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Abstract 

Since independence, India has witnessed tremendous growth and expansion of education at all 

levels which owes to the dynamic needs of its people as well as the demands of rapid 

globalization. However several disparities still exist in the field of education which hinders the 

overall progress. There is poor representation of the people from minority communities, 

particularly Muslims, the SCs, the STs, and women at the educational front. The Government of 

India has been continuously striving towards eliminating these disparities, and to promote 

accessibility to and participation in education. Major initiatives are being taken to promote 

inclusiveness at all levels of education and improve educational quality. The formulation of the 

New National Policy on Education is one of the most promising initiatives taken by the present 

government to improve the status quo of education in the country. The present article throws 

light on certain issues and concerns related to education and it puts forth certain 

recommendations which need to be considered while devising the New National Policy on 

Education. 

Key Words: Issues and Disparities in Education, Education of Minorities and Girls/Women, 

Policy Initiatives and Concerns, New National Policy on Education  

 

Introduction 

India has always laid great importance to education. From the time of independence, the 

expansion and advancement of education has been a priority of India’s development agenda. 

Several commissions and policies have been molded from time to time to take initiatives 
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required to increase accessibility to education, encourage further participation, and improve 

educational quality. 

One of the prominent policies on education is the National Policy on Education which was 

framed in 1986 and modified in 1992. The policy conceived a democratic system of education 

which implies that “up to a given level, all students, irrespective of caste, creed, location or sex, 

have access to education of a comparative quality” (NPE, 1986). Since its formulation, the 

National Policy on Education has focused on refining the quality of education at all stages, 

inculcating moral and social values, scientific and technological advancement, and to link 

education with people’s life. Developing a sense of commonality among people, promoting 

national progress, and fortifying national integrity have been the cornerstones of the National 

Policy on Education. 

Need of the Revised Policy on Education 

Rapid developments have occurred in the political, social and economic spheres at national and 

global level since the articulation of the National Policy on Education (1986/92). These 

developments necessitate a wholesome and proactive education system. Keeping this in view, the 

present Government of India has taken the initiative to put forward a revised National Policy on 

Education to cater to the continuously changing demands of the people with regard to quality of 

education, research and development, making young people skilful to raise manpower in 

scholastic and industrial endeavors, and making India a knowledge society. 

In view of the dynamic nature of the needs and requirements of the society, the elements of 

education and the education policies need to evolve continuously. In light of changing national 

development goals and societal needs, the aims, objectives, content and process of education 

need to be revived by utilizing the available resources, ensuring that the benefits of change reach 

to each strata of the society. The New National Policy on Education which envisages the revival 

of the present education system would prove to be a torch bearer in this direction. 

Pitfalls in the Present Education System 

India represents a mixed picture in terms of educational attainments. On one hand, India has 

been successful in raising school participation. On the other hand, India holds a large proportion 
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of world’s dropout children and youth (Kingdon, 2007). Although many of the objectives and 

goals put forward by earlier education policies and programmes of action have been 

accomplished; many of these are yet to be achieved. India has succeeded in raising accessibility 

to and participation in education at each stage, however, the existing state of educational 

development in the country calls for further efforts to combat the prevailing disparities. 

The Ministry of Human Resource Development, Government of India clearly mentions in its 

manual for the upcoming New Education Policy that, “the overall picture of education 

development in the country is mixed and there are many persisting concerns and challenges 

relating to access to and participation in education, quality of the education imparted, equity in 

education, system efficiency, governance and management, research and development, and 

financial commitment to education development” (MHRD). The present article focuses on 

challenges related to access to and participation in education, quality concerns, and disparities in 

education. 

Access and Participation: India shows a disheartening picture of non-literates and dropouts. In 

2011, India possessed 282.6 million non-literates among population aged 7, which was the 

largest population of non-literates in the world, with the youth literacy rate (15-24 years) of 86.1 

percent and adult literacy rate (15 years and above) being 69.3 percent (MHRD Report, 2014). 

Though success has been achieved in enhancing enrolment rates at primary level, a major 

challenge before the government is to enhance retention in upper primary and secondary 

education. The need is to focus the goal of education on dropout prevention as well as high 

school completion, and provide accessibility to postsecondary enrolment options. 

Quality Concerns: Educational quality at all levels has become a serious matter of concern as 

the government is still struggling to provide education of a comparable quality to enhance 

learning outcomes. Improper curriculum, untrained teachers and ineffective pedagogy are 

significantly degrading the quality of education. The degradation advances from pre-school 

education to primary and upper primary stage, which spills over to secondary stage and 

college/university level. The low quality of education is resulting in poor outcomes such as lack 

of school readiness among students, lack of learning competencies, disengagement in learning, 

and low levels of academic performance. Factors contributing to unsatisfactory quality of 

education include privatization of education resulting in mushrooming of substandard schools, 
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colleges and universities; tendency of truancy among students and teachers; inadequate training 

of teaching staffs; poor usage of information and communication technologies in teaching-

learning process; inappropriate supervision of performance of students and teachers, etc. 

Disparities in Education: The literacy rate in India has risen quite substantially over the last 

decade, being 74.04 percent in 2011compared to 65 percent in 2001, with female and male 

literacy levels as 65.46 percent and 80 percent respectively. Although the overall literacy rate is 

increasing significantly over the decades, the situation is still not up to the mark. India spends 

only 3.7 percent of its GDP on education, instead of a minimum 6 percent (Human Development 

Reports, 2016). The unsatisfactory picture of educational development in the country owes to the 

wider gap that exists between the deprived sections and elitist of the society in terms of school 

enrolment, with tremendous disparities existing among various social groups and across regions, 

religions, and gender. 

India shows a higher level of gender disparity in the literacy rate of youth (age 15-24 years), 

being 90 percent for males and 81.8 percent for females in 2011 respectively (MHRD Manual for 

New Education Policy). Nevertheless the government has been able to increase enrolment at 

various levels of school education; the proportion of out-of-school children (OOSC) from the 

minorities, particularly the Muslims, the SCs, and the STs, still tends to be higher than the 

national average. Regional disparities are prevalent at higher education level. In 2011-12, the 

Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) in higher education was highest for Chandigarh (53 percent) and 

lowest for Jharkhand (8.4 percent). 

To combat these disparities most states have taken the initiative to integrate students from 

disadvantaged population within mainstream education and facilitate their enrolment and 

retention at all levels. Despite these efforts, the educational opportunities are not being able to 

reach to children with disabilities, children in remote and disturbed areas, and children from 

other vulnerable/disadvantaged groups. 

This reflects in the findings of the National Learning Achievement Surveys which give a clear 

picture of the differences existing between the average achievement levels of students. Students 

from urban areas and private schools are ahead of students from rural areas and government 

schools respectively. Also the general and OBC category students are performing significantly 
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better than the SC and ST students. Significantly lower learning outcomes are exhibited by 

students from disadvantaged and economically weaker sections of the society. Also the inclusion 

of children with physical and mental disabilities in regular schools is not significant. All these 

findings point to the fact that still there are many hurdles in the path of achieving equality and 

inclusiveness in education. 

Issues Related to Higher Education 

The level of higher education is adjudged by the size of higher education system in a country. 

The size of higher education system depends mainly on three factors, namely, number of 

educational institutions-universities and colleges, number of teachers and number of students 

(UGC Report, 2008). 

From the time of independence till present, the higher education system in India has witnessed 

tremendous increase in its institutional capacity. There were 666 Universities (45 Central, 129 

Deemed, 313 State, 175 State Private and 4 Institutions under Special State Legislature Act) and 

39671 Colleges during the year 2013-14, thus showing an increase of 16 percent in the number 

of Universities and 11.63 percent increase in Colleges during the 2nd year of XII plan compared 

to the figures at the end of XI plan (UGC Annual Report, 2013-14). 

During the academic year 2013-14, there was an increase of 6.56 percent in student enrolment at 

higher education level. The enrolment of students was the highest in the state of Uttar Pradesh, 

followed by Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and so on (UGC Annual Report, 2013-

14). One of the phenomenal achievements at higher education level since independence is the 

growth in enrolment of women. The enrolment of women has reached up to a level of 44.40 

percent in the academic year 2013-2014, which was less than 10 percent of the total enrolment at 

the time of Independence. The XII Plan targets to achieve 30 percent Gross Enrolment Ratio, 

which demands further efforts in terms of setting up of more number of higher education 

institutions as well as increasing their intake capacity for each course. 

Although the rate of enrolment at higher education level has increased in the past few decades, 

issues related to equal accessibility and inclusiveness are still prevalent. Disparities in access to 

higher education among different social groups are the most prominent within inter-caste/tribe, 

and within the respective religion to which they belong, as a result of which the SCs, the STs, 
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and the OBCs suffer unjust treatment as religious groups. Disparities in access to higher 

education among religious groups commonly exist among the Muslims followed by the Hindus. 

Regarding gender disparities in access to higher education, the rate of enrolment is lower for 

females compared to males; the females from the minority groups and lower castes suffer the 

most in terms of accessibility to higher education than other female counterparts. 

Besides the above mentioned disparities, one of the major obstructions in the system of higher 

education is the privatization and commercialization of higher education. Although privatization 

has occurred at all levels of education in the recent times, its negative impact has been the most 

on the higher education system. Privatization of education has led to sky high increase in the fee 

structure right from the pre-primary to higher education level. Students from the marginalized 

sections of the society are the ones who are severely victimized to this. They face this problem at 

all levels which has led to their poor representation at the national educational front. The fruits of 

education are enjoyed only by the elitist of the society and the ones who are really in need of it 

have to struggle hard to surpass all these hurdles, and reach and sustain themselves at the higher 

education level. 

It thus becomes the responsibility of the government to recognize the problem of many fold 

disparities existing at the higher level of education and take necessary measures to increase 

accessibility to higher education in order to boost the enrolment rate. The idea of inclusiveness in 

higher education also needs to be considered seriously while framing the New National Policy of 

Education. 

The aforementioned concerns in the field of education call for devising such strategies, 

approaches and efforts that foster the development of education in general, and quality of 

education in particular, with due emphasis on access and equity. 

Education of Minorities and Girls/Women 

The literacy rate of our country as per 2011Census (population below 7 years of age excluded) is 

found to be 73.0 percent, with 80.9 percent and 64.6 percent literacy rate for male and female 

respectively (MHRD Report, 2014). In terms of religion, Hindus have a higher literacy rate than 

people of minority religions such as Muslims and few other religions. The literacy rate declines 

from Jains to Christians, followed by Buddhists. 
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For promoting education among Muslims, various minority education schemes have been 

implemented by the Government. To achieve the goal of universalisation of elementary 

education, efforts have been targeted to provide infrastructural facilities to schools, necessary 

classroom equipments, recruitment of efficient teachers, and setting up of new schools in 

Minority Concentration Districts (MCD)/Areas. Efforts are also made to improve the quality of 

education in Madarsas, facilitate infrastructural development in Minority Institutions, promoting 

women enrolment in higher education by setting up of hostels for girls and women, and 

establishment of Polytechnics and Model Degree Colleges in the Minority Concentration 

Districts. 

The various interventions taken by the government for promoting the education of the minorities 

are quite appreciative. These interventions have led to increased enrolment of minorities, 

particularly Muslim at all levels of education. In the academic year 2012-13, the enrolment of 

Muslim children at Primary level raised to 14.2 percent compared to 9.4 percent in 2006-07, and 

at the Upper Primary level, enrolment increased from 7.2 percent to 12.1 percent. The increment 

in the enrolment rate of the minorities, especially of Muslims has motivated the government to 

magnify its efforts for further promotion of education. However, this is just a brighter side of the 

picture. The problems of equity and equality are still grave. Although the accessibility to and 

participation in education has increased for the marginalized groups like Muslims, SCs, STs, 

girls and differently-abled children, large learning gaps still exist as many children of these 

groups drop out before completing a certain level of education due to family and societal 

pressures. Such drawbacks continue to threaten the growth of education in our country and 

hinder its development. 

The representation of Muslim community on the educational front is far more disappointing. The 

‘Sachar Committee’ reports that, “one-fourth of Muslim children in the age group of 6-14 years 

have either never attended school or are drop-outs. For children above the age of 17 years, the 

educational attainment of Muslim children at matriculation is 17%, as against national average at 

26%. Only 50% of Muslims who complete middle school are likely to complete secondary 

education, compared to 62% at national level”. The Report also highlights the plight of Muslim 

women, and Muslims in rural areas in terms of poor accessibility to education and low 

educational achievements. A number of recommendations were also put forward by the 
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Committee for uplifting the state of the Muslim communities in the education sector. However, 

many of the recommendations are yet to be implemented completely. 

Article 46 of the Constitution states that, “The State shall promote, with special care, the 

education and economic interests of the weaker sections of the people, and, in particular of the 

Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, and shall protect them from social injustice and all 

forms of social exploitation”. The provisions made in our Constitution for benefiting the weaker 

sections of the society need implementation in the true sense of the word. Also, the strategies 

need to focus on effective inclusion to dissolve the gender and social gaps. 

Dots of Suspicion in the Eyes of Minorities for the Present Government 

A US religious panel reported that communal atmosphere in India has been vitiated since the 

2014 general elections. The Minorities, especially Muslim communities have been a major factor 

in building up of the present government. However, the present government has somehow failed 

to live up to the expectations of the Muslims. Many of the promised investments have still not 

come through even after four years of the present government’s rule. This has led Minorities, 

especially Muslim communities to feel alienated in their own country. 

In an interview with the Press Trust of India (PTI, May 24th, 2015), former Union Minister of 

Minority Affairs Dr. Najma Heptulla also said, “Muslims are alienated because they are 

economically and educationally backward. It is not that today Muslims are feeling alienated. 

Muslims have been feeling alienated since Independence, because they have been relegated to 

such backward situation and social alienation is linked to it”. 

The needs and aspirations of the Muslims have somehow been overlooked by governments of all 

times which have led them to realize that the politicians know very little about how they lived, 

and about the level of opportunities they were or were not provided. Some Muslims may even 

think that most of the politicians didn’t seem to care enough about them. 

The problems of welfare cuts, insufficient jobs, and lack of other in-kind supports have left 

Minorities, especially Muslims, in the lurch. Education, good jobs, and decent living are the 

requirements that the present government needs to fulfill for the Muslim community. Also the 

government needs to provide a safety net to the Minorities, especially Muslims, so that they may 
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live freely in their country, without any fear and worry. The political system and the democratic 

process of the country need to consider them as ‘equal citizens’. 

Initiative Taken by the Present Government for the Improvement of Education 

The present Government of India aims to devise the New National Policy on Education to 

scaffold the expansion of education for the coming years. The objective of this policy is to meet 

the dynamic requirements of the people of the country in terms of providing quality education, 

promoting research and development, and making youth skilful and well-versed with the trends 

of the industrial and academic sector so that they may participate actively in the growth and 

development of the nation and make it a knowledge society (MHRD Manual). 

As stated in the MHRD Manual for Draft National Education Policy 2016,“NEP 2016 seeks to 

address both the unfinished agenda relating to the goals and targets set in the previous national 

policies on education, and the current and emerging national development and education sector-

related challenges. It would also place an unprecedented focus on significantly improving the 

quality of education at all levels and assure that educational opportunities are available to all 

segments of the society”. 

The vision of the New National Policy on Education is to provide an efficient education system 

which would ensure inclusive quality education and cater lifelong learning opportunities to 

generate knowledgeable, skillful, and productive youth who can participate credibly in the 

progress of the country, and fulfill the demands of the globalizing, knowledge‐based economy 

and society. 

The Government of India has also achieved phenomenally in promoting the growth of 

Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) which has diversified the field of 

education. ICTs have opened up new possibilities in planning and managing the education 

sector, facilitating the process of teaching and learning, and providing accessibility to education. 

The present government is making rigorous efforts to integrate ICT at all levels of education, 

teacher education curricula, and administrative functions. 

The agenda of inclusive education has been an important aim of many previous policies and 

programmes. However, the goal has been achieved to a very little extent. The existing education 
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system has still not been able to satisfactorily create an inclusive environment to provide equal 

opportunities to the children from minorities, socially and economically backward communities, 

tribal children, and children with special needs. This has led to their unsatisfactory performance 

in the educational front which has hindered their progress. 

Policy Initiatives and Concerns 

The New National Policy on Education promises to strive hard to overcome the disparities in 

education with regard to minorities and girl education. For the purpose of Policy Consultation, 

MHRD, Government of India has put forward in its document, certain themes to obtain fruitful 

suggestions for improving the education of minorities and girls at all levels, which are as 

follows- 

 “Enabling Inclusive Education- education of SCs, STs, Girls, Minorities and children 

with special needs. 

 Accelerating rural literacy with special emphasis on Women, SCs, STs and Minorities 

through Adult Education and National Open Schooling Systems. 

 New knowledge, pedagogies and approaches for teaching of Science, Maths and 

Technology in School Education to improve learning outcomes of students”. 

To provide direction to the above mentioned themes, the document prepared by the MHRD also 

provides certain policy initiatives which will be implemented through the New National Policy 

on Education. These are as follows- 

 “Issues of gender, social, cultural and regional disparities, with an emphasis on diversity, 

will be properly addressed in the curriculum and its transaction. Curriculum will cover 

the issues of social justice and harmony and legal measures in order to avoid social 

discrimination. 

 A zero tolerance approach on gender discrimination and violence will be adopted. The 

State will endeavor to enhance induction, retention and substantive presence of women in 

the higher education sector through various kinds of affirmative action. For this, greater 

efforts will be made to ensure the placement and recruitment of women in the higher 

echelons of university administration. 
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 With the objective of encouraging merit and promoting equity, a National Fellowship 

Fund, primarily designed to support the tuition fees, learning materials and living 

expenses for about 10 lakh students will be created. The scholarships from this fund will 

be made available to students belonging to the economically weaker sections. A separate 

national talent scholarship scheme, covering all subject areas, for meritorious students of 

all categories selected through a national level examination after class 10 will be 

introduced. 

 The critical stages in the learning periods of the disadvantaged children from socially and 

economically disadvantaged sections will be supported with extra remedial coaching or 

advisory facility”. 

Government Minority Institutions: An Acid Test for a Secular Democratic Welfare State 

It was recommended by the previous government that Aligarh Muslim University (AMU) should 

be declared as a Minority Institution, as the university is among the top preferences for education 

among the students belonging to Muslim communities. However, the present government ruled 

out this recommendation stating that no government institution can be declared as a minority 

institution, as it is against the spirit of secularism. The government believes in treating every 

individual of the country as equal. However, the government needs to give it a thought that 

before doing so every individual belonging to any religion or community must first be raised to a 

certain threshold level from where she/he could be treated as equal. One cannot be considered as 

equal when she/he is already lagging behind her/his counterparts. Equal treatment to those facing 

inequality is in fact a well thought injustice to them as they are already lagging behind. 

A healthy and fair competition needs to begin from a single start line, with every individual 

standing beside each other, not behind each other. This can only happen when certain incentives 

and concessions are made available to the deprived groups so that they are uplifted and made 

competent enough to step on the road to success. The deprived group includes people belonging 

to the Minorities, particularly Muslims, the SCs, and the STs. A fair step needs to be taken for 

them to ensure accessibility to and equity in education. They should be given special preference 

not as a separate religious group, but as people of our country who are economically and socially 

deprived. 
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In this regard, the concept of Government Minority Institutions would prove to be a milestone to 

provide quality and equity in education to the students of the deprived groups. Also special 

government colleges need to be set up with specific seats allocated to the students belonging to 

the Minorities, particularly Muslims, the SCs, and the STs. This would provide them with 

increased educational opportunities, and ultimately result in their greater representation in the 

educational sector of the nation. Setting up of such government minority institutions should be a 

policy directive for the welfare of the state. 

Recommendations for the New National Policy on Education 

Although the present government aims to enhance the quality of education and eliminate 

disparities, and has put forward its plan of action through its documents and manuals, not much 

has been stated with regard to education of minorities and girl education. The previous Education 

Policy of 1986/92 had clearly stated that, “it will lay special emphasis on the removal of 

disparities and to equalize educational opportunity by attending to the specific needs of those 

who have been denied equality so far”. However, this goal is yet to be achieved to its fullest. 

Following recommendations would prove to be helpful to the present government to formulate 

the New National Policy on Education keeping in view the needs of the minorities and girls and 

their upliftment through education. The recommendations are as follows: 

 The very first initiative needed to be taken by the present government is the recapitulation 

and adoption of the recommendations stated in previous policies and commissions that 

have not been achieved or have been overlooked or deliberately neglected. 

 To achieve social justice and equality of educational opportunities, there is a need to 

build a national education system on the lines of the Common School System as 

recommended by the Education Commission (1964-1966) to prevent privatization and 

commercialization of education. 

 The four core principles of the Constitution (i.e. justice, liberty, equality and fraternity) 

should be integrated while framing the new policy. 

 The focus should be on providing quality education to children from all segments of the 

society without any segregation and stratification. 
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 The curriculum should be so framed as to reflect the integrity of the nation thereby 

promoting social inclusion and development of scientific and practical outlook. 

 The new policy should rigorously strive to achieve the goal of providing free and 

compulsory education to all children up to age of fourteen years. 

 The inclusion of physical activities and yoga should be considered for the sound mind 

and body of children. 

 Education at primary level should be imparted in mother tongue. 

 More incentives need to be announced for promoting girl education, and relaxations need 

to be made to ensure more participation of women at higher education level and job 

sector. 

 The curriculum at all levels of education should be more vocational and job-oriented so 

that students become more skilful and earn a job early. Also due exposure of the 

commercial sector should be provided to the students. 

 The policy should make interventions to ensure greater accessibility to education and 

inclusion of social groups namely the SCs, STs, girls, minorities particularly the 

Muslims, differently-abled children and children with special needs. Also special 

measures need to be taken to ensure the affordability of education in order to increase its 

access and promote inclusiveness. 

 To ensure accessibility to and equity in higher education, the policy should address the 

need for additional increase in the number of higher educational institutions and to 

increase their intake capacity.  

 Polytechnics should be established in Minority Concentrated Districts (MCDs) and skill 

development programs should be initiated to provide technical proficiency to the young 

individuals of Minorities, SCs, and STs. 

Conclusion 

India’s tremendous economic and technical development calls for a major shift in efforts to 

expand and enhance the education system taking into consideration the achievements of the 

previous policies and commissions and promote quality and inclusiveness in education at all 

levels. It is highly anticipated that the New National Policy on Education would prove to be a 

foundation stone in accomplishing this vision. 
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