and 
discovery of  what does and does not work. How the RTE 
will be implemented at the state-level is unknown, and at 
least in the spirit of  the Act there is attention to quality (see 
Mehta 2012). This only underscores the importance of  public 
debate now, both at the Centre and, even more importantly, 
in the states.
 The remainder of  the paper is organised as follows. The 
fi rst section briefl y summarises the evidence on the quality 
of  education and the divergent views on what can be done 
about it. Then it provides a review of  recent research on 
attempts to make a diff erence, and interprets the results. 
Finally, the paper discusses the implications for public action 
and how the RTE can be made to work better.

THE DISMAL QUALITY OF LEARNING IN 
INDIAN SCHOOLS

Dismal Quality of Basic Learning

The evidence for the dismal quality of  learning is overwhelm-
ing. It comes from multiple sources. These include the 
Annual Status of  Education Reports (ASER), coordinated by 
Pratham and the ASER Centre, that have been conducted 
in rural areas every year from 2005–11; they cover some 
700,000 children and are statistically representative of  al-
most all districts in India. Education Initiatives (EI) surveyed 
rural and urban schools in 2009, covering 160,000 children 
in 18 states (2010). The nationally-representative National 
Council of  Applied Economic Research (NCAER) India Hu-
man Development Survey (IHDS) for 2004–05 included both 
rural and urban areas (Desai et al. 2011). Himachal Pradesh 
and Tamil Nadu were included in the internationally 
comparable Programme for International Student Assess-

ment (PISA) under the Organisation for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development (OECD) in 2009 (see OECD 2010). 
Moreover, in-depth surveys were undertaken as part of  re-
search projects in specifi c states, including Andhra Pradesh, 
Bihar, Odisha, Rajasthan, Uttarakhand, and Uttar Pradesh.
 These surveys used a variety of  testing techniques and 
instruments, and yet the results were strikingly consistent. 
Both the ASER and NCAER surveys use the test instrument 
that Pratham/ASER Centre has developed and extensively 
piloted over many years, which allows a rapid categorisation 
of  children into diff erent reading, mathematics and com-
prehension levels. These tests are administered to children 
in a random selection of  households in order to provide 
a statistically representative assessment of  learning levels 
in the rural population. The ASER tests all children in a 
household between the ages of  5 and 16. For the purpose of  
understanding the state of  learning among children in the 
country, this household-based testing is greatly superior to 
the school-based one. It covers children in government and 
private schools (whether or not the latter are registered), 
and, of  particular importance, children who are not in school 
on the day of  testing (survey data fi nds that many enrolled 
children are not in attendance on the day of  a school visit).
 The ASER instrument is designed for rapid assessment, 
so it is important to compare it with other testing instru-
ments. The Bihar and Uttarakhand surveys, conducted by 
J-PAL South Asia,2 did exactly this, comparing the ASER test 
instrument with two other tools — a ‘fl uency battery test’ in 
Hindi adapted from Early Grade Reading Assessment used 
in United States (US) and many developing countries, and 
extensive Hindi and mathematics written tests, also devel-
oped with some items from international tests (Vagh 2009).
These were administered to the same children, allowing 
comparison between the various test instruments. Analy-
sis of  the results found that all tests had desirable testing 
properties, provided consistent results across tests, and had 
diff erent relative powers in terms of  discrimination across 
learning levels (the ASER tests, and even more the fl uency 
battery, are relatively strong at basic levels of  learning, while 
the written test was designed to also discriminate across 
higher reading and mathematics levels).
 Among other surveys, the EI’s research involved develop-
ment of  a sophisticated testing instrument that was admin-
istered to Classes IV, VI and VIII in both urban and rural 
areas’ schools. EI also developed the test instrument used 
for a diff erent research study in Andhra Pradesh (Andhra 
Pradesh Randomised Evaluation Study or APRESt). These 
instruments were full-length tests and included multiple-
choice and free-response questions involving written an-
swers and oral reading. PISA is an internationally designed 
test administered to 15–16-year-olds who have had at least six 
years of  formal schooling (since it seeks to assess the eff ects 
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of  schools). While the ASER survey and the older NCAER 
survey provide a good picture of  learning levels in the overall 
population of  children covered, the EI and PISA surveys are 
designed to assess the quality of  actual learning in schools. 
A fi nal example is a 2005 survey, analysed by Jishnu Das and 
Tristan Zajonc (2010), which took items from the Trends 
in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS) 
mathematics test and tested 6,000 children in public and 
private, urban and rural, secondary schools in Odisha and 
Rajasthan.

Main Findings of All Surveys

First, while there is substantial variation across states, none 
of  the states’ performance is anywhere near the satisfac-
tory level. Table 11.1 provides some illustrative results from 
the 2011 ASER survey of  rural children. Even in relatively 
better-performing states in terms of  learning outcome, such 
as Himachal Pradesh and Kerala, the quality is severely in-
adequate for the bulk of  students. Moreover, states known 
for their success in terms of  economic growth, including 
Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat and Tamil Nadu, all have severely 
inadequate learning levels (and Gujarat and Tamil Nadu are 
even worse than Bihar in terms of  basic learning).3 To the 
extent that growth in these fast-growing states required 
skills, this was likely due to the very small minority of  work-
ers who managed to get access to elite educational institu-
tions such as the Indian Institutes of  Technology (IITs). 

TABLE 11.1 Indicators of Learning Deprivation in Rural 
Areas across Indian States, 2011 

State Children in Class V Children in
 who Cannot Read Class V who
 Class II Text Cannot Divide
 (in per cent) (in per cent)

India 52 72

Andhra Pradesh 40 62

Bihar 50 63

Gujarat 51 77

Himachal Pradesh 26 40

Kerala 26 67

Tamil Nadu 68 86

Source: Pratham–ASER Centre (2011).

 Second, the variety of  survey results indicates the depth 
as well as the breadth of  the problem. ASER and other tests 
vividly show how most children are far below the learning 
levels expected in Class II. This fi nding also highlights the 
mismatch between curriculum (expected learning levels) 
and actual learning levels of  children — an issue discussed 
later in the paper. Figure 11.1 illustrates dismal trends across 
Classes in Andhra Pradesh.

 The PISA results show how India’s children are ranked 
way below than those of  other countries. In international 
rankings, Himachal Pradesh and Tamil Nadu came last, but 
only above Kyrgyzstan. As Lant Pritchett (2012) has com-
mented, the average child in these two states is at the same 
level as the worst OECD or American student (those in the 
5th percentile), and it is even worse when compared with 
children in Hong Kong, Korea and Singapore (this might be 
considered aspirational levels for an emerging market coun-
try such as India). The best students in Himachal Pradesh 
and Tamil Nadu are 24 points (a quarter of  a standard 
deviation) behind the average 15-year-old American. The 
American education system is notorious for its weak quality 
when measured according to the standards of  an advanced 
country. Furthermore, 58 per cent of  15-year-olds in schools 
in Himachal Pradesh and 44 per cent in Tamil Nadu cannot 
be distinguished from those not having learned any science 
at all — 10 times as many as those in US. More than 80 per 
cent in both states are below a level that, according to PISA, 
equips them with the science competencies that will enable 
them to participate actively in life situations related to sci-
ence and technology (ibid.).This is consistent with the earlier 
work of  Das and Zajonc (2010) that found a mean test score 
of  over three standard deviations below the OECD mean for 
secondary school students in Odisha and Rajasthan (OECD 
2010). And all these results only apply to children in schools 
— according to ASER (Pratham–ASER Centre 2011), 6 per 
cent of  15–16-year-olds rural children were out of  school in 
Tamil Nadu, and 2 per cent in Himachal Pradesh.
 Figure 11.1 illustrates the learning levels of  school chil-
dren in primary classes indicating the proportion of  children 
who can solve a class-appropriate competency-based ques-
tion in mathematics. The fi gure demonstrates that only a mi-
nority of  children learn basic addition skills between Classes 
II and V. The y-axis represents the proportion of  children 
who got the particular competency (question) correct. For 
example, by Class II, the proportion of  children who could 
do the double-digit vertical addition correctly — which is an 
appropriate competency for Class II students — is just above 
40 per cent. Almost no child could make the quite simple 
conceptual adjustment needed to undertake horizontal ad-
dition even at Class V.
 Third, urban schools are better than rural schools, but 
not substantially. For example, EI found that children in 
urban schools performed better at most language and math-
ematics levels, in terms of  statistical signifi cance, but the 
diff erence was only ‘meaningful’ in terms of  educational 
Levels for Language in Classes IV and VI (there were no 
meaningful diff erences in language in Class VIII or in math-
ematics for Classes IV, VI or VIII). 
 Fourth, any strategy on learning in India has to take pri-
vate schooling into account. As noted earlier, there has been 
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a signifi cant increase in the number of  children receiving 
some form of  private training, either through attendance in 
a private school or through private tutoring. While there are 
some elite, expensive private schools, the bulk of  schools are 
low-cost, have low fees and cater to middle-class groups in 
urban and rural population. Some (for example, Tooley and 
Dixon 2005) have argued that the low-cost private schooling 
movement is central to any progress in education in India. 
It surely has a major role, but the survey results also show 
that while children in private schools or those receiving 
tutoring perform slightly better than children in govern-
ment schools, the quality remains dismal. Moreover, in all 
the statistical analyses, a good part of  the diff erence is attrib-
utable to some children coming from wealthier homes with 
more educated parents (Chugdar and Quin 2012; Desai et 
al. 2009; Mukerji and Wadhwa 2012). The typical apparent 
gain is actually less than the diff erences across government 
schools in India’s states. 
 Fifth, it might be asked how this awful overall quality can 
be consistent with India’s apparent global success in produc-
ing high quality engineers and other talents. Some have left 
the country — the US Silicon Valley, one of  the innovation 
capitals of  the world, is buzzing with Indian names (Luce 

2012). But many, of  course, remained in India and helped 
power the economic dynamism of  recent decades, in the 
iconic sectors of  Information Technology (IT) and pharma-
cy, and also in many other industries. There are two answers 
to this. There is the well-known story of  the elite IITs (and 
a few other elite establishments), but this applies to only a 
tiny group of  Indians. Then, there are the sheer numbers 
of  Indians combined with high levels of  learning inequality. 
Das and Zajonc (2000) found the inequality of  learning in 
Odisha and Rajasthan to be only exceeded by South Africa 
from among countries with TIMMS data. This meant that 
both statements that follow were consistent with the data: 
‘for every ten top performers in the United States there are 
four in India’ and ‘for every ten low performers in the United 
States there are two hundred in India’ (ibid.: 1).

NO CONSENSUS ON CAUSE AND TREATMENT

Policy design would be easier if  there was agreement on the 
sources of  the problem. When the issue is that children are 
not enrolling in schools, the challenge is clear, at least at face 
value. And there has been great success in getting children, 

Source: Pritchett and Beatty (2012) based on APRESt data provided by Karthik Muralidharan.

FIGURE 11.1 Basic Addition Skills of Children between Classes II and V, Andhra Pradesh 
(Proportion of Children at Different Learning Levels)
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especially girls, enrolled, notably in the most lagging or 
disadvantaged states. A big part of  this seemed to be an issue 
of  having a supply of  accessible schools: as far back as the 
late 1990s, the Public Report on Basic Education (PROBE) 
of  northern Indian states found substantial demand for 
school among poor rural households (PROBE Team 1999). 
Bihar’s big push to get children into school, under the fi rst 
administration of  the Chief  Minister Nitish Kumar, was 
in part driven by an enormous expansion and upgrading 
of  schools, with about a three-fold rise in the number of  
teachers in government schools. 
 But on the question of  what can be done to improve chil-
dren’s learning, there are diverse and sometimes opposing 
views. Some of  the main views have been briefl y outlined 
as follows.
Household conditions and behaviour: One of  the major regu-
larities in international research on learning is the correla-
tion between the socio-economic status of  the home and 
learning outcomes. Children from wealthier homes with 
well-educated parents and siblings perform better in school. 
This also appears to be true of  India, based on the survey 
evidence. How much of  this is causal is unclear. It could be 
that homes of  ‘better’ socio-economic status live in better 
neighbourhoods, and send their children to better schools, 
or parents put more pressure on teachers. The home envi-
ronment may play a direct causal role in learning via direct 
inputs, placing lower demands for child ‘labour’, or instilling 
eff ort and aspirations in the children. This would take policy 
in the direction of  expanding economic opportunity, engag-
ing with parents, providing transfers linked to education, or 
compensatory action for the children from more education-
poor homes.
School infrastructure and other inputs: A very popular diag-
nosis of  why quality of  education is poor or why children’s 
learning is low focuses on lack of  school inputs: it seems 
obvious that eff ective teaching and learning require reason-
able pupil–teacher ratios (PTRs), well-trained teachers, 
decent infrastructure (classrooms, toilets, etc.), and teaching 
materials (textbooks, exercise books, blackboards, and so 
on). This is a major thrust of  the newly-passed RTE Law 
which mandates minimum input norms for both govern-
ment and private schools. There is, however, surprisingly 
little evidence from international literature or from research 
in India to support this position: PTRs, infrastructure or 
measures of  teachers’ qualifi cations are typically unrelated 
to learning outcomes (see Hanushek [2010] for a review of  
developed country evidence, and Kremer and Holla [2009] 
for a review of  evidence from developing countries). While 
there have been very few experiments that carefully analyse 
eff ects of  increasing inputs in an Indian context, children 
who attend schools with better infrastructure did not seem 
to perform better in terms of  quality. It is desirable that 

school facilities are of  decent quality and teachers do not 
have to face huge classes, but it is not obvious that this will 
solve the quality problem.
Mid-day meals: A very diff erent argument concerns the 
importance of  having mid-day meals in schools. This can 
make a diff erence in terms of  incentivising children to actu-
ally go to school. There is indeed a large diff erence between 
enrolment and attendance in many schools: in one research 
project, it was found that the ratio of  attendance to enrol-
ment on the day of  a surprise visit was only about a quarter 
of  enrolled children in Classes II and IV in rural schools in 
Bihar, and less than 60 per cent in Uttarakhand (Banerjee et 
al. 2011). (Moreover, these were schools that were off ering 
mid-day meals.) A diff erent argument is that mid-day meals 
could potentially make a diff erence to concentration levels 
and thereby, impact learning of  school children; however, 
for most schools, the bulk of  the school day takes place 
before lunch.
Incentives: There is growing interest, especially among 
economists, on the role of  incentives in schooling. Argu-
ments are made about the ‘incentive properties’ of  private 
schooling — school managers are eff ectively selling a prod-
uct (at least, for fee-paying private schools; the so-called 
‘government-aided’ private schools are eff ectively run on 
the same terms as government schools). They need to con-
vince parents that it is worth sending their children to their 
schools. Parents often say school quality is the reason they 
choose private schools over government schools, though 
English language teaching is at least as important a reason. 
Another argument is that teachers in private schools lack 
tenure, and so face stronger incentives than government 
teachers to actually turn up and teach. This has led some 
observers to argue for supporting a large-scale shift into pri-
vate schooling by tolerating their growth, through vouchers 
or other means (see, for example, Tooley and Dixon 2005).
Incentives as a major issue within government schools: It is well-
known that there is both a major absenteeism problem 
in much of  India, and that teachers who are at school are 
often not teaching. The PROBE Team report (1999) found 
that in only 53 per cent of  government schools across four 
states any teaching activity was going on — in half  of  the 
sample schools, there was none at all during the investiga-
tor’s visit. Michael Kremer et al. (2006) found, in a survey 
of  3,700 primary schools across 20 states, that 25 per cent 
teachers were absent from school on a given day. Among 
the teachers found present, only about half  were observed 
engaging in teaching activity. A common interpretation 
is that teachers have low incentives to actually turn up 
and teach, since they have security of  tenure, receive few 
rewards for putting eff ort into teaching let alone improve 
learning, and are often required by offi  cials or politicians to 
work on other matters.
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 This diagnosis leads to a range of  policy recommenda-
tions. One alternative is to engage teachers on term con-
tracts (whether or not they are considered regular teachers, 
albeit on lower pay), on the principle that they will be in-
centivised to teach or lose their job. Another is providing 
additional rewards to teachers if  learning levels improve. Yet 
one more involves creating a career path for teachers linked 
to performance in learning outcomes (Pritchett and Murgai 
2006). A diff erent kind of  measure concerns empowering 
parents: having VECs (typically required under the SSA, 
and now part of  the RTE) on the principle that they will put 
pressure on heads and other teachers to turn up and teach. 
Curriculum design: Another argument is regarding the 
failure of  curriculum design. The RTE education stresses 
age–class learning and also specifi es that the syllabus should 
be completed in a given time period. This assumes a linear 
progression from year to year with children mastering the 
content/curriculum of  each year before moving up to the 
next class-level. The reality is quite diff erent: there is a lot 
of  evidence that the level of  learning of  most children is 
typically way below the requirements of  the curriculum. Yet 
teachers are required to complete the syllabus.
Systemic issues:

(a) Administration: what happens in schools, both gov-
ernment and private, is infl uenced by the layers of  
administrative structures that lie above the school 
itself. This includes cluster- and state-level school 
administrators, inspectors of  private schools, state-
level bureaucracies and, not least, the central govern-
ment that provides funding with requirements (as 
in the SSA) and passes federal laws (as in the RTE). 
Systems can change if  everything is aligned, from 
top to bottom, to achieve goals that are clearly 
articulated, and leadership is in place.

(b) Political economy: a complementary argument focuses 
on political economy issues. In India, as in many 
countries, teaching is a valued source of  employment, 
and government teaching is especially valued since it 
pays substantially above alternative jobs (both private 
teaching and other private sector jobs) (Pritchett and 
Murgai 2006). Teachers are also one of  the largest 
groups of  public employees and can become both 
an important area for patronage and a political force. 
There is evidence that this is salient in India: there 
are mutually reinforcing relations between teachers, 
politicians and offi  cials, with both political infl uence 
and threats of  incentives, and disincentives being 
linked to patterns of  absenteeism and placement in 
better and worse teaching positions, in the form of  
discretionary transfers (Béteille 2009). Further, while 
teacher associations and unions have been able to 
exert infl uence to demand (and receive) better pay 

scales, job security and other benefi ts, this has not 
led to much progress in improving education quality 
(Kingdon and Muzammil 2008).

 Each of  these major diagnoses suggests a diff erent strat-
egy or path as solution and therefore these interpretations 
have hugely diff erent implications for policy design. This is 
precisely why measurement and analysis and informed de-
bate based on empirical evidence are of  utmost importance.

RESULTS FROM THE RIGOROUS ANALYSIS OF 
ACTUAL EXPERIENCES

Fortunately, in the past few years, there has been a variety 
of  careful studies and interpretations of  what does and does 
not work. These include a number of  RCTs 4 of  programmes 
that aim to address some of  the problems discussed earlier, 
and point to solutions that work. This is by no means the 
only source of  evidence of  value, but has advantages in 
assessing causality for the specifi c innovation analysed. By 
contrast it is hard to design RCTs to test systemic issues. 
Sometimes this leads to discovery of  small innovations that 
can have large gains; in other cases they provide insights into 
systemic or structural issues. There is a steep learning curve 
with every piece of  research contributing to a larger body 
of  evidence that could be used by practitioners and policy-
makers alike in designing programmes for eff ective learning 
outcomes. This section reviews and presents evidence that 
measures the impact of  inputs on the schooling process, 
the eff ect of  remedial learning measures and teacher-level 
incentives on student learning outcomes, giving a brief  
overview of  why certain measures have worked while 
others had no eff ect. The evidence presented here is by no 
means exhaustive and conclusive. The focus is especially 
on RCTs undertaken in India with selected results from 
other relevant studies. These provide carefully researched, 
evidenced-based results. But this is still a partial account of  
what would be needed on the scale of  a state, in a politically 
supportable and administratively feasible way. This can only 
be assessed with systematic measurement of  inputs, incen-
tives, processes and, fundamentally, of  actual learning levels.

Increasing School Inputs under the RTE Provisions

There have been several initiatives in India and elsewhere to 
improve enrolment and learning by providing inputs such 
as additional teachers, free textbooks and reading mate-
rial, uniforms, scholarships, schools meals, etc. The large 
quantity of  central government and state resources that has 
gone into the primary education sector across the country, 
notably under the SSA, has apparently supported in getting 
children into schools. Increased enrolment has been striking, 
for example in Bihar. But these eff orts have failed to achieve 
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anywhere near satisfactory attendance or learning levels. 
The issue now is not enrolment, but there is a strong case 
for new research on determinants of  daily attendance, that 
is ill-understood. Mid-day meals have been considered eff ec-
tive in getting children into schools, but much more careful 
analysis is needed to determine if  it has been successful in 
impacting attendance positively.
 There is considerable mention under the RTE framework 
of  what inputs schools should have. As noted earlier, it may 
seem commonsense to assume that in a country such as India 
with low levels of  inputs, any additional inputs provided in 
the form of  teachers, textbooks, stationery and materials, 
school meals, etc. will have a positive impact. However, the 
general consensus from research is that most inputs often 
do not have any eff ect. While we might fi nd an increase in 
enrolment in some cases, this has not generally led to higher 
learning outcomes. This illustrates the gains from careful 
research. It is a process of  learning, and evaluation teaches 
which inputs could provide more returns on the investment. 
Thus, while much more is needed, some general lessons 
can be drawn from the empirical evidence that is currently 
available. 

Teaching–Learning Materials

There is mixed evidence on the impact of  instructional in-
puts such as reading materials and fl ipcharts on children’s 
learning outcomes. In rural India, an evaluation of  specially 
designed, colourful reading and mathematics materials did 
not show an impact on children’s learning outcomes, when 
used by school teachers without any training and additional 
support (Banerjee et al. 2011). These materials were spe-
cially designed as part of  a larger evaluation of  a learning 
enhancement programme, aimed at imparting basic skills 
to children who were behind their peers in achieving class-
appropriate competencies. A proportion of  schools were 
randomly allocated to receive these reading materials, and 
it was hypothesised that teachers would be motivated to use 
them to enhance children’s learning. However, only when 
materials were combined with appropriate training to use 
them, and teachers were provided with additional volunteer 
support, that there was an impact on basic mathematics 
and reading skills of  the children. In Kenya too, use of  
fl ipcharts showed no impact on test scores (Glewwe et al. 
2004). In rural primary schools of  Kenya, a group of  ran-
domly selected schools were given fl ipcharts (schools with-
out fl ipcharts were used as comparison schools). There was 
no impact on test scores in schools using fl ipcharts vis-à-vis 
schools that were not given any. 
 However, inputs sometimes have been found to have 
some eff ect. Providing free textbooks to a randomly selected 
group of  primary and middle schools in Kenya increased 
the scores of  the best students, that is, those with high 

pre-test scores, as compared to schools that did not receive 
them (Glewwe et al. 2009). However, there was almost no 
impact on test scores of  the weaker students. From Andhra 
Pradesh, there are interesting results that suggest that 
investments in specifi c additional inputs may have an impact 
on learning; however, this disappears as soon as parents, 
in anticipation of  the free inputs, substitute for their own 
investments into their child’s education (Muralidharan et al. 
2010). This particular piece of  research on material inputs 
comes from a series of  experiments that involved a mix of  
input- and incentive-based policies for teachers and schools, 
designed to test diff erent hypotheses. A group of  schools 
in Andhra Pradesh were provided block (cash) grants for 
inputs over two years. Results indicated that nearly half  of  
the grant allocation was spent on stationery (notebooks, 
chalks, slates) and close to another 40 per cent was spent on 
classroom materials (such as charts and toys) and practice 
books. As a result of  spending on classroom-level inputs, 
student learning improved in the fi rst year. However, these 
gains were insignifi cant in the second year of  the experiment. 
Interestingly, at the same time, household expenditure on 
these specifi c school inputs fell signifi cantly in the second 
year of  the allocation, indicating that households were 
changing their spending in response to the anticipated 
school expenses in the second year. An interpretation is 
that schools spent money on material goods such as child 
stationery and practice books that parents are likely to buy 
for their children in the absence of  school provision. This 
led to substitution, allowing households to reduce their own 
spending on the same. 
 This highlights that the type of  inputs matters. For ex-
ample, in Kenyan rural schools the uniforms that are usually 
paid for by parents of  school children, when distributed for 
free did lead to a signifi cant reduction in absenteeism and 
improved test scores (Kremer and Holla 2009). The premise 
behind evaluating the provision of  free school uniforms was 
that this would reduce part of  the fi nancial barrier to access 
to education. This was an experiment in which a propor-
tion of  students were randomly chosen by lottery to receive 
free uniforms and results were compared a year later with 
students who did not get them. The results showed that the 
provision of  free uniforms reduced school absenteeism by 
44 per cent for the average students and by 62 per cent for 
students who previously did not own a uniform (in the treat-
ment group). There was a substantial impact in test scores 
(that improved by a signifi cant 0.25 standard deviation). 

Increasing Supply of Teachers, Reducing Class Size

Large class sizes, teacher absenteeism and heterogeneous 
classes are commonly cited as sources of  low quality. Results 
from several studies done in other developing countries 
suggest that there is little or no impact on learning from 
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reduced PTRs. This is particularly striking since, in contrast 
to developed countries, the starting point in poor countries 
is typically of  high PTRs. An initial intuition would be that 
when inputs are low, marginal gains are high.
 A series of  experiments have systematically evaluated the 
eff ects of  reducing class sizes by recruiting extra (contract) 
teachers in schools (Dufl o et al. 2008), as well as by adding 
civil service teachers (Banerjee et al. 2005; Muralidharan 
2010).5 This model is especially important, given that state 
governments are increasingly hiring teachers on temporary 
contracts to meet the pressures from the large-scale expan-
sion of  primary education. Typically, contract teachers are 
younger with less formal training than regular teachers, are 
paid much less, and are more likely to be from the same vil-
lage as the school where they teach. There is a concern that 
contract teachers will not impact children’s learning because 
of  lower qualifi cations. This paper has reviewed the studies 
that have systematically tested the impact on learning by re-
ducing class sizes by hiring extra teachers, as well as a more 
focused approach whereby extra teachers are specifi cally 
assigned to lower performers within classes. The following 
section presents two key pieces of  evidence that evalu-
ate the impacts of  extra contract teachers on government 
primary schools. 
 As part of  a series of  experiments from Andhra Pradesh 
(APRESt), a group of  schools were provided with an addition-
al teacher on contract (this cadre is similar to the panchayat 
teachers in Bihar, and perform a similar role to the balsakhi, 
community-based tutor, in Vadodara or the intended role 
of  volunteers in Uttarakhand, discussed subsequently in this 
paper). In the APRESt intervention design, a group of  100 
schools got an extra contract teacher who was assigned to 
a school (and not a particular class or a subset of  students 
based on initial achievement). Overall, contract teachers 
were found to be more eff ective with students, who signifi -
cantly outperformed those in comparison schools with no 
contract teachers (0.13 standard deviation improvement in 
learning over two years for children with a contract teacher). 
In addition, the extra contract teacher was particularly ben-
efi cial for students in Class I, although overall, all students 
across all classes gained from the programmes. Contract 
teachers were also signifi cantly less likely to be absent from 
school than regular government school teachers. Thus, a 
key policy message from this study is to hire local teachers 
on fi xed-term renewable contracts and have them focus on 
children who need help in early schooling years, adding to 
the critical mass of  evidence supporting the eff ectiveness of  
this type of  programme. It is a highly cost-eff ective model, as 
contract teachers cost much less than regular teachers, and 
have large gains for children’s learning improvement. 
 The results from Andhra Pradesh also fi nd resonance in a 
study in rural Kenya, where in a randomly selected group of  

schools, children in Class I were split by ability and grouped 
as per initial achievement (based on a pre-test), while in a 
comparable cluster of  schools, the students were divided 
into two groups within the class with no predetermined cri-
teria (Dufl o et al. 2006). Both groups of  schools got an extra 
teacher, either a government or a contract teacher (the latter 
was lower paid and did not have tenure). These schools were 
compared with each other, as well as with a control group 
of  schools which had no extra teacher. The researchers were 
trying to disentangle the eff ects of  reduction in class size on 
learning levels (and in part, the eff ects of  dividing classes by 
ability). Results indicated that merely reducing class size by 
adding an extra teacher had no eff ect on the test scores of  
students. In fact, in the schools which had extra contract 
teachers, the regular (government) teachers showed even 
less eff ort in teaching, as observed through random visits to 
the school. (There is some evidence of  similar responses in 
Indian studies as well.) Only when a group of  schools with 
extra government teachers (with reduced class size) were 
monitored by the school management committee mem-
bers, did this lead to the teachers exerting more eff ort to 
teach; however the higher teaching activity did not substan-
tially reduce the learning impact gap between contract and 
regular teachers.
 Thus far the evidence has focused on inputs: a few studies 
fi nd some impact in specifi c contexts, but there is no general 
support for the view that further investments in school-level 
inputs will improve learning (however desirable it may be 
on other grounds). Yet, that is not the entire spectrum of  
the issue. Children are clearly lagging behind and need 
additional help. Some view additional inputs as the solution, 
while others argue that it is the curriculum that is at the base 
of  the learning issue and thus needs to be addressed. The 
current debate brings pedagogy and teaching practices to 
the fore, with a growing body of  research suggesting the 
need to employ remedial measures for children to cope with 
the curriculum, and teaching practices to be adapted to the 
child’s level. 

Specifi c Pedagogy Aligned with Children’s Needs

The evidence available also raises the important issue of  
curriculum design. The RTE stresses age–class learning and 
also specifi es that the syllabus should be completed in a given 
time period. This assumes a linear progression from year to 
year with children mastering the content/curriculum of  
each year before moving up to the next level. The reality is 
very diff erent. 

The Problem of Curriculum Design

In review of  the current patterns of  achievement mentioned 
earlier, it has been seen that most children in Indian schools 
have learning levels that are way below expectations of  
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the curriculum or levels expected of  them at their current 
class level. Using data from studies in South Asia and Africa, 
Lant Pritchett and Amanda Beatty (2012) analyse the risks 
of  an ‘overambitious curricula’ and fi nd that a majority of  
students spend years in schooling with very little progress 
in learning. Low level of  learning is in part the result of  the 
curriculum moving faster than the students’ learning pace, 
creating a growing gap between student skills and instruc-
tional material. Pritchett and Beatty observe that 

Of  children lacking the ability to answer simple curricular-based 
questions going into a typical grade, only 1 in 8 children demon-
strate that skill after an additional year of  schooling. This means 
that seven out of  eight children made no progress on a typical item 
after an entire year of  schooling (ibid.: 7).

The consequences of  the problem are illustrated with 
simulations illustrating the pernicious eff ects of  such a cur-
ricular gap with actual learning levels. Even if  children start 
at the same initial level of  learning, a higher curricular gap 
can lead to worse cumulative learning achievement. They 
demonstrate that the combined eff ect of  lower initial-skill 
levels with an inappropriately accelerated curriculum is 
much larger than the student arriving with the low-skill level 
alone. A ‘slower’ curriculum, adapted to the learning levels 
of  children, can paradoxically lead to substantially faster 
learning.
 The problem of  a curricular gap is consistent with the 
experimental results discussed earlier. Getting incentives 
right for teachers has to be embedded in a curricular 
approach that is aligned with a child’s needs; otherwise, 
increased eff ort will have no eff ect. This also may explain the 
ineffi  cacy of  higher inputs in many studies — since increased 
teaching inputs will have no eff ect if  the ‘required’ action in 
the classroom is inconsistent with what children need. 
 To explore whether textbooks aligned with the cur-
riculum only matter for the best performing children, Paul 
Glewwe and others conducted a randomised evaluation of  
providing free textbooks to government school children 
studying in Classes III–VIII in rural Kenya (Glewwe et al. 
2009). Providing textbooks increased the scores of  the best 
students (those with high pre-test scores) but had little eff ect 
on other students — and almost no impact on test scores of  
the weaker students. Over the four years of  the programme, 
it was found that the gap between textbook schools and com-
parison schools (who were not supplied the free government 
textbooks) actually narrowed considerably over time. This 
is consistent with the hypothesis that textbooks help only 
strong students who can already read fl uently and are thus 
designed such that they are out of  reach of  the understand-
ing of  an average child in class. Further, the general issues of  
high teacher and student absence rates and inability to keep 

pace with the curriculum only compounded the problem in 
this case. There was no evidence to suggest a positive impact 
on class repetition, dropout and student absence rates.
 In addition to thinking about children’s abilities, there is 
also the question of  teachers’ capabilities. Several studies 
provide estimates of  teachers’ capability to teach — which 
raises critical questions about the preparation and support 
to teachers for teaching (Atherton and Kingdon 2010; 
Bhattacharjea et al. 2011). In fact, a recent study fi nds that a 
large proportion of  teachers have diffi  culties in doing simple 
traditional tasks such as summarising a basic text, explaining 
word meanings in simple language or step by step laying out 
word problems even at Class-IV level (Bhattacharjea et al. 
2011). 
 The RTE mandates that there be no external board ex-
aminations, no automatic promotion and the prescribed 
curriculum should be completed (by the teacher) in each 
class, thus leaving very little room for adjusting teaching to 
a very heterogeneous group of  children. By contrast, the 
results cited earlier strongly suggest the need to go beyond 
inputs and look more closely at classroom practices and 
class organisation to understand actual infl uences on learn-
ing. The next section discusses a growing body of  research 
from India that has evaluated key interventions that improve 
reading, including structured reading instruction and train-
ing teachers to teach at the child’s level, and greater parental 
and community engagement to eff ect change in schools. 

Evidence on Teaching at the Level of the Child

Several large-scale interventions have been carried out in 
diff erent parts of  the world that focus on teaching children 
by ability rather than by class. Impact evaluations of  such 
programmes have systematically found signifi cant eff ects on 
learning levels of  children. There is evidence for an eff ective 
pedagogy that can work for children who need remedial 
help as well as those in higher levels, and can be imparted 
by both government teachers and volunteers — but it is 
eff ective only if  the pedagogy is aligned with the task at 
hand for teachers. 
 An evaluation of  a remedial education programme that 
was undertaken in government schools in Vadodara and 
Mumbai in 2001 found a substantial improvement in learn-
ing for low-performing students, who received remedial 
tutoring by a balsakhi, hired at a fraction of  the cost of  a 
government school teacher and placed in all schools during 
school hours to work with children who had fallen behind 
their peers in basic reading and mathematics (Banerjee et al. 
2005). Typically, the balsakhis were females with no formal 
teacher training, and were younger and less educated than 
government teachers. They usually belonged to the neigh-
bourhood of  the local primary school. They taught for two 
hours a day, and alternated between Classes III and IV in 
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government schools. The class was split into two groups, 
with the lower performing (bottom 20 students) of  the class 
assigned to the balsakhi and the remaining children with the 
regular teachers. Scores on the post-treatment test showed 
gains over both years for all the children at the bottom in both 
language and mathematics, especially in higher mathemat-
ics competencies. The proportion of  children at the bottom 
of  the class, who could pass basic competencies, increased 
by 8 per cent. This was interpreted as being a result of  the 
balsakhi tailoring instruction to suit the needs of  the lower 
performing students and focusing on basic skills (rather than 
the general reduction in class size that was responsible for 
the programme’s gains).
 As discussed, merely reducing class size by hiring extra 
teachers does not have an impact, whereas splitting a class 
by students’ initial achievement on test and assigning extra 
teachers to work with them has found to be eff ective in im-
proving learning outcomes measured through test scores. 
The extra teacher project in rural Kenyan primary schools, 
that was evaluated through an experimental design, assigned 
extra teachers on renewable contracts to classrooms that 
were split by ability (on initial achievement on test for Class I 
students — the ‘tracking schools’). These were compared to 
schools where students in Class I were grouped at random 
and not based on any test or criteria (‘non-tracking schools’). 
This design allowed researchers to disentangle the eff ects of  
merely decreasing class size by grouping class according to 
ability and tracking students’ learning outcomes through a 
focused approach (Dufl o et al. 2006). As noted earlier, simply 
reducing class size by adding an extra teacher (in this case, 
it reduced from 82 to 44 students in a class) had no eff ect on 
the test scores of  students for classes that were not streamed 
by initial achievement levels. By contrast, in classes where 
students had been grouped by ability, test scores increased 
for all students — both low and high performers. Substantial 
increases in test scores in tracking schools were observed 
after 18 months, and a further year later. Low-performing 
students benefi ted more from instruction at a more appro-
priate level than they did from having high performing peers 
in the same class. 
 The earlier discussion shows that it is indeed possible that 
lower paid, less-trained and often less-qualifi ed teachers on 
renewable contracts can have positive impacts on children’s 
learning within government schools. What about unpaid 
volunteers from the community? In 2005, J-PAL researchers 
evaluated a model that was being implemented by Pratham6 
in rural Uttar Pradesh, which recruited and trained village 
volunteers to teach basic reading and mathematics skills to 
children lagging behind to ‘catch up’ with their peers once 
they are back in class (Banerjee et al. 2010). Three interven-
tions were tried with the aim of  improving learning out-
comes for children and evaluated through RCTs. The fi rst 

two interventions explored the infl uence of  information 
and community participation on improving the quality of  
education. It involved sharing information about low learn-
ing levels in the community through a participatory process 
by developing ‘village education report cards’ for learning 
levels. The last intervention supplemented these discussions 
with an action component: unpaid village volunteers were 
recruited and trained to conduct after-school community-
based reading camps that supplemented the usual primary 
school teaching.
 Just providing information to parents and community 
members had no eff ect; VEC members were not even aware 
of  their appointment to the committees; as a result, the 
school system was left untouched. However, the volunteer 
programmes of  supplemental teaching proved to be highly 
eff ective. In the community-based after-school reading 
camps, the average child who attended the reading pro-
grammes and could decipher letters, but not words in the 
baseline, was 26 percentage points more likely to be able 
to read and understand a story than a comparable child in 
the control villages. Combined with the natural progress 
of  children over the course of  a year, these results implied 
that among the children who attended the camp, those who 
could not read at all were able to decipher letters, and the 
35 per cent who could read letters were able to read and 
understand a short story. Though information to parents, 
including around the Village Education Committees, failed 
to have an impact on government schooling, the basic read-
ing and maths pedagogy (‘Learning to Read’) developed by 
Pratham was eff ective when delivered by unpaid volunteers 
trained by Pratham workers in villages; volunteers taught 
children out of  school hours (ibid.).

Remedial Education Interventions in School

The major learning from these reading camps in Uttar 
Pradesh led to a series of  innovations to test whether the 
pedagogy could be embedded in the normal functioning 
of  a government school during regular school days, so that 
more children could be reached, using existing teachers and 
supplemented by volunteers (Banerjee et al. 2011). This 
was Pratham’s fl agship ‘Read India’ programme, which has 
reached 35 million children in over 350,000 villages in 19 states 
across India since 2007. Under this programme, Pratham ex-
tended its pedagogy to cover all primary schools till Class-V 
level. A set of  materials for use in schools and training was 
developed. In the resulting pedagogy (Combined Activities 
for Maximised Learning or CAMaL), activities included 
focusing on a specifi c target group of  children, articulating 
clear learning goals, using appropriate teaching–learning 
activities and materials, and organising children into groups 
by ability level. Ongoing measurement of  children’s ability 



120 India Infrastructure Report 2012

to read, write, comprehend, and do basic arithmetic and 
solve problems was used to assess progress.
 The basic programme in schools (in selected blocks of  
Bihar and Uttarakhand) included alternative combinations 
of  three main elements: fi rst, training and monitoring of  
teachers to teach more eff ectively the specially designed 
class-level material during the normal school hours; second, 
supplemental teaching through volunteers working to help 
lagging behind children (this was similar to the Uttar Pradesh 
programme by the same NGO) and third, distribution of  the 
teaching–learning materials and books to schools without 
extra training and support of  teachers (in Bihar). A fi nal 
treatment (in Bihar) involved a month-long summer learn-
ing camp, targeted at lagging children in Classes III–V, using 
specifi c learning materials. In Bihar, the volunteers worked 
after school hours, while in Uttarakhand they worked inside 
the schools alongside teachers. Villages were randomly se-
lected to receive one model or the other and the programme 
was evaluated over a period of  two school years. The results 
confi rm the eff ectiveness of  the programme when imple-
mented by volunteers in the communities (overall, learning 
levels increased by 0.1 standard deviation in an average of  
all tests). For this particular intervention group (only imple-
mented in Bihar for volunteers in the community), results 
signifi cantly improved on all tests relative to the control 
group, including for the advanced competencies. Children 
benefi ted at both very low and higher levels of  baseline 
competency. 
 The study, however, also confi rms that mainstreaming 
the programmes through the regular school system, even 
with the explicit collaboration of  the states’ education 
departments, proved to be diffi  cult. In both states of  Bihar 
and Uttarakhand, the programmes which focused on 
training teachers for implementing the pedagogy during 
the school year, without adding volunteers to support 
government teachers, had very small eff ects, and gains were 
concentrated among kids who could read letters, or words/
sentences; children at the bottom and at the top did not 
benefi t at all. Government teachers continued to teach in 
age-class groupings using the usual textbook and curriculum. 
In Uttarakhand where the volunteers were embedded in the 
school system that had the responsibility to monitor them, 
the programme including teacher training, volunteers 
and materials had no eff ect whatsoever. Thus, bringing 
volunteers to the schools in Uttarakhand, which had been 
eff ective in other contexts, failed in this case possibly because 
the volunteers just substituted for teachers (who could then 
work less), or were directed to non-teaching activities. 
 These results are aligned with the earlier studies in Kenya 
by Esther Dufl o, Pascaline Dupas and Michael Kremer, 
referred to earlier, where they found an increase in teacher 
absence when an extra teacher was provided to the school, 

except when school committees were explicitly instructed to 
monitor the programmes (Dufl o et al. 2008). In the study of  
balsakhis in Vadodara and Mumbai, Pratham’s staff  exerted 
constant monitoring of  the school, whereas in the Bihar and 
Uttarakhand studies it was largely the school’s responsibility 
to ensure that the volunteers and teachers were present and 
did their work, with Pratham staff  visiting less frequently. 
Summer learning camps:
A fi rst interpretation of  the weak in-school results could be 
that teachers do not exert eff ort, are not motivated to teach, 
or are too set in their ways to implement the innovative peda-
gogy. However, a very diff erent result was found in the gains 
in learning among children who attended summer camps in 
Bihar. J-PAL researchers had conducted a randomised evalu-
ation of  this pilot ‘summer learning camp’ that was imple-
mented by the Bihar government and Pratham teachers in 
government schools, who were paid their salary for the extra 
month. These camps were taught by the same teachers who 
taught in the regular school year, supported by a volunteer 
in the classroom. The summer camp was aimed at children 
in Classes III, IV and V who were not yet reading or doing 
arithmetic of  Class-II level. The classes took place in gov-
ernment school buildings. The evaluation found signifi cant 
learning gains in reading and mathematics, with signifi cant 
persistence even after two school years. Overall, there was 
a signifi cant, but modest, impact on overall reading levels 
in the villages with the camps. Virtually all the learning 
gains were found among children with low levels of  initial 
learning, indicating that the pedagogy was well-designed 
for this group. Fourteen per cent of  children moved up one 
level in reading, on an average, in the treatment villages in 
comparison to control. For those who actually attended, the 
gains were much larger (for example, a child gained 0.56 of  
a level, indicating that half  the class moved up one level if  
they regularly attended the summer camp). This impact was 
mainly driven by larger gains for the children who could 
only read letters at the baseline before the camp. As already 
emphasised, these learning gains occurred with existing gov-
ernment school teachers. Perhaps their work in the summer 
was much more eff ective because they too were freed from 
the grip of  age-class curriculum and could work in a focused 
manner with the children left behind. During the school 
year, teachers are compelled to teach by class and are busy 
completing curriculum as required by law.
 An interpretation of  the mixed results from the Read 
India evaluation throws up questions on how to integrate in-
novation within a government framework; it also highlights 
some important lessons: Pedagogy and teaching eff ort tailored 
to the child’s need can have signifi cant impacts even with unpaid 
volunteers and low-paid teachers, provided this is the primary 
focus of  their work. The failure of  teachers to achieve results 
within the school year is consistent either with weak teacher 
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motivation or an emphasis on delivering the curriculum 
rather than competencies.

School and Teacher-Level Incentives

A key lesson from the studies focusing on pedagogical 
innovations is that teaching behaviour seems to be an 
important channel through which learning happens for 
students. This raises the question of  the incentives that 
teachers recieve when actually in the classroom. A number 
of  studies have tested alternative interventions, providing 
incentives to schools or teachers, or using contract teachers, 
who may be incentivised to teach since they could otherwise 
lose their job. These questions are systematically studied 
in a series of  randomised evaluations in India under the 
APRESt and helps inform us better on what worked in a 
particular context (Muralidharan and Sundararaman 2011). 
As discussed before, earlier studies found that the eff ort of  
government school teachers in India is a serious problem, 
as refl ected in high rates of  teacher absenteeism or being 
present but not teaching (Muralidharan and Kremer 2008; 
PROBE Team 1999). 
 The APRESt explored several interventions, with a mix 
of  input- and incentive-based policies for teachers, hiring 
additional contract teachers, and material inputs designed 
to test diff erent hypotheses. It was carried out in fi ve dis-
tricts of  Andhra Pradesh. Overall, the interventions with 
contract teachers were found to be more eff ective than the 
regular teacher, with students signifi cantly outperforming 
in schools with extra contract teachers, than in comparison 
schools. This is a highly cost-eff ective model, as contract 
teachers cost much less than regular teachers and have large 
gains for children’s learning improvement. Testing the hy-
pothesis that teachers do not know how to help students and 
thus feedback and better information can help them address 
the specifi c needs of  students, existing regular teachers in a 
selected set of  schools were provided with detailed feedback 
on students and were subject to minimal, low stakes moni-
toring. Results indicated that teaching activity of  the teach-
ers in feedback schools seemed to be higher relative to the 
comparison group with no feedback and monitoring. They 
were found to be actively teaching, reading from textbooks, 
using the blackboard more and assigning more homework 
as compared to the comparison school teachers (a signifi cant 
eff ect of  0.1 standard deviation higher teaching activity in 
treatment schools relative to comparison schools). However, 
while teaching activity improved under observation, this did 
not translate into any learning gains for children. The lack of  
impact on test scores of  students, despite enhanced teaching 
activity, suggests that teachers temporarily changed behav-
iour when observed, but did not actively use the feedback 
reports in their teaching, or that their teaching activities 
were not suited to the children’s needs.

Performance-Pay Incentives for Teachers

The debate around performance-based pay to increase 
teacher output has received much attention. A common 
criticism of  fi nancial incentives is the reduction of  intrinsic 
motivation, and the danger of  the teacher teaching to the 
test in order to gain the desired learning outcomes from 
the child. In a key set of  interventions that gave additional 
rewards to teachers — linked to fi nancial bonus based on 
student improvements — the hypotheses were that pay 
could incentivise performance on learning outcomes, or 
contract teachers could be as or more eff ective as regular 
teachers (APRESt, see Muralidharan and Sundararaman 
2011). The study explored whether teacher performance-
pay can improve test scores, whether teachers change 
behaviour and if  there are negative consequences. In the 
randomised experiment design, there were two variants of  
the fi nancial bonus. One, where individual teachers received 
bonus pay based on average test score gains made by their 
students. In the other, all teachers in a school received 
the bonus based on average test score gains for the entire 
school (group incentive). In addition, in order to estimate 
long-term eff ects, half  the schools in each of  the treatment 
groups were randomly allocated to continue receiving the 
performance bonuses for a period of  fi ve years. The student 
test was designed to check conceptual knowledge that 
required a deeper understanding of  basic concepts, in order 
to reduce the problems of  teaching to the test, and language 
and mathematics were chosen as the focus subjects. Further, 
the bonus was estimated as a function of  the average 
improvement of  all students in a class, to counter teachers 
being incentivised to focus only on students near some 
target (for example, the low-performing students). 
 There were three signifi cant results of  the experiment: 
First, the bonus (incentive) schools did better in major sub-
groups (individual and group incentives) and in all classes 
(Classes I–V) relative to the comparison schools which did 
not receive a bonus. This was found in both mathematics 
and language, and at all levels of  question diffi  culty. These 
students performed better on conceptual (and not just 
mechanical) questions, and did signifi cantly well even in 
subjects for which there were no incentives (scoring 0.5 and 
0.3 standard deviations higher than students in comparison 
schools on tests in science and social studies). Second, indi-
vidual incentive schools outperformed the group incentive 
schools on student outcomes at the end of  the programme, 
though they were equally eff ective in the fi rst year of  the ex-
periment. Third, students who had completed fi ve years of  
primary schooling under the programme scored an overall 
0.5 standard deviation higher in language and 0.35 standard 
deviations higher in mathematics as compared to the com-
parison schools. The impact of  individual teacher incentives 
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on performance and student learning was signifi cant over 
the entire duration of  the fi ve-year programmes. However, 
neither of  these interventions reduced teacher absenteeism; 
instead, only increased teachers’ eff orts while at school, 
leading to the supposition that the main mechanism for the 
improved outcomes in incentive schools is teaching activity 
conditional on presence. 
 Figure 11.2 shows that among all the programmes tested 
under the umbrella of  the APRESt study (contract teachers, 
grants to buy additional classroom stationery and materials, 
feedback and monitoring of  teachers, and performance-pay 
incentives), the individual and group bonuses that comprised 
the performance-pay incentives had the largest impact and 
were more cost-eff ective relative to the gains on student 
outcomes.
 Though it is clear that fi nancial incentives for existing 
government school teachers, linked to actual outcomes in 
skills, led to substantial improvements, it is unclear if  this 
was a pure incentive eff ect on eff ort, or a means of  having 
teachers focus on actual learning outcomes. Further, 
although linking teachers’ pay to attendance can increase 
student learning, instituting teacher incentives within the 
government school structure will require considerable push 
and negotiation with the administration, especially where 
teacher unions are strong and active. 

GUARANTEEING THE RIGHT TO EDUCATION 
AND LEARNING FOR ALL

In the speech marking the introduction of  the Right to Free 
and Compulsory Act into law, Prime Minister Manmohan 

Singh said: ‘We are committed to ensuring that all children, 
irrespective of  gender and social category, have access to 
education. An education that enables them to acquire the 
skills, knowledge, values and attitudes necessary to become 
responsible and active citizens of  India.’7

 This is a superb aspiration. But it is not at all clear 
that it is consistent with current government policy or 
the provisions of  the RTE itself. This concluding section 
summarises what the lessons from evidence imply for 
an approach to education policy, compares this with the 
RTE, as currently interpreted, and then suggests a way 
forward.
 What does the review of  evidence here imply regarding 
achieving the aspiration mentioned earlier? The following 
has been seen — there is a huge quality problem in rural 
and urban schools; there are high levels of  inequality in 
learning, with only a small proportion able to acquire good 
learning; and there is a steady shift from government to 
private schooling, supplemented by use of  private tutors. 
This shift almost certainly aff ects all children of  elites, but 
also extends to over half  of  urban children in urban areas, 
and about a quarter of  rural children. Outside the very small 
number of  elite schools, private schooling is associated with 
only slightly higher quality (at least in English), but at much 
lower economic cost. This is especially because the market 
wage for private teachers is way below the salaries for regu-
lar government teachers.
 Against this background, there have been a range of  
carefully conducted and assessed research studies and RCTs 
on a variety of  eff orts in India that are trying to improve 
learning outcomes.

FIGURE 11.2 Combined Impact of APRESt Interventions

Source: Muralidharan (2011).

In summary, comparison 
of  all the interventions 
indicates that performance-
pay was twice as cost-
eff ective as an extra contract 
teacher, and a contract 
teacher is fi ve times more 
cost-eff ective than a regular 
teacher. This suggests that 
expanding a performance-
pay programme would be 
10 times more cost-eff ective 
than a business of  usual 
expansion of  spending.
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 The review discussed earlier of  the current empirical 
literature on ‘what works’ points to several promising direc-
tions:
(a) Experiments in learning innovations: substantial improve-

ments in basic skills can potentially be had through 
alternative pedagogies with current resources, whether 
with volunteers, existing or contract teachers. These 
gains can come about in government schools as the 
system now works, but they rarely occur and only seem 
to work with strong monitoring and enforcing mecha-
nisms to ensure eff ective implementation. 

(b) Teacher incentives: small fi nancial incentives to teach-
ers have been seen to lead to improvements in learn-
ing quality, and can also make a diff erence within the 
government school system. These were not achieved 
with increases in inputs — indeed there is little, though 
mixed, evidence that changing inputs will have much of  
an eff ect at all on learning levels (both from the Indian 
and international evidence). Therefore while inputs 
may be needed in schools for other reasons, policies 
should not rely on these to guarantee learning.

(c) Teaching to a child’s ability level: reorganisation of  chil-
dren and aligning the pedagogy to teaching by ability 
level rather than class level can lead to substantial gains, 
especially when the teaching–learning activities focus 
on developing basic skills rather than delivering content 
from textbooks. 

 The big question is how to change conditions in schools 
and classroom practices so that all children can learn eff ec-
tively. Basic skills are fundamental building blocks for every-
thing else, including conceptual ability, creativity and critical 
thinking. This implies urgently focusing on these skills in 
the early schooling years across India. It is also critical to 
recognise that motivated teachers are integral part of  the 
eff ort and pedagogies have to be adapted to the needs of  
children. There is a need to acknowledge the huge backlog 
of  children who are already in school and need remedial 
help. The evidence is that this can be done eff ectively with 
relatively straightforward basic training, at least in lower 
classes. There are potentially large learning gains to be 
reaped from setting realistic goals for teachers and children 
and from reorganising curricula and regrouping children to 
allow them to learn at a reasonable pace. These processes 
need to be initiated in both government and private schools, 
and supported by supplemental learning, and in some cases 
private tutoring and perhaps even parental involvement.
 These directions for action fl ow from the results of  
careful experimentation of  innovative ideas and systematic 
and independent empirical research and impact evaluation. 
However, an equally important result is that teaching inno-
vations often fail if  they are just added on to the existing 
system of  incentives, processes, pedagogies, and curriculum 

requirements. How to change the overall government (and 
private) system to eff ect large improvements in learning is 
still unknown. This implies that it will be necessary to design 
a process of  exploration and experimentation within the 
government and private schooling systems, with systematic 
monitoring and analysis of  results in actual learning levels. 
Eff ecting systemic change is diffi  cult, and is likely to require 
leadership from the top of  state education systems, and 
experiments in pedagogical, administration and teacher in-
centives all the way down the government system. Outreach 
to the private system and exploration of  learning successes 
and failures is also needed. This is an urgent need, given the 
breadth and depth of  the learning defi cit, if  the current gen-
eration of  students are not to miss out on the learning they 
need and deserve.
 How does the RTE relate to this approach? At fi rst sight, 
RTE provisions appear to go in exactly the wrong direction. 
It is strongly input-focused, specifying norms for facilities, 
including infrastructure and PTRs, which will apply to both 
government and private schools. Children will automati-
cally advance through the classes, whatever their ability, and 
board exams are prohibited — though teachers are supposed 
to continuously assess quality. Teachers are not allowed to 
tutor outside school. Private schools have to be recognised 
to be allowed to practice, and will be fi ned if  they continue 
without it. They are given three years to meet the new 
norms. All private schools, with the exception of  unaided 
minority schools, are required to reserve 25 per cent of  their 
places for children from weak disadvantaged backgrounds 
— with the cost reimbursed by the government at a rate 
based on the cost of  government schooling or of  actual 
private tuition charged, whichever is lower. (This provi-
sion was challenged as unconstitutional, but the Supreme 
Court, in a 2–1 ruling on 12 April 2012, declared that it 
was consistent with the constitution, see PRS India [2012] 
for a discussion).
 Now, actual rules are being drafted at the level of  states, 
so specifi c mechanisms for implementation could vary 
substantially. As Pratap Bhanu Mehta (2012) has commented 
that at present it is still not known how the RTE will be 
implemented in practice. That, of  course, is precisely why 
public debate is so important. Here are some issues that will 
be central to the success or failure of  RTE’s implementation 
in relation to the quality issue.
 Norms on infrastructure inputs and PTRs are desirable 
for the working conditions of  teachers and the comfort of  
pupils, and it makes sense to implement these in government 
schools. However, as already noted, there is little or no 
evidence that these will have an impact on learning levels. 
It is thus crucial that the focus on inputs not divert attention 
from the measurement and tracking of  actual learning, and 
discovery of  what does make a diff erence.
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 Potentially much more problematic is the requirement 
that private schools satisfy the norms if  they are to be rec-
ognised. Especially if  this is linked to setting private teacher 
salaries at the level of  regular government school teachers, 
this could drastically aff ect the low-cost schooling move-
ment — either through forcing productive schools to close 
or providing an incentive to bribe education inspectors (that, 
anecdotally, is already of  signifi cance.) RTE currently speci-
fi es that all teachers in private schools have to meet formal 
training requirements, but salary levels are (at least implic-
itly) to be determined by the states. As seen before, learn-
ing outcomes are only moderately better in private than in 
government schools (but this is being achieved at a much 
lower cost) to a signifi cant extent because private schools are 
paying market salary levels, and often to teachers without 
the formal teacher qualifi cations specifi ed in the Act.
 A comparable consideration applies to terms of  employ-
ment within government schools. A common diagnosis has 
been that teachers face weak incentives to actually teach. 
They are also paid way above the market wage for similar 
skills. Experiments with contract teachers have led to better, 
not worse, results in quality, owing to the stronger incen-
tives. It may be possible to get similar results through shift-
ing work and career incentives (fi nancial or non-fi nancial) 
within the regular teaching service, but this is still to be 
explored — the political economy of  teachers is likely to 
resist this. Further, as seen while reviewing the series of  im-
pact evaluations of  Pratham programmes, Pratham-trained 
volunteers (who are unpaid) often can bring about large 
improvements in learning levels too. This is an area where 
more, not less fl exibility and experimentation is required. 
 Profoundly missing from the RTE are mechanisms to get 
relevant information on learning performance of  children, 
classes and schools. Until now, student evaluations have 
focused almost exclusively on academic subjects, with an 
end-of-year high stakes examinations (National Curriculum 
Framework 2005). The RTE Act of  2009 mandated the 
introduction of  a system of  Continuous and Comprehensive 
Evaluation (CCE) to address endemic issues arising from 
traditional methods of  evaluation and broaden the scope 
to include non-academic aspects to promote the holistic 
development of  children. CCE is meant to allow for regular 
fl ow of  information regarding student learning (collected by 
teachers) which enables tracking their progress and tailoring 
of  lessons and teaching practices to student capabilities. 
Therefore, CCE establishes an intensive school-based 
evaluation system wherein external examinations, such as 
board exams, are absent. 
 However, the move to CCE has been met with confusion 
due to the lack of  guidelines for implementing this eff ec-
tively at the school level. In many states, the CCE activity 
is anchored in the current age-class curriculum (the very 

element that is holding children back). In several states, the 
actual assessment activity has also been made cumbersome 
and complicated, thereby further reducing the possibility 
that each teacher will make an eff ort to understand where 
the child stands and what needs to be done to help him or 
her move forward. The teachers are not well-trained to be 
able to use the assessments to map students’ outcomes, both 
scholastic and non-scholastic. So while CCE in principle 
may have been a good thing, in practice it is likely to totally 
miss the boat, the eff ects of  which will only be visible when 
students take the Class IX exams or competitive exams. 
 The RTE clearly states that the syllabus must be com-
pleted in a specifi ed time and that children cannot be held 
back. At its core the RTE relies on inputs and age-class 
organisation of  children as the main classifying principle 
of  school education in India. Equally problematic is the 
automatic advancement irrespective of  learning level. The 
policy of  no detention up to Class V is already followed in 
government schools of  some states (for e.g., Haryana). As 
observed earlier, there is a dramatic diff erence between the 
learning levels of  most children and the current curriculum. 
In the traditional examination system, the end-of-year exams 
functioned as mechanisms to fi lter out low-performers, who 
were detained in their current class. Aligning pedagogies 
with the needs of  children — and exploring alternative ways 
of  doing this — has to be part of  the solution. Some of  this is 
about ‘remedial’ education, supplemental learning support 
or in fact ‘special training’ (that is referred to in RTE). But 
the divergence between learning levels and the curriculum 
is so extensive that this goes way beyond the typical notion 
of  remedial needs for limited numbers of  children. It is 
about getting overall pedagogical alignment, regrouping of  
children, clear articulation of  learning goals, and all of  this 
backed by support to teachers motivating them to teach, for 
large proportions of  the elementary school population. A 
no-detention policy could make learning worse, if  it means 
no evaluation and a rising gap between learning levels and 
curriculum requirements, especially for the weakest.
 One of  the more intriguing parts of  the Act is the provi-
sion that 25 per cent of  seats in private schools have to be 
allocated to children from ‘weaker sections and disadvan-
taged groups’ from scheduled castes, scheduled tribes, low-
income, and other disadvantaged or weaker groups. Again, 
much will depend on implementation. It could evolve into 
a voucher scheme for ‘qualifi ed’ children or could become 
embedded in local infl uence. In either case the eff ects 
on learning quality are unclear. It has been observed that 
learning levels in private schools are slightly above those of  
government schools, but some of  this diff erence is explained 
by socio-economic background. There is no clear evidence 
from India on what would be the eff ects on the targeted 
students who do gain access. There is some international 
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evidence that access to private schooling via a voucher pro-
gramme can improve schooling outcomes for students (see 
Angrist et al. [2002], for example, for a programme involv-
ing secondary schooling in Colombia). But this may be 
context-specifi c, and the net impact on the whole schooling 
system is unclear since eff ects on government schooling are 
ambiguous. And a further concern is over the vagueness of  
the criteria: categorisation of  the needy is notoriously prob-
lematic in India, and subject to discretion, exclusions and 
patronage. This is another area which requires, more than 
anything, experimentation.
 Is this, then, a time to be pessimistic or optimistic for the 
future of  learning in India? This review suggests a decidedly 
mixed picture. The problem is huge; there can surely be no 
question on the need to put questions of  learning outcomes 
at the centre of  any education strategy. Indian households 
clearly want education. The RTE is an important step, at least 
in symbolic terms. There is a lot of  evidence on what does 
and does not work. Some of  this evidence is encouraging: 
existing pedagogies can make a substantial diff erence to chil-

dren with existing resources, but none of  the evidence pro-
vides a clear pathway to a transformative solution. For that, 
the only coherent way forward is to encourage widespread 
exploration of  alternatives, working within the government 
and private systems, and including private tutoring. On the 
other hand, the RTE has some major fl aws — omission and 
commission. However, real implementation will depend 
primarily on the actual rules and practices at state level. This 
constitutes an immense opportunity for exploration and 
experimentation, but one that will depend, fundamentally, 
on putting measurement, assessment and public debate at 
the very centre of  the process of  discovery of  what does 
and does not work. This could make the diff erence between 
providing India’s children with ‘the skills, knowledge, values 
and attitudes necessary to become responsible and active 
citizens of  India’ and a profound failing in terms of  what 
the country could off er to this generation, with deep conse-
quences for poverty, inequality and the condition of  Indian 
society and economy.

NOTES

1. The Right of  Children to Free and Compulsory Education 
Act  or  Right to Education (RTE) Act, which was passed by 
the Indian parliament on 4 August 2009, describes the modalities 
of  the provision of  free and compulsory education for children 
between 6 and 14 in  India,  under Article 21A of  the  Indian 
Constitution. 

2. The Abdul Latif  Jameel Poverty Action Lab ( J-PAL) in South Asia 
(based at the Institute for Financial Management and Research, 
IFMR) is the regional branch of  the Massachusetts Institute of  
Technology.

3. A similar result was found in the NCERT survey of  2010 for 
Class V students, which shows that Uttar Pradesh is doing better 
than Gujarat, West Bengal, Jharkhand, and Tripura. The survey 
tested over 0.1 million students across 31 states in both rural and 
urban schools, in language, mathematics and environmental 
studies. 

4. RCTs are a type of Impact Evaluation that uses random assign-
ment to allocate resources, run programmes, or apply policies as 
part of  the study design. The main purpose of  an RCT is to deter-
mine whether a programme has an impact, and more specifi cally, 
to quantify how large that impact is. Impact evaluations measure 

a programme’s eff ectiveness typically by comparing outcomes of  
those (individuals, communities, schools, etc.) who received the 
programme against those who did not. Though there are many 
methods of  doing this, but randomised evaluations are generally 
considered the most rigorous and, all else equal, produce the 
most accurate (i.e., unbiased) results, see http://www.povertyac-
tionlab.org/methodology (accessed 19 November 2012).

5. See also Urquiola and Verhoogen (2009) for the lack of  impact of  
PTRs in Chilean schools.

6. Pratham is a nationwide NGO and has been implementing large-
scale programmes that deliver basic reading and mathematics 
skills to rural and urban children. Pratham’s programmes seek 
to partner with village communities and government school sys-
tems to bring about a signifi cant improvement in basic learning 
levels across the country. Pratham’s strength lies in participative 
organisational strategies combined with practical pedagogies 
that can be implemented at scale with existing teaching resources 
and volunteers.

7. Prime Minister’s address to the nation on 1 April 2010, http://
www.pib.nic.in/newsite/erelease.aspx?relid=60001 (accessed 18 
May 2012). For the gazetted version of  RTE, see GoI (2009).

REFERENCES

Angrist, Joshua D., Eric Bettinger, Erik Bloom, Elizabeth King, and 
Michael Kremer. 2002. ‘Vouchers for Private Schooling in 
Colombia: Evidence from a Randomised Natural Experiment’, 
The American Economic Review, December, 92(5): 1535–58.

Atherton, Paul and Geeta Kingdon. 2010. ‘The Relative Eff ectiveness 
and Costs of  Contract and Regular Teachers in India’. Centre for 

the Study of  African Economies (CSAE) Working Paper Series 
2010–15, University of  Oxford.

Banerjee, Abhijit, Shawn Cole, Esther Dufl o, and Leigh Lindon. 
2005. ‘Remedying Education: Evidence from Two Randomised 
Experiments in India’, Quarterly Journal of  Economics, 122(3): 
1235–64.



126 India Infrastructure Report 2012

Banerjee, Abhijit, Rukmini Banerji, Esther Dufl o, Rachel Glennerster, 
and Stuti Khemani. 2010. ‘Pitfalls of  Participatory Programmes: 
Evidence from a Randomised Evaluation in Education in India’, 
American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, 2(1): 1–30.

Banerjee, Abhijit, Rukmini Banerji, Esther Dufl o, and Michael Walton. 
2011. ‘Eff ective Pedagogies and a Resistant Education System: 
Experimental Evidence on Interventions to Improve Basic Skills 
in Rural India’. Cambridge and New Delhi: Jameel Poverty 
Action Lab.

Banerjee, Abhijit and Esther Dufl o. 2011. Poor Economics. New York: 
Public Aff airs.

Béteille, Tara. 2009. ‘Absenteeism, Transfers and Patronage: The 
Political Economy of  Teacher Labor Markets in India’. D.Phil. 
dissertation, Stanford University.

Bhattacharjea, Suman, Wilima Wadhwa and Rukmini Banerji. 2011. 
Inside Primary Schools. New Delhi: Annual Status of  Education 
Report (ASER) Centre.

Chudgar, Amita and Elizabeth Quin. 2012. ‘Relationship between 
Private Schooling and Achievement: Results from Rural and 
Urban India’, Economics of  Education Review, 31: 376–90.

Das, Jishnu and Tristan Zajonc. 2010. ‘India Shining and Bharat 
Drowning: Comparing Two Indian States to the Worldwide Dis-
tribution in Mathematics Achievement’, Journal of  Development 
Economics, 92(2): 175–87.

Desai, Sonalde, Amaresh Dubey, Reeve Vanneman, and Rukmini 
Banerji. 2009. ‘Private Schooling in India: A New Landscape’, in 
Suman Bery, Barry Bosworth and Arvind Panagariya (eds), India 
Policy Forum 5, pp. 1–58. New Delhi: Sage Publications.

Desai, Sonalde, Amaresh Dubey, Brij Lal Joshi, Mitali Sen, Abusaleh 
Sharif, and Reeve Vanneman. 2011. Human Development in India: 
Challenges for a Society in Transition. New Delhi: Oxford University 
Press.

Dufl o, Esther, Pascaline Dupas and Michael Kremer. 2008. ‘Peer 
Eff ects and the Impact of  Tracking: Evidence from a Randomised 
Evaluation in Kenya’, American Economic Review, 101(5): 1739–74.

Education Initiatives. 2010. Student Learning Study: Status of  Student 
Learning in 18 States in Urban and Rural Schools. Ahmedabad: 
Education Initiatives.

Glewwe Paul, Michael Kremer, Sylvie Moulin, and Eric Zitzewitz. 
2004. ‘Retrospective vs. Prospective Analyses of  School Inputs: 
The Case of  Flipcharts in Kenya’, Journal of  Development Econom-
ics, 74(1): 251–68.

Glewwe Paul, Michael Kremer and Sylvie Moulin. 2009. ‘Many Chil-
dren Left Behind? Textbooks and Test Scores in Kenya’, American 
Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 1(1): 112–35.

Government of  India (GoI). 2009. ‘Right of  Children to Free and 
Compulsory Education Act, 2009’, Gazette of  India, 27 August.

Hanushek, Eric A. 2010. ‘Education Production Functions: Developed 
Country Evidence’, in Dominic J. Brewer and Patrick J. McEwan 
(eds), Economics of  Education, pp. 132–36. Amsterdam: Elsevier.

Kremer, Michael, Nazmul Chaudhury, Karthik Muralidharan, Halsey 
F. Rogers, and Jeff rey Hammer. 2006. ‘Teacher Absence in India: 
A Snapshot’, Journal of  the European Economic Association, 20(1): 
91–116.

Kingdon, Geeta and Mohd. Muzammil. 2008. ‘A Political Economy of  
Education in India: The Case of  Uttar Pradesh’, Oxford Develop-
ment Studies, June, 37(2): 123–44.

Kremer, Michael and Alaka Holla. 2009. ‘Improving Education in the 
Developing World: What have we Learned from Randomised 

Evaluations?’, in Kenneth J. Arrow and Timothy F. Bresnahan 
(eds), Annual Review of  Economics, vol. 1. Palo Alto, California: 
Annual Reviews.

Luce, Edward. 2012. Time to Start Thinking. New York: Atlantic 
Monthly Press.

Mehta, Pratap Bhanu. 2012. ‘Classroom Struggle’, The Indian Express, 
18 April. http://www.indianexpress.com/news/classroom-
struggle/937982/ (accessed 1 June 2012).

Mukerji, Shobhini and Wilima Wadhwa. 2012. ‘Do Private Schools 
Perform better than Public Schools? Evidence from Rural India’. 
Working Paper, Annual Status of  Education Report (ASER) 
Centre.

Muralidharan, Karthik. 2011. ‘Lessons from the Andhra Pradesh 
Randomised Evaluation Studies (APRESt)’. Paper presented to 
Cabinet Secretariat, Government of  India, 18 July. 

Muralidharan, Karthik and Venkatesh Sundararaman. 2010. ‘Contract 
Teachers: Experimental Evidence from India’. Working Paper. 
http://econ.ucsd.edu/~kamurali/research.html (accessed 8 
November 2012).

—————. 2011. ‘Teacher Performance Pay: Experimental Evidence 
from India’, Journal of  Political Economy, 119(1): 39–77.

National Council of  Educational Research and Training (NCERT). 
2005. National Curriculum Framework 2005. New Delhi: National 
Council of  Educational Research and Training. 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD). 2010. PISA 2009 Results: What Students Know and Can 
do: Performance in Reading, Mathematics and Science, vol. 1. Paris: 
OECD.

PRS India. 2012. ‘Supreme Court Upholds 25% Reservation in Private 
Schools’, PRS Legislative Research, New Delhi. http://www.
prsindia.org/theprsblog/2012/04/14/supreme-court-upholds-
25-reservation-in-private-schools/ (accessed 1 June 2012).

Pratham–Annual Status of  Education Report (ASER) Centre. 2005–11. 
Annual Status of  Education Report (Rural). New Delhi: ASER 
Centre. 

Pritchett, Lant. 2012. ‘The First PISA Results for India: The End of  the 
Beginning’. http://ajayshahblog.blogspot.com/2012/01/fi rst-
pisa-results-for-india-end-of.html (accessed 20 May 2012).

Pritchett, Lant and Rinku Murgai. 2006. ‘Teacher Compensation: Can 
Decentralisation to Local Bodies Take India from the Perfect 
Storm Through Troubled Waters to Clear Sailing?’, India Policy 
Forum, Global Economy and Development Programmes, The 
Brookings Institution, 3(1): 123–77.

Pritchett, Lant and Amanda Beatty. 2012. ‘The Negative Consequences 
of  Over-Ambitious Curricular in Developing Countries’. Work-
ing Paper no. 293. Washington, DC: Center for Global Develop-
ment.

PROBE Team and Delhi School of  Economics. 1999. Public Report on 
Basic Education in India, Centre for Development Economics. 
New Delhi and Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Tooley, James and Pauline Dixon. 2005. ‘Private Schools Serving the 
Poor’, Working Paper, A Study from Delhi, India. New Delhi: 
Centre for Civil Society.

Urquiola, Miguel and Eric Verhoogen. 2009. ‘Class Size Caps, Sorting, 
And The Regression Discontinuity Design’, American Economic 
Review, 99(1): 179–215.

Vagh, Shaher Banu. 2009. Evaluating the Reliability and Validity of  the 
ASER Testing Tools. New Delhi: ASER Centre.



Responsibility for the provision and fi nancing of  second-
ary education is — like other aspects of  education — a 

shared responsibility between union and state governments. 
However, until the last fi ve years or so, both levels of  govern-
ment had given priority to policy development and fi nancial 
investments in elementary education. This chapter therefore 
will not provide a historical overview, but it is worth noting 
that the policy and programmatic landscape is changing 
quickly; which also off ers opportunities to identify good 
practice and implement eff ective reforms. The recent focus 
on secondary education was generated by the 2005 Central 
Advisory Board of  Education (CABE) Report (2005).
 This pattern of  investment has been common in many 
countries. Whether through domestic pressures or the pur-
suit of  the Millennium Development Goals, countries have 
devoted time, eff ort and resources to elementary education; 
and higher education has long received generous (per pupil) 
funding but remained small and elite (World Bank 2005). 
Secondary education in this context has served to fi lter out 
those who would not go on to higher education. The expan-
sion in enrolments in elementary education has changed the 
context for secondary education, though, to date, it has done 
little to change the structures, curriculum or organisation. It 
is the contention of  this chapter that secondary education is 
not simply an extension of  primary education, in particular 
given the more signifi cant presence of  the private sector. 
Keeping in mind the particular features of  secondary educa-
tion, it will identify relevant and eff ective reforms.
 This chapter will look at the access to, and equity and 
quality in, lower and higher secondary education1 (Classes 
IX–XII) in India and examine some ideas for improvements 
in each.

CHALLENGES IN SECONDARY EDUCATION: 
ACCESS

There are 44.8 million children in secondary education in 
India, which translates into a gross enrolment ratio (GER)2 
of  45.81 per cent in Classes IX–XII.3 Most of  these 44.8 
million children are in lower secondary education — 28.4 
million — while the remainder are in higher secondary 
education. While the overall GER in Classes IX–XII is 45.81, 
the GER is much higher in lower secondary (at 58.15 per 
cent) than in higher secondary (33.48 per cent).
 The number of  children in secondary education is ex-
pected to continue to rise due to both supply and demand 
factors. On the supply side, the GER in primary education 
is over 100 per cent and is approaching that fi gure in upper 
primary (Figure 12.1). The proportion of  children complet-
ing primary and upper primary education continues to rise, 
albeit slowly — from 73.7 per cent to 75 per cent between 
2004–05 and 2010–11 — as does the transition rate from 
elementary to lower secondary. Moreover, the size of  the 
young age cohorts is expected to increase for a couple more 
decades. The total number of  people aged 15–19 is expected 
to continue to rise until 2025, at which point it will be 4 mil-
lion more than it is today; and it will not be until after 2035 
that the cohort size falls below the current level (Table 12.1). 
 On the demand side, the returns to education for indi-
viduals indicate that there is still labour market demand 
for secondary education graduates despite the increasing 
number of  them in the working age population. Over the 
last decade, returns for lower secondary and higher second-
ary education have been the highest returns for any level 
of  education, even greater than for higher education; with 
the latest returns being a wage premium of  36 per cent for 
someone completing lower secondary education compared 
to someone completing primary education, and 43 per 
cent for someone completing higher secondary as against 
completing lower secondary education (Figure 12.2). These 
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increasing returns have occurred even while the proportion 
of  people with secondary education in each succeeding co-
hort has also risen (Figure 12.3).
 These national averages, however, conceal considerable 
variation at the state level in terms of  access to secondary 
education. The richer states like Tamil Nadu and Himachal 
Pradesh have the highest rates for both primary completion 
and for Class IX gross intake (both these states have rates 
at 100 per cent or more);4 while poorer states like Bihar 
and Jharkhand have the lowest, with, for example, Bihar’s 
overall primary completion rate at around 40 per cent and 
its Class IX gross intake at about 35 per cent (Figure 12.4) 
This is the expected pattern since secondary education is not 
compulsory and the direct and indirect costs of  attending 
school are signifi cantly greater than in primary education.

CHALLENGES IN SECONDARY 
EDUCATION: EQUITY

Not surprisingly, there are gaps in enrolment rates for 
several sub-populations. For example, in lower secondary 
education, a slight majority (51 per cent) of  children aged 
14–15 attend school in urban areas; while of  the same-aged 
children in rural areas, less than 40 per cent attend school 
(Table 12.2). It is noteworthy that a signifi cant proportion 
of  children in both rural and urban areas are over-age 
in secondary education. The scheduled tribe (ST), sched-
uled caste (SC) and Muslim minority students are under-
represented, in proportion to their shares in the population: 
for example, SCs constitute about 20.6 per cent of  the general 

FIGURE 12.1 Gross Enrolment Ratio 

Source: Adapted from Sankar (2011).

TABLE 12.1 Population of Males and Females 15–19 years of Age, 2010–50

 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045 2050

Males 60,150 60,838 61,202 62,301 62,048 61,175 59,758 58,230 56,644

Females 54,943 55,677 56,069 57,162 57,035 56,317 55,071 53,704 52,267

Total 115,093 116,515 117,271 119,463 119,083 117,492 114,829 111,934 108,911

Year-on-Year Change (in per cent)   101.2 100.6 101.9 99.7 98.7 97.7 97.5 97.3

Cumulative Change (in per cent)  101.2 101.9 103.8 103.5 102.1 99.8 97.3 94.6

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from World Bank (n.d.).
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Source: World Bank (2011a).

FIGURE 12.2 Wage Premiums in India, by Level of Education

FIGURE 12.3 Proportion of the Age/Age Group Population that has Completed Secondary (or Above) Education, 2007–08

Source: Sankar (2011).
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population of  the relevant age but only 17.9 per cent in the 
school population. However, the diff erences between mi-
nority groups and the majority population are generally less 
than the rural–urban and girl–boy gaps.
 The gender gap is signifi cant. The diff erence between 
boys and girls in terms of  enrolment is 15 per cent in lower 
secondary (42.5 per cent for girls as against 57.5 per cent 
for boys) and almost 20 per cent in higher secondary (40.3 
per cent as against 59.7 per cent) (Sankar 2011). These gaps 
are also replicated at the state level, though interestingly 
there are a few states that have better participation rates 
for girls at the lower secondary level (Kerala, Mizoram, 

Goa, Puducherry, Karnataka and Delhi — and it should be 
noted that these are generally states with high overall rates) 
(Figure 12.5).
 However, there is an equity dimension to the enrolment 
in diff erent types of  schools. In general, private schools have 
signifi cantly lower proportions of  students from ST and SC 
backgrounds, in both lower and higher secondary education. 
The share is especially low in private unaided schools; for 
example, while 7.9 per cent of  government-school children 
are from ST backgrounds, this number is 3.5 per cent in 
unaided and 4.3 per cent in aided schools (Table 12.3). This 
is perhaps not surprising given that these sub-groups are on 

FIGURE 12.4 State-Wise Gap between Class VIII Gross Completion Rate (2007) and Class IX Gross Intake Rate (2008)

Source: MHRD (2006, 2007); Registrar General of  India (RGI) single-age population projections.

TABLE 12.2 School Participation, by Location and Age Group and by Stage of Education

Age Group Out of  School Attending Classes IX–X Attending Classes XI–XII
 (in per cent) (in per cent) (in per cent)

 RURAL URBAN RURAL URBAN RURAL URBAN

11–13 14.7 10.8 3.9 7.4 0.0 0.0

14–15 30.9 21.2 37.7 51.3 2.5 6.2

16–17 51.5 39.2 20.9 17.9 22.7 39.7

18+ 95.7 95.8 1.1 0.7 3.0 3.4

Source: Sankar (2011).
Note: Age-appropriate enrolment for Classes IX–X is 14–15 and for Classes XI–XII is 16–17.

Class VIII Gross Completion Rate in 2006–07 Class IX Gross Intake Rate in 2007–08
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FIGURE 12.5 Gross Attendance/Participation Rates at Lower Secondary (Classes IX–X), by Gender and State

Source: Sankar (2011).

TABLE 12.3 Enrolment in Lower and Higher Secondary Education, by Social Category, 2008 (in per cent)

   Lower Secondary     Higher Secondary

 ST SC OBC Others Total ST SC OBC Others Total

Government + Local Body 7.9 20.2 44.1 27.9 100.0 6.5 17.8 42.8 33.0 100.0

Private Aided 4.3 15.9 43.2 36.6 100.0 4.4 14.3 39.5 41.8 100.0

Private Unaided 3.5 11.8 42.1 42.5 100.0 2.9 10.7 44.2 42.2 100.0

Other 3.8 18.6 49.8 27.7 100.0 1.1 20.9 48.4 29.6 100.0

Source: Author’s calculations from NSS data, 64th round.

average poorer and so are less likely to be able to aff ord the 
fees associated with private schools. These schools are also 
generally located in urban areas.

CHALLENGES IN SECONDARY 
EDUCATION: QUALITY

Good data on the quality of  education is scarce and, im-
portantly, there is no national assessment of  performance 
in secondary education. There are about 30 state examina-
tion boards that prepare examinations for students at the 
end of  lower secondary and higher secondary education, 

with schools in some states also participating in examina-
tions set by a national board. However, the pass rates across 
states are not comparable as they vary considerably (Table 
12.4). Moreover, pass rates are not comparable across time 
within one state: for example, there are fi ve state Boards in 
which the pass rate fl uctuated by more than 5 percentage 
points between 2007 and 2008, and a further six Boards in 
which the diff erence was more than 10 percentage points.5 
If  an examination is reliable, one would expect examination 
results from one year to the next to vary only by a small 
degree. This is because the abilities of  students do not vary 
greatly and they have had very similar educational experi-
ences over consecutive years. The wide variations in Indian 
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examinations indicate a lack of  technical reliability in the 
examinations, and no comparisons across states can be 
considered absolute. Therefore, there is no national picture 
of  the quality of  secondary education, as measured by the 
skills and knowledge acquired by students at the end of  this 
stage of  education.
 Some assessments conducted in individual states, using 
internationally benchmarked assessments, suggest student 
learning is very low in India. The most recent one was the 
participation of  two Indian states (Tamil Nadu and Himachal 
Pradesh) in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) in the 2009+ round.6 PISA is 
an assessment of  15-year-olds in reading, mathematics 
and science. It focuses on the ability of  students to analyse 
material and apply knowledge and concepts in new contexts. 
In the assessment, the two Indian states were ranked above 
only one country (Kyrgyz Republic) of  the more than 70 
countries and economies participating (Walker 2011). On 
average, 15-year-old Indian students performed about four 
years behind the international average for OECD countries. 
The average of  the top 5 per cent of  Indian students was 
close to the OECD average, which indicates what is 
achievable for Indian students. It is also worth noting that, 
when controlling for socio-economic factors, there were no 
signifi cant diff erences between the performance of  public 
and private schools in India. This is a pattern found in 
most other countries and suggests that there is no inherent 
advantage to private schools; their better performance is 
mostly explained by the family background of  the students 
attending those schools.
 A second study (Das and Zajonc 2010) used data from 
a test carried out using questions from the Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science Survey (TIMSS) 
assessment in mathematics on Class IX children in Odisha 
and Rajasthan. Overall, when compared with countries that 
took the regular TIMSS assessment, Rajasthan was ranked 
47th out of  49 countries and territories, and Odisha 43rd. 
Just above Odisha was Egypt, while just below Rajasthan 
was Philippines. The study estimated that the Indian 
average is about three standard deviations below the OECD 
country mean.7

ADDRESSING THE CHALLENGES

Any strategy to address these challenges in secondary 
education must start from understanding the institutional 
landscape in the sector: a landscape that is very diff erent 
from that in primary education.
 More than half  of  students in secondary education study 
in privately-managed schools. These take two forms:
(a) private-aided schools, which receive recurrent funding 

from state governments, usually through paying teach-
ers’ salaries and some other costs, but where the school 
management is responsible for capital costs and invest-
ments; and

(b) unaided schools, which receive no public funds. Overall, 
in Classes IX and X in 2007–08, 45.6 per cent of  children 
were enrolled in government schools, 28.6 per cent in 
aided schools and the remaining 25.8 per cent in private 
unaided schools (Sankar 2011).8 

 Patterns of  school management of  secondary education 
are complex and vary considerably across states, and even 
within states between lower and higher secondary. It seems 
that there is no comprehensive study of  the reasons behind 
these variations. Figure 12.6 shows the situation in higher 
secondary education. For example, almost all enrolment 
in West Bengal is in aided schools, while there are none 
such schools in Manipur; and, in Chhattisgarh there are 
almost equal numbers of  government and private unaided 
schools. 
 Moreover, within many states, the share of  student enrol-
ment between government, government aided and unaided 
schools varies between lower secondary and higher second-
ary schools. Sometimes the shift in management structure 
between lower and higher secondary is between aided and 
unaided schools (for example, in Kerala). In other states the 
shift is between government and either private-aided schools 
or unaided schools (Figure 12.7).
 This presence of  private-aided schools is refl ected in 
the public education budget allocations at the state level. 
There are eight states that assign more than half  of  their 
budgets to aided schools, and an additional two states that 
allocate more than 90 per cent of  their respective budgets to 

TABLE 12.4 Number of State Board Examinations in Different Pass Percentage Rate Brackets, 2008

 Number of  States

Pass Rates (in per cent) 40–49 50–59 60–69 70–79 80–89 90–99

Lower Secondary (High School) 1 8 6 5 6 4

Higher Secondary 1 3 7 9 8 3

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from MHRD (2006, 2007).
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FIGURE 12.6 Management of Higher Secondary Education by State, 2006–07

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from MHRD (2007).

FIGURE 12.7 Relative Proportions of Enrolments by Management Types in Lower and Higher Secondary Education, 
Selected States, 2007–08

Source: Author’s calculations based on NSS data.
Note: Govt=Government; HS=Higher Secondary; LB=Local Body; LS=Lower Secondary; Pvt=Private.
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these schools (MHRD 2007). However, it is important but 
curious to note that there is no direct relationship between 
the proportion of  the secondary education budget spent on 
non-government schools and the proportion of  enrolments 
in these schools (Table 12.5). These fi gures suggest that 
there is considerable scope for states to take another look at 
the way they fund aided schools.

Addressing the Access Challenge

Expanding access will require both public and private invest-
ments, given the needs and the distribution of  management 
types. The Government of  India launched a major pro-
gramme in 2009 — the Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha 
Abhiyan (RMSA) — to improve access, quality and equity 
in lower secondary education (though not as yet higher 

TABLE 12.5 State Public Spending on Secondary Education by Category, as a Percentage of Total Expenditures, 
Actuals, 2006–07

   Government and Local Body    Non-Government

  Secondary Education Enrolment Diff erence Secondary Education Enrolment Diff erence
 Budget (in per cent) (in per cent)  Budget (in per cent) (in per cent) 
  1 2 (1)–(2) 1 2 (1)–(2)

Andhra Pradesh 77.1 60.1 17.0 14.1 39.9 –25.8

Arunachal Pradesh 84.1 93.9 –9.7 1.1 6.1 –5.0

Assam 2.8 88.6 –85.7 91.4 11.4 80.0

Bihar 61.6 90.3 –28.7 2.1 9.7 –7.5

Chhattisgarh 89.0 81.3 7.6 7.5 18.7 –11.2

Goa 8.4 63.9 –55.5 61.0 36.1 24.9

Gujarat 8.2 51.2 –43.0 89.8 48.8 41.0

Haryana 88.0 79.4 8.6 4.9 20.6 –15.7

Himachal Pradesh 95.5 52.6 42.9 1.2 47.4 –46.2

Jammu and Kashmir 0.0 83.4 –83.4 0.0 16.6 –16.6

Jharkhand 100.0 78.5 21.5 0.0 21.5 –21.5

Karnataka 87.4 56.3 31.1 8.9 43.7 –34.8

Kerala 32.4 39.3 –6.9 58.9 60.7 –1.9

Madhya Pradesh 86.4 69.7 16.8 10.4 30.3 –19.9

Maharashtra 6.1 37.6 –31.5 92.3 62.4 29.9

Manipur 86.6 51.4 35.2 4.8 48.6 –43.8

Meghalaya 16.6 59.6 –43.0 64.9 40.4 24.6

Mizoram 69.2 82.4 –13.2 15.2 17.6 –2.4

Nagaland 57.3 23.0 34.2 0.4 77.0 –76.5

Odisha 83.1 68.7 14.4 11.0 31.3 –20.3

Punjab 90.6 49.7 40.9 8.0 50.3 –42.3

Rajasthan 88.7 55.6 33.1 2.9 44.4 –41.5

Sikkim 89.1 92.7 –3.6 1.0 7.3 –6.3

Tamil Nadu 59.7 64.8 –5.1 35.4 35.2 0.2

Tripura 0.2 95.5 –95.3 8.0 4.5 3.6

Uttarakhand 75.8 43.8 32.0 18.5 56.2 –37.7

Uttar Pradesh 7.0 69.3 –62.3 67.2 30.7 36.6

West Bengal 1.3 89.2 –88.0 95.3 10.8 84.5

India 35.6 0.0 35.6 51.2 100.0 –48.8

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from MHRD (2007).
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secondary education). The aim is to achieve an enrolment 
rate of  75 per cent from 52.26 per cent in 2005–06 at second-
ary stage within fi ve years by providing a secondary school 
within a reasonable distance of  any habitation. The other 
objectives include improving quality of  education by mak-
ing all secondary schools conform to prescribed norms; re-
moving gender, socio-economic and disability barriers; 
providing universal access to secondary level education by 
2017, i.e., by the end of  12th Five-Year Plan; and achieving 
universal retention by 2020. Broad physical targets include 
providing facilities for an estimated additional enrolment 
of  more than 3.2 million students by 2011–12 through 
the strengthening of  about 44,000 existing secondary 
schools, opening around 11,000 new secondary schools and 
the appointment of  additional teachers to improve the 
Pupil–Teacher Ratio (PTR), and  the construction of  more 
than 80,000 additional classrooms (MHRD n.d.). States are 
required to meet 25 per cent of  the costs (10 per cent for 
north-east states). Total programme costs over the next 
fi ve years could be as high as $12 billion (`600 billion). In 
2010–11, the following were sanctioned: 1,257 new schools; 
7,435 schools to be strengthened, i.e., infrastructure im-
provements to increase the years of  schooling available at 
the school; and 8,511 additional classrooms.
 Public expenditure on secondary education has risen rap-
idly in real terms and, for the past four years, in per student 
terms (Figure 12.8). Per pupil expenditure is signifi cantly 
higher in government and government-aided schools, driven 

by the much higher teacher salaries. However, very little 
money is spent on capital expenditures — less than 2 per 
cent of  public funding in 2008–09 (World Bank 2012).
 Families make a signifi cant contribution to spending in 
secondary education. While 74 per cent of  those in govern-
ment schools did not pay any fees, 54 per cent of  those in 
aided schools and 94 per cent of  those enrolled in private 
unaided schools reportedly paid fees for lower secondary 
school. Of  those who paid fees, the average fee in a govern-
ment school was about `650 compared to around `1,750 
in an aided school and `3,375 in a private unaided school. 
Overall, on average, total household expenditure was ̀ 2,158 
for a student attending secondary education in a government 
school compared to ̀ 3,874 in an aided school and ̀ 7,542 in a 
private unaided school in a year (World Bank 2012).9

 The supply of  private schools is also likely to increase in 
India. Given the rapidly expanding demand for secondary 
education and the historical patterns of  school manage-
ment, parents are likely to continue to seek private schools 
at the secondary level. However, it should be noted that 
internationally, as countries get richer they tend to have 
more students in government schools: for example, in lower 
secondary education, the average for OECD countries as 
a whole is 85.8 per cent of  pupils studying in government 
schools, 10.7 per cent studying in government-dependent 
private schools and the remaining 3.5 per cent in inde-
pendent private schools. Only fi ve countries — Australia, 
Belgium, Chile, Denmark, and Spain — have more than 25 

FIGURE 12.8 Public Expenditure on Secondary Education in India (in Constant 2004–05 Rupees)

Source: Sankar (2011).
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per cent of  enrolments in non-government schools. The 
fi gures are similar in higher secondary education. 
 Both the national and state governments are using 
Public–Private Partnerships (PPPs) to expand access. A 
major Government of  India scheme for expanding access 
for secondary schools, this time on a PPP approach, is the 
Model Schools Scheme. The scheme aims to provide quality 
education to talented rural children through setting up of  
6,000 model schools as a benchmark of  excellence at block 
level at the rate of  one school per block, with 2,500 of  these 
schools to be set up under PPP mode in blocks that are not 
educationally backward. A call for expressions of  interest 
for the PPP element was launched in March 2012. More and 
more states are also pursuing PPPs for school construction 
and management to help meet the huge infrastructure costs 
(Table 12.6).10

Addressing the Equity Challenge

Many of  the equity gaps will be closed over time merely due 
to the expansion of  secondary education. The diff erences 
across sub-populations in terms of  access are almost non-
existent at the primary level and in states where overall par-
ticipation rates are high (Sankar 2011). This is not surprising 
given the near universal access to primary education. This 
suggests that continued expansion of  secondary education 
will reduce these gaps. However, it may not be automatic 
in some cases; for example, the rural–urban diff erence may 
require specifi c measures to address because the distances to 

a secondary school are always likely to remain larger than 
the distance to primary schools, even with higher levels of  
enrolment. This also implies that a disproportionate invest-
ment will need to be made in rural areas. More generally, 
the direct and indirect costs of  attending secondary schools 
for families are signifi cantly higher than attending primary 
schools, so the poorer sections of  the community will very 
likely need some kind of  assistance to ensure they attend 
secondary schools. Some of  the direct costs, such as trans-
portation or books, could be met by in-kind assistance; how-
ever, the lost potential income from attending school rather 
than working will need to be met by cash transfers. There is 
good experience internationally in conditioning those trans-
fers on school attendance and achievement, an option which 
is likely to make a diff erence in India too (Carlson 2009). 

Addressing the Quality Challenge

Improving the quality of  education and raising the learning 
outcomes of  students is perhaps the key challenge for both 
public and private schools. In terms of  PPPs in capacity-
building initiatives, there are a number of  possibilities ranging 
from curriculum and pedagogical support to management 
and administrative training; textbook provision; teacher 
training; and the development of  support networks, profes-
sional partnerships and linkages (World Bank 2011b). The 
Government of  India’s RMSA programme includes specifi c 
guidance on quality improvements (Box 12.1). International 
assessments in secondary schools tend to show that private 

Source: Adapted from World Bank (2011b).

TABLE 12.6 Existing or Proposed PPP Models in the States

   Activity Finance: Expenditure Finance: Revenue Provision and Monitoring

Residential 
Schools 
in Andhra 
Pradesh

Adarsh 
Schools in 
Punjab

Schools in 
Rajasthan

• Land is provided free of  cost by the 
state government on a long-term 
lease.

• Private partner bears the entire non-
recurring cost of  construction and 
the schools buildings and facilities.

• The land would be given on a 99-
year lease by the government to the 
private partner.

• 50 per cent of  the capital cost 
would also be provided by the state 
government.

• The private partner will bear the 
entire capital cost upfront.

• State government would provide a 
capital incentive in instalments. 

• 75 per cent of  the seats in the school 
would be reserved for students to be 
sponsored by the state government 
for which the state would pay the re-
curring costs. The remaining 25 per 
cent of  the student strength would 
be fi lled up with the management 
quota seats. 

• The operational cost of  the school 
would be shared on 70:30 basis 
between the state government and 
the private partner.

• The state reimburses a part of  the 
recurring cost for the sponsored 
students through vouchers.

• 50 per cent of  each school would be 
reserved for students sponsored by 
the state government.

• Private partner appoints 
and manages teaching 
and non-teaching staff .

• There would be a 
two-tier management 
structure at state and 
school level.
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and public schools perform equally well when the socio-
economic backgrounds of  children are taken into account 
(in other words, private schools tend to attract children of  
wealthier families, and this accounts for most of  the better 
results of  private school children) (OECD 2011).
 There are a number of  challenges in this area. First, like 
elementary education, there is a shortage of  teachers in sec-
ondary education. For example, only 30 per cent of  schools 
(Classes IX and X) have a suffi  cient number of  teachers in all 
fi ve core subjects (World Bank 2012). The particular chal-
lenge in secondary education is that teachers are subject 
specialists so the demand for and deployment of  teachers 
is much more complex. Second, the professional develop-
ment of  secondary education teachers is also made harder 
by the subject specialisations; understanding how to teach 
mathematics is diff erent from understanding how to teach 
history, since the things children don’t understand are 
derived from the nature of  the mathematical concepts or 
topics being studied. The institutional structures to help 
teachers in government schools are sorely lacking, in addi-
tion to the problem of  lack of  coordination across primary, 
secondary and teacher education programmes. Little is 
known about how private schools get support for profes-
sional development.

 There is a need for a more reliable system of  assessment 
of  student learning outcomes in secondary education. The 
role of  assessment, testing and examination is undergoing 
reform in elementary education, under the provision of  the 
Right to Education Act, 2009, which abolishes testing in that 
phase of  education. These mechanisms have not yet been re-
placed by alternative methods of  Continuous and Compre-
hensive Evaluation (CCE) that teachers understand and are 
able to use to keep track of  students’ progress and achieve-
ments. The situation is more complex in secondary educa-
tion given the presence of  high-stakes examinations and the 
multiple need for measuring achievement, providing a basis 
for entry into higher education, and giving students relevant 
certifi cation for entry into the labour market. In India, uni-
versities set examinations for entry, though there are moves 
to increase the role of  performance in Board examinations. 
As shown in this section, there is an urgent need to improve 
the technical quality of  State Board examinations, so they 
can provide a reliable picture of  student achievement.
 A strategy for how diff erent types of  assessment work 
and fi t together is needed. Such a strategy would need to in-
clude diff erent elements. First, classroom-level mechanisms, 
which teachers can use on a regular basis to identify the 
strengths and weaknesses of  children’s grasp of  the material 

BOX 12.1
Draft Vision Document for the Improvement of Quality of Secondary Education

The document is designed to deal with the following quality components embedding equity within that to guide the states/union territories 
for each of  these components providing essential and indicative norms in terms of  modalities as well as fi nance:
(a) Curriculum Reform: A major quality aspect of  secondary education which includes:

 (i) Revision of  state syllabi and textbooks at secondary stage in accordance with the National Curriculum Framework-2005 (NCF-
2005).

(ii) Improving classroom processes and school management to implement the curricular and pedagogic shift for enhancing 
participation in learning process and providing success experience to all learners.

(iii) Assessment and examination in consonance with the emerging perspectives on Continuous and Comprehensive Evaluation (CCE) 
as well as examination reform at secondary stage.

(b) Teacher Preparation: Another quality imperative which deals with setting up of  mechanisms for continuous in-service professional 
development of  secondary stage teachers in each state/union territory.

(c) Researches and Monitoring for Quality: As important quality interventions, which is not only helpful in ensuring quality but also improving 
modalities for quality inputs as and when required.

(d) Information and Communication Technology: A quality component that is infused in each of  the quality initiatives such as curriculum 
reform, teacher preparation, research and monitoring. 

(e) Quality Indicators: Monitoring quality interventions require concrete measurable and observable indicators for various aspects such as 
curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, etc. 

(f) Roles of  Various National-/State-/District-Level Agencies: Each state/union territory has various structures to deal with the planning and 
implementation of  the programme. For quality secondary education it is imperative to bring clarity on the roles of  these institutions 
to further increase synergy among them.

(g) Multi-Layer Strategic Guidelines and Indicative Financial Norms: Each of  the aforesaid quality aspects requires guidelines and norms for 
stakeholders operating at diff erent levels under the RMSA for the eff ective implementation of  the programme. In the context of  quality 
components, the guidelines and norms need to be specifi c with the main objective to improve real school-classroom setting and learn-
ing of  students.

Source: MHRD (n.d.).
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so that teaching can be adjusted accordingly. Some of  these 
mechanisms could be common across multiple schools and 
provided by the private sector; others individual teachers 
might develop themselves. Second, there is a need for end-
of-stage assessments. These summative assessments of  indi-
vidual student achievement would be curriculum-based and 
could be either at the state or national level. Many countries 
around the world have changed their examinations — in line 
with revised curricula — to ensure that students are assessed 
as to whether they have a conceptual understanding of  the 
subject and can apply these concepts and principles to new 
problems and in new contexts. The examinations therefore 
are not about factual recall. This change in examination and 
curriculum approach would require a consequent change 
in the way teachers teach. It would be helpful if  states col-
laborated not only to improve the technical quality of  the 
assessment but also to develop some common elements 
which would allow cross-state comparisons. Third, there is 
a place for a national assessment. Assuming multiple State 
Board examinations continue, a sample-based national as-
sessment would enable a reliable picture to emerge. The 
government’s commitment to establishing Class X assess-
ments is an important step. This national assessment would 
allow India to identify key system issues amenable to policy 
or programmatic intervention. For example, the assessment 
could identify where the teaching of  a particular subject is 
strong or weak, to guide teacher professional development 
and materials; or the particular challenges that large or small 
schools face to help school managers become more eff ec-
tive. Fourth and fi nally, India should continue to participate 
in international assessments so that it can assess its progress 
in the globalised world.
 Aided schools are a signifi cant opportunity to bring 
change. The substantial resources that state governments 
give to aided schools off er the opportunity to leverage 
change. Unfortunately, at the moment, grants-in-aid are 
provided on an input-driven basis (essentially, the state gov-
ernments pay some portion of  (or all) teacher salaries). An 
opportunity exists for this funding to be adjusted so that it 
is provided on the basis of  outcomes or results, such as en-
rolment and retention of  disadvantaged groups (access and 
equity concerns) and the successful completion of  a stage of  
education or student performance on assessments (quality 
concerns). Given the size of  the private-aided sector, pro-
viding private management with diff erent incentives could 
off er a major opportunity to address some of  the outstand-
ing issues in secondary education.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Any policy or programme that seeks to make improvements 
in the access, quality and equity of  secondary education needs 

to recognise two complexities: the diff erences between el-
ementary and secondary education, and the various models 
of  school governance. First, there are signifi cant diff erences 
between elementary and secondary schools, so it cannot be 
assumed that lessons learnt in one sub-sector can be applied 
to the other. There are diff erences between elementary and 
secondary schools in terms of  size, organisation, relationship 
to their communities/parents, and ways of  assessing quality. 
So one should not assume that patterns in elementary edu-
cation will work in secondary schools; for example, there is 
a lot of  evidence that parents can hold elementary teachers 
and schools accountable, under certain conditions. These 
conditions are reasonably well-understood: for instance, 
parents are informed about their rights and responsibilities, 
they are given the information they need to hold the schools 
accountable in an accessible form, that information is read-
ily understandable and easily measured, and there are some 
consequences for parental action (Bruns et al. 2011). But 
this accountability framework that produces positive results 
in primary education depends critically on certain features 
that are not present in secondary schools: (a) parents can 
understand measures of  quality (such as basic reading and 
mathematical skills), (b) parents form a reasonably coherent 
community because the primary school draws its students 
from a single village or residential area, and (c) the social 
distance between parents and the teachers is not too great. 
These features do not hold in secondary education. School 
Management Development Committees (SMDCs) have 
been introduced in secondary schools following the broadly 
positive experience of  such committees in primary educa-
tion. However, considerable work will be needed to help 
them become eff ective instruments of  school accountability. 
Second, as already noted, the management arrangements in 
secondary education are signifi cantly diff erent from those 
in elementary education with diff erent combinations of  
government, aided and unaided schools across states and 
within states across lower and higher secondary education. 
Any policy or programme should take account of  these 
diff erences.
 This indicates the importance of  promoting and evaluat-
ing diff erent approaches. Given these complexities, a single 
solution that will be relevant and applicable to the whole of  
the secondary education sector and across diff erent states is 
highly unlikely. Thus, there should be attempts to encourage 
innovation and experimentation, within a strong monitoring 
and evaluation framework. The government is explicitly en-
couraging this in the case of  the RMSA programme, having 
created innovation activities through which local actors and 
states can develop their own ideas about how to improve 
access, equity and quality. The lessons from these ideas will 
also then seed the development of  the RMSA programme 
itself.
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1. The usual Indian practice is to refer to Classes IX and X as 
‘secondary education’. However, in this paper, I will use the term 
‘lower secondary’ to refer to these and ‘higher secondary’ to refer 
to Classes XI and XII. In this way, I reserve the term ‘secondary 
education’ to refer to both lower and higher secondary education 
collectively (i.e., Classes IX to XII).

2. The GER is calculated by taking the number of  children in 
secondary education and dividing it by the number of  children 
in the relevant age category (in this case 14–17 years of  age). Due 
to the presence of  over- (and, more rarely, under-) age children 
in secondary education, this ratio can be greater than 100 per 
cent. See Sankar (2011) for a fuller description of  diff erent types 
of  ratios relevant for measuring access to secondary education.

3. These fi gures, for the school year 2007–08, are the latest offi  cial 
fi gures from the Ministry of  Human Resource Development 
(MHRD 2007) based on administrative data. Diff erent sources 
of  data give diff erent numbers of  those students in secondary 
education. For example, Sankar (2011), using National Statistical 
Survey (NSS) data, calculates the fi gure to be 50.6 million in 
secondary and higher secondary education. While the variation 
according to the sources is noted, the general trends discussed 
in this paper hold using any data source. Recently, the National 
University for Educational Planning and Administration 
(NUEPA) has rolled out the Secondary Education Management 
Information System (SEMIS) which has started to improve 
signifi cantly the accuracy and timeliness of  secondary education 
data. At present, this data covers mainly government and 
government-aided schools, but is expanding each year to include 
more private unaided schools, which is crucial to enable a more 
comprehensive picture of  the system to be obtained.

4. The gross intake rate is calculated by taking the total number 
of  children (of  all ages) enrolling in Class IX and dividing it by 
the number of  children of  the appropriate age (i.e., 14–15). So if  
there are signifi cant numbers of  over-age children, then the gross 
intake rate can be higher than 100 per cent.

5. Author’s calculations based on MHRD (2006, 2007).

6. The 2009+ round included 10 states or countries, all of  which 
were non-OECD. The assessment was actually conducted in 2010 
(hence the ‘plus’), but the assessment instrument used allowed 
direct comparison with the main survey, which was conducted in 
more than 60 countries and economies in 2009. For more details 
see Walker (2011).

7. The results in this and the previous paragraph should be treated 
as giving a general sense of  the relative performance of  Indian 
states but the particular rankings should be seen as indicative 
rather than defi nitive. First, PISA and TIMSS only test children 
who are in school, so in those countries like India that have high 
levels of  children of  the relevant age not in school, the average 
performance across the whole 15-year-old population would very 
likely be even lower (on the reasonable assumption that those 
not in schools would score lower). This means that the Indian 
averages for the entire 15-year-old population are even further 
below the OECD means. However, the ranking in these circum-
stances is much harder to assess since the countries with rankings 
close to Indian state rankings also have signifi cant out-of-school 
populations. Second, it is also worth noting that the assessment 
survey carried out in Rajasthan and Odisha was only on a subset 
of  TIMSS questions, not the full TIMSS test administered to the 
other countries.

8. However, private schools tend to be smaller than government 
schools, so private-aided and unaided schools represent two-
thirds of  all schools (author’s calculations based on data from 
MHRD [2007]). In addition, it should also be noted that there 
were as small number of  students — about 343,000 — studying 
lower or higher secondary education outside of  formal schooling 
through the National Institute of  Open Schooling (NIOS) (ibid.).

9. These fi gures are for the school year 2007–08.
10. This chapter has not directly discussed a large private element 

in secondary education, which is private tutoring. India is no 
diff erent than other countries in this respect and its widespread 
prevalence in all diff erent kinds of  countries suggests that it will 
not be readily eliminated.

NOTES
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TABLE 12A Examples of Different Types of Public–Private Partnerships (PPP) in Education

PPP Initiative Examples

1. Private Sector Philanthropy • Philanthropic Foundations (United States [US], Philippines)
  • Academies Programme (United Kingdom [UK])
  • Philanthropic Venture Funds (US)
  • World Education Forum’s Global Education Initiative ( Jordan, Egypt, India, 
   Palestinian Authority)

2. School Management • Contract schools (US)
  • Charter schools (US and Alberta [Canada])
  • Concession Schools (Bogotá [Colombia])
  • Independent Schools (Qatar)
  • Private Management of  Railways Schools (Pakistan)
  • Alternative Education (New Zealand)
  • Quality Education for All (Pakistan)
  • Management of  Government Schools (Lahore [Pakistan])

3. Purchase of  Educational Services • Government sponsorship of  Students in Private Schools (Cote d’Ivoire), Educational 
 from Private Schools   Service Contracting (ESC)/Education Voucher System (EVS) (The Philippines)
  • Fe y Alegria (South America, Spain)
  • Financial Assistance on Per Child Enrolled Basis (Punjab [India], Pakistan)
  • Universal Post-Primary Education and Training (Uganda)
  • Venezuelan Association of  Catholic Education (Venezuela)

4. Vouchers • Programa de Ampliación de Cobertura de la Educación Secundaria (Colombia)
  • School Funding System (The Netherlands)
  • Targeted Individual Entitlement and Independent School Subsidies (New Zealand)
  • Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (Milwaukee [US])
  • Urban Girls’ Fellowship Program and Rural Girls’ Fellowship Program 
   (Baluchistan [Pakistan])
  • Education Voucher Scheme (Punjab [India], Pakistan)

5. Capacity-Building  • Cluster-Based Training of  Teachers Through PPP (Punjab [India], Pakistan)
  • Quality Assurance Resource Centre (Sindh [Pakistan])
  • Quality Advancement and Institutional Development (Sindh [Pakistan])
  • Teaching in Clusters by Subject Specialists (Punjab [India], Pakistan)

6. School Infrastructure • Private Finance Initiative (UK)
  • New Schools’ Private Finance Project (New South Wales [Australia])
  • New Schools Public Private Partnership Project (South Australia [Australia])
  • PPP for New Schools (Egypt)
  • Public–Private Partnerships for Educational Infrastructure (Nova Scotia [Canada])
  • Off enbach Schools Project and Cologne Schools Project (Germany)
  • Montaigne Lyceum (The Hague [The Netherlands])
  • Leasing of  Public School Buildings to Private Operators (Punjab [India], Pakistan)

Source: Patrinos et al. (2009).





Section III
HIGHER AND VOCATIONAL EDUCATION





The emergence of  the knowledge economy signifi es an 
increase in the knowledge intensity of  economic activi-

ties. Knowledge has become the driver of  economic growth 
underlining the central role of  human capital and technolo-
gy in development (OECD 1996). This recognition increased 
the awareness regarding the economic value of  institutions 
engaged in knowledge production and dissemination. 
Higher education institutions and their graduates became 
dearer to policy-makers and to corporate leaders. In many 
of  the fast-growing emerging economies, the tertiary-level 
educated workforce has become a constraint for sustaining 
their growth rates and is investing more on higher educa-
tion. The share of  budgetary resources allocated to higher 
education increased in the developed countries in the 1990s 
and in many of  the developing countries in this millennium. 
Consequently, the expansion of  higher education became 
a global phenomenon experienced by all countries. Higher 
education is almost universalised in the developed countries, 
‘massifi ed’ in most of  the middle-income countries, and 
growing at high rates in the less-developed countries.
 While the expansion of  higher education depended 
heavily on public investment in the previous century, it 
relies considerably on non-public sources of  funding in its 
current phase of  expansion. The process of  globalisation of  
economic activities necessitated an expanded codifi cation of  
knowledge, digitalisation of  information and its commodi-
fi cation (Houghton and Sheehan 2000); and it increased the 
economic returns to investments in higher education. At 
present, there is a near unanimity on the need for enhanced 
investment in higher education even when opinions vary on 
sharing the fi nancial responsibilities among public, private 
and household sectors. A common trend experienced in 

many countries is a shifting of  the fi nancial burden of  seek-
ing higher education from public to private sources.
 The private sector has grown in many countries and has 
certainly increased its role in higher education in a majority 
of  the countries. This paper analyses the move towards 
the private sector globally and in India. It is interesting to 
note that matured market economies have relied less on 
the market process to meet the expanding social demand 
for higher education than the developing countries where 
markets are poorly or less developed. Countries such as India 
follow a dual policy of  relying on the public universities in 
core areas of  research and development and on private 
institutions to meet the expanding social demand for higher 
education, especially in market-friendly study programmes 
such as technical and professional education. This results 
in an enhanced public investment and an increasing private 
share in higher education contributing to faster growth of  
the sector.
 The next section discusses the rationale for public invest-
ment in higher education followed by an analysis of  the 
emerging typology of  private higher education institutions. 
The fourth section examines the global surge and spread of  
private higher education with the subsequent one looking at 
the evolution of  diff erent categories of  private education in 
India. The sixth section highlights some of  the issues arising 
out of  the functioning of  private higher education institu-
tions and their eff ect on the quality of  private higher educa-
tion in India. The chapter concludes by underlining the need 
for regulatory measures and mechanisms.

PUBLIC GOOD AND PUBLIC INVESTMENT IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION

The debate on who should fi nance higher education stems 
from the characterisation of  higher education as a public 

Private Higher Education

The Global Surge and Indian Concerns

N. V. Varghese*

13

* The opinions and views expressed in this paper are of  the author 
and hence should not necessarily be attributed to the institution where 
he is employed.



146 India Infrastructure Report 2012

or a private good. Some economists consider knowledge as 
a public good (Samuelson 1954) or as a global public good 
(Stiglitz 1999). The higher education sector, which produces 
and transmits knowledge, is also treated as a public good. 
A public good has two critical properties — non-rivalrous 
consumption and non-excludability. The non-rivalrous 
consumption implies that consumption by one does not 
diminish that by others while non-excludability implies that 
its distribution cannot be restricted to a few selected people. 
 The higher education sector can exclude those who do 
not pay for it when it is priced or restrict access when the 
government relies on a policy of  limited expansion. How-
ever, if  more people receive higher education it does not 
diminish its value to society, so it is a non-rivalrous good. 
Higher education has externalities since the benefi ts from 
it are not confi ned to students seeking higher education 
but also extend to society at large. Higher education is a 
merit good and the advantages from higher education are 
neither all public nor all private. The development of  new 
knowledge, training of  highly-qualifi ed personnel, provision 
of  service to society, ethical function and social criticism, 
etc. are public good functions carried out by the sector 
(Cemmell 2002). 
 Although higher education may not be a pure public 
good, it has the characteristics of  one. In the absence of  
state investment, it will be under-produced and under-
supplied since profi ts cannot be a criterion to decide the 
optimum amount of  investment (Tilak 2008) and markets 
will not have incentives to produce it to optimum levels. 
Therefore, the public good character of  higher education 
justifi es continued public investment in the sector. In reality, 
as noted in a letter to President Obama from the President 
of  the University of  Michigan in 2010, ‘higher education is a 
public good currently lacking public support’ (Woodhouse 
2011). 
 The State played a dominant role in development during 
the post-World War II reconstruction phase in Europe and 
nation-building phase following national independence in 
the developing countries. Most countries invested in higher 
education during this phase, recognising the importance of  
qualifi ed and trained manpower in nation-building. There 
was, in a sense, a period of  ‘state monopoly on tertiary 
education’ (World Bank 2002: 69) and public universities 
became the dominant feature of  the development of  higher 
education. This tradition continues and public universities 
continue to dominate in all regions except Latin America 
and East Asia.
 The State-led model of  development came under attack 
in the 1980s. The neoliberal thinking, structural adjust-
ment programmes of  the 1980s and the political changes in 
eastern Europe questioned the role of  the State in develop-
ment and the rationale for continued State investment in 

higher education. The argument was for a reduced public 
investment in education in general, and a diversion of  public 
investment from higher to primary education in developing 
countries in particular (Banya and Elu 2001; Psacharopoulos 
1986). Consequently, developed and developing countries 
reduced, if  not withdrew, subsidies on higher education and 
introduced cost-recovery measures, cost-sharing strategies 
and income-generating activities in public higher education 
institutions.
 This period also experienced the emergence of  the 
private sector in higher education, especially in many of  
the developing countries which did not have a tradition 
of  any private higher education institutions. The private 
returns from investing in higher education continue to be 
substantial and therefore households are willing to invest in 
educating their children. The capacity and willingness of  the 
households to pay contributed to the privatisation of  public 
institutions and the expansion of  private higher education 
institutions. 

PRIVATISATION AND THE PRIVATE SECTOR

The ascendancy of  the market in higher education decision-
making promoted a view that higher education is less of  
a public good and can be served privately. Further, it was 
felt that even a public good can be better served by being 
less public. This view leads to a situation of  public higher 
education losing its ‘publicness’ (Longaneckar 2005) and 
public funding. The other view was that higher education 
gives more private gains and thus should be fi nanced 
primarily by the direct benefi ciaries rather than by the public 
exchequer. Both views supported a move away from the 
State for fi nancial support for the growth and expansion of  
the higher education sector and led to two phenomena: the 
privatisation of  public institutions and the promotion of  the 
private sector. 
 Privatisation implies applying market principles to the 
functioning of  public institutions of  higher education. While 
the ownership and management of  the institutions remain 
with the public authorities, the services provided by the 
institutions are priced (Varghese 2004). The price levied (for 
example, student fees) may be equivalent to the full cost or 
full cost-plus-profi t in some instances. Privatisation was very 
often facilitated by transferring the governance to public 
institutions (autonomy), with many of  them becoming 
public enterprises venturing into cost-recovery, income-
generating and for-profi t activities in public universities 
(Kezar et al. 2005).
 The private sector, on the other hand, implies the 
non-State sector in higher education. The institutions are 
owned and operated by private individuals or agencies. In 
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most cases, this sector does not receive funding from the 
government and, in any case, it does not rely on State fund-
ing for its growth and expansion, although at times they 
receive partial public funding support in some countries 
(Varghese 2004). Private higher education institutions can 
be universities or non-university institutions off ering pro-
fessional training courses. Private universities off er courses 
leading to a degree, while courses off ered in other types of  
private higher education institutions very often lead to a 
certifi cate or a diploma.
 One of  the earliest and most commonly used classifi cations 
of  private higher education institutions is categorising them 
into: (a) elite, (b) religious and (c) demand-absorbing (Levy 
1986). A more recent and modifi ed categorisation by Daniel 
C. Levy is in terms of: (a) elite and semi-elite, (b) religious/
cultural and (c) non-elite and demand-absorbing (Bjarnason 
et al. 2009). Most of  the top ranking universities in the 
United States (US) are, in a sense, elite private institutions. 
As per the QS world ranking of  universities 2011, six US 
universities were listed in the top-10 category.1 All of  them 
(Harvard, Massachusetts Institute of  Technology [MIT], 
Yale, Pennsylvania, Chicago, and Columbia) are private 
institutions. The top-ranking universities in other countries, 
very often, are public institutions.
 Many of  the private higher education institutions are 
religion-based. While the Catholic Church dominated in 
the provision of  private higher education in Latin America, 
Evangelical and Islamic faiths are common in Africa (Levy 
2006). Religious institutions are the fastest growing type 
of  private higher education institution in almost every 
African country perhaps, with the exception of  South Africa 
(Karram 2011; Varghese 2006). This is partly due to the fact 
that most of  the religious-based private higher education 
institutions are not-for-profi t, especially in Africa, and at 
times they not only levy low fees, but also provide fi nancial 
support to students (Varghese 2008).
 The non-elite and demand-absorbing private institutions 
are the largest and the fastest growing segment. Many of  
them are in the non-university sector and they help expand 
access to higher education. The study programmes are 
vocational in nature and the duration of  courses in these 
non-university sector institutions is short.
 Most of  the private institutions are self-fi nancing, relying 
on student fees as the major source of  income. However, 
some are for-profi t while others are not-for-profi t institu-
tions. In the case of  for-profi t institutions, the main motiva-
tion for starting these may be profi ts rather than educational 
objectives. The for-profi t institutions are at times labelled 
as ‘pseudo universities’ since they do education business 
(Altbach 2005: 23). It is also true that many private higher 
education institutions maintain a formal non-profi t legal 
status while functioning like for-profi t entities. Some of  the 

for-profi t institutions in the US also receive public funding 
support. According to a recent US Senate report (Moodie 
2011), for-profi t schools receive 23 per cent of  all federal 
student fi nancial aid (around US$24 billion) in the 2008–09 
academic year.
 Universities like Phoenix, DeVry and Kaplan have helped 
turn the for-profi t sector into a massive revenue generator 
and the engine for higher education growth. From 1998 to 
2008, for-profi t enrolment in the US grew by 225 per cent. 
For-profi t colleges have experienced a boom in business even 
during the recession period; however, this situation is chang-
ing now in the US. Due to the federal rules against certain 
forms of  recruitment, the federal support to for-profi t insti-
tutions has declined and consequently enrolment decreased 
by 14.1 per cent in most high profi le institutions — DeVry 
University experienced an enrolment fall by 25.6 per cent 
and Corinthian by 21.5 per cent (ibid.).
 At times the private institutions are also an easy route 
for the entry of  cross-border institutions. This is a very com-
mon trend in most countries in Latin America, the Com-
monwealth of  Independent States (CIS) region and Africa. 
In some cases the domestic private institutions are affi  liated 
to a foreign institution. In some of  the countries such as 
Oman, affi  liation to a foreign institution is a necessary con-
dition for approval (Martin 2007) and in some instances it is 
used as a convenient mechanism to levy high fees.
 In some instances foreign universities establish their 
branch campuses in these countries. Malaysia, Singapore, 
Hong Kong, Dubai, Doha, etc. are good examples of  
this trend. Universities in Australia, the UK, the US, and 
other countries open branch campuses in many developing 
countries. Malaysia has branch campuses of  universities 
including that of  Nottingham University in the UK, Monash 
University, Curtin University in Australia, etc. Singapore 
has branch campuses of  John Hopkins, the University of  
Chicago, INSEAD, etc. Bond University and Monash Univer-
sity in Australia have branch campuses in many Asian and 
African countries and are developed in the form of  educa-
tion hubs. Foreign universities such as Ave Maria, Florida 
State University, Columbus University, and IPADE Business 
School are opening franchises in Nicaragua, Panama and 
Costa Rica (Long 2011). 
 The trend is similar in CIS countries, in Asia and in Africa 
(Varghese 2004, 2006). Some of  the cross-border institutions 
are public ones in the country of  origin and operate like 
private institutions in the host country. According to the 
Observatory of  Borderless Higher Education, there were 
200 branch campuses around the world in 2011. The largest 
fl ow of  cross-border institutional mobility (branch cam-
puses) used to be from the US to Gulf  countries; now more 
and more branch campuses are opened in East and South 
Asia (Lawton and Katsomitros 2012). 



148 India Infrastructure Report 2012

THE GLOBAL SURGE AND SPREAD OF 
PRIVATE HIGHER EDUCATION

The process of  privatisation and expansion of  the private 
sector have been on the increase globally. One of  the inter-
esting features of  these developments is that private higher 
education institutions emerged and expanded in countries 
that have less-developed markets while countries with de-
veloped and matured markets relied on their public institu-
tions to expand higher education. For example, contrary to 
general belief, the private sector surge is experienced mostly 
in the developing countries and privatisation eff orts are seen 
more in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) countries. The introduction of  cost-
recovery measures and indirect mode of  fi nancing public 
higher education through student loans and student-aid 
programmes from the late 1980s onwards contributed to an 
increased share of  private funding in public institutions in 
many OECD countries (Kärkkäinen 2006). In fact, OECD 
countries relied more on public institutions and privatisa-
tion measures than private higher education institutions to 
massify, and later to universalise, higher education.
 The public universities in western Europe have become 
more entrepreneurial and have diversifi ed their sources of  
funding, but remained public institutions. Private institu-
tions are not very common in most of  the developed coun-
tries. The exceptions to this general rule are Japan, Portugal, 
the US, etc. Japan has a major share of  its students (77 per 
cent) enrolled in private higher education institutions; 
the US and Portugal have more than one-fourth of  their 
students; while other countries in that league have a limited 
share of  students in the same category. Many of  the private 
higher education institutions in these countries are in the 
not-for-profi t category and receive fi nancial support from 
the State. 
 Among the developing countries, the East Asian region 
has the largest concentration of  countries with the majority 
of  students enrolled in private higher education institutions. 
Indonesia (72 per cent), Philippines (65 per cent) and Malaysia 
(51 per cent) are examples of  such countries. Similarly, 
private higher education is widespread in Latin American 
countries (Bjarnason et al. 2009). There were virtually no 
private universities in Latin America 30 years ago and today 
there are more than 151, and every year more emerge (Long 
2011). In many of  the Latin American countries (such as 
Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Peru, etc.) the share 
of  private higher education in enrolment is more than 50 
per cent, with the share being more than three-fourths in 
some of  them (Chile and Brazil).
 The ‘private revolution’ in central and eastern Europe 
started after the fall of  the Soviet Union. Although there 

was a spurt in private enrolment, the enrolment shares still 
continue to be less than one-third of  the total even in the 
most privatised countries such as Estonia, Georgia, Latvia, 
and Poland (Slantcheva and Levy 2007). In some countries, 
such as Ukraine, there is a fear of  private higher education 
institutions being closed down due to shortage of  students 
(Siwinska 2011).
 Sub-Saharan Africa shows that despite fast expansion 
in the number of  institutions, private higher education 
enrolment accounts for less than one-third of  the total 
enrolments in most countries, except in Gabon where 
it is close to half  (Bjarnason et al. 2009). Private higher 
education is an emerging sector in the Arab world. Often 
the governments in the Arab world are pro-active in 
facilitating the establishment of  private universities. Since 
the early 1990s, 14 out of  22 Arab countries have offi  cially 
opted for private higher education and started licensing 
private universities, which have been set up by either local 
investors or foreign universities. Two-thirds (around 70) of  
the new universities founded in the Arab states since 1993 
are private, and at least 50 of  them are branches of  western, 
mostly American, universities. 
 As noted earlier, not-for-profi t and for-profi t private 
institutions co-exist in many countries. Experience shows 
that both of  them surged ahead and in the process ‘private 
non-profi t institutions became much more entrepreneurial 
in many respects like for-profi t institutions’ (Levy 2005: 
35). Another phenomenon in the surge of  private higher 
education provisions is the growth of  bogus ‘degree/
diploma mills’, which very often off er online courses that 
are sub-standard or degrees on payment. Private colleges 
marketing to overseas students at times are also in collusion 
with diploma mills. For example, Manchester College of  
Professional Studies, Irish International University, Columbia 
Commonwealth University, International University of  
America located in London, etc. are examples of  diploma 
mills and fraudulent practices (Cohen and Winch 2011). 
 It is estimated that more than 2,500 bogus institutions 
(diploma mills) operate globally. The US (with 1,008 institu-
tions) continues to hold the dubious distinction of  the most 
popular destination for diploma-mill providers. The state 
of  California leads the league and is followed by Hawaii, 
Washington and Florida. Europe ranks second (after the US) 
hosting a total of  603 diploma mills. More than half  (339) 
of  the European diploma mills are located in the UK. The 
principality of  Sorboga in Italy hosts a disproportionally 
large number of  diploma mills (Head 2011). 
 A related issue is the multiplication of  accreditation 
mills — a bogus accrediting agency that is not recognised by 
the authority responsible for governing education provision 
in a country. What is interesting is that ‘accreditation mills 
are often fabricated by the owners of  diploma mills’ (Cohen 
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and Winch 2011: 6). The best evidence is that many of  the 
university websites and accreditation agency websites are 
linked to a single Internet Protocol (IP) address hosted on 
the same server operated by the same person or group 
of  people.
 The fast expansion of  the for-profi t institutions and com-
mercialisation of  the sector have, especially in the cross bor-
der segment, led to some undesirable infl uences, fraudulent 
practices and negative eff ects in higher education. Many of  
these providers are fake off ering a credential for payment 
and lack legal authority to operate, off er study programmes 
and award degrees. In some instances, concerns are raised 
about the link between international student recruitment in 
these institutions and a potential route to illegal migration 
(Middlehurst and Fielden 2011).
 The discussions in this section indicate that the fi nancial 
burden of  expansion of  higher education has systemati-
cally been shifted from public to individual shoulders either 
through privatisation measures in public institutions or 
through private institutions and providers. While matured 
market economies relied more on public institutions, the 
less-developed countries with poorly-developed markets 
saw fast growth of  private institutions. Many of  the private 
higher education institutions are not-for-profi t while some 
are for-profi t institutions. The unregulated growth, espe-
cially of  the for-profi t institutions, has led to commercialisa-
tion and many undesirable practices. Therefore, countries 
are developing regulations for the growth and expansion of  
the private sector in higher education.

EVOLUTION OF THE PRIVATE SECTOR IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION IN INDIA

The number of  universities proliferated and the number of  
students multiplied during the period after independence in 
1947 — the total number of  universities increased by nearly 
18 times between 1950 and 2010. More interestingly, the 
increase was rather fast in this millennium. While it took 
50 years to add 227 universities between 1950 and 2000, 
it took only 10 years to add the next 210 universities. The 
universities in India include central universities established 
by an Act of  the national parliament, state universities and 
private universities, which are established by an Act of  the 
state legislature. The student enrolment in higher education 
increased from 0.17 million in 1950 to 20.7 million in 2009 
(MHRD 2011). 
 The Indian policy response to private higher education 
has gone through a process of  evolution from a reliance on 
public institutions to promoting private higher education in-
stitutions to expand the system. The evolution of  the policy 
shows that India, like many other countries in the world, 

adopted privatisation measures and also encouraged the 
private sector in higher education. 
 In the initial years following independence, the ideologi-
cal orientation emphasised on a State-dominated model of  
development. India promoted the public sector in all spheres 
of  activity including education. The country nationalised 
many private institutions of  higher education since the 
policy was to provide higher education through public uni-
versities. This also implied transforming the then-existing 
private higher education institutions into public institutions 
(Gnanam 2008). This was a stage of  ‘publicisation’ of  private 
institutions.
 Most of  the higher education institutions established in 
India in the 1950s and 1960s were public institutions. India 
seems to have followed a dual strategy of  attaining self-
reliance and global standards through public institutions. 
The establishment of  high-quality institutions in the areas of  
engineering, medical and management studies — the Indian 
Institutes of  Technology (IITs), medical institutions (All India 
Institute of  Medical Science [AIIMS]), the Indian Institutes 
of  Management (IIMs), and regional engineering colleges 
(now National Institutes of  Technology or NITs) exemplify 
the dual motives of  self-reliance and global standards.

Public Universities and Private-Aided Colleges

The situation seemed to be that India had public universi-
ties and private colleges that received fi nancial support from 
the state. The public fi nancial support covered a major share 
of  the expenditure incurred by the private colleges. The 
affi  liated system of  higher education helped to promote 
this process of  establishing public universities and affi  liated 
colleges that were mostly private. This was perhaps a stage 
of  publicly supported/sponsored private growth in higher 
education.
 More than 80 per cent of  the higher education enrol-
ment in India used to be in private affi  liated colleges which 
mostly followed the same study programmes, off ered the 
same courses and students appeared for the same examina-
tions conducted by the university to which these institutions 
were affi  liated. The student fees in these private colleges 
were also fi xed by the state governments. These colleges in 
general were functioning more like public institutions than 
for-profi t private higher education institutions.

Privatisation of Public Institutions

This trend changed in the 1970s and 1980s when self-
fi nancing courses were off ered in public institutions. This 
was more a stage of  privatisation of  public institutions of  
higher education since the ownership of  the institutions 
remained with the public authorities even though some of  
the courses were self-fi nancing. The committees appointed 
by the University Grants Commission (UGC) and the 
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All India Council of  Technical Education (AICTE) also 
recommended privatisation rather than the promotion 
of  private higher education. For example, the Punnayya 
Committee (1992–93) set up by the UGC suggested cost 
recovery and income generation to a level of  15 to 25 per 
cent of  the annual recurrent expenditure of  a university. 
The Dr Swaminathan Panel (1992) set up by the AICTE also 
suggested cost recovery from students and the introduction 
of  an education cess from industries.
 Some of  the state governments went ahead with estab-
lishing self-fi nancing courses in public institutions and self-
fi nancing public institutions. The fee-levels in these instances 
were decided by the state governments or the university 
to which the institution was affi  liated. A. Gnanam (2008) 
notes that the policy of  the government to empower pub-
lic universities and colleges to off er ‘self-fi nancing courses’ 
concurrently with public-funded programmes leaves one 
to wonder whether there are any more truly public insti-
tutions in the country. For example, to meet the growing 
demand for technical education and to arrest the outfl ow of  
students to other states seeking higher technical education, 
the government of  Kerala decided to open institutions on 
a cost-recovery mode. The Institute of  Human Resources 
Development in Electronics (IHRDE) is a case in point. The 
success of  the IHRDE led to the opening of  self-fi nancing 
public colleges supported by the government and later 
many such colleges were established by the private sector 
(Varughese 2006).

For-Profi t Self-Financing Private Institutions

The 1980s and 1990s witnessed the establishment and fast 
expansion of  self-fi nancing private higher education insti-
tutions. The self-fi nancing colleges, which are commonly 
known as capitation fee colleges (Tilak 1994), are mostly 
for-profi t private institutions. Most of  these self-fi nancing 
institutions were colleges established in the subject areas of  
engineering, medicine and management (Agarwal 2007). 
The southern states of  Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and 
Tamil Nadu and the western state of  Maharashtra led 
the private higher education (self-fi nancing colleges) 
revolution in India. Although these for-profi t, private self-
fi nancing institutions (capitation fee colleges) were concen-
trated in a few states, students from all parts and regions of  
India sought and got admission into these colleges. It seems 
money power, rather than any other infl uences, ensured 
admission in these institutions. A major part of  India’s pri-
vate higher education surge came from the proliferation of  
private self-fi nancing colleges mostly in the technical and 
professional subject areas. This is in contrast to the develop-
ments in many other countries where private institutions 
were established in areas which required less investment 
unlike engineering and medical colleges.

From Self-Financing Private Colleges to 
Private Universities

India had private colleges but not private universities. In the 
1990s many private providers felt that the rules and regula-
tions by the public authorities were very strict and severe. 
To escape from this and to attain the authority to award de-
grees, they sought deemed-to-be university status to private 
institutions and many private institutions became deemed 
universities (Agarwal 2007). The next stage in the evolution 
was the establishment of  private universities.
 A Private Universities Establishment and Regulations 
Bill was introduced in the Rajya Sabha in August 1995 with 
a view to providing for the establishment of  self-fi nancing 
private universities. The bill was referred to the Standing 
Committee to get views on the subject. The private provid-
ers were not happy with some of  the provisions in the bill, 
especially those pertaining to endowment funds, regulation 
by government bodies and subsidised education for nearly 
one-third of  the intake. Although the bill was not passed, dis-
cussions on the need for a private universities bill continued. 
In 2000, the Prime Minister’s Council on Trade and Industry 
set up a committee (Birla–Ambani Committee 2000–01) that 
recommended entrusting higher education provision to the 
private sector, promulgation of  a private university bill, cost 
recovery from students, and loans and grants to economi-
cally and socially weaker sections. 
 Since 2002, several state governments have passed private 
university Acts. Chhattisgarh took the lead in enacting a pri-
vate universities Act and it has the distinction of  having set 
up the fi rst offi  cially-established private university in India 
(Sri Rawatpura Sakar International University) in 2002. The 
state of  Chhattisgarh established 97 private universities in 
that same year. This was followed by many state govern-
ments — Assam, Haryana, Himachal Pradesh, Gujarat, 
Odisha, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand, etc.
 The private universities need to be established within 
the regulations stipulated by UGC (UGC 2003a). These 
regulations stipulate that each private university should be 
established by a separate Act and should conform to the pro-
visions of  the UGC Act of  1956. The private universities will 
be unitary in structure but permitted to operate off -campus 
and off -shore campuses. The student admission procedures 
and fi xation of  fees shall be in accordance with the norms/
guidelines prescribed by the UGC and other concerned 
statutory bodies. Some states established private universities 
before these regulations came into eff ect and in some cases 
before the private universities Act was passed.
 Some private universities seem to be attracting a good 
number of  students. The Symbiosis International University 
in Pune has 11,000 full-time students from 75 countries 
in campuses across four cities. The Amity University in 



Private Higher Education 151

Noida, has 80,000 students up to PhD level, 3,500 academics, 
four universities in India and six international campuses in 
Dubai, Mauritius, Singapore, the US, and the UK (Mishra 
2011).
 The pattern seems to be that some private colleges were 
deregulated by granting them an autonomous status. Some 
of  them graduated to deemed-to-be universities status and 
further to private universities in later years (UGC 2003b). 
Others were new institutions established as private universi-
ties from the beginning. 
 To sum up, an anatomy of  institutions in India shows 
that the traditional pattern of  mostly public universities and 
private colleges still continues, although the private share in 
both categories of  institutions has increased. Some of  the 
colleges are public, many of  them receive aid and others do 
not receive any fi nancial support from the government. The 
most common form of  private higher education in India is 
self-fi nancing institutions, which do not receive any fi nancial 
support from the government. They are owned and operated 
by private enterprises or individuals and for the purposes of  
funding they rely on the fees levied from students. 
 There is another type of  private institution where the 
university is public but it has privately-managed affi  liated 
institutions. These affi  liated institutions have free seats and 
payment seats. Fees for the free seats are decided by the 
university while that for the payment seats is decided by 
the affi  liated institution. The Guru Gobind Singh Indrapr-
astha University belongs to this category of  private higher 
education institutions. It has several self-fi nancing courses 
in its affi  liated institutions (Singh and Mishra 2008). There 
are also non-university private institutions such as the NIIT 
and APTECH group of  institutions. Although they cannot 
grant degrees, a certifi cation from these institutions is 
accepted by employers. Another type of  private institu-
tions is coaching centres, which do not issue any certifi cate 
(Gnanam 2008).
 The degrees do not necessarily signal/refl ect the com-
petencies acquired by the graduates and hence they are 
subjected to further tests for job selection. The best example 
is the replacement of  university performance and certifi cate 
with competitive examinations for further studies and jobs 
(Kapur and Mehta 2004). It is interesting to see that even to 
select an academic faculty in the university, the performance 
of  the candidate in the university examinations in not relied 
upon. The public authorities insist on eligibility test cer-
tifi cates — National Eligibility Test (NET) for national and 
others for state-level institutions of  higher education.
 Coaching for all competitive tests (for entrance to higher 
education institutions and jobs) has become very common 
in India. Parents and children willingly invest more money 
and time in coaching institutions for entrance examinations 
and competitive tests for jobs than what they pay as student 

fees in public institutions. Preparations for entrance exami-
nations for engineering, medical and management studies 
are very demanding and that for bank tests, Indian civil 
services and other jobs too have become very competitive, 
which are taken advantage of  by this segment of  private 
higher education.

Cross-Border Institutions

India has a tradition of  collaborating with foreign institu-
tions. The IITs and IIMs were established in collaboration 
with foreign education institutions. This, again, was an 
eff ort to acquire and maintain global standards in education. 
In the recent past, many private higher education institu-
tions are seeking cross-border collaboration mostly with 
institutions located in the UK and the US (Bhushan 2005). 
Collaboration with foreign universities and institutions 
helps domestic ones to obtain academic credibility, quality 
appeal and also permits them to levy high fees. Since India 
is one of  the top sending countries of  cross-border students, 
this is a lucrative market for many of  the foreign institutions. 
Several high-level delegations are visiting India to establish 
institutions as branch campuses or for collaborations with 
Indian institutions. In an eff ort to facilitate the establishment 
of  cross-border institutions, the government presented a bill 
in the Parliament to permit entry and operation of  foreign 
education institutions in India. The monsoon session of  the 
Parliament in 2012 was expected to discuss and decide on 
the bill. However, recent reports (Economic Times 2012) indi-
cate that this bill may not be taken up for discussion in the 
forthcoming session of  the Parliament. The establishment 
of  foreign education institutions and expansion of  cross-
border education in India depends on the passage of  the bill 
and the resulting regulations stipulated for the operation of  
foreign education institutions in India.
 India can also take advantage of  the globalisation pro-
cess in higher education. Many institutions in India have 
international standing and credibility. India is becoming an 
attractive destination for foreign students, especially from 
the developing countries. Many institutions have established 
foreign students cells and applications are invited online. 
The Government of  India has also liberalised visa rules for 
foreign students.
 Some of  the prestigious Indian institutions plan to 
establish overseas branches. The Government of  India is 
planning to open branch campuses of  IITs and IIMs abroad. 
The Human Resource Development (HRD) Minister 
reiterated recently that India is ‘keen to take IITs abroad’ 
(Deccan Herald 2012) and as an initial step may establish cam-
puses soon in Qatar and Singapore. The Pune University has 
established its campus in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). 
A similar proposal to establish IIMs abroad too is active. 
Some of  the private institutions have already established 
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campuses overseas. Prestigious private institutions such 
as Birla Institute of  Technology and Science (BITS), Pilani 
have already established branch campuses in Dubai. The 
Jagadguru Sree Shivarathishwara ( JSS) Academy of  Tech-
nical Education was set up in Mauritius in 2006; the D. Y. 
Patil Post-Graduate School of  Medicine in 2009 at Quatre-
Bornes, in partnership with the University of  Technology, 
Mauritius (UTM); and the Jawaharlal Nehru Hospital for 
clinical training. The Amity University has established inter-
national campuses in six countries.

FUZZY RULES, MESSY DEALS AND QUALITY OF 
PRIVATE HIGHER EDUCATION

The Approach Paper to the 12th Five-Year Plan recognises 
that the higher educated are critical to sustain, if  not increase 
the high rate of  economic growth. It notes that ‘education 
is the single most important instrument for social and eco-
nomic transformation’ (Planning Commission 2011: 96).The 
National Knowledge Commission strongly recommended 
the expansion of  quality higher education to improve 
national production and competitiveness. The Approach 
Paper envisages an additional enrolment of  10 million stu-
dents during the plan period (2012–17) to bring the Gross 
Enrolment Ratio (GER) close to the global average (which 
was 26 per cent in 2010). It predicts that India is likely to 
develop into ‘a global hub for higher education’ (ibid.: 103) 
and encourages centres of  excellence to enter into a collab-
orative partnership with the best universities abroad.
 The public investment in higher education went up in 
the 11th Five-Year Plan. However, it is being increasingly re-
alised that public institutions alone will not be in a position 
to facilitate the required expansion. The reforms in higher 
education may be dominated by neoliberal thinking and 
encourage expanded operation of  the private sector (Rizvi 
and Gorur 2011). It is evident that the government is envis-
aging a reliance on private institutions to expand the sector. 
The question is to what extent the country can depend on 
the private sector without compromising on equity, rel-
evance and quality considerations.
 Private higher education in India has expanded fast both 
in terms of  institutions and student enrolment. The number 
of  students enrolled in private higher education institutions 
is also large, although precise estimates are not readily 
available. The 52nd National Statistical Survey (NSS) round 
estimated the share of  private enrolment in total enrolment 
in higher education for 1995–96 to be 8 per cent. The share of  
private enrolment in engineering education is estimated to 
be around 20 per cent, which was projected to increase by 60 
per cent within a decade. Some of  the recent estimates show 
that the enrolment share of  private providers increased from 

a third of  all enrolments in 2001 to just over half  in 2006 
(Mishra 2011). According to the most recent estimate as 
per the Approach Paper to the 12th Five-Year Plan (Planning 
Commission 2011), private higher education accounts for 
about four-fi fths of  the enrolment in professional higher 
education and one-third of  the total enrolment in higher 
education. If  the enrolments in self-fi nancing courses in 
public higher education institutions are added, the share 
of  private higher education in total enrolment would be 
much higher. Further, the 12th Plan also foresees an increase 
in the share and contribution of  private higher education 
in India.
 A closer analysis of  expansion will indicate that the 
private share of  universities is small while the private share 
of  enrolment in non-university institutions is high in India. 
The fast expansion of  the non-university sector in the 
private surge is a global trend that can be noticed in India as 
well. The establishment of  these for-profi t private colleges 
and institutions, very often, was not based on clearly defi ned 
policies or plans to develop higher education in the country. 
Such unplanned growth has led to many issues related to 
equity, relevance and quality of  education provided by the 
private providers in India. 
 Some actions of  the private self-fi nancing colleges were 
challenged in the courts of  law. The self-fi nancing or capita-
tion fee colleges in the state of  Karnataka followed a dis-
criminatory pricing policy whereby students from outside 
the state were expected to pay a higher level of  fees than 
those paid by the students from within. This was challenged 
in court (Mohini Jain v. State of  Karnataka [1992]) and the 
Supreme Court banned the capitation fee as it did not agree 
with the discriminatory fee structure, and declared the state 
notifi cation to be null and void (Gupta 2005). The court 
however allowed paid seats up to 50 per cent in private pro-
fessional colleges, which contributed to the proliferation of  
self-fi nancing colleges in India.
 In another case — Unnikrishnan J. P. v. State of  Andhra 
Pradesh (1993) — the Supreme Court came out strongly 
against for-profi t higher education institutions and noted 
that ‘they are poisonous weeds in the fi elds of  education 
and are fi nancial adventurers without morals and scruples 
and characterised them as pirates in high seas of  education’ 
(quoted in Gupta 2008: 250). The Supreme Court laid down 
a formula to bring about partnership between the public and 
private sectors and allowed state governments to administer 
and regulate admissions of  private professional institutions. 
However, in other cases, the Supreme Court rulings were in 
favour of  self-fi nancing colleges. For example, in the case of  
Inamdar v. State of  Maharashtra (2002), the Supreme Court 
ruled that professional colleges would enjoy full autonomy 
in admitting students. In another case (T. M. A Pai v. State 
of  Karnataka [2002]), the Supreme Court granted the right 
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to establish private higher education institutions, hitherto 
confi ned to minorities, to all citizens.
 Self-fi nancing colleges are the most visible form of  for-
profi t private higher education in India. Some of  the recent 
evidences implicate that a reckless growth of  self-fi nancing 
private colleges has resulted in the establishment of  institu-
tions of  questionable quality. Many private higher education 
institutions have very poor infrastructure, insuffi  cient and 
unqualifi ed faculty, and levy exorbitant fees from students. 
Doubts have been raised about the process and consider-
ation based on which approval was granted to such institu-
tions by the AICTE. Further investigations showed that the 
process of  granting permission to open and operate these 
institutions was not transparent and found that the AICTE 
offi  cials, including the former chairman, were guilty. One 
of  the former AICTE chairmen was suspended in 2009 for 
demanding and accepting bribes to approve new technical 
private colleges (Mishra 2011).
 In another instance, a court judgement in a case in 
2005 (Yashpal Sharma and others v. State of  Chhattisgarh) the 
Supreme Court ruled all colleges established by the state 
of  Chhattisgarh under the Private Universities Act of  2002 
as null and void since they did not follow the regulations 
stipulated by the UGC in 2003. This judgement implied 
the closing down of  117 private universities established by 
the state of  Chhattisgarh between 2002 and 2005. These 
instances indicate the need for a more regulated and credible 
private sector in higher education in India.
 Quality is becoming a major concern aff ecting enrol-
ments in private institutions. Enrolments in management 
education declined from 260,000 to 200,000 in the last three 
years; a similar situation was seen in the applications for the 
Common Admission Test (CAT). According to the AICTE, 
around 30 per cent (60,000 seats) of  the seats in manage-
ment institutions remained vacant in 2010. This trend 
is more visible in the low-rung business schools and the 
top-level institutes are mostly insulated from the decline in 
enrolments (Umarji 2011). This is an indication of  quality 
determining quantity in private institutions and shows the 
need for regulations by the state and commitment from the 
private institutions to invest in facilities promoting quality. 
In the absence of  improving quality in provision, many pri-
vate institutions may be forced to exit the scene by the very 
same market forces that brought them to the scene. 

NEED FOR REGULATING PRIVATE 
HIGHER EDUCATION

While such a growth is an example of  public–private part-
nership (PPP) and might have helped reduce the fi nancial 
burden of  the government to expand the sector, it is impor-

tant to discuss the desirability of  this model of  expansion of  
higher education in India. There are some good and credible 
private higher education institutions, but a majority of  them 
operate in poor conditions. Despite the interventions by the 
Supreme Court, regulations stipulated by the UGC and the 
AICTE do not seem to be very eff ective in regulating the 
private providers. The mechanisms to enforce these limited 
regulations seem to be absent or weak in India.
 International experience shows that unregulated growth 
of  private higher education leads to its unhealthy growth 
and expansion. Studies (Hallak and Poisson 2007) show that 
fraudulent practices such as relaxed admission rules, dis-
torted evaluation processes and faked examination results 
and degrees are prevalent in the sector. If  a university is 
opened, many ill-informed potential students desperate for 
higher education may register for courses without knowing 
its credentials and quality. Strict regulations to establish pri-
vate institutions are necessary for protecting the students. 
The aim therefore is to ensure that an eff ective regulatory 
system is in place to prevent under-qualifi ed or fraudulent 
providers from trading as universities and issuing worthless 
qualifi cations.
 Some countries have strictly applied a three-phase system 
of  regulations (Varghese 2006) to approve the establishment 
of  a private university:
(a) letters of  interim authority — temporary recognition;
(b) registered universities — recognition of  existence of  

institutions with no authority to grant degrees; and
(c) full accreditation — when universities are permitted to 

award degrees. This has helped to monitor facilities and 
the quality of  programmes before they are fi nally grant-
ed the authority to award degrees. In some countries 
the national commissions on higher education publish 
the details on their website, which can guide students 
on the status of  an institution.

 In some countries, the applicants for establishing private 
institutions are required to provide a fi nancial bond or 
deposit as an indication of  their fi nancial strength to run an 
institution. This measure is also intended to protect students’ 
interests by reducing the chances of  closing an institution 
when profi t levels decline. In most cases there is a process 
of  regular review of  fi nancial and operational performance 
mainly through professionally audited reports and annual 
reports. Such auditing of  fi nancial status is a necessary step 
in avoiding fi nancial irregularities.
 There are countries where regulations are stipulated for 
the type of  courses off ered by a private university. There is 
a need to take prior approval for the courses from the ap-
propriate bodies. The quality of  the programmes off ered by 
the private institutions is questionable in many instances. 
There is a need for accreditation agencies to be more active, 
especially in the initial stages to ensure that standards and 
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quality are maintained. In South Africa, the regulation stipu-
lates that private institutions maintain standards that are not 
inferior to standards at comparable public higher education 
institutions and that they comply with the requirements of  
the appropriate quality assurance body and with any other 
reasonable requirement prescribed by the ministry.
 Many private institutions do not have a high share of  
regular staff . They rely heavily on guest lecturers and tempo-
rary academic staff . There is a need for regulations to ensure 
the share of  regular academic staff  expected in a private 
institution. Similarly, there is a need for strictly adhering to 
the qualifi cation levels of  the staff , their working conditions 
and salary levels.
 Some countries try to regulate the amount of  fees that 
can be levied. A permission to alter the fees in private in-
stitutions in China needs to be obtained from the Ministry 
of  Education. This may be a concern more for for-profi t 
institutions than for non-profi t institutions. In some coun-
tries, for-profi t institutions are requested to register under 
a company’s (corporation) acts and they are expected to 
pay taxes on profi ts generated. The most diffi  cult issue is 
the mechanism to ascertain the amount of  money collected 
by some of  the private institutions since some of  them 
may provide reports that may not refl ect the actual amount 
collected. 
 The government is very often criticised for the lack of  
adequate regulatory measures to facilitate growth and ex-
pansion of  the private sector in higher education in India. 
There is a need to look into the adequacy of  the existing 
regulatory measures with a view to develop a foolproof  
regulatory mechanism. Equally worrying is the fact that 
the existing regulations have not been enforced and that the 
penalty that exists for defaulters is inadequate. The cases 
discussed in this paper indicate that there are incentives not 
to enforce these regulations.
 The private higher education segment in India is grow-
ing and acted as a safety valve to absorb the unsatiated 
demand for higher education especially in professional and 
technical education. In the absence of  regulations and their 
implementations, these institutions have also contributed to 
many undesirable practices. A clear policy, guidelines and 
regulations, and mechanisms of  authority to enforce them 
eff ectively are necessary to help the sector to grow in a legiti-
mate and balanced manner.
 There is need for developing guidelines and mechanisms 
to strictly comply with issues related to establishment and 
operation of  private higher education institutions in India. 
The rules regarding the granting of  permission to establish 
a private institution are a very basic requirement. It is impor-
tant to ensure that the institutions have adequate facilities 
before permission is granted for opening a private institu-
tion. In many countries, a visiting team or an expert group 

visits and certifi es the adequacy of  facilities before permis-
sion to open and operate an institution is given. The multi-
staged process to grant full authorisation to award degrees 
discussed in this section of  the paper may be one of  the ways 
to make institutions adhere to the regulations. 
 Student admission is an area where regulations can play 
an important and positive role. The minimum requirements 
for student admissions need to be strictly followed by the 
institutions. Although selecting less-qualifi ed students with 
better paying capacity may be an incentive for many private 
institutions, it may not be a desirable feature from the point 
of  view of  both equity and quality. As discussed previously, 
relaxed admission rules, distorted evaluation processes 
and faked examination results are at times prevalent in the 
sector. Therefore, a control on the quality of  the intake may 
be essential and helpful.
 Staff  recruitment is an important area that needs strict 
regulations. There is a need to clearly stipulate qualifi cation 
requirements for academic staff  and these requirements 
need to be adhered to when academic staff  members are 
recruited. This is an objectively verifi able criterion and de-
faulters can be identifi ed without diffi  culty.
 India has a well-established accreditation agency — the 
National Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC). 
Accreditation by the national accreditation agency may be 
made a compulsory requirement for all private higher edu-
cation institutions. At times private institutions introduce 
courses and study programmes without prior approval from 
the regulatory bodies. Seeking prior permission to introduce 
new courses must be made a necessary condition. This will 
give an opportunity to assess the academic readiness of  an 
institution to off er the proposed course. 
 The level of  fees levied by private education institutions 
are at times very high, leading to disparity in access to these 
institutions. While institutions need to mobilise resources 
for self-fi nancing, it is important to put a limit on the maxi-
mum amount of  student fees that can be levied for a course. 
Further, the ministry or regulatory body would need to be 
consulted regarding any changes in the fee-level before it is 
announced to the students.
 Some of  these measures may help in developing regula-
tions for establishing private higher education institutions 
that may not seriously dilute or distort equity and quality 
concerns. The country already has regulations related to 
many of  these aspects. However, mechanisms to enforce 
these regulations seem to be weak in India. In the absence 
of  appropriate enforcement mechanisms, the regulations 
may not serve the desired purpose. Introduction of  regular 
monitoring and periodic auditing of  activities of  private 
institutions may be necessary to ensure compliance and 
accountability of  these institutions to the regulatory bodies 
and students.
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1. http://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/world-
university-rankings/2011 (accessed 16 November 2012).
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The Indian higher education sector is faced with the 
daunting challenge of  ensuring inclusive and qual-

ity education to all in an emerging regime of  constrained 
budgetary allocation for higher education, particularly by 
state governments, coupled with increasing private sector 
participation. Further, even though increasing globalisation 
has opened up opportunities in the higher education space, 
it has also compounded the severity of  these challenges. 
Overcoming these challenges is also critical to ensure that 
India attains a sharper competitive edge in the emerging 
global knowledge economy. However, there is a considerable 
degree of  overlap among the set of  identifi ed challenges, 
i.e., expansion, inclusion and excellence, which need to be 
studied in a holistic manner.1 A market for higher education 
is gradually evolving, and recent policy initiatives by the 
government could be viewed as attempts towards regulat-
ing the market. World over, education reform is guided by 
a pro-market rationale, which involves exposing the sector 
to competition resulting in improved effi  ciency and quality. 
This paper discusses how the market for education, and in 
particular higher education, is diff erent and hence needs 
to be treated with caution in the context of  the prevailing 
socio-economic situation in India. In this context, the paper 
highlights how delicately the government has to intervene 
in the market to reconcile the two confl icting issues — 
education for masses and education for profi t.

UNIQUE FEATURES OF THE MARKET 
FOR EDUCATION

Education policy world over is increasingly being positioned 
within the framework of  neoliberal approach in which the 
State steers the market through regulations and rules, and 

only if  required plays an active role. Eff ectively the neoliber-
als argue in favour of  setting up a regulated market. It is im-
perative, therefore, to understand the specifi c features of  an 
education market in a developing economy to better defi ne 
the role of  government and the rules and regulations thereof. 
The role of  the government would diff er with respect to the 
levels of  education. Primary education, being ubiquitously 
considered a merit good, has to be primarily provided by 
the government. However, higher education is recognised 
as a quasi-public good with a blend of  both ‘publicness’ and 
‘privateness’.2 The extent of  government intervention 
would determine the extent of  ‘publicness’ higher education 
produces. This is because the government-supported provi-
sion of  education would make it aff ordable and therefore, 
help the sector to cater to the rising social demand. Greater 
the extent of  subsidisation, larger would be the extent of  
inclusiveness of  such an expansion. This massifi cation of  ed-
ucation would also maximise the positive externalities gen-
erated by education. This is a policy decision as the extent of  
subsidisation as refl ected in the budgetary provision would 
be determined politically. There are two aspects of  such an 
expansion. If  it entails lowering the cut-off  for admission- 
seekers and arguably, compromise with quality as it is often 
popularly understood, then possibly we would be failing to 
adopt a broader approach to understand the notion of  qual-
ity in the Indian context. In view of  low educational attain-
ment at the school-level, the focus should be on inclusion to 
maximise the hunt for talent and foster social mobility rather 
than being unduly obsessed with myopic and narrow vision 
of  quality. Expansion is mainly being driven by the rising 
demand for the professional education. Since the expected 
return on a professional degree is higher than the general 
stream, there is an attempt to recover cost from the student 
even in government-supported institutions such as Indian 
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Institutes of  Technology (IITs) and Indian Institutes of  Man-
agement (IIMs). Though education loans are being promot-
ed by the government to help those who have the merit but 
not the means, it is possibly not a good option particularly 
for those who genuinely need it.3 Hence, considering the 
role of  education in nation-building, framing an appropriate 
higher education policy is critical to balance the public good 
concept with the private good concept of  higher education. 
From the perspective of  economic theory the government 
should defi ne the rules for private provisioning of  higher 
education, and also ensure equal opportunities for all to 
foster social mobility.4 
 The market for higher education may fail on various 
counts to guarantee an effi  cient allocation of  resources. Not 
only is the market imperfect because of  the possible delivery 
of  diverse quality of  education, but higher education being 
a quasi-public good generates positive externalities, often 
internalised as higher remuneration, leading to an educa-
tional requirement that is suboptimal resulting in misuse of  
societal resources. Unequal distribution of  resources puts 
to question any advocacy for market-driven higher educa-
tion on effi  ciency considerations. Education leads to social 
mobility and social cohesion, the provision of  which should 
be guided by social demand rather than by market demand, 
which is essentially determined by the private returns on 
education and also income distribution. From a broader 
perspective, market failure provides a rationale for the gov-
ernment to intervene by reducing the price of  education 
through subsidisation.5 But the scope for government inter-
vention need not remain restricted to the direct subsidisa-
tion of  cost of  education. The reformers argue in favour of  
changing the mode of  funding from input-based approach 
to client-based approach. In the latter, fi nancial help would 
be given directly to the students instead of  institutions, 
which would nurture competition and help in constructing 
a competitive market.6 But in either approach, blanket pro-
visioning of  subsidies could be restricted by raising the cost 
recovery from those who can aff ord to pay. However, given 
the high cost of  education, the extent of  cost recovery 
must remain limited. Knowledge being in the nature of  
public good, the government can play a vital role in fund-
ing Research and Development (R&D) in Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs) and research organisations. The mode of  
subsidisation is undergoing a change world over as there is an 
increasing tendency to ensure that subsidies accrue directly 
to the intended benefi ciaries. Subsidies can be given directly 
to the institutions to lower the fees or to the students in the 
form of  vouchers (or even scholarships). Since education is 
an ‘experience good’ (Teixeira et al. 2004), in the sense that 
quality of  education could be assessed only through con-
sumption, it becomes diffi  cult for the students to ascertain 
the value of  an institution while they seek admission in it 

— their decisions to choose courses and institutions would 
remain imperfect as they suff er from information asymme-
try.7 Not only does limited freedom of  students alter their 
choices, as and when they want to, making choices is also 
expensive in terms of  time and money. Scope for exercis-
ing consumer sovereignty is further limited by the fact that 
merit comes fi rst in the admission process and not ability 
to pay, unless seats are up for sale (Chattopadhyay 2009). 
Limited scope for exit by the providers restricts the scope 
for competition.
 Further, the nature of  competition in the market for edu-
cation is characterised by S-competition (selection-based) 
rather than E-competition (effi  ciency-based) (Glennerster 
1991: 1270). Under E-competition, the inputs are passive and 
homogenous and the competition takes place in the realm 
of  transforming the inputs to outputs. A fi rm competes 
when at a given price the quality is superior compared to 
others; when for a certain quality the given price is less; or 
a combination of  these two. In S-competition the critical 
inputs, i.e., the students and the teachers are neither passive 
nor homogenous. This is because institutions choose their 
students and teachers to produce good quality education in 
the presence of  competition, just as the good students (and 
parents) and the worthy teachers choose an institution for 
its academic engagement.8 Competition does not therefore 
take place in a fair manner, as the best of  the institutions are 
reputed with high credibility and fi nancially well-endowed 
to attract the best of  the minds. It takes years before an insti-
tution gains credibility and earns fame. This leads to an ac-
centuation of  hierarchy in ranking of  the institutions, as the 
best ones are adequately funded to produce quality output 
and remain at the top of  the ranking table (Winston 1999). 
This weakens the effi  cacy of  competition to achieve the goal 
of  imparting quality education as opposed to the desirability 
of  competition to achieve effi  ciency and quality in a typi-
cal consumption goods market. However, if  a new entrant 
enters the higher education sector with a large endowment 
fund, it is possible to negate the nature of  S-competition over 
time. In India, there are a few credible initiatives from the 
private sector where the institutions, though pretty young, 
have established their credibility. The apparent dominance 
of  mainline economics among the policy-makers and the 
thinkers, as evident in the neoliberal approach to education 
reform, makes the reform measures seem to be guided by 
the market logic. The following section discusses some of  
the policy measures being mooted and some that are in the 
process of  being implemented in India. 
 In general, imparting education is viewed as an exchange 
in a market for education, and therefore an analysis of  deliv-
ery of  education could be subject to the economic logic as it 
is applied to the study of  market of  any other consumable 
good or service. Commodifi cation of  education (particularly 
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in case of  higher education) in economic theory has led the 
neoliberal policy-makers to repose faith on market and its 
ability to achieve effi  ciency and quality through competition 
at the economy level and that of  the institute through gover-
nance reform.9 This argument is further bolstered by the 
economic logic of  allowing the consumers (students) and 
the producers (the institutions) to enjoy sovereignty to the 
extent possible in the sphere of  market. The question is how 
much freedom can be given to the students to choose the 
courses and the institutions of  their choice and the educa-
tion providers to determine its pricing in a highly unequal 
world for a ‘commodity’ with a diff erence.

QUASI-MARKET FOR HIGHER EDUCATION

Since the market for higher education is imperfect, as 
discussed earlier, the government needs to intervene. It 
needs to regulate the quasi-market and should intervene 
in crucial areas to address wider social goals ( Jongbloed 
2004: 91). The overall approach for the government should 
be to foster competition wherever possible and regulate 
otherwise (ibid.). Designing a proper mode of  funding 
higher education is one important way of  achieving a 
balance between competition and regulation ( Jongbloed 
2007). One major way is to assume the responsibility of  
provisioning through the subsidisation of  the cost of  educa-
tion by directly channelling subsidies to government-owned 
institutions. But these institutions in the majority of  cases 
have failed to deliver quality education. This is not really 
unexpected as government-owned institutions suff er from 
what the economists call ‘government failure’. The private-
ly-owned institutions similarly have failed to deliver quality 
education albeit for a diff erent reason — commercialisation. 
The other way is to regulate the market with the broader 
objectives of  ensuring quality and addressing the equity 
concerns. In an emerging regime of  greater private sector 
participation in provisioning education, subsidies may be 
directly channelled to the students, thereby empowering 
them to make a choice. Thus, the market can be developed 
by strengthening the students’ ability to exercise their sover-
eignty. Also, institutional reform is an imperative to ensure 
effi  cient managerial practices in the market for higher edu-
cation. The extent of  intervention required may be deter-
mined in terms of  freedoms that could be bestowed on the 
two parties — the consumers (students) and the providers 
(institutions). Since a perfect market cannot be created and 
managed, the policy-makers seek to simulate a market-like 
situation or what is called a quasi-market. 

Four Freedoms of Consumers

This section explores how and to what extent freedoms to 
the students and the providers can be realised in a higher 

education market. In the process, it seeks to understand the 
nature of  the quasi-market in higher education. 

Freedom to Choose Provider

The neoliberals would argue that this freedom is a neces-
sary condition for developing a quasi-market-like situation. 
But for higher education in particular, merit comes fi rst, 
followed by the ability to pay to exercise the choice. 
Getting admission into the top institutions is highly com-
petitive as only 2 to 4 per cent of  the candidates who 
apply and appear in the entrance tests qualify for getting 
into the top-ranking institutions, such as the IITs and the 
IIMs. If  the ability to pay gets priority while choosing an 
institution, merit will be bypassed and education will be 
degraded to a mere consumption good (or service to be 
precise). A majority of  the institutions follow certain cri-
teria to off er admissions to ensure uniformity and avoid 
discrimination. The controversy about capitation fees 
in some of  the states is a case to drive home the point 
that the exercise of  this freedom may degrade education 
(Thomas 2012). The transfer of  credit being considered by 
the University Grants Commission (UGC) and the concept 
of  a meta-university will enable the students to exercise 
more freedom in their choices of  both courses as well as 
institutions.10

Freedom to Choose Product

The freedom to choose a course or discipline to pursue 
higher studies is constrained by the limited number of  seats 
in the best institutions and high demand for the coveted 
courses. When students appear in the admission tests, if  
required, they can express their willingness to study a partic-
ular course or stream. But since choice of  a course requires 
fulfi lment of  certain eligibility criteria, the liberty to choose 
is limited. However, the freedoms to select a product and 
a provider may not be entirely independent. If  the institu-
tions have high brand value, the students may choose the 
institution fi rst and then the subjects. It can be the other 
way round if  the subject or stream is in high demand in the 
job market. 

Adequate Information on Prices and Quality

Since the students often do not have adequate information 
about the institutions and the courses they choose before 
taking admission, making a choice might be fraught with 
mistakes. Corrupt providers could mislead the applicants 
primarily by hiding information on quality of  infrastructure 
and education. The ministry concerned has made it compul-
sory for privately-funded colleges and universities to upload 
relevant information on their respective websites. Of  course 
some scope for cheating would still remain either by way 
of  arbitrarily raising the fees or cutting costs. Moreover, the 
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qualifi cations of  the faculty and the lab facilities are rarely 
revealed to the candidates.

Direct and Cost-Covering Prices

On account of  subsidisation, the tuition fees charged would 
only be a fraction of  the cost incurred by the institution per 
student. Some universities, mostly the State universities 
have sought to garner more resources through self-fi nancing 
courses which are generally market-oriented professional 
courses. Since the fee structure in centrally-funded institu-
tions has remained virtually stagnant, compared to the cost 
of  education, there has been a growing pressure to off er 
self-fi nancing courses and explore other alternative sources 
to mobilise more revenue. Rising demand for educational 
loans indicates substantial cost recovery being made by the 
universities, which is tantamount to fi nancial privatisation 
of  public institutions of  higher education (Tilak 2008). If  
government support for education ceases, the latter will be-
come incapable of  serving the larger interests of  the people 
(Patnaik 2007: 7).
 Though the government has expressed interest to institu-
tionalise a gradual rise in the fee structure, the fees should 
not be linked in any way to the institution-specifi c cost struc-
ture. This is because in higher education, cost and quality are 
positively related, as good quality education requires better 
infrastructure. Thus, effi  ciency gains in terms of  cost mini-
misation cannot be reaped in the absence of  a well-specifi ed 
production function (Majumdar 1983). This implies that the 
value attached to a degree or certifi cate would depend on 
how much the student had to pay for the education.11

 Given the salient role of  education in ensuring social 
mobility and social cohesiveness, allowing the market to 
solely determine the price of  education would, therefore, 
not only relegate talent and erode India’s edge in knowledge 
economy but also pave the way for social disaster.

Four Freedoms of Providers

The sovereignty of  the education providers could also be dis-
cussed in terms of  four freedoms. The degree of  these free-
doms would determine the competitiveness of  the higher 
education market. The extent and nature of  the regulation 
specifi ed by the government for curbing the freedoms of  the 
providers would refl ect how the government balances the 
autonomy of  the private sector and the concern for equity 
and quality in the delivery of  education.

Freedom of Entry

For a perfectly competitive market, free entry and exit are 
necessary to generate competition. For a sector such as edu-
cation, the credibility of  the investors would matter a great 
deal and that is why the freedom of  entry should ideally 
be regulated. If  entry is free and unregulated, then corrupt 

education providers could ‘create an illusion of  learning’ 
(Pathak 2009: 153).12 Unfortunately, this is true for the major-
ity of  private operators today (Altbach 2009; Jayaram 2006; 
Vaiydanathan 2009). This is also what appears to be believed 
by the Ministry of  Human Resource Development (MHRD) 
from their decision to set up an overarching regulatory 
body, subsuming the UGC, All India Council for Technical 
Education (AICTE) and other bodies, obliquely referring 
to the failure of  the UGC and AICTE to maintain aca-
demic standard while granting affi  liations. Though there are 
not yet too many private universities, private sector par-
ticipation has witnessed a very high growth in the market 
for professional courses (Tilak 2008). Universities can be 
established under the State Legislation but are required to 
get permission from the UGC, which has become almost 
automatic.13 Regulated entry is what is desirable for both 
domestic and foreign players in the higher education 
market. However, even if  there is a regulatory author-
ity, compliance with the requirements does not necessarily 
guarantee good quality education. It may be possible for the 
private providers to circumvent the specifi ed requirements 
in an unfair manner.

Freedom to Specify and Offer Product

In the government-aided segment of  the market, there is 
autonomy to off er courses but with the approval of  the 
state governments or the UGC. This is because additional 
funding is often required to start a new course, unless it is 
a self-fi nancing one. Private unaided educational institutes 
also have the freedom to decide courses and its content, but 
with the approval of  the relevant regulatory authority, UGC 
or AICTE, as the case may be. To facilitate introduction of  
specialised courses, the UGC has been proactive to grant 
deemed-to-be university status to research institutions with 
established reputation and credibility so that they can off er 
degrees. However, there are restrictions on them to diversify 
into new areas lest it dilutes their specialisation which, in the 
fi rst place, earned them their status.
 As argued by Avijit Pathak, marketisation could blight the 
quest for fundamental knowledge as market-oriented cours-
es assume prominence at the expense of  the fundamental 
disciplines such as physics and history (2009: 155–56). It can 
even lead to a sort of  hierarchy of  knowledge, as what sells 
less in the market place becomes irrelevant for the students 
who look for courses to facilitate their professional career. 
 In India, the market for professional courses is increas-
ingly being dominated by the private institutes and there is 
evidence that the competition is also getting stiff er. The pri-
vate institutions are also affi  liating with foreign universities 
to develop brand loyalty and off er courses which have rel-
evance and acceptability in the global job market. However, 
the foreign counterparts, though they may be the mediocre 
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in their countries of  origin, continue to evoke respect and 
hope among the aspiring Indian students.14

Freedom to Use Available Resources

This section distinguishes between the institutions which 
receive grants-in-aid and those that do not. In case of  sup-
port from the UGC, the freedom to use resources as per the 
discretion of  the institutions is rather limited as the release 
of  grants is linked to specifi c heads and it is subject to sub-
mission of  utilisation certifi cates. Within a particular ‘head’, 
there is autonomy with regard to the use of  resources, of  
course subject to audit. Maintenance cost, inclusive of  sal-
ary, as a percentage of  total cost has been large, resulting 
in a reduction of  the discretionary part of  the expenditure. 
This has hampered development-related expenditure. How-
ever, the departments can compete for funds under several 
assistance schemes of  the UGC or apply for project-/plan-
based assistance. Possibly there is a need for freedom to 
use resources by the institutions as fi nancial independence 
is a precursor to autonomy in the broader sense. Though 
the privately-owned institutions are not supposed to make 
profi t, they are allowed to make ‘reasonable surplus’ which 
can be reinvested to further the growth of  the institutions.15 
In reality, private institutions often maintain two sets of  
accounts or produce fabricated accounts as they would 
prefer to enjoy the freedom to use available resources. At 
the same time, essential expenditure to deliver education is 
curtailed which leads to the dilution of  quality of  education. 
Arbitrary reduction in expenditure and choice of  any input 
combination is feasible as there is no well-defi ned production 
function for an educational institution (Majumdar 1983).16 
For the government institutions, it is often debated that the 
lack of  freedom is stifl ing functioning and innovation. The 
argument is tenable if  it can be ensured that there is no cor-
ruption. Since the system suff ers from poor governance and 
malpractices, fi nancial autonomy requires the institution to 
behave responsibly and respect autonomy. Striking a balance 
is critical.

Freedom to Determine Prices

If  the privately-owned institutions are given the freedom to 
determine prices, there may be a tendency to keep these at 
cost-recovery level. Education then loses its relevance for the 
society and the economy. Fees are often periodically revised 
upwards and the overall fee structure is loaded with hidden 
and unjustifi ed demands. This has the potential to render 
education as a commercially exploitable commodity. The 
prevalence of  a capitation fee has detrimental eff ect on ac-
cess despite the quota regime. It is not, therefore, desirable 
that the private providers should have the discretion over the 
fee structure even in higher education in the interest of  the 
larger section of  the society. Raising fees in the name of  easy 

availability of  loans does not help as there are many short-
comings of  even interest-free education loans for a country 
such as India. Sudhanshu Bhushan argues that it is generally 
expected that owing to competition in a market setup there 
should be convergence towards a uniform fee structure 
(2010: 185). However, as the market is imperfectly competi-
tive, as quality of  the same product varies across the institu-
tions, convergence towards single price is not expected.

MARKET-ORIENTED REFORMS

The concepts of  competition, effi  ciency and quality are 
rather untenable for arguing in favour of  a market for educa-
tion. A degree certifi cate, which is often degraded to a mere 
piece of  paper, cannot refl ect true quality if  the providers re-
sort to unfair means covertly or overtly. Education in terms 
of  skill and values goes much beyond ‘credentialism’. How-
ever, what is quality and how to assess it remain debatable 
issues. A majority of  the private providers, mostly of  poor 
repute, have abused the absence of  a production function in 
the delivery of  education and have ended up delivering sub-
standard quality of  education, thereby reducing it to merely 
awarding of  a certifi cate (Chattopadhyay 2009).17

 The market-driven privatised higher education sector has 
other concerns. Being driven entirely by the market would 
demand marketable outputs from education that is quantifi -
able. Disciplines that create greater job opportunities and 
are easily quantifi able in terms of  monetary returns from 
education would assume greater importance. However, 
subjects such as humanities and arts, the returns of  which 
are not easily quantifi able but contribute substantially to 
preserving and shaping the character of  democracy, get 
cut off  in the race for competitive profi t-oriented market 
for education. Thus, as Sybil Thomas suggests (see Box 
14.1), it is important to put appropriate policies and com-
mitment in place so that not only education adds to the 
improvement of  economic wealth of  the nation but also 
continues to richly contribute towards preserving and evolv-
ing the democratic fabric of  the society.

ECONOMIC RATIONALE BEHIND RECENT POLICY 
INITIATIVES IN EDUCATION

The rationale behind several policy initiatives, which are 
in the process of  implementation in the Indian context, 
is based on the neoliberal approach to education reform, 
despite a substantial increase in budgetary allocation for 
higher education in the recent years. Some of  the major 
reforms include encouraging entry of  the private provid-
ers, setting up of  a regulatory authority, quality assurance 
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mechanism, promotion of  public–private partnership (PPP) 
in new ventures, infusing competition in publicly funded 
institutions such as outsourcing and privatisation of  non-
core activities, and application of  ‘performativity’ principle 
in guiding institutional reform, which is tantamount to the 
application of  corporate managerial practices in governing 
the publicly-funded institutions to enhance responsiveness 
to the need of  the consumers (i.e., the students). In this 
emerging regime where market principle gains prominence, 
it is essential to set up a regulatory authority, along with a 
tribunal for grievance redressal, and encourage participation 
of  foreign education providers, make accreditation man-
datory and promote ranking of  HEIs, explore alternative 
modes of  funding and even an alternative mechanism for 
subsidisation such as through the voucher scheme, so as to 
simulate a market-like situation (Chattopadhyay 2007).
 The underlying principle behind PPP is basically based 
on two arguments. First, the private sector is considered 
to be more effi  cient in the use of  resources and delivery of  
quality education than the public sector and, second, fi scal 
stringency would not permit the government to budget 
for adequate resources necessary for quality expansion of  
the sector. The belief  that through proper policy measures 
effi  ciency and quality can be achieved is based on an 
understanding that input–output relationship is tenable and 
applicable for an educational institution. Supporting private 
sector and PPP in professional education is often justifi ed on 
the grounds that scarce fi scal resources could be deployed 
in non-professional education which would otherwise not 
be supported by the market. There can be many diff erent 
forms of  PPP and the outcome of  such a blend would 
depend on the kind of  partnership arrangement they enter 
into and the nature of  ownership and objective of  the 
private sector. To allow profi t-making in the absence of  a 
substantial cost reduction through effi  ciency would either 
raise the pricing of  education or would entail an increase 
in the government fi nancial support or a mixture of  the 
two  (Chattopadhyay 2012: 247). However, this is diff erent 
from the unbridled growth of  the private sector with poor 
credibility. It is now well recognised that the private sector 
may not be interested in investment in education on a large 
scale unless they are allowed to make reasonable amount 
of  profi t. The challenge before the policy-makers today is 
to judiciously manage the private and the public sector in 
education without compromising with the three objectives 
envisaged in the 11th Five-Year Plan — expansion, inclusion 
and exclusion.18 
 The government is considering setting up a regulatory 
authority in the form of  National Council for Higher 
Education and Research (NCHER) to develop a regulated 
market for the higher education sector.19 This would help 
overcome the problem of  multiple regulatory authorities 

with overlapping functions, ensure transparency and unifor-
mity, regulate standards, and hopefully reduce political 
interference. However, the problems associated with the 
marketisation of  higher education would largely remain 
unaddressed. Setting up a tribunal in higher education will 
seek to address the grievances of  the students studying 
primarily in privately funded institutions. The need arises 
because the education market lacks intense competition due 
to restricted mobility of  the students, and education is an 
‘experience good’ which makes students suff er from infor-
mation asymmetry at the time of  choice of  courses and 
institutions (as discussed earlier).20 The institutions are now 
to be accredited compulsorily even within the country to 
facilitate informed choice-making which is central to sover-
eignty and competition (Bill on Accreditation). However, 
the concept of  quality of  education as used in the process of  
accreditation and ranking may not address the university-
specifi c mandate to serve the society or, in other words, the 
university–society linkages. This would also interfere with 
the autonomy of  the institution to pursue its objectives if  
it participates in ranking.21 In eff ect, a highly discriminatory 
market for education is being created, which would in 
turn lead to a diff erentiated and hierarchical society. It is 
possible that the market elements would continue to gain 
strength which may deter imparting of  value-based inclusive 
education; as teaching–learning process becomes more 
like exchange in a market, the students become investors 
and the teachers become merely service providers.

INDIA IN THE GLOBAL KNOWLEDGE 
ECONOMY 

The question now is whether India will be well-equipped 
to participate in the global knowledge economy. In some 
sense, the country is already a part of  it, if  one goes by the 
number of  students who leave the country to study abroad, 
the contribution of  the non-resident Indians in knowledge 
production overseas and engagement of  some universities 
and research institutes in global collaborations. However, 
in the realm of  innovation, R&D and the reputation of  the 
research institutions and universities, there is nothing much 
that India can take pride in even in the context of  the Asia–
Pacifi c nations.22 
 One way to build up research capacity is to increase 
global connectedness. Research universities are generally 
more networked than other HEIs. The growth in such col-
laborations, student and faculty exchanges have risen in the 
recent years. Meaningful, eff ective and long-term participa-
tion in the global knowledge economy entails development 
of  research capacity, without which India will be dependent 
on knowledge fl ows from outside and will not be able to 
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BOX 14.1
Silent Crisis in Higher Education

Education is that process by which thought is opened out of  the soul, and is associated with outward things, is refl ected back on itself, and thus made 
conscious of  their reality and shape.

—Bronson Alcott, Massachusetts educator, c.1850

India is in the midst of  a crisis of  massive proportions and grave global signifi cance. It is not the global economic crisis that began in 2008. 
At least everyone knew that a crisis was at hand and world leaders worked quickly and desperately to fi nd solutions. This section refers to 
the crisis that goes largely unnoticed, a crisis that is likely to be, in the long run, far more dangerous to the future of  a democratic society: 
a world crisis in education. The reference here is to higher education, though some of  the problems are also common to elementary and 
secondary education as discussed in other papers.
 Radical changes are taking place in the way society is reaching out to young minds. However, these changes are directed by social and 
economic policies of  the society. Education is now looked at as a commodity that can be traded in the global market. India has adopted a 
model of  development where education is being considered for ‘economic growth’. Hence, given that economic growth is so easily sought 
by society at the macro level as well as by individuals at the day-to-day level, too few questions have been posed about the direction of  
education as well as that of  democratic society itself ! 
 The section begins by acknowledging the fact stated that publicly funded higher education systems are in need of  overhaul, and private-
run agenda driven by markets and profi ts raise some issues and implications that need to be addressed (see Chapter 8). The profi t motive 
suggests that education for economic growth needs basic skills, literacy and numeracy. It also needs people who have more advanced 
skills in computer science and technology. States such as Gujarat and Andhra Pradesh have seen increased Gross National Product (GNP) 
per capita through the education of  the technical elite that make the states attractive to foreign investors. There is no problem with good 
scientifi c technical education; it cannot even be suggested that education should not be driven by profi t. The concern here lies in the fact 
that when market forces motivated by profi t alone determine the kind of  education to be imparted, a declining trend is experienced in 
investment as well as interest in humanities and liberal arts. The abilities associated with humanities and arts are: to think critically, to 
transcend local loyalties, to approach world problems as a ‘citizen of  the world’, and fi nally to imagine sympathetically the predicament of  
another person. 
 To some extent these changes are being externally imposed but a line of  caution is also that the university system too have taken 
shortcuts — by teaching large courses without critical engagements, which has made it easy for the system to succumb to external social 
and economic pressures. Drew Gilpin Faust (2009) concludes in his ringing defence of  the role of  liberal arts in a democratic society: 

Higher learning can off er individuals and societies a depth and breadth of  vision absent from the inevitable myopic present. Human beings need meaning, 
understanding, as well as jobs. The question should not be whether we can aff ord to believe in such purposes in these times, but whether we can aff ord not to.

Therefore, the policies and commitment need to be looked at to see that these abilities that can be developed through humanities and arts 
are not cut off  in the fury of  a competitive profi t-oriented market.
 For India as a nation aspiring to get a greater share of  the global market as well as create job opportunities through education for the 
young people, imagination and critical faculties seem to look like paraphernalia. Private- and public-funded higher education institutions 
today compete in a global market. The key driving factor that determines the competitive edge for an institution is still the quantitative 
progress indicated by the marks acquired by a student along with the economic returns that the student is able to get after investing in 
the system of  higher education. Though these may be easy indicators of  quality, here again the concern that is reiterated is that of  the 
curriculum, which needs to be built around humanistic elements, and the pedagogy that needs to be revisited. Even in higher education, 
the focus of  the content has shifted away from text that focuses on enlivening imagination and training the critical faculties towards 
material that is directly relevant to test preparation. Along with this is an even more baneful shift in pedagogy. Socrates proclaimed that ‘the 
unexamined life is not worth living for a human being’. However, in an educational world that is driven by maximising economic growth 
alone, the implication could be that people would consider Socratic pedagogy as dispensable. A society that is motivated by market forces 
would demand marketable outputs from education which are quantifi able. Though today people still maintain that they like democracy 
and self  governance, but distracted with the pursuit of  wealth they cut costs and prune away just those parts of  the educational endeavour 
that are crucial for preserving a healthy democratic society. 
 Looking at the challenges in higher education in a privatised educational world, what is required is not only monetary investments 
(though money is good), but also committed people and strong policies for promoting the abilities and skills that humanities discipline 
can promote with sound content and pedagogy. One needs to pause and ask questions on the direction of  education and society if  this 
trend continues. Democracies have great rational imaginative powers. It also has some fl aws in reasoning besides parochialism, sloppiness, 
selfi shness, and narrowness of  spirit. Education based purely on economic growth magnifi es these defi ciencies, producing a technically 
trained docility that could threaten every strand in the fabric of  democracy. 

SYBIL THOMAS

Department of  Education
 University of  Mumbai
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contribute to the development of  global science and culture. 
R&D spending in India was 1.03 per cent of  Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) in 2006 (Agarwal 2009: 252) compared to 
3.44 in Japan, 1.49 in China, 3.47 in South Korea, 2.01 in 
Australia, and 1.2 in New Zealand. Research in Asian univer-
sities is lower than in US (13.3 per cent in US compared to 
8.3 per cent in China). It is beyond doubt that India does not 
have a promising research university sector. Almost 80 per 
cent of  all R&D is in the public sector with a high share for 
the government research agencies. The share of  the univer-
sity is minor and basic research is only 17.8 per cent (ibid.: 
253). In terms of  growth in scientifi c papers (science and 
engineering) during 1995–2007, China witnessed an annual 
growth of  16.5 per cent as compared to India’s at 5.7 per 
cent (Marginson 2010). Dissemination of  technology would 
depend on adult literacy and quality of  education, among 
other factors. The adult literacy rate in China was 93.3 per 
cent compared to 66 per cent in India (ibid.). As argued by 
Altbach, despite English being the main academic language 
and the availability of  bright and well-trained scholars, India 
is unlikely to have competitive research universities in the 
coming several decades whereas China is likely to join the 
league of  top-ranking universities in the world (2009: 200). 
Marginson (2010) rightly remarked that though India talks 
about knowledge economy, it underperforms relative to its 
reputation as an emerging economic giant.
 India is yet to develop a coherent national strategy and 
has weak national-level coordination. With 32 per cent pop-
ulation in the age group of  0–14 years, the country is likely 
to see a rise in demand for higher education. Thus there 
is enormous scope to provide a larger pool of  productive 
labour to generate national wealth. The challenge however 
is one of  creating capacity for quality education to make that 
expansion relevant in the domestic economy and achieve 
excellence in the global arena.
 The quality of  education in India, in general with regard 
to school as well as higher education, by any measure is poor 
as indicated by various studies. The quality of  education 
imparted in the private schools is hardly better. With regard 
to higher education, the employability of  the graduates is 
low as claimed by some studies (NASSCOM–McKinsey 
Report 2005). It is an irony that the Indian HEIs do not even 
feature in the ranking of  the top 100 in the world despite the 
fact that IITs and IIMs are generally regarded as institutions 
par excellence,23 and also considering that India has the third 
or fourth largest skilled manpower in the world and the 
largest number of  institutions. With very few universities of  
excellence, the research base is rather limited. State-funded 
universities somehow maintain the day-to-day functioning as 
the state governments do not raise the budgetary allocations. 
The quality of  infrastructure for supporting research activity 
is somehow better in the central universities, IITs and IIMs 

and some select government-funded institutions. In the 
aggregate sense, in a country with 400 plus universities the 
production of  knowledge is inadequate by any international 
standard.
 For a meaningful integration with the emerging knowl-
edge economy, the higher education sector is confronted with 
many challenges. The government has of  late emphasised 
the salience of  knowledge and development of  human re-
sources, and initiated many policy measures to overhaul the 
system. The question is how good are these measures in the 
context of  the prevailing system and eff ectiveness of  imple-
menting the programmes. The problem is aggravated by the 
stagnancy in the budgetary allocations by the governments; 
the existing ones are suff ering from poor governance.24

 The issue is why even the private sector institutions are 
failing to impart good quality education when the advocates 
of  market and the private sector dominate policy-making; 
though privatisation has helped in major expansion of  tech-
nical education.

CONCLUDING REMARKS: LOOKING BEYOND 
‘COMMODIFICATION’

Commodifi cation of  education in mainstream economic 
theory has informed policy-making in education even in the 
context of  a developing country such as India. However, in 
view of  the fact that higher education is a quasi-public good, 
the government has to play a crucial role in its provision so 
as to maximise its ‘publicness’. Ideally, to ensure access to 
all, even in professional education, the government-funded 
institutions could play a larger role. However, at this junc-
ture where the private sector occupies nearly half  of  the 
higher education sector and continues to cater to the rising 
demand for professional education, the role of  this sector 
has to be thought through pragmatically. It is true that both 
the public-funded as well as the private sector have failed 
to deliver good quality education. The reasons behind this 
lack of  excellence are however diff erent (Chattopadhyay 
2012). Mushrooming of  private institutions with the over-
riding objective of  maximising ‘reasonable surplus’ in the 
absence of  strong regulation have led to poor quality edu-
cation. The government institutions typically suff er from 
‘government failure’. In view of  this, what is needed is in-
vestment from private sector with commitment to quality 
and societal responsibility. The character and the motive of  
such investment are of  utmost importance. Advocating the 
role of  private sector in the name of  effi  ciency and equity 
is somewhat misleading. While the concept of  effi  ciency in 
education is weak and irrelevant, absence of  subsidies in its 
provisioning is bound to mitigate access. The clamour for 
autonomy is justifi able, one has to safeguard with concern 
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and care that this autonomy is not abused. Marketisation for 
a change cannot ensure excellence. Students are not only 
poorly informed about the decisions they make but also the 
quality they assess. What is more important is the quality 
produced in the classrooms with committed participation 

from the teachers and the students and not by the teachers 
alone. Education is such a sector, mere compliance with the 
regulatory norms is not good enough. And therefore what 
is needed is genuineness and sincerity when it comes to the 
delivery of  education to the society, be it public or private.

NOTES

1. The fourth one which is often added is relevance of  education. 
2. Higher education does not conform strictly to the defi nition of  a 

public good as given by Samuelson (1954). A public good is char-
acterised by non-rivalry in consumption and non-excludability. 
Non-rivalry means that the benefi ts of  higher education accrue 
to all and those who do not want to pay for the benefi ts cannot 
be excluded from their appropriation. But higher education is not 
a typical public good as the benefi ts which accrue primarily to 
those who pursue higher studies in the form of  higher incomes 
are diff erent from those who do not pursue higher studies. What 
the others gain is called externalities which are not easily quantifi -
able in the absence of  markets. Externalities would assume the 
role of  good citizenry, functioning of  democratic institutions, 
inculcation of  moral and ethical values which are required for 
nation-building. While ‘publicness’ would refer to the externali-
ties generated and inclusiveness, ‘privateness’ denotes monetary 
benefi ts and the status higher education confers on an individual.

3. There are instances of  discrimination by the banks with respect 
to region, gender and caste while sanctioning loans.

4. Since primary education has been argued to be a merit good, the 
concept of  market for primary education does not need to be 
invoked. Higher education being a quasi-public good, the neolib-
erals advocate for a regulated market. The important question is 
that of  the extent of  intervention.

5. Market failure occurs when one or more of  the assumptions 
underlying a perfectly competitive market are not satisfi ed. The 
assumptions include absence of  information asymmetry, exter-
nalities and product heterogeneity. Apart from a large number of  
buyers, there should be a large number of  sellers as well.

6. This latter approach is called voucher system. Though theoreti-
cally it appeals to mainstream economic logic of  effi  ciency and 
competition in the realm of  market, but application of  this logic 
is not tenable for education particularly in the context of  a devel-
oping country.

7. Quality and usefulness of  education are experienced as the stu-
dents go through the process of  education, and even much after 
the formal completion of  their studies. Technically, this is often 
referred to as information asymmetry as it is diffi  cult to ascertain 
the true quality of  education when the students take admission 
in an institution.

8. This is diff erent from a typical textbook concept of  competition. 
Both the inputs — students and the teachers and the institu-
tions — earn credibility of  being associated with each other. A 
university department is known for its faculty and the students 
produced.

9. Adjusting for quality and effi  ciency can be defi ned as the ratio 
between outputs to inputs (Massy 2004: 21).

10. This includes the mobility of  students across universities, within 
two Indian universities, as well as between Indian and foreign 
universities. See Prakash (2011). 

11. This is not to deny that there is no scope for reorganisation of  the 
institution to raise effi  ciency and better use of  resources. Cor-
ruption often leads to gross mis-utilisation of  resources. Before 
it is sought to raise cost recovery, achieving good governance is 
essential.

12. Since education is a concurrent subject under the Indian 
Constitution, some states such as Chhattisgarh enacted private 
university acts on their own, which led to mushrooming of  
private universities in the state.

13. The proliferation of  the deemed universities has become a con-
tentious issue after the change in the leadership in MHRD.

14. India does not yet have a legislation in place to regulate foreign 
collaborations. Varying jurisdiction between the central and the 
state governments and the changing policy perspectives are the 
major hurdles (Altbach 2009: 44).

15. In the case of  T. M. A. Pai Foundation v. State of  Karnataka (2002), 
the Court ruled, ‘the government can provide regulations that will 
ensure excellence while forbidding capitation fees … there can be 
however, be reasonable revenue surplus which may be generat-
ed’. It was further clarifi ed in another judgement in 2003 (Islamic 
Academy of  Education v. State of  Karnataka) fee should correspond 
to cost, surplus to be used for investment, and no profi teering 
be allowed.

16. Inputs and outputs are not only well-defi ned, but there are many 
combinations of  inputs to produce output as the concept of  
quality remains vague and arbitrary. 

17. In the absence of  a well-defi ned production function between the 
inputs and output and substitutability among the inputs, if  the 
objective is to make profi t or reasonable surplus, there will be 
a tendency to cut costs, which can adversely aff ect quality and 
fl eece students, as they do not have the option to exit. For edu-
cation, quality requires better quality inputs, i.e., infrastructure 
and faculty.

18. It is often argued whether all the three objectives can be pursued 
together or there exists a trade-off  among them. Privatisation 
of  any kind will compromise with inclusiveness. There is a big 
question mark whether excellence in education can be achieved 
through increasing private participation.

19. The National Knowledge Commission (NKC) also advocated 
for a regulatory authority (Independent Regulatory Authority 
for Higher Education or IRAHE). The rationale given by the 
Yash Pal Committee Report in favour of  NCHER is somewhat 
diff erent.

20. This leads to failure of  students in anticipating the quality of  
education, and in the process they often get duped being forced 
to succumb to arbitrary hiking of  fees and other unscrupu-
lous measures leading to a fall in the quality of  education 
(Chattopadhyay 2009).

21. The extent of  funding, both from the government as well as 
private sources, may also depend on accreditation and ranking. 
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22. Not a single Indian university has been included in the top 100 
universities across the world. In comparison, universities from 
China are doing particularly well in view of  their late entry into 
the global high-ranking HEIs. 

23. The IITs and the IIMs are not full-fl edged universities, and there-
fore, in terms of  the criteria for ranking, they fail to qualify. As 
noted by Simon Marginson (2010), India has only one institution 
in the top 100.

24. Generally it is argued that because of  the principal-agent prob-
lem, the quality of  service delivery in the government sector is 
poor, as self-interest dominates the conduct of  the employees. 
The neoliberals advocate for a public choice approach to reform 
the governance structure.
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Since the last couple of  years, there has been much hue 
and cry about quality in Indian higher education. Not 

only the students and the academicians but also media, 
politicians and the policy-makers have all expressed concern 
about the poor quality of  education in higher education 
sector. The bills which are being considered by the govern-
ment, almost all of  them, talk about quality directly or 
indirectly.1 The approach paper to the 12th Five-Year Plan 
clearly argues that the focus should not only be on increased 
enrolment in higher education, but also on the improved 
quality of  the expansion in higher education (Planning 
Commission 2011). Poor quality, arguably, is often exem-
plifi ed by the fact that no Indian university fi gures in the 
top-100 list of  popular global university rankings.2 Even in 
the national context, according to the National Accredita-
tion and Assessment Council (NAAC), 90 per cent Indian 
universities and 70 per cent colleges are of  mediocre or poor 
quality (Agarwal 2009). Various studies have also indicated 
low degree of  employability of  Indian graduates, which is 
a matter of  serious concern both for the planners as well 
as the industry.3 In this situation, improvement in quality is 
an imperative and quality assurance is the fi rst step in this 
direction.
 Rankings and accreditation are two diff erent forms of  
quality assurance or measurement. They provide informa-
tion to students, employers, policy-makers, educationalists, 
and concerned individuals, as information asymmetry poses 
hindrance in assessing quality. National accreditation agen-
cies such as the NAAC and the National Board of  Accredita-
tion (NBA) play an important role in monitoring quality in 
the Indian higher education sector, but this system presently 
suff ers from various problems. Such issues are sought to be 
addressed in the pending National Accreditation Regula-

tory Authority for Higher Educational Institutions Bill, 2010 
(GoI 2010). University ranking is also gaining importance. 
Universities are ranked on the basis of  comparable perfor-
mance indicators and the league tables point to a university’s 
relative position vis-à-vis others. Thus, the measures of  
quality — accreditation and ranking — are also critical for 
developing a global market for higher education.
 This paper seeks to understand the mechanism of  
accreditation and ranking done by specifi c parameters and 
distribution of  their weights, and analyse the scope, signifi -
cance and limitations of  this system. In the face of  ongoing 
reform in the Indian higher education sector and increasing 
participation of  the private sector, this chapter examines the 
role and scope of  national quality assurance agencies in the 
emerging global context.

THE CONCEPT OF QUALITY IN EDUCATION

Assessing the quality of  education is an extremely diffi  cult 
and delicate exercise. Education is a service that is not a 
one-shot aff air. Delivery of  education is a process and lasts 
over a period of  time. In terms of  learning, education is a 
continuous process. Primarily, the level of  motivation of  the 
teachers along with the infrastructure, governance of  the 
institutions and course curriculum determine the quality. 
Before embarking on policy issues, it is important to know 
how diffi  cult it is to assess quality and what makes educa-
tion diff erent. By defi nition, quality should be the intrinsic 
feature of  any education system. If  education is the assimila-
tion of  gathered knowledge, then one has to think whether 
education devoid of  quality can be called education at all 
(Kumar 2010). In case of  goods and services, the general 
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defi nitions of  quality (Garvin 1988), as mentioned in NAAC 
reports (Mishra 2006), can be listed as follows:
(a) Product-based defi nition (objective and measurable).
(b) User-based defi nition (customer satisfaction oriented).
(c) Manufacturing-based defi nition (subject to fi xed input 

requirements and specifi cations).
(d) Value-based defi nitions (in relation to cost).
(e) Transcendent defi nition (subjective, personal and be-

yond measurement).
In the case of  education, the fi rst four types of  defi nitions 
cannot be applied at all. This is obvious, since education is 
not a ‘product’ that can be explained with a production func-
tion and fi xed input–output relationship (Majumdar 1983; 
Winch 2010). In a market of  commodities, consumers can 
buy any good if  they can aff ord it, but in the education sec-
tor, its customers — i.e., students — cannot join any course 
or university even if  they can aff ord the tuition fees unless 
they satisfy the merit-based selection process. Customer-
based defi nition of  quality is also problematic in this case as 
students’ satisfaction cannot shape the features of  the higher 
education sector in a nation. For example, an institute may 
have a lenient grading system and students may be very 
happy with their high grades, but this practice should not 
be continued as it might lower the overall quality of  higher 
education in the country. In a market of  commodities, cus-
tomers can very easily switch from one good to another if  
they are not satisfi ed with the quality, but in the education 
sector a student can spend his or her whole life to under-
stand whether the education received in the university was 
worthwhile. Therefore, the only defi nition of  quality that 
can be applied in the case of  education is the transcendent 
defi nition which considers quality as an attribute that cannot 
be strictly measured but largely perceived.
 Krishna Kumar and Padma M. Sarangapani (Kumar 2010; 
Kumar and Sarangapani 2004; Sarangapani 2010) have made 
an attempt to deconstruct the notion of  quality and identify 
the possible contributory factors with reference to school 
education. Imparting good quality education depends on 
several aspects including the teachers’ sense of  commitment, 
compassion and care. These attributes are not necessarily 
measurable and the focus on ‘performativity’4 would fail to 
do justice to the delivery of  quality education. During the 
evolution of  ideas of  ‘total quality management’ theories by 
W. Edwards Deming (1986), ‘quality control’ and ‘assurance’ 
became common terms in an attempt to ensure maximum 
effi  ciency and standards in manufactured goods. In the 
same line, from 1960 onwards, these terms started becoming 
familiar in the fi eld of  education as well. Over time, quality 
assurance gained importance because assessment of  qual-
ity was considered the fi rst step for chalking out designs for 
future improvement. There lies an urgent need to monitor 
the performance of  higher educational institutes as many of  

them are engaged in subversion of  norms and duties. The 
risk with the transcendent defi nition is that it gives scope 
to do away with the accountability as there is no perfect 
standard of  quality. In case of  education, the problem is 
serious because unfair practices and poor quality in many 
educational institutions have the potential to not only ruin 
the career prospects of  the students, but also adversely 
aff ect the families and the societies and dent productivity and 
competitiveness of  a nation. In view of  this, many countries 
have adopted external quality assurance mechanisms in 
higher education.

CONCEPTUALISING QUALITY ASSURANCE, 
ACCREDITATION AND RANKING

To avoid internal biases and stakeholders’ infl uences, gener-
ally an external agency, which is supposed to be independent 
and credible, is entrusted with the responsibility of  assessing 
the quality of  an educational institute. The term ‘External 
Quality Assurance’ refers to all forms of  external quality 
monitoring, evaluation or review and may be defi ned as a 
process of  establishing stakeholder confi dence that the pro-
vision (input, processes and outcomes) fulfi ls expectations 
or measures up to the minimum requirements (Martin and 
Stella 2007). Accreditation and ranking are diff erent forms 
of  quality assurance mechanisms that are expected to enable 
a higher education system to maintain its quality. Ranking, 
done by independent agencies, particularly helps in realising 
the position of  an institution according to its performance 
in comparison to others, whereas accreditation assigns a par-
ticular grade to an institution if  it qualifi es for it. The main 
diff erence is that rankings rank a Higher Education Institu-
tion (HEI) with respect to others but accreditation agencies 
rate HEIs independent of  others. The following section gives 
the three main purposes they claim to serve.

Providing ‘Information’ about Quality 
to Stakeholders

The important role of  quality assurance agencies as the 
provider of  information about quality of  education has im-
mense signifi cance since the market for higher education is 
often characterised as one with information asymmetry and 
imperfect information (Arrow 1973). This is because of  the 
following reasons:
(a) First, education is an ‘experience good’ and none, except 

the student, can judge the quality of  education provided 
in a university.5

(b) Second, the producers, or the authorities of  universities 
may have an idea about the quality of  education pro-
vided in their institutions, but not all of  them would be 
interested in making the information public.
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(c) Third, unlike in a market for normal goods, price 
here fails to reveal information about quality since the 
provision of  education is largely subsidised.6 As the 
price of  education is not market-determined, quality 
fails to be captured through price.

It is in this context that quality assurance agencies play the 
key role of  assessing the quality of  an educational institution 
and making it accessible to the students, employers and the 
authorities.

Fostering Competition among HEIs

Another important objective that the global ranking mecha-
nism ends up achieving is fostering competition among the 
universities across the nations for attracting the best minds, 
thereby ensuring quality. Students being rational consum-
ers will choose the best possible institutions for themselves 
given their budget constraint, and only the best universities 
will draw good students. Not-so-good universities will try 
their level-best to achieve the ‘best’ stamp, and those who 
ultimately fail to perform well will automatically go out of  
business. Thus, in a competitive environment every univer-
sity will try to improve their quality for their own benefi t, 
which ultimately leads to an enhancement of  the overall 
higher education sector.

Helping HEIs to Take Steps to Improve Quality

Before embarking on a path of  improvement in quality, an 
institution must know where it stands and what its strengths 
and weaknesses are. Only when the problems are identifi ed 
can a solution be found. Although an institution can under-
take a self-assessment procedure to judge its functioning, an 
unbiased and well-informed external agency can serve the 
role of  a ‘mirror’ to an institution (Goel and Goel 2010). 
Along with self-assessment, an external quality agency can 
help in undertaking a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportuni-
ties, and Threats (SWOT) analysis of  an institution and rate 
it on a pre-defi ned scale.

ACCREDITATION AND QUALITY ASSESSMENT: 
THE INDIAN CONTEXT

In India, there is a wide variety in terms of  quality across 
higher educational institutes. On the one hand, there are 
‘Centres of  Excellence’ such as Indian Institutes of  Tech-
nology (IITs), and on the other are the institutes that have 
failed to maintain even a minimum standard of  quality. Not 
only is there a wide gap between the world and Indian 
averages of  quality, but there also exists a vast disparity 
between the institutions across India. The reasons for this 
low quality are multifaceted and interlinked — poor gover-
nance being the main reason. Resource constraints and poor 

infrastructure further worsen the situation. Many private 
institutes, especially in the fi eld of  professional education, 
provide low-quality education as they are mostly interested 
in cutting cost and making profi ts (Chattopadhyay 2009). 
A corrupt and ineff ective regulatory system aggravates 
the problem as many educational institutes are engaged in 
subversion of  duties and in maximising the benefi ts that 
accrue to the authorities without any eff ort to improve 
the quality of  education. Also, there has been an age-long 
trade-off  between excellence and inclusion (Velaskar 2010). 
Since the quality of  education largely depends on that of  
the students and teachers, an institution may choose to be 
extremely selective and only off er seats to brainy people in 
order to maintain its quality. This selective competition may 
make HEIs more hierarchical and exclusive (Clotfelter 1996; 
Winston 1999). While we consider the fact that in India 
only 15 per cent in the age group of  18–23 years enter into a 
college, ‘excellence’ appears to be an ‘elite’ term. However, 
maintaining a minimum quality in all the HEIs is impera-
tive. The problem is to appropriately defi ne and quantify for 
eff ective monitoring and enforcement of  minimum quality 
of  education. This is critical because unfair practices and 
poor quality of  education can ruin the entire life of  students 
and aff ect their families, societies and the nation. Keeping 
this problem in mind, quality assurance mechanisms in 
higher education were adopted in India and at present the 
popular agencies are:
(a) National Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC) 

under the University Grants Commission (UGC);
(b) National Board of  Accreditation (NBA) under the All 

India Council of  Technical Education (AICTE);
(c) Accreditation Board under the Indian Council of  Agri-

cultural Research (ICAR).
Among these, the two most popular accreditation agencies 
are the NAAC and the NBA.

National Assessment and Accreditation Council 
(NAAC)

The Council was established in 1994 under the UGC fol-
lowing the recommendations of  the National Policy on 
Education (1986). The NAAC generally deals with univer-
sities recognised by the UGC and its affi  liated colleges and 
autonomous institutes that have a minimum experience of  
functioning. For accreditation and assessment, the NAAC 
follows a two-step process in which HEIs fi rst have to get 
Institutional Eligibility for Quality Assessment (IEQA) status 
and then send a fi lled-up format to the council. Institutions 
that have already gained IEQA status can directly send a 
letter of  intent to the NAAC. After receiving a self-study 
report from the HEIs, a team of  NAAC members and ex-
perts visit them and a fi nal decision is taken by the NAAC 
executive members. Based on indicators and assigned 
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measures, a cumulative grade point average (CGPA) is calcu-
lated for the institution and the implication of  the grades are 
as follows:

TABLE 15.1 NAAC Grades, CGPA and 
Performance Descriptor

Range of  Institutional Cumulative Letter Performance
Grade Point Average (CGPA) Grade Descriptor

3.01–4.00 A Very Good
  (Accredited)
2.01–3.00 B Good
  (Accredited)

1.51–2.00 C Satisfactory
  (Accredited)
Source: NAAC (2007: 20).

According to the NAAC, the major role of  an HEI is to 
promote the values inherent in education. These core values 
as specifi ed for the Indian higher education system are:
(a) contributing to national development,
(b) fostering global competence among students,
(c) inculcating a value system among students,
(d) promoting use of  technology, and
(e) quest for excellence. Table 15.2 gives the criteria, indica-

tors and weights specifi ed by the NAAC.

 Although the NAAC had started doing the accredita-
tion and assessment in 1998, it was only after 2002–03 that 
it gained momentum, and by October 2006 it had accred-
ited 129 universities and 2,956 colleges (only 13 per cent of  
higher educational institutes). This was mainly because of  
the voluntary accreditation process that was recently made 
compulsory in India.7 Among the HEIs accredited by the 
NAAC, most are public- or government-run, and mainly 
public universities and public colleges. Private universities 
and private colleges perhaps showed less interest in getting 
accredited by the NAAC.

National Board of Accreditation

The NBA (under the AICTE) off ers accreditation to all insti-
tutions or programmes that are approved by the AICTE, pro-
vided at least two batches have passed out of  the programme 
or institution. Under the provisions of  the AICTE Act of  1987, 
all diploma, degree and postgraduate programmes coming 
under certain disciplines (Engineering and Technology, 
Management, Architecture, Pharmacy, Hotel Management 
and Catering Technology, Town and Country Planning, 
Applied Arts and Crafts) are covered under accreditation by 
the NBA. Institutions interested in being accredited by the 
NBA need to fi ll up a form with necessary details about their 

TABLE 15.2 NAAC — Criteria, Indicators and Weights

 Criteria Indicators  Weights (in per cent)

   University Autonomous Affi  liated 
    Colleges  Colleges

1 Curricular Aspects Curricular design and development, academic fl exibility, 15 10 5
  feedback on curriculum, curriculum update, best practices
  in curricular aspects 

2 Teaching, Learning Admission process and student profi le, catering to diverse needs,  25 35 45
 and Evaluation  teaching–learning process, teacher quality, evaluation process and
  reforms, best practices in teaching, learning and evaluation 

3 Research, Consultancy Promotion of  research, research and publication output, 20 15 10
 and Evaluation  consultancy, extension activities, collaborations, best practices in
  research, consultancy and extension 

4 Infrastructure and Physical facilities, maintenance of  infrastructure, library as a 10 10 10
 Learning Resources  learning resource, ICT as learning resources, other facilities, best
  practices in the development of  infrastructure and learning resources 

5 Student Support Student progression, student support, student activities, best  10 10 10
 and Progression  practices in student support and progression

6 Governance and Institutional vision and leadership, organisational arrangements, 15 15 15
 Leadership  strategy development and deployment, human resource
  management, fi nancial management and resource mobilisation, 
  best practices in governance and leadership

7 Innovative Practices Internal quality assurance system, inclusive practices, 5 5 5
  stakeholder relationships 

 Total   100 100 100

Source: NAAC (2007).
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institution or programmes. A team comprising the chairper-
son and programme experts is then constituted which visits 
the institution and verifi es the facts. The team carries out 
physical authentication of  infrastructure facilities, records, 
interviews faculty, staff , students, alumni, industry, and any 
other activity deemed necessary, and ensures transparency. 
The parameters on which accreditation is done and their 
respective weights are shown in Table 15.3. These eight crite-
ria carry a sum total of  1,000 points, with a minimum of  600 
points required to qualify for accreditation. The accredita-
tion is ‘yes’ or ‘no’ type. Any institution scoring a sum total 
greater than 600 points but less than 750 gets a provisional 
accreditation valid only for two years. If  the institution or 
the programme gets 750 or more and meets all qualifying 
criteria mentioned in the table, then it gets an accreditation 
for fi ve years from NBA.
 The NBA accreditation is voluntary for institutions, and 
in May 2009 only 3,274 out of  6,040 eligible undergraduate 
engineering programmes got accredited.

Issues of Concern for the Indian 
Accreditation System

Recently the UGC has made it compulsory for all institutes 
to go for NAAC accreditation and have at least a ‘B’ grade 
to get the benefi t of  additional funding. Such a move can be 
expected to generate a ‘quality culture’ among universities 
and colleges which would help in improving the quality 
of  the sector. However, there are other concerns with the 
present accreditation system for HEIs in India:
(a) Lack of  functional autonomy and co-ordination between 

diff erent government regulatory bodies is a concern. 
Multiple entities, such as central and state governments, 
regulatory bodies, and government quality assuring 
agencies, are involved in accreditation of  the HEIs.

(b) There is scope of  subversion of  norms and the objectiv-
ity of  the peer-team report is not beyond doubts and 
questions (Stella 2002).

(c) Criteria of  assessment are subjective and 
impressionistic.

 Further, with rise in global competition for attracting 
international students, Indian HEIs will try to gain interna-
tional recognition. There are some international agencies 
such as the International Network for Quality Assurance 
Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE) or the Washing-
ton Accord, which accredit many institutes across nations. 
If  Indian quality assurance agencies join these international 
agencies or if  Indian HEIs begin to be accredited by them, 
the institutions will get global reputation. But at the same 
time the applicability of  uniform norms and standards across 
a diverse world is also questionable. In December 2005, the 
United Nations Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural Orga-
nization (UNESCO) and the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) jointly issued non-
binding guidelines on Quality Provision in Cross-Border 
Higher Education (OECD and UNESCO 2005). If  Indian 
quality assurance agencies follow these, then the country 
may emerge as a favoured global knowledge destination 
for international students. But the accreditation agency 
must not neglect the local value judgements and needs of  
the specifi c society before evaluating performance of  an 
HEI. Norms and standards should not be rigid but fl exible, 
depending upon the need of  the hour and that of  the society. 
Further, India is at the threshold of  opening the doors to 
foreign education providers if  the Foreign Education Bill 
is approved. Since the concept of  quality education can 
vary across countries, the implications of  globalisation of  
higher education system can be contentious and debatable 
depending on the type of  courses, reputation of  the foreign 
providers, nature of  collaboration with foreign institutes, 
etc. (Chattopadhyay 2012).
 Some of  the concerns with quality assurance mechanism 
in Indian higher education have been addressed in The 
National Accreditation Regulatory Authority for Higher 
Educational Institutions Bill, 2010.

TABLE 15.3 Parameters and Weights used by NBA

Parameters Weights for Undergraduate College (per cent) Weights for Diploma (per cent)

Organisation and Governance 8 3

Financial Resources, Allocation and Utilisation 7 7

Physical Resources 5 5

Human Resources including Faculty and Staff  20 20

Human Resource of  Students 10 10

Teaching–Learning Process 35 45

Supplementary Processes 5 5

Research, Development and International Eff orts 10 5

Source: www.nba-aicte.ernet.in/parameter.doc (accessed 18 March 2012).
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The National Accreditation Regulatory Authority for 
Higher Educational Institutions Bill, 2010

The National Accreditation Regulatory Authority for Higher 
Educational Institutions Bill, 2010 seeks to

make provisions for assessment of  academic quality of  higher 
educational institutions, programmes conducted therein and their 
infrastructure through mandatory accreditation by independent 
accreditation agencies and to establish a statutory Authority for 
the said purpose (GoI 2010: 1).

The Bill mentions that the purview of  academic quality 
includes 

teaching, learning and research and their contribution to enhance-
ment of  knowledge. The assessment would include physical 
infrastructure, human resources (including faculty), administra-
tion, course curricula, admission and assessment procedures, 
governance structures including infrastructure and governance 
structures of  the institution (ibid.: 20–21).

The salient features of  the Bill include the following:
(a) Accreditation is mandatory for an HEI of  more than 

12 years of  age.
(b) Independent quality assurance agencies (non-profi t pro-

fessional bodies) will certify quality assurance and the 
agencies would be regulated, audited and monitored by 
the National Accreditation Authority (NAA). 

(c) Criteria will be determined by the UGC or its succes-
sor body. Such criteria will include teaching, learning, 
research, governance, administration, admission, 
course curricula, infrastructure (physical and human), 
placement.

(d) The NAA will also monitor a code of  ethics, confl icts 
of  interest, disclosure of  information, and ensure 
transparency.

(e) The National Educational Tribunal would adjudicate 
disputes between HEIs and accreditation agencies. The 
accreditation agency shall be liable to pay compensation 
to an HEI in case of  any wilful wrong accreditation. 

(f) The Bill also argues that HEIs should help in student 
and teacher mobility across national and global institu-
tions. Collaborations across the border will be encour-
aged and the national accreditation system should be a 
part of  the global one.

The Bill allows independent private assurance agencies 
under the purview of  the NAA to assess quality of  HEIs in 
India. Independent registered accreditation agencies are sup-
posed to carry out the task of  quality assurance in a credible, 
fair and transparent manner. The Bill also proposes follow-
ing the global system of  quality assurance, and is expected 
to facilitate informed choice-making by the stakeholders, 

particularly by students to foster mobility across the institu-
tions, both within the national boundary as well as at the 
global level. In addition, teacher mobility and global level 
cooperations would be encouraged. However, in view of  
the rapid globalisation of  higher education, ensuring con-
formity among quality assurance agencies across nations is a 
pre-requisite so that comparison among HEIs across nations 
is meaningful and globally accepted. The Bill thus also seeks 
to set the stage for making the Indian higher education sys-
tem internationally acceptable and considered comparable 
to those in other countries.

GLOBAL UNIVERSITY RANKINGS

Over time, the ranking of  global universities has become 
so popular all over the world that it has started infl uencing 
national policy-making in the case of  education. In the case 
of  India, experts, academicians and policy-makers have often 
expressed serious concern that no Indian university fi gures 
in the top list of  these rankings. After preparing the draft 
Bill on quality assurance, discussed earlier, the need is felt 
to tune the national accreditation system so as to fi gure in 
the scheme of  global ranking. The most popular global uni-
versity rankings are Shanghai Jiao Tong University (SJTU) 
or Academic Ranking of  World Universities (ARWU) rank-
ing, Times Higher Education Supplement (THES) World 
University Ranking and QS World University Ranking.
(a) SJTU or ARWU Ranking: The SJTU or ARWU ranking 

is the most popular in the case of  universities that are 
mainly engaged in research. In four broad categories — 
Quality of  Education, Quality of  Faculty, Research Out-
put, and Per Capita Performance — several indicators 
are chosen and defi nite weights are assigned to each of  
them. The SJTU ranking is mainly considered as perti-
nent for a research university as it assigns 40 per cent 
weight to research output.

(b) The THES Ranking: The Times ranking of  world uni-
versities assigns equal weights to teaching and research 
— 30 per cent each. Citations carry another 30 per cent 
while international outlook of  a university and industry 
income have 7.5 per cent and 2.5 per cent weight respec-
tively (Times Higher Education n.d.).

(c) QS World University Ranking: The QS World University 
Ranking currently considers over 2,000 universities and 
evaluates over 700 universities in the world, focusing 
on ranking for the top 400. This ranking is mainly 
reputation-based as academic reputation from global 
survey has 40 per cent weight and employer reputation 
10 per cent. Half  of  the total points are thus based on 
the reputation of  the universities and the rest are dis-
tributed among citations (20 per cent), faculty–student 
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ratio (20 per cent), and proportion of  international 
students and staff  (10 per cent). The comparative Table 
15.4 illustrates the basis for popular ranking.

 These ranking agencies do a good job in providing in-
formation about educational quality in worldwide HEIs. 
The parameters, weights and process of  assessment are 
made public through their respective websites, which can be 
accessible to anyone easily. Rankings indeed give us some 
idea about the performance of  the universities across the 
world. But this information needs to be used with great 
care and caution as the system has some inherent bias and 
preferences. Some of  these issues are discussed in the next 
section.

Issues of Concern for Global University Rankings

(a) Reputational Ranking: Most of  these rankings are 
based on popular perception of  reputation. Thus, the 
survey tends to have an inherent bias for universities 
that have already gained academic reputation and have 
an infl uential position in the global market (Altbach 
2006). 

(b) Teaching versus Research: Not all the global university 
rankings provide a holistic assessment of  a university. 
The ranking methods vary in terms of  weights assigned 
as select parameters are given more importance as 
compared to others. Due to this, any ranking process 
would fail to capture the overall measure of  quality 
which in turn may result in incomplete, misleading 
or bad decision-making by the stakeholders and those 
concerned (Marginson 2006). For example, the SJTU 
ranking is basically a research university ranking and 
a national university meant for teaching would not 
fi gure anywhere in this ranking.

(c) Bias in Favour of  Science Streams and English-Speaking 
Nations: These rankings have an automatic bias in 

favour of  researchers who write in English because 
most research work is published in that language 
(Marginson 2007a). Excessive emphasis on research in 
English may discourage research in native languages. 
Since English is the dominant language in the academic 
sphere, the citations that good quality researches get are 
unevenly spread across the world with a bias in favour 
of  countries where English is the predominant medium 
of  education. In social sciences there are diff erent para-
digms of  research mainly due to ideological diff erences, 
which not only infuses favouritism in the selection of  
papers for publication in some of  the reputed journals 
but also in the grant of  awards like the Nobel Prize 
(Patnaik 2011).

(d) International Outlook: These rankings often assign a 
large weight to the proportion of  international students 
and staff . But this proportion would depend on the 
vision, mission and goal of  a university and may unduly 
penalise universities with a more social mission of  being 
inclusive.

(e) Threat of  Losing Diversity in World Education System: 
Rankings emphasise vertical diff erences between insti-
tutions and between nations, diff erences of  power and 
authority and obscure horizontal diff erences, and those 
of  purpose and type (Marginson 2006, 2007b). Every 
university in this world was established with a certain 
goal, mission, vision, and objective that are supposed to 
shape the nature of  activities they are involved in. Rank-
ings undermine these characteristics. As universities are 
not universal in nature — rather they are very much 
‘organic’ — the quality of  education they provide can-
not be homogeneous and measurable through universal 
yardsticks (Patnaik 2007).

 Although no Indian university (except for some such 
as the IITs and the Indian Institutes of  Science) has so 

TABLE 15.4 Basic Parameters and their Weights used in Global University Rankings (in per cent)

Times Ranking QS Ranking Shanghai Jiao Tong

Teaching: 30 Academic Reputation from Global Survey: 40 Alumni of  an Institution Winning Nobel Prizes 
  and Field Medals: 10

Research: 30 Employers’ Reputation from Global Survey: 10 Staff  of  an Institution Winning Nobel Prizes and 
  Field Medals: 2

Citation: 30 Citations per Faculty: 20 Highly-Cited Researchers in 21 Broad Subject 
  Categories: 20

Industry Income: 2.5 Faculty–Student Ratio: 20 Papers published in Nature and Science: 20

International Outlook: 7.5 Proportion of  International Students: 5 Papers Indexed in Science Citation Index-Expanded 
  and Social Science Citation Index: 20

  Proportion of  International Faculty: 5 Per Capita Academic Performance of  an 
  Institution: 10

Source: Compiled from ARWU (n.d.-a); Times Higher Education (n.d.).
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far fi gured at the top of  the lists of  university rankings, 
yet the signifi cance and impact of  these rankings cannot 
be neglected in the globalised era. The draft bill on the 
national accreditation regulatory mechanism, as discussed 
previously, also mentions following the global practice of  
quality assurance. In this context, it is important to examine 
the ranking system more carefully and to be aware of  its 
strengths, weaknesses and threats before addressing the 
reforms measures in the Indian quality assurance system.

QUALITY ASSURANCE AND GOVERNANCE 
REFORM: IMPLICATIONS FOR NATIONAL 
POLICY-MAKING

In an increasingly globalised world, institutions now cater to 
diverse clientele and so greater diversity in the institutions 
is appreciated. At the same time, as generation and dissemi-
nation of  knowledge have assumed greater importance in 
facilitating growth and overcoming spatial inequalities, the 
expectations from higher education institutions have also 
gone up. As the global higher education market is evolv-
ing, there is a tendency towards vertical stratifi cation rather 
than a horizontal one (Wende 2008), as the high ranking 
institutions get diff erentiated from the low ranking ones in 
the ranking list, which is inimical to equalise access to good 
quality education and accrual of  equal benefi ts arising out 
of  education to the society as a whole. This is undesirable 
from the public good character of  education. Both accredi-
tation and ranking follow a pre-determined set of  criteria. 
There would always be a tendency for the HEIs to satisfy 
these pre-determined requirements for the purpose of  be-
ing awarded high ranking. In the process, there remains the 

possibility of  compromising with autonomy and dilution of  
the mission of  the HEIs. 
 In this context, the linkage between quality management 
and the reform in governance in HEIs should be analysed 
more carefully. In view of  globalisation of  higher education, 
the international comparative measures of  performance 
have become a global aspect of  corporate type governance 
(New Public Management). It is necessary for embracing 
the global economy and participation in global market for 
higher education and research. The new governance empha-
sises on performance, reconceptualises education policy in 
economic terms, and production of  human capital as nec-
essary for global competitiveness. These numbers are new 
forms of  assessing mutual accountability. The performative 
policy is closely aligned to ‘audit culture’ with emphasis on 
effi  ciency and eff ectiveness (value for money). This cultural 
shift in evaluative practices is also a refl ection of  the tilting 
of  balance in favour of  the market and away from the state 
(Rizvi and Lingard 2010). Promotion of  corporate type gov-
ernance and audit culture in education will see an institution 
as a corporate entity, a student as a customer and a teacher 
as a worker, which can be harmful in case of  an educational 
institute, unless regulated, as it generates externalities for 
the society.
 It cannot be denied that assessment of  quality is ex-
tremely important for designing the future trajectory of  
improvement for any HEI. Quality assurance can play a very 
important role in pointing out the strengths and weaknesses 
of  any institution. It is an important step towards achieving 
an improved higher education sector. It raises awareness, 
popularises quality concerns and helps in developing an 
internal quality assessment mechanism. However, a single 
frame of  reference may interfere with the autonomy of  

TABLE 15.5 Academic Ranking of World Universities’ Top 100 List: Selected Country- and Faculty-Wise Statistics

Country Natural Sciences Engineering/Technology Life and Clinical Medicine Social Total
 and Mathematics and Computer Sciences Agricultural Sciences and Pharmacy Sciences Top 500
 Top 100 Top 100 Top 100 Top 100 Top 100

United States (US) 52 46 57 54 71 280

United Kingdom (UK) 8 4 10 11 8 43

Canada 2 4 4 5 8 23

Germany 8 1 5 7 0 21

Japan 7 5 3 2 0 17

China 1 13 0 0 1 15

Australia 1 5 4 3 1 14

South Korea 1 2 0 0 0 3

Brazil 0 0 0 1 0 1

India 0 1 0 0 0 1

Source: Compiled from ARWU (n.d.-b).
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the institutions. While it helps to compare across the HEIs, 
diversity and autonomy need to be promoted. Also a quality 
assurance agency should understand the basic reasons for 
poor quality in HEIs and unless it does so, meagre statistics or 
numbers would not help in improving quality in education.8 
The root of  the problems in private and government-funded 
institutions is commercialisation and poor governance re-
spectively (Chattopadhyay 2010). While the problems need 
to be tackled diff erently, a single standardised solution may 
not ensure improvement in quality across HEIs (Altbach and 
Chitnis 1993).
 Any quality assurance mechanism should not ignore the 
fact that education generates externalities. The true quality 
of  education should be assessed by its ability to foster citizen-
ship and social cohesiveness, and inculcate moral and ethical 
values. But this very aspect of  quality education goes beyond 
the contour of  the course curriculum and the actual teach-
ing–learning process that takes place inside the classroom. 
The quality of  a university depends on that of  the students 
and faculty. It has been observed in the US that in order to 
rank higher up the ladder, the universities compromised 
with the student selection policy and preferred merit-based 
aid over need-based. Accreditation and ranking is critical 
for ensuring quality, but overemphasising on quality may 
compromise the broader mission of  the university. Further, 
higher education transforms an individual into a responsible 
human being with social, moral and ethical values embed-
ded in him or her (Patnaik 2007) apart from making them 
more productive (Schultz 1961). Thus, the assurance and 
accreditation mechanism should acknowledge the transfor-
mative role of  education in a broader sense and facilitate in 
widening the horizons of  Indian higher education system. 
The discussion in the chapter can be summarised as follows:
(a) Quality assurance agencies should understand that 

quality in education is diff erent from that of  other 
goods and services and is an intrinsic feature of  educa-
tion, without which, it has no meaning at all.

(b) Despite adopting some rigid and strict universal param-
eters to assess quality, it may be noted that the assurance 
system measures quality in a holistic manner because 
some crucial determinants of  quality education like 
teachers’ motivation cannot be measured and hence get 
ignored in the process.

(c) Quality assurance agencies should not treat quality as 
a homogeneous substance across nations, as it is also 
associated with societal and cultural value systems. 
They should maintain diversity in global education 
systems.

(d) In the name of  improving ‘effi  ciency’ in HEIs, the quality 
assurance system should be cautious while advocating 
corporate-type management in education so as not to 
undermine the transformative role of  higher education.

(e) An eff ective quality assurance mechanism should un-
derstand the varied reasons of  poor quality, judge the 
performance of  an HEI in accordance with the objec-
tives, missions, visions, and goals with which it was 
established.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Accreditation and ranking help in assuring quality of  an 
education system and they serve two main purposes. In 
view of  the fact that when students make informed choices 
about courses and institutions they suff er from what the 
economists would like to describe as ‘information asymme-
try’ — with education being in the nature of  an ‘experience 
good’, it is diffi  cult for the students to assess quality fully 
before they take admission — what accreditation does is to 
assure the clients that quality of  education being imparted 
by an institution conforms to the well-defi ned standards set 
by the regulatory authority. Ranking also provides informa-
tion about the performance of  HEIs within a competitive 
set up. Further, the quality assurance mechanism helps the 
students choose courses and institutions on the basis of  
grades or ranks they have obtained. Since education is an 
‘experience good’ and its true quality can only be meaning-
fully assessed over time, the students use the accreditation 
to gather requisite information for making informed choices 
about the courses and the institutions. From the perspective 
of  the institutions, in the absence of  any measurement of  
output, it is important that the higher education institutions 
are intimated how they fare and help them in identifying 
gaps in their delivery mechanism. It encourages the HEIs 
to put in an extra eff ort and improve their ranking. On the 
down side, the output-centric quality assurance mechanism 
based on certain criteria may compromise a broader mission 
of  the institution. It, therefore, has the potential to interfere 
with the specifi c objectives of  the higher education institu-
tions for which they were set up. However, as Richard Lewis 
(2009) argues, the trend is towards greater intervention 
by the government towards maintenance of  quality with 
a move towards the inspectorate model. The government 
has to reconcile its pursuit for enhancement of  quality with 
‘massifi cation’ of  the higher education system in India. Since 
good-quality education depends on good-quality inputs in 
the form of  students and teachers, it will take years for a 
newly-set up IIT and Indian Institute of  Management (IIM) 
to reproduce the quality that IITs and IIMs stand for. 
 However, from a methodological point of  view, both 
national accreditation agencies and global university rank-
ings have been subject to some valid criticisms. Assessing 
the quality of  a university based on some predetermined 
indicators would never be an easy job given the multiple 
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products a university produces, which are often not measur-
able. Quality assurance, in case of  higher education, will 
only be meaningful if  it understands that education is very 
diff erent from other marketable products, as it does not 
have a production function, fi xed input–output relation-
ship and quantifi able characteristics. It should recognise 
that education imparts value to the society (Tilak 2004) and 

therefore quality assurance should appropriately refl ect the 
same. Since quality is not homogeneous across institutions 
and nations, the mechanism should consider the diff erent 
societal contexts and the diverse missions, visions, goals, and 
objectives of  diff erent universities in assessing the quality of  
education.

NOTES

1. Some of  the recent Bills are the National Commission of  
Higher Education and Research Bill, 2010 (NCHER); the Foreign 
Educational Institutions (Regulation of  Entry and Operations, 
Maintenance of  Quality and Prevention of  Commercialisation) 
Bill, 2010; the Unfair Practices in Technical, Medical Educational 
Institutions and Universities Bill, 2010; and the National Accredi-
tation Regulatory Authority for Higher Educational Institutions 
Bill, 2010.

2. Performance of  Indian universities is really poor in rankings 
done by Shanghai Jiao Tong University, Times Higher Education 
Supplement and the QS group (ARWU n.d.-a; Times Higher 
Education n.d.).

3. According to the widely quoted report by the National Association 
of  Software and Services Companies (NASSCOM) and McKinsey 
in 2005, only 25 per cent of  the engineering education gradu-
ates are employable by a multinational company (NASSCOM 
2005: 16).

4. The practice of  measuring teachers’ ‘performativity’ in terms 
of  a points-system has been adopted in our country also. The 
system assigns points to teachers based on the number of  hours 
spent in the classroom, the number of  research papers published, 
the number of  doctoral candidates trained under him/her, etc. 
Though it claims to help in avoiding the arbitrariness associated 
with teachers’ performance, it actually fails in assessing ‘quality’ 

as none of  the indicators can indicate the true ‘quality’ of  teach-
ing or research.

5. Even the students may not assess the true quality as benchmarking 
would be diffi  cult in view of  lack of  exposure of  curriculum and 
pedagogy of  other reputed quality institutions. 

6. In the private sector, to an extent, the cost of  education imposed 
on the students may refl ect the cost of  its provision but not qual-
ity of  education, truly speaking. Quality is co-produced in the 
classroom as the students are also required to put in eff ort with a 
high level of  motivation to help produce and experience quality 
education. 

7. Until recently, the NAAC accreditation process was voluntary 
for HEIs in India. A college or university had to fi rst apply for 
accreditation, and then subject to some basic qualifying criteria 
the NAAC would initiate its accreditation process.

8. For example, suppose Institution A and Institution B, both do not 
have a library and lose points on this ground. Now, if  Institution 
A is run by the government and Institution B by a private institu-
tion, the causes of  not having a library will be diff erent. For A, 
it might be the resource constraints faced by the government, 
while for B, it might be the profi t motive that has led them to cut 
costs in this head and increase profi ts. On the basis of  this analy-
sis, suggestions have to be made by the agency and consequently, 
the regulatory mechanism has to be re-designed. 
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‘Our progress as a nation can be no swifter than our progress in 
education. The human mind is our fundamental resource’.1

– John. F. Kennedy

For the fi rst 50 years since India became a republic, its 
education sector has been traditionally built on the core 

principle that it is the State’s responsibility to educate its 
citizens. Towards this purpose, a signifi cant aspect of  policy-
focus over the last two decades has been on capacity cre-
ation. Government has continued to invest in creating new 
capacities as well as enhancing them in existing institutions. 
Progress has been made — India has certainly come a long 
way from 28 universities and 578 colleges in 1950–51 to over 
500 universities and more than 25,000 colleges at present. 
Today, the country has the largest number of  higher educa-
tion institutions in the world and close to 20 million students 
enrolled.
 The present approach towards higher education is gov-
erned by the National Policy on Education (NPE) of  1986 
and Programme of  Action of  1992. Two landmark reports, 
Radhakrishnan Commission Report (1948–49) and Kothari 
Commission Report (1964–66), in fact laid down the basic 
framework for the National Policy on Higher Education in 
the country. The NPE document acknowledges the fact that 
‘higher education has to become dynamic as never before’ 
and to this eff ect outlines a series of  steps including encour-
aging autonomy, specialisation, vocationalisation, emphasis 
on research and development.

CHALLENGES BEFORE INDIAN 
HIGHER EDUCATION

For all the progress made, even 62 years after India’s inde-
pendence, higher education faces challenges in the critical 
areas of  Access, Equity and Quality.

Access

Presently the 15–35 years age bracket has a population of  
more than 350 million, which is expected to peak at about 

485 million in 2030 (Altbach and Jayaram 2010). Providing 
aff ordable, good quality, globally relevant higher education 
to such huge numbers remains one of  the biggest problems 
facing this nation. Unless it is able to get its act together 
and put in place a wide range of  mechanisms, India will 
be staring at a tsunami of  young people approaching 
higher education and the system will not have the capacity 
to meet the demand. Such a situation, in the words of  
Narendra Jadhav, member of  Planning Commission of  
India, would lead to a ‘demographic disaster, just adding 
mouths to feed, not hands that can work’ (this statement 
was made at a Penn State University meeting, see Lane and 
Kinser 2011).

Equity

Making matters worse, there is a wide disparity in higher 
education Gross Enrolment Ratios (GERs) across states, 
urban and rural areas, gender, and communities. According 
to Ernst & Young–FICCI (2011), the GER in urban areas is 
23.8 per cent while in rural areas it is a poor 7.5 per cent. 
Delhi has a GER of  31.9 per cent whereas Assam lags behind 
at 8.3 per cent. India is already reeling under the rich–poor 
and rural–urban divide. Education can perhaps be the best 
tool to bridge the gap between the haves and the have-nots. 
Yet, as these statistics show, there are glaring inequalities 
in access to education which only further accentuates the 
divisions in the society.

Quality

Reports put out by National Assessment and Accreditation 
Council (NAAC) have time and again emphasised that most 
of  the higher education institutions face an acute problem 
in terms of  shortage of  academic and physical infrastruc-
ture. Lack of  innovation, redundant curriculum, an over-
emphasis on theory, less importance to research and so-
cial sciences, de-motivated teachers and researchers, and 
no quality monitoring in the education system are prime 
reasons for such a dismal state of  aff airs. Hence, it was not 
at all surprising when a National Association of  Software 
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and Services Companies (NASSCOM)–McKinsey Report 
(2005) found out that a mere 25 per cent of  technical and 10 
per cent of  non-technical graduates are actually employable. 
The fact that most companies have to spend huge amounts 
of  time and money training fresh graduates can be seen as 
an indicator of  the skill-set gap between what industry wants 
and quality of  output emerging from the higher education 
institutions. All these years, governments have focused pri-
marily on capacity-building. The NPE document, perhaps 
acknowledging the fact that quality of  existing institutions 
needs to be focused upon in a greater way, proposes that ‘in 
the near future, the main emphasis will be on the consolida-
tion of, and expansion of  facilities in, the existing institutions’ 
(NCERT 1986: 18).
 Indian higher education unquestionably faces huge chal-
lenges. While on one hand there is a need to bring as many 
young people as possible into the higher education fold, 
on the other it is required to signifi cantly focus on building 
quality and global competitiveness. Quality of  education has 
a wide-ranging impact on employability and labour produc-
tivity. According to offi  cial data, India’s labour force, which 
was 472 million in 2006, is expected to be around 653 million 
in 2031 (Altbach and Jayaram 2010).
 India’s growth story is primarily driven by its services sec-
tor which in turn derives strength from skilled labour force. 
Unless the country has a nimble-footed dynamic higher 
education system, it faces the danger of  losing its competi-
tive advantage not just to China and Brazil but also smaller 
nations such as Philippines and Malaysia.

GOVERNMENT HAS LIMITATIONS

The government cannot provide all the solutions to India’s 
higher education challenges. India’s public expenditure on 
higher education as a percentage of  Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) is 0.6 per cent (Ernst & Young–FICCI 2009), which 
is less than what other nations such as United States (US), 
United Kingdom (UK) and China spend on a per-student 
basis. Most of  the public expenditure on higher education 
is used up on salaries and maintenance of  existing institu-
tions. Majority of  central government’s spending on higher 
education is allocated to the University Grants Commission 
(UGC) (around 40 per cent), which in turn assists colleges, 
mainly in the form of  grants for their maintenance and 
development. Very little is spent on curriculum, research 
and technology. Only a few institutions, such as Indian 
Institutes of  Technology (IITs) and Indian Institutes of  
Management (IIMs), stand as beacons of  excellence amidst 
a sea of  mediocrity. Entrance to these institutions is char-
acterised by a mad rush leading to extreme stress among 
the aspirants.

INCREASING PRIVATISATION OF 
HIGHER EDUCATION

Over last two decades, a rapidly growing Indian economy 
has led to a huge demand for an educated and skilled labour 
force. To meet the manpower needs of  a dynamic economy, 
not surprisingly, private enterprises have cropped up to 
complement public educational institutions, plagued as 
they are by capacity constraints. In fact, over the past few 
decades, it has been the private sector that has really driven 
capacity-creation in Indian higher education. Private pres-
ence in higher education got a fi llip starting the mid-1980s, 
coinciding with the reducing investment by Government of  
India (GoI) and the states. In 2001, when private unaided 
institutes made up 42.6 per cent of  all higher education 
institutes, 32.8 per cent of  Indian students studied there. By 
2006, the share of  private institutes went up to 63.2 per cent 
and their student share went up to 51.5 per cent.
 Privatisation of  higher education is especially noticeable 
in higher education professional courses such as engineer-
ing and Master of  Business Administration (MBA), where 
majority of  the institutions off ering such programmes 
have been established by the private sector. So much so, 
the share of  private institutes in the fi eld of  pharmacy and 
engineering is more than 90 per cent. These statistics show 
that private education players are the norm rather than ex-
ception and that privatisation of  higher education is now an 
irreversible trend in India. Critics who argue that education 
is a social good and should remain exclusively in the hands 
of  the government will fi nd it hard to disagree that given the 
scale and complexity of  Indian higher education challenges, 
the government on its own cannot single-handedly tackle all 
the issues.
 This is not to say that privatisation is the panacea to all of  
India’s higher education problems. In fact, this phenomenon 
has brought about its own set of  issues and challenges. 
Yet, the fact that India has a burgeoning youth population 
that sees education as a ticket to prosperity, coupled with 
declining education spending by the government, translates 
into a great demand for private higher education. 

PRIVATISATION OF HIGHER EDUCATION 
REMAINS A COMPLICATED STORY

Despite the huge demand for higher education, especially 
professional education, Manipal Global Education (MaGE) 
Services has taken a conscious decision to eschew going 
down the traditional brick and mortar campus model fol-
lowed in India. Instead they have decided to focus on building 
an education services business here. This business presently 
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spans almost the entire education services ecosystem rang-
ing from university services to assessments, placements and 
vocational training. It may puzzle many as to why MaGE as 
a corporate entity is not setting up educational campuses in 
India, in spite of  the fact that the company promoters have 
the distinction of  having set up one of  the fi rst and fi nest 
private universities in the country — Manipal University.
 Answers to this conundrum would become easier to 
understand once the nature of  privatisation happening in 
Indian higher education sector is examined. What is being 
witnessed is, to a large extent, ad hoc privatisation — myriad 
institutes continuing to come up without, perhaps, adequate 
checks and balances. Defi nitely, the burgeoning privatisa-
tion has reduced pressure on public colleges, but even their 
most ardent supporters will fi nd it hard to claim that private 
institutions have brought about great improvements in 
curriculum, teaching methodology, research and develop-
ment, and learning outcomes. This is not surprising con-
sidering the fact that higher education still remains one of  
the most tightly regulated sectors in the economy. Privati-
sation in higher education is a convoluted story with some 
arguing that Indian higher education has moved from 
‘half-baked socialism to half-baked capitalism’ (Kapur and 
Mehta 2004).
 The role played by private enterprise in transforming sec-
tors, such as Information Technology and Information Tech-
nology Enabled Services (IT and ITES), telecom, banking, 
etc., is evident. Today, IT’s growth story has put India on the 
global economic map. These sectors are shining examples 
of  the progress that can be made when private enterprise 
is allowed to function in a free and encouraging manner. 
Unfortunately, the higher education operating environment 
provides certain challenges which dissuade serious players 
from entering the fi eld. In the following sections, issues that 
need to be resolved for a dynamic, thriving private enter-
prise in higher education have been highlighted.

NOT-FOR-PROFIT STRUCTURE

A higher education institution in India can only be set up by 
a Trust or a Society. Policy-makers are opposed to setting 
up of  higher educational institutions as for-profi t corporate 
entities, ostensibly because education is a public good and 
hence should be outside the purview of  commerce. As ob-
served earlier, all policies by M inistry of  Human Resource 
Development (MHRD) are based on NPE of  1986. Given the 
socialist structure of  the polity, NPE 1986 has strong under-
pinnings of  social good; not surprisingly, profi t-making is a 
strict no.
 However, many of  India’s colleges and universities  — 
both private and public — face acute shortages of  faculty, 

ill-equipped libraries, outdated curricula, and poor infra-
structure. Building a good educational institution requires 
great physical and soft infrastructure, i.e., infrastructure, fac-
ulty and research. In an era of  soaring market-driven salaries 
in other sectors, how can there be hope to attract and retain 
talent if  competitive compensation is not paid? All these 
require great deal of  fi nancial resources. Soaring land rates 
make it even more diffi  cult to recoup investments. Hence, 
it is imperative that educational enterprises have access to 
fungible capital, which becomes well-nigh impossible given 
the ‘Not-For-Profi t’ structure of  the sector. The need of  the 
hour is to make every possible eff ort to attract serious play-
ers with institutional funding who can enter the sector and 
build transparent and high-quality institutions.
 No doubt the intentions behind having a ‘Not-For-Profi t’ 
structure might be noble, yet the question one needs to 
ask is whether this is serving the desired purpose. The 
fact, that everybody including law-makers know but fail to 
acknowledge, is that commercialisation of  education can 
happen even in educational bodies set up by a Society or a 
Trust. In addition, it is now 26 years since NPE was written 
in 1986 (the previous version was in 1968), and a lot has 
happened in these two and a half  decades. NPE is due for a 
thorough overhaul, including actively considering allowing 
for-profi t entities. The visceral dislike by some policy-
makers and bureaucrats towards for-profi t education needs 
to be addressed and allayed. 
 The government must not equate ‘profi teering’ with 
the ‘for-profi t’ legal structure of  an organisation to deliver 
education. On the contrary, it may actually be better for it 
to allow legitimate profi ts in higher education and derive 
revenues from service tax on tuition incomes and income 
tax on surpluses made by the institutions. The income 
made from these corporate education entities can then be 
ploughed back into education. As it is, the government is 
applying an ‘education cess’ on everybody.
 The for-profi t motive will also allow fungible capital to 
move into the higher education space to create diff erent 
models for diff erent needs. The present structure in fact 
dissuades serious entrepreneurs from putting their equity 
into this sector. This means, the only recourse is debt which 
increases pressure and in a way creates entry barriers.
 On the other hand, there are enough loopholes that allow 
rampant profi teering to take place. It is indeed ironical that all 
the regulations have not really managed to keep out players 
who view education merely as a business with potential high 
returns. Nobody is surprised when confronted by facts such 
as many of  the private universities and colleges are run by 
the dubious section of  the political class in this country.
 Question is, instead of  making it mandatory for an edu-
cational institute to be set up as a Trust or a Society only, 
why cannot alternate models be allowed? These could be 
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borrowed from the corporate sector. Just as all companies 
are required by law to publish annual reports providing their 
fi nancial details — specifying their assets, liabilities, profi ts 
and losses, the profi les of  the board of  directors and the 
management, and various other fi nancial information — 
every educational institution (whether public or private) 
should publish such reports at regular intervals, with details 
of  the infrastructure and facilities available, profi les of  the 
trustees and the administrators, the academic qualifi cations 
and experience of  the staff , the courses off ered, the number 
of  students, the results of  the examinations, the amount of  
funds available to the university and the sources of  funding, 
and so on. In addition, every educational institution must 
get itself  rated by an independent and specialised accredita-
tion agency, such as Credit Rating Information Services of  
India Limited (CRISIL), Internet Content Rating Associa-
tion (ICRA) or Child and Adolescent Resources and Educa-
tion (CARE), and publicly announce its rating to prospective 
students to enable them to choose the institution they want 
to enrol in.
 At one stroke, this will bring in transparency and ensure 
that every educational institution, whether public or private, 
is accountable not only to those students who are studying 
in the institution, but to prospective students and the public 
at large. Public announcements of  the fi nancial and edu-
cational records of  the institutions as well as their ratings 
by independent rating agencies will generate healthy com-
petition between the various institutions. In fact, a public 
company/corporate entity is a lot more accountable to the 
many constituencies it serves as against a Trust. Whatever is 
the regime there should be accountability, which is presently 
not there in the case of  Trusts.
 It is somewhat gratifying to note that the 12th Five-Year 
Plan document of  the Planning Commission clearly moves 
the focus from exclusive attention to building capacity, to 
a more nuanced thrust which puts quality right up front. 
This change will allow granular movement of  the very 
best of  Indian higher education entities — both public and 
private — to start aligning themselves with global standards 
over a period of  time, while creating clear pressures at 
multiple levels for institutions to improve continuously. The 
plan document is only an announcement of  intent (besides 
its primary role of  being the funds allotment plan for the 
government), policy changes — including allowing for-
profi t ventures in a gradual fashion perhaps — will have to 
be brought in to eff ect true transformation.

HIGHER EDUCATION — AN OVER-REGULATED 
SECTOR

Multiple regulatory agencies with overlap of  functions and 
mandates govern almost every aspect of  functioning of  a 

higher education institution. Setting up a private university 
requires parliamentary approval. Unless one sets up a pri-
vate/deemed university, in order to be able to grant degrees, 
colleges will have to ‘affi  liate’ with existing universities and 
follow the existing norms. The system of  affi  liation in its 
current form leads to excessive control by a university on 
the individual functioning of  a college. The affi  liated college 
has to toe the university line on virtually every aspect, rang-
ing from intake and syllabus to faculty and examinations. 
As a result, very little original work or innovation happens 
in private colleges. Colleges have little incentive to diff er-
entiate themselves in the market (Khemani and Narayan 
2006).
 In the higher education sector, ‘inputs’ are the students 
that enter the institute, admission procedures, infrastruc-
ture, faculty members, etc. The ‘processes’ refer to the 
teaching and delivery mechanisms, the curriculum, etc. The 
‘output’ is the total number of  graduates, and the ‘outcome’ 
is the quality of  these graduates. Following is an example 
of  how All India Council of  Technical Education (AICTE) 
regulations impact the inputs and processes but have little to 
say on outcomes.
(a) The AICTE norms state the maximum number of  stu-

dents that can be admitted per ‘division’ and maximum 
number of  ‘divisions’ allowed in an institution. For 
example, Engineering & Technology Department can 
admit 60 students per division and can have a maximum 
of  fi ve divisions, that is, a maximum intake of  300 stu-
dents in a year. There are similar norms for other areas 
such as pharmacy, architecture, applied arts, etc. While 
the intention behind such norms might be to ensure 
that colleges do not just keep recruiting more and more 
students, putting restrictions on capacity-intake acts 
as a big deterrent to private education providers. No 
genuine long-term private player would want to enter 
a sector where there are restrictions on growth. Every 
institution should have the autonomy to decide for it-
self  as to what should be the ideal number of  seats it 
can off er, provided it can prove that it has the requisite 
infrastructure to do so. 

(b) A new technical programme shall not be started in 
existing technical campus without prior approval of  
the Council. When universities in other nations are 
talking about cutting edge research and open source 
courseware, the very notion that here even things as 
basic as introduction of  new courses or for that matter 
curriculum changes need approvals seems archaic and 
counterproductive.

(c) Again, there are norms specifying a mandatory list of  
courses from which a prescribed minimum number 
of  courses have to be off ered. Regulatory control over 
academic processes hampers the ability of  an institution 
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to respond to changing market demands and student 
needs. In fact, many academicians have called for the 
system of  compulsory grouping of  subjects to be re-
placed by a credit system, which would give fl exibility 
to the students to choose combinations that they want. 
Having an outdated curriculum means graduates from 
some of  the best colleges enter the job market armed 
with theoretical knowledge but little idea on up-to-
date practices in the marketplace. Employers such as 
Tata Consultancy, Wipro, Infosys, Hindustan Lever, 
Reliance, ITC, etc., have no choice but to run training 
programmes to train college graduates who should ide-
ally require only minimal preparation before becoming 
productive. For any higher education system to be truly 
useful and productive, it is imperative that the system 
is in sync with market trends by constantly innovating 
in technology, teaching methods and curriculum. For 
education and industry to be in sync with each other, 
educational institutions must have autonomy over 
their curriculum.

(d) Again, there are specifi c regulations governing the insti-
tution: right from land requirements, building plan and 
needs of  instructional, administrative and amenities’ 
area, to computers, software and even subscription of  
e-journals. In fact, the norms even prescribe how much 
area should be allotted for staircases, entrance lobby, 
and so on.

These are a few examples of  how every aspect of  higher 
education in this country is tightly governed. Not surpris-
ingly, such license raj regulations give scope for corruption 
allegations. While nobody can deny the importance of  hav-
ing rules and regulations in place, it appears that presently 
almost all rules seek to control the inputs and processes of  
an educational institution while there are very few that mea-
sure student learning outcomes. A lot more debate needs 
to take place on ways to judge institutions based on param-
eters such as quality of  student outcomes. While minimum 
requirements need to be prescribed for the setting up and 
functioning of  an institute, a lot more discussion needs to 
take place on why there should be limits especially in cases 
of  capacity-intake or increase in seats.

WHY MANIPAL GLOBAL EDUCATION SERVICES 
CHOSE TO GO ABROAD

Given a complex operating and regulatory environment in 
India, MaGE has taken a conscious decision to set up cam-
puses abroad. MaGE’s journey of  international campuses 
started in 1994 when it affi  liated itself  with a local private 
university in Nepal. At a time when the ratio between the 
doctors in Nepal and its population was 1:25000, the col-

laboration between MaGE and Kathmandu University was 
one of  the fi rst private education ventures catering to South 
Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) na-
tions. Through all these years of  political turmoil MaGE has 
stayed committed to medical education in Nepal and today 
enrol 150+ students each year.
 Apart from Nepal, MaGE has top-notch campuses in 
various regions of  the world: from Dubai in Middle East 
to Malaysia in Association of  Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) and Antigua in the Americas. Besides strong busi-
ness reasons for the organisation’s presence in each of  these 
regions, they have also been encouraged by the facilitative 
environment provided by these countries.
 Dubai — keen to sell itself  as a great investment 
destination — is a very easy place to structure an education 
company. For a corporate enterprise such as MaGE, Dubai 
not only serves as a hub for students from the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region but also off ers ease of  
business and very transparent rules regarding issues such as 
repatriation. Not surprisingly, Dubai has the largest number 
of  branch campuses in the world — 27 branch campuses 
off ering 400 degrees. Today, MaGE has a state-of-the-art 
multi-disciplinary campus in Dubai International Academic 
City (DIAC), the world’s only Free Zone dedicated to Higher 
Education.
 The latest international foray of  MaGE has come in 
Malaysia where the institution is, on the invitation of  the 
Malaysian Government, in the midst of  setting up a com-
prehensive multi-disciplinary university — Manipal Inter-
national University. Over one-sixth of  medical doctors in 
Malaysia are alumni of  Manipal University (through Mela-
ka-Manipal Medical College, as well as Kasturba Medical 
Colleges at Manipal and Mangalore). The Melaka-Manipal 
Medical College was set up by MaGE over a decade ago in 
partnership with certain distinguished Malaysian entities, 
including the Melaka Government. Having decided to trans-
form itself  into a regional education hub, the Malaysian 
authorities have been taking a series of  steps to facilitate 
the entry of  foreign universities into the country. As in 
Dubai, it is easy to structure a private education company 
to run a university in Malaysia. Here, there is a single regu-
latory window — Malaysian Quality Authority — which 
handles all approvals, accreditation process, etc. In 1995, the 
Malaysian Government was faced with a situation where 20 
per cent of  Malaysian students studied abroad. This cost the 
country an estimated $800 million, nearly 12 per cent of  the 
country’s current account defi cit. To tackle this, previous 
regulations that prevented the private sector and foreign uni-
versities from conferring degrees were dismantled and new 
regulatory frameworks were put in place. Malaysia’s eff orts 
in trying to become a regional hub have started to pay off : 
5 years back, the total number of  non-Malaysians studying 
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there was less than 30,000. This year, it is expected to cross 
100,000 (Blessinger and Sengupta 2012). 
 In the earlier sections of  this paper, some examples of  
regulations governing technical education were provided. 
In order to draw out a contrast with the governance of  
technical education in India, the engineering education 
as regulated by Engineering Accreditation Council (EAC) 
in Malaysia has been examined. The EAC clearly lays out 
‘Programme Outcomes’ — statements that describe what 
students are expected to know and be able to perform or 
attain by the time of  graduation. While there are broad 
indicative guidelines, the underlying approach is to ensure 
that the curriculum, the educational content and the teach-
ing learning and assessment methods are consistent with 
and support the attainment of  the Programme Outcomes. 
This is in stark contrast to the way regulations are framed in 
Indian higher education, where almost all focus in on speci-
fying inputs rather than student outcomes. 
 Again, Brazil’s higher education system off ers inter-
esting parallels. Based on Ministry of  Education, Brazil, 
Instituto Nacional de Estudos e Pesquisas Educacionais Anísio 
Teixeira (MEC/INEP) Education Census fi gures of  2010, 
post-secondary education (undergraduate and graduate 
programmes) in Brazil comprised 5.45 million enrolments 
in 2010, up from approximately 1.4 million in 1998 (Estacio 
2012). The private sector has grown at Compound Annual 
Growth Rate or CAGR of  9.7 per cent between 1997 and 
2010, while the public sector grew at the rate of  5.1 per cent 
per year during the same period. As a result, the private sec-
tor share of  the market increased from 61 per cent in 1997 
to 73.3 per cent in 2010, while the public sector experienced 
a decline from 39 per cent to 26.8 per cent (ibid.). Such a 
growth has come about due to the fact that public institu-
tions in Brazil are highly selective; in fact, some would argue 
‘elitist’. They off er limited capacity-intake and the competi-
tion to enter them is intense. Mainly, students from well-off  
families who have access to required training facilities ace 
the entrance exams. ‘The Brazilian Basic Framework Law 
for National Education’, or LDB, was passed in December 
1996 which encouraged private-sector participation in 
higher education by loosening several regulatory constraints 
and paved way for education institutions to be organised as 
for-profi t institutions. While government-funded public in-
stitutions focus on being centres of  research and excellence, 
the private sector is increasing access to higher education 
among all strata of  Brazilian society, thus serving the coun-
try’s rapidly growing economy. The government has in fact 
taken a number of  steps to support fi nancing for students 
in private institutions by launching programmes such as 
Programa Universidade para Todos (ProUni) — ‘University for 
All’ and Financiamento Estudantil (FIES) that provide scholar-

ships and low-interest loans. To counter criticisms regarding 
quality of  education being provided in private institutions, 
the authorities have put in place a new two-tiered evaluation 
system: internal evaluation — a council of  students, faculty 
and employees analyses the performance of  an institution; 
external evaluation — the Federal Council of  Education 
names expert evaluators who analyse the curriculum and 
faculty performance of  each institution (Holzhacker et al. 
2009). So while there is an eff ort to push privatisation, there 
is also a system of  quality control in place. For example, the 
government has mandated that 30 per cent of  faculty in an 
institution must hold doctoral degrees. The government re-
sponse to critics of  education privatisation is that implemen-
tation of  a strong, sophisticated quality assurance system 
can ensure even low-income students in private institutions 
to attain good quality education.
 Providing good quality education at an aff ordable price 
to millions is a diffi  cult challenge for any nation. If  rising 
aspirations and rapidly growing manpower needs are fuelling 
higher education demand in developing nations, then large 
well-known public universities are facing funding cuts and 
shrinking revenues in defi cit-affl  icted developed economies. 
In such a scenario, a favourable regulatory environment 
that allows multiple education models to fl ourish should 
be encouraged. The focus of  regulations must be to ensure 
a level playing fi eld for all entities and a strong system of  
checks and balances that enforces adequate supervision on 
quality of  output. Beyond that, the consumers (parents and 
students) should be allowed to decide. In the last two years, 
several low-quality private colleges have been forced to shut 
down due to dwindling students. Thus, it is evident that 
excess capacity is being weeded out on its own by forces of  
demand and supply.
 MaGE as a corporate enterprise is responsible to its 
investors which include some of  the marquee names in 
private equity. The organisation is hence naturally drawn to 
nations that have transparent regulatory regimes and enable 
it to scale up quickly, i.e., few constraints on growth. One 
should be able to start and close an institution in a much 
easier way (of  course, in a measured and regulated manner). 
Similarly, individual institutions should have the freedom 
to decide what and how to teach, and how to fi x the fees 
and manage costs. Most importantly, one does not want 
to be castigated for aspiring to build world-class large-scale 
educational institutions, and in the process of  delivering a 
superior product make money as well. Education market 
like any other market in India is not homogeneous. Those 
at the lower end of  the economic spectrum of  course need 
to be supported through scholarships, student grants, 
loans, education vouchers, etc. On the other hand, there 
are these large numbers who are migrating abroad each 
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year to countries such as US, UK, Australia, and others. The 
system needs to be able to serve the entire cross-section of  
education aspirations. 

CONCLUSION

In India, it seems to be a case of  one step forward and two 
steps back. While the government has introduced various 
bills in the Parliament, each of  these seems to be stuck at 
various levels. Bills, such as National Commission for Higher 
Education and Research, National Accreditation Regulatory 
Authority for Higher Educational Institutions, and Foreign 

Educational Institutions, if  passed can bring much needed 
structural changes. There is an urgent need to debate these 
bills and ensure that they are passed. Most importantly, a 
change in mindset is required. Perhaps, time has come to 
remove the stigma associated with profi ts in the education 
sector so that legitimate private enterprises can have access 
to capital and set up world-class institutions that the country 
needs so badly. A lot of  debate has taken place on ‘affi  liation’, 
‘accountability’, ‘autonomy’, and so on. Everyone seems to 
agree that a radical overhaul of  the higher education system 
is much needed. Time has now come to walk the talk. Or 
else India’s youth will be left behind in the global race.

NOTE

1. John F. Kennedy in a special message to the Congress on 
Education, 20 February 1961, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/
ws/index.php?pid=8433 (accessed 8 November 2012).
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BACKGROUND

The role of  the private sector in university education 
in India is a matter of  debate. At one extreme of  the 

ideological frontier are votaries for ‘for-profi t’ educational 
institutions. On the other is opposition to any role for the 
private sector in higher education. Between the binaries of  
public–private, market–State, regulation or no-regulation 
lie complex shades whose visions, principles and goals need 
more meaningful exploration and articulation.
 The numbers seem to indicate that the higher education 
sector is poised for expansion to meet new demand. This 
demand will inevitably arise from increasing thrust on uni-
versalisation of  primary education (as constitutionally man-
dated by the Right to Education) and later, on secondary 
education. Only 0.7 per cent of  the Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) is being spent on higher and technical education (as 
against a target of  1.5 per cent of  GDP) (MHRD 2011).1 
Even a spending of  1 per cent is only 19 per cent of  the total 
expenditure on education. Much of  the remaining spend-
ing will deservedly go to elementary, primary and second-
ary education. Student enrolment in higher education has 
already increased from 8.4 million in 2000–01 to 14.6 mil-
lion in 2009–10 (Planning Commission 2012). The demand 
is expected to increase at a compounded rate of  11–12 per 
cent till 2022 and will require another 26 million seats (ibid.). 
This requires more investment — public and private. While 
the Working Group on Higher and Technical Education has 
pointed to a need for `4,133.68 billion for the 12th Plan, it is 
unlikely that the current fi scal environment will allow such 

allocations. The Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) target of  
21 per cent by end of  the 12th Plan and 30 per cent by year 
2020 cannot be achieved by the public sector alone (ibid.). 
The GER estimates are currently around 17 per cent though 
there is a debate on exact fi gures (UGC 2011). This means 
more private investment will be needed. The critical issues 
pertain to the vision behind such investment, the enabling 
regulatory framework and critically, the perspectives regard-
ing the nature of  learning expected in institutions funded 
through such investment.
 Mere expansion is of  little use without eff orts to improve 
quality or reach standards of  excellence. The demographic 
impact of  higher education will only be visible when it is 
also inclusive — one that provides opportunities for the 
historically marginalised. According to the 11th Plan, the 
GER lagged behind for rural areas (7.5 per cent), women 
(10.5 per cent), SCs (6.5 per cent), STs (6.52 per cent), OBCs 
(8.7 per cent), and Muslims (9 per cent) along with regional 
variations (Planning Commission 2008: 22). While attention 
has also been drawn to the role of  private investment in 
higher education to create a globally competitive workforce 
in India, the sheer magnitude of  national challenges will 
also require it to engage with critical development goals, 
including affi  rming basic liberal constitutional and demo-
cratic values, furthering environmental sustainability and 
ensuring social inclusion. To imagine more possibilities for 
private-funded university education, which reaches out to 
larger constituencies and also impacts areas not otherwise 
immediately remunerative but nevertheless essential to the 
life of  a nation, is also at its heart, a question of  vision.
 Jawaharlal Nehru, in his famous convocation address to 
the University of  Allahabad in 1947, extolled the role of  
a university thus: ‘A university stands for humanism, for 
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tolerance, for reason, for the adventure of  ideas and the 
search for truth … If  the universities discharge their duties 
adequately, then all is well with the nation and the people’ 
(NCERT 1970: 553; see also MHRD 2009). The Kothari 
Commission, dwelling on this role for universities, had stated 
that the principal object of  a university is ‘to deepen man’s 
understanding of  the universe and of  himself-in body, mind 
and spirit, to disseminate this understanding throughout 
society and apply it for the service of  mankind’ (ibid.).
 It is in keeping with this larger vision of  learning that 
the role of  private investment in higher education and in 
particular, university education, also needs to be explored. 
Since universities have historically been the sites of  learning, 
between the State, the community and the individual, the 
role of  the private sector in contributing to, or even detract-
ing from, such a vision needs better understanding. Of  
around 611 universities in India, there are around 94 private 
universities under state legislation and about 90 private 
deemed universities (out of  around 130 deemed universities) 
(UGC 2011: 9). In other words, private universities account 
for about 30 per cent of  the universities in India, which will 
see an increase over the next few years. This dynamic ren-
ders such appreciation all the more necessary.
 This paper focuses on the private sector specifi cally in 
university education (as diff erent from those without the 
university umbrella, whether as ‘technical institutions’ or in 
other forms of  professional education). This is a particular 
segment that seems likely to grow, and requires a transparent 
and enabling policy framework within which to locate its 
ambitions. Within the larger political economy, given the 
heterogeneous needs of  this country, allowing more private 
involvement in higher education within an appropriate 
regulatory framework would signal the State’s willingness 
to accommodate newer and more diverse entities in a 
manner that can enable excellence and at the same time 
curb fraudulent practice (Salmi 2010). It is also critical, in 
the same breath, to ensure a regulatory framework that does 
not stymie excellence and innovation in the name of  curbing 
fraudulent practice. On the other hand, some of  the disquiet 
regarding private participation in university education also 
stems from a perception that the private sector needs more 
comprehensive envisioning of  its goals and much better 
application. 

REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT

The regulatory environment in higher education is a 
curious one — which the National Knowledge Commission 
(NKC) had succinctly described as ‘over-regulated and 
under-governed’ (2009: 62). Higher education regulation 
controls supply, building from an unarticulated underlying 

premise that such control is somehow a means of  ensuring 
quality, even in the face of  signifi cantly increasing demand. 
Quality control lies largely in attempting to ensure a basic 
minimum ‘fl oor’, designed along inputs, with a standardised 
formula across various parameters applicable in a largely 
homogenous manner with little incentive to innovate. 
 Before getting into regulatory specifi cs, it is therefore 
necessary to allay some legal misconceptions regarding the 
role and nature of  education (and higher education) itself. 
These misconceptions play a role in the competing ideologi-
cal debates on private participation in higher education. To 
the detractors of  private entities, the very notion of  such 
entities in higher education is itself  an anathema, where 
‘privatisation’ and ‘commercialisation’ are tarred with the 
same brush. On the other hand, to the votaries of  ‘for-
profi t’ education, education is like any other private good 
or service, where the profi t motive and the market logic 
impels competitiveness, which in turn enables better re-
turns and quality. Both visions are somewhat inadequate 
in understanding the nature of  education (and learning 
and knowledge) itself, and both are similar in displaying an 
incomplete understanding of  the constitutional position 
in India.
 The Supreme Court of  India has clearly stated that edu-
cation (and higher education) is a non-profi t activity. The 
fundamental right to establish and administer educational 
institutions has been held by the Supreme Court to be an 
‘occupation’ rather than a trade/business or profession. 
No ‘profi teering’ or capitation fee is allowed. There is an 
‘obligation to maintain requisite standards of  professional 
excellence by giving admissions based on merit and making 
it equally accessible to eligible students through a fair and 
transparent admission procedure and based on reasonable fee 
structure’, based on merit and non-exploitation, with greater 
autonomy for ‘unaided’ professional institutions in admis-
sions and fees.2

 Subject to supervision and determination on what is 
‘reasonable’, the court has held that unaided professional 
institutions can devise their own fee structures, but fees 
can be regulated to prevent profi teering and capitation fee 
since education is not trade or business. ‘Capitation Fees’ 
is further made illegal by the pending Bill in Parliament on 
Prevention of  Unfair Practices.3 
 A ‘reasonable surplus’ is however allowed, for future ex-
pansion, where determination of  reasonableness is on the 
basis of  the following:4

(a) infrastructure and facilities available;
(b) investments made;
(c) salaries paid to teachers and staff ;
(d) future plans for expansion and betterment. 

The notion of  ‘reasonable surplus’ allows returns to be 
ploughed back into the institution, while keeping intact the 
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overall non-profi t nature of  education. It also makes room 
for particular needs, investments and expansion plans of  a 
specifi c institution.
 The State controls fees tightly. For example, the UGC 
(Institutions Deemed to be Universities) Regulations 2010, 
states that ‘the fee structure for various programmes of  
study in the deemed to be universities shall also be fi xed in 
accordance with the Fee Regulations framed by the Govern-
ment or the UGC [University Grants Commission] in this 
behalf  from time to time’ (UGC 2010: 71). Fees must how-
ever have a reasonable relation to the cost of  running the 
course. As per the UGC’s Regulation for Private Universities 
under State Route (2003), fi xation of  fees has to be in accor-
dance with norms/guidelines prescribed by the UGC and 
other statutory bodies. The underlying motive behind these 
regulations is one that seeks to prevent what is perceived 
as ‘commercialisation’. If  poorer students are left out, the 
inclusion agenda is derailed.
 There is clearly a need to provide an adequate balance 
between the rising costs of  providing quality education 
in a manner that encourages universities to create more 
endowments and raise resources. The NKC, for example, 
had stated that

fees constitute less than 10 per cent of  total expenditure in our 
universities … The problem has been compounded by the UGC 
method of  providing grants-in-aid to bridge the diff erence between 
income and expenditure. Consequently, there is no incentive for 
universities or colleges to raise income through higher fees as that 
sum would be deducted from their UGC (or [state] government) 
grants … It is for universities to decide the level of  fees but, as a 
norm, fees should meet at least 20 per cent of  the total expenditure 
in universities … This rationalisation of  fees should be subject to 
two conditions: fi rst, needy students should be provided with a fee 
waiver plus scholarships to meet their costs; second, universities 
should not be penalised by the UGC for the resources raised from 
higher fees through matching deductions from their grants-in-aid 
(2009: 72–73).

 Resource allocation is also skewed. The NKC had pointed 
out that nearly 65 per cent of  the UGC budget is used for 
meeting the operating expenses of  the central universities 
and University of  Delhi colleges, leaving only 35 per cent for 
the rest of  the universities in the country. Within the ambit 
of  whatever resources are available, more than 90 per cent 
of  the grants goes towards meeting operating expenses, 
leaving very little for institutional growth and capital assets. 
 If  there is limited money for institutional growth and 
innovation, educational quality visibly suff ers. Eff orts at 
providing opportunities to the very needy also need a much 
better and buoyant fi nancial base, especially in endowments. 
The clear imperative for providing scholarships to the needy 
and for exploring possibilities for ‘needs-blind’ admission) 

cannot be disputed. Yet, implicit disincentives in the current 
tax and trust laws provide very little motivation to raise 
resources. Trusts are required to spend 85 per cent of  income 
streams from endowments in the same fi nancial year, which 
prevents any meaningful endowment from being created 
that in turn could be utilised for scholarships (Planning 
Commission 2012; see also NKC 2009).
 If  fi nancial sources are limited, there is a need to diversify 
such sources in a manner that creates better balance between 
the fi nancial needs of  the institution (including its capital 
and recurring operational expenditures), its learning goals, 
its aspirations to excellence, as well as its aims to ensure in-
clusion through meaningful access to opportunity (Agarwal 
2009: 39–114). These sources could be found in better macro 
policy encouragement to private philanthropy, enhanced 
asset management of  endowments, as well as in the abil-
ity of  the university to generate ‘plough-back’ revenues 
through advisory services and other revenue sources such as 
Intellectual Property (IP), etc. Enabling loan conditions and 
improved scholarship schemes for the needy can be initiated 
when the university has suffi  cient fi nancial resources, which 
in turn can be increased over the long run. This ‘chicken–
egg’ dilemma is at the heart of  the ‘triple bind’ of  ensuring 
‘expansion, inclusion and excellence’, all at the same time. 
And yet, universities funded by the private sector will also 
have to grapple with the challenge of  ensuring expansion, 
inclusion and equity (with more than just lip service) if  they 
have to remain strategic and relevant to the greater needs of  
the country.

General Powers of Coordination and 
Regulation

As per the current law, the UGC (and the All India Council of  
Technical Education [AICTE]) enjoys very wide powers to 
‘coordinate and determine standards’ of  higher education. 
This power is often interpreted as ‘harmonisation’, which 
is aimed at ensuring ‘uniformity’, operating in a predomi-
nantly centralised framework. Laws made under Entry 66 5 
of  the Union List of  the Constitution (such as the UGC Act 
read with its Regulations and the AICTE Act read with its 
Regulations) will override those made by states under Entry 
256 of  the Concurrent List.7 ‘Coordination’ is understood as 
not just evaluation or making grants. ‘It means harmonisa-
tion with a view to forge a uniform pattern for concerted 
action according to a certain design, scheme or plan of  
development. It, therefore, includes action not only for 
removal of  disparities but also for preventing the occurring 
of  such disparities’.8

 This notion of  an imposed ‘uniformity’ includes nitty-
gritties on complex details such as curriculum, teaching, ex-
amination, evaluation and research qualifi cation, admission, 
pupil–teacher ratio, practical examination, equipment and 
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many more, all driven by a centralised regulator.9 Doubts 
persist as to whether these measures actually ensure any 
minimum ‘fl oor’ or whether such complex and specifi c 
detailed rules encourage the raising of  the quality ‘ceiling’ 
at all. Where supply is already constrained by regulatory 
barriers, complex and non-transparent procedures within 
the interpretation and implementation of  the minutiae of  
rules (and by multiple authorities) in turn encourage infor-
mation asymmetries, patronage and rent-seeking. Such a 
paternalistic centralised system leads to ‘over-regulation and 
under-governance’ and prevents meaningful utilisation of  
the rich diversity of  approaches in a country as large and 
heterogeneous as India. It is also distrustful of  private initia-
tive. An enabling regulatory environment should encourage 
rather than prevent academic innovation and diversity, and 
that can be done through better use of  peer-driven pro-
cesses involving academia at its heart and through disclosure 
systems that are rigorously followed and open for public 
review.
 It is important to highlight that federal issues remain 
politically signifi cant here, even as incorporation of  
‘universities’ is a legislative head in the Concurrent List.10 
A particular state can establish and incorporate universities 
under Entry 25 of  the Concurrent List, but wherever the 
matter pertains to Entry 66 of  the Union List, the central 
legislation will override the State legislation to the extent 
of  inconsistency between the two. Any provision of  an 
enactment made by the state legislature concerning higher 
education that is in confl ict with the central enactment/
regulations would be ultra vires to that extent. 

High Barriers to Entry

According to Section 2 (f ) of  the UGC Act, 1956, 

‘University’ means a University established or incorporated by or 
under a Central Act, a Provincial Act or a State Act, and includes 
any such institution, as may, in consultation with the University 
concerned, be recognised by the Commission [UGC] in accordance 
with the regulations made in this behalf  under this Act [e.g., 
deemed universities under Section 3, UGC Act] (UGC 2002: 6).

 This means that, other than the deemed university route, 
universities need to be legislated into existence, by Parlia-
ment or state legislature. Starting an institution through 
parliamentary or state legislation is a very uphill task be-
cause of  various political vagaries. There is no clear policy 
or direction on how to reduce such high barriers for new 
universities. 
 The deemed university route originally allowed reputed 
institutions such as the Indian Institute of  Science (IISc) and 
the Tata Institute of  Fundamental Research (TIFR) among 
others to be incorporated as universities, directly through 
notifi cations from the Ministry of  Human Resource Devel-

opment (MHRD). In fact, the Kothari Commission report 
had highlighted that the bringing of  ‘high-level institutions 
such as the Indian Agricultural Research Institute at Delhi, 
the Indian Institute of  Science at Bangalore’ into the univer-
sity system ‘by deeming them as universities under Section 
3 of  the UGC Act’ was a ‘welcome development’ (NCERT 
1970: 626). It had added that 

[t]here is in our educational system a need for institutions having 
the academic status and privileges which ordinarily belong to a 
university, but with more specifi c and limited functions and scope. 
While such institutions in their limited fi eld should maintain the 
highest standard of  teaching and research, their organizational set-
up need not be the replica of  a university … We would like to stress 
that, in deeming institutions as universities under the UGC Act, 
the most careful attention should be paid to the question of  educational 
standards. This provision under the Act gives scope for experimentation 
and innovation, but it should not become a cheap side- or back-door to 
university status (ibid.; emphasis added).

 The Kothari Commission report displayed uncanny pre-
science. In a case currently sub judice before the Supreme 
Court (Viplav Sharma v. Union of  India) 46 years later, the 
deemed university route and the operation of  44 specifi c 
deemed universities are themselves under the scanner for 
low quality. This has created a situation where clearly the 
wheat and the chaff  need separation. Institutions of  repute 
such as TIFR, IISc, Tata Institute of  Social Sciences (TISS), 
Birla Institute of  Technology and Sciences (BITS) among 
others, are incorporated under the deemed university route 
while there are others of  dubious quality whose recognition 
and functioning are being questioned. This has resulted in a 
curious political economy where, according to reports, no 
new deemed university has been recognised by the MHRD 
in 2010 and 2011 (Chopra 2011). In any case, the recognition 
of  any new deemed university will be understandably under 
a very strict bureaucratic scanner, especially where there are 
political stakes involved and governing regimes change. 
 In the Yashpal case, the Supreme Court clamped down 
on a number of  universities that were established in 
Chhattisgarh without having the necessary infrastructure 
or facilities. The Supreme Court clarifi ed that a university 
cannot be set up without necessary infrastructure and 
simply on the basis of  a detailed project report. 

In order to establish a University, there must be adequate land on 
which the campus may be made and necessary infrastructural 
facilities provided. No University can come into existence without 
a proper campus which requires land … what is necessary is actual 
establishment of  institutions having all the infrastructural facilities 
and qualifi ed teachers to teach.11

Further, as per the Supreme Court, universities can establish 
study centres only within their territorial jurisdiction. A 
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state establishing a university has no legislative competence 
to set up campuses in other states. This is a Constitutional 
bar on legislative competence, which requires universities to 
approach multiple state governments for setting up univer-
sities in respective states or attempt at affi  liating campuses 
with established public state universities in such states, there-
by increasing transaction costs and multiple ineffi  ciencies.12 
This means that the barriers to entry for a private university 
to set up a national institution with multiple campuses are 
formidable, if  not insurmountable.
 High entry barriers to setting up new universities 
(argued in the name of  ensuring quality) have therefore 
also resulted in a complex affi  liated college system within 
universities, where colleges are ‘affi  liated’ to existing pub-
lic universities. These universities have grown to near 
unmanageable sizes,13 with unwieldy administrative and 
decision-making structures, limited scope for innovation 
and increased diffi  culty in monitoring affi  liated institutions 
— all of  which often adversely impacts quality, which was 
ironically the very basis for keeping entry barriers high. 
Currently there are more than 31,000 affi  liated colleges in 
the country. As per the UGC (Establishment of  and Main-
tenance of  Standards in Private Universities) Regulations, 
set up under state legislation route, such universities are 
expected to be ‘unitary’ universities (UGC 2003). Further, as 
per the relevant regulations, a deemed university also has 
to be unitary. This means the public universities have to 
bear the disproportionate share of  the burden of  managing 
affi  liated colleges. Sometimes, this is too diffi  cult a burden 
to bear.

Internal Governance

As per the Supreme Court, the fundamental right to es-
tablish and administer educational institutions (subject to 
reasonable restrictions) entails: 

(a) admitting students; 
(b) setting up a reasonable fee structure; 
(c) constituting a governing body; 
(d) appointing staff  (teaching and non-teaching); 
(e) taking action if  dereliction of  duty on part of  em-

ployees is proved.14

The right also includes the duty to maintain standards of  
excellence.15 ‘Non-aided’ institutions have greater autonomy.
 As per the UGC (Establishment of  and Maintenance 
of  Standards in Private Universities) Regulations, private 
universities under state legislation also need to conform to 
relevant centralised UGC provisions from time to time (UGC 
2003).16 The Deemed University Regulations prescribe the 
authorities and the constitution/memberships within each 
body. There is therefore a clear need for autonomy in internal 
governance, where appointments of  vice chancellors are not 
subject to political or governmental controls.

Degree

As per the law, only a university can grant degrees. 

Mere conferment of  degree is not enough … what is necessary 
is that the degree should be recognized … ‘degree’ means any 
such degree as may, with the previous approval of  the Central 
Government, be specifi ed in this behalf  by the Commission [the 
UGC] by notifi cation in the Offi  cial Gazette.17

Further, in the Yashpal case, the Supreme Court quoting 
the UGC (Establishment of  and Maintenance of  Standards 
in Private Universities) Regulations, 2003 also stated that ‘[f]
ailure to comply with this requirement, shall render any de-
gree/diploma awarded by a private university as unspecifi ed 
in terms of  Section 22(3) of  the UGC Act and shall invite 
penalty under Section 24 of  the UGC Act’ (UGC 2003). 
These provisions are intended to prevent the awarding of  
‘fake degrees’. At the same time, it is potentially possible for 
such penal measures to also indirectly prevent any innova-
tive disciplinary or new interdisciplinary development. New 
disciplines arrive at interstitial spaces or from contestation 
within existing disciplines. Interdisciplinary ideas involve a 
variety of  approaches, including those stemming from the 
margins or unanswered questions or even within disciplines, 
including those arising out of  the inadequacy of  a particular 
discipline to address or comprehend particular issues. Some 
of  the new interdisciplinary developments fall outside con-
ventional disciplinary compartments where ‘degrees’ could 
be specifi ed. Where knowledge is constantly growing, the 
generation of  new knowledge and its acknowledgment is 
best done by peers (whether such peers work within the 
mainstream or the margins of  particular disciplines, or still 
further, outside either). Innovation in knowledge needs 
more encouragement and better-enabling frameworks, 
and the regulatory structure needs to be fl exible enough 
to accommodate new knowledge domains. Without such 
understanding or comprehension, it is possible that genuine 
innovative endeavours could also get stymied ostensibly in 
the name of  curbing fraudulent practice. This is a serious 
question that impacts new and emerging areas of  human 
knowledge, where the law often cannot keep up with the 
dynamic nature of  knowledge. No one disputes the need to 
limit deceitful undertakings. But what is in question is the 
potential of  the same regulatory tendency to label otherwise 
genuine and innovative knowledge activity as ‘fraudulent’. 
This is the double-edged nature of  the regulatory approach 
itself, especially one which is directed at preventing ‘harm’ 
and interpreting ‘good outcomes’ largely on the basis of  
prevention of  ‘harm’ rather than encouraging the evolution 
of  peer-driven benchmarks as ideas to anchor the pursuit 
of  excellence.
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NEW BILLS IN PARLIAMENT

Besieged by perceptions regarding quality assurance and 
questions of  malpractices in higher education in the private 
sector, most of  the MHRD’s Bills in Parliament are about 
ensuring ‘accountability’ using traditional regulatory ap-
proaches. These approaches are aimed at curbing bad be-
haviour. Yet, there is need for serious refl ection on how good 
performance needs further encouragement, to become 
institutions of  excellence. Curbing malpractices may be a 
necessary but certainly not a suffi  cient condition in ensuring 
quality or excellence.
 As far as the basic fl oor is concerned, the Prevention of  
Unfair Practices Bill, to its credit, seeks to create a trans-
parent disclosure system while making capitation fees and 
other unfair practices illegal. It explicitly clarifi es the not-
for-profi t nature of  education, with surplus revenues to be 
ploughed back for growth and development of  institutions. 
It also makes a clear statement that while ‘[t]here has been 
unprecedented growth in higher education in recent years’, 
largely through private participation, ‘[t]here is public con-
cern’ regarding ‘unfair practices’, such as

charging of  capitation fee and demanding donations for admitting 
students, not issuing receipts in respect of  payments made by or 
on behalf  of  students, admission to professional programmes of  
study through non-transparent and questionable admission pro-
cesses, low quality delivery of  education services and false claims 
of  quality of  such services through misleading advertisements, 
engagement of  unqualifi ed or ineligible teaching faculty, forc-
ible withholding of  certifi cates and other documents of  students 
(GoI 2010d).

The Mandatory Accreditation Bill similarly seeks to create a 
regime of  compulsory accreditation through a new national 
accreditation authority (GoI 2010c). This is a worthwhile 
measure, but only if  guided by regulatory approaches 
on accreditation that actually enable the development of  
better institutions and incentivise quality. The Educational 
Tribunals Bill similarly seeks to create a specialised dispute 
resolution mechanism within higher education (GoI 2010a). 
The Foreign Education Providers Bill seeks to create a 
framework for foreign providers to operate, provided they 
fulfi l all the requirements (with a detailed bureaucratic 
apparatus) to oversee their functioning (GoI 2010b). It seeks 
to confer autonomy by way of  exception, where exceptional 
institutions of  ‘international standing and repute’ could be 
allowed to frame their own rules, so long as a committee of  
experts deems fi t.
 The political economy of  higher education seems to be 
guided by a premise that autonomy has to be the exception, 
and that largely, what is required is more regulation. 

Regulation is being understood as an ‘all-or-nothing’ 
approach. There is no debate or policy initiative yet on how 
to move beyond this ‘over-regulation but under-governance’ 
impasse or how regulatory principles can be better evolved 
that could help create more autonomous universities of  
excellence that are also privately funded. The Universities for 
Research and Innovation Bill however shows some promise 
(GoI 2012). Intended to set up new public, private as well as 
Public–Private Partnership (PPP) universities, and develop 
ecosystems of  quality, aspiring to reach internationally 
competitive standards, the Bill does allow such universities, 
once established, autonomy on critical parameters of  
administration, fi nance and academic matters. However, the 
fi ne print remains to be seen as to whether such universities 
at all have autonomy in their respective documents of  
incorporation or whether the Bill will at all pass muster in 
Parliament.
 The promise of  autonomy also lies in some portions 
of  the new Higher Education and Research (HER) Bill 
that seeks to create a new regulatory authority, called the 
National Commission of  Higher Education and Research 
(NCHER) (GoI 2011). This Bill is of  importance since it seeks 
to replace or absorb the various existing regulatory agencies, 
including the UGC, with the proposed NCHER. It remains 
to be seen whether this Bill will at all be enacted, given the 
existing authorities and the plethora of  regulations that 
are already in operation and the understandable resistance 
to allowing a new super-regulator to subsume existing 
agencies. The HER Bill does have language that indicates 
that the proposed NCHER can take measures ‘to promote 
autonomy’, which, it adds, are not ‘obligatory’ but only to 
serve as points of  ‘reference’ (ibid.: 9). 
 However, in the same breath, it is only in the actual Regu-
lations of  the HER Bill — also to ‘determine [and] coordi-
nate … standards’ (same as the UGC) — that it will fi nally 
be determined how much autonomy is really enabled. It is 
yet unclear as to whether the many UGC Regulations could 
in turn be ‘retrofi tted’ into the new authority or whether 
‘measures’ to promote ‘autonomy’ (as mentioned in the Bill) 
may in any way be diff erent from the specifi c regulations 
to coordinate and determine standards. Specifi c regulations 
could still be intrusive even with a new regulator without 
a clearer enunciation of  what regulatory principles should 
govern regulatory behaviour.

REGULATORY PRINCIPLES

A clearer policy on the role of  the private sector in higher 
education, one that is holistic and comprehensive, encom-
passing its many dimensions and sectors, has become nec-
essary. All the legalese needs to be anchored in some basic 
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regulatory principles in order to be eff ective in creating an 
enabling environment for high-quality universities in India, 
including those funded by the private sector. There has to 
be a premise that steps to ensuring a basic fl oor are diff er-
ent from those to encourage quality or create ecosystems 
of  excellence. 
 The strategies discussed in this section could become a 
part of  a national policy and serve as guiding posts for detail-
ing the fi ne print of  specifi c rules and regulations. They are 
necessary to provide a clearer vision of  how best to achieve 
a comprehensive and holistic regulatory environment, in 
the absence of  which a defi nite direction would be diffi  cult 
to achieve.

Regulatory Simplifi cation

Rules and processes need to be eased and the establishment 
and smooth operation of  universities facilitated through a 
set of  transparent, responsive and easily implementable 
regulations and guidelines — as a signifi cant departure from 
the current maze of  rules and regulation that encourage 
rent-seeking. 

‘Autonomy’ and ‘Accountability’

Transparent e-information-based/disclosure systems need 
to be ensured. Networks of  open-ended communities 
could facilitate peer review, coordinated by an independent 
quality agency. Arguments have been made that within the 
framework of  transparency, there is a need to adjust to ‘the 
growing diversity and modulate according to varying track 
records of  higher educational institutions’ (Agarwal 2009: 
153). This indicates that the regulatory environment needs 
to encourage institutions of  excellence to aspire to set still 
higher benchmarks while other institutions would be in-
centivised to improve standards. All universities do not have 
the same yardstick or aims and need not be tarred with 
the same brush. It is possible for a regulatory environment 
to accommodate and encourage a diversity of  approaches 
for a variety of  universities and allow more peer-reviewed 
systems of  accountability and disclosure. Otherwise, in the 
name of  uniformity and harmonisation, will have deadened 
and ossifi ed systems that cannot innovate and have no incen-
tive to better quality because they would just do enough to 
show adherence to a uniform regulatory fl oor on the surface 
at best. In the absence of  quality talent, fi nances, and most 
importantly, a vision for excellence-inclusion-access, our 
fi nest universities would be able to only do so much and 
no more.

Comprehensiveness

Strategically sequenced, systemic measures need to be 
undertaken for development and not piecemeal ones. This 
seems to indicate the need for a new higher education 

policy that is comprehensive rather than ad-hoc stand-alone 
measures. 

Heterogeneity and Diversity

There is a need to evolve from standardised, centralised 
approaches towards more innovative, decentralised and 
contextual approaches to respond to the needs of  states and 
the diversity of  requirements and aspirations across India. 
A diversity of  approaches in institutional management and 
academic autonomy need to be recognised and celebrated, 
rather than prescribing standardised, centralised formulae.

Decentralisation

States deliver the bulk of  the higher education fi nances and 
the majority of  higher education institutions are also located 
in the states, where the relevant Concurrent List provisions 
also apply, which also makes it essential to involve and incen-
tivise them. Decentralisation needs to be accompanied by 
eff ective coordination mechanisms, critically between aca-
demic peer communities on the one hand and between the 
central and state regulatory frameworks on the other. At the 
moment, there are few structures that enable a consistent 
policy dialogue on critical academic issues, across local-state 
and national scales.

Dynamism and Incentivisation

The aim should be to bring about dynamism into the entire 
system through systematic incentivisation in the allocation 
of  public resources in centre and states in new, restructured 
and existing institutions, through linkages to outcomes 
rather than inputs. It is useful to facilitate a debate on how 
best outcomes can be understood, in a manner that does 
not take away academic and governance autonomy, and 
preserves the criticality of  learning, research and knowledge 
production in universities.

Diversifi cation

Since the bulk of  future education budgets will deservedly 
go to elementary education, any case for ‘expansion, inclu-
sion and excellence’ in higher education will be grossly 
inadequate without diversifi cation of  fi nancial resources 
(as previously discussed) within a much more streamlined 
regulatory system that encourages open information-based 
competition and the fl ourishing of  newer and qualitatively 
better private providers.

Intangibility

No sector development process will succeed without eff orts, 
undertaken continuously and systematically, to actively en-
gage with the ‘softer’ dimensions of  human and knowledge 
resources. All institutional structural dimensions will be 
inadequate to revitalise the learning environment without 



192 India Infrastructure Report 2012

rigorous emphasis on attracting and retaining talented fac-
ulty, including hiring and keeping the best Indian minds in 
India and drawing in minds from abroad; putting serious 
emphasis on educator training and development as an in-
tegral part of  the learning system rather than in isolation; 
and undertaking measures to develop an appreciation of  
new learning methods, pedagogy as well as respecting the 
dignity of  exploring questions of  knowledge production and 
epistemology. 

Openness and Experimentation

New technologies are changing the process of  dissemination 
and construction of  knowledge worldwide. It is essential to 
enable open, accessible and contemporary learning tech-
nologies that improve access (and supplement the teacher’s 
pedagogic eff orts) within contextual knowledge networks. 
The aim should be to enable continuous improvement, in 
developing benchmarks and reducing bureaucratic involve-
ment in academic standard setting and enforcement.

Permeability

The development process should encourage new, innova-
tive learning environments by recognising the power of  
mobility across boundaries between institutions, disciplines 
and technologies. Such a process should facilitate and not 
obstruct such cross-dialogue and exchange along multiple 
dimensions — domestic and international. 

NEED FOR PRIVATE SECTOR INCENTIVES

If  private investment is indeed considered necessary, the 
creation of  an enabling environment to create high-quality 
universities will help stem the annual outfl ow of  foreign 
exchange from India to support higher education abroad.18 
There is therefore a strong macroeconomic case for Ministry 
of  Finance incentives to higher education initiatives (for 
all universities, private and public, and including those for 
private philanthropy) that will eff ectively stem this outfl ow 
and build domestic capacity of  international quality. In 
particular, the following measures will be useful: 
(a) Implicit disincentives in tax laws and trust laws need to 

be removed by:
(i) allowing universities to invest in fi nancial instru-

ments of  their choice (where rates of  return can be 
high, and private professional fund managers can 
be employed as required);

(ii) removing restrictions on the utilisation of  income 
in any given time period and allowing the use of  
income from endowments to build up a corpus 
(currently, as previously discussed, private trusts 
have to spend 85 per cent of  their income stream 

from endowment in the same year, thereby seri-
ously limiting options to raise corpus);

(iii) making exceptions in income tax laws to encourage 
the creation of  large endowments. A number of  
High Net-Worth Individuals (HNWIs) and corpo-
rates have made signifi cant contributions towards 
higher education endowments to leading foreign 
universities. There is potential for higher education 
philanthropy in India that needs to be tapped into. 
For example, the Narayana Murthy Committee has 
recommended deductions to the extent of  300 per 
cent of  such contributions (Planning Commission 
2012). 

(b) Sources of  fi nance need to be diversifi ed and innovative 
fi nancial mechanisms explored. The proposed creation 
of  the National Education Finance Corporation (NEFC) 
to address resource gaps (re-fi nancing and direct fi nanc-
ing of  education infrastructure), credit guarantees, etc. 
needs to be explored in greater detail. The Narayana 
Murthy Committee has recommended the setting up 
of  the Indian Corporate Higher Education Scholarship 
with a corpus of  `10 billion contributed by the top 
1,000 corporations in India (with matching grants by 
the government and tax exemptions up to 300 per cent). 
It has also recommended the creation of  a National 
Educational Loan Fund of  `1,000 billion to be set up by 
public sector banks.

(c) The 2011 Companies Act, 1956 Amendment Bill has 
mandated 2 per cent of  Profi t After Tax (PAT) as Corpo-
rate Social Responsibility for Public Sector Units. Some 
of  this expenditure could go to higher education if  the 
appropriate incentives and mechanisms are available.

(d) It is necessary to develop a comprehensive policy for 
PPP in higher education, especially on regulatory, insti-
tutional and investment issues. Some models could be 
developed that encourage large private investments in 
education with the central/state governments provid-
ing: (i) land and (ii) matching funds. Governance control 
may be exercised by a private board with government 
representation, subject to continuing review of  stan-
dards. It is necessary to identify selected areas important 
for the nation (but where market demand is low) and 
provide value-added partnerships to prevent market 
failure, without bureaucratic or political controls.19

TOWARDS A NEW VISION FOR PRIVATE-SECTOR 
UNIVERSITY EDUCATION?

While all these policies are part of  the external regulatory 
environment, it is critical for universities funded by the pri-
vate sector to also look within. If  there is a vision to create 
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and run universities of  excellence, of  internationally com-
petitive standards, there can be, at the very least, no room for 
malpractices or fraudulent behaviour. However, universities 
of  excellence (whether public, private or PPP) are not built 
in a day and they need enabling and nourishing ecosystems 
within. The critical questions pertaining to the formation of  
an enabling academic and research environment within a 
university are therefore ‘cultural’, even as fi nancial and regu-
latory considerations play their part. There are questions 
that need to be asked, explored, debated and made a part of  
the vision of  the higher education policy. If  the derision usu-
ally reserved for profi teers is to be avoided, universities that 
are privately funded also need to introspect. It is a particular 
crisis of  confi dence in the private sector in higher education 
that has impelled disparate narratives and perspectives on its 
role, and perhaps refl ects itself  perversely in the minutiae 
of  regulatory detail and control. The academic and learn-
ing endeavour in universities, privately or publicly funded, 
calls for respecting academic autonomy, dignity, diversity, 
and heterogeneity. Where the discussion is largely centred 
around ‘bogus universities’ and malpractices, it has become 
generally diffi  cult to engage in a dialogue on imaginative 
possibilities for universities. 
 Will private universities be predominantly governed by 
a vision that subordinates research and learning? Will the 
academic and learning enterprise be required to be less 
refl ective, less organic, and less collegial than before? Will 
certain disciplines, especially in the Humanities, no longer 
be given the dignity they deserve or acknowledged for their 
indispensable role in the creation of  human understanding 
and a liberal polity? Is the ‘decline of  the professoriate’ or of  
academic collegiality inevitable with increasingly competi-
tive and ‘careerist’ faculty, not just in private universities but 
also in the public ones? Isn’t that a loss not just for universi-
ties but also for society? Is there at all a private philanthropy 
that allows minds to bloom and fl ourish — for their own 
sake and for the sake of  learning — as essential precondi-
tions to a liberal democratic society? Or will the constant 
pressure to meet operating and recurring capital expenses be 
so acute that the market will ultimately govern the univer-
sity’s aims? If  public universities are overwhelmed by fi scal, 
bureaucratic, political, and other administrative pressures, 
why would private universities be any diff erent?
 There are historical precedents in India of  genuine pri-
vate philanthropy that created institutions of  excellence. 
A 100 years ago, prominent universities of  national 
repute — Vishwa Bharati, Aligarh Muslim University, the 
IISc and the Banaras Hindu University — were all created 
out of  private philanthropic eff orts. One might even argue 
that the continual challenge of  meeting recurring capital 
and operating costs was one reason for their subsequent 
nationalisation.20

 Universities are at their heart places for learning, whether 
publicly- or privately-funded. Such learning is also contex-
tual, responding to the needs of  the knowledge endeavour, 
and drawing from the immediacy of  the socio-economic and 
cultural milieus. India’s socio-economic realities will increas-
ingly require the private sector to engage with critical social 
questions. They pertain to what university education can 
do to further social justice, the goals of  the liberal consti-
tutional democracy, deepen intellectual pursuit, and enable 
community engagement. These goals are part of  the vision 
of  what it means to be a university: the same university that 
also celebrates the ‘adventure of  ideas’. It is also a stereotype 
to assume that the ‘celebration of  ideas’ is somewhat incon-
sistent with the ‘application’ of  knowledge. These are rigid 
compartments that need stepping away from. The market 
requires immediate skills (which keep changing), but what is 
indispensable are basic perspectives, concepts, foundations, 
ideas about learning how to learn, how to think, how to ask 
questions, and perhaps more critically, understand the loca-
tion of  one’s position within learning traditions as well as 
political, economic and culturally embedded contexts. All 
these aspects of  higher education enable the development 
of  thinking individuals, and creating such individuals is as 
much a part of  the vision of  higher education as the need 
to engage with the needs of  a productive economy. It is a 
fallacy to assume beforehand that the twain shall never 
meet, even if  they are assumed somehow to make ‘strange 
bedfellows’!21

 A few issues that the private sector in university educa-
tion can no longer aff ord to shy away from are discussed in 
this section:
(a) It is important to ensure academic autonomy, dignity, 

diversity and heterodoxy.22 University spaces are diff er-
ent from the corporate industrial space (or spaces in a 
religious order, a political party, a non-governmental 
organisation [NGO], a government department, the 
armed forces, a private corporation, and so on) since 
heterodoxy is the very foundation of  a university. Het-
erodoxy is not just a matter of  diff erent disciplines and 
ideologies but also of  cultures and processes, which are 
more collegial and peer-driven.23 Universities are sup-
posed to encourage, respect and celebrate a plurality of  
ideas and practices.

   Conversely, the more a university is subject to po-
litical and economic pressures, the less it will be able 
to fulfi l its core responsibilities. Autonomy is therefore 
the very life-blood of  the university and the people who 
comprise it. 

  The absence of  heterodoxy and autonomy renders a 
university more susceptible to competing pressures (the 
State, political parties, private business, or a singular 
ideology) in a manner that questions its very existence. 
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Autonomy, intrinsic to the very idea of  a university as 
a learning institution, therefore provides the legitimate 
basis for such heterodoxy. 

  The Kothari Commission report had shown vision in 
elaborating the concept of  academic freedom (intrinsic 
to university autonomy) by highlighting that 

a teacher cannot be ordered or required to teach something 
which goes against his conscience or confl icts of  his concep-
tion of  truth … A teacher should be free to pursue and pub-
lish his studies and research; and speak and write about it and 
participate in debates on signifi cant national and international 
issues. He should receive all facilities and encouragement in 
his work, teaching and research, even where his views and 
approach be in opposition to those of  his seniors and the 
head of  his department or faculty … The universities have a 
major responsibility towards the promotion of  an intellectual 
climate in the country which is conducive to the pursuit of  
scholarship and excellence, and which encourages criticism, 
ruthless and unsparing but informal and constructive. All 
this demands that teachers exercise their academic freedom 
in good measure, enthusiastically and wisely (NCERT 1970: 
644; emphasis added).

 More recently, Harsh V. Pant eloquently expressed the 
vision of  a liberal education as one that ‘encourages 
us to ask probing questions about the perplexities and 
challenges of  human experience … it is liberal education 
that produces a thinking citizen, the backbone of  a 
democracy’, while cautioning rather alarmingly that 
‘Indian Higher Education has all but abandoned the 
intellectual and moral principles that have traditionally 
informed and given substance to liberal education’ 
(Pant 2008: 174).

(b) Autonomy and freedom from political, corporate and 
bureaucratic interference is often a direct function 
of  the fi nancial sustainability of  the university. In 
universities funded by the private sector, it is critical 
to build large endowments and create policies that 
encourage such subsidies. In the absence of  these, 
universities will be beset by questions of  the long-run, 
of  recurring operational costs and capital expenses for 
expansion and growth. A number of  factors therefore 
have to work together: the regulatory environment 
needs to encourage large endowments; the private 
sector must show some vision to build universities for 
the long haul; and various supplemental arms of  the 
university may well be engaged in forms of  productive 
revenue generation, which can be ploughed back to the 
university’s development without compromising on 
the not-for-profi t status of  the university and without 
detracting from its core learning and knowledge 
mission. Without a clear look at endowments (and 

facilitative policies that enable these), as well as 
continuous revenue streams, questions of  fi nancial 
viability will continue to be locked into those of  short-
term sustainability, translated into quick results, limited 
to questions of  fees, and at the worst, into malpractices 
and ethically questionable behaviour. 

(c) It is important to address the challenge of  social inclu-
sion, especially with current disparities in GER rates 
among marginalised communities. It is expected that 
with the universalisation of  secondary education in the 
future, increasing numbers of  historically marginalised 
sections of  the population will enter higher education. 
Enabling equity and social inclusion is a priority for the 
Government of  India and higher education regulators. 
In practice this has translated into the provision of  
quotas in education to those from various disadvan-
taged backgrounds: economic, social and historical. 
Reservation (in the form of  numerical quotas) exists 
for Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs) and 
Other Backward Classes (OBCs) in State-funded institu-
tions. On ‘needs-blind admissions’ (recommended by 
the NKC), there is no clarity yet on any such policy. 

  The Supreme Court had earlier held that reservation 
in the form of  state percentages in admission was imper-
missible in private unaided institutions.24 However, in a 
more recent judgement not directly involving private 
educational institutions, three judges of  the court left 
this particular matter an open question to be decided 
later. A single judge pronounced that such reserva-
tion is clearly constitutionally impermissible in private 
institutions.25 

  The private sector needs to come to terms with 
the goal of  inclusive education and diversity as 
necessary and worthwhile, not just in instrumental 
terms but also in constitutive terms. They need to 
build on the autonomy currently provided to private 
unaided institutions in deciding on the means and 
manner of  ensuring such inclusiveness through more 
comprehensive affi  rmative action schemes. There is 
no policy yet on Affi  rmative Action or on developing 
a Multi-Deprivation Index, which takes into account 
various dimensions of  deprivation and exclusion such 
as caste, income, gender, region, social strata, residence, 
physical disability, religion, and so on.26 A nuanced 
understanding of  the multiple natures of  deprivation 
and exclusion is necessary, which can be applied in 
the form of  a Multi-Deprivation Index and further the 
cause of  more inclusive education. 

(d) Along with expansion and social equity is the critical 
need to ensure excellence in higher education. India’s 
best institutions do not rank among the world’s leaders, 
despite all the regulatory measures ostensibly carried 
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out to ensure quality. The reasons are many. It takes a 
lot of  time, investment, talent, and eff ort to set up and 
sustain universities of  excellence that rank among the 
world’s best and also fulfi l India’s multiple contextual 
needs, ideas, hopes, dreams, and aspirations. A regulato-
ry framework needs to fi rst acknowledge that such ini-
tiatives are within the realm of  possibility fi rst. Millions 
of  young Indians do not have access to quality higher 
education, comparable to international standards. Only 
those who can aff ord it leave for foreign universities.

  Large-scale private investment, particularly through 
a few ‘trend-setting’ institutions, will visibly demon-
strate global best practices within the shortest pos-
sible timeframe, and thereby also help broaden the 
policy discourse into imagining possibilities. Some of  
these universities could also be engaged in developing 
solutions in critical and emerging areas of  national 
development. 

  It is acknowledged that the best universities of  the 
world have three defi ning characteristics:
(i) presence of  a critical mass of  top students and 

faculty in high concentrations of  talent;
(ii) abundance of  resources (including public funding, 

private endowments and other resources gener-
ated) and sustenance over a longer timeframe 
without intrusions on autonomy; and

(iii) appropriate governance, i.e., a very high degree 
of  academic and managerial autonomy, which en-
courages competitiveness, unrestrained scientifi c 
inquiry, innovation, and creativity (Altbach and 
Salmi 2011; Salmi 2010). It will be worthwhile to 
explore how these conditions can be created in 
Indian institutions in order to fulfi l critical national 
developmental goals as well as to reach globally 
competitive standards of  quality.

(e) Community engagement is a crucial aspect (Planning 
Commission 2011a). The formal language of  academic 
enquiry is not entirely familiar or conversant with 
the informal modes and languages of  the community 
around which the university fi nds itself  (see Becher and 
Trowler 2008: 161–64, 181–205). Universities in India 
and elsewhere have emerged as ‘crucibles of  modernity’ 
(Guha 2008) as a result of  a particular historical context. 
While these universities have played a signifi cant part 
in the promotion of  public reason and rights, the rela-
tionship between the university and the community is 
still somewhat tenuous at most times and ambivalent 
at best. Some of  this ambivalence is a direct result of  
increasing specialisation within disciplines, where each 
discipline (and its sub-schools) has its own jargon, ren-
dering engagement with the outside world (including 

those outside the university gates) incomprehensible 
(Frug 1999; Nandy 2006, 2008).27 

Universities are spatially located within physical, social and po-
litical contexts. It is in the spirit of  inclusion and learning to fi nd 
meanings and methods of  engaging better with the neighbour-
hoods around the university as well as the broader community. 
Pedagogic elements, evaluation patterns, incentives for students 
and faculty, are measures that universities could facilitate for bet-
ter mutual interaction with community in a manner that does not 
detract from the learning mission.28 

Whether it is a university funded by private or public hands, 
people will continue to be critical links. Dignity in learning 
and of  learners (faculty and students) is worth preserving, 
also for its own sake. It is worth asking what people do, feel 
and think (and why), and what does such dignity in learn-
ing mean in the fi rst place. This is, at its heart, a humanist 
enterprise and nothing should take the humanism away, 
by design or omission. Inherent in this enterprise are dif-
fi cult questions on how the self  is shaped, who an engaged 
citizen is, what ‘cultivating humanity’ requires, and what 
could be the various ways of  learning in a university. Let 
answers keep coming and let diffi  cult questions not go away 
(Nussbaum 1998).

CONCLUSION

The role of  the private sector in university education will 
gradually acquire more signifi cance with rising GER tar-
gets. The policy environment needs to encourage genuine 
private investment, within the framework of  education as a 
not-for-profi t activity, where revenue surpluses are ploughed 
back for development of  the university. Various elements 
of  the regulatory puzzle need to be unbundled for such 
policy facilitation. There is also a need for better visioning of  
basic regulatory principles, which can perhaps help anchor 
and inform the debate. At the heart of  the university is a 
shared respect for academic endeavour, dignity of  learning, 
along with the socio-economic and democratic values that 
a university must take care to nourish. This applies to the 
private sector as much as to the public, but particularly for 
the private sector as they shape their visions of  a university. 
There is a clear need for institutional exemplars that can 
help demonstrate such a vision of  private sector univer-
sity education for public and social good. This will not only 
help allay some of  the suspicions regarding private sector 
motivation but also initiate demonstrable fi rst steps along a 
broader imagination of  university education in general. It is 
necessary to renew the debate and introspect on imaginative 
possibilities of  learning in universities.
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the other … the responsibility for this living soul [should point] 
him to that which seems impossible yet is somehow granted to 
us — to self-education. But self  education, here as everywhere, 

cannot take place through one’s being concerned with oneself  
but only through one’s being concerned, knowing what it means, 
with the world’ (Buber 1947: 119–20, quoted in Prasad 1998).
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INTRODUCTION: THE SKILLS CHALLENGE

With the opening up of  the economy and increase in 
exports, improving the productivity of  the workforce 

is a key challenge for many corporations and entities in 
India. Further, as the Indian economy grows, a large number 
of  skilled persons will be required to sustain this growth. 
Current studies indicate that net enrolment in vocational 
courses in India is about 5.5 million per year compared to 90 
million in China and 11.3 million in the United States (US). 
A mere 2 per cent of  Indian workers are formally skilled.
 Signifi cantly, the bulk of  the labour force in India — 
about 93 per cent — who work in the unorganised sector 
are largely untouched by any kind of  formal training. By 
way of  comparison, 96 per cent of  the workers in South 
Korea receive formal skills training. This is 80 per cent in 
Japan, 75 per cent in Germany and 68 per cent in the United 
Kingdom (UK).
 According to a Boston Consulting Group (BCG) report 
prepared for the Confederation of  Indian Industry (CII), 
India’s workforce in 2006–07 numbered 484 million (Sinha 
et al. 2008). Out of  this, 273 million were working in rural 
areas, primarily in agriculture, while 61 million were work-
ing in manufacturing and about 150 million in services. As 
per the BCG study, 40 per cent of  the current workforce is 
illiterate and another 40 per cent is made up of  school drop-
outs. Those who are vocationally-trained, diploma holders, 
graduates and above comprise a mere 10 per cent of  the 
overall workforce, while those who have completed 12 years 
of  schooling comprise another 10 per cent.
 Software industry body National Association of  Soft-
ware and Services Companies (NASSCOM) says that of  the 
400,000-odd engineering graduates who pass out every year, 
only 20 per cent would meet the requirements of  the Indian 

industry. The rest would have to go through rigorous train-
ing before businesses could fi nd use for them.
 Given this background, one would expect that fi rms 
would invest in in-service training. But the World Bank 
India Country Strategy 2009–2012 (World Bank 2010) indi-
cates that in-service training is received by only 15 per cent 
of  workers in the manufacturing sector, which is far below 
what is observed in many countries, with the inadequate 
availability of  training capacity being one of  the major rea-
sons for this. So the fi rst challenge is to increase the number 
of  skilled persons in the workforce.
 Yet this is far from easy. The 11th Five-Year Plan docu-
ment mentioned that while 12.8 million people join the 
Indian workforce each year, the annual training capacity is 
less than half  of  that (GoI 2007). With one of  the youngest 
populations in the world and projected to have 64 per cent 
of  its likely population in the 15–59 age bracket by 2021 (GoI 
2012), India is uniquely positioned to take advantage of  this 
favourable demographic profi le to take that giant leap from 
being a developing country to a developed one in a decade 
from now.
 However, leveraging this ‘demographic dividend’ (the 
average age of  an Indian would be 29 by 2020 compared to 
37 in China and the US, and 45 in western Europe [GoI 2012]) 
is easier said than done on account of  the poor level of  skills 
possessed by the vast majority of  those joining the workforce 
each year — a situation that has arisen owing to high rates 
of  school dropouts, inadequate skills training capacity, a 
negative perception around skilling, and low employability 
of  even those holding professional qualifi cations, such as 
degrees in diff erent engineering disciplines. An additional 
issue is that these outcomes vary from state to state.
 According to the Economic Survey 2011–12 (ibid.), 63.5 
million new entrants would be added to the working age 
group during the period 2011–16. The challenges are 
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further enhanced by the studies by consulting fi rms IMaCS 
and Aon Hewitt that forecast an incremental shortfall of  
nearly 350 million people1 by 2022 in 20 high-growth sectors 
of  the Indian economy, the infrastructure sector and the 
unorganised segment.

NATIONAL POLICY ON SKILL DEVELOPMENT

Conscious of  the vital role that skill development can play in 
the growth of  a nation, the Prime Minister, in August 2008, 
outlined his vision for skill development in India. He stated 
that ‘experts have estimated that India has the capacity to 

create 500 million certifi ed and skilled technicians by the 
year 2022’ (PIB 2008).
 The Prime Minister also outlined the institutional struc-
ture at the national level for coordinated action in the skills 
space. This consisted of  the establishment of  a National 
Council for Skill Development, chaired by the Prime Min-
ister himself, at the apex to lay down the broad framework 
for this arena; a National Skill Development Coordination 
Board (NSDCB), coordinated by the Planning Commission 
to combine public and private prongs of  action; and the 
setting up of  a National Skill Development Corporation 
(NSDC) as a not-for-profi t company through the Public–
Private Partnership (PPP) route to catalyse private sector 
involvement in the skills space.
 In March 2009, the Government announced a National 
Policy on Skill Development, laying down the framework 
within which it wanted skills-related training to be 
conducted. The Policy clarifi ed the roles that diff erent 
stakeholders — government, industry, trade unions, and 
civil society — would need to play for the creation of  a skills 
ecosystem in India. 
 Making a departure from the past, the 2009 Skill Devel-
opment Policy clearly specifi ed that skills-related training 
should become outcome-focused and linked to jobs and em-
ployability. The Policy stated that access to training should 
be available to all, particularly those at the bottom of  the 
pyramid. It said that the government should complement 
private sector initiatives in skill development and empha-
sised the need for short-term, industry-relevant courses.
 Adding that infrastructure should be created for on-the-
job training and apprenticeships encouraged through a 
possible change in legislation if  required, it also stated that 
prevalent employment exchanges would be transformed 
into career guidance centres to channelise applicants to jobs, 
apprenticeships and training.
 The Policy called for the establishment of  an eff ective 
assessment and credible certifi cation framework, publicising 
information on training institution outcomes to ensure 
greater transparency, and a greater role of  state governments 
in the skilling initiative so that these combined measures 
could expand employment in the formal sector.
 Signifi cantly, the Policy talked of  encouraging innovation 
in delivery such as using school infrastructure for skills 
training after school hours, ensuring greater participation of  
women and those living in rural India in vocational training 
programmes, and more PPPs in the skills space.
 In January 2011, the Government appointed Mr S. 
Ramadorai, vice-chairman of  India’s biggest Information 
Technology (IT) software fi rm, Tata Consultancy Services 
(TCS), as Skills Advisor to the Prime Minister with the rank 
of  a cabinet minister to provide an impetus to the skilling 
mission.

TABLE 18.1 Incremental Skill Gap across Various 
Industries in India in 2022

Industry Incremental
 requirement
 (in million)

Building and Construction Industry 33.0

Infrastructure Sector 103.02

Real Estate Services 14.0

Gems and Jewellery 4.6

Leather and Leather Goods 4.6

Organised Retail 17.3

Textiles and Clothing 26.2

Electronics and IT Hardware 3.3

Auto and Auto Components 35.0

IT and ITES 5.3

Banking, Financial Services and Insurance 4.2

Furniture and Furnishings 3.4

Tourism and Hospitality Services 3.6

Construction Material and Building Hardware 1.4

Chemicals and Pharmaceuticals 1.9

Food Processing 9.3

Healthcare 12.7

Transportation and Logistics 17.7

Media and Entertainment 3.0

Education and Skill Development Services 5.8

Select Informal Employment Sectors (Domestic Help,
Beauticians, Security Guards) 37.6

Incremental 347

Sources: IMaCS reports ‘Human Resource and Skill Gap Require-
ments (2022)’, 2008; Aon Hewitt report ‘Talent Projections and 
Skill Gap Analysis for the Infrastructure Sector (2022)’, 2011, 
National Skill Development Corporation (NSDC).
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CURRENT SKILLS ARCHITECTURE AND 
LIMITATIONS

Seventeen Ministries of  the Government of  India, ranging 
from the Ministry of  Labour and Employment to that of  
Human Resource Development and Food Processing Indus-
tries, are presently engaged in undertaking diff erent training 
initiatives with the combined target of  skilling 350 million 
people by 2022.
 The NSDC was also set up to enable skills-related train-
ing through its private-sector partners with the intention 
of  skilling 150 million people by 2022 to contribute to the 
prime minister’s vision of  skilling half-a-billion Indians.
 Most of  the formal skills-related training in the govern-
ment apparatus happens through the Industrial Training 
Institutes (ITIs) and the Industrial Training Centres (ITCs), 
which come under the Ministry of  Labour and Employment. 
The Ministry of  Human Resource Development provides 
support to polytechnics for engineering disciplines. Many of  
the ITIs have now been brought under the PPP route with 
the private partner responsible for the management of  the 
institution. The goal is to get all of  1,396 ITIs under the PPP 
mode. Through private sector participation, 400 other ITIs 
are being transformed into centres of  excellence. 
 Informal skills-related training, including that in the tradi-
tional arts and crafts of  India, is also supported through dif-
ferent government schemes. The Ministry of  Textiles has a 
number of  institutional partners to develop skills required in 
the textiles, apparel and handicraft sectors. The Ministry of  
Medium, Small and Micro Enterprises has programmes that 
run good-quality tool rooms and other training programmes 
through the Khadi and Village Industries Commission. The 
Ministry of  Labour has developed the modular employable 
skills training scheme to enable vocational training providers 
to conduct short-term courses that are employment-linked.
 All states have set up Skill Development Missions and 
some have even put together a strategy to equip millions of  
persons with skill over the next few years. Many PPP models 
have been put forth and bids invited to engage the private 
sector in skill development.
 The National Open School system also runs a number of  
vocational training programmes. A number of  community 
colleges — over 600 — have been approved by the Indira 
Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) and other states. 
Many of  these are run by the private sector. Some states are 
also approving the setting up of  skills universities. 
 Many companies, too, conduct training programmes to 
meet the skilling requirements of  their own workforce, or 
sometimes as part of  their corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) initiatives. Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
also conduct skills-related training to address the needs 

of  the segments they are working with. Clearly, there are 
multiple eff orts and due to the nature of  the PPP models, 
the eff orts of  the private sector are also linked to diff erent 
schemes.
 The Ministry of  Labour and Employment has entrusted 
the National Council for Vocational Training (NCVT) to 
prescribe standards and curricula for the training imparted at 
ITIs and ITCs. States also play a part in this process through 
State Councils for Vocational Training (SCVTs). Steps are 
being under taken to strengthen the NCVT structure. 
 As part of  the National Policy on Skill Development, 
2009, the NSDC has been given the responsibility of  setting 
up Sector Skill Councils (SSCs) to defi ne standards for the 
segments they represent. The Ministry of  Human Resource 
Development, in conjunction with the SSCs being set up by 
the NSDC, is launching the National Vocational Education 
Qualifi cation Framework (NVEQF) to allow seamless mi-
gration from vocational to formal education. The All India 
Council for Technical Education (AICTE) has also launched 
a scheme under the NVEQF. Given that these eff orts are par-
allel in nature, eff orts are on to align them and bring about a 
uniform framework. This would be a key to the progress of  
skill development in future.
 This framework for skill development, however, is not 
robust and has several limitations, which may be broadly 
categorised as:

(a) Institutional/scalability,
(b) Financial,
(c) Perceptional,
(d) Industry/Employer apathy, and
(e) Quality issues.

 Although many ITIs are now managed by the private sec-
tor, which has resulted in some modifi cation in course con-
tent at these institutions, the lack of  scale means that not too 
many students benefi ted from this training. Lack of  scale is 
also an issue with several vocational training centres run in 
the private sector. The year-on-year training capacity would 
have to rise to nearly 40–50 million incrementally over the 
next 10 years for India to achieve its target of  skilling 500 
million people by 2022.
 The question of  who pays for skill development is cur-
rently exercising the minds of  many. It is clearly established 
that the poor are willing to pay for good quality products 
and services, including skill-training, as long as there is 
an outcome — job in the case of  skill-training associated 
with it. Firms are not yet inclined to pay a placement fee 
for correctly skilled persons who could be productive 
on the job from the fi rst day. In some other industries, 
the remuneration does not excite people enough to skill 
themselves and join a job. In some sectors, the challenge is 
much greater as people do not even join after a stint of  free 
training. 
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 The lack of  a universal skill loan product is another big 
hindrance in the way of  creating a skills ecosystem in the 
country. The current bank fi nancing model, with its empha-
sis on collaterals or guarantees, acts as a big stumbling block 
for a number of  people at the bottom of  the pyramid who 
could have used the skill-training to improve their stations 
in life and contribute to the country’s growth. As of  now, 
the Central Bank of  India is the only public sector lender 
active in this space, and there too, its intervention is limited 
to the partners of  the NSDC. Although the declaration of  
a Credit Guarantee Fund in the Budget announced for 
2012–13 is a positive development, it is still too early to com-
ment on the impact it may have as the mechanism for its 
operations is still unclear. Even if  the banks do aggressively 
start lending, there is a need for other Non-Banking Finance 
Companies (NBFCs) to enter this space.
 Skill development also carries a negative perception in 
many quarters, with the prevalent notion being that skill-
training courses are only meant for those who could not 
make it in the formal education system. Parents push their 
children to become graduates. This results in enrolments 
at vocational courses not taking place out of  choice and 
also low enrolments at skilling centres. This, in turn, leads 
to a lower number of  skilled people emerging out of  
these institutions. With no prestige or aspiration built into 
skilling and consequently people staying away from it, 
there is a huge skills gap created in diverse spheres, ranging 
all the way from plumbers and electricians, to nurses and 
teachers. 
 The problem in the way of  evolving a skills culture has 
not been helped by the industry’s own reluctance to encour-
age skilling by hiring skilled workers at all levels or creating 
an adequate salary diff erential between skilled and unskilled 
or semi-skilled workers so that people are encouraged to get 
themselves skilled. The industry has also been lukewarm in 
skilling its own workforce with the incidence of  in-service 
skilling being one of  the lowest in India. The industry, more-
over, has not moved briskly on collectively addressing the 
problem of  course curriculum at educational institutions/
vocational training centres not being in sync with its require-
ments. As part of  the National Policy on Skill Development, 
2009, though, the industry has been empowered to do this 
through the establishment of  SSCs, which apart from defi n-
ing the quality standard, can also take care of  accreditation 
and certifi cation issues.
 Many skill development initiatives in the government and 
private space are not focused on employment and employ-
ability with the courses not keeping in mind the needs of  the 
ultimate user — the industry or the employer. The stress on 
the supply side results in a quantity, quality and qualifi cation 
mismatch. This causes disappointments to both the person 
wanting the job and the one giving it.

 Many argue that the cause of  skill development, more-
over, has received a setback through select social schemes 
of  the government, such as the Mahatma Gandhi National 
Employment Guarantee Act, that have had the impact of  
making rural people stay away from skill development ini-
tiatives. By being assured of  a certain amount every year, 
a number of  rural people have now started feeling they 
no longer need to make the extra eff ort to get themselves 
skilled as the money is already coming in. A case had been 
made out to introduce an element of  skill in the scheme so 
that persons who are employed under it could use a part of  
the funds to attain a skill that could in the medium or long 
term enable them to earn a livelihood and not be dependent. 

NATIONAL SKILL DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION 
— TRANSFORMING THE SKILLS LANDSCAPE

The defi ciencies in the skills training framework prompted 
the Prime Minister’s Council on Skill Development to come 
up with an innovative PPP in the form of  the NSDC in 2008–
09 to address the skills gap in India. The idea was to have a 
system that enabled the government provision of  training 
to be delinked from the government fi nancing of  training; 
focused on output (demand) rather than input (supply); 
stressed on competencies and not specifi c skills; was fl exible; 
based on periodic labour market surveys; and addressed the 
issues of  aff ordability and accessibility.
 A unique experiment in the skills arena, the NSDC was 
offi  cially launched in October 2009 with a mandate to skill 
150 million people by 2022 in 20 focus sectors identifi ed 
by the government and the informal segment through a 
three-pronged approach revolving around creating, funding 
and enabling sustainable skills training initiatives in the 
private space.
 Structured as a PPP with government-ownership restrict-
ed to 49 per cent of  the equity capital, majority ownership of  
the NSDC rests with the private sector with the sharehold-
ings equally dispersed among 10 chambers of  commerce 
and sector-specifi c industry organisations (See Box 18.1).
 The money for meeting its funding requirements though 
is made available to the NSDC through a trust called the 
National Skill Development Fund (NSDF). The NSDC acts as 
an investment manager for the NSDF, whose current corpus 
of  `15 billion is slated to go up to `25 billion following the 
Finance Minister’s announcement of  a further infusion of  
`10 billion in 2012–13. Going forward, the NSDF may have 
to attract private funding (See Box 18.2).
 A Section 25 Company, the NSDC is a board-managed 
enterprise, with its 13 directors (four from the government 
and nine seats held by private-sector shareholders) taking 
the fi nal call on how best to structure the funding and 
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which proposals should be fi nancially supported by the 
organisation.
 Over the nearly two-and-a-half  years that the NSDC has 
been operational, the Corporation has put in place a mecha-
nism that would allow for the creation of  large, for-profi t 
skills training ventures linked to jobs and employability, with 
the onus on the skills provider to ensure the employment of  
at least 70 per cent of  the people they trained. 
 From big corporates such as TVS, Future or NIIT to 
NGOs such as Pratham, or educational institutions like the 
Centurion Group of  Odisha to social entrepreneurs, there has 
been a growing interest among organisations to align with 
the NSDC to start sustainable skill development ventures. 
Corporate groups have increasingly started seeing merit in 
setting up skilling ventures of  their own or supporting the 
skills mission by hiring skilled workers at all levels. Enquiries 
on how organisations could associate with the NSDC have 
increased substantially, which in turn has resulted in more 

proposals being submitted and approved for funding by the 
NSDC Board.
 Importantly, again, the proposals for skill development 
have encompassed diverse spheres and diff erent geographies. 
The pace should pick up in the near future. The challenge 
for the NSDC is to quickly get a capacity to skill 200–210 
million people by 2022 in place. The system has to be built 
such that it caters for projects that do not reach full capacity 
or potential. 
 Several key lending institutions, including the World 
Bank and the Asian Development Bank, have also expressed 
interest in participating in the Indian skills development 
initiative through the NSDF. The challenge here, however, 
is that as a country India would have to decide how it would 
like to allocate the funds from these organisations. 
 The NSDC has developed a 10-year plan. Till September 
2012, the NSDC Board had committed funds to 77 projects, 
of  which 61 are pure-play training proposals and 16 are SSC 

BOX 18.1
NSDC Ownership Pattern

Source: GoI (2009).
Note: Set up as a PPP by the Ministry of  Finance, the NSDC is a Section 25 company with a paid-up equity capital of  `100 million. 
The Government holds 49 per cent of  the equity in NSDC while the private sector has 51 per cent shareholding. The private-sector 
shareholders of  the NSDC include 10 business chambers and industry-specifi c associations, with each having 5.1 per cent shareholding. 
The private-sector shareholders of  NSDC are the Federation of  Indian Chambers of  Commerce and Industry (FICCI), the Associated 
Chambers of  Commerce and Industry of  India (ASSOCHAM), the CII, the Gems and Jewellery Export Promotion Council (GJEPC), the 
NASSCOM, the Society of  Indian Automobile Manufacturers (SIAM), the Confederation of  Real Estate Developers Associations of  India 
(CREDAI), the Confederation of  Indian Textile Industry (CITI), the Council for Leather Exports (CLE), and the Retailers Association of  
India (RAI).

NSDC Structure

NSDC is a Public–Private
Partnership created by the 
Ministry of  Finance
    51 per cent stake by industry
    49 per cent stake by GoI

Initial funding of  `10 billion
received from the GoI and parked
with the NSDF for use by NSDC;
Curent total funding of  `25 billion

Prime Minister’s National Council
for Skill Development

Advisor to PM
on Skills

National Skill Development
Co-ordination Board

Government
Initiatives
17 Central Ministries

Private Sector
Initiatives

350
Million

150
Million

Target skilling/up-skilling
150 million people by 2022
by fostering private sector

participation

500
Million
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initiatives. As of  August 2012, NSDC partners had trained 
257,000 people across India and ensured jobs for over 
194,000 of  the young boys and girls who enrolled at their 
institutions to pursue skill development courses. In addition 
to this, NSDC Partners had also set up 4,030 physical and 
mobile training centres nationwide. Signifi cantly, the capac-
ity creation by NSDC partners has taken place not just in 
the bigger cities and towns, but also in remote and far-fl ung 
areas, small towns and villages.

 Special skills training initiatives of  the NSDC have been 
helping youth in restive parts of  India, Jammu and Kashmir 
and the north-east to join the mainstream, and participate 
in and contribute to the process of  economic growth. 
The NSDC has been able to get some of  India’s biggest 
corporate groups interested in the private sector-led skills 
training programme for graduates and post-graduates in 
Jammu and Kashmir. This initiative is targeted to be scaled 
up to 40,000 people being skilled and placed in jobs over a 

BOX 18.2
NSDC Funding Process

Source: GoI (2009).
NSDC assistance to its partners is provided in the form of  soft loans, equity and grants, or even a combination of  one or more fi nancing 
options. Any organisation, including start-up ventures, having a scalable and sustainable business model that ensures the employability of  
the resources trained is eligible for funding by the NSDC. The amount of  funding could extend up to 75 per cent of  the project cost. Debt 
is off ered at subsidised rates with other features like a moratorium built in depending on the nature of  the project. Equity infusion by the 
NSDC is normally capped at 27 per cent of  the total paid-up capital. Grant funding is considered only in select cases. The minimum ticket 
size of  a training proposal that the NSDC normally insists on for the purpose of  funding is 100,000 people over a 10-year span. 
 For the process of  funding, the NSDC evaluates the 10-year business plan submitted by the prospective private partner, including NGOs, 
for its feasibility, sustainability and whether it meets its lending norms, and only then is a decision taken on whether the institution should 
be funded. Prospective NSDC partners also have to provide at least a 70 per cent employment guarantee for the students who would enroll 
in their centres to be eligible for funding by the NSDC. NSDC partner institutions have tie-ups with industry players and design courses 
keeping the requirements of  the latter in mind. The certifi cates issued by the NSDC partners therefore have a good buy-in within the 
target industry segment. As mandated in the National Policy on Skill Development, 2009, the NSDC is also involved in constituting SSCs 
that would establish quality standards for the segments they represent. Funding for the establishment of  SSCs in India is initially done by 
the NSDC. As it grows, each SSC can become a self-funded, for-profi t organisation. The proposed SSCs would develop skill competency 
standards and qualifi cations, as well as standardise the affi  liation and accreditation process. They would set up labor market information 
systems to assist in the planning and delivery of  training, besides identifying skill development needs and preparing a catalogue of  skill 
types. Promotion of  academies of  excellence and helping in executing train-the-trainers programmes also fall within the ambit of  the SSCs. 
Once the SSCs are in place, an NSDC partner institution off ering a course in that particular segment would have to get the curriculum 
ratifi ed by the relevant SSC and also follow its assessment and certifi cation procedure.

         Roles and Responsibilities

Final approval of  proposals
recommended by the PAC

Recommendation of  the proposal for
approval by the Board
                       or
Proposal deemed not worthy 
for further consideration

View on the proposal formed
based on deliberations after
financial, technical and legal due
diligence for discussion at the PAC

Detailed evaluation of  worthy
proposals
Financial, technical and legal due
diligence on the proposals

Board
Representatives of  key stakeholders — both 
government and private sector
Chairman and CEO of  NSDC

Proposal Approval Committee (PAC)
Diverse representation from the Ministry of  
Finance, private equity, NGOs, industry

Proposal Evaluation Committee (PEC)
Due diligence partners
NSDC team

Proposal Introduction and evaluation — test
of  responsiveness, technical, financial and
legal due diligence

Turnaround of
≤ 3 months
targeted for
proposals
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fi ve-year span. We are seeking to reach out to more cor-
porates to undertake projects under this initiative termed 
‘Udaan’. Incidentally, the Himayat programme run by the 
Ministry of  Rural Development similarly is focused on 
the training and placement of  youth who have not cleared 
Class XII. 
 In the north-east, nearly 200 people have already ben-
efi ted from the Youth Employability Skill (YES) project for 
which the NSDC is partnering with the Ministry of  Youth 
Aff airs and Sports. This number would rise to 1,000 over the 
next few months.
 Technology would play a crucial role in going forward, 
without the innovative use of  which reaching the intended 
scale in a short duration would just not be possible. Tech-
nology for mobilisation — using the mobile phone, radio, 
social media, internet, television, movies, developing new 
online assessment tools, using modern-day technology such 
as haptics or other tools to develop computer- or tablet-
based training curriculum or modules, digitised certifi cate 
banks, virtual employment exchanges — are all ecosystem 
interventions, and if  done on a commercial basis, could be 
supported by the NSDC.
 A transformation is taking place in the skills arena with a 
new breed of  social entrepreneurs emerging in India.
 By seeing its role as that of  a social venture capital-cum-
venture debit/development bank and putting its own skin 
in the game through patient capital, fl exible fi nancial terms 
and also a transparent and time-bound project approval, 
funding and monitoring framework, the NSDC has enabled 
its partners to make a business out of  skills. A recent report 
by Kotak Institutional Equities has forecast that skill devel-
opment can become a $20 billion business by 2022 (Kotak 
Institutional Equities Research 2011). Other reports have 
supported this market size.
 Rather than being a pure-play fi nancial institution 
though, the NSDC continues to focus on creating a sup-
portive ecosystem for skill development. The emphasis is 
on creating a social market for skills and skill development. 
This is a tougher challenge than just funding entities to 
skill people.
 To establish the demand for skill, the NSDC has been 
commissioning sectoral and state-specifi c skills gap studies. 
Through this initiative, the NSDC has been able to provide 
existing and prospective partners not only sectoral but 
district-level demand and supply perspectives for creating 
sustainable vocational training capacities. Skills gap studies 
are also being undertaken and commissioned for other criti-
cal sectors of  the economy and ones holding promise. The 
NSDC has already completed skills gap studies for Odisha, 
the eight north-eastern states, and the infrastructure sector. 
Such studies are now being initiated for many other states. A 
sports skills gap study is also being done. 

 Through the incubation of  the industry-led SSCs and 
development of  Labour Market Information Systems, the 
NSDC has put in place the bedrock within which all skills 
training is to be conducted. 
 SSCs are employer-driven national partnership organisa-
tions that bring together all stakeholders — industry, labour 
and academia included — to achieve the common goal of  
creating a skilled workforce for the segments they represent. 
The SSCs develop skill competency standards and qualifi ca-
tions, as well as standardise the affi  liation and accreditation 
process. They would put in place labour market information 
systems to assist in the planning and delivery of  training, 
besides identifying skill development needs and preparing a 
catalogue of  skill types. Promotion of  academies of  excel-
lence and helping in executing train-the-trainer programmes 
would also fall within the ambit of  the SSCs.
 The NSDC has been actively engaged in fast-tracking the 
establishment of  SSCs and integrating the courses being run 
by our training partners with the respective SSCs to facilitate 
accreditation, assessments, certifi cation, and employment. 
Industry leadership is required to ensure that the Sector 
Councils function appropriately and the industry plays an 
active role. The challenge is to work collaboratively.
 Many of  the NSDC’s partners such as NIIT, Future, 
Infrastructure Leasing & Financial Services Limited (IL&FS), 
for example, have embarked on large-scale training projects 
capable of  training a minimum of  100,000 or more persons 
in 10 years either on their own or through consortiums and 
ensuring that the lack of  trained people does not come in 
the way of  the growth of  Indian industry. This is not easy 
and requires new forms of  working and partnerships.
 At places, these organisations are even teaming up with 
ITIs to use the latter’s spare infrastructure for running their 
courses in order to keep costs down and be in a position to 
start operations quickly. In other areas, school and other 
public infrastructure is being used. Training centres are be-
ing opened across the length and breadth of  the country, 
including in areas aff ected by extremism.
 The NSDC-funded institution, Gram Tarang, for in-
stance, operates centres in the Naxal-aff ected belt of  Odisha. 
Another NSDC Partner, IL&FS Education & Technology 
Services (ETS), proposes to start skill schools in some of  
the most backward areas of  India so that the recipients of  
the training are in a position to get jobs or become self-
employed.
 Enterprises such as Empower Pragati are even training 
people to become housemaids or drivers and also helping 
them fi nd gainful employment. Training organisations 
are setting up rural Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) 
services to employ persons trained by them and adding to 
the revenue streams. Companies are also coming up with 
innovative fi nancing models whereby a part of  the training 
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costs of  students are being taken care of  by the potential 
employers of  these trainees. Training fi rms are more often 
than not seeking potential trainees with employment letters 
from companies to mobilise students at their centres.
 NGOs have also begun looking at sustainable models so 
that their programmes can benefi t more people. Grants are 
no longer being seen as the only mode of  raising funds for 
their activities. Going forward, government programmes 
could move towards scholarship- or voucher-based funding 
with the students having the choice of  institution that they 
wish to attend.
 Educational institutions too are either starting separate 
courses for skill development or establishing exclusive 
facilities for skills-related training. A new category of  social 
entrepreneurs are slowly but surely transforming the space.
 To counter a misconception around skills that it is only 
meant for those who could not make it in the formal educa-
tion system, the NSDC has already started work on a com-
munications campaign that would seek to glorify the pursuit 
of  skills and explain to all stakeholders how a skilled work-
force is absolutely essential for India to grow and prosper.
 The proposed multi-lingual campaign will target all 
stakeholders — the prospective trainee, the society to which 
he/she belongs, corporates that would be hiring skilled 
workers, enterprises that would like to start sustainable 
skill development ventures, governments both at the Centre 
and states, and the media — to highlight the importance of  
skilling in a nation’s advancement. It is not an easy task as 
many stakeholders have to be aligned to make it successful. 
Although seen by many as a panacea for fi lling the classroom, 
it would be dangerous to pin all hopes on the campaign 
alone. Training organisations have to build connections with 
the heart and soul of  the many young people in the country 
and learn to tailor their off erings to fulfi l their aspirations 
and also to meet the needs of  the employer.
 To create an aspiration for skills, the NSDC took on the 
responsibility of  organising the Indian participation at the 
2011 WorldSkills competition in London. A biennial event, 
WorldSkills is seen as a Skills Olympics and is designed to 
test the skills of  people below the age of  23 in several disci-
plines, from car painting to IT software. India took part in 
15 skills at the London WorldSkills event. The NSDC has 
already started preparing for the 2013 WorldSkills competi-
tion that would be held in Leipzig, Germany. The idea is 
to work towards creating standards conforming to interna-
tional benchmarks. 

CONCLUSION

Although the NSDC’s interventions augur well for the cause 
of  skills promotion, there is still no getting away from the 

fact that a lot more work needs to be done for the skills 
culture to take root in India. All the structural and fi nancial 
interventions in the skills space would come to naught 
unless the industry sheds its reluctance to defi ne what 
constitutes employability for a particular job role so that 
training programmes could be tailored to address this.
 Each company within a particular industry often has its 
own yardstick for defi ning employability. Thus, for example, 
what Organisation A may describe as the basis for consider-
ing someone employable for a particular job role, Organisa-
tion B could have an entirely diff erent perspective on it even 
if  both enterprises are roughly of  the same size and cater to 
similar kinds of  customers.
 With no uniform defi nitions of  occupational standards 
for diff erent job roles across industry segments, new en-
trants to the workforce in particular are often confused 
about where they stand on the employability scale, and 
are left completely at the mercy of  Human Resource (HR) 
representatives of  organisations to decide this for them.
 Although the NSDC Board has approved funding of  
16 SSCs till September 2012 (Agriculture, Auto, Banking, 
Financial Services and Insurance [BFSI], Electronics, Food 
Processing, Gems and Jewellery, Healthcare, IT, Logistics, 
Media and Entertainment, Plumbing, Private Security, Tele-
com, Retail, Leather and Rubber), getting a buy-in for the 
concept of  a National Occupational Standard (NOS) is key. 
Even where the buy-in has taken place in a particular indus-
try arena, getting it to fi x a timeline for coming out with the 
occupational standards for as many job functions as possible 
has been pretty tough.
 Skill development is a Chief  Executive Offi  cer (CEO) 
agenda. Industry leaders have to start taking ownership of  
driving the SSCs and the NOS exercise in their respective 
domains through greater involvement as without the oc-
cupational standards, accrediting system and certifi cation in 
place, skill development would be reduced to just another 
futile exercise. Similarly, the various skill development pro-
grammes run by the diff erent ministries and states could 
also align their requirements through the SSCs. 
 It is imperative to focus along the entire value chain of  
skill development, mobilisation to placement including 
post-placement support, and making this system scalable 
and sustainable. It is not a purely fi nancial eff ort as it requires 
a great deal of  understanding and social engineering as well. 
The skills landscape has to be transformed. 
 Unlike many developed countries, where skill develop-
ment initiatives have been largely led by the government, 
the private sector in India has the opportunity to play a sig-
nifi cant role in the country being able to produce job-ready 
and industry-ready professionals in large numbers. 
 Industry leaders here simply cannot aff ord to play a 
passive role in the skill development process and hope that 
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the problem of  skilled manpower would get sorted out all 
by itself, through government intervention or otherwise. 
Given the projected humongous shortfall of  347 million 
skilled people by 2022 in 20 key sectors of  the economy and 
the infrastructure arena, the industry needs to wake up to 
the rude reality that a laidback approach to skilling on its 
part would only hasten its relegation to obscurity, and, in an 
extreme scenario, even put its own existence at risk.
 For far too long, something as serious as skill develop-
ment has been allowed to remain the exclusive preserve 

of  either the HR, training or CSR cells of  companies. Skill 
development is a CXO-level (executive-level) issue and de-
serves to be discussed in boardrooms. 
 The pace at which this transition happens would deter-
mine where India would stand 20 years hence — as just 
another fast-growing developing country or an infl uential 
member of  the First World. CEOs have to lead and the time 
to act is now.

NOTE

1. IMaCS [ICRA Management Consulting Services Limited] Skill 
Gap Studies conducted for the National Skill Development 

Corporation (NSDC). http://www.nsdcindia.org/knowledge-
bank/index.aspx (accessed 5 November 2012).
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THE SKILL DEFICIT

The last 20 years of  economic reforms have demonstrated 
that growth is a necessary but not suffi  cient condition 

for sustained poverty reduction. Sustainable poverty reduc-
tion needs access to decent paying jobs. And access comes 
from the 3Es — Education, Employability and Employment. 
Our higher education system needs to deliver quantity, 
quality and inclusiveness. However, the current regulatory 
regime is sabotaging all the three requirements.
 About 53 per cent of  employed youth in India suff er 
some degree of  skill deprivation, while only 8 per cent of  
youth are unemployed. Also about 57 per cent of  India’s 
youth bear some degree of  un-employability. Thus, the 82.5 
million unemployable youth fall into the following three 
skill-repair buckets:

(a) Last mile repair (<0.5 years): 5.3 million
(b) Interventional repair (0.5–1 year): 21.9 million
(c) Structural repair (1–2 years): 55.4 million

The last mile repair suggests simple training in certain basic 
business etiquettes, communication skills, soft skills, and 
certain generic skills which many of  the educated people 
take for granted, be it even as simple as ‘how to wear a 
tie’. This is exactly the kind of  training which a candidate 
will get if  he is given access to the workplace via appren-
ticeship programmes. The source of  the problems lies in 
the mismatch between demand and supply; 90 per cent of  
employment opportunities require vocational skills but 90 
per cent of  our college/school output has only bookish 
knowledge. High dropout rates (57 per cent by Class VIII) 
are incentivised by the low returns of  education; 75 per cent 
of  school-fi nishers make less than `50,000 per year. The 
poor quality of  skills/education shows up in low incomes 
rather than unemployment; 45 per cent of  graduates make 
less than `75,000 per year. The situation is becoming more 
urgent because agriculture is unviable with 96 per cent of  

farm households having less than 2 hectare. Seventy per cent 
of  our population and 56 per cent of  our workforce produce 
18 per cent of  Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Demograph-
ics can be a dividend or a disaster because 300 million youth 
will enter the labour force by 2025. In fact 25 per cent of  the 
world’s workers in the next four years will be Indians. One 
can say that the country’s 50 per cent self-employment rate 
does not refl ect entrepreneurship but its failure to create 
non-farm jobs and skills. The skill-defi cit hurts more than 
the infrastructure-defi cit because it sabotages equality of  
opportunity and amplifi es inequality while poor infra-
structure maintains inequality (it hits the rich and the poor 
equally). 

THE REFORM AGENDA

There are various reforms that can completely overhaul 
not only India’s human capital ecosystem but its whole 
economy at a cost far lower than what the current policies 
entail. Broadly put, there are three buckets of  reform:
(a) Matching (Employment Reform): better matching of  the 

available supply to the demand by removing the various 
market failures in India’s employment/labour markets. 
This includes removing legislation that breeds unor-
ganised employment, increasing the effi  cacy of  within 
and across state infrastructure, such as employment 
exchanges to connect job-seekers with employers, and 
much else. These changes would be pivoted around a 
review of  labour laws and labour infrastructure. 

(b) Mismatch (Employability Reform): fi xing existing human 
capital for emerging requirements of  a rapidly grow-
ing economy. This is particularly important for people 
already in the labour force in low productivity jobs or 
students who have fi nished formal education that did 
not give them the skills to get or keep a job.

Private Sector in Professional and 
Vocational Education
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(c) Pipeline (Education Reform): re-orienting the education 
system to one that focuses on ‘learning for earning’. 
The current education system has many issues around 
regulation, curriculum, teacher training, etc., that sabo-
tage work-ready output.

Employment Reform

Of  all the reforms, the reforms which connect supply to de-
mand lead to the most instantaneous and perceptible impact 
on employment conditions in the country. This requires a 
combination of  legal, regulatory as well as administrative 
reforms, given the issues with the current labour laws, 
discussed later. The labour laws are a minority rule since 
they value job preservation over job creation, and the or-
ganised sector is only 7 per cent of  the total labour force. 
They amplify the capital and skill intensity of  growth and 
investments. They also discriminate against labour market 
outsiders (less skilled, less educated, people from small 
towns, and women). Because a poor legal regime increases 
transaction costs and promotes corruption, over-legislation, 
non-harmonised and complicated laws create incentives for 
government functionaries to exploit. The next section dis-
cusses an immediate agenda to address the challenges from 
the labour laws.
(a) Convert Employment Exchanges into Career Centres: this 

would off er services such as Registration with a unique 
Candidate ID (this can get replaced once the Unique 
Identifi cation Authority of  India or UIDAI covers all 
citizens), Assessment, Counselling, Skill Development 
Programmes, Certifi cations, Apprenticeships, and Jobs. 
Public–Private Partnerships (PPPs) to bring in the best 
of  the public and private sectors should be explored. 
The government-run Employment Exchanges are 
at District headquarters and almost everyone who 
needs a job in the district is aware of  the Employment 
Exchange. On the other hand, a private organisation 
has access to industry and is better equipped at systems 
and processes, thereby being able to provide eff ective 
and timely services to both the industry as well as to 
the job-seeker. Karnataka’s State Government has 
taken the initiative to ‘upgrade’ the Employment 
Exchanges to Human Resource Development Centres 
(HRDCs), bringing about a huge change in the number 
of  job-seekers being given jobs through the erstwhile 
Employment Exchanges. Exchanges that earlier 
provided jobs to 50–60 candidates annually moved 
to providing jobs to over 2,000 job-seekers in the fi rst 
year of  its operations. The industry started viewing 
the Employment Exchanges as a medium to identify 
manpower for their requirements. See Box 19.1 for a 
case study of  the upgrade of  Employment Exchanges 
in Karnataka.

  In the current context, Employment Exchanges are 
redundant. They do nothing but register job-seekers. 
However, most of  these are situated in easily acces-
sible locations, have decent infrastructure (though not 
properly kept) and a high awareness of  the exchange. 
Instead of  building new infrastructure, we should uti-
lise the existing ones such that neither the public nor 
private institution have to make higher investments on 
hardware (infrastructure and other capital-intensive re-
quirements), but divert the resources on enablers such 
as people, processes, technology, and output. 

  For every employee who earns till `10,000 per 
month, the employer needs to contribute a fi xed per-
centage of  wages in order to avail the social security 
benefi ts. Employees covered under the scheme are en-
titled to medical facilities for themselves as well as for 
their dependants at the Employees’ State Insurance 
Corporation (ESIC) hospitals. Currently the employees 
and employers pay the funds without being able to avail 
the facilities, which also means that what the employee 
gets in hand is much lesser than what he could if  he 
chose not to avail the ESIC facilities. Hence, this is im-
portant in the current context.

(b) Create alternatives to the Employees’ Provident Fund Organ-
isation (EFPO) and Employer’s State Insurance (ESI): ESIC 
is the country’s premier social security organisation 
with 147 hospitals and more than 1,500 dispensaries 
catering to more than 14,000,000 insured persons and 
employing nearly 400,000 employers  all over India. 
However, the customer experience of  ESIC is rather 
poor. The facilities and quality of  service at ESIC hospi-
tals is way below the private hospitals and many times, 
employees are forced to go for private treatment at an 
extra cost despite mandatory payments made to ESIC. 
Instead of  deducting a fee from the employee, a consid-
eration should be to allow them to choose whether they 
want to pay ESI or buy alternate health fi nancing and 
delivery. The poor service and value for money leads to 
evasion and breeds unorganised employment.

(c) Review the philosophy and plumbing of  labour laws that 
encourage the substitution of  labour by capital and increase 
the skill intensity of  employment. There are three possible 
ways to consider this:
(i)  Review the laws but leave out the sensitive ones 

such as Section VB of  the Industrial Disputes Act 
and the Trade Union Act.

(ii) Separate Philosophy from Plumbing: Phase One of  
the review could focus on elimination, harmonisa-
tion and re-engineering. There is an urgent need to 
harmonise defi nitions and reduce the number of  
statutes (more than 45 statutes are directly associ-
ated with labour, and scores of  others have some 
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element related to labour issues). These need to 
be rewritten in simple language, harmonised with 
each other, and the redundant ones need to be 
eliminated.

(iii) Provide Apprenticeships to Job-seekers: Appren-
ticeships are a globally recognised vehicle for 
eff ective skill development because of  the power 
of  ‘learning by doing’ and ‘learning while earning’. 
They enhance candidate résumé by giving them an 

opening balance of  on-the-job experience and en-
suring relevant training because of  direct employer 
involvement. But India’s apprenticeship regime is 
broken because it has only 0.3 million apprentices; 
smaller countries such as Germany and Japan have 
6 and 10 million respectively. 

 The fundamental reason for the success of  an apprentice-
ship programme is that it is based on a combination of  for-
mal education (in a classroom and online) and a programme 

BOX 19.1
Case Study on Public–Private Employment Exchange

Karnataka has over 34 Employment Exchanges to cater to the employment needs of  the job-seekers and the employee needs of  the 
organisations. However, this matching of  demand and supply was not eff ective and the objectives of  the Employment Exchanges were not 
being met. In 2009, the Karnataka Vocational Skills and Training Development Corporation (KVTSDC), Department of  Employment and 
Training (DET) and Teamlease Services Pvt. Ltd. brainstormed to fi nd possible solutions to the Employment and Employability problem 
in the State. Post multiple discussions and visits to District Employment Exchanges, the Human Resource Development Centre (HRDC) 
was conceptualised.

Objectives of  HRDCs:
• To provide employability solutions to a wide range of  job-seekers. These include:

* Commerce, Science and Art graduates
* School dropouts
* 10th /12th pass students
* Skills upgradation of  workers employed in various industries
* ITI Tradesmen. 

• To improve job-seekers’ employability skills by optimally utilising the infrastructure available at the exchange.
• To provide Assessment and Counselling solutions to the job-seekers.
• To establish relationships with local industries and understand their manpower needs. 
• To build industry and job-seeker linkages by providing periodic industry interaction to them.
• To empanel industry experts on the board of  Employment Exchange and seek their guidance in improving their services. 
• To build capacity for conduct of  services such as assessments, training and placements. 
• To bridge the skill gap of  job-seekers by focusing on various trainings such as:

* Employability 
* English Language
* Information and Communication Technology
* Sales Training 
* Customer Service Training

• To use technology platforms to deliver and monitor training programmes at the Exchange.
• To provide state-of-the-art infrastructure at the Exchange.
• To be able to automate and centralise industry and job-seeker databases for the use of  all stakeholders (KVTSDC, TeamLease, Industry, 

Candidates)

The Model:
* Partnership — to upgrade Employment Exchanges as HRDCs
* Participants — KVTSDC, DET–Government of  Karnataka, TeamLease Services 

Responsibilities of  the Government: 
* Infrastructure, provided and owned by the government 
* Branding Support
* Operations Support 
* Recurring Costs

Responsibilities of  Team Lease:
* People, Processes, Technology, and Business Expertise
* Manage day-to-day operations and be responsible for overall functioning of  the centre 
* Deliver desired output for Registrations, Assessments, Counselling, Trainings, Placements, and Demand Generation
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to gain fi eld experience with workplace practice. During the 
formal educational phase, the candidate is provided training 
that is targeted at being eff ective on the workplace and dur-
ing workplace phase of  the programme, the candidate is ac-
tually put to work and required to be productive on the job. 
The skills developed in such an apprenticeship programme 
are therefore exactly what the industry (and the employer) 
needs. Further, the candidate leaves the apprenticeship 
programme ready to take on the responsibilities of  the job 
from day one. This provides the necessary overlap between 
employability and employment, wherein, for job-ready em-
ployees. In order to make the apprenticeship programme 
viable, there are few changes that should be incorporated to 
the Apprentice Act of  1961. These are:

Stipend too Low    Stipend has now been set at the 
applicable minimum wage

Upper Age Limit Nobody more than 35 years of  age 
will be appointed

Lower Age Limit Nobody less than 18 years of  age will 
be appointed

Trade Defi nition Instead of  all MES trades, appoint 
apprentices in 22 high employment 
trades

Upper Tenure Limit No apprentice should be appointed 
for a tenure of  more than 24 months

Lower Tenure Limit No apprentices should be appointed 
for a tenure of  less than 3 months

Roll-Over Risk No Apprentice after a 12-month 
combined tenure will be eligible for 
re-appointment

Government  States and other central ministries
Collaboration (Urban Poverty, Rural Development, 

HRD, etc.) to create linkages and scale

   Another consideration as part of  this reform basket is to 
explore making labour a State subject. Given that a political 
logjam is holding labour reform at the Centre, it would make 
greater sense to move labour laws from the Concurrent list 
of  the Constitution to the State list. This would also be in 
line with the spirit of  decentralisation and give a chance to 
states to craft their labour habitat.
 In India, all policies are developed by the Centre, how-
ever, implementation is in the hands of  the State, thereby no 
one institute is responsible for the execution of  the policy. 
If  the labour laws are left in the hands of  the state govern-
ments, instead of  centralising at the national-level, many 
laws can be customised to suit the needs of  the local indus-
tries and labour there on. This would be an important step 
towards employment reforms as that would enable all 
stakeholders — State, industry as well as the employee — to 
benefi t from the reforms.

Employability Reform

This reform is about repairing supply for demand. This is 
particularly important for those who are already in low-
productivity jobs in the workforce or students who have 
completed education but are unable to get a job. Training 
should have three values: (a) learning value, (b) signalling 
value, and (c) job value. Today our system fails in all three 
counts because of:
• No linkage of  fi nancing to outcomes.
• No separation of  delivery from fi nancing.
• No or ineff ective assessment entry gates — any education/

training institute would want its students to do their best, 
pass out with best divisions and get the best of  jobs. This 
would only be possible if  the trainees are selected by 
way of  a pre-defi ned selection process and trained on the 
basis of  his/her aptitude, behaviour and skills, instead of  
putting everyone in the same course. Employees should 
be selected by ‘binning’, that is, when a job-seeker walks 
in for a job one should be able to decide by answering few 
of  the listed questions: 
1. What is it that the job seeker wants to do?
2. Is he job-ready? 
3. If  yes, for what kind of  job?
4. If  no, why? What is the skill-gap? Which domain 

would he be a best fi t for?
5. Can we provide him employment without skills? 
6. What is the duration of  training he would require 

before he becomes employable? 
• Lack of  credible exit gates for certifi cation.1

• Lack of  alignment, curriculum, assessment, certifi cation, 
and jobs.

• Lack of  technology usage for learning administration, 
teacher training and learning delivery.

• Lack of  blended apprenticeships. 
The following could be immediate agenda items under the 
employability reforms:
• Enforce the operating principles adopted by the Prime 

Ministers’ Skill Council for all government-operated or 
funded skill programmes. 

• Review the Apprentice Act of  1961 to explore ‘learning 
by doing’ and ‘learning by earning’.

• The Apprenticeship Act should enable organisations to 
appoint apprentices across sectors and job profi les such 
that the job-seekers get the ‘experience’ required before 
actually getting into a job.

• Encourage and incentivise the setting up of  State Skill 
Missions. All delivery systems are in the hands of  the 
states.

• Formally make government fi nancing available for de-
livery to government and private organisations, either 
through reimbursements or skill vouchers.
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• Create a national framework and infrastructure for skill 
development that aligns occupation codes, entry gate 
assessment (an assessment to identify the knowledge, 
skills and behaviour that a job-seeker possesses) and exit 
gate certifi cation.

• Converge all skill development programmes into the 
Modular Employment Schemes of  the Ministry of  
Labour to make the curriculum relevant and courses 
shorter. 

• Activate the National Skill Development Corporation 
(NSDC) that provides loans for skill development pur-
poses; however, the challenge is for them to be able to 
manage this at a much larger scale with standardised 
monitoring mechanisms, ranking outputs of  all partners, 
etc., to create project funding for corporate and indi-
vidual ventures in skill development. 

• Allow the 100-day job and resources of  National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) to be used for 
providing apprenticeships and funding for individual 
skill development. Instead of  paying the benefi ciaries 
directly (where there is the challenge on who eventually 
is a benefi ciary and what amount of  money reaches him/
her), the funds can be used to provide skills to them and 
help them earn `100 on a consistent basis instead of  
just a limited period. Schemes such as NREGA solve an 
immediate problem of  unemployment, but do not focus 
on developing long-term solutions to the problem of  
employability and unemployment. As a Chinese proverb 
goes, ‘Give a man a fi sh and you feed him for a day. Teach 
a man to fi sh and you feed him for a lifetime’. 

• Reduce information asymmetry by creating a framework 
to rank or rate skill development institutions. 

Student Financing

While vocational skills are required for most job roles, there 
are many job-seekers who are unable to upgrade/develop 
their skills due to paucity of  funds. Many state and central 
government ministries are working towards helping such 
trainees build their skills before entering the job market. 
The employer’s fi nancing of  training for fresh recruits — as 
opposed to post-hiring training — is sabotaged by three 
risks: 
(a) Learning risk: employers pay for the training but the 

candidate does not get a job. 
(b) Productivity risk: employer pays for the training and the 

candidate gets a job, but is unable to do it.
(c) Attrition risk: employer pays for the training, the 

candidate gets a job, knows how to do it, but leaves. 
These three holes in the bucket sabotage employer fi nanc-
ing for new recruits who cannot pay for themselves. Hence, 
there is a need for skill vouchers, scholarships or collat-
eral free vocational loans. The only fi nancial models for 

employers that are completely aligned to their fi nancial in-
terest are stipends for apprentices (which allows a test drive) 
and reimbursements (are funds of  student fees after a candi-
date has stayed with the employer for some time).
 The skill voucher system enables a transparent, cashless 
transaction between the trainee and the training organisa-
tion. It is an instrument given to an individual to enable 
him to obtain skills-training from any accredited institute. 
Once the training is completed, the institute can redeem 
the voucher for cash. The skill voucher scheme is thus a 
mechanism to provide public funds for private delivery. 
This would also enable both the public as well as the private 
sector to track the deliverables for each skill development 
programme. Countries such as Kenya, Paraguay, Austria, 
Australia, El Salvador, and Peru have adopted this mecha-
nism to provide skills-training to the job-seekers. A case 
study on the success of  the model used in Kenya is provided 
in Box 19.2. 
 Third-party fi nanciers such as microfi nance or banks 
are unwilling to lend for vocational training unless a job is 
guaranteed, and guaranteeing a job may not be the right 
metric at the beginning. Banks also require collaterals from 
students and/or their parents. Those who need funding for 
skills development may not have any security to provide to 
the bank. Thus, students cannot depend on banks or other 
third-party fi nanciers to aid their skills development. 
 The entry-level salaries in India for freshers at the bot-
tom of  the pyramid vary between `5,000 to `15,000. Given 
the diffi  culty in tracking individuals and high job mobility, 
collateral-free third-party fi nancing requires training that 
leads to jobs, particularly those with a short payback period. 
The challenge currently faced by the training industry is that 
nobody wants to pay for training — job-seekers are only will-
ing to pay for a job and corporate organisations for a trained 
resource. Government does pay for training but is yet to 
develop a transparent and scalable model to ensure right 
output at right cost. The emphasis on voucher system is due 
to the fact that it gives a right to the trainee to choose the 
training he/she wants and from which institute, and it also 
does not involve cash transactions, thereby making it less 
risky for the stakeholders. Banks and Mutual Funds Invest-
ments (MFIs) could provide training loans to the trainees; 
however, the risks for them are way too high going by the 
past data. If  there is some kind of  guarantee that the trainee 
would surely get employment post-training, this system 
would work well. Keeping the cost of  loans to three or four 
times the exit salary (i.e., what the job-seeker will get after 
completion of  training), with quality training that leads to 
jobs, is the key to fi nding sustainable models. Carrying for-
ward the previous thought, all vocational trainings should 
lead to sustainable employment and the trainee should be 
able to repay the loan from his salary (without taking other 
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loans) over a period of  few months. As a standard calcula-
tion, the cost of  training should not exceed more than 3 or 
4 times the exit salary. Following is an example of  a trainee 
undergoing a programme on retail sales: his salary would be 
approximately `7,000, which means his training course fee 
should be in the range of  `20,000–25,000. While quality is a 
challenge across the board, innovation in low-cost delivery 
(expenditure is largely incurred on trainers, marketing and 
infrastructure) is possible with well-designed government 
partnerships.
 The launch of  the Credit Guarantee Fund (funds that 
would be provided to banks who off er loans for skills-
training) and exempting vocational training institutions 
from service tax will make skills-training aff ordable in India. 

Private Sector in Vocational Training

India has a signifi cant demographic dividend in the age group 
of  15–59 years due to its large and growing population. The 

vast working-age population is currently estimated to be 
more than 600 million and can make a signifi cant contribu-
tion to the country’s growth if  made productive. 
 The vocational training infrastructure in India mainly 
consists of  government Industrial Training Institutes (ITIs) 
and Industrial Training Centres (ITCs), and is vastly inad-
equate to meet the varied skill requirement of  the industry. 
Ninety per cent of  the jobs today require freshers just out of  
schools/colleges to possess 90 per cent knowledge and 10 
per cent skills; this is because most of  them do not receive 
any kind of  formal or informal vocational skills-training 
within the Indian education system. This leaves a large 
gap to be fi lled, and the private sector can play a key role 
in developing vocational skills. However, the private play-
ers face many challenges in developing a scalable model for 
vocational training. Private training providers are unable to 
set up adequate training facilities due to the lack of  access to 
credit and fi nancing of  initial investments. 

BOX 19.2
Case Study on the Jua Kali Voucher Programme in Kenya

The Jua Kali Voucher programme in Kenya is one of  the most successful Skills Voucher programmes in the world. Sponsored by the 
Government of  Kenya, its main objectives are:
(a) Upgrade skills of  10 per cent of  the Micro and Small Enterprise (MSE) manufacturing sector. 
(b) Increase access of  MSEs to technology, marketing information and infrastructure.
(c) Improve the policy and institutional environment. 
The programme is aimed at expanding the market for a broad range of  training and other business development services, by catalysing 
the demand-side for such services rather than through supply-side interventions. MSEs could purchase vouchers that entitle them to get 
training for their owners or workers at 10–30 per cent of  the value of  the voucher. These could be redeemed to obtain training from any of  
the registered training providers. The providers are diverse and include master crafts(wo)men, private training institutions, technology and 
fi nancial institutions, consulting fi rms and individual trainers or consultants, apart from public sector institutions.
An important role is played by the allocation agencies, Jua Kali associations, NGOs and others, who coordinate with the players in the MSE 
sector and facilitate implementation of  the scheme. The role of  these allocation agencies is to: 
(a) publicise the scheme among potential benefi ciaries,
(b) assist MSEs in fi lling in the voucher applications, and
(c) provide counselling to MSEs in selecting the most suitable and relevant type of  training.
In compensation for these services, the allocation agencies received 3 per cent of  the voucher value from the Government of  Kenya. The 
pilot phase of  the voucher scheme took place in the cities of  Nairobi and Machakos, and covered the following sectors: textiles, woodwork, 
metalwork, motor vehicle mechanics, and food processing. 
A tracer study of  the pilot phase found that: 
(a) The prime benefi ciaries of  the programme were private training providers, some of  whom earned up to KSh. 2 million through the 

vouchers.
(b) Public training providers generally did not gain as much from the scheme as they were not able to market themselves as well as the 

private training providers, and did not have the resources to conduct many training courses before redemption of  the vouchers.
Some of  the positive impacts noted in the training providers included increased incomes, better networking, development of  new training 
programmes, and an increase in training resources and staff . Many of  the allocation agencies were Jua Kali associations, which gained from 
increased income, new offi  ce space and equipment, extra publicity, networking and sponsoring of  some of  their members to participate in 
trainings or exhibitions. Interestingly, the study found that while the MSEs in the control group saw their average sales decrease by 2 per 
cent, which could be attributed to the deteriorating economic situation, the MSEs which participated in the training voucher programme 
saw their average sales increase by more than double: from KSh. 8,342 to KSh. 18,235 per month. The study showed that the benefi ciaries 
performed better than the control group on almost all variables studied. 

Source: CCS (2010).
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 Another area of  concern for private training providers is 
the level of  government bureaucracy they have to face in 
order to register their training institution, and attain accredi-
tation and certifi cation of  their courses, thereby rendering 
many institutions unaccredited. Private players also face the 
problem of  fi nding skilled trainers. Besides, attracting job-
seekers to classrooms for training is also diffi  cult as there is 
very little prestige attached to vocational training. Another 
challenge faced by private training providers is ‘Who pays 
for the training’? High attrition makes employers unwilling 
to pay for training for candidates; though they are willing 
to pay for trained ones. Candidates, on the other hand, are 
unwilling to pay for training but are ready to do so for a 
job. Third-party fi nanciers such as microfi nance or banks 
are reluctant to lend for vocational training unless a job is 
guaranteed. The government wants to pay for the outcomes 
but has not fi gured out how to do that eff ectively, effi  ciently 
or honestly. Training companies are unable to fi ll up class-
rooms because the many students who need skills or ‘repair’ 
cannot aff ord their courses.

Quality of Vocational Training Providers

The need for skills development in India is humongous and 
it would take many organisations to work together to start 
fi lling this gap. However, quality cannot be compromised 
for quantity.
 Employability is a bigger challenge than Employment. 
Private training organisations should map industry require-
ments and provide training to job-seekers who match these 
needs and ensure that they become employable. Every skills 
development programme should lead to an apprenticeship 
and/or a job, failing which the intent of  providing skills is 
lost. Job roles need to be identifi ed and defi ned, according 
to which trainings should be planned. The right fi tment of  a 
job-seeker’s knowledge and skills to the job role is extremely 
important, or he/she will not be productive and thereby 
attrition would increase. Assessing a job-seeker before he/
she either takes up a skills development programme or a job 
would enable training organisations to fi nd a better match. 
There are many assessing companies that provide skills 
assessments; however private training organisations can 
build their own assessments to identify a job-seeker’s knowl-
edge, skills and behaviour.
 One way is mapping job roles to sectors and industries to 
provide a better fi tment. A top–down approach to plan the 
same is depicted in Figure 19.1. The mapping helps develop 
an Ideal Candidate Profi le (ICP) which in turn is vertically 
matched to a job profi le, a sub-function, function, industry, 
and sector. An example of  mapping a Customer Support 
Executive in a Telecom industry is depicted in Figure 19.2. 
These tools will enable private training companies to provide 
better skills and make the trainees eff ectively employable.

 The industry ought to participate more by off ering prac-
tical training programmes to students. The universities also 
need to take bold decisions, such as opting for credit-based, 
continuous and comprehensive evaluation at the undergrad-
uate level of  studies. This will ensure suitable opportunities 
for students to improve their performance.
 The NSDC was set up as part of  a National Skills De-
velopment Mission to narrow the existing gap between 
demand and supply of  skills. Many private training organ-
isations are joining hands with NSDC to become a part 
of  their objective of  providing skills to 150 million people 
in focused sectors (such as Construction, Manufacturing, 
Engineering, Telecommunication, Retail, Security, and oth-
ers) of  India by 2022, and identifying roles on the basis of  

FIGURE 19.1 Mapping Job Roles
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industry requirement. The partnership with NSDC provides 
the fi nancial support that most private training organisations 
need at start up as well as work with Sector Skills Councils 
to provide focused skills development. On the other hand, 
NSDC gets an implementation partner who can scale up and 
provide skills-training to job-seekers.

Education Reform

This reform is about preparing supply for demand. The 
broad principles for a better educational regime have to do 
with improved regulation of  quality, aligned incentives and 
the creation of  an ecosystem where preparation is in line 
with the requirements. This will only be possible in a decen-
tralised environment that encourages the entry of  a range 
of  educational and vocational training options.

Elementary Education (Classes I–VIII)

The approach would need to move from enrolment to 
timely completion of  elementary education by 15 years of  
age. Encouraging competition in elementary education is 
one method of  ensuring greater responsibility. One such 
desirable move would be giving greater choice to the con-
sumer — a voucher-based approach that will create options 
and competition by allowing parents to use government 
resources to pay for schools of  their choice. Incentives and 
answerability in elementary education is another critical 
component. There is a need to create a performance man-
agement system for government-paid teachers — rewards 
and punishments for attendance and learning outcomes. 

Secondary (Classes IX–X) and Higher Secondary 
(Classes XI–XII)

The balance between knowledge and vocational content 
is hard to achieve but the current school system is low on 
vocational content and high on knowledge. This needs to be 
changed. Vocational education can be provided within the 
school or outside with appropriate transfer of  credits. It is 
important to recognise that diff erent models for paying for 
education can be followed simultaneously. These include: 
(a) Government paying subsidies towards vocational edu-

cation instituted through a voucher system.

(b) Educational loan to the underprivileged for vocational 
education in the formal sector to be repaid directly by 
the individual families. 

(c) Employer paying educational loan to be repaid through 
salary deductions from the future employees who then 
repays the creditor.

Tertiary Education

This component requires the improvement of  regulation, 
easier entry, as well as rewarding performance of  good qual-
ity providers. There is a need to create an Education Regu-
latory Authority for Higher Education that will substitute 
current institutions such as All India Council of  Technical 
Education (AICTE) and University Grants Commision 
(UGC). Likewise, decentralisation, greater autonomy and 
governance reforms for institutions are required. One could 
also look to create a broad-based voucher programme — as 
mentioned earlier, a voucher system is a transparent mecha-
nisms of  providing vocational skills to the trainees. Along 
with this, various other ways of  providing private sector 
funding would be: 
• Corporate funding through their Corporate Social Re-

sponsibilty (CSR) activities.
• Corporate funding and deducting through salaries.
• Funding institutions providing loans with quick paybacks 

(short loans and short repayment cycles), would lead to 
better and tighter control, thereby reducing the risks of  
non-payments.

There is a need to shift policy framework from accredita-
tion and regulation of  capacity to measuring and publicising 
outcomes and quality.

CONCLUSION

Urgent action on the three reform buckets of  employment, 
employability and education is the need of  the hour. Failing 
this, translating the demographic opportunity into dividend 
will be a tall order. For long, skill-training has taken a back 
seat in India’s educational system. It is time that this be recti-
fi ed and training made an integral aspect of  employability 
for India’s growing young population. 

NOTE

1. Post undergoing training on any skill, the job-seeker should be 
ready to meet the industry requirements, i.e., he or she should 
be job-ready. Exit gates for certifi cation are a way of  assessment 

at the end of  the training programme, which will assess the 
skill a job-seeker has gained over the period of  skill-training and 
whether the person is job-ready.
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Section IV
ROLE OF TEACHER TRAINING AND ICT IN EDUCATION





THE CHANGING CONTEXT OF ELEMENTARY 
EDUCATION IN INDIA

Rapid strides taken in the area of  school education in 
India since the 1990s have led to a signifi cant rise in 

overall literacy, school enrolment, infrastructure, and the 
political priority to universalise elementary education. Yet, 
dramatic regional and gender disparities in education are 
closing very slowly. Though elementary school enrolment 
rates increased considerably and the rate of  out-of-school 
children has declined to a mere 4 per cent (ASER 2010), the 
dropout rate is reported to be as high as 49 per cent and 
is likely to increase as a result of  the global fi nancial crisis 
(Prabhu 2009). Huge investments in building new schools 
closer to homes have had little impact on the teaching–
learning environment and learner-achievement. In many 
schools, the school curriculum is often ideologically con-
tested; the burden of  non-comprehension continues to be 
inhuman and teachers across the country continue to be 
disempowered with the increasing informalisation of  their 
employment.1 This spreading malaise has led to major gaps 
in the quality of  state schools, leading to the mushrooming 
of  unregulated private schools across the country (De et al. 
2003, 2005; Srivastava 2007; Streuli et al. 2011), caused by 
state policy failure to fi ll the immense quality gap in school 
education.2 The National University of  Educational Plan-
ning and Administration (NUEPA) data indicates that about 
80 per cent of  elementary school enrolment continues to be 
in state-funded schools, only a small proportion of  which 
are privately managed (2010). Yet, over 16 per cent of  rural 
children go to private schools (ASER 2006: 14). This trend is 
reported to be growing (Desai et al. 2009). In comparison, 
‘even now, in most OECD countries, only about 10 per cent 
of  students attend private primary schools’ ( Jha 2005: 3683). 
Hence, in spite of  the massive public investment by the 

Government of  India into Universalisation of  Elementary 
Education (UEE) and two years into the Free and Compul-
sory Education (Right to Education [RTE]) Act (GoI 2009a), 
the sharp decline in the share of  public school enrolment is 
a serious public policy question which underlies the need to 
respond to a rapidly changing educational context.
 Much water has fl owed under the bridge since Myron 
Weiner’s (1991) scathing criticism of  India’s educational 
performance and policy in the early 1990s. The two key 
constraints identifi ed by Weiner were: the lack of  faith 
of  educators and offi  cials in education as an equaliser, or 
an instrument for developing shared attitudes and social 
characteristics; and the reported low regard that teachers 
have for teaching and their lack of  faith in the ability of  
students to think independently.3 While much of  Weiner’s 
pessimism about India’s educational performance has been 
overtaken by facts,4 these two constraints still remain as 
critical challenges to the structural reform of  the state-led 
educational revolution in India. Within this, the most serious 
unaddressed issue is the critical role of  the teacher.

EDUCATIONAL REFORM IN
POST-INDEPENDENCE INDIA

One of  the outcomes of  the incomplete Indian political 
settlement of  1947–50 and the Nehruvian emphasis on 
higher education, science and technology as instruments 
for economic transformation was that the ordinary village 
school was relegated to a minor role in the momentous 
nation-building years of  the 1950s (GoI 1949). Educational 
institutions at the capstone of  the system, especially the 
Indian Institutes of  Technology (IITs) and the Indian In-
stitutes of  Management (IIMs), were given this role. After 
Mahatma Gandhi’s assassination in 1948, the contrarian 
voices within Indian polity and society which perceived 
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school education as being central to social transformation 
and the creation of  a modern, secular society were slowly 
stilled by the alliance of  an upper-caste-dominated pol-
ity and a reluctant bureaucracy (Sri Aurobindo 1924; Azad 
1956). Thus the well-established colonial system of  educa-
tion, even though challenged by Rabindranath Tagore and 
Gandhi, became the default mainstream instrument to 
educate India.
 Education however, and the school teacher in particular, 
was seen for a time, at least in the popular Indian imagination, 
as a key agent of  personal transformation and a bulwark 
against feudal and communitarian interests.5 This can be 
seen as an attempt to revive the popular image of  the pre-
colonial village school master, who enjoyed the political and 
social space to exercise agency in terms of  curricula content 
and pedagogic approach, an image alluded to by Krishna 
Kumar (2005) as well. The school teacher under the colonial 
regime was reduced to a state agent and became at best the 
‘meek dictator’ of  a classroom that had been severed of  all 
links with the social and political lives of  its learners.
 India waited until the mid-1960s before a penetrating 
and holistic analysis of  the challenges facing the education 
sector was presented by the Education Commission chaired 
by Prof. D. S. Kothari (GoI 1966). Meanwhile, the number 
of  illiterates rose from 294 million in 1951 to 376 million 
in 1971; an absolute increase of  82 million illiterates,6 few 
years after the fi rst post-Independence education policy was 
unveiled (GoI 1968). 
 The Education Commission (1964–66) identifi ed three 
signifi cant interventions, which if  implemented could have 
made for dramatic educational and social change in the 1970s. 
These were: the common school system, the introduction 
of  integrated courses of  general and professional teacher 
education in universities, and the increase of  educational 
expenditure at double the then rates of  economic growth 
leading to an estimated investment of  6 per cent of  the 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in the education sector. 
The political and economic instability of  the late-1960s, and 
the sheer lack of  political will in addressing key concerns 
and pragmatic proposals that were presented in the 
Kothari document, can be regarded as the more important 
reasons for India’s inability to implement its constitutional 
commitment of  universal education. 
 One of  the worst impacts of  this neglect has been the 
complete marginalisation of  the school teacher from the 
core agenda of  political, social and educational development. 
It laid the seeds for intellectually isolating schools from sites 
of  knowledge generation such as universities, institutes of  
higher education and research. Thus, concerns of  school 
education, including curriculum and pedagogic studies, 
have till today not captured the imagination of  young 
researchers. The 1970s were a largely lost decade for Indian 

education, punctuated by the national Emergency (1975–77) 
and a period of  political experimentation and uncertainty. 
 A new generation of  political leaders in the 1980s saw 
education as a critical element in building 21st-century India. 
The National Policy on Education (NPE) (GoI 1986) and the 
National Curriculum for Elementary and Secondary Educa-
tion: A Framework (or National Curriculum Framework/
NCF) (NCERT 1988) mark a watershed in educational 
reform that created a number of  educational institutions 
catering to the assimilation of  the growing rural elite (Navo-
daya Vidyalayas) and schemes for mass education (Opera-
tion Blackboard) which sought to provide minimal facilities 
to schools. District Institutes of  Education and Training 
(DIETs) were established for the fi rst time and Institutes of  
Advanced Studies were set up to deal with the backlog of  
untrained teachers (GoI 1987). In a major policy shift, a par-
allel non-formal system of  education for the marginalised 
was established to reach those who remained outside the 
ambit of  the formal system. In spite of  considerable political 
rhetoric, education was not yet seen as a priority sector for 
public investment or one in which international presence 
was welcome. 
 Although the NPE brought ideas associated with 
child-centred education and social change into the policy 
discourse, many of  the innovations of  the 1980s were initi-
ated outside the state-system. For instance, Eklavya7 (with 
systemic support) demonstrated the eff ectiveness of  the 
strategy to work intensely with government school teach-
ers through curriculum and textbooks. In the mid-1980s a 
National Commission on Teachers was set up to examine 
the critical relationship between the teacher and the society 
(GoI 1985). It brought into focus the critical need to view 
the teacher as being central to the process of  change in 
school education, in particular noting that ‘if  schoolteachers 
are expected to bring about a revolution in their approach 
to teaching … the same revolution must precede and fi nd a 
place in the College of  Education’ (ibid.: 52). Despite the 
fact that this report spelt out several pragmatic solutions for 
the stagnating teacher education sector, it was ignored until 
very recently during a review of  the Curriculum Framework 
for Teacher Education suggesting radical reforms in the 
education of  teachers, including lengthening the duration 
of  pre-service teacher education and providing professional 
development and on-site support to teacher practitioners.8 
 Greater international donor presence, forced by the exter-
nal debt crisis of  the early-1990s, catalysed a further shift in 
educational policy and performance. While the importance 
of  education in facilitating change and development in soci-
ety (Drèze and Sen 1995, 2002) and the need for scaling up 
public investment in education came to the fore, the primary 
focus of  large-scale education interventions continued to be 
the provision of  physical access to schools and arresting of  
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dropout rates. The World Bank-funded District Primary 
Education Programme (DPEP) created some opportunities 
for textbook and pedagogical renewal and led to isolated at-
tempts at transforming the capacity and role of  teachers. As a 
result, over 1995–2003 there was acceleration in educational 
reform in some states, as reform-oriented state political lead-
ers sought to improve Human Development Indices. 
 Nevertheless, both the bureaucracy and the political 
class continued to be paralysed by the volume of  resources 
required to fund a systemic revamp of  the educational 
system, despite credible fi nancial estimates provided by the 
Tapas Majumdar Committee that dispelled major fears with 
regard to the economic viability of  the implementation 
of  RTE (GoI 1998). The increasing resignation of  policy-
makers to the declining capacity and credibility of  the 
public education system, perceived resource constraints, 
and international and national pressures to achieve high 
enrolment and literacy rates in short periods of  time led 
the government to choose ‘economically viable’ but ‘sub-
optimal’ options, thus compromising quality.9 Short-term 
policy measures such as developing a cadre of  under-
qualifi ed teachers emerged from the widely-held view that 
elementary school teachers require minimal investment in 
terms of  professional development and personal support.
 Multiple gaps in government investments and school 
reform led many communities and parents to prefer 
private over government schools even in rural areas. This 
provided opportunities for the private sector to fi ll gaps in 
provisioning. The private sector expanded in states where 
the government system is most dysfunctional. For instance, 
the sector is very large in the states of  Uttar Pradesh, Bihar 
and Rajasthan, which also have the largest number of  out-
of-school children. Studies indicate that Uttar Pradesh has 
the second highest distribution of  private school enrolments 
in elementary education in the country at 57 per cent 
(Panchamukhi and Mehrotra 2005).
 The wide proliferation of  these private schools has per-
petuated the myth that they off er a more sound curriculum 
and pedagogy than government schools.10 In many states, 
a clearly discernable trend is that, with the exception of  
the poor and the socially disadvantaged, there has been a 
steady movement out of  government schools into these 
often worse private schools. An attitude of  despondent res-
ignation towards the state school system, refl ected in policy 
documents (starting with the NPE [GoI 1986]), resulted 
in the large-scale expansion of  the Education Guarantee 
Scheme (EGS)11 and EGS-like schemes (characterised by 
under-qualifi ed and under-paid para-teachers) as the only 
means of  schooling facilities for the poorest of  communities 
( Jha and Jhingran 2005: 301). This trend continued despite 
the expansion of  resources for school education during 
United Progressive Alliance (UPA) I governance.

 The period starting from the mid-1990s also saw the fi rst 
systematic experiments to re-orient state education policy 
and practice on ideological grounds. Political parties, enabled 
by various allied and ‘front’ educational organisations in 
education, especially in the backward and diffi  cult areas 
were at the forefront of  these initiatives. These, in turn, 
led to a series of  systemic eff orts to rewrite the national 
policy framework and curriculum to accommodate these 
perspectives (NCERT 2000). Seen by many as a retrogressive 
step, this led to passionate ideological debates over the 
rewriting of  history texts. Yet, most school teachers were 
disempowered to join in these intense public debates and 
hence marginalised from a discourse that ought to be their 
central concern.
 Thus the early 21st century saw signifi cant shifts in public 
policy and the debate on school education in India after the 
introduction of  the RTE Bill (2005) on UEE,12 a sector-wide 
attempt to ‘de-saff ronise’13 the curriculum and a massive 
fi scal commitment to funding UEE in the form of  an 
educational cess, which was introduced in the 2004 national 
budget. A political consensus around the need to universalise 
elementary education appeared to have emerged, but the 
frame within which this ought to be pursued remains a 
contested space between academia, the bureaucracy and 
politicians. The millions of  school teachers in the country 
are still, however, largely marginal in this discussion. 
 This paper argues that any signifi cant change in the 
learning environment of  our state schools is seriously 
jeopardised unless we change the central reality of  teachers 
and teacher development.

CHALLENGES OF UNIVERSALISING ELEMENTARY 
EDUCATION IN CONTEMPORARY INDIA

It is in this context that a wide range of  challenges that re-
main, in forging an appropriate trajectory for UEE in India, 
need to be examined. While there is a considerable decline 
in the overall percentage of  out-of-school children, research 
shows that this group has mainly comprised girls, children 
belonging to disadvantageous social groups such as Dalits, 
Scheduled Tribes (STs), Muslims, and in some areas Other 
Backward Castes (OBCs) ( Jha and Jhingran 2005; Majumdar 
2009). Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, and 
West Bengal account for 69 per cent of  the out-of-school 
children (GoI 2007). It is evident that deprivation of  any kind 
is linked intimately and negatively with the school participa-
tion of  children.

Gaps in Teacher Recruitment

Expansion in the number of  teachers has been abysmally 
slow compared to the number of  children enrolling for 
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education. Researchers have observed that teacher recruit-
ment in most states remained frozen for many years, lead-
ing to sub-optimal solutions such as hiring para-teachers 
to override fi scal constraints (Govinda and Josephine 2005; 
Mehrotra 2006). Limited attention to the need for teacher 
recruitment is evident in the proportion of  single- or 
two-teacher schools. Recent District Information System 
for Education (DISE) data (NUEPA 2010) reveals that the 
percentage of  single-teacher schools continues to be high 
in Madhya Pradesh (14 per cent), Odisha (12 per cent), 
Rajasthan (16 per cent), and Assam (11 per cent). The most 
marginalised communities in specifi c blocks of  these states 
indicate a much higher percentage of  single-teacher schools 
as compared to well-developed blocks within the same dis-
trict (Rana 2006). This could also be a result of  ‘mainstream-
ing’ non-formal arrangements into ‘regular’ schools. While 
this is set to change with the provisions of  the RTE, two 
anomalies in the Act that are likely to maintain status-quo 
in schooling processes are: the provision of  a pupil–teacher 
ratio (PTR) of  40:1 based on school as a unit rather than 
ensuring one teacher per class; and the studied silence on 
defi ning who is to be regarded as a teacher (see Batra 2009a).
 DISE data indicates that the percentage distribution of  
contractual teachers to total teachers is particularly high in 
Chhattisgarh (40 per cent), Jharkhand (56 per cent), Odisha 
(41 per cent), Uttar Pradesh (37 per cent), and Jammu and 
Kashmir (31 per cent), with the national average at over 15 
per cent. The overall trend is one of  increase in the number 
of  contractual teachers with pressures to recruit a large 
teaching workforce to meet RTE obligations. The Ministry 
of  Human Resource Development (MHRD) Report of  RTE 
(GoI 2011) estimates fi gures as high as 75 per cent teach-
ers without professional qualifi cation in the north-eastern 
states, 61 per cent in Assam and 51 to 30 per cent in states of  
Bihar, Jharkhand, West Bengal, Chhattisgarh, Uttar Pradesh, 
and Odisha. These are identifi ed as states with grossly in-
adequate teacher education capacity. Many of  these have 
sought exemption from fulfi lling their legally binding 
teacher qualifi cation norms while recruiting the required 
number of  teachers.14 The expectation is that states will 
make arrangements to upgrade the qualifi cations of  these 
large cadres of  untrained teachers while in service through 
the use of  the distance mode within stipulated timeframes. 
This dilution will have serious long-term consequences as it 
will weaken the teacher cadre, further ensuring poor learn-
ing outcomes. Bihar is the second state to follow Madhya 
Pradesh in removing the cadre of  primary school teachers.

Poor Institutional Capacity

There were a total of  7,300 teacher training institutes 
approved by the NCTE in 2007.15 Of  these, 51 per cent are 
engaged with the training of  secondary school teachers 

and 43 per cent train elementary level school teachers. Of  
the total 0.5 million potential seats for pre-service teacher 
education that these institutes off er, 0.3 million (64 per 
cent) are for the training of  secondary level teachers and 0.1 
million (34 per cent) for the elementary level, to cater to 27 
per cent of  the students belonging to the secondary level 
and 73 per cent to the primary level. Of  these, a mere 40,000 
seats are in the DIETs. This implies that mushrooming sub-
standard teacher training institutes are expected to fi ll the 
unfi lled demand of  0.1 million (79 per cent) elementary 
school teachers. There would be a considerable rise in these 
fi gures given another quantum jump in the number of  
teacher education institutes since 2007. Another important 
fact is that only 20,000 of  the 0.3 million secondary level 
seats approved by the NCTE are university-based. 
 Recent estimates prepared by NUEPA and MHRD 
show that the implementation of  RTE would require the 
appointment of  0.5 million additional teachers over and 
above the existing vacancies of  0.5 million (GoI 2009b). 
Teacher vacancies are concentrated in the states of  West 
Bengal, Bihar, Odisha, Chhattisgarh and Rajasthan, with 
Uttar Pradesh alone having over 0.1 million vacant positions. 
Data indicates larger number of  vacancies at the upper 
primary school level than the primary school level.
 Many states do not have DIETs as per the number 
of  districts in that state. These include Bihar, Madhya 
Pradesh, Odisha, West Bengal, and Uttarakhand. It is 
therefore not surprising that these states are also high on 
teacher defi cits. The GoI Report (2011) of  the Committee on 
the implementation of  RTE has identifi ed Assam, Bihar, 
Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Odisha, Uttar Pradesh, and West 
Bengal, apart from the north-eastern states, as states with 
grossly inadequate institutional capacity to educate teach-
ers. This means that while over 80 per cent of  new teachers 
are being prepared in private institutions mushroomed 
over the last decade, the rest are poorly prepared through 
inadequate training in public institutions that have outdated 
curricula and pedagogic approaches. Private institutions too 
are of  poor quality as these remain largely unregulated as 
a consequence of  a weak regulatory framework. A quick 
appraisal of  private teacher education institutes in and 
around the city of  Delhi alone suggests inadequate faculty 
specialisations, a pre-service curriculum frozen in time and 
an exclusive reliance on sub-standard guidebooks as sources 
of  reading.16 The Justice Verma Commission recommended 
in its report that 86 per cent (249) of  the 291 private institu-
tions inspected by the Commission in Maharashtra did not 
qualify to be recognised as teacher education institutions for 
conducting the DEd programme (GoI 2012).
 Massive increase in the number of  private teacher 
training institutions has also created an imbalance in favour 
of  urban areas in the spread of  teacher training facilities. 
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This has adversely aff ected access of  marginalised groups to 
teacher education in the relatively more rural and remote 
areas. Data reveals that many districts that have a lower 
‘intake ratio’17 in most of  the states are those having SC and 
ST populations of  more than 25 per cent. States that have a 
surplus of  teachers also have lower intake ratios in districts 
with SC and ST populations of  over 25 per cent. These 
include Kerala, Gujarat, Punjab, and Uttarakhand.18

Gaps in Teacher Educators

Recruitment and career policy for faculty at DIETs and State 
Councils of  Educational Reseacrh and Training (SCERTs) is 
yet another challenge. Mukhopadhyay et al. report that 

Very few states have direct recruitment and career policy for 
personnel staffi  ng the key academic institutions at the state 
level — the SCERT, DSERT and the DIETs. There is mobility 
between the administrative and academic positions and as a 
result there is continuous tendency to move into administrative 
positions from academic positions based on the greater power/ 
authority associated with administrative posts. This in turn 
implies that academic institutions such as DIETs often function as 
‘transit lounge’ for functionaries and devalue any eff ort to build 
institutional capabilities (2009: 7–8).

This often implies a shortage of  staff  in these institutions. 
 It has been reported that in several states there is a 
shortage of  faculty in the DIETs which directly impacts the 
quality of  the pre-service programmes (NCTE 2010). The 
National Council of  Educational Research and Training 
(NCERT) report indicates that about 44 per cent DIETs in 
the northern region, 58 per cent in north-eastern region, 33 
per cent in the eastern region, 44 per cent in the western 
region, and 67 per cent in the southern region have about 
50 per cent academic posts vacant (2009: 19). Specifi c norms 
for recruitment of  faculty in the DIETs are also left unclear.

WHAT EXPLAINS THESE GAPS?

Three distinct reasons could explain why India’s national 
system of  education has not measured up to the expectations 
of  the common person. First, there has been a paucity of  
resources allocated for school education, even though 
every political party promises to remedy the situation in its 
election manifesto. This has changed since India’s economic 
growth remained stable despite the recent economic crises. 
Second, limited attention has hitherto been given towards 
building institutions and institutional capacity to educate 
teachers, provide academic leadership and support school 
reform. While over 80 per cent of  elementary stage children 
attend state schools, approximately 85 per cent teacher 
training institutions are in the private sector. As indicated 

earlier, the ills that plague the state institutes of  teacher 
training — paucity of  faculty, outdated curriculum and sub-
standard reading materials — plague the private institutes 
as well. This breaks the myth that ‘private’ indicates quality 
and effi  ciency in the sector of  teacher education. 
 This has resulted in much of  the available public resources 
(through the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan or SSA) being spent on 
‘motivating’ poorly qualifi ed and poorly equipped teachers 
through piece-meal in-service training without addressing 
the real needs of  the classroom practitioner. Ramachandran 
et al. (2005, 2008) report a stark mismatch between the 
concerns of  teachers inside the classroom and the content 
of  the training programmes. Teachers feel that training is 
a ritual, often characterised by sporadic lectures without 
relating to the needs of  the classroom. 
 Third, there is the issue of  a supposed missing link — the 
school curriculum was rediscovered almost simultaneously 
in the 1990s by three sets of  agencies: educational NGOs, 
large donor agencies and political ideologues of  various 
persuasions. The political and sectarian outcomes of  their 
interventions have been subject to a contentious debate in 
the recent past. Educational issues related to curriculum, 
text material and pedagogy have been publicly debated for 
the fi rst time since Independence,19 an issue dealt with later 
in this paper. Also for the fi rst time, various ‘independent’ 
stakeholders, including civil society and university profes-
sionals have pitched in to work towards reform of  textbooks 
and the curriculum. The most recent example of  this is the 
rewriting of  school textbooks post-NCF, 2005.
 It is becoming more than evident that even though im-
proving infrastructure and access, providing mid-day meals 
and the much referred to ‘detoxifi cation’ of  the school cur-
riculum are critical elements of  school reform, a concerted 
focus on quality is a pre-requisite for achieving UEE. Quality 
education is centred on a quality curriculum, improving 
the teaching–learning environment in the classroom to 
bring every child into the fold of  education; appropriate 
and adequate preparation of  and incentives for teachers; a 
positive learning milieu for children (including proper nutri-
tion), a psychologically conducive and pedagogically sound 
environment along with family and social support. This is a 
challenge even for some of  our best private schools in met-
ropolitan cities. 
 More important, the emerging ‘corporatised’ under-
standing of  quality, viewed in terms of  learning guarantee, 
teacher accountability and the scientifi c management of  
education, is antithetical to the understanding of  quality 
seen as being integral to the concept and process of  educa-
tion. Yet it is this hope of  a creative engagement with quality 
teaching–learning opportunities that brings tens of  millions 
of  children to school every day and leads millions of  others 
to drop out in its absence. The conventional policy position 
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on quality education in India is that a professionally edu-
cated cadre of  school teachers is too expensive for a poor 
country to aff ord.20 Nothing can be further from the truth. 
India’s lack of  attention to its school system, professional 
education of  teachers and their socio-economic status is 
one of  the major reasons it lags behind China, most of  the 
Association of  Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries 
and even some of  its South Asian neighbours on the Human 
Development Index, and consequently on long-term eco-
nomic performance (Goldman et al., cited in Dickson et al. 
2009; Haq 1995). This lack of  attention created many vacu-
ous spaces that attracted international trends and perceived 
national imperatives to determine the current trajectories of  
educational reform in India.

EDUCATIONAL REFORM IN CONTEMPORARY 
INDIA: IMPACT OF INTERNATIONAL TRENDS

The opening up of  India’s education sector, fi rst to donor 
funding, then to international researchers, managerial 
and technical collaboration, and fi nally to public–private 
partnerships since the 1990s, has brought into play a number 
of  institutional interests, forces and debates from the 
international arena. Some of  these debates and experiences 
have been useful in providing an impetus to a few elements 
of  India’s educational reform. However, the wide divergence 
between the socio-economic, cultural and institutional 
conditions of  South Asia, many Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries and even 
China, has created a number of  stark policy contradictions 
in India due to the unthinking application of  processes and 
experiences from very diff erent contexts. Some of  these are 
examined in the following section.
 Education has been the site of  signifi cant reform in many 
OECD economies since the 1980s. Two parallel discourses 
have typically characterised post-1980 school reform. First, 
the voice of  the academia beginning with the New Sociol-
ogy, followed by the post-modernist discourse has brought 
into question the processes of  curriculum design, selec-
tion of  knowledge and pedagogic approaches. While the 
early sociological theorists made explicit the relationship 
between educational knowledge, social control and cultural 
reproduction (Apple 1982; Bourdieu and Passeron 1977), the 
more recent post-modernist and post-structuralist discourse 
serves to challenge the very idea of  knowledge (Ball 1993; 
Middleton 1995; Moore and Muller 1999; Weiner 1994). 
Second, the post-Thatcher and Reagan era has seen the 
emergence of  a neoliberal economic and social engineering-
oriented policy discourse. This is largely centred on con-
cerns of  national competitiveness in a globalising world. 
Economic effi  ciency and the linked educational framework 

of  improved learner assessment, accountability and eff ec-
tiveness, much of  which derives from the discredited be-
haviourist traditions of  educational psychology of  the 1950s 
and 1960s are central to this discourse. Scholars observe 
that 81 per cent of  economically developed countries and 
51 per cent of  economically developing countries have been 
using national assessments since 2006. Some examples are: 
the Southern African Consortium for the Measurement of  
Educational Quality, the Latin American Association for the 
Assessment of  the Quality of  Education and other industry-
based assessments emanating from the fi nancial world 
(Kamens and McNeely 2010, cited in Soudien 2011). India 
too has been focusing on national assessments,21 Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA) being the most 
recent international partner.
 An increased emphasis on educational standards, teacher 
accountability, eff ectiveness, effi  ciency and ‘quality’ in India 
therefore needs to be viewed against the backdrop of  an era 
of  increased marketisation of  public services in the OECD 
nations, as argued by Praveen Jha (2005). Neoliberal policies 
in India since the early 1990s led to the increasing engage-
ment of  the corporate sector in education and the concern 
especially for the Information Technology (IT) and services 
sector in terms of  its future competitiveness. The success 
of  the neoliberal growth model during the second wave 
(2000s) led to a deeper penetration of  market-based reforms 
in the education sector and the redefi nition of  education as 
a deliverable (Batra 2011). Teacher accountability, learning 
guarantee programmes, learning achievement levels and 
school management, driven by the corporate sector thus 
became signifi cant constituents of  the quality discourse.22 
Within this framework, educational research has become in-
creasingly policy-driven, focused on evaluation and learner 
assessment rather than oriented around multiple interpreta-
tions of  social and classroom reality.
 Research funded by international aid agencies have fos-
tered a discourse around aspects of  teacher absenteeism 
(Kremer et al. 2004), teacher motivation and accountability 
(Ramachandran et al. 2005), rather than around the veracity 
of  professional partaking to develop qualifi ed practitioners. 
With limited access to culture and context-sensitive educa-
tional perspectives and research in India, the corporate sector 
has found easy comfort in the policy and management-
oriented discourse. An important feature of  this increased 
engagement by the corporate and management sector is 
an emphasis on the ‘rhetoric’ of  democracy, and notions 
of  community participation and empowerment, set within 
the broader context of  a learning society. This is in contra-
diction with both the experience of  the everyday classroom 
and the preferred set of  simple instruments used by these 
agencies to enable complex education-linked empower-
ment processes in a fundamentally unequal society. This has 
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resulted in declaring prematurely many well-meaning inter-
ventions as successful and the ‘war on illiteracy’ easily won 
even before they develop critical momentum.23

 Private educational initiatives of  curriculum development 
and transaction are now being advocated as ‘cost-eff ective 
market solutions’. Attempts are being made to ‘disaggregate 
complex (pedagogic) processes into simple, routine and 
standardised tasks’. Scholars have argued how such attempts 
are designed for the less-skilled workers (read para-teachers), 
with the desired reduction in costs and a simultaneous 
increase of  volume and output (cited in Nambissan 2010: 
734). Several private initiatives across India are ‘producing’ 
meticulously designed ‘lesson plans’ and other ‘teacher-
proof ’ materials for use by a cadre of  school teachers that 
are hired with or without pre-service qualifi cation to merely 
implement and enhance learner performance. The recent 
Central Board of  Secondary Education (CBSE) decision 
to ‘relieve’ school teachers of  the ‘onerous’ task of  setting 
question papers is indicative of  the process of  ‘de-skilling’ 
them; substituting it with ‘para-skilling’.
 Pressures to recruit a large teaching workforce to meet 
RTE obligations have led the Indian state to once again 
seek comfort in convenient solutions that ‘equip’ teachers 
to ‘deliver’ education for which theory is not necessary, nor 
the design of  meaningful ‘learning experiences’. The more 
recent legal requirement of  qualifying a Teacher Eligibility 
Test (TET) is a case in point. Instituted in 2011, the TET is 
an essential criterion for teacher recruitment over and above 
a professional degree in teacher education. Abysmally low 
rates of  qualifying the test (5–15 per cent) in the past two 
years of  its conduct,24 has demonstrated the poor quality 
of  pre-service teacher education programmes (both private 
and state-led) and the poor subject-knowledge of  candidates 
refl ecting the poor quality of  general education. 
 Although the TET proves to be a signifi cant criterion for 
selecting teachers, a word of  caution is needed. The fear that 
teacher education institutes may end up becoming teaching 
shops for qualifying the TET may not be unfounded. If  this 
were to be, no serious attempts would then be made to 
revamp teacher education. It would therefore be important 
to strategise the use of  TET to augment teacher quality along 
with serious attempts at reforming pre-service education 
and continued professional development of  teachers. Else, it 
is likely to dilute and even abandon any attempts to redesign 
pre-service teacher education, thus sustaining the culture of  
producing ‘test materials’ and ‘teaching shops’ for profi t. 
 While on the surface there appears to be a policy con-
sensus on many of  these questions, there continues to be 
tension between contemporary policy imperatives and 
the lived reality of  school education in India. Issues of  
teacher education, new curricula and the (re)defi nition of  
knowledge, funding and school management, the system of  

inspection and learner assessment, and notions of  account-
ability to the customer and free choice, which are implicit 
in proposals such as the ‘voucher system’,25 have remained 
areas of  contention and confl ict. Subjects of  equality and 
social justice appear to have been relegated to the periphery 
of  contemporary educational priorities in India.
 It is argued that even though concerns of  equity in 
education are intimately tied with questions of  aims of  
education, the two have become increasingly disconnected 
in the prevalent policy discourse. This is especially worrying 
as the link between school education and universities in 
India continues to be fragile and still a site of  struggle.

REAFFIRMING THE SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION 
AGENDA

Alongside the policy discourse which perceives education as 
a mere deliverable to be closely monitored and controlled, 
education has enjoyed a resurrection as a vital agent of  
social change in contemporary India. The ongoing debate 
on social transformation and the nature of  citizenship and 
national development in India provides new opportunities 
and fertile ground to establish the link between theory 
and practice. An important contemporary example is the 
rich debate on curriculum and curriculum reform, and its 
relationship with the agency of  the child and teacher that 
has emerged. Scholars have raised questions of  multiple 
childhoods and the need to address social contexts of  learning 
while designing curricula (Anveshi 2003; Balagopalan 2008; 
Vasantha 2004) and the criticality of  transforming the state 
of  teacher education in India (Batra 2006, 2009b).
 The NCF (2005) has established a concrete link between 
the ongoing debate on UEE and curriculum renewal to the 
agency of  the child and has reiterated the close relationship 
between school and society. With this articulation emerges 
a renewed interest in an education that can empower chil-
dren, their parents, and communities to change their lives 
in a way and at a pace that is meaningful to them. 
 India is also in a unique moment when social movements 
and civil society initiatives have culminated in several pro-
gressive legislations such as the Right to Information Act, 
2005 (GoI 2005) and the RTE Act, 2009 (GoI 2009a). This 
comes at a time when education is being positioned as cen-
tral to the national project of  creating a more equitable and 
just society. The educational discourse through the NCF, 
2005, and National Curriculum Framework for Teacher 
Education (NCFTE) has articulated major epistemological 
shifts in imagining the nation where constructs of  local 
knowledge, active citizenship, diversity, and inclusion at-
tempt to redefi ne curriculum and establish teaching as social 
practice (NCTE 2009). 
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 However, two parallel strands of  thought can be 
discerned within the current policy discourse in India: the 
neoliberal frame of  standardisation, teacher accountability 
and learning outcomes; and the academic-led perspective 
on school curriculum (NCERT 2005) and teacher education 
curriculum (NCTE 2009) that regard education as critical for 
social transformation. Given the RTE, the policy imperative 
is to bring both into the fold of  education. However, 
the agenda, driven by economic imperatives is to create 
knowledge workers for a service economy, not an active 
citizenry. In this frame the pedagogic enterprise is to ‘teach 
to test’ and the central thrust of  pedagogic practice is one 
of  control and outcomes. This is coupled with an evasion of  
any serious engagement with the professional development 
and concerns of  teachers. 
 These strikingly diff erent assertions refl ect a fundamen-
tal shift in thinking about education, its purposes and role 
in a democratic society. The policy–practice interface thus 
remains unexamined. Several issues, long debated, are now 
being positioned as ‘forced choices’. These include: the con-
fl ict between private and public schooling arrangements; 
diversifi cation and selectivity of  the teacher workforce; 
multiple locations as the site for teacher preparation: private 
and public; long duration pre-service teacher education vs 
short-term measures of  in-service training and the contra-
dictions of  simultaneous regulation and deregulation. The 
challenge is to resist making ‘forced choices’; instead, invoke 
various political, social and educational means to widen 
the democratic space for developing informed practitioners 
who can assert their right to educate all children.
 This is a huge challenge given that most school teachers 
across the country being under-trained, mis-qualifi ed and 
under-compensated are de-motivated instruments of  a 
mechanical system of  education that was initially conceived 
as a support to a colonial regime. Dominated by upper castes 
and forward sections of  society the system strengthens the 
status quo on questions of  caste, community and gender 
asymmetry (Batra 2005). 
 Moreover, school teaching in India has declined to the 
status of  a least favoured profession in the last three decades. 
It has largely become a last resort of  educated unemployed 
youth, part-time business people and young women seeking 
to fi nd a part-time socially acceptable profession. Yet, the 
massive demand for teachers in both government and private 
schools almost guarantees a job to most participants of  the 
better teacher education programmes. In practice, however, 
this has been recognised more as a ‘fall-back option’ than 
a preferred career choice. Government- and NGO-led 
educational school reforms have paid little attention to 
this reality and continue their focus on improving access to 
schooling and building a more convivial teaching–learning 
environment. 

RECONCEPTUALISING TEACHER EDUCATION

There exist across India, several examples of  radical innova-
tions in school education that have concertedly focused on 
the curriculum and the teacher. The Bachelor of  Elementary 
Education (BElEd) Programme is a robust example of  radi-
cal innovation in the nature and structure of  the pre-service 
education of  elementary school teachers. Emerged as the 
fi rst professional degree programme for elementary school 
teachers off ered by an Indian Central University, the BElEd 
programme design took the bold step of  opting for a federal 
(versus a centralised) model of  management in which 
the programme was off ered and managed by a number of  
undergraduate colleges, supported and guided by the 
Maulana Azad Centre for Elementary and Social Education 
(MACESE) at the Department of  Education, University of  
Delhi. This model has enabled a rapid scale-up of  the 
programme in response to demand from students and 
schools; and lower operational costs due to the sharing of  
infrastructure and participation of  faculty from existing 
arts and science departments in undergraduate colleges. 
Establishing an active link between elementary and higher 
education has been a fundamental achievement of  this 
programme.
 This linkage not only enables the expansion of  an 
integrated professional pre-service training process at a rela-
tively low cost, but helps build a cadre of  elementary school 
educators who can assist in the rejuvenation of  the existing 
national district-level elementary school-support infrastruc-
ture, i.e., DIETs. The bilingual nature of  the programme has 
generated new channels of  knowledge creation in national 
languages and the opportunity of  refl ective practice among 
linked network of  schools and teachers participating in its 
‘practicum’ component. This holds signifi cant potential 
for curriculum development and closing the gap between 
educational practice and pedagogical theory.
 The programme’s success lies in its ability to bring 
together faculty from various disciplines, especially outside 
the conventional boundaries of  the fi eld of  education to 
develop a functional curriculum that responds to current 
social, educational and economic changes. The establishment 
of  a federal structure between colleges and a university 
department has helped to develop robust institutional 
mechanisms by which expansion and replication is pragmatic 
and fi nancially viable. This ‘undergraduate college model’ 
has been found to have many benefi ts including the wider 
institutional involvement of  the university; psychological 
space for interdisciplinary, peer and faculty interaction; 
breaking down the insular approach to teacher education; 
and drawing upon existing academic resources in colleges 
and lowering the fi xed and operating costs. 
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 The partnership model of  the internship programme 
allows for consistent university interaction with government 
schools, thereby creating space and mechanisms for academic 
support to school teachers. This model has prompted 
several initiatives by colleges including opening a public 
discourse on elementary education, developing modules for 
in-service and pre-service training and generating context-
based body of  knowledge in elementary education.26 The 
federal structures developed provide collective academic 
supervision over course implementation, norms and 
regulations. In keeping with the vision of  partnership of  
the school internship model, the interns establish a resource 
centre in each of  the internship schools. This centre helps to 
create a structural space within the school for innovation and 
holds the promise of  setting innovative processes in motion 
among regular teachers of  these schools. In addition, the 
resources developed can be collated for wider dissemination.
 The creation of  structural spaces within teacher educa-
tion institutions and the convergence of  institutional link-
ages provide the opportunity to bridge the divide created 
between the school curriculum and the teacher. The convic-
tion that teachers can be educated to engage with issues of  
social change by being exposed to egalitarian methods of  
teaching–learning has been demonstrated for almost two 
decades via this alternative vision of  teacher education. 
The NCFTE and the subsequent model syllabi draw upon 
the experiences of  the BElEd to provide a set of  robust 
ideas that states can use as a frame to revamp teacher educa-
tion programmes.

RECLAIMING THE EDUCATIONAL AGENDA: 
FUTURE TRAJECTORIES

It is evident that the problems of  the teacher education 
sector are manifold, ranging from a huge undersupply 
of  professionally trained teachers to the need for radical 
shifts in curriculum and pedagogic approaches to teacher 
preparation. This clearly cannot be met over the next decade 
by the private sector which has primarily promoted the 
proliferation of  sub-standard institutions across the country, 
facilitated by a weak regulatory regime provided by NCTE. 
 The response to this mix of  policy and supply failure needs 
to be addressed as a priority through carefully formulated 
short- and long-term strategies. The former would include 
rationalisation and redeployment of  teachers at the 
district, block and cluster levels. However several structural 
mechanisms will need to be put in place to enable a radical 
transformation of  the teacher education sector. The fi rst step 
will be to relocate the education of  teachers in the higher 
education system, with four-year integrated programmes 
in undergraduate colleges, two-year programmes after 

graduation in universities and research-based programmes 
in centres of  excellence. The 12th Five-Year Plan proposes 
to forge the critical link between university and school 
education based on the experience of  multiple successful 
initiatives across the country. These range from the BElEd 
of  University of  Delhi, to the textbook-creation initiative 
of  NCERT and the dual mode MA (Elementary Education) 
Programme of  the Tata Institute of  Social Sciences, which 
are now recognised as international benchmarks. 
 Under the 12th Plan, Schools of  Education are being 
established in select universities and institutes of  higher 
education to help develop education as an interdisciplinary 
enterprise. These Schools of  Education are envisaged to 
include several centres that would undertake in-depth 
work in neglected areas of  school education. This includes 
concerted research and material development in areas of  
curriculum studies, pedagogic studies, assessment, and 
policy studies apart from their core function of  educating 
teachers and teacher educators.
 The NCFTE includes a model syllabus (NCTE 2011) for 
teacher education for the fi rst time in independent India. It 
is hoped that this will close the gap between the education 
of  teachers and learners — the missing link that the quality 
debate has failed to connect. Enabling this connection via 
regulation, reform and upgradation of  teacher education 
institutions could be the critical diff erentiating factor 
between performing and non-performing states over this 
decade (Batra 2011). It is expected that the NCFTE will 
provide the necessary vision and space for a convergence 
between the school curriculum and the education of  teach-
ers. There is need to institutionalise the ideas articulated in 
the NCFTE to revitalise teacher education, by enabling a 
confl uence between schools, the system of  teacher educa-
tion and higher education. 
 The challenge lies in an appropriate institutional response 
to enable the concrete realisation of  this new vision through 
the current and future Five-Year Plans. This includes the 
proactive regulation of  both public and private teacher edu-
cation services to ensure that India’s elementary education 
quality defi cit can be addressed in a decade or less. A pro-
posed inter-university centre (12th Plan) at the national level 
can help coordinate between the university-based Schools 
of  Education in terms of  academic content: redesigning of  
teacher education curricula, developing curriculum materials 
(offl  ine and online), including commissioning of  materials in 
regional languages through the specifi c state-based institu-
tions such as SCERTs. The mandate of  this centre would be 
to provide a separate yet integrated focus on elementary and 
secondary levels of  school education.
 Apart from strengthening and re-structuring existing 
institutions, and revamping the content and pedagogy of  
teacher education programmes along the lines suggested 
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in NCFTE and the model syllabi, there is need to establish 
new institutional arrangements that will ensure breaking 
the isolation of  elementary school teacher development 
and practice. This would include re-prioritising the role and 
functions of  DIETs and their relationship with SCERTs. 
A concrete suggestion is to upgrade DIETs to the status 
of  undergraduate colleges in a phased manner. The mere 
upgradation of  DIETs to undergraduate colleges, however, 
may not be the answer. A set of  guidelines27  to this eff ect will 
need to be formulated and support mechanisms provided 
for their implementation. Systemic linkages will also need 
to be forged between existing institutes such as the DIETs, 
SCERTs and universities in order to redesign programmes 
of  teacher education and professional support.
 The other critical link is between the DIETs and Block 
and Cluster Resource Centres (BRC and CRC). The estab-
lishment of  the DIET–BRC–CRC structure has been the 
most signifi cant institutional development in elementary 
education over the past decade. There is need to build ca-
pacities of  these institutions based on support from uni-
versities and other institutes of  higher education. Through 
instituted mechanisms of  fellowships, faculty exchange and 
research programmes, the DIET faculty can be supported to 
assume a mentoring role for the coordinators of  BRCs and 
CRCs. Block and district resource centre capacities will need 
to be augmented and facilitated to strengthen cluster-level 
processes. 
 An interdisciplinary platform for teacher education, 
educational research and practice will need to be established 
through new structures that make provision for widening 
the base for the intake of  teacher educators and trainees. 
This can be done through a focus on entry at the +2 and un-
dergraduate levels and lateral disciplinary entry in courses 
on education, especially in areas of  critical current defi cit 
in both number and quality in the social sciences, sciences, 
mathematics, and languages. Specialised national institutes 
of  excellence (such as Indian Institute of  Science, Homi 
Bhabha Centre for Science Education and the Indian Insti-
tutes of  Management) can be drawn upon to help fi ll some 
of  these critical areas and school leadership and manage-
ment, which are increasingly being taken over by the private 
sector. Interdisciplinary postgraduate programmes of  study 
with specialisation in curriculum studies, pedagogic studies 

and assessment need to be developed so that university 
students can opt for credit courses in these areas, based in 
their parent departments. This would help develop a cadre 
of  professionals — curriculum developers, pedagogues in 
sciences, social sciences, languages, and mathematics; to 
facilitate students to engage with critical areas of  applied 
study and, thereby in time, create a body of  knowledge 
relevant to the Indian context. 
 The long-term goal envisaged would be to move away 
from standalone institutions of  teacher education and to 
increase the State’s active involvement in the process. It is 
imperative to bring private institutes under regulation, to 
set up adequate systems of  periodic curriculum review and 
close monitoring. It would therefore be essential to extend 
the benefi ts, quality and regulation of  university/public 
teacher education interventions to private institutions on a 
cost-sharing basis.
 This paper argues that the operational linkage between a 
more socially inclusive and humane India pivots around the 
most neglected element of  India’s education system — the 
teacher. Luis Armando Gandin’s analysis of  the reforms in 
Porto Alegre in Brazil demonstrates how the growth and 
acceptance of  critically democratic educational policies 
and practices have been possible because of  the active 
participation of  critically refl exive teachers (2006, cited in 
Apple 2011).
 Developing the agency of  teachers necessarily requires a 
series of  structural reforms, beginning with the institution 
of  mechanisms to draw linkages between schools and 
centres of  higher education. The availability of  fi nances via 
the national educational cess, the promised strengthening of  
national educational infrastructure through the RTE and the 
commitment to increased rural employment opportunities 
provide a unique opportunity to create hundreds of  
thousands of  jobs for adequately trained and motivated 
school teachers. This is eff ectively the beginning of  an 
‘employment guarantee’ scheme for millions of  educated 
unemployed youth who aspire to enter into the formal 
economy. Multiple innovative interventions at scale across 
India have demonstrated this as a challenging but sure route 
to realising the immense human potential of  the largest 
youth population in the world, thereby helping transform 
both India’s economy and society. 

NOTES

1. Parveen Jha (2005) and Poonam Batra (2005) have argued how 
the swelling number of  para-teachers across many states has 
diluted the teaching profession. Batra (2005) also argues how 
systemic constraints (including the increasing cadres of  para-
teachers) and processes of  conventional teacher education 
circumscribe teachers’ thinking and capacities, widen gaps 

between the teacher and school curriculum, leading to their 
disempowerment.

2. An educator’s perspective of  quality includes all that is inherent 
to the process of  education: physical and social access, sound 
learning environment and curriculum and an inclusive teaching 
community. More recently, quality is seen largely in terms of  
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‘learning outcomes’. It has become a new ‘silver bullet’ of  
Indian education among many political leaders of  all hues, apart 
from intellectuals and bureaucrats of  various persuasions. An 
actionable framework to link investments and other educational 
inputs to outputs and outcomes is weakly articulated except by 
special interest groups: the World Bank, Pratham, IT Fortune 500 
corporation-funded organisations. 

3. Reported in the fi eld studies by Tata Institute of  Social Sciences 
(TISS), 1968, cited in Myron Weiner (1991).

4. Census 2011 places India’s overall literacy rate at 74 per cent with 
a rise of  9.2 per cent. Gender disparity continues to remain even 
though the gap has narrowed.

5. Popular Hindi fi lms of  early post-Independence era, such as 
Sujata and Jagriti, portrayed education as central and teachers as 
important characters and agents of  change in their plots.

6. See ‘Recent Literacy Trends in India’, Occasional Paper No. 1 of  
1987, Registrar General and Census Commissioner, 1987, cited in 
Myron Weiner (1991).

7. A non-governmental organisation (NGO), Eklavya is a centre 
for school innovation, action and research set up in Madhya 
Pradesh, a state in central India, in 1982. In India, several NGOs 
have played a key role in experimenting with new ideas in school 
education and have also contributed to the current educational 
discourse.

8. A National Curriculum Framework for Teacher Education was 
approved by the National Council for Teacher Education (NCTE) 
in 2009 after several attempted drafts (NCTE 2009). 

9. Parveen Jha observes that ‘it is during the 1990s after the launch 
of  the World Bank — supported DPEP that the country has seen 
a phenomenal rise in the number of  para-teachers’ (2005: 3684) 
Jha observed that, approximately 400,000 para-teachers in regular 
and alternative schools exist across the country as per the Seventh 
All India Educational Survey, NCERT (2002). Current estimates 
would be much larger.

10. There is an active lobby for private ‘for-profi t’ schools that cel-
ebrates how the poor in India are educating themselves despite a 
‘dysfunctional’ state system of  education. See Tooley (2009).

11. EGS started as a learning centre, or an alternative to the formal 
school, in Madhya Pradesh under the DPEP. It had become a 
model for many states to emulate because of  its cost-eff ectiveness 
in meeting the goal of  universalisation. People from within the 
communities are appointed as para-teachers on remuneration as 
low as `1,000 a month.

12. The Right to Free and Compulsory Education was enacted only 
in 2009 after a long struggle (GoI 2009a).

13. The NCF has attempted to lift the curriculum discourse out of  
ideological frames to include a thrust on concerns of  the learner 
and pedagogical approach (NCERT 2005).

14. See Gazette of  India notifi cation, New Delhi, 25 August 2010 for 
teacher qualifi cations; and notice of  the GoI, F No. 1-15/2010 EE 
4, dated 8 November 2010 for guidelines under section 35(1) of  
the RTE Act, 2009.

15. Based on NCTE data accessed in 2007 (Batra 2009b), current 
estimates put the fi gure of  NCTE-approved teacher education 
institutes at 14,704 as on March 2011 with an intake of  around 
1.1 million students. 

16. Preliminary fi ndings of  an ongoing study by the Regional 
Resource Centre for Elementary Education, CIE, University of  
Delhi.

17. ‘Intake ratio’ pertains to the number of  students that can be 
enrolled for training to be teachers. With few institutions or no 
institutions existing in a district, intake ratios are likely to be low 
or nil. See NCTE (2010).

18. Analysed on the basis of  NCTE data (ibid.) on demand and 
supply juxtaposed with data of  districts with SC/ST populations 
of  over 25 per cent, obtained from GoI (2010).

19. The NCFSE was much debated (NCERT 2000). Many of  the 
controversial issues with regard to the saff ronisation of  the 
curriculum, centred on the writing of  history textbooks, came to 
the public domain for the fi rst time, thus increasing the number 
and participation of  various stakeholders in school education. 

20. While acknowledging the substantial rise in the remuneration 
of  school teachers as a positive move, Amartya Sen cautioned 
that ‘the very big increases in recent years have also made school 
education vastly more expensive, making it much harder to off er 
regular school education to those who are still excluded from it’ 
(2002: 3). Also see Mehrotra and Buckland for a detailed analysis 
of  strategies for managing teacher costs, ‘by employing unquali-
fi ed personnel and still achieve good quality learning’ (2001: 4578).

21. Education Initiatives and Annual Status of  Education Reports 
(ASER) are examples of  private initiatives of  learning achievement 
surveys.

22. The Learning Guarantee Programme, Achievement Surveys and 
now Teacher Education are focused programmes of  corporate 
houses in India.

23. The Read India Programme of  Pratham and the Learning 
Guarantee Programme of  Azim Premji Foundation are examples 
of  this kind.

24. Percentage of  candidates qualifying for the State TET has been as 
low as fi ve in Bihar and 15 in Central Teacher Eligibility Test or 
CTET (organised by the CBSE).

25. The voucher system was recommended in India’s 11th Five-Year 
Plan (2007–12) as a feature that would enable democratisation of  
the issue of  ‘school choice’ for the poor. Small private initiatives 
have been underway to institute the mechanism of  vouchers, 
for example, the School Choice Campaign by the Centre for 
Civil Society in New Delhi. For more details, see http://www.
ccsindia.org/ccsindia/edu-policy.asp (accessed 29 October 2012).

26. A large number of  BElEd graduates and teacher educators have 
participated in initiatives of  textbook writing both at the state 
and national levels and in programmes of  teacher education 
curriculum renewal.

27. Guidelines for Restructuring and Revitalisation of  DIETs in the 
12th Five-Year Plan, MHRD Draft, February 2012.
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SOLVING QUALITY WITH SCALE PROBLEMS IN 
EDUCATION THROUGH TECHNOLOGY

The central argument of  this chapter is that without the 
aid of  Educational Technology (EduTech),1 the Right to 

Education (RTE) will remain either unrealised or will only 
result in a mediocre education quality. An exactly similar 
fate will befall vocational training and higher education as 
without the intervention of  EduTech, quality education on 
a large scale — which is the crying need of  India — it is just 
not possible.
 It’s perhaps best to address the predictable cynicism that 
surrounds EduTech at the outset, and in many cases, justifi -
ably so. But opponents and detractors are missing a crucial 
point here. Arguing that EduTech does not, or rather cannot, 
make a signifi cant diff erence is perhaps akin to a Luddite 
arguing against the introduction of  printed books during 
Johannes Gutenberg’s time. Just as print technology revo-
lutionised the phenomenon of  information and knowledge 
dissemination, so can EduTech. But just as bad textbooks 
and curriculum can wreak havoc, similarly the mere inser-
tion of  EduTech without proper thought and design will at 
best make no diff erence and at worst have a negative impact 
on the quality of  education. Puritans may well argue that 
print technology, which allows relatively cheap production 
and distribution of  textbooks, should have a rightful place 
in the list of  EduTech. However, for the purpose of  this 
chapter it has been excluded owing to the fact that it’s now 
universally embedded in all systems though its content and 
production quality in many a case is perhaps far from ideal.

THE EDUCATIONAL TECHNOLOGY FRAMEWORK

The critical parts that go missing in any discussion on 
EduTech are the crucial interrelationships and involvement 

of  various entities, such as stakeholders, content, pedagogy, 
technologies, and the development model — comprising the 
cyclical iterations of  Analysis, Design, Development, Imple-
mentation and Evaluation (ADDIE). Any discourse on this 
topic will be diluted without a holistic view of  them all in 
an integrated manner. The interrelationships are explained 
through Figure 21.1.

Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation and 
Evaluation Model

Before any discussion of  EduTech, we shall begin with a de-
scription of  a generic instructional systems design model — 
the ADDIE model (Figure 21.1, I–V). ADDIE stands for the 
phases of  Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation, 
and Evaluation (See Box 21.1). Although implementations 
diff er, most models are variants of  this model. It is impor-
tant to note that the ADDIE model is independent of  the 
educational technology insofar as the advocacy of  any one 
or multiple technologies are involved. ADDIE defi nes the 
process of  development of  teaching and learning materi-
als, irrespective of  the delivery platforms and technologies 
involved. In fact, the model can be used in the application 
of  any kind of  technology or intervention. For example, 
if  a model of  using Aadhar Identity Document (ID) cards 
is conceived to monitor teacher attendance, the develop-
ment of  the model should go through all the stages in the 
ADDIE model.
 The application of  the ADDIE model in the sphere of  
EduTech has suff ered from two crucial lacunae. The fi rst is 
that monitoring and evaluation have been very weak. Most 
projects commissioned by the government or even those 
implemented in the private education space have had no 
rigorous programme management and evaluation, resulting 
in a plethora of  problems — from crossing budgeted costs 
and timelines to being completely off  in terms of  outcome 
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achievement. And as a consequence, the ADDIE model in 
almost all cases has not gone through the repeated iterations 
needed to refi ne the solutions conceived so as to make them 
better and more eff ective. The second fl ow is that though 
given the large upfront costs involved, it is necessary to look 
at rapid proto-typing and continuous piloting, beta testing 
and other modes of  ongoing evaluation for sustainable 

deployments of  EduTech. However, as a norm these steps 
are never taken.

Evaluation: A Crucial but Missing Piece in Most 
Implementations of the ADDIE Model

As Figure 21.1 indicates, the ADDIE model is an iterative 
model. It recognises that a single attempt may not suffi  ce 

Sources: The authors’ depiction of  the EduTech paradigm. For the ADDIE model used in the chapter, see Branch (2010).
Note: All defi nitions provided in this note are from Kaplan-Leiserson (n.d.).
 a LCMS: Learning Content Management System. LMS: ‘Infrastructure platform through which learning content is delivered and managed. 
A combination of  software tools perform a variety of  functions related to online and offl  ine training administration and performance 
management’.
 b Campus Management/ILS (Integrated Learning System): ‘A complete software, hardware and network system used for instruction. In addi-
tion to providing the curriculum and lessons organised by level, an ILS usually includes a number of  tools such as assessments, record keeping, 
report writing, and user information fi les that help to identify learning needs, monitor progress, and maintain student records’.
 c  Multimedia: ‘Encompasses interactive text, images, sound, and colour. Multimedia can be anything from a simple PowerPoint slide show to 
a complex interactive simulation’.
 d Collaboration or Collaborative Learning/Online Community-Based Learning: ‘Meeting place for learners on the Internet designed to 
facilitate interaction and collaboration among people who share common interests and needs’.

FIGURE 21.1 The Educational Technology Framework
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and successive iterations or cycles may be needed to attain 
the intended goals. Thus, the results of  evaluation are inputs 
for the analysis stage of  the next cycle and these iterations 
need to go on till the goals are attained. Since educational 
technology interventions are very often costly in terms of  
upfront costs, rapid prototyping and pilot testing should 
be introduced throughout the cycle to measure effi  cacy 

on a continuous basis rather than in one shot at the end, as 
previously mentioned. 
 The 11th Five-Year Plan (2007–12) of  the Government of  
India allocated `50 billion for expenditure on Information 
and Communication Technology (ICT) in schools across 
India. The funding was supposed to cover everything, from 
digital infrastructure in classrooms and labs, high-speed net-

BOX 21.1
The ADDIE Model

Analysis: This stage answers the ‘What’ question: as in what are the key problems that need to be solved?

This includes:
(a) Instructional Goals: What are the general goals for the learner?
(b) Learning Outcomes: How will you know if  the learners have met these goals? What changes in performance, knowledge, attitudes, 

and skills will be observable and measurable?
(c) Task Analysis: What are the steps the learner is expected to follow to accomplish a specifi c task?
(d) Learner Characteristics: What prior knowledge do learners have? What are their learning goals and motivation for engaging with 

the instruction?
(e) Learning Environment: What physical classroom constraints may aff ect the design of  the instruction?
(f) Constraints: Evaluating the delivery options, time and costs associated.
(g) Project Management: What time, resource and staff  constraints aff ect the successful implementation of  the project?

Design: This stage answers the ‘How’ question — how the problems identifi ed in the design stage are going to be solved. This includes:
(a) Delivery Platforms to be used: This involves making decisions on the choice of  the platform — print, radio, television (TV), 

CD/ DVD-ROM, computers, internet, mobile devices, etc.
(b) Instructional Strategies: Here the decision is to be made regarding which specifi c pedagogies are to be used and how they are going to 

be implemented. For example, for a K-12 audience a guided discovery model can be used.
(c) Media and Graphic Design: At this stage the look and feel, colour combination, layout, usability and interfaces are defi ned and fi nalised.
(d) Technical Design: Design-related decisions about the type of  delivery platform, content authoring and production, content distribu-

tion, and reporting-related factors, etc. are fi nalised.

Development: The teaching and learning materials are created or developed in the actual format of  delivery in this stage. This phase includes:
(a) Detailed Storyboards: Storyboards provide frame-by-frame (page-by-page) details about all aspects of  instructional, media and 

technology. Thus, all elements such as text, graphics, video are described along with instructions on interactivity and how all the 
elements are to be integrated.

(b) Creation of  Media Assets and Technical Programming and Integration: Based on the storyboards, individual media assets are created 
and the overall output is programmed and integrated.

(c) Development is followed by rigorous testing and debugging.

Implementation: During implementation, teaching/learning intervention is actually rolled out: 
(a) Materials are delivered or distributed to the teacher and student groups.
(b) Programmes to prepare the trainers/teachers are rolled out keeping in mind the specifi cs of  the intervention. It’s important that the 

trainer and teacher programmes also go through the complete ADDIE model.
(c) The programme-rollout timetable is established. 
(d) The courses are scheduled, learners enrolled, and on-site and off -site classrooms reserved.
(e) Arrangement is made for the printer to deliver course workbooks to the class site.
(f) It is ensured all hardware and software is ready.

Evaluation: During this phase the effi  cacy of  the teaching/learning intervention is tested against the objectives or parameters set in the 
analysis stage. It includes looking at the following parameters:
(a) Likeability: Whether learners like the programme/enjoy it.
(b) Attainment of  Learning Outcomes: Whether learners achieve the learning objectives set.
(c) Change of  Behaviour: Whether the learners show a change in behaviour, exhibit skills or attitudes as intended in the analysis stage.
(d) Cost-Benefi t Analysis: Whether the benefi ts justify the cost incurred.

Note: Parts taken from https://wikis.uit.tufts.edu/(accessed 16 November 2012).
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work and internet connectivity, and digital content for stu-
dents and teachers, to teacher training on ICT skills. Even 
if  we assume that all the money allocated was legitimately 
spent, the `50 billion question remains: How eff ective has 
it been? Has it translated into better teaching and improved 
student outcomes? Has it made a real, tangible and measure-
able diff erence?
 Since ICT for education is a long-term investment, it 
follows that evaluation must also be long term, measuring 
all the factors and outcomes stemming from goals set: 
from an increase in students’ knowledge and skills and an 
increase in teachers’ pedagogical skills to positive changes 
in students’ behaviours and attitudes. The fact is, however, 
that there is little specifi c evaluation of  ICT for education to 
speak of.
 As far as international comparisons are concerned, the 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) of  
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) also shows that Indian education standards 
lag far behind global standards. There is little research to 
show that ICT interventions in schools actually improve 
student performance the world over. In a country like India, 
where many of  our schools are in shambles and the number 
of  quality government schools and colleges is inadequate, 
resources have to be spent judiciously and the interventions 
we put in place must be evaluated with rigour. Any serious 
evaluation of  ICT for education should include a longitu-
dinal study with comparisons of  student performance data 
between the intervention group and a statistically similar 
control group.
 PISA’s rich treasure trove of  data and studies has thrown 
up some startling conclusions (Sweet and Meates 2004). 
First, rather than ICT interventions alone in schools, it is the 
successful integration of  ICT in a robust educational strat-
egy that pays dividends. ICT interventions in isolation have 
a negligible impact on student learning and performance. 
Second, the successful use of  ICT at home by the student is 
a better predictor of  performance than use at schools. Third, 
and perhaps most critically, there is a signifi cant digital gap 
between students who successfully use ICT at home and 
achieve high academic outcomes and those students who 
cannot. It may be that those students who perform well 
academically have the skills and strategies required to 
use ICT and digital resources available on the internet to 
increase their achievement levels. Further research can per-
haps help identify and defi ne these skills and strategies so 
that the same can be taught to other students to help them 
perform well academically too.
 In India, where the penetration of  ICT and internet 
at home lags far behind the developed world and even 
behind rapidly developing countries like China, we need to 

evaluate the eff ectiveness of  ICT interventions for all key 
stakeholders, parents, students, school leaders, and teachers. 
So far there is little information and data on use of  ICT in 
education to carry out comprehensive evaluation (See Box 
21.2). Following are some ideas on using technology to 
ensure reliable methods of  evaluation:
(a) Student assessments could be carried out via devices 

like mobiles phones, computers or fi xed-line telephones 
using interactive voice response, with the data from 
these collected, collated and analysed to evaluate stu-
dent outcomes as well as project, school and teacher 
performance; assessments could include questionnaires 
to capture data on demographics and ICT usage at 
school and home in order to identify correlations be-
tween student outcomes, project, school and teacher 
performance, and demographics and ICT usage, 

(b) There could be internet portals where educators, 
education technology experts, student, and parents can 
leave feedback on school, teacher and ICT project per-
formance, which can provide necessary information to 
be aggregated and analysed.

(c) Since the commercial production of  ICT solutions and 
digital content in India has not evolved suffi  ciently to 
make market competition alone generate quality, and 
because most educational institutions and their person-
nel lack the wherewithal to reliably evaluate ICT prod-
ucts and services, accreditation or certifi cation bodies 
should be established to regulate and audit ICT products 
and services in terms of  quality and appropriateness for 
education. Whether the 12th Five-Year Plan will have an 
emphasis on evaluation of  ICT for education remains to 
be seen, but without it investments in ICT for education 
make little sense.

BOX 21.2
Right to Information (RTI) Applications on Evaluation of 
ICT in Education Investment by Government of India

We fi led RTIs with the following departments within the 
Ministry of  Human Resource Development (MHRD):
• Department of  Higher Education — Technology Enabled 

Learning (TEL) division
• Department of  Higher Education — Technical Section-II
• Department of  School Education and Literacy 
• Department of  School Education and Literacy — School-5 

Section
The reply from the Department of  School Education and 
Literacy — School-5 Section states that evaluation studies/
data exist for only four states: Kerala, Meghalaya, Punjab and 
Sikkim. These evaluations cover only 100 schools across these 
states.
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Stakeholders2

Students

Though students have been the prime focus of  most 
EduTech interventions, most of  these interventions have 
been misguided. As users their views count the most and 
therefore the design of  all solutions must essentially revolve 
around them. But this has hardly been taken into account. 
Instead, the malaise of  the traditional educational system, 
where curricula and content has been rammed down the 
throat of  students without taking into account the aspira-
tions and needs, has simply permeated into the realm of  ICT 
for Education too — where they have been at the receiving 
end of  insuffi  cient, non-working hardware and inappro-
priate content that seldom engages or teaches eff ectively. 
The design of  content would therefore have to be student-
centric:  be it content used by the teacher in the classroom as 
a teaching aid or that used by the student to learn on his/her 
own in a self-paced manner.
 The other big issue that needs to be examined in detail is 
equipping the student with the meta-skill of  using ICT — 
both by way of  further increasing ICT skills and also by way 
of  using ICT to gain mastery over various subjects. Without 
these, investments in ICT are bound to go waste. Technol-
ogy systems should also be designed so that they can both 
take student feedback directly and also indirectly through 
the data collected and analysed by learning management 
systems. Ultimately we have to recognise that quality and 
accountability can only be driven through the involvement 
of  students.

Teachers

Research indicates that ICT can play a role in various ways 
to benefi t teachers. Just as ICT skills are both a means and 
an end in the case of  students (Figure 21.2), it is necessary to 
build these skills in teachers too. Teachers need these skills 

to be able to teach them to students. ICT can also play a vital 
role in equipping teachers with modern pedagogic practices 
and skills as well as updating and increasing their knowledge 
of  the subjects they teach. Intelligent usage of  associated 
systems such as those  of  assessment and school manage-
ment/governance can also reduce the burden on teachers 
by automating various tasks or reducing the eff ort therein 
signifi cantly.
 Research also indicates that teachers should fi gure as the 
fi rst priority in a country such as India. A cascading approach 
towards the deployment of  ICT is needed where it should 
fi rst be used to enhance the skills of  teachers, and then in the 
classroom so that it can be used to teach more eff ectively; 
only then should ICT be implemented for students to learn 
on their own in a self-paced manner.

Parents

Perhaps no other stakeholder is as committed to the cause 
of  quality education as the parents of  a child. Yet very little 
has been done to empower this group and give them a say, 
though the RTE does attempt to do something about it. 
Technology if  implemented well can play a role here too. For 
example, school management systems can be programmed 
to send details of  student attendance, school performance, 
etc., to mobile phones of  parents. To further overcome 
problems of  digital divides and literacy among parents, 
Interactive Voice Response System- (IVRS-) enabled sys-
tems can help parents proctor summative assessments of  
children, delivered through phones, to form an independent 
check or audit on the quality of  education delivered to the 
student.

Administrators

Technology systems can do a lot to decrease the time spent 
on the administration of  educational institutions as well as 
making it more effi  cient. Campus management software can 

FIGURE 21.2 Categories for ICT in Teacher Training

Source: Adapted from Jung (2005).
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help in automating and streamlining all functions — from 
payroll, class scheduling, library management, attendance 
management to student assessments and reporting. 

Governments: Central and State

Though education is now at last coming into the ambit of  
regulations and guidelines, ICT for education has unfortu-
nately not yet come under the scanner. As a result, lots of  
players are able to dump badly-designed hardware and soft-
ware and get away with it. There is clearly a need for govern-
ment regulatory bodies to form standards, guidelines and 
then accredit/audit private suppliers of  ICT for education 
solution providers, something which the Central Advisory 
Board of  Education (CABE) has taken cognisance of.

Communities

The advent of  the internet has made it possible for commu-
nities of  people to work together for a common purpose 
even though they might be separated geographically. Com-
munities of  academicians, researchers and teachers can 
collaborate online for the development of  curricula and 
content. Teachers may further collaborate to share best 
practices and knowledge and students can collaborate to 
learn from each other. In a country as vast as India, where a 
one-shoe-fi ts-all solution will never work and where localisa-
tion is so necessary for proving meaningful contexts to stu-
dents, online collaboration among curricula management 
bodies and teachers can make it possible for central bodies 
to lay down the foundation, author the core content and yet 
devolve the responsibility of  localising content to communi-
ties downstream. 

Instructional Design for Educational Technology3

Technology cannot Compensate for Bad 
Instructional Design

For the development of  any teaching or learning material, 
sound instructional design is must. Simply put, there is no 
substitute for good teaching and learning strategies. This 
basic fact has nothing to do with the kind of  educational 
technology used. In fact, quite tragically, as mentioned in 
the beginning, the myth being perpetuated by many a vested 
interest that just by implanting some technology — most 
commonly computers in computer labs or in the classroom 
— the quality of  teaching and learning will be magically 
enhanced! Similarly it can’t be stated that just the creation 
of  animations, videos or other multimedia or digital content 
will automatically result in eff ective learning. 

Dialogue, Structure and Learner Autonomy

One of  the cornerstones of  good teaching is personalised at-
tention and learning customised for the individual student, 

through intensive two-way interactions and query resolu-
tions. Michael Moore’s model (developed in 1972 at Uni-
versity of  Wisconsin-Madison [see Figure 21.3]) articulated 
three aspects of  transactional distance in distance education 
which are applicable to ICT in education as well:
(a) dialogue, which looks at the one-on-one interaction 

between the teacher and students as well as among 
students;

(b) structure, which addresses the curriculum and learning 
objectives; and

(c) learner autonomy, which looks at the degree of  freedom 
and time given to the individual student to work on her 
own till mastery is attained. Modern EduTech such as 
student response systems in the classroom can increase 
the level of  dialogue even in cases where the Pupil–
Teacher Ratio (PTR) is skewed. Similarly, in online 
learning two-way audio-video conferencing channels 
can address this aspect. Well-designed electronic content 
can likewise allow the individual learner to diagnose 
and remediate his/her problems as well as allow him/
her to explore areas that he/she is interested in depth, 
thus enabling greater learner autonomy.

Keeping Technology in Mind while Designing 
a Programme

Any technology has a set of  positives and negatives associ-
ated with it. Therefore, it is critical to use the best instruc-
tional strategies keeping in mind the specifi c technologies 

FIGURE 21.3 Michael Moore’s Model

Source: Falloon (2010).
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involved and how they are to be used. For example, while 
using non-interactive technologies (one-way dissemination) 
like print, radio and TV, good instructional design should 
ensure that after the presentation of  the material, students 
refl ect upon, question and explore concepts in the class-
room and beyond. On the other hand, while using interac-
tive technologies (two-way) such as computers, tablets and 
mobiles, the instructional design of  the content should ensure 
discovery and exploratory modes of  learning through simu-
lations, quizzes, etc., and not reduce it to a ‘show and tell’ 
mode, thus not utilising the strengths of  these interactive 
technologies.
 Modern educational technology can allow equitable ac-
cess to world-class interactive, engaging content that allows 
the learner to explore, research and assimilate learning — a 
paradigm far removed from the rote-learning-based systems 
that exist now.

Quality and Scale: How Technology can Act as 
an Enabler?4

Any programme or solution when implemented can only 
be viewed in an integrated manner, and thus the distinctions 
between all components blur — at least in the eyes of  the 
end users. However, for the purpose of  explication, the parts 
are being delineated so as to allow a nuanced view. Broadly, 
hardware can be looked at as delivery platforms  and thus 
as an enabler of  scale, and software can be looked at as an 
enabler of  quality. To explain these components well, they 
have been taken as diff erent entities. To use the analogy of  
the print medium, printing technology — the production 
process that can use technology to ‘create’ the text — can be 
thought of  as the scale factor, and the text that the student 
fi nally gets to read can be thought of  as the quality factor.
 The use of  technology permits the deployment of  a 
programme on a massive scale. Without technology this 
is something that is not feasible at all if  it has to be imple-
mented through armies of  well-trained teachers or trainers. 
And even if  it is workable, it will be too expensive or will 
take an inordinately long time to implement. This is perhaps 
the most compelling argument for using EduTech, though 
with the caveat that the quality factor has to be kept in mind 
when designing and deploying such solutions. When prop-
erly designed and implemented, EduTech can signifi cantly 
enhance the quality of  delivery of  education.

Hardware, Cost, Infrastructure and Connectivity5

There has been an all-pervading belief  in India as well as 
perhaps other developing countries that ICT necessarily 
equals computers. As a consequence, many a computer lays 
gathering dust in many a computer lab. Without ensuring 
that there is adequate infrastructure such as electricity, 
that teachers and students are skilled at using ICT and that 

there are resources to maintain and service hardware and 
systems, investing blindly in computers is a total wastage 
of  money.
 Research indicates that EduTech works only when it’s 
both strategically and tactically integrated into the educa-
tional systems. Also, the last-mile connectivity and the cost 
of  such connectivity have to be factored into any solution 
deployed. So, for example, it might be a good idea to give 
students low-cost tablets, but the move would be futile 
without giving them economical access to the internet. 
Therefore, investments must be made in providing free or 
inexpensive wi-fi  zones in educational institutions and at 
community centres in rural and semi-urban settings where 
students can go to get access to the internet.
 There is no doubt that in ideal conditions a combina-
tion of  interactive whiteboards, tablets and computer labs 
with good content can make a huge diff erence. But in a 
place like India this utopian thought fails on many counts, 
the main reasons being lack of  infrastructure: electricity, 
internet penetration, bandwidth availability, and most of  
all, lack of  awareness and ability to use technologies by 
both teachers and students. Even if  these problems were 
somehow to be solved, India just does not have the fi nancial 
resources to implement such solutions in a uniform way 
across all schools through the length and breadth of  the 
country.
 It is in this light that we have to take a fresh look at the 
application of  EduTech in classrooms across India. To create 
an impact we have to look at harnessing technologies that 
have existed for a long while, with which people are already 
quite conversant and do not suff er the biggest danger that 
confronts emerging technologies — huge hype followed by 
either obsolescence or a fade-away eff ect.
 EduTech can be looked at as a continuum. At one end is 
the print medium, then the purely audio (radio) to audio-
video (TV) and then on to interactive technologies such as 
computers and tablets. The furthest end of  the continuum 
can be thought of  as a  combination that uses the internet 
to allow users to interact and collaborate with each other. 
While the latter in the continuum should perhaps be the 
eventual goal, for now a middle path comprising mostly 
components from the former and few from the latter (see 
Box 21.3) — wherever the luxury permits — represents the 
rational hope for making goals set in the RTE law realistic 
and attainable.

Software: Content  6

In the end, as the oft-repeated cliché goes, content is the 
king. Be it the content of  a train-the-teacher programme 
or teaching aids used in the classroom or learning materials 
that a student uses to learn on his/her own, it is the content 
and how it is used that makes the diff erence. As discussed 
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previously, technology can only help in ensuring that the 
solution reaches a large number of  users rapidly with rela-
tively low net costs.
 Given the complexities of  creation of  interactive, multi-
media digital content, defi ning what is good or appropriate 
is a challenge. This is best solved using a robust evaluation 
framework where long-term learner performance has to 
be measured with respect to defi ned learner outcomes to 

gauge the effi  cacy of  the content. Surveys can also reveal 
how the target audience enjoys the learning experience. 
In addition to the effi  cacy parameter, the correctness and 
appropriateness has to be gauged and audited by a panel 
of  multi-disciplinary experts (subject matter, instructional, 
media, and technical experts). 
 While some technologies allow interactivity by defi ni-
tion, such as in computer and mobile devices, in those such 

BOX 21.3
Examples of Good Educational Technology

Radio-Based: As a device it can operate even without electricity and can run effi  ciently on simple batteries. A good model to emulate 
involves the integration of  radio in the classroom, keeping interactivity as the central goal. Known as Interactive Radio Instruction (IRI), it 
has tremendous scope in developing nations such as India. As part of  the dot-EDU India Technology Tools for Teaching and Training (T4) 
project funded by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Education Development Center (EDC) uses IRI for 
improving the quality of  education at the elementary level in seven states in India — Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Karnataka, Madhya 
Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Delhi.
 Another well-known example is ‘English is Fun’ — a radio-based English teaching programme that has been a huge hit in Bihar. In all 
the 38 districts of  the state, 7 million students attending 65,000 primary schools have access to a 122-episode English learning programme 
through radio sets. The state government has given `1,000 ($25) to every primary school to purchase a radio set. While sceptics might balk 
at the logistics of  integrating radio in day-to-day teaching because of  the organisation of  scheduling, we believe that this problem can be 
solved by recording such programmes and delivering them through MP3 players connected with speakers so that they can be used again 
and again and built into the operational schedules of  the school or the teachers.
TV-Based: Unlike print and radio or purely audio-based technologies, TV can through video bring lessons to life and provide a real-life 
immersive learning environment. In Mexico a very successful TV-based project called Telesecundaria has had a signifi cant impact on student 
learning (Wolff  et al. n.d.). Launched in far-fl ung areas where the population is less than 2,500 and where fi nding trained teachers was very 
tough, TV-based content was used to teach school children by teachers who were close to and trusted by the community. 
 In Brazil a project called Telcurso involving TV-based teaching was successfully used to target young adults who had dropped out of  
school so that they could learn on their own and appear for certifi cation exams (ibid.). TV has a proven track record even within India where 
it has been successfully used for distance education though once again the quality of  content has been in many cases quite mediocre. Just 
as in the case of  live radio, scheduling-related logistics can be sorted out by storing the Audio-Visual (AV) programmes in DVDs or in hard 
disks so that DVD players or hard disk-based MP4 players can be used to show the content in a classroom.
Movie-Based: Same Language Subtitling (SLS) by PlanetRead is simply the idea of  subtitling the lyrics of  existing fi lm songs (or music videos) 
on TV, in the ‘same’ language that they are sung in. SLS is delivering regular reading practice to 150 million weak-readers in India.
Tablets-Based: A portable tablet-based English Learning Lab by English Edge is a great example. It is a trolley that comes with centralised 
charging, an in-built Wi-Fi device and can house up to 40 tablets loaded with English language content. There is no investment needed 
for physical space for a classroom/lab and an institute can run a complete day’s class without any interruption, even in the absence of  
electricity. The trolley (with tablets) moves to the place of  learning and converts the classroom into an interactive, activity-based learning 
environment enabled by high-quality user-generated video recording through the tablets’ camera and teacher-led video analysis of  group 
activities, like role-plays, group discussions and presentations. Depending on the tablets, the cost of  the Lab ranges from `10 to `70 per 
student per month. The cost includes teacher training and support costs. The product is currently made for and sold in India.   
Mobile-Based: BBC Janala is a nine-year English in Action project in Bangladesh, which capitalises on teachers’ familiarity with mobile 
phones by developing a set of  engaging interactive materials uploaded onto Secure Digital (SD) cards in locally available $30 Nokia phones. 
An authentic classroom video of  Bangladeshi teachers teaching their own students and using the government textbook is ‘sandwiched’ 
between that of  a video mentor who introduces each video clip, asks questions, checks understanding and encourages refl ection, aided by 
the use of  Short Message Service (SMS) and regular monthly group meetings. Calls made to the BBC Janala service cost 50 per cent less 
than the standard call rates and SMSs are charged at 75 per cent of  the normal service rates to the users. 
Collaboration-Centric: Agropedia, spearheaded by the Indian Institute of  Technology (IIT),Kanpur, is trying to create a kind of  Facebook 
for Agriculture, where experts from across India can easily communicate with each other. Another good example is the collaborative 
community-based game — ‘Farmville’ (a Facebook application) — which is a simulation environment that mimics real-life farming 
practices (Srinivas 2012).
Enabling Literacy through Solar-Powered Projector: The Kinkajou Projector is a solar-powered projector designed by Design that Matters. The 
projector improves and expands access to education by transforming night-time learning environments in rural, non-electrifi ed settings. 
The pilots have been run for night-time literacy classes in Mali, Africa.
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as radio and television, the interactive elements that are 
lacking have to be built into the teaching learning experi-
ence through well-designed lesson plans, which elicit stu-
dent responses and integrate them into meaningful learning 
experiences.  
 Technology-deployed content has many advantages:
(a) It can have audio, audio-video and even high-quality 

static graphics as a bare minimum and highly-interactive 
digital content, allowing peer-based collaboration and 
participation at the upper end of  the spectrum.

(b) Once made, the cost of  replication is minimum as 
is the ease of  distribution if  the set-up has been well 
thought-of.

(c) High-quality content made by leading experts will 
become available to large populations who otherwise 
would have had no chance of  accessing such content.

(d) Learners, no matter who they are — teachers or 
students — can learn from each other and collaborate 
to learn together.

Software: Systems7

The focus of  ICT interventions has been very clearly 
content. Yet without an equal emphasis on systems very 
negligible impact can be made. As discussed previously in 
the chapter, campus management can help streamline the 
administration and governance of  educational institutions. 
Learning management systems can help track, manage and 
analyse student and teacher performances. Content man-
agement systems can help manage repositories of  content 
and also help in the collaborative and online creation of  
digital content. Similarly, assessment systems can help in 
the creation and implementation of  evaluations with cor-
responding reports and analytics. 

RELEVANCE OF EDUCATIONAL TECHNOLOGY 
TO SCHOOL, VOCATIONAL AND HIGHER 
EDUCATION

School

In school education, EduTech can have a huge impact in 
training teachers both in ICT skills as well as in subject 
knowledge. A clear roadmap has to exist however in terms 
of  the priorities of  investment.

Phase I

The fi rst priority should obviously be to use EduTech to 
rapidly grow the number of  master trainers, who in turn 
can then use scaled technological models to train both pre-
service and in-service teachers in modern pedagogy and 
subject knowledge. 

Phase II

The next step should be to train teachers in ICT skills. It 
must be noted that hitherto ICT skills have been wrongly 
interpreted to mean basic computer operation skills. ICT 
skills should encompass the ability to use hardware, soft-
ware tools and techniques to both teach students and update 
their own knowledge.

Phase III

As a next step, ICT should be integrated into the teaching 
and learning experience in the classroom and not seques-
tered into computer lab compartments. And till the dream 
of  equipping and integrating modern EduTech, such as 
interactive whiteboards, clickers,  etc., into each and every 
classroom is realised, it makes sense to empower students 
by coming up with models where low-cost EduTech devices 
can be provided with free or economical access to good 
content.

Vocational

What plagues the school education sector perhaps aff ects the 
vocational education as much if  not more — the availability 
of  skilled trainers, who are not only capable in the vocations 
that they will teach but also in training or teaching skills. 
Once again, without creating models where educational 
technology can optimise training time by creating self-paced 
and self-driven learning, developing a pool of  skilled trainers 
will remain an unattainable objective.
 Unlike K-128 and the higher education domains, voca-
tional learning does not have a rich base of  existing mate-
rial. Using technological systems such as internet-based 
content authoring and management systems, domain 
experts in vocational training can collaborate to quickly cre-
ate repositories of  new digital content. These high-quality 
repositories can then be made available to teachers in vo-
cational training institutes as teaching aids and to students 
as learning resources. Content authoring and management 
systems can furthermore make the translation of  content 
into local languages and the localisation and customisation 
of  content for specifi c local needs much easier and more 
manageable, thus making a good Return on Investment 
(ROI) case. Like all other domains, vocational skills are also 
no longer untouched by technology. In an era of  constant 
evolution, these need to be upgraded, plus most need ICT 
skills embedded in them. Therefore, EduTech is needed to 
facilitate the learning of  students in vocational streams and 
also subsequently to keep upgrading their skills after they 
come out of  formal educational systems. EduTech can also 
play a critical role in assessing and automating the certifi -
cation of  the massive number of  students expected in the 
vocational streams. In certain content areas where hands-on 
experience is either relatively expensive to give or has safety 
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concerns, the use of  simulations, videos and other such e-
assets creates a compelling case for the use of  educational 
technology. Some of  the industries where simulations can 
be best used are chemical and heavy industries.
 Internet-enabled social networking tools can allow com-
munities of  mentors, entrepreneurs, employers, and trainees 
to come together on a common collaboration platform, al-
lowing for apprenticeships and employment opportunities.

Higher Education

The need for EduTech is perhaps easiest to establish in 
the higher education sector. Fast-changing knowledge and 
skills, rapid obsolescence, super-specialisation, the inter-
disciplinary nature of  teaching/learning, the research-based 
learning required, and the inherent embedding of  technol-
ogy in higher education tend to make the use of  EduTech 
an obvious one. Once again, the fact that there are very few 
teachers or specialists skilled in certain disciplines makes the 
case for a model where EduTech becomes indispensable. 
Also, since higher education needs research and collabora-
tion, sometimes across geographies, technological platforms 
can play a pivotal role. 
 The Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) has emerged 
as new paradigm in higher education where several universi-
ties have collaborated to provide free world-class learning 
materials and platforms for interaction. Notable examples 
include Coursera9 seeded by the Universities of  Princeton, 
Stanford, Michigan, and Pennsylvania; and EdX,10 which is 
a joint partnership between the Massachusetts Institute of  
Technology (MIT) and Harvard University. 
 The Ministry of  Human Resource Development 
(MHRD) has proposed a ‘meta university’, which would 
be a collaborative platform for a network of  universities to 
come together and off er courses in a variety of  disciplines, 
allowing students and teachers to access and share teaching 
materials, scholarly publications, research work, scientifi c 
works in progress, virtual experiments, etc. In fact, India’s 
fi rst meta university is expected to start its functioning from 
January 2013. The Cluster Innovation Centre and Institute 
of  Life Long Learning as well as the Centre for Education 
will conduct the course in the University of  Delhi. Models 
such as the MOOC address the economics of  higher educa-
tion by ensuring access to quality content without the trap-
pings of  high tuition fees.

EDUCATION TECHNOLOGY: COST 
COMPONENTS

Analogue Media

There is always an upfront cost related to the development 
of  educational materials, which varies according to the 

richness, quality and extent of  interactivity of  the media. 
For example, an hour of  pure audio content can vary from 
`10,000 to ̀ 25,000 per hour of  output. Then there is a cost of  
broadcast (cost varies depending on terrestrial to community 
radio types of  broadcast), and fi nally, cost of  execution in 
the IRI type of  intervention wherein infrastructure (physical 
space, radio set, speaker), teacher costs and PTR would 
need to be taken into consideration. In case of  TV-based 
interventions there is a huge multiple (to the radio cost) due 
to the video nature of  media. Distribution mechanism can 
be non-broadcasting-based such as through audio cassettes 
etc., but here there is a signifi cant distribution cost. 

Digital Media

In digital media there are two major upfront cost compo-
nents: one, the richness of  media and second, the amount 
of  interactivity. Depending on these two parameters the 
cost may vary from `30,000 to `200,000 for a learning hour 
output. The replication and distribution cost in a digital 
setup is very minimal as compared to analogue distribu-
tion. However, given the fact that digital setup requires the 
presence of  some hardware for learners and teachers the 
cost of  execution is higher than the analogue model. 
However, certain services like student performance reports 
and tracking — the cost per student can be very low in 
comparison.

Evolution of Business Models

Historically, business models began with per user subscrip-
tion-based ones for access to content. While this model 
is still the most prevalent, new models are emerging that 
are based on cheap/free access to content supported by 
advertisement- or services-based (certifi cation, etc.) revenue 
streams. For e.g., Udacity11 which off ers MOOCs plans to 
make monies by off ering a list of  students with proven skills 
to potential recruiters and collecting a fee in return.

POLICY ISSUES IN THE DEPLOYMENT OF 
EDUCATION TECHNOLOGY IN INDIA

Integration of Education Technology into the 
Educational Policy Framework

Simply from a mindset perspective, all EduTech initiatives 
and policy-making have been disparate, isolated from the 
overall education policy framework.12 This has resulted in 
silo-based thinking and implementation where there are 
technologists who only think technology without a basic 
knowledge of  pedagogy, and conversely educationists who 
have no background in technology and end up diluting 
or sabotaging initiatives either through wilful acts of  
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commission or acts of  omission. A classic example of  this 
exists in the way EduTech programmes are implemented 
in schools via the lab model. In this, ‘computer teachers’ or 
technicians oversee the administration of  content (assuming 
there is subject-specifi c content apart from pure EduTech 
use-related content) and most other teachers have nothing to 
do with this model thus resulting in both a lack of  ownership 
as well as ensuring that EduTech never gets integrated into 
day-to-day teaching. To create an impact, EduTech has to be 
incorporated into the entire supply chain of  policy-making, 
administration and delivery of  education. And this has to 
begin from the top: requiring intra-ministry coordination in 
the Ministry of  Human Resource Development (MHRD) as 
well as inter-ministerial coordination with the Ministries of  
Communication and Information Technology. 

The Importance of Monitoring and Evaluation

Monitoring and evaluation by independent bodies has to 
be factored into the implementation of  all Educational 
Technology projects. Clear and measurable outcomes 
have to be devised and mechanisms for measuring them 
transparently deployed. 

The Distinction between Basic Computer Operation 
Skills and Integration of Educational Technology into 
Teaching and Learning

Up till now the emphasis has been on equipping educational 
institutions with rudimentary hardware without much 
thought about assimilation into day-to-day teaching. The 
focus thus has to shift to equipping teachers and administra-
tors with the skills to use content and systems to administer 
and teach eff ectively. This is especially true for teachers who 

need to be trained in using technology and existing content 
and tools as well as collaborating within their community 
to create new content and repurpose existing content. The 
need to fi ll the yawning gap in terms of  recruiting new 
teachers can be a blessing in disguise as new recruits can be 
pre-taught new technology-enabled pedagogies and thus hit 
the ground running.

Problems with PPP and BOOT Models in 
Educational Technology Programmes

In the absence of  evaluation and the resulting lack of  
accountability, Public–Private Partnership (PPP) and Build–
Own–Operate–Transfer (BOOT) models have resulted in the 
‘dumping’ of  hardware, which has rapidly gone obsolete 
with it being put to little or no use. Content produced 
by providers have suff ered from bad instructional design 
and have by and large been page-turners (linear and non-
interactive content) supporting a ‘tell mode’ of  delivery 
where information is delivered in a one-way manner without 
getting the learner to refl ect and think. This goes against the 
very standards set by the National Curriculum Framework 
that seeks to promote critical thinking and higher-order 
thinking skills. Given this scenario, bodies like the National 
Council of  Educational Research and Training (NCERT) 
and the various State Councils of  Educational Research and 
Training (SCERTs) have to lay down stringent standards 
and guidelines and have to have powers of  oversight over 
the acquisition and use of  software and systems. In the long 
term, India should move toward using open-source content 
and software, which can be reused and repurposed without 
paying additional licensing costs. With education being a 
concurrent subject in India, the central government through 

BOX 21.4
BOOT vs Kerala Model: An Extract from the 59th Meeting (2012) of CABE

In some cases, states have allowed the BOOT agency to defi ne its own syllabi and use invalidated e-content, delivered using inappropriate 
methodologies, thereby defeating the spirit of  the National Curriculum Framework. The BOOT agencies deploy instructors to manage 
the system, which results in its dissociation from the rest of  the school programme. Teachers in the school are not a part of  the ICT pro-
gramme process, barring a few isolated individual cases. They perceive the ICT inputs as external to their curriculum. Kerala has developed 
its own ICT curriculum with the active involvement of  its teachers woven around Free Open Source Software (FOSS), demonstrating a 
heightened sense of  ownership, the consequent sense of  achievement and improved integration of  ICT into the regular curriculum on a 
sustainable basis.
 The Kerala experience has helped individual schools to take charge of  the programme. The hardware is directly procured and managed 
through a strong service-level agreement and penalties. The entire process of  development of  curriculum and digital resources for all 
school subjects is taken up collaboratively by teacher groups supported by experts. The ICT curriculum is woven around a variety of  FOSS 
applications, which extends the range and scope of  learning experiences of  students and teachers. Teachers manage the ICT curriculum as 
well as the IT infrastructure. These practices have demonstrated a heightened sense of  ownership and achievement. There is a signifi cant 
integration of  ICT into the regular curriculum.

Source: MHRD (2012).



Educational Technology 243

its nodal agencies can create a digital-based teaching and 
learning framework and create a central repository of  core 
content. State governments through their nodal agencies 
can then modify the same as per local needs.

Capacity-Building through Setting up Courses in 
Educational Technology

There are hardly any educational programmes in Instruc-
tional Design or EduTech in India. It requires a diff erent 
mindset and skill-set to design technology-enabled learning 
programmes. This entails not only the understanding of  
technology but also how technologies can be leveraged in 
the classroom and in learner-directed, self-paced modes to 
help promote deeper and better learning. Bachelors- and 
Masters-level degrees in education off ered by most univer-
sities in India do not cover instructional technologies in 
depth and detail and thus separate courses in Instructional 
Technology are needed. Two institutions that off er some 
parts of  these curricula are Shreemati Nathibai Damodar 
Thackersey  (SNDT) Women’s University and Symbiosis. As 
a result, there are very few skilled practitioners who have 
a background and experience in using technology-enabled 
pedagogy to build meaningful programmes. The govern-
ment has to close this gap by setting up such programmes in 
institutes of  repute so that this shortfall is addressed in the 
next few years.

Creating an Ecosystem to Catalyse the Development 
of Educational Technology in India

The troika of  academic institutions, government bodies 
and the private sector has to form a thriving interdependent 
ecosystem to create low-cost, indigenously-made EduTech 
solutions that work well at a local level. There is undoubt-
edly a huge market in India for high-quality and low-cost 
technology-enabled educational content and services. How-
ever, as discussed earlier in the chapter, this market though 
huge, is unregulated, badly organised and thus the off ered 
products and services are lacking in quality. To address 
these issues, academic institutions can play the lead role in 
research and development; the government can create poli-
cies and provide seed funding, and educational technology 
infrastructure such as ICT equipment and bandwidth avail-
ability at cheap rates at the grassroots level; and the private 
sector can provide entrepreneurs, more investments and 
thus develop cost-eff ective solutions.
 With such a model it will be possible for the private sector 
to innovate and provide high quality, economical content and 
services with the costs of  initial research and development 
being borne by the government and implementation left to 
state agencies and private players.

Relevance of Educational Technology to the Debate 
on the MDG and the MLG

Millennium Development Goal  (MDG) vs Millennium 
Learning Goal (MLG)

One of  the eight goals defi ned by the Millennium Sum-
mit of  the United Nations in 2000, through the Millennium 
Development Goals  (MDGs) was the achievement of  uni-
versal primary education by the year 2015. The setting of  
this goal has led to the increase in enrolments in schools 
in most developing countries, as has also been the case in 
India. But as mentioned previously, study after study, from 
the Annual Status of  Education Reports (ASERs) to the PISA, 
indicates that children lack both literacy and numeracy skills 
even though they might have completed primary schooling. 
Three World Bank economists, Deon Filmer, Amer Hasan 
and Lant Pritchett (2006) have proposed that ‘the current 
education MDG’ — a  universal completion of  primary edu-
cation with nebulous defi nitions of  quality — ‘be replaced 
by a Millennium Learning Goal (MLG)’, where the success 
of  the goal is defi ned by the rigorous measurement of  learn-
ing outcomes (Barrett 2009: 3).

The Defi nitions of Quality

This has stirred a debate on what constitutes quality and 
whether it can be measured by standard pan-country, in-
ternationally valid assessment mechanisms. The United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) framework defi nes fi ve 
dimensions:
(a) what learners bring to learning;
(b) learning environments;
(c) content;
(d) processes; and
(e) outcomes.
 Therefore, will a fi xation with outcomes be a true mea-
sure of  learning? What about the fi rst, third and fourth 
inputs? Also, since the focus of  most forms of  assessment 
have mostly been cognitive skills, what about aff ective skills 
and attitudes and behaviours that lead to the overall develop-
ment of  children into responsible citizens. What about the 
larger social goals of  education such as establishing gender 
equality, fostering tolerance, upholding democratic values? 
How can these ‘outcomes’ be measured in standardised 
tests? Also, can the very assumption behind a standard test 
being culturally and contextually neutral be a meaningful 
one?

Where does Educational Technology Come in?

It is our belief  that not only are these questions pertinent 
but also that EduTech is very relevant to these and will be 
indispensable in answering some, if  not all, of  them. While 
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we do agree that assessments that are not contextualised 
and meaningful for students defeat their very purpose, we 
are of  the fi rm opinion that proper assessments will always 
remain a cornerstone of  education — not only in terms 
of  measuring outcomes but also in increasing the quality 
of  education through analyses of  assessment data. In our 
view, EduTech will be indispensable in this regard in the 
long run. A technology-enabled assessment system can 
help deliver contextualised, signifi cant assessments at the 
grassroot levels while adhering to one cogent framework 
based on common standards. While we do agree that it’s 
impossible to directly measure learning outcomes in non-
cognitive domains, the deployment of  technology-enabled 
games, scenario-based learning and simulations can at least 
indirectly measure the effi  cacy of  teaching and learning 
interventions in this regard. Furthermore, integration of  
such data with e-governance systems can subsequently be 
used for impact studies by comparing experimental and 
control groups and seeing whether ‘education’ translates to 
changes in behaviour in real life.
 Various studies, including the data coming out of  PISA, 
have shown that the socio-economic status of  households is 
a very good predictor of  achievements as measured through 
standard assessments. There is no disputing and wishing 
away of  the fact that the resources that children have access 
to and the attitudes fostered and atmosphere provided to 
them have a lot to do with the fi nancial wherewithal and 
social standing of  the families they come from. We believe 
that EduTech can play a great role here in levelling the play-
ing fi eld by giving access to high-quality digital content to 
all students irrespective of  their backgrounds. However, we 
recognise the diffi  culty of  implementing such ideas and as 
we have elaborated earlier, such moves will have little or 
no impact without inculcating in students the skills to use 
such resources. 
 Lastly, we agree that the other dimensions of  learning 
(apart from outcomes) are also very critical in the process of  
learning. While giving students resources to learn from can 
help in the fi rst dimension — ‘what learners bring to learn-
ing’ — the dimensions of  learning environments, content 
and processes have to be continuously monitored so that 
evaluation and further improvement can happen. Learning 
content has been the primary focus of  EduTech initiatives 
and thus it is really beyond debate whether EduTech can 
help in this area. It undoubtedly can but we think that there 
is a huge role for EduTech in the other two dimensions as 

well. By implementing and embedding technology in the 
classroom, quality of  teaching can be monitored and evalu-
ated through various learning and teaching management 
systems. And while human intervention is undoubtedly 
indispensable for monitoring of  processes, the data that is 
gathered through such endeavours can only be processed 
meaningfully through technology-driven data gathering and 
analysis tools. 

CONCLUSION

There is no doubt that educational technology can and 
must play a pivotal role in delivering quality in the realms 
of  school, vocational and higher education. But for this to 
happen, a structured systems development model like the 
ADDIE has to be followed. Furthermore, it has to be ensured 
that there are repeated iterations of  the ADDIE cycle rather 
than a single one. These should continue till the evaluation 
stage confi rms that all objectives defi ned in the analysis 
have been attained. There should be a strong emphasis on 
monitoring and evaluation. We have to get away from the 
thinking that educational technology means computer labs 
and computer education, and a judicious mix of  old and 
new technologies must be used to ensure that goals and 
outcomes are attained. Software systems that help in the 
governance and administration of  educational institutions 
must also get adequate attention. The government should 
ensure that ICT for education is completely integrated 
into MHRD policy-making and implementation. It has 
to leverage technology to rapidly repurpose content and 
localise it at the most granular level possible — state, 
district, and so on. It has to ensure that it uses a cascading 
approach where policy-makers, personnel from ministries 
and regulatory bodies, and teachers are fi rst trained and 
equipped in ICT before students can reap the benefi ts. 
The government must ensure the creation of  technology-
enabled quality content, systems and assessment and build 
low-cost delivery systems in partnership with the private 
sector. While many of  these points have been articulated 
in policy-making, implementation and execution has to 
be ensured.  
 While it will be very naive to assert that technology is the 
only answer to the problem of  providing quality education 
for all, it will be equally foolish to state that it’s not a 
necessary part of  the answer. 

NOTES

1. In this chapter, while we by and large prefer the term ‘Educational 
Technology’ we shall use ‘ICT in Education’ interchangeably 
with EduTech.

2. Please see Figure 21.1, A.
3. See Figure 21.1, B.
4. See Figure 21.1, C–D.
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5. See Figure 21.1, D.
6. See Figure 21.1, C.
7. See Figure 21.1, C.
8. ‘K-12’, a term used in education and educational technology, is a 

short form for school grades prior to college — kindergarten (K) 
and I to the XII grade.

9. http://www.coursera.org/ (accessed 17 November 2012).
10. http://www.edxonline.org (accessed 17 November 2012).
11. http://www.udacity.com/ (accessed 17 November 2012).
12. EduTech is often referred to as ‘ICT’ in Education in government 

and international policy documents.
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Section V
REVIEW OF INFRASTRUCTURE SECTOR IN INDIA





The Indian infrastructure sector continues its sluggish 
journey in 2012, marked by poor macroeconomic 

forces, policy gridlock and political instability. Delays in land 
acquisition and environmental clearances continue to be key 
areas of  concern, while the poor enforcement of  contracts, 
ineff ective monitoring and high input costs are also factors 
that are hindering growth. Nonetheless, some areas have wit-
nessed progress. The telecom sector saw the emergence of  
the National Telecom Policy, a cohesive document covering a 
broad range of  communication services. In both civil aviation 
and power sectors, the Government of  India has approved 
foreign investment of  49 per cent, bringing relief  to the heav-
ily leveraged public and private companies. However, several 
events in the infrastructure sector have been disappointing 
this year — the telecom sector dealt with the fallout of  the 2G 
scam, the power sector witnessed the coal scam and the grid 
collapse, the roads and urban sectors saw the poor private 
participation, and the civil aviation sector witnessed the poor 
fi nancial health of  the airport and airline operators.
 The end of  the 11th Five-Year Plan saw India missing targets 
in infrastructure development in sectors such as railways, 

ports, electricity, and airports, while investing beyond the 
budgeted investment in others — the roads and telecom 
sectors (Table 1). Overall, `19.45 trillion was invested in 
Indian infrastructure between fi scal years 2007–08 and 
2011–12, 95 per cent of  the projected `20.56 trillion.
 The 12th Five-Year Plan projects the total investment in 
infrastructure during the period to be `51.46 trillion, with 
47 per cent contributed by private participation and 53 per 
cent by the central and state governments. Table 2 shows the 
breakup of  these investments across various infrastructure 
sectors.
 This chapter addresses the achievements, policy develop-
ments and problems faced by various sectors during the cal-
endar year 2012. Physical and fi nancial progress are tracked 
in these crucial sectors, along with the introduction of  new 
policies and participation of  the private sector. 

TELECOMMUNICATIONS

By October 2012, the wireless subscriber base in India had 
increased to 938 million, consisting of  596 million urban 
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TABLE 1 11th Five-Year Plan Investment in Infrastructure (at 2006–07 prices)

Sector Projected Investment  Actual Investment Actual Investment as Proportion of  
 (` in trillion)  (` in trillion)  Projected Investment (in per cent)

 Electricity 6.66 6.35 95

Roads 3.14 3.62 115

Telecommunications 2.58 3.36 130

Railways 2.62 1.95 75

Ports 0.88 0.35 40

Airports 0.31 0.29 95

Others* 4.37 3.53 81

Total 20.56 19.45 95

Source: High Level Committee on Financing Infrastructure (2012).

Note: *Others include irrigation, water supply and sanitation, storage, and oil and gas pipelines.
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and 342 million rural subscribers. The number of  wireline 
subscribers continued to decrease, with only 3.3 per cent 
of  all telecom subscriptions belonging to wireline services. 
This decline can be attributed to the relative aff ordability of  
wireless connections and the convenience with which they 
can be obtained. Overall telephone density or teledensity 
had increased from 75 per cent in October 2011 to 77 per 
cent in October 2012, while urban and rural teledensity had 
reached 161 per cent and 40 per cent, respectively. Urban 
teledensity levels have fallen due to the recent cancellation 
of  2G licenses, while rural teledensity has increased steadily. 
The urban and rural teledensity levels in India demonstrate 
the stark contrast between urban and rural communication 
levels, which continues to be a major concern (Figure 1).
 The New Telecom Policy (NTP) was approved by the 
Indian Cabinet in May 2012, more than a year after its ex-
pected launch. This policy aims ‘to provide secure, reliable, 
aff ordable and high quality telecommunication services’ 
to all citizens (Department of  Electronics and Information 
Technology 2012). The Department of  Telecommunica-
tions (DoT) seeks to enhance the Unifi ed Access Services 
(UAS) license regime through this policy, allowing operators 
to provide all telecom services (including internet telephony, 
cable television, radio broadcasting, and all other wireline or 
wireless media) under one license. As opposed to the earlier 
licence fee of  6–10 per cent of  gross revenue (depending on 
the telecom circle and type of  service), the NTP stipulates 
a uniform fee of  8 per cent of  annual gross revenue starting 
from 2013. Each license will be allocated for 10 years instead 
of  the current tenure of  20 years. Telecom spectrum, pre-
viously available in combination with the license, can now 
be acquired separately. Spectrum sharing between telecom 

fi rms within the same frequency in a telecom circle will be 
permissible in 2G networks but not in 3G networks. Merger 
and Acquisition (M&A) activity is currently allowed if  the 
merger results in a combined network market share of  35 
per cent; however, this may be extended to 60 per cent, 
pending the approval of  the Telecom Regulatory Authority 
of  India (TRAI). Mobile Number Portability (MNP) will be 
implemented under the concept of  ‘one nation, one license’, 
allowing customers to use the same number across the 
country without paying roaming charges. The policy plans 
to increase rural teledensity to 70 per cent by 2017, and 100 
per cent by 2020. Broadband services shall be provided at 
aff ordable rates by 2015, and cross 600 million connections 
by 2020. Research and Development (R&D) will be pro-
moted in telecom equipment production to meet domestic 
and international demands. Finally, in order to meet the 
international standards of  telecommunications, it will be a 
priority to change to cloud computing and the new Internet 
Protocol version 6 (IPv6) by 2020. Cloud computing uses the 
internet and central remote servers to maintain, store and 
share data, and the IPv6 is a global internet policy which 
accommodates for the growing number of  internet users 
and widening communication networks, by increasing the 
number of  available IP addresses (Table 3 provides a sum-
mary of  the NTP).
 The Interim Report of  the High Level Committee on 
Financing Infrastructure pushed for an increase in external 
commercial borrowings for 2G licenses, and suggested 
that rural telephone connections could be subsided with 
the help of  the Universal Service Obligation Fund (USOF). 

TABLE 2 12th Five-Year Plan Investment Projections in 
Infrastructure (at 2011–12 prices)

Sector Projected Project Investment
 Investment as Proportion of
 (` in trillions) Total Investment
  (in per cent)

Electricity 18.48 36

Roads 9.20 18

Telecommunications 8.84 17

Railways 4.57 9

Ports 1.61 3

Airports 0.71 1

Others* 8.05 16

Total 51.46 100

Source: High Level Committee on Financing Infrastructure (2012).
Note: *Others include Mass Rapid Transit System (MRTS), irriga-
tion, water and sanitation, storage, and oil and gas pipelines.

FIGURE 1 Teledensity in India

Source: TRAI (2011, 2012).
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The Committee also stipulated that if  the Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI) limit in the sector was increased, safeguards 
should be implemented to protect domestic interests.
 Growth in broadband services has slowed down recently. 
Despite the target of  reaching 20 million subscribers by 2010, 
as envisaged in the Broadband Policy of  2004, the number 
of  broadband subscribers had only reached 15.08 million 
in October 2012. TRAI issued guidelines for a National 
Broadband Policy in 2010 and proposed the establishment 
of  a nation-wide broadband network which would connect 
all areas with populations of  500 people or more. This plan 
aims to increase the number of  subscribers to 75 million in 
2012 and 154 million by 2014. Based on this, the DoT has 
been working on a National Broadband Plan but no con-
crete steps have been taken. The National Optical Fibre 
Network (NOFN) project, approved and launched in 
November 2011, will continue to expand broadband services 
to about 250,000 gram panchayats by 2014. By providing 
connectivity to these public institutions, the network will 
facilitate governance, education, health, and commerce at 
the grassroots level. Requiring an investment of  `200 bil-
lion over two years, NOFN will be funded by the USOF and 
executed by a special purpose vehicle — Bharat Broadband 
Network Ltd (BBNL). BBNL should be operational by 
November 2013. 
 The Rural Wireline Broadband Policy was launched in 
2009 under Bharat Nirman, funded and managed by USOF. 
Facilitated by Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limited (BSNL), 
900,000 broadband connections need to be provided to 

individuals and government institutions in rural areas by 
2014. By March 2012, about 350,000 connections had been 
provided. In 2009, the scheme had budgeted ̀ 15 billion to be 
disbursed over the following fi ve years. It seems that while 
fi nancing may not be a major concern (currently, USOF has 
a balance of  `220 billion available for disbursement), the 
ineffi  ciencies in planning and execution may force extending 
the scheme.
 The investigation into the 2G scam continued in 2012. 
The Central Bureau of  Investigation (CBI) has levied charges 
against several private telecom companies and various asso-
ciated government offi  cials. In February 2012, the Supreme 
Court cancelled 122 UAS licenses which had been allotted 
at 2001-market prices in 2008. Several telecom corporations 
were subjected to the cancellation of  all UAS licenses and 
their spectrum allocation withdrawn (see Table 4).
 With inputs from the deliberations of  the Empowered 
Group of  Ministers (EGoM) appointed to determine the 
2G spectrum pricing, the DoT has set the spectrum price 
at `140 billion for the 5 MHz pan-India license for Global 
System for Mobile (GSM) Communications operators while 
the spectrum for Code Division Multiple Access (CDMA) 
operators has been priced at `182 billion. Following this, the 
Supreme Court ordered that the new 2G auctions should 
be completed by 11 January 2013. If  the Ministry does not 
conform to this order, the court will initiate contempt pro-
ceedings against it. It is vital for this auction to be conducted 
in an effi  cient and precise manner in order to rebuild confi -
dence in the telecom market.   
 The MNP was launched in February 2012 and is seen 
to be a major gain for customers, but can result in major 
losses for telecom providers. At the beginning of  2012, 32.8 
million subscribers had subscribed to the MNP facility, but 
by October 2012 the number had increased to 69.78 million. 
Considering that many of  these customers are long-term 
users, telecom operators may suff er from lower profi ts due 
to the loss of  future gains expected from such users. To 
off set this, operators may increase subscription charges in 
the long term, causing harm to subscribers.
 While the 3G spectrum auction was successfully con-
ducted in 2011, the roll out of  the network will require 
one–three years. The Ministry of  Communications and 
Information Technology states that the roll out will ensure 
that 3G services can be accessed in remote areas where 
broadband networks have not yet arrived due to high in-
frastructure investment. Currently, more than 5,000 cities 
have 3G services available with the establishment of  80,000 
Base Transceiver Stations (BTSs) to facilitate the 3G services 
between the network and the user. Figure 2 exhibits the 
3G coverage of  various telecom companies across Indian 
states. However, 3G services have not been well-received 
by consumers and the slow returns on their investments are 

TABLE 3 Summary of National Telecom Policy 2012

Item Target

License Fee 8 per cent of  annual gross revenue

License Tenure To be extended to 10 years

Spectrum Spectrum to be paid for separately
 Spectrum sharing now permitted 
 on 2G but not on 3G

M&A Allowed up to 35 per cent of  resultant
 revenue market share, while awaiting
 TRAI recommendation before
 extending up to 60 per cent

MNP No roaming charges across the country

Rural Teledensity By 2017, should reach 70 per cent, 
 and 100 per cent by 2020

Broadband 600 million b oadband connections 
Connectivity should exist by 2020

Future Eff ectively use cloud computing 
Implementations and IPv6 by 2020

Source: Department of  Electronics and Information Technology 
(2012).

r
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preventing operators from further expanding their services 
in Tier II and III cities and other states. 
 After the Broadband Wireless Access (BWA) or 4G spec-
trum auctions were completed in 2011, Bharati Airtel was 
the fi rst to launch its services in Kolkata, Bangalore and 
Pune, and is also expected to do so in Punjab in the com-
ing months. Additionally, by acquiring a 49 per cent stake 
in Qualcomm Asia Pacifi c in May 2012, Bharati Airtel will 
also be able to off er services in Qualcomm’s telecom circles, 

viz., Delhi, Mumbai, Haryana, and Kerala by 2014. Reliance 
Infotel, the only fi rm to have a pan-India BWA license, is 
fi nalising plans to commence services towards the end of  
the year, while Aircel, holding licenses in eight circles, will 
be launching their BWA services by December 2012. After 
winning licenses for Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh, 
Augere Wireless is planning to sell its stake in the 4G 
spectrum because of  regulatory uncertainty and funding 
concerns. Figure 3 exhibits the geographic distribution of  

TABLE 4 Cancellation of 2G Licence in Telecom Companies

Company Licenses Issued Spectrum Aff ected Users Comments
 Post-January 2008 Held (MHz) (in million)

Videocon 21 88.0 5.4 Licences cancelled and spectrum withdrawn

Loop Telecom  21 88.0 3.2 Licences cancelled and spectrum withdrawn

Uninor (Unitech) 22 92.4 36.3 Licences cancelled and spectrum withdrawn; Norwegian 
    company Telenor exited its joint venture with Unitech 
    following cancellation of  licences

Sistema Shyam 21 52.5 12.6 Licences cancelled and spectrum withdrawn

Etisalat 15 66.0 1.7 Licences cancelled and spectrum withdrawn; not 
    participating in 2G auction

STel  6 26.4 3.5 Licences cancelled and spectrum withdrawn

Idea Cellular  13 52.8 6.7 13 circle licences cancelled and spectrum withdrawn 

TTSL 3 7.5 0.2 3 CDMA licences cancelled and spectrum withdrawn 

Total 122 473.6 69.6

Source: IDFC (2012), Indian Infrastructure (2012).

FIGURE 2 3G Network Coverage in Indian States

Source: Biswas (2010).
Note: Maps not to scale. Used with permission from TelecomTalk.info.
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4G operators excluding Reliance Infotel. Since the BWA net-
work does not require much physical infrastructure, these 
services should greatly increase internet accessibility across 
the nation if  regulations remain liberal in order to incentiv-
ise private investment. The DoT has asked 4G operators to 
expedite the roll out of  their services.

TRANSPORT

Civil Aviation

The civil aviation sector has seen turmoil throughout the 
year, and it appears that recovery will be slow. Almost all 
private carriers are currently reporting losses, while some 
are facing insolvency. In relative terms, low-cost carriers 
have performed better than full-service ones. Most of  the 
problems are being attributed to the overextension of  loans 
taken for purchase of  aircraft, working capital loans, and 
increasing aviation fuel costs which make up to 35–40 per 
cent of  operating costs. The Airport Authority of  India 

(AAI) has approved 14 greenfi eld projects at a combined 
investment of  `300 billion, and has received proposals 
for seven similar projects. However, land acquisition and 
environmental clearances are major hindrances for these 
ventures. Projects in Tier II and III are on the fence since they 
may not guarantee suffi  cient revenue to off set costs, even 
in the long term. The Task Force set up by the Committee 
on Infrastructure recommends the upgradation of  35 non-
metro airports and the expansion of  air terminals in 27 non-
metro airports. 
 The merger of  Air India and Indian Airlines in 2007 
resulted in massive unsolved human resource issues. Air 
India prepared a Comprehensive Turnaround Plan (CAP) 
which was approved in April 2012. This systematically charts 
the fi nancial restructuring and operational turnaround 
process. The Crew Management System (CRS) will ensure 
operational safety, optimally utilise crew and meet regulato-
ry requirements by replacing the ineff ective manual system. 
The Financial Restructuring Plan (FRP) aims to alleviate 
Air India’s debt obligation while the airline’s operations can 

FIGURE 3 4G Network Coverage in Indian States

Source: Biswas (2012).
Note: Map not to scale. Used with permission from TelecomTalk.info.
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be improved. After the plan was approved by the Govern-
ment of  India, `29 billion was injected into the entity for 
the payment of  salaries, fuel and taxes between April and 
August 2012; `105 billion will be converted to long-term 
debt with tenure of  10–15 years, while `74 billion will be 
repaid through non-convertible debentures with govern-
ment guarantees. Recent developments have indicated that 
Air India will be selling or leasing some of  its domestic and 
international properties for additional fund raising. The 
Dharmadhikari Committee was set up to form recommen-
dations on the human resource issues which will arise from 
the Air India merger and its report was submitted on 31 Jan 
2012. A committee made up of  Air India offi  cials was set up 
in June 2012 to implement the Dharmadhikari Committee 
report (Table 5).

TABLE 5 Dharmadhikari Committee Report

 Recommendations

1.  Instilling inter se seniority among employees of  Indian 
Airlines and Air India (except for pilots and engineers who 
will be given line seniority based on type of  aircraft assigned, 
and cabin crew will be provided uniform seniority). 

2.  Promotions should be based on seniority and merit, but
 for the next two years the Rota-Quota system should be
 implemented. This system draws on maintaining a fi xed
 quota for a particular position, and the rotational component
 states that the next eligible candidate be considered. 

3. The Postal Life Insurance (PLI) system is a violation of  the 
Department of  Public Enterprises’ guidelines and should be 
replaced by another incentive system.

4. Pay should be a product of  the profi t earned by the company
 and target achievement. A committee comprising airline
 offi  cials was formed to implement these stipulations. 

5. Transfer the Maintenance, Repair and Overhaul business into 
a separ te entity. Subjected to the new regulations and global 
standards, it will be supported fi nancially by Air India and is 
projected to be a profi t-making body by 2017.

Source: Dharmadhikari Committee (2012).

 A number of  fundamental changes have occurred within 
this year. The FDI limit has been increased to 49 per cent, to 
the comfort of  some struggling airlines who view the move 
as a relief  to their debt-laden fi nances, while others fear the 
possibility of  foreign oligopoly and takeovers. However, FDI 
improvements will not be successful without infrastructure 
and regulatory reforms. The creation of  an independent 
regulatory body — the Civil Aviation Authority — has been 
proposed. Its objectives are to facilitate a safety monitoring 
system, economic regulation, consumer protection and 
environment regulation. The entity is being formed to 
circumvent the problems the Directorate General of  Civil 
Aviation (DGCA) faces in human resource management, 
and to respond to these problems. Concurrently, the 

Ministry has decided to remove the Airport Development 
Fee (ADF) in Delhi and Mumbai airports, eff ective from 
January 2013. While removing the ADF lessens the fi nancial 
burden on passengers, it will also reduce the airports’ 
corpuses by ̀ 42 billion in Mumbai and ̀ 11.8 billion in Delhi. 
To bridge this funding loss, the Ministry suggests that the 
majority stakeholders in both airports should raise further 
capital while AAI should infuse equity in the projects (IDFC 
Securities 2012).
 The National Transport Policy Development Committee 
(NTPDC) working group reports for each of  the sector 
includes policy recommendations on transportation sectors 
for the 12th Five-Year Plan. In civil aviation, it recommends 
that airports in metro cities should be expanded, and in the 
cases of  Mumbai and New Delhi, a second airport should 
be created. The Committee also emphasises the creation 
of  low-cost airports with development of  regional airlines. 
While prices are to be regulated, it is necessary to ensure 
that predatory pricing does not occur, while competition 
is not discouraged. Finally, the group suggests setting up an 
Air Navigation Services Corporation for the management 
of  air traffi  c. The Interim Report of  the High Level 
Committee on Financing Infrastructure (2012) recommends 
expediting the award of  the airport projects in Navi 
Mumbai, Goa, Kannur, and Chandigarh as Public–Private 
Partnerships (PPPs). The group also recommends using the 
PPP framework to manage Chennai and Kolkata airports, 
and for the development and operation of  air- and city-side 
facilities at 15 non-metro airports.
 The aviation carbon footprint report, released by the 
Directorate General of  Civil Aviation (DGCA) in July 2012, 
determined that Indian airlines emitted 12.7 million tonnes 
of  CO2 in 2012, an increase by 6 per cent from 2011. Indian 
Airlines emitted 1 per cent of  the total carbon emission in 
the country, much lower than the 2 per cent emitted on 
average by airlines across the globe. The DGCA pledged to 
sustainably expand aviation in the country and implement 
proactive measures to reduce the national carbon footprint 
(2012).

Ports

The maritime sector has experienced tepid growth in 
India primarily because of  project delays and adverse global 
economic conditions. The performance of  major ports has 
dragged and most of  the traffi  c growth in the sector has 
been driven by the minor ports; while traffi  c at major ports 
decreased from 570 million tonnes (MT) to 560 MT, minor 
ports saw traffi  c increase from 315 MT to 370 MT during 
the fi scal year 2012. By April 2012, port capacity had crossed 
1,200 MT, having increased by 100 MT from the previous 
year. While the optimal capacity utilisation of  ports should 
stand at 70 per cent, major ports face 90 per cent capacity 

a
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utilisation implying traffi  c congestion and high berth occu-
pancy. The Draft 12th Five-Year Plan envisages an increase 
in India’s share of  world trade from 0.8 per cent to 1.5 per 
cent, requiring an increase in the current port capacity. In 
the present fi scal year, the Ministry of  Shipping (MoS) has 
facilitated the creation of  245 MT of  capacity in major ports 
through PPPs, and allowed the investment of  `145 billion 
across 42 projects.
 In April 2012, three major PPP capacity-expansion 
projects had been awarded in Navi Mumbai, Kandla and 
Visakhapatnam, with a total investment of  `80 billion to 
create a capacity of  79 MT per annum; incidentally, all three 
ports handled most of  the traffi  c in the country between 
April and August 2012. The approvals for these projects 
had been completed within three months, which is seen as 
some of  the fastest approvals in the port sector and the 
government hopes to continue this trend. Nonetheless, 
private interest for port projects seems to be waning. In Navi 
Mumbai’s Jawaharlal Nehru Port Trust ( JNPT), only one 
company bid for the construction of  a container terminal, 
whereas in Visakhapatnam private fi rms are unwilling to 
bid due to liquidity concerns. At the same time, multiple 
projects in Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu and Kerala have 
been terminated after the cancellation of  Memorandums 
of  Understanding (MoUs) and unrealistic bids off ered by 
private fi rms.
 Currently, the sector faces crippling issues in PPP proj-
ects. These include delays in obtaining clearances, heavy liti-
gation during the tendering process, the lack of  supporting 
infrastructure at terminals such as container freight stations, 
and diffi  culties with land acquisition. Some policy measures 
have been instilled to simplify this process. In September 
2012, the Cabinet Committee of  Infrastructure allowed 
the MoS to approve PPP projects valued at less than `500 
million without the consent of  the Cabinet; previously, the 
limit was ̀ 300 million. This was done to hasten the approval 
process and prevent cost overruns. Additionally, in August, 
land transfer norms were relaxed for government land, 
whereby land may be freely transferred without Cabinet 
approval for state-run entities.
 Recently, private terminal operators at major ports have 
criticised the Tariff  Authority for Major Ports (TAMP) for 
setting tariff s that are forcing them to scale down opera-
tions. According to the 2008 guidelines, tariff s are fi xed at 
the maximum capacity, thereby capping profi ts and inad-
vertently, dis-incentivising effi  ciency. Through current leg-
islation, tariff  setting occurs for 30 years and no corrective 
mechanism is in place since future conditions are diffi  cult to 
anticipate. This is under review by the Mumbai High Court. 
At the same time, the Ports Regulatory Authority Bill of  
2011, hoping to establish regulatory bodies for setting tariff s 
for both central and state ports, is also pending approval. 

If  passed, TAMP would be replaced by a new entity which 
would regulate both major and non-major ports.
 The NTDPC interim report recommends that the 12th 
Five-Year Plan should incorporate measures to reverse 
the shortfall in investments in major ports and improv-
ing productivity (2012). The Committee argues that port 
trusts should be transformed into statutory landlord port 
authorities, while terminal operations are transferred to 
public sector corporations. One comprehensive law should 
be introduced for major and minor ports to enable the 
previously mentioned transformation and provide them 
with autonomy. Competition should be encouraged in this 
sector as well; tariff s should be set through market forces, 
and as competition grows the TAMP should be restructured 
to better manage the ports. Coastal shipping should be 
encouraged by setting up coastal terminals, providing road 
and rail connectivity to the terminals, and fi scal incentives 
to transporters of  cargo from road or rail to ships. Finally, 
ties should be forged between bordering countries for inland 
water transport and to encourage investment in these inter-
country linkages.
 The interim report of  the High Level Committee on 
Financing Infrastructure outlines broad changes in most 
areas of  the sector (2012). The Committee suggests that the 
MoS should expedite the awarding process under the PPP 
framework, encourage the creation of  private ports in co-
ordination with state governments, deregulate port tariff s, 
implement a plan to reduce the dwell time by modernising 
processes and technologies, and hasten capital dredging 
activities with the help of  private participation.

Railways

The Indian Railways earned `586.5 billion between April 
and September 2012, increasing its revenues by about 
20 per cent from `489.64 billion earned during the same 
period in 2011. The 12th Five-Year Plan maintains a focus on 
capacity-building, modernisation and safety in railways, and 
estimates a budget of  `7,197 billion for the sector, of  which 
`800 billion is expected to be invested by the private sector. 
PPP investment in the 12th Five-Year Plan is likely to be in 
the high speed corridor between Mumbai and Ahmedabad, 
the elevated rail corridor in Mumbai, redevelopment of  
stations, logistics parks, freight terminals and corridors, 
port connectivity projects, manufacturing units, and energy 
projects. The increased demand and sub-par quality of  
railways has led to plans to modernise 19,000 km of  railway 
lines over the next fi ve years.
 In the report of  the High Level Safety Review Committee, 
released in February 2012, the Committee argues to keep 
safety as the topmost concern of  the railways, despite the 
fall in number of  train accidents. The Committee advises 
the Ministry of  Railways (MoR) to implement an advanced 
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signalling system on the 19,000-km trunk route through 
a special purpose vehicle (SPV) costing `200 billion and 
to eliminate all level crossings across the country costing 
`500 billion, over the next fi ve years. All new coaches should 
be built with the Linke Hofmann Bush (LHB) design, 
replacing the Integral Coach Factory (ICF) design in order 
to ensure safety. Also, the maintenance of  safety-related 
infrastructure should be fi rmly implemented, which would 
cost `200 billion, and is to be funded through various 
mechanisms including a safety tax on passengers, a road 
tax, deferred dividend, and a matching grant by the central 
government (2012).
 The Expert Group on Modernisation of  Indian Rail-
ways also released their report in February 2012 and made 
various recommendations on the modernisation of  Indian 
railways. These include modernising existing rail tracks, 
strengthening 11,250 km of  bridges, modernising 100 major 
stations, developing stations and terminals in PPP mode, 
manufacturing of  coaches and high speed railway lines, and 
construction of  freight corridors covering 6,200 km, over the 
next 10 years. The total investment of  `5.6 trillion can be 
raised through the monetisation of  assets, private participa-
tion, and funds generated by the railways.
 The NTDPC interim report (2012) points out that MoR 
does not have a cogent long-term policy on capacity expan-
sion and must focus on creating such guidelines. In order 
to act as a commercial body, the Railway Board should be 
reorganised, including its accounting policies which should 
conform to standard business practices. Also, the 12th Five-
Year Plan should look into setting up a tariff  regulatory 
body, which is present in other transportation sectors. 
 The interim report of  the High Level Committee on 
Financing Infrastructure (2012) encourages the MoR to 
make a number of  changes in order to generate funds for 
projects and encourage private investment. They recom-
mend the rationalisation of  fares to gather funds for the 
upgradation and modernisation of  railways. To encourage 
private investment, they believe the Ministry should use 
the PPP framework in major development projects. Also, 
they recommend that the Commercial Railways Board be 
restructured to stimulate growth and investment.
 The MoR made two major policy decisions this year. In 
June 2012, the private freight terminal policy was altered by 
separating the revenue sharing clause from the wholesale 
price index. Through this modifi cation new terminals will 
share the revenue after fi ve years, and existing terminals 
will do so after two years. In January 2012, a draft Policy 
for Private Participation in Rail Connectivity and Capacity 
Augmentation Projects was released with an objective of  
replacing the Railways’ Infrastructure for Industry Initiative 
Policy and Rail Connectivity to Coal and Iron Ore Mines 
Policy (MoR 2012). This policy contains six models for 

private participation based on the type of  project and out-
lines an active role for state governments in the development 
and implementation of  these projects.
 After the cabinet approved the leasing of  railway land, 
the Rail Land Development Authority (RLDA) invited bids 
for the commercial use of  land. Sixty new multi-functional 
complexes and eight standalone sites have been made avail-
able, and parties can bid either on a one-time lease premium 
or annual lease rent. This came after a performance audit was 
conducted on land management in the Indian Railways by 
the Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG), which advised 
RLDA to strengthen the organisation of  land management, 
maintain records, prevent land encroachment, expedite land 
acquisition, and augment income with the leasing of  railway 
land for commercial development. 

Roads

By September 2012, the total length of  the road network 
was 3.31 million km. The National Highway Development 
Program (NHDP) being implemented by the National 
Highways Authority of  India (NHAI) had achieved 17,372 
km of  four-lane national highways (by October 2012) out of  
the total 48,254 km covered under the NHDP (NHAI 2012). 
Under the Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana (PMGSY) 
about 55 per cent of  all rural settlements had been connect-
ed by 214,758 km of  new roads and 142,528 km of  improved 
roads by June 2012. During the fi scal year 2011–12, NHAI 
constructed roads at the rate of  6.16 km per day, while the 
State Public Work Departments and Border Roads Organ-
isation completed 4.23 km per day. The average road length 
constructed, however, falls well short of  the targeted 20 km 
per day. Given that the road freight volumes have grown by 
9.08 per cent and vehicles have grown by 10.76 per cent, it is 
important to achieve the 20 km per day target. 
 The digitalisation of  Regional Transport Offi  ces (RTOs) 
and national and state databases have been a major accom-
plishment towards achieving total connectivity between 
RTOs and the computerisation of  records. The National Per-
mit Scheme, launched in 2010 to facilitate the movement of  
cargo between states, has largely been successful and popu-
lar among transport companies. The Cabinet Committee on 
Infrastructure recently approved the Engineering, Procure-
ment and Construction model for two-lane highways. This 
model specifi es design and performance standards while 
allowing construction companies to innovate and quicken 
road construction. Additionally, a concession model has 
been approved for the operation, maintenance and transfer 
(OMT) of  projects, making the contractor responsible for 
the OMT of  projects for four to nine years. 
 The Indian government entered into two major bilateral 
agreements for the exchange of  knowledge in the road 
sector. A Memorandum of  Cooperation (MoC) was signed 
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between Japan and India, allowing for cross-exchange of  
information on capacity-building and technology in road 
construction. India and Canada signed an MoU for the 
transfer of  knowledge on infrastructure development, and 
road operations and maintenance.
 Ministry of  Road Transport and Highways (MoRTH) is 
planning to use natural rubber modifi ed bitumen in road 
construction and maintenance, in order to improve the 
durability of  roads. The Ministry will also implement an 
electronic toll collection system based on radio frequency 
identifi cation to improve the effi  ciency of  toll collection. 
Each vehicle will be fi tted with a radio frequency identifi ca-
tion tag, automatically crediting the tag account while trans-
ferring the toll from the bank. Pilot programmes have been 
initiated on the Delhi–Chandigarh highway. The MoRTH 
hopes to expand this programme to the entire national high-
way network by 2014.
 The NTDPC interim report (2012) recommends that 
MoRTH should mandate all state highways to be two-lane 
by the end of  the 12th Five-Year Plan. Tolls can only be justi-
fi ed if  some ‘enhanced service’ is provided, thus, any high-
way with less than four lanes should not be taxed. A data 
centre should be established to collect data on traffi  c fl ows, 
road conditions and accidents. Emphasis should be placed 
on design standards for road, capacity-building of  central, 
state and local agencies, and skill-building relevant to the 
road sector in educational institutions (Table 6).
 The interim report of  the High Level Committee on 
Financing Infrastructure (2012) proposes streamlining 

the awarding process by specifying and measuring against 
monthly/quarterly targets, updating the award progress 
on the public domain, reducing time and cost overruns by 
using the Engineering, Procurement and Construction 
(EPC) model in low-traffi  c density projects, and restructur-
ing the NHAI to reduce implementation and management 
delays.
 The road sector has seen some unfortunate setbacks this 
year. By March 2012, 95 projects handled by NHAI, and 
126 projects through the state public work departments 
had been delayed. These have occurred because of  tedious 
land acquisition and environment clearance procedures, 
poor contractor performances, and law and order. PPPs, 
a touted step in infrastructure development in India, are 
seen to be a disappointment this year in the road sector. 
While investments in PPP projects were valued at `1,800 
billion in June 2012, an increase from `1,300 billion in 
June 2011, private participation may be winding down. 
Between April and September 2012, NHAI only awarded six 
projects, resulting in the construction of  560 km at a total 
cost of  `49 billion. A recent IIT-Chennai study on time 
and cost overruns in road construction projects in India 
demonstrates that while PPP road projects take less time to 
complete, they have signifi cantly higher costs than non-PPP 
projects (Thillai and Govind 2012). Furthermore, several 
construction companies are facing fi nancial constraints in 
their road projects because of  the aggressive auctions that 
hiked up bids, and high interest rates on loans coupled with 
stringent collateral mandates.

TABLE 6 Policy Recommendations for Road Sector from NTDPC’s Interim Report

Target Area Policy Sugg estions

NHDP • Clarify fi nancial tools for funding.
 • Change policy to target heavy road construction according to traffi  c fl ows.
 • Impose tolls only when ‘enhanced services’ are provided.

State Highways • Mandate each state to create state highway development plan; prioritise plans on the basis of  traffi  c fl ows and 
  demand and ensure each highway has two lanes.

Expressways • Create more elevated entry points to expressways for increased rural accessibility.

Rural Roads • Increase fuel cess in proportion to fuel price hikes.
 • Existing PMGSY projects to be completed and upgradation of  network to occur in the next 10–15 years.

Design Standards • Generate new design standards while studying road capacity and traffi  c fl ows.

Capacity-building • Invest in capacity-building in engineering and designing of  roads, and skill-building of  workers and contractors.
and R&D • Create professional institution to set design standards and conduct research in road sector.

Road Safety • Using recommendations made in the Sundar Committee on Road Safety and Traffi  c Management (2007) 
  Report, invest in building road safety capacity.

Road Transport • Incorporate recommendations made by Sundar Committee on amending the Motor Vehicles Act 1988.

Data Centre • Set up a road data centre to enhance data collection on cargo and passenger fl ows, historical fl ows on roads 
  and road performance.

Source: National Transport Development Policy Committee (2012).
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POWER

Despite the jarring disappointments brought to the power 
sector this year in the form of  the coal scam, the only 
notable step taken by the government is towards the fi nancial 
restructuring of  power distribution companies. By Septem-
ber 2012, total generation capacity stood at about 208,000 
MW, having increased by 15,000 MW since the beginning of  
the calendar year (Central Electricity Authority 2012). A ma-
jority of  the capacity enhancement occurred in coal-based 
thermal plants, followed by marginal increases in gas-based 
thermal and renewable energy generation (Table 7).

TABLE 7 Installed Capacity of Power in India

Type of  Energy MW

 Thermal 138,806
 Coal 118,703
 Gas 18,903
 Diesel 1,199

Nuclear 4,780

Renewable 64,289
 Hydro 39,291
  Other  24,998

Total  207,875

Source: Central Electricity Authority (2012).

 By September 2012, 558,240 villages had been provided 
electricity, i.e., 87 per cent of  all Indian villages. Under the 
Rajiv Gandhi Grameen Vidyutikaran Yojana (RGGVY) 
or the Scheme for Rural Electricity Infrastructure and 
Household Electrifi cation, 105,000 (of  the targeted 110,000) 
villages had been provided with electricity, while free elec-
tricity connections had been given to 19.5 million Below 
Poverty Line (BPL) households (by April 2012). According 
to the 18th Electric Power Survey Report (2011), by the end 
of  the 12th Five-Year Plan, the estimated peak demand will 
be 196,398 MW while the country’s energy requirement 
will stand at 1,348,515 billion unit (BU). To facilitate meet-
ing these requirements, the working group for the 12th Five-
Year Plan proposes increasing the installed power capacity 
by about 76,000 MW, through public and private entities 
(Table 8), at an investment of  13.73 million in generation, 
transmission and distribution.
 To encourage private participation in the creation of  elec-
tricity infrastructure, tariff -based competitive bidding would 
be implemented for the provision of  transmission services, 
as against the cost plus method, from January 2013 onwards. 
However, it may be noted that this process has already been 
used for the generation of  electricity, where developers are 
going back on the tariff s quoted in the bidding process for 
mega projects, citing higher coal costs. Thermal power 

plant developers are scrapping their development plans or 
delaying work on their projects. More recently, the Cabinet 
Committee on Economic Aff airs approved the foreign in-
vestment limit of  49 per cent on investment in generation, 
transmission and distribution companies, which caps FDI 
at 26 per cent and Foreign Institutional Investor (FII) at 23 
per cent. The Electricity Act stipulates that all consumers 
with loads greater than 1 MW should be considered open 
access consumers, relieving state regulators of  their juris-
diction on them. Despite mandating state governments 
and distribution companies to implement this policy, it has 
not been enacted; the central government is deliberating 
on how to resolve this situation. The interim report of  the 
High Level Committee on Financing Infrastructure (2012) 
recommends establishing PPPs in the distribution sector and 
adding incentives such as viability gap funding. The Com-
mittee also suggests that coal should be imported in the 
short term but PPPs should be allowed in coal production 
for the long term; State Electricity Regulatory Commissions 
(SERCs) should establish the wheeling charge and open ac-
cess surcharge but not regulate tariff s; and 25 per cent of  the 
central discretionary allocation should be made available for 
direct sale to open access customers, in order to facilitate 
competition.
 Fundamental problems in the sector include concerns 
which extend to all infrastructure sectors — land acquisi-
tion and environmental clearances. Obtaining land for 
power plants is increasingly diffi  cult due to lengthy and 
complicated clearance systems. Environmental clearances 

TABLE 8 12th Five-Year Plan Working Group Projections 
for Capacity Addition

Developers Hydro Thermal Nuclear Capacity
    Addition (MW)

Central 5,632 11,426 2,800 19,858

State 1,456 12,340 0 13,796

Private 2,116 40,015 0 42,131

Total 9,204 63,781 2,800 75,785

Source: Press Information Bureau (2012).

TABLE 9 Proposed Budget for Power Sector in 
12th Five-Year Plan

Energy Sub-Sectors Proposed Budget (` in billion)

Generation  6,386

Transmission  1,800

Distribution  3,062

Others 2,477

Total  13,726

Source: Press Information Bureau (2012).
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take one–two years, when the allowed timeframe is seven–
ten months. Between April 2009 and September 2012, 854 
projects in mining, thermal and hydropower plants had fi led 
for environmental clearances, of  which only 76 have been 
processed and approved.
 The domestic coal supply in India has reached abysmal 
levels, with 35 thermal power plants having less than 
seven days of  coal reserves. Due to the overdependence 
on thermal power, the low quality and supply of  domestic 
coal and Coal India Limited’s (CIL) inability to meet supply 
agreements, India has increased its coal imports over the 
years. However, uncertainty lingers due to price hikes in 
Indonesia and Australia, the largest coal exporting countries 
to India. In attempts to lessen the burden on private and 
public developers, steam coal has been exempted from 
import duties. Additionally, CIL’s board has agreed to the 
modifi ed fuel supply agreements (FSAs), with 80 per cent 
supply commitment through which CIL will supply 65 per 
cent of  domestic coal and 15 per cent imported coal on a 
cost plus basis. The original FSAs were modifi ed in terms 
of  the penalty, moratorium on penalty and force majeure 
clauses. Due to these input concerns, it has become even 
more important to improve the effi  ciency of  the power 
plants. Between April and September 2012, the Plant Load 
Factor (PLF) of  all coal-based thermal power plants in India 
was 68.51 per cent, implying low capacity utilisation on 
average. It is necessary to improve the capacity utilisation by 
renovating or modernising equipment, especially because 
of  the high average and peak shortages and the lack of  short-
term alternative power sources.
 The thermal power sector has been tainted with the 
coal scam, which has implicated large private companies, 
bureaucrats and politicians. The inter-ministerial group 
on coal recommended de-allocating 10 coal blocks and 
forfeiting the bank guarantees of  several accused companies, 
after unearthing the controversy surrounding the allocation 
of  57 coal blocks in September 2012. The CAG reported 
losses of  `10.52 billion to the government due to the low 
bids received for the coal block allocations, resulting in 
`1.86 trillion in benefi ts to participants. The CAG report 
added that the government had delayed the bidding and 
instead allotted the blocks between 2004 and 2009 (CAG of  
India 2012). The CBI has launched its investigation into fi ve 
companies for misrepresenting net worth and experience 
when they obtained the coal blocks.
 Gas-based thermal power plants have been performing 
quite poorly, given the limited supply in liquefi ed natural gas 
(LNG). The required gas for stations is 85.89 million metric 
standard cubic metre per day (mmscmd), while the actual 
availability is 48.44 mmscmd. The domestic gas production 
has fallen steeply and widened the demand and supply gap. 
The depreciation of  the Rupee and the international market 

competitive demand, have added on the costs of  gas imports. 
Nonetheless, the stagnant domestic supply prompts India 
to import a large amount of  LNG despite the higher costs. 
While 25 mmscmd of  gas can be sourced from Indian fi elds, 
about a 100 mmscmd will be required to fulfi l the demand 
in 2014–15. 
 In light of  the Fukushima disaster in Japan, protests 
against nuclear power have gained momentum in India. In 
fact, appeals have been fi led in the Supreme Court to stay 
the commissioning of  new nuclear projects, in states such 
as Tamil Nadu. Meanwhile, the liability clause in the Civil 
Liability for Nuclear Damage Rule, 2011, has been altered, 
with expectations of  extending the fi ve-year time limit for 
nuclear operators seeking damages from foreign suppliers, 
if  a nuclear accident occurred.
 Stagnant policy-making may prevent progress and expan-
sion in the renewable sector. It appears that total renewable 
energy capacity addition may not even reach 1,500 MW 
this year, let alone meeting the target of  having 15 per cent 
of  renewable power on the grid by 2020, unless signifi cant 
policy moves are made. After April 2012, renewable energy 
power plants have not been eligible for accelerated deprecia-
tion benefi ts and generation-based incentives. However, the 
Ministry of  New and Renewable Energy (MNRE) may bring 
them back in the 12th Five-Year Plan, since it has caused a 
drop in capacity addition. In February 2012, the CERC 
launched the Terms and Conditions for Tariff  Determina-
tion from Renewable Energy Sources Regulations, eff ective 
from April 2012 (CERC 2012). The tariff s fi xed for all renew-
able energy sectors were lower than those in previous years. 
A major problem with this policy has been that the Renew-
able Power Obligations (RPOs) have not been enforced by 
the SERCs, causing poor energy generation. A few SERCs 
are even allowing the carryover of  RPOs from the previous 
fi nancial year, further aggravating the problem. Also the de-
lays in the approval process for transmission companies have 
caused higher transaction costs for developers. Renewable 
Energy Certifi cates (RECs), which are traded on the Indian 
Energy Exchange, have a year-long annual compliance pe-
riod, resulting in low trading volumes. Unless this period 
is shortened, the renewable energy sector will continue to 
suff er through the weakness of  the REC instrument.
 The installed generation capacity of  solar power has 
crossed 1 GW, with a majority of  these power plants being 
grid-connected. The Jawaharlal Nehru National Solar 
Mission ( JNNSM), by which solar projects are set up by 
developers on build, own and operate basis, have added 201 
MW of  power. The bidding for fi rst phase, second round, of  
the scheme had resulted in low tariff s due to falling prices of  
solar modules. Currently, Gujarat is the largest solar power 
producer with 680 MW of  installed capacity and plans for 
600 MW across 10 districts (KPMG 2012).



260 India Infrastructure Report 2012

 Since the beginning of  the year, India has added only 
750 MW in wind capacity, in comparison to 3,500 MW 
during the same period last year. Some states have asked 
wind power plants to close operations because of  cheaper 
alternative power options, even though the central govern-
ment mandates the sale of  renewable energy. This comes 
at the cost of  consumers, who are cut off  from power 
supply because states are unwilling to pay for the wind 
energy. To add to this, state utility companies have asked 
for a portion of  the REC revenue and increased transmis-
sion charges on wind power plants to encourage the former 
practice.
 By the end of  August 2012, the transmission network 
in India was made up of  275,530 circuit km of  220 kV of  
high voltage, and 425,866 of  transformer capacity for 220 
kV levels. The world’s highest voltage test line station of  
1,200 kV has been commissioned in Madhya Pradesh. Recent 
developments in this area included awarding two ultra mega 
transmission projects to Powergrid, while RInfra has set up 
plans for 220 km of  440 kV double circuit transmission line 
in Maharashtra.
 Following the grid collapse in July 2012, which aff ected 
20 states and 600 million consumers, the Ministry of  Power 
(MoP) has proposed various alternatives including an island-
ing scheme for Delhi to prevent the reoccurrence of  such 
situations. The poor fi nancial state of  the distribution com-
panies prompted the MoP to once again develop a fi nancial 
restructuring plan. It may be noted that the previous eff ort 
of  cleaning up the balance sheets of  the State Electricity 
Boards, in 2001, was not very successful. According to the 
present plan, state governments will take over 50 per cent 
of  the short-term liabilities and convert them to bonds, and 
the remainder will be restructured by banks, by extending 
the moratorium on the principal and giving better terms for 
repayment. This assistance will be granted on the condition 
that the distribution companies carry out operational and 
fi nancial reforms including rationalising tariff s, balancing 
high tension and low tension loads, extending metering 
to all consumers, and curtailing unauthorised electricity 
consumption.
 New guidelines for the short-term procurement of  elec-
tricity have been formulated to promote competition and 
reduce power purchase costs. This will reduce short-term 
charges for distribution companies, which are the largest 
component of  the costs for distribution companies and are 
completely transferred to the customers. Through this plan, 
bidding companies will quote prices for a year as opposed 
to previous statute of  25 years. A new Perform, Achieve 
and Trade (PAT) scheme has also been brought out to 
incentivise energy effi  ciency by providing the option for 
energy-intensive industries to trade additional energy-saving 
certifi cates on energy exchanges. Furthermore, the MoP is 

implementing the Re-structured Accelerated Power Devel-
opment & Reforms Programme (R-APDRP) across states, 
which is expected to reduce aggregate technical and com-
mercial (AT&C) losses to the extent of  15 per cent.
 The Case I and Case II standard bidding documents 
(SBDs) for power procurement were released in February 
2012. Since then, revisions have included changes related to 
the volatility of  fuel prices and a provision for pass through 
to consumers. Draft SBDs have also been designed for Ultra 
Mega Power Projects (UMPPs) to enable a stringent bidding 
process, higher performance guarantees and tougher eligi-
bility norms. 

URBAN INFRASTRUCTURE

India’s urban population increased from 286 million in 
2001 to 377 million in 2011, and accounts for 37 per cent of  
the total population. The total number of  towns has also 
increased over the decade to 7,935, a 54 per cent increase 
from 2001. The low capacity of  Urban Local Bodies (ULBs), 
limited fi nancial resources and multiple clearance channels, 
have led to a mismatch in the demand and supply of  urban 
services and development. While PPPs have been popular in 
solid waste management and sewage treatment plants, they 
have been scarce in urban transport due to high construc-
tion costs, capital requirements and long project tenures. 
 The fi rst phase of  the Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban 
Renewal Mission ( JNNURM) was launched in December 
2005, with the intention of  promoting urban sector reforms, 
and enhancing urban infrastructure and facilities. Collating 
funds from the central and state governments, and ULBs, 
this programme works through the Ministry of  Urban 
Development (MUD) and the Ministry of  Housing and 
Poverty Alleviation (MHUPA). Under MUD, `480 billion 
were allocated to two sub-programmes, i.e., the Urban 
Infrastructure and Governance, and Urban Infrastructure 
Development Scheme for Small and Medium Towns 
(UIDSSMT), while MHUPA directed `22 billion to two 
programmes, i.e., Basic Services to the Urban Poor and 
Integrated Housing and Slum Development Programme, 
over the entire fi ve-year period. The tenure of  JNNURM 
fi rst phase was extended up to March 2014, to ensure the 
completion of  urban sector reforms and ongoing projects. 
The second phase of  JNNURM, with an increased central 
allocation of  0.35 per cent of  the Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) as opposed to 0.1 per cent of  the GDP in the fi rst 
phase, will focus on small cities and towns. It will enhance 
the capacities of  nagar palikas and nagar panchayats, while 
improving revenue generation of  ULBs, implement reforms 
eff ectively, employ alternate fi nancing methods, and 
enhance land management. As the fi rst policy programme 
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to solely focus on urban India, JNNURM has made some 
improvements in urban development. However, urban 
sector reforms have not been implemented by the states and 
ULBs, though these developments were supposed to have 
been contingent on them. 
 The UIDSSMT has relaxed its stipulations of  basing the 
release of  funds on urban reforms. Compared to its previ-
ous preconditions of  the completion of  urban reforms prior 
to the release of  funds, the second instalments of  funds 
are subjected to the completion of  four of  six mandatory 
reforms. If  even these relaxed norms are not met, states may 
provide funds which can be reimbursed if  reforms are com-
pleted later. However, these conditions are exempted for the 
north-eastern states and Jammu and Kashmir.
 Various ministries have come up with important legisla-
tions to tackle other urban issues. The National Water Policy 
draft was released in January 2012, outlining the need for a 
strong institutional framework on water usage, by concen-
trating on levying eff ective water tariff s, promoting private 
participation in water service provision, launching periodic 
water supply audits, and promoting sustainable water usage 
(Ministry of  Water Resources 2012). The draft was revised 
later in the year, to emphasise decentralised and water 

conservation-focused sanitation systems. The E-wastes 
(Management and Handling) Rules were implemented 
in May 2012 and formalised the role of  electronic waste 
recyclers. These rules will prompt electronics producers to 
channel their e-waste to formal recyclers, as well as increase 
the number of  recycling units by motivating informal 
recyclers to enter the formal market. For eff ective imple-
mentation of  the policy, monitoring and regulation must 
be enforced.

CONCLUSION

India’s infrastructure needs the government’s renewed atten-
tion to restart an almost stagnant economy. It is imperative 
to strengthen the regulatory and governance processes to 
ensure smooth transition to a sustainable higher economic 
growth trajectory. It is not only important to fi nd solutions 
to infrastructure project impediments, but also critical to 
fi nd the right balance between growth and environmental 
concerns. Finally, de-politicisation and ensuring operations 
on effi  cient and commercial principles is critical for realising 
the targets of  the 12th Five-Year Plan.
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