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ABSTRACT:  

Higher education in India plays a pivotal role in national development, social mobility, and knowledge creation; 

however, the system continues to face multiple structural and functional challenges that affect its quality, 
accessibility, and global competitiveness. Persistent concerns such as inequitable access, regional and socio-economic 
disparities, rigid disciplinary boundaries, outdated curricula, faculty shortages, low research output, and weak 
industry–academia collaboration hinder the realization of its full potential. Despite these limitations, the evolving 

educational landscape presents significant opportunities for comprehensive reform and innovation. The National 
Education Policy (NEP) 2020 offers a transformative framework to restructure Indian higher education by promoting 
multidisciplinary institutions, flexible curricular structures with multiple entry and exit options, and a strong 
emphasis on skill development, experiential learning, and digital integration. The policy further prioritizes inclusive 

education, faculty capacity building, institutional autonomy, transparent governance, and the strengthening of 
research and innovation through initiatives such as the National Research Foundation. By addressing long-standing 
challenges while leveraging emerging opportunities, NEP 2020 aims to create a holistic, inclusive, and future-ready 
higher education ecosystem. The effective and timely implementation of these reforms is crucial for enhancing 

educational quality, improving employability, fostering innovation, and positioning India as a globally competitive 
knowledge hub in the twenty-first century. 
 
Keywords: Higher Education; NEP 2020; Educational Reforms; Multidisciplinary Education; Research and Innovation. 

INTRODUCTION :  

Higher education plays a vital role in the social, 

economic, and intellectual development of a 

nation. It contributes significantly to knowledge 

creation, skill development, innovation, and the 

preparation of responsible citizens. Through 

academic learning and specialized education, 

higher education equips individuals with 

professional competence, critical thinking 

abilities, and problem-solving skills required 

addressing contemporary challenges. It also 

promotes personal growth by fostering ethical 

values, leadership qualities, social 

responsibility, and cultural understanding 

among students. Higher education institutions 

serve as centers of research and innovation, 

contributing to scientific advancement and 

technological progress while offering solutions to 

real-world problems. In addition, higher 

education enhances employment opportunities, 

supports career development, and encourages 

lifelong learning in a rapidly changing global 

environment. It also plays an important role in 

promoting social and economic mobility by 

providing opportunities for individuals from 

diverse and disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Therefore, an effective and inclusive higher 

education system is essential for building a 

http://www.ijrssis.in/
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knowledgeable, skilled, and globally competitive 

society (Shivaiah, 2021) 

In India, the higher education system has 

expanded significantly since independence, 

evolving into one of the largest systems in the 

world in terms of enrolment and institutional 

network. Universities and colleges across the 

country cater to millions of students from 

diverse socio-economic backgrounds, reflecting 

both the demographic strength and 

developmental aspirations of the nation (AISHE 

2021-22). 

Despite this quantitative expansion, concerns 

regarding quality, equity, governance, and global 

competitiveness remain pressing. The system 

faces challenges such as regional imbalances, 

limited research output, outdated pedagogical 

approaches, inadequate funding, and 

employability gaps among graduates. The rapid 

pace of technological change, globalization, and 

the knowledge-driven economy further 

necessitate systemic reforms (Kumari et al., 

2024). 

In this context, the National Education Policy 

(NEP) 2020 emerges as a landmark reform 

initiative aimed at reimagining India’s education 

system, including higher education. It envisions 

a holistic, multidisciplinary, and flexible system 

aligned with twenty-first century needs. This 

paper examines the major challenges 

confronting higher education in India, explores 

emerging opportunities, and critically analyzes 

the transformative potential of NEP 2020 in 

shaping a future-ready educational ecosystem 

(NEP, 2020). 

Evolution and Current Status of Higher 

Education in India 

The foundations of modern higher education in 

India were laid during the colonial period with 

the establishment of universities in Calcutta, 

Bombay, and Madras in 1857. Post-

independence, the Government of India 

recognized higher education as a strategic sector 

for nation-building. Institutions of national 

importance, including the Indian Institutes of 

Technology (IITs), Indian Institutes of 

Management (IIMs), and central universities, 

were established to foster excellence in science, 

technology, and management. 

Over the decades, the system expanded through 

public and private participation. The Gross 

Enrolment Ratio (GER) in higher education has 

steadily increased, reflecting greater access. 

However, disparities persist between urban and 

rural areas, genders, and socio-economic 

groups. While elite institutions have achieved 

international recognition, a significant number 

of colleges struggle with infrastructure deficits, 

limited faculty strength, and inadequate 

research facilities. 

The regulatory framework historically involved 

multiple bodies such as the University Grants 

Commission (UGC) and professional councils, 

often leading to overlapping mandates and 

bureaucratic complexities. These structural 

issues have influenced institutional autonomy, 

academic innovation, and accountability 

(Sheikh, 2017; Shivaiah, 2021; Kumari et al., 

2025). 

Key Challenges in Higher Education 

Despite more than seven decades of 

independence, the higher education system in 

India continues to face several challenges that 

affect its quality and global competitiveness. 

Although successive governments have 

introduced various educational reforms and 

policies, the desired level of development has not 

yet been fully achieved. Regulatory bodies such 

as the University Grants Commission have 

continuously emphasized quality improvement 

in higher education; however, issues related to 

infrastructure, research quality, employability, 

funding, and institutional standards still persist. 

Some of the major challenges faced by the 

Indian higher education system are discussed 

below.  
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Low Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER):  

India’s Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) in higher 

education remains lower than the global average 

despite having one of the world’s largest youth 

populations. Although school-level enrolment 

has increased over the years, higher education 

institutions and resources are still insufficient to 

meet the growing demand. Significant regional 

and socio-economic disparities also exist, with 

states such as Bihar and Uttar Pradesh showing 

comparatively lower participation rates. In 

addition, the urban–rural divide continues to 

limit access to higher education opportunities 

for students from rural and disadvantaged 

backgrounds (Sheikh, 2017; Sharma & Singh, 

2021; Shabnam and Kaushal, 2024). 

Equity in Higher Education:  

Significant disparities exist in access to higher 

education across gender, caste, region, and 

socio-economic groups in India. The Gross 

Enrolment Ratio (GER) among females, 

Scheduled Castes, and Scheduled Tribes 

remains lower than the national average, 

reflecting persistent inequalities in educational 

access and participation. Regional imbalances 

are also evident, with states such as Bihar 

having lower college density and enrolment rates 

compared to states like Telangana. Poverty, 

unequal distribution of educational resources, 

urban–rural divides, and institutional 

discrimination further contribute to higher 

dropout rates among disadvantaged groups, 

particularly female students (Sheikh, 2017; 

Shabnam and Kaushal, 2024). 

Infrastructure:  

Inadequate infrastructure remains a major 

challenge in India’s higher education system, 

particularly in public institutions. Many colleges 

lack essential facilities such as well-equipped 

laboratories, classrooms, libraries, sanitation, 

and recreational spaces, while some institutions 

operate in poorly maintained or commercially 

shared buildings. Budget constraints, 

mismanagement, and uneven resource 

allocation further weaken the quality of the 

learning environment, limiting effective teaching, 

research, and overall academic development 

(Pundir et al, 2024). 

Quality of Higher Education:  

Ensuring quality in higher education remains a 

major challenge in India despite continuous 

governmental efforts and policy reforms. Many 

colleges and universities fail to meet minimum 

academic and infrastructural standards, leading 

to poor learning outcomes and limited global 

competitiveness. The system is often criticized 

for emphasizing rote learning and examinations 

rather than skill development, critical thinking, 

and practical application. Outdated teaching 

methods, weak industry–academia 

collaboration, insufficient funding, and the focus 

on expansion over quality have further 

contributed to declining educational standards 

and low graduate employability (Shabnam and 

Kaushal, 2024). 

Political Interference:  

Political interference in higher education 

institutions significantly affects academic 

autonomy, governance, and the overall learning 

environment. In many cases, educational 

institutions are influenced by political leaders, 

resulting in favoritism in recruitment, 

administration, and decision-making processes. 

Students are often drawn into political activities, 

which can divert them from academic objectives 

and create conflicts and campus unrest. Such 

interference undermines institutional integrity, 

academic freedom, and merit-based governance, 

thereby affecting the quality and effectiveness of 

higher education (Srinivasan, 2020).  

Faculty Shortage:  

Faculty shortage remains a serious challenge in 

India’s higher education system. Many 

institutions face difficulties in recruiting and 

retaining qualified and experienced teachers, 

which directly affects the quality of education 
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and research. Despite the availability of a large 

number of NET- and PhD-qualified candidates, 

many teaching positions remain vacant due to 

delays in recruitment and administrative 

inefficiencies. As a result, qualified candidates 

often seek employment in other sectors, leading 

to a loss of academic talent and weakening the 

higher education system (Sheikh, 2017). 

Outdated and Irrelevant Curriculum:  

The curriculum in many Indian higher 

education institutions remains largely 

theoretical and outdated, with limited emphasis 

on practical learning, creativity, innovation, and 

skill development. This mismatch between 

academic content and industry requirements 

has contributed to rising unemployment and low 

graduate employability. A significant skills gap 

persists because many universities fail to 

regularly update their curricula in accordance 

with changing technological, economic, and 

social needs. Therefore, there is an urgent need 

to promote experiential, research-oriented, and 

value-based education that enhances critical 

thinking, employability, and overall national 

development (Cheney et al., 2005). 

Research and Innovation Deficit:  

Research and innovation in Indian higher 

education institutions remain underdeveloped 

due to inadequate funding, limited research 

facilities, shortage of qualified faculty, and weak 

collaboration with research centers and 

industries. Many research scholars face delays 

in receiving fellowships, which negatively affects 

the quality and continuity of their work. India’s 

expenditure on research and development is still 

below the global average, limiting scientific 

advancement and global research impact. In 

addition, ethical concerns, low research output, 

and insufficient support for young researchers 

continue to hinder the growth of a strong 

research culture in the country (Pundir et al., 

2024). 

Structure and Governance of Higher 

Education:  

The structure and management of higher 

education in India face challenges such as 

overcentralization, bureaucratic administration, 

and lack of accountability and transparency. 

The rapid increase in affiliated colleges and 

student enrolment has placed excessive 

administrative pressure on universities, often 

shifting their focus away from academics, 

research, and institutional development. These 

governance-related issues adversely affect the 

efficiency and quality of higher education 

institutions (Kumar, 2015; Sheikh et al., 2017). 

Privatization and Commercialization of 

Education:  

Rapid privatization in higher education, driven 

by globalization and inadequate public funding, 

has led to a significant increase in privately 

managed institutions in India. Many private 

institutions prioritize profit over educational 

quality, resulting in high tuition fees and limited 

access to quality education for economically 

weaker sections of society. This growing 

commercialization has raised concerns 

regarding equity, affordability, and the overall 

purpose of higher education (AISHE Report, 

2020). 

Lack of Industry–Academia Collaboration: 

Weak collaboration between higher education 

institutions and industries remains a major 

challenge in India. The education system largely 

focuses on theoretical knowledge with limited 

exposure to practical and skill-based learning, 

resulting in low employability among graduates 

(Cheney et al., 2005). 

Accreditation and Regulatory Challenges:  

Accreditation remains a major concern in Indian 

higher education, as a large number of 

universities and colleges are still unaccredited 

or fail to meet quality standards. According to 

the National Assessment and Accreditation 

Council, only a limited proportion of institutions 
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have achieved high accreditation grades, 

reflecting concerns regarding educational quality 

and institutional performance. In addition, 

bureaucratic inefficiencies, over-centralization, 

lack of transparency, and weak accountability 

continue to hinder effective governance and 

academic excellence in the higher education 

system (Yeravdekar et al., 2022). 

Reservation and Quota System:  

The reservation and quota system in higher 

education aims to promote social justice and 

inclusive access for historically disadvantaged 

groups. However, challenges arise when 

reserved seats in some institutions remain 

vacant, affecting overall seat utilization and 

admission efficiency. Balancing social equity 

with merit, transparency, and equal opportunity 

continues to be an important concern in the 

higher education system, particularly in premier 

institutions such as Indian Institutes of 

Technology, Indian Institutes of Management, 

and All India Institute of Medical Sciences 

(Shabnam and kaushal, 2024). 

Emerging Opportunities in Higher Education 

Despite these challenges, India stands at a 

transformative juncture. Several opportunities 

can catalyze reform: 

Large Youth Population:  

India has one of the world’s largest youth 

populations, creating huge demand and growth 

opportunities for higher education. This 

demographic advantage can contribute 

significantly to national development if properly 

educated and skilled. 

Expansion of Higher Education Institutions:  

The rapid growth in the number of universities 

and colleges has expanded access to higher 

education across the country and created 

opportunities for educational diversification and 

specialization. 

Increasing Student Enrolment:  

India has become one of the largest higher 

education systems globally in terms of 

enrolment. The increasing number of students 

creates opportunities for institutional 

development, academic reforms, and 

modernization of education. 

Private and Foreign Investment: 

Due to insufficient public funding, the higher 

education sector offers significant opportunities 

for private and foreign investment in 

infrastructure, technology, research, and 

professional education. 

Digital and Online Learning:  

The use of digital platforms, e-learning tools, 

and smart technologies can improve 

accessibility, flexibility, and quality of education, 

especially for students in rural and remote 

areas. 

International Collaboration:  

Indian institutions have opportunities to 

collaborate with international universities and 

organizations in research, faculty exchange, 

credit transfer, innovation, and quality 

assurance. 

Skill Development and Employability:  

Higher education institutions can enhance 

employability through vocational training, 

entrepreneurship education, internships, and 

stronger industry–academia collaboration. 

Research and Innovation Growth: 

Expanding research facilities, innovation 

centers, and interdisciplinary studies can 

strengthen India’s global academic presence and 

contribute to scientific and technological 

advancement. 

Social and Economic Mobility:  

Higher education can reduce social and 

economic inequalities by providing equal 

educational opportunities to students from 

disadvantaged and marginalized communities. 

Policy Reforms under NEP 2020:  

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 

provides opportunities for multidisciplinary 

education, flexible learning, institutional 

autonomy, and improved quality standards in 
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higher education.  (Balachander, 1986; British 

Council, 2014; Sheikh, 2017). 

The Transformative Vision of NEP 2020 

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 

represents a paradigm shift in India’s 

educational philosophy. It envisions a holistic, 

multidisciplinary, flexible, and inclusive system 

aligned with global best practices while rooted in 

Indian values. 

Multidisciplinary Education:  

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 

promotes a multidisciplinary approach in higher 

education, allowing students to study subjects 

from different disciplines according to their 

interests and career goals. It encourages 

institutions to develop flexible curricula, 

integrated courses, and interdepartmental 

collaboration to provide holistic and diverse 

learning experiences. Such an approach 

enhances critical thinking, creativity, and 

broader academic understanding among 

students (Shabnam and kaushal, 2024).. 

Skill Development and Employability:  

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 

emphasizes skill development and employability 

by integrating vocational education, internships, 

apprenticeships, project-based learning, and 

community engagement into higher education. It 

encourages collaboration between educational 

institutions and industries in curriculum design 

to ensure that students acquire practical, 

industry-relevant skills and entrepreneurial 

competencies, thereby reducing the gap between 

theoretical knowledge and professional 

requirements (Naseem & Agarwal, 2021). 

Flexible Curriculum and Multiple Entry–Exit 

Options:  

NEP 2020 introduces a flexible higher education 

structure through a four-year undergraduate 

program with multiple entry and exit options, 

including certificates, diplomas, and degrees at 

different stages of study. The Academic Bank of 

Credits (ABC) enables students to store and 

transfer academic credits across institutions. 

This flexibility supports lifelong learning, 

reduces dropout rates, and addresses the 

diverse educational needs of students. 

Research Opportunities and Funding:  

NEP 2020 emphasizes strengthening research 

and innovation through the establishment of the 

National Research Foundation (NRF), which 

aims to support research funding, mentorship, 

and capacity building across disciplines. 

Increased investment in research, along with 

national and international collaborations, 

research grants, and industry partnerships, can 

promote interdisciplinary research, innovation, 

and academic excellence, thereby helping India 

develop into a knowledge-driven economy (Rao & 

Gupta, 2021). 

Promoting Equity and Inclusion:  

NEP 2020 strongly emphasizes equitable and 

inclusive higher education for marginalized and 

disadvantaged groups. The policy promotes 

scholarships, mentorship programs, gender 

inclusion initiatives, special education zones, 

and expansion of digital infrastructure to ensure 

equal access to quality education. These 

measures aim to reduce socio-economic 

disparities and create a more inclusive and 

accessible higher education system (Ministry of 

Education, 2020). 

Digital Learning and Educational Technology:  

NEP 2020 places strong emphasis on digital 

infrastructure and technology integration in 

higher education to support accessible, flexible, 

and resilient learning systems. The policy 

promotes the expansion of digital platforms 

such as DIKSHA and SWAYAM, along with the 

establishment of the National Educational 

Technology Forum (NETF) to encourage 

innovation and policy support. Institutions are 

encouraged to invest in virtual labs, online 

libraries, and blended learning environments 

while utilizing technologies such as AI, AR/VR, 

and data analytics to enhance personalized and 
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interactive learning. Strengthening digital 

infrastructure and training faculty and students 

in digital tools are essential for bridging the 

digital divide and improving educational quality, 

particularly in remote and disadvantaged areas 

(Srinivasan, 2020; Chaudhary, 2021; Kumar, 

2025). 

Continuous Faculty Development: 

NEP 2020 emphasizes continuous professional 

development and quality improvement of 

teachers to strengthen higher education. The 

policy promotes competency-based training, and 

the implementation of National Professional 

Standards for Teachers (NPST). Faculty 

members are encouraged to update their 

pedagogical and technological skills through 

regular training, research activities, and 

publishing opportunities. Training in inclusive 

education, digital learning, and socio-emotional 

development is also essential for improving 

teaching effectiveness and academic quality 

(Kumar & Sharma, 2021). 

International Collaboration and Global 

Exposure:  

Establishing partnerships with foreign 

universities can promote knowledge exchange, 

collaborative research, student mobility, and 

faculty exchange programs in Indian higher 

education. Initiatives such as joint degree 

programs and study-abroad opportunities can 

enhance global exposure, academic quality, and 

cross-cultural learning. Such collaborations may 

also strengthen the international reputation and 

global ranking of Indian universities (Rao & 

Gupta, 2021). 

Strengthening Accreditation and Quality 

Assurance:  

A strong and transparent accreditation system 

is essential for maintaining quality standards in 

higher education institutions. Regulatory bodies 

such as the National Board of Accreditation 

should conduct regular assessments and 

provide guidelines for institutional improvement. 

Encouraging institutions to achieve excellence 

through transparent ranking and evaluation 

systems can enhance accountability, academic 

quality, and global competitiveness in higher 

education (Sarkar & Roy, 2021). 

Budget Allocation and Implementation 

Strategy:  

NEP 2020 proposes increasing public 

investment in education to 6% of GDP to 

strengthen the quality and accessibility of higher 

education. The policy emphasizes phased 

implementation through coordinated efforts of 

central, state, and local authorities. Effective 

monitoring, decentralization, transparency, and 

active participation of stakeholders are essential 

for the successful implementation of educational 

reforms (NEP, 2020) 

Implementation Challenges  

While NEP 2020 presents an ambitious 

roadmap, its success depends on effective 

implementation. Challenges include: (NEP, 

2020; Bhushan, 2025; Sharma, 2025) 

Federal Coordination:  

Education is a concurrent subject in India; 

therefore, effective coordination between central 

and state governments is essential for the 

successful implementation of NEP 2020. 

Differences in regional priorities and 

administrative capacities may affect uniform 

policy execution. 

Digital Divide:  

Lack of internet connectivity, electricity, and 

digital devices in rural and remote areas 

continues to hinder the effective implementation 

of digital and online learning initiatives. 

Funding Constraints:  

NEP 2020 recommends increasing public 

expenditure on education to 6% of GDP; 

however, achieving this target remains a major 

financial challenge for both central and state 

governments. 
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Teacher Shortages and Faculty Training:  

Many institutions suffer from shortages of 

qualified teachers and inadequate faculty 

training. Large-scale recruitment and 

continuous professional development programs 

are necessary for improving educational quality. 

Resistance to Institutional Change:  

Adoption of multidisciplinary education, flexible 

curricula, and new teaching methodologies may 

face resistance from institutions, educators, and 

administrative systems accustomed to 

traditional practices. 

Administrative and Infrastructure 

Limitations:  

Many higher education institutions lack proper 

infrastructure, governance systems, research 

facilities, and administrative efficiency required 

for implementing large-scale reforms  

Recommendations  

To ensure successful reform, the following 

measures are recommended: (NEP, 2020; 

Bhushan, 2025; Sharma, 2025) 

Increase Public Investment:  

Adequate financial support should be provided 

for improving infrastructure, digital facilities, 

research activities, scholarships, and faculty 

development programs. 

Strengthen Capacity Building:  

Regular training and orientation programs 

should be organized for teachers, 

administrators, and academic leaders to 

enhance pedagogical, technological, and 

managerial competencies. 

Expand Digital Infrastructure:  

Broadband connectivity, virtual learning 

platforms, online libraries, and digital resources 

should be expanded, especially in rural and 

underserved regions, to bridge the digital divide. 

Enhance Stakeholder Participation:  

Active involvement of students, faculty 

members, industries, policymakers, and local 

communities is essential for effective planning 

and implementation of educational reforms. 

Promote Transparent Governance and 

Monitoring:  

Institutions should adopt transparent 

governance systems, measurable performance 

indicators, and regular evaluation mechanisms 

to ensure accountability and quality 

improvement. 

Ensure Long-Term Policy Commitment:  

Sustained political support, decentralized 

decision-making, and strategic planning are 

crucial for translating the vision of NEP 2020 

into meaningful and long-lasting reforms in 

higher education. 

CONCLUSION : 

Higher education in India has witnessed 

significant expansion over the years and has 

contributed greatly to national development and 

human resource growth. However, the system 

continues to face major challenges such as 

unequal access, quality concerns, outdated 

curricula, inadequate research facilities, faculty 

shortages, and governance issues. Addressing 

these challenges is essential for improving the 

overall effectiveness and global competitiveness 

of Indian higher education. 

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 

provides a transformative framework to reform 

the higher education system through 

multidisciplinary learning, skill development, 

research promotion, digital integration, 

institutional autonomy, and inclusive education. 

The policy aims to create a flexible, holistic, and 

learner-centered educational environment 

aligned with the needs of the twenty-first 

century. 

However, the successful implementation of NEP 

2020 depends upon adequate funding, effective 

governance, digital infrastructure, faculty 

development, and strong coordination among 

stakeholders. With sustained commitment and 

proper execution, NEP 2020 has the potential to 

transform India into a global knowledge hub and 
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contribute significantly to the country’s social, 

economic, and technological progress. 
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