Impact Factor (SJIF): 6.126

A
International Journal of Research @ = v o
X ml T ey N ——" -

2
’ ( Y
~ oo ~
. %

E-ISSN: 2583-1615, P-ISSN: 3049-3498

R

S

| Yo

Accepted: 08/October/2025

Received: 27/August/2025 IJRAW: 2025; 4(10):141-145

Indian Higher Education in Transition: Emerging Issues and Strategic
Change
“IDr. Tuhina Begum and 2Mandira Paul

*I Assistant Professor, Department of B.Ed., Bijoy Krishna Girls® College, Howrah, West Bengal, India.

2Assistant Professor, Teachers’ Training Department (B.Ed.), Panskura Banamali College (Autonomous), West Bengal, India.

Abstract

India’s higher education system, one of the largest in the world, is undergoing a profound transformation shaped by global dynamics,
technological advancements, and domestic imperatives. The central objective of higher education is to maximize the human resource potential of
future generations while simultaneously fostering economic growth. The National Education Policy (NEP 2020), introduced by the Ministry of
Human Resource Development, has ushered in a paradigm shift in the higher education landscape of India. Consequently, notable progress has
been made in areas such as educational infrastructure, institutional frameworks, learning facilities, virtual classrooms, worldwide rankings, and
the teacher—pupil ratio. Yet, this transformation is also accompanied by significant challenges, including privatization, escalating educational
costs, and student dropouts. Furthermore, the rapid proliferation of private and state universities has increasingly positioned educational
institutions as business enterprises, necessitating greater professionalism in their governance. Shifts in the perceptions of students and parents
toward higher education are also becoming evident. This article seeks to explore the emerging trends, opportunities for reform, and the critical
role of human resource development within India’s higher education sector. Ultimately, education is not only an engine of economic progress
but also a profound instrument for shaping individuals into morally and socially responsible beings.
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Introduction

Indian higher education is shaped by the country's cultural
heritage, constitutional values, socio-economic goals and
global aspirations. These are aligned with national
development priorities and the growing needs of society and
economy. The aim of higher education in India is to maximize
the country's human resources through equity and inclusion.
To achieve this, the country has implemented many
development plans to promote higher education (Agarwal,
2006). India holds the third-highest enrollment rate in higher
education globally, following China and the United States. In
the Indian context, education is widely regarded as a key
pathway to social mobility, with quality education serving as
a stepping stone toward better career prospects and improved
livelihoods. The Indian higher education system, through its
diverse institutions, contributes significantly to the nation’s
economic development while fostering social and cultural
progress. Since independence, the system has witnessed a
remarkable transformation—from textbook-based traditional
learning to technology-driven online education. In recent
years, pursuing higher education abroad has also emerged as a
prominent trend among Indian students.

India today is home to a vast network of universities,
technical institutes, research centers, and both professional
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and non-professional colleges spread across the country.
Higher education plays a crucial role in shaping the nation’s
overall development by supporting industrial growth,
strengthening the economy, and advancing social progress. It
also facilitates the generation of new knowledge and
innovation through research. Over the past few decades,
educational institutions have transitioned from conventional
modes of learning to more modern, flexible approaches.
However, this transformation has not been without
challenges. Issues such as privatization, inadequate funding,
uneven quality, and questions of accessibility continue to
confront the sector.

Despite these obstacles, the emphasis on human resource
development remains at the core of higher education in India.
By equipping young people with knowledge, skills, and
values, the system seeks to create a workforce that is not only
educated and employable but also capable of contributing
meaningfully to the nation’s social, industrial, and economic
advancement.

Higher Education in India: Current Scenario

Higher education is one of the most critical drivers of a
nation’s economic and social development. It not only
enhances the individual knowledge and skills of students, but

<141>



IJRAW

also contributes significantly to national productivity,
innovation, and the overall development of human resources.
Educated citizens become more skilled, aware, and efficient,
thereby directly accelerating national progress. In India,
higher education constitutes the stage beyond secondary
schooling, where students pursue degrees, diplomas, or
professional certifications. At present, India’s higher
education system is the third largest in the world, following
the United States and China. This growth is also indicative of
India’s increasing economic strength and expanding social
capacity.

There are more than 1,113 universities in India, comprising a
wide range of institutions. These include 56 central
universities, 430 private universities and 171 institutions of
national importance such as the Indian Institutes of
Technology (IITs), Indian Institutes of Management (IIMs),
All India Institutes of Medical Sciences (AIIMS), National
Institutes of Technology (NITs), and Indian Institutes of
Science Education and Research (IISERs). State universities
and deemed universities also form a large part of the higher
education providers. In terms of numbers, South India tops
the list with the highest concentration of colleges. Among the
states, Andhra Pradesh tops the list with around 3,775
colleges, followed by Karnataka and Maharashtra.

The Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) serves as an important
indicator of access to higher education in India. Currently,
India’s GER is approximately 27.1% for the population aged
18-23 years. According to data from 2019-20, GER stood at
26.9 for men, 27.3 for women, 23.7 for Scheduled Castes, and
18.0 for Scheduled Tribes. These statistics highlight both the
progress made in expanding access and the persisting
disparities across social groups, underscoring the need for
more inclusive policies.

India’s higher education system is governed by a robust
regulatory framework, with several organizations playing
crucial roles. Foremost among these is the University Grants
Commission (UGC), established through an Act in 1956. The
UGC is entrusted with the responsibility of promoting,
funding, standardizing, and coordinating university education
across the country. In addition, the All India Council for
Technical Education (AICTE) oversees the planning and
development of technical education, while the National
Medical Commission (NMC) regulates the standards of
medical education and the professional practices of medical
graduates. Collectively, these regulatory bodies ensure the
quality, expansion, and relevance of higher education in India.
The advancement of technology in the twenty-first century
has introduced new dimensions to higher education. Online
courses, digital platforms, and blended learning models are
creating alternative and more affordable pathways for
students. These innovations are fostering skill development,
enhancing employability, and contributing to the
democratization of knowledge.

Changes in Higher Education Sector

The quality of education varies widely among institutions,
with some failing to meet basic educational and infrastructural
requirements. Retention and graduation rates are alarming,
with many students dropping out due to academic, financial,
or personal problems (Nerlove, 1972). In recent decades, the
landscape of higher education in India has undergone major
structural transformations driven by privatization, rising costs
of education, and increasing competition within the sector.
The expansion of universities reflects this rapid change: from
a limited number in 2015, the count rose to 864 in 2019 and is
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projected to reach 1,338 by 2025.

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2022 outlines a new

vision for the education sector in India, replacing the earlier

policy of 1986. It proposes far-reaching reforms in both

school and higher education. The key provisions include:

i). Establishment of a single regulatory body for higher
education institutions

ii). A multiple entry and exit system in degree and other
academic programs

iii). Introduction of the Academic Bank of Credit (ABC)

iv). Discontinuation of the M.Phil programme

v). Reduction in the weightage of board examinations

vi). Implementation of a common entrance examination for
university admissions

vii). Emphasis on technology and digital education

A notable shift within this policy is the gradual dissolution of
rigid disciplinary boundaries between science, arts, and
commerce. Likewise, the strict compartmentalization of
regulatory bodies such as UGC, AICTE, and NCTE has been
restructured. This integration suggests a move towards a more
flexible and holistic academic environment, where the
boundaries between curricular and co-curricular activities are
increasingly blurred.

The infusion of technology in higher education has
significantly advanced the goal of inclusive development.
Digital tools and platforms have enhanced interaction
between students and teachers, fostering higher engagement
and participation. Technology has also made learning more
accessible and efficient.

For instance, traditional chalk-and-board teaching methods
are rapidly being replaced by smart classrooms, online
learning environments, and virtual platforms.

Modern pedagogy in higher education is no longer confined
to textbook-centered learning. Instead, it emphasizes skill
development, experiential learning, and project-based
approaches. These methods provide students with practical,
application-oriented, and creative knowledge. Experiential
learning has now become a vital component of the
educational process, preparing learners not just for academic
achievement but also for real-world problem-solving and
professional readiness.

Challenges in Higher Education
Even after seventy-eight years of independence, India’s
education system has not reached its full potential. It is
concerning that no Indian institution has yet secured a place
among the world’s top 100 universities. Growth in any sector
inevitably encounters obstacles, and the education sector is no
exception. Institutions of higher learning face multiple
challenges, such as ensuring quality education, coping with
privatization, addressing the shortage of skilled human
resources, and overcoming infrastructural weaknesses. These
challenges demand urgent attention because the education
sector directly contributes to both economic growth and social
development.

e  Quality of Education: One of the most pressing
concerns in higher education is the shortage of
employable skills among graduates. Many colleges
recruit faculty on the basis of influence or financial
strength rather than academic qualifications and
professional experience. Consequently, highly skilled and
well-trained educators are overlooked. This undermines
the quality of education, despite the fact that teachers
serve as essential role models for students.
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e Enrolment Crisis: India’s Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER)
in higher education stands at approximately 15%, which
is significantly lower than that of developed and
comparable developing countries. While enrolment rates
at the school level have improved, the number of higher
education  institutions  remains  inadequate  to
accommodate the rising demand.

e Equity Issues: Disparities in enrolment are also evident
across gender and social groups. Studies reveal a
considerable gap between the GER of men and women in
higher education. Moreover, the increasing privatization
of education has further widened the divide between
wealthy and underprivileged students. The most
advantageous opportunities often go to those who can
afford them, leaving others at a disadvantage.

o Infrastructure Shortage: The lack of robust
infrastructure remains a major obstacle, particularly in
public institutions. Insufficient libraries, under-equipped
laboratories, and limited access to modern technology
hinder both teaching and learning, thereby affecting the
overall quality of education.

o Faculty Issues: A shortage of qualified faculty has been
a persistent challenge. Despite the existence of numerous
vacancies in higher education, a large number of NET
and Ph.D. qualified candidates remain unemployed.
Inadequate recruitment practices force these talented
individuals to seek employment in other sectors,
representing a significant setback for the higher education
system.

e Financial Issues: The majority of students in India come
from middle-class or lower-middle-class families.
Meeting the costs of tuition and living expenses poses
significant financial strain, especially for those studying
in private institutions where fees are substantially higher.
While many students take up temporary jobs, these are
often insufficient to cover their educational and personal
needs.

e Low Funding: The chronic underfunding of the
education sector remains another critical issue. Many
institutions lack adequate financial resources to support
academic development, research, and innovation.
Although government expenditure on education has
increased in recent years, it continues to fall short of
actual requirements.

e Political Interference: Excessive political influence is
yet another barrier to progress in higher education. A
number of institutions are either owned or heavily
influenced by political leaders who use them to advance
their personal agendas. Students, in turn, are often drawn
into political activities, which divert them from their
primary academic and career goals and jeopardizes their
future prospects.

Opportunities and Suggestions in Higher Education

The issues of access and equity in higher education are deeply
interconnected. While India has witnessed remarkable
quantitative expansion in its higher education sector, this
growth has not adequately addressed the inclusion of
disadvantaged and vulnerable sections of society. The
representation of Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes
(STs), Other Backward Classes (OBCs), women, and minority
communities in colleges and universities remains
disproportionately low compared to their population share.
Neglecting the legitimate demands of these groups is no
longer acceptable, as access to higher education is not only a
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pathway to economic benefits but also an essential means of
ensuring social mobility, empowerment, and recognition.
Today, India’s education system stands as the third largest in
the world. While challenges remain, it has witnessed
remarkable growth in teaching methods, classroom practices,
and co-curricular development. These developments have
enhanced opportunities for students to participate
meaningfully in national development. However, the
challenge now lies in utilizing these opportunities effectively
to maximize their impact.

At the state level, higher education holds vast potential for
strategic human resource development and capacity building.
Partnerships with international institutions can further
strengthen employability and global competitiveness among
Indian graduates. Higher education also plays a crucial role in
unlocking and nurturing the latent potential of individuals,
thereby creating a more skilled and experienced workforce
across all sectors.

Technological advancement has been another transformative
force shaping education in India. The rapid expansion of
digital platforms has made young learners increasingly adept
at engaging with new-age, interactive learning tools. These
tools not only enhance the quality of learning but also make
education more engaging and accessible. Additionally, higher
education provides a platform for students to express
themselves freely, overcome stage fright, and build
confidence. Seminars, workshops, conferences, internships,
live projects, and practical learning experiences prepare
students for real-world challenges while equipping them with
essential professional skills.

Equitable access to educational opportunities is a prerequisite
for inclusive economic development and sustainable social
progress. To build a better future, it is imperative to bridge
existing gaps in quality, accessibility, and equity within the
higher education system.

Suggestions for Addressing Key Challenges

e Enhance quality and reputation of higher education
institutions to align with global standards.

e Promote innovation and creativity across academic
disciplines.

e Provide regular professional training for teachers to
enhance pedagogical skills and subject expertise.

e Foster a professional and student-centric mindset among
educators to create a more engaging learning
environment.

e  Ensure non-discriminatory access to quality education for
all sections of society.

e Invest in modern infrastructure to support innovative and
transformative higher education.

e Safeguard educational institutions from political
interference, ensuring academic freedom and institutional
autonomy.

e  Encourage the use of Open Educational Resources (OER)
and MOOCs to expand learning opportunities beyond
traditional classrooms.

e Increase funding for research, particularly in emerging
areas such as artificial intelligence, climate change, and
biotechnology.

Emerging Dimensions Education and

Developmental Needs

Higher education is undergoing a profound transformation in

the 21st century. Once confined to imparting knowledge and

awarding degrees, universities and colleges are now expected

of Higher
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to play a much broader role—preparing students for a
globalized economy, fostering innovation, and addressing the
developmental needs of society. Rapid advances in
technology and new trends in innovation have significantly
shaped this evolution, making higher education more dynamic
and responsive to change. The emerging dimensions of higher
education are marked by technological integration, socio-
economic shifts, and progressive policy reforms. Technology-
driven courses, in particular, provide new opportunities for
learning beyond the traditional classroom, encouraging
specialized and flexible modes of education that align with
contemporary demands.

e Online Education: Online education refers to the
delivery of learning and teaching through digital
platforms, allowing students and teachers to connect
virtually beyond the boundaries of traditional classrooms.
It has gained immense popularity in the 21st century due
to advancements in technology, increased internet
accessibility, and the need for flexible learning
opportunities. Online education offers several benefits
such as accessibility to remote learners, flexibility in time
and pace, cost-effectiveness, and diverse learning
resources including videos, interactive modules, and
virtual simulations. It supports lifelong learning and skill
development, making education more inclusive and
learner-centered.

e Emphasis on Quality and Enrolment Opportunities:
Higher education today faces the dual challenge of
maintaining academic excellence while expanding access
to a growing population of learners. The emphasis on
quality and enrolment opportunities reflects the need to
balance inclusivity with high standards of teaching,
research, and innovation. Quality in higher education
goes beyond infrastructure and degrees; it includes
effective pedagogy, competent faculty, updated curricula,
research orientation, and holistic development of
students. A strong focus on quality ensures that graduates
are not only employable but also capable of contributing
meaningfully to society.

e Increase in Female Admission Rate: One of the most

significant changes in higher education in recent decades
has been the increase in female admission rates. This
trend reflects not only the progress of society toward
gender equality but also the recognition that women’s
education is a key driver of national development.
Higher enrollment of women in colleges and universities
has been made possible by government policies,
scholarship programs, and greater social awareness about
the importance of women’s education. Initiatives such as
reservation of seats, special hostels, safety measures, and
financial aid have encouraged families to send their
daughters for higher studies. Educated women contribute
to the workforce, participate in research and innovation,
and play a vital role in leadership and decision-making.

o Research, Innovation, and Entrepreneurship: Higher
education institutions are increasingly seen as hubs of
research and innovation. Start-up incubators, industry-
academia partnerships, and emphasis on patent creation
directly contribute to national development and self-
reliance.

e Equity, Inclusion, and Internationalization:
Development requires an education system that is
inclusive and accessible. Expanding opportunities for
women, marginalized groups, and differently-abled
students is central to social justice. Simultaneously,
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international collaborations and student exchanges
enhance cultural exposure and global competitiveness.

e Emphasizing Skill Development: Although millions of
students graduate from college, only a small proportion
possess the practical skills required for employment. The
primary reason is that most lack the essential
foundational skills. To address this issue, the government
is placing strong emphasis on skill development. In
addition, several initiatives are being undertaken to foster
new skills and promote entrepreneurship.

e Introduction of Artificial Intelligence in Higher

Education: In today’s world, higher education is no
longer confined to the mere acquisition of degrees; it is
intricately linked with knowledge creation, research, and
skill development. Colleges and universities are expected
to design academic frameworks that not only provide
modern knowledge but also actively encourage students
to engage in research.
At present, many educational institutions are fostering a
start-up culture by leveraging artificial intelligence,
information  technology, and innovative ideas.
Consequently, students are being equipped with
opportunities to grow as entrepreneurs while also
enhancing their employability. Higher education is not
simply a mechanism for integrating human resources into
the workforce; it also plays a crucial role in enhancing
the overall quality of human capital. By producing highly
skilled professionals, it contributes significantly to the
advancement of society and the progress of the nation as
a whole.

Conclusion

Since independence, the Indian education system has
witnessed significant transformation, yet higher education
continues to face multiple challenges. To meet the growing
demand for enrollment, there is an urgent need to establish
more colleges and institutions across the country. At the same
time, ensuring high-quality faculty, advanced technology, and
strong research infrastructure remains crucial for achieving
national, regional, and international standards. Over the past
few decades, the education sector has made commendable
progress. However, structural reforms are now essential to
build a truly skilled, educated, and trained workforce. A well-
prepared young generation will not only strengthen the
domestic labor market but also compete effectively at the
global level.

The process of reform, however, is far from simple. The
Indian education system is currently navigating a phase of
rapid change—opening up new opportunities while
simultaneously posing serious challenges. This makes the
present moment a turning point for higher education in India.
With visionary policies and well-coordinated planning, the
nation can ensure sustainable growth in education and human
resource development, ultimately driving socio-economic
progress.
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