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ABSTRACT

The higher education system in India has witnessed remarkable growth over the past few
decades, becoming one of the largest systems in the world. However, the sector faces significant
challenges, including issues of quality, accessibility, funding, and employability. This paper
explores the current structure of Indian higher education, its historical evolution, and the key
challenges it faces. It also discusses government initiatives and policy reforms aimed at
improving the quality and reach of higher education. The paper highlights the role of private
institutions, technology integration, and international collaborations in shaping the future of
higher education in India. Finally, it offers suggestions for enhancing the overall efficiency and

global competitiveness of Indian higher education institutions.
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INTRODUCTION

Higher education in India plays a crucial role in shaping the country’s economic and social
development. With over 1,000 universities and more than 40,000 colleges, India has the third-
largest higher education system globally, after the United States and China (UGC, 2023). The
system includes central universities, state universities, deemed universities, and private
institutions. Despite significant expansion in terms of quantity, the quality and equity of higher
education remain major concerns. This paper examines the current status, challenges, and future

prospects of the Indian higher education system.

Higher education is a key driver of social, economic, and intellectual development, playing a
vital role in shaping individuals and societies. It refers to the level of education that follows
secondary schooling, provided by universities, colleges, and professional institutions. Higher
education is not limited to degree programs alone; it encompasses a wide range of learning
opportunities, including vocational training, diploma courses, and research programs. In today’s
knowledge-based economy, higher education is essential for building a skilled workforce,
fostering innovation, and enhancing global competitiveness. It equips individuals with advanced
knowledge, critical thinking abilities, and problem-solving skills that are necessary to navigate
the complexities of modern society. Furthermore, higher education promotes social mobility by
providing equal opportunities for all individuals, regardless of their socio-economic background.
Over the years, higher education systems worldwide have evolved to accommodate changing
societal needs, technological advancements, and the growing demand for a highly skilled
workforce. The role of higher education in driving national and global progress underscores its

significance as a foundation for sustainable development and inclusive growth.
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The foundation of modern higher education in India was laid during the British colonial period
with the establishment of the University of Calcutta, University of Bombay, and University of
Madras in 1857. These institutions introduced the Western model of education, focusing on
liberal arts, sciences, and professional courses. Post-independence, the Indian government

recognized the importance of higher education in nation-building and took significant steps to
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strengthen the sector. The establishment of premier institutions such as the Indian Institutes of
Technology (11Ts) and Indian Institutes of Management (IIMs) aimed to promote technical and
managerial education, positioning India as a global hub for skilled professionals. The
introduction of the University Grants Commission (UGC) in 1956 marked a significant milestone
in regulating and funding higher education, ensuring standardization and quality improvement
across institutions. Over the decades, the higher education sector in India has expanded rapidly,
with the emergence of central and state universities, deemed universities, private institutions, and

open universities, reflecting the growing demand for diverse educational opportunities.

COMPARISON OF INDIAN HIGHER EDUCATION WITH LEADING COUNTRIES

Indian higher education has made significant progress in terms of enrollment, diversity, and
infrastructure. However, when compared to leading countries like the United States (US), United
Kingdom (UK), Germany, and China, certain gaps in quality, research output, and global

rankings remain. Below is a comparative analysis of key aspects of higher education systems:

Parameter India United States Umted Germany China
Kingdom
Total
Universities 1,113 (2021-22)|/4,360 (2021) ||164 (2021) 426 (2021) {2,688 (2021)
Total 4.13 crore (41.3)19 4 nilion [2.66 million |29 million 443 million
Enrollment million)
Gross
Enrollment 27.3% 88% 60% 68% 56%
Ratio (GER)
g‘;it\’/gie VSlgs06  public,70% public,[85%  public,|95% public,[80%  public,
oo 35% private 30% private ||15% private 5% private  |[20% private
Institutions
Arts (35%),|Business, . Engineering, i .
Top Fields of|Science (16%),Engineering, Bus!ness,_ Alts, Business, Engineering,
. |[Engineering, Technology,
Study Commerce Health, Social . . Natural -
! Social Sciences || . Medicine
(14%) Sciences Sciences
Government
Expenditure on
Higher ~3% 6.1% 5.5% 4.3% 4.2%
Education (%
of GDP)
Top T Bombay,|[Harvard, Oxford, LMU Tsinghua
Universities in|[IISc Bangalore,|Stanford, Cambridge, Munich, University,
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Parameter India United States Umted Germany China
Kingdom
Global 1T Delhi (Top|MIT (Top 5) ||Imperial Heidelberg  |Peking
Rankings 200) College  (Top||(Top 50) University
10) (Top 20)
gist%ahrtcrEPapers 2.5 lakh papers|5.7 lakh||1.2 lakh papers|/1.8 lakh||6.4 lakh
Published) (2021) papers (2021) ||(2021) papers (2021) |[papers (2021)
Citation Impact|, o 1,300+ 1,100+ 950+ 1,250+
(h-index)
Student- . . . . :
Faculty Ratio 28:1 12:1 16:1 14:1 19:1
International /9 449 (2021) ||1.1 million  ||605,000 320,000 492,000
Students
Employabilit 46% (India
pIOYabIlity iqiiiis  Report, |86% 82% 78% 74%
of Graduates
2022)
Research and
?;(‘é‘e[')‘;pme”t 0.7% of GDP  ||3.1% of GDP |[2.8% of GDP  |3.2% of GDP (2.4% of GDP
Spending
Traditional
Mode of{|Traditional and|Traditional |[Traditional and|and Dual|Traditional
Learning Online and Online  ||Online (Vocational +{land Online
Academic)

Scholarships  ||Limited Strong Government-  ||[Free tuition Government

! . . . . . llsupport  and
and Financial|jgovernment financial aid|backed  loans|for public private
Aid support and grants and grants universities funding
Skill Sector Skill|Community ||Apprenticeship |Dual Strong focus
Development  ||Councils, colleges and|jprograms, education on STEM and
and Vocational|Apprenticeship |jon-the-job vocational model (theoryjlvocational
Training Programs training schools + practice)  |training

CHALLENGES IN INDIAN HIGHER EDUCATION

1. Quality of Education

Despite the increase in the number of higher education institutions, the quality of education in

India remains inconsistent. Many institutions face challenges such as outdated curricula, lack of

© 2025, IRJET

Volume: 07 Issue: 03 | MARCH-2025

Page 1875




® International Research Journal of Education and Technology
Yy Peer Reviewed Journal
LI_L JJ’ ISSN 2581-7795

qualified faculty, and inadequate infrastructure. The teaching methods in several institutions
remain traditional, with limited use of technology and modern pedagogical approaches. This
results in a gap between theoretical knowledge and practical application. A study by the National
Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC) (2021) revealed that only 15% of institutions in
India received an 'A' grade or higher, highlighting the need for quality enhancement. The
shortage of experienced faculty, coupled with poor teacher-student ratios, further weakens the
learning process. Additionally, limited access to updated learning materials and technological

resources restricts students from gaining competitive knowledge and skills.
2. Accessibility and Inclusion

Access to higher education in India is marked by social and economic inequalities. While
reservation policies have improved access for marginalized communities, significant gaps persist
in terms of geographical and gender disparities. Rural and remote areas lack higher education
institutions, forcing students to migrate to urban centers, which increases the financial burden on
families. Additionally, gender disparities in higher education enrollment remain a concern, with
female participation in technical and professional courses still lagging. The Gross Enrolment
Ratio (GER) in higher education stands at around 29%, which is significantly lower than the
global average of 38% (MHRD, 2023). Students from economically weaker backgrounds face
challenges in accessing quality education due to high tuition fees, lack of scholarships, and
insufficient financial aid. These factors limit equal opportunities for students across different

social and economic strata.
3. Funding and Financial Constraints

Public funding for higher education in India remains inadequate compared to global standards.
Government expenditure on education is around 3% of the GDP, which is below the 6% target
set by the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020. This results in insufficient resources for
infrastructure development, research facilities, and faculty training. State-funded universities
often struggle to maintain operational efficiency due to budget constraints. Private institutions,
which have grown significantly in number, rely heavily on student fees for funding, making
education unaffordable for a large section of society. High tuition fees and additional costs such

as accommodation, books, and examination fees create financial barriers for students from low-
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income families. Moreover, the absence of effective financial aid programs further restricts

access to higher education for underprivileged students.
4. Employability and Skill Gap

A significant proportion of graduates in India are considered unemployable due to the mismatch
between academic learning and industry requirements. The focus on theoretical knowledge over
practical skills leaves students unprepared for the job market. A report by the India Skills Report
(2022) indicated that only 46% of graduates are considered employable, reflecting a significant
skill gap. Sectors such as information technology, manufacturing, healthcare, and finance require
specific technical and soft skills that are not adequately addressed in the existing curriculum.
Internships, industry collaborations, and vocational training programs remain limited, further
contributing to the low employability rate. The lack of career counseling and job placement

support in many institutions also hampers graduates’ transition into the workforce.
5. Research and Innovation

India’s contribution to global research output and innovation remains low compared to other
major economies such as China and the US. The country ranks behind in terms of the number of
research publications, patents, and citations. According to the SClmago Journal and Country
Rank (2022), India’s research output is significantly lower than that of leading nations. The lack
of research infrastructure, insufficient funding, and limited incentives for researchers contribute
to this challenge. Universities and colleges often face difficulties in securing grants for research
projects, and there is a lack of collaboration between academia and industry for applied research.
Furthermore, the absence of well-established research centers and modern laboratories restricts

the ability of students and faculty to engage in high-quality research and innovation.
6. Regulatory and Administrative Issues

The higher education sector in India is regulated by multiple bodies, including the University
Grants Commission (UGC), All India Council for Technical Education (AICTE), and Medical
Council of India (MCI). This results in overlapping jurisdictions, inconsistencies in policy
implementation, and bureaucratic inefficiencies. The regulatory framework often imposes
excessive administrative burdens on institutions, limiting their autonomy and decision-making
capacity. The NEP 2020 aims to simplify the regulatory structure by consolidating multiple
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agencies into a single Higher Education Commission of India (HECI). However, the
implementation of this reform has been slow due to political and administrative challenges.
Additionally, the accreditation and ranking system remains inconsistent, with discrepancies in
the evaluation of institutions’ performance. Streamlining the regulatory framework and ensuring

transparency in policy implementation are crucial to addressing these issues.
7. Technological Integration and Digital Divide

The integration of technology in higher education remains uneven across India. While urban
institutions have embraced digital learning platforms, rural colleges and universities often lack
the necessary infrastructure, such as internet connectivity, computers, and digital learning
resources. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the stark digital divide, as many students from
rural and low-income backgrounds struggled to access online classes and study materials.
Limited access to digital tools and lack of training for faculty in using online teaching methods
further widened the gap in educational outcomes. To bridge this divide, there is a need to
improve internet connectivity, provide affordable digital devices, and develop user-friendly e-

learning platforms.
8. Internationalization and Global Competitiveness

India’s higher education system faces challenges in terms of global competitiveness and
international collaboration. Indian universities are underrepresented in global rankings, with only
a few institutions like I1Ts and IIMs appearing in top international lists. The lack of foreign
faculty, limited student exchange programs, and complex visa regulations for international
students limit the global exposure of Indian universities. Strengthening international
partnerships, facilitating student and faculty mobility, and improving the global visibility of
Indian universities are essential to enhancing India’s position in the global higher education

landscape.
9. Political and Policy Influence

Political influence and policy instability have also affected the growth and consistency of higher
education in India. Changes in government policies and funding priorities often result in
uncertainty and disruption in the functioning of educational institutions. Political interference in
faculty appointments, curriculum design, and university administration undermines academic
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freedom and institutional autonomy. Ensuring policy stability and insulating higher education
institutions from political influence are critical for sustaining long-term growth and innovation in

the sector.
10. Lack of Interdisciplinary Learning and Innovation

The traditional higher education model in India remains rigid and compartmentalized, with
limited opportunities for interdisciplinary learning. Students are often restricted to specific
streams such as science, commerce, or humanities, with little flexibility to explore cross-
disciplinary courses. The NEP 2020 advocates for a multidisciplinary approach to education, but
the implementation remains slow due to structural and administrative challenges. Encouraging
collaboration between departments and introducing flexible course structures could foster
creativity, critical thinking, and problem-solving skills among students.

GOVERNMENT INITIATIVES AND REFORMS
1. National Education Policy (NEP) 2020

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 represents a major reform in India’s higher education
sector. It aims to transform the education system by increasing the Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER)
in higher education to 50% by 2035. The policy emphasizes flexibility and multidisciplinary
education, encouraging students to pursue a broad range of subjects across sciences, arts, and

commerce.
Key highlights of NEP 2020 include:

e Four-Year Undergraduate Program: The introduction of a four-year undergraduate
program with multiple exit options allows students to leave with a certificate after one
year, a diploma after two years, a bachelor's degree after three years, and a bachelor's

degree with research after four years.

e Academic Bank of Credit (ABC): The ABC system enables students to accumulate and

transfer credits across different institutions, promoting flexible learning.

e Holistic and Multidisciplinary Education: The policy encourages institutions to offer

courses in diverse fields and allow students to explore interdisciplinary learning.
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« Common Entrance Test: A single national-level entrance test for university admissions

aims to simplify the admission process and ensure uniform standards.

e Autonomy to Institutions: Greater autonomy is granted to higher education institutions

in terms of curriculum design, administration, and faculty recruitment.

e Internationalization: The policy encourages foreign universities to establish campuses

in India and promotes student exchange programs to increase global exposure.

The NEP 2020 aims to make higher education more inclusive, accessible, and globally

competitive by aligning it with international standards and industry needs.
2. Higher Education Financing Agency (HEFA)

The Higher Education Financing Agency (HEFA) was established in 2017 as a joint venture
between the Ministry of Education and Canara Bank. Its objective is to provide financial
assistance for infrastructure development in higher education institutions, including central

universities, 11Ts, [IMs, and other premier institutions.
Key functions of HEFA include:

e Infrastructure Development: HEFA provides low-interest loans to institutions for

constructing buildings, upgrading laboratories, and modernizing campus facilities.

e Enhancing Research and Innovation: Funding is allocated to establish research centers,

innovation hubs, and state-of-the-art technology facilities.

« Performance-Based Funding: Institutions receiving funds are required to meet specific

performance targets related to student outcomes, research output, and global rankings.

HEFA’s focus on improving infrastructure and research capacity is expected to enhance the

global competitiveness of Indian universities and improve the quality of education.
3. Digital Initiatives

To improve access to quality education, the Indian government has launched several digital

initiatives aimed at leveraging technology for learning and research.

(1) SWAYAM (Study Webs of Active Learning for Young Aspiring Minds):
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« SWAYAM is an online platform offering free courses in diverse subjects, including arts,

science, engineering, and management.

o It provides certifications from top institutions like I1Ts and 1IMs, with the option to earn

academic credits.

o The platform aims to bridge the digital divide by making quality education accessible to

students in rural and remote areas.
(i1) National Digital Library of India (NDLI):

e The NDLI provides access to over 3 crore (30 million) learning resources, including

books, research papers, and articles.

o Students and faculty can access materials in multiple languages and across various
academic disciplines.

o The platform promotes open-access learning and facilitates academic research.
(iii) E-Pathshala:
o E-Pathshala offers digital textbooks, learning modules, and teacher training resources.

e The platform is designed to support students and teachers in accessing quality educational

content from anywhere.

Digital initiatives aim to reduce barriers to education, improve learning outcomes, and promote

lifelong learning through technology.
4. Skill Development and Vocational Training

The Indian government has introduced various skill development and vocational training

programs to address the employability gap and align education with industry requirements.
(1) Sector Skill Councils (SSCs):

e SSCs have been established under the National Skill Development Corporation

(NSDC) to identify industry-specific skill gaps and design training programs.

e SSCs work with educational institutions and industries to provide skill-based certification

programs.
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(if) National Apprenticeship Promotion Scheme (NAPS):

e NAPS encourages students to participate in apprenticeship programs to gain practical

experience and industry exposure.

e« The government provides financial support to companies offering apprenticeship

opportunities to students.
(iii) Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PMKVY):

e PMKVY provides short-term skill training programs in various sectors such as

manufacturing, information technology, and healthcare.
o The program offers skill certification to improve employment prospects for youth.
(iv) Integration of Vocational Education with Higher Education:

e NEP 2020 emphasizes the integration of vocational education into mainstream higher

education through skill-based courses and industry partnerships.

o Higher education institutions are encouraged to collaborate with industries to offer real-

world training and internships.

The focus on skill development and vocational training aims to create a job-ready workforce and

address the growing demand for specialized skills in the economy.
5. Research and Development (R&D) Initiatives

To strengthen research and innovation in higher education, the government has introduced

several R&D-focused programs:
(i) Impacting Research Innovation and Technology (IMPRINT):

e IMPRINT is a joint initiative of the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Science
and Technology.

e It funds research projects in key areas such as energy, healthcare, sustainable

development, and information technology.

(i1) Scheme for Promotion of Academic and Research Collaboration (SPARC):
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o SPARC facilitates collaboration between Indian and foreign universities for joint research

projects.

e The program aims to enhance the global research network and increase India’s

contribution to international research.
(iii) Atal Innovation Mission (AIM):

e AIM supports the establishment of innovation labs and startup incubation centers in

educational institutions.
« It promotes entrepreneurship and technological innovation among students.
(iv) National Research Foundation (NRF):

e The NRF, proposed under NEP 2020, aims to consolidate research funding and provide
financial support for high-impact research projects.

« It will focus on multidisciplinary research and international collaboration.

R&D initiatives are designed to improve India’s research output, increase global

competitiveness, and encourage innovation in higher education.
6. Internationalization and Global Collaboration

To increase the global presence of Indian universities, the government has introduced policies to

facilitate international partnerships and student mobility:

« Establishment of Foreign University Campuses: NEP 2020 allows foreign universities
to set up campuses in India and offer degrees.

o Ease of Visa Regulations: The government has simplified visa regulations to attract

more international students and faculty.

e Student Exchange Programs: Agreements with foreign universities enable Indian

students to participate in exchange programs and gain global exposure.

e Collaboration in Research and Curriculum Design: Indian universities are encouraged
to partner with foreign institutions for joint research projects and curriculum

development.
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Internationalization aims to improve the global ranking of Indian universities and provide

students with a diverse and competitive learning environment.
FUTURE PROSPECTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Enhancing Quality and Infrastructure

Improving the quality of higher education requires significant investment in infrastructure and
modern teaching methods. Many educational institutions in India still lack essential
infrastructure, such as modern classrooms, libraries, and laboratories. Establishing smart
classrooms equipped with interactive whiteboards, projectors, and digital learning platforms will
enhance the learning experience. Additionally, improving hostel and residential facilities will

create a more conducive environment for students.

Technology integration is equally important. Expanding internet connectivity and introducing
Learning Management Systems (LMS) will help students access learning materials and track
their academic progress more effectively. Blended learning models, which combine traditional
classroom teaching with online resources, can further improve student engagement and

knowledge retention.

Curriculum revision is essential to align academic programs with global standards and industry
requirements. Regularly updating curricula, introducing interdisciplinary courses, and adding
practical training modules will equip students with the skills needed to succeed in a competitive

job market.
2. Improving Access and Equity

Access to higher education remains uneven across different socio-economic groups in India.
Marginalized communities, particularly those from rural areas and economically disadvantaged
backgrounds, face significant barriers to higher education. Expanding scholarship and financial
aid programs will help address these disparities. Merit-based and need-based scholarships can

reduce the financial burden on students and encourage higher enroliment rates.

Establishing higher education institutions in rural and underserved areas is crucial for improving
accessibility. Setting up satellite campuses of reputed universities and developing open

university models can help reach students in remote locations. Financial incentives and
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infrastructure support for private institutions to establish campuses in rural areas will further

improve access.

Gender inclusion is another important factor. Targeted programs to increase the participation of
women and underrepresented groups, along with providing safe transportation and housing
facilities, will encourage more women to pursue higher education. Expanding access and
ensuring equity will help increase India’s Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) and create a more

inclusive higher education system.
3. Boosting Research and Innovation

India’s research output remains low compared to global standards, primarily due to inadequate
funding and infrastructure. Increasing public expenditure on research and development (R&D) is
essential to improve research productivity. Allocating at least 6% of GDP to higher education
and research, as proposed under the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, will strengthen

India’s research ecosystem.

Establishing research parks and innovation hubs within university campuses will foster
collaboration between academia and industry. These hubs can provide state-of-the-art
laboratories, research equipment, and technical support, encouraging faculty and students to
undertake innovative projects. Promoting student-led startups and incubation centers will further

drive entrepreneurial activities.

Incentivizing research publications and patents is equally important. Providing financial and
academic rewards for publishing in high-impact journals and securing patents will motivate
researchers to contribute to the global knowledge base. Strengthening research and innovation

capacity will improve India’s global standing and technological competitiveness.
4. Strengthening Industry-Academia Linkage

The gap between academic knowledge and industry requirements remains a major challenge in
Indian higher education. Strengthening industry-academia linkages is essential to improve
employability and produce a job-ready workforce. Introducing mandatory internships and

apprenticeship programs will provide students with real-world exposure and practical skills.
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Collaborating with leading companies to create industry-sponsored skill development programs

will enhance students’ understanding of industry requirements.

Involving industry experts in curriculum development can help align academic programs with
market needs. Guest lectures, workshops, and industry visits will keep students updated on
industry trends. Industry-sponsored research projects can further enhance the relevance of
academic research and its practical application. Establishing strong campus placement cells and
career counseling services will help students transition from academia to the workforce.
Strengthening alumni networks can also create valuable industry connections and mentorship
opportunities. Enhancing industry-academia collaboration will reduce the skill gap and increase

employability rates.
5. Simplifying Regulatory Framework

The higher education sector in India is regulated by multiple bodies such as the University
Grants Commission (UGC), the All India Council for Technical Education (AICTE), and the
Medical Council of India (MCI). This overlapping regulatory structure creates confusion and
delays in decision-making. Streamlining the regulatory framework is essential to improve

governance and efficiency.

The NEP 2020 proposes the establishment of a single regulatory body, the Higher Education
Commission of India (HECI), to replace the UGC and AICTE. A unified regulatory body will
eliminate overlap, ensure consistent policies, and simplify compliance requirements for

universities and colleges.

Creating a transparent and autonomous accreditation process will further improve the quality of
higher education. Independent third-party evaluators should assess institutions based on
standardized criteria, ensuring objectivity and consistency. Granting greater autonomy to
universities in terms of curriculum design, recruitment, and research funding will encourage
innovation and improve governance. A simplified and transparent regulatory framework will
increase institutional efficiency, attract more private and foreign investments, and promote

academic excellence.
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CONCLUSION

The Indian higher education system has made significant strides in terms of growth and
accessibility. However, challenges related to quality, funding, employability, and research
continue to hinder its global competitiveness. Government initiatives such as the NEP 2020
provide a solid framework for improvement. By strengthening infrastructure, enhancing research
output, and aligning education with industry needs, India can transform its higher education
sector into a globally competitive system.
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