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Abstract

India’s National Education Policy 2020 represents the most significant overhaul of the country's education framework in over
three decades. This research paper examines the transformative impact of NEP 2020 on higher education, analyzing its
structural reforms, implementation strategies, and the challenges that lie ahead. Through comprehensive examination of policy
documents, recent scholarship, and early implementation data, this study reveals that while NEP 2020 introduces visionary
reforms—including multidisciplinary education, flexible curricula, and enhanced research infrastructure—its success hinges
on addressing persistent challenges such as funding constraints, faculty development needs, and regional disparities. The paper
argues that NEP 2020's ambitious vision of increasing the Gross Enrollment Ratio to 50 % by 2035 and transforming India
into a global education hub requires sustained investment, strategic execution, and collaborative efforts among all

stakeholders.
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Introduction

The announcement of India's National Education Policy
2020 on July 29, 2020, marked a watershed moment in the
nation's educational trajectory. After more than three
decades of operating under the National Policy on
Education 1986 (modified in 1992), India recognized the
urgent need to reimagine its education system to meet the
demands of a rapidly evolving global landscape. The timing
couldn't have been more critical. India's youth population,
constituting one of the world's largest demographic
dividends, required an education system that could equip
them not just with degrees, but with the skills, creativity,
and adaptability needed for the twenty-first century.

What makes NEP 2020 particularly significant is its holistic
approach. Rather than offering piecemeal reforms, the
policy envisions a complete transformation—from early
childhood education through higher education and beyond.
For higher education specifically, the policy acknowledges
long-standing issues that have plagued the sector: rigid
disciplinary boundaries, an outdated examination system,
inadequate research infrastructure, limited autonomy for
institutions, and a complex regulatory environment that
often-stifled innovation rather than encouraged it.

The policy emerged from extensive consultations. The
committee, headed by former ISRO chief K. Kasturirangan,
engaged with thousands of stakeholders—students, teachers,
parents, policymakers, and education experts—across the
country. This participatory approach lent the policy both
legitimacy and a grounded understanding of ground
realities. The result was a document that balanced idealism
with  pragmatism, setting ambitious goals while
acknowledging the challenges ahead.

This research paper examines NEP 2020's impact on higher
education through multiple lenses. It explores the structural
reforms the policy introduces, analyzes the mechanisms
proposed for implementation, evaluates early progress since
the policy's adoption, and critically examines the challenges
that could determine whether this ambitious vision becomes
reality or remains aspirational. The analysis draws on recent
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scholarship, government data, and emerging patterns from
institutions already implementing NEP reforms.

Historical Context and the Need for Reform

To understand NEP 2020’s significance, we must first
examine the system it seeks to transform. India’s higher
education landscape has grown dramatically since
independence. From a handful of universities in 1947, the
country now boasts over 1,000 universities and more than
42,000 colleges. This expansion, while impressive in scale,
has been uneven in quality. The Gross Enrollment Ratio in
higher education stood at merely 28.4% in 2021-22—far
below China’s 51% and developed nations that exceed 70%.
The previous education policy, formulated in 1986 and
modified in 1992, served India during a different era. It
emphasized access and equality, helping expand the
education infrastructure across the country. However, by the
2010s, its limitations had become apparent. Students were
locked into rigid streams— science, commerce, or arts—
from an early age, with little flexibility to explore
interdisciplinary interests. The emphasis on rote learning
over critical thinking left graduates ill-equipped for a job
market increasingly demanding problem-solving skills and
adaptability.

Research output from Indian universities remained
disappointing. Despite having a large number of institutions,
India’s contribution to global research and innovation
lagged behind smaller nations. The regulatory environment,
with multiple bodies overseeing different aspects of higher
education, created confusion and bureaucratic delays.
Institutions lacked the autonomy to innovate, experiment
with curricula, or respond swiftly to emerging industry
needs.

Perhaps most concerning was the growing mismatch
between education and employability. Surveys consistently
showed that a large percentage of graduates, even from
professional programs, required significant additional
training before becoming job-ready. The system was
producing certificates rather than competencies, degrees



rather than capabilities. This realization, coupled with
India’s aspirations to become a global economic
powerhouse, made comprehensive reform not just desirable
but essential.

Several commissions and committees had flagged these
issues over the years. The Knowledge Commission of 2006,
the Yashpal Committee Report of 2009 ['%, and various
Standing Committee reports highlighted the urgent need for
transformation. NEP 2020 represents the culmination of this
recognition— a comprehensive response to decades of
accumulated challenges.

Core Structural Reforms in Higher Education

NEP 2020 introduces sweeping structural changes that
fundamentally reimagine higher education in India. These
reforms, while distinct, interconnect to create a holistic
ecosystem that prioritizes flexibility, quality, and relevance.

1. The Shift to Multidisciplinary Education

Perhaps the most transformative aspect of NEP 2020 is its
emphasis on multidisciplinary education. Traditionally,
Indian higher education operated in rigid silos. A physics
student rarely engaged with literature; an economics major
had little exposure to technology. This
compartmentalization, while providing depth in specific
fields, produced graduates with narrow perspectives—ill-
suited for a world where complex problems demand
integrated solutions from multiple disciplines.

NEP 2020 envisions breaking down these artificial barriers.
The policy mandates that by 2040, all higher education
institutions must evolve into multidisciplinary universities
or degree-granting colleges. This isn’t merely about offering
diverse programs under one roof. The vision extends
deeper—to create institutions where a computer science
student can minor in philosophy, where an engineering
student explores economics, where disciplinary boundaries
become permeable rather than rigid walls.

The rationale is compelling. Real-world challenges—
climate change, public health, urban development, artificial
intelligence ethics—don’t respect disciplinary boundaries.
They require integrated thinking, the ability to synthesize
knowledge from diverse fields, and collaboration across
specializations. Ancient Indian institutions like Nalanda and
Takshashila embodied this multidisciplinary spirit centuries
ago. NEP 2020 seeks to revive this tradition while aligning
it with contemporary needs.

Implementation requires institutions to redesign curricula
fundamentally. Students will choose majors and minors
from different fields. A biology major might minor in data
science; a literature student could explore environmental
studies. The policy encourages institutions to create
innovative interdisciplinary programs addressing emerging

areas—bioinformatics, sustainable development, digital
humanities, artificial intelligence ethics.
This transformation demands significant institutional

restructuring. Universities must break down departmental
silos, encourage faculty collaboration across disciplines,
redesign course offerings, and create physical and
administrative infrastructure supporting interdisciplinary
engagement. For single-stream institutions—engineering
colleges offering only technical programs, commerce
colleges focused solely on business—this represents a
massive shift requiring additional faculty, resources, and
fundamental rethinking of their institutional identity.

58

2. Multiple Entry and Exit Options

Traditional Indian higher education followed a rigid
structure. Students entered an undergraduate program
expecting to spend three years earning a degree. Those who
couldn't complete the program—whether due to financial
constraints, family circumstances, or personal reasons—Ieft
with nothing. Their years of effort yielded no formal
recognition, no credentials, no pathway to return.

NEP 2020 introduces flexibility through the Multiple Entry
Multiple Exit (MEME) framework. Students can now exit at
different points and receive appropriate certification: a
certificate after one year, a diploma after two years, a
bachelor's degree after three years, or a four- year bachelor's
degree with research for those pursuing advanced study.
Critically, they can return and resume their education, with
previous credits counted toward eventual degree
completion.

This framework serves multiple purposes. It reduces the
opportunity cost of higher education for students from
economically disadvantaged backgrounds who might need
to start earning earlier. It acknowledges that learning
trajectories aren't always linear—people might need to
pause education for work, family, or other commitments. It
provides pathways for those who left higher education
incomplete to return and earn credentials, supporting
lifelong learning.

The system also addresses dropout concerns. Currently,
students who leave programs prematurely are categorized as
dropouts, a label carrying stigma and providing no
recognition of completed work. Under MEME, exits
become legitimate milestones rather than failures. Someone
completing one year of study has earned a certificate—a
credential with market value and recognition.
“Implementation relies heavily on the Academic Bank of
Credits (ABC), a digital repository storing academic credits
earned across institutions. Students can accumulate credits
from multiple universities, transfer them seamlessly, and
redeem them for degrees when requirements are met. This
creates unprecedented mobility in Indian higher education,
enabling students to learn from multiple institutions rather
than being locked into a single university throughout their
program.

3. The Four-Year
Research

Traditionally, Indian undergraduate education followed a
three-year structure inherited from the British system. This
worked when university education aimed primarily at
producing civil servants and professionals. However, it
proved inadequate for preparing research scholars or
equipping students with the inquiry skills needed for
innovation-driven economies.

NEP 2020 introduces an optional four-year undergraduate
program specifically designed for students interested in
research. This program differs from the three-year
bachelor's degree by including significant research
components—training in research methodology, completion
of a substantial research project in the student's field, and
rigorous academic supervision. Students completing this
program earn a bachelor’s degree with research, which
provides direct entry into PhD programs, bypassing the
traditional master’s degree requirement.

This reform addresses multiple challenges simultaneously. It
creates a clear pathway for aspiring researchers, reducing
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the time and cost required to reach doctoral studies. It
introduces research thinking at the undergraduate level,
cultivating scientific temper and inquiry skills early. It
aligns Indian degrees with international standards—many
countries already have four-year undergraduate programs,
and this change facilitates credit recognition and student
mobility globally.

The research component isn't merely about writing a thesis.
Students learn to frame research questions, conduct
literature reviews, employ appropriate methodologies,
analyze data, and communicate findings. These skills
transfer far beyond academia. In an economy increasingly
driven by innovation, the ability to investigate problems
systematically, question assumptions, and generate
evidence-based solutions becomes valuable across sectors.

4. Regulatory Transformation: Towards HECI

India’s higher education regulatory landscape has long been
criticized as fragmented and complex. Multiple bodies—
UGC, AICTE, NCTE, and various professional councils—
oversaw different aspects with overlapping jurisdictions,
conflicting  regulations, and limited coordination.
Institutions navigated a maze of approvals, inspections, and
compliance requirements that often-prioritized procedural
adherence over educational quality.

NEP 2020 proposes replacing this fragmented system with
the Higher Education Commission of India (HECI), a single
umbrella body operating through four distinct verticals, each
with clearly defined responsibilities:

The National Higher Education Regulatory Council
(NHERC) handles regulation, establishing norms for
institution establishment, program approvals, and basic
standards compliance. The National Accreditation Council
(NAC) supervises accreditation, working with multiple
accrediting agencies to ensure institutions meet quality
benchmarks. The Higher Education Grants Council (HEGC)
manages funding, distributing resources based on
performance and need. The General Education Council
(GEC) sets academic standards, developing the National
Higher Education Qualification Framework that specifies
expected learning outcomes for different programs and
levels.

This separation of functions creates checks and balances,
preventing concentration of power and minimizing conflicts
of interest. The regulatory approach shifts from intrusive
inspection to enabling autonomy. High-performing
institutions, demonstrated through strong accreditation and
outcomes, receive graded autonomy—freedom to launch
new programs, admit students, hire faculty, and manage
finances without seeking prior approvals. This incentivizes
excellence  while ensuring accountability through
transparent performance metrics and public disclosure.

The proposed “light but tight” framework aims to reduce
regulatory burden while maintaining rigorous quality
standards. Rather than prescriptive rules about curriculum
details or administrative processes, regulations focus on
outcomes—Ilearning  achievements, research  output,
employability, ethical conduct. This approach, common in
high-performing  education systems globally, trusts
institutions while holding them accountable for results.

Expansion of Access and Equity
Increasing participation in higher education remains a
central NEP 2020 objective. The policy sets an ambitious
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target: raising the Gross Enrollment Ratio from
approximately 28% to 50% by 2035. This translates to
enrolling roughly 70 million students in higher education—
nearly doubling current numbers.

This expansion must be equitable. NEP 2020 explicitly
focuses on Socially and Economically Disadvantaged
Groups (SEDGSs), recognizing that access alone doesn't
ensure  equality if certain communities  remain
systematically excluded. The policy proposes multiple
mechanisms to enhance inclusion.

Special Education Zones will be established in regions with
large underrepresented populations, providing targeted
investment in infrastructure and scholarships. The Gender
Inclusion Fund supports initiatives addressing barriers faced
by female students, particularly in STEM fields where
gender disparity remains pronounced. Merit-based
scholarships, expanded through the enhanced National
Scholarship Portal, will support talented students from
disadvantaged backgrounds.

Regional disparities pose significant challenges. States like
Tamil Nadu achieve GER exceeding 45%, while Bihar
remains below 18%. Urban-rural divides are equally stark.
Cities often have multiple institutions competing for
students, while rural areas might lack even basic college
facilities. NEP 2020's goal of establishing at least one large
multidisciplinary higher education institution in or near
every district by 2030 directly addresses this geographic
inequality.

Open and distance learning receives renewed emphasis.
Distance education has historically faced quality concerns
and stigma, often perceived as inferior to conventional
degrees. NEP 2020 seeks to transform this perception,
recognizing that technology-enabled distance learning can
deliver quality education at scale. During the COVID-19
pandemic, even elite institutions adopted online teaching,
demonstrating that distance learning, when properly
designed and supported, can be effective. The policy
envisions expanding distance learning infrastructure,
improving quality standards, and removing regulatory
barriers that prevent institutions from offering both
conventional and distance programs.

Achieving 50% GER requires addressing bottlenecks in
school education. Higher education enrollment depends
fundamentally on the supply of higher secondary graduates.
Research indicates that India faces structural challenges
here. School dropout rates remain high, particularly at the
transition from elementary to secondary and secondary to
higher secondary levels. Only about 42% of the 16-17 age
group is enrolled in higher secondary education. Without
dramatic improvements in school education efficiency—
reducing dropouts, improving transition rates, ensuring
foundational learning—the 50% GER target becomes
mathematically unattainable regardless of higher education
capacity expansion.

This underscores an important reality: education system
reforms must be comprehensive. Focusing exclusively on
higher education while ignoring school education
inefficiencies is like treating symptoms while ignoring root
causes. NEP 2020 recognizes this, proposing reforms across
all levels. However, implementation coordination between
school and higher education sectors, involving different
ministries, funding streams, and stakeholder groups,
presents significant organizational complexity.



Research and Innovation Infrastructure

Research represents a critical dimension where Indian
higher education has underperformed relative to its
potential. Despite having numerous institutions and a large
pool of talent, India's research output, measured through
publications and patents, lags behind smaller nations. More
concerning is the quality and impact of research—citation
rates remain modest, and the translation of research into
real-world applications and innovations has been limited.
NEP 2020 identifies this as a priority area, proposing the
National Research Foundation (NRF) as a cornerstone
initiative. The NRF will function as an apex body
coordinating and funding research across all disciplines.
Unlike existing agencies that often focus on specific fields,
the NRF will support research comprehensively—from
basic science to social sciences, from engineering to
humanities, emphasizing interdisciplinary work addressing
complex societal challenges.

The NRF’s mandate extends beyond funding. It will work to
create a research culture in institutions currently focused
primarily on teaching. Many Indian universities and
colleges have minimal research activity. Faculty, burdened
with  heavy teaching loads and administrative
responsibilities, find little time or incentive for research.
Promotion criteria often emphasize years of service over
research achievements. The NRF aims to change these
dynamics by making research funding accessible,
establishing mentorship programs, recognizing outstanding
research, and encouraging institutions to develop research-
friendly environments.

The policy explicitly acknowledges that research and
teaching should not be artificially separated. High-quality
education requires faculty engaged in active research,
bringing current knowledge and inquiry methods into
classrooms. Students benefit from early exposure to
research thinking, learning to question, investigate, and
create knowledge rather than merely consuming it. The
four-year undergraduate program with research, internship
requirements, and emphasis on experiential learning all
reflect this integration.

Funding levels will prove critical. India currently invests
less than 1% of GDP in research and development—far
below the 2-3% common among developed nations. While
NEP 2020 recommends increasing R&D investment, it
doesn't specify timelines or binding commitments. Previous
policies recommended spending 6% of GDP on education
overall—a target never achieved despite being reiterated for
decades. Without substantial financial commitment, the
NRF risks becoming another underfunded initiative with
limited impact. “Infrastructure represents another challenge.
Effective research requires laboratories, equipment,
libraries, digital resources, and support staff. Many
institutions, particularly in smaller towns and rural areas,
lack even basic research facilities. Building this
infrastructure demands sustained investment at a scale that
may prove difficult given competing priorities and fiscal
constraints.

Faculty capacity remains perhaps the most fundamental
challenge. Conducting quality research requires training,
experience, and time. Many current faculty members have
limited research experience. Capacity building through
training programs, mentoring, sabbaticals for research, and
recruitment of research-active faculty will take years. The
policy proposes various mechanisms, but the scale of
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need—building research capacity across thousands of
institutions—is daunting.

Technology Integration and Digital Infrastructure

NEP 2020 recognizes technology's transformative potential
in education. The policy proposes establishing the National
Educational Technology Forum (NETF) to drive thoughtful
technology integration, avoiding the twin pitfalls of
uncritical  technological enthusiasm and  resistant
traditionalism. The aim is to leverage technology as an
enabler—expanding  access,  personalizing  learning,
enhancing quality—while maintaining human-centric
education that values personal interaction and holistic
development.

The COVID-19 pandemic, arriving just months after NEP
2020’s release, dramatically accelerated digital adoption.
Institutions scrambled to move online, faculty adapted to
virtual teaching, and students navigated remote learning.
This massive, unplanned experiment revealed both
possibilities and pitfalls. While technology enabled
education continuity during crises, it also exposed stark
digital divides—students without devices or internet access
found themselves excluded, exacerbating existing
inequalities.

For higher education, online and blended learning models
offer multiple advantages. They can expand access, reaching
students in remote areas or those balancing education with
work and family responsibilities. They enable personalized
learning, allowing students to progress at their own pace.
They reduce infrastructure constraints—universities can
reach more students without building additional physical
facilities. Recorded lectures, digital libraries, and online
assessments provide flexibility and convenience.

However, effective online education requires more than
simply transferring traditional lectures to video format. It

demands  pedagogical  redesign—engaging  content,
interactive elements, regular feedback, collaborative
activities, and assessment methods suited to online

environments. Faculty need training not just in technology
tools but in online pedagogy. Students need digital literacy,
self-regulation skills, and access to adequate technology and
internet connectivity.

The digital divide poses the greatest challenge. While urban
middle-class students generally have smartphones and
internet access, those from rural or economically
disadvantaged backgrounds often lack both. Even when
devices are available, internet connectivity may be
unreliable or expensive. This creates a paradox—
technology's potential to democratize education risks instead
deepening inequalities if access barriers aren't addressed
systemically.

Infrastructure investment must extend beyond institutions to
include last-mile connectivity. Government initiatives like
Digital India and BharatNet aim to expand internet
infrastructure, but rural connectivity remains patchy.
Providing subsidized devices, data plans, and public internet
access points could help, but these solutions require
sustained investment and implementation across states with
varying fiscal capacities and priorities.

Implementation Challenges and Barriers

While NEP 2020’s vision is compelling, translating policy
into practice faces significant obstacles. Understanding
these challenges is crucial for realistic assessment and
course correction.



1. Financial Constraints

Education reforms require money—for infrastructure,
faculty salaries, research funding, scholarships, technology,
and administrative capacity. NEP 2020 reiterates the long-
standing recommendation of spending 6% of GDP on
education. However, actual spending remains substantially
lower, hovering around 4-5% of GDP, with higher
education receiving a smaller proportion.

Recent economic challenges—pandemic recovery, fiscal
constraints, competing priorities—make dramatic spending
increases unlikely in the near term. States, which bear
primary responsibility for education under India’s federal
structure, face their own fiscal challenges. Wealthier states
may implement reforms more easily, while poorer states
struggle, potentially widening regional disparities.

Private sector participation has grown significantly in Indian
higher education, accounting for over 70% of student
enrollment. However, quality varies dramatically. Many
private institutions prioritize profit over educational quality,
offering degrees at minimal cost but with questionable
learning outcomes. Regulating private sector quality while
encouraging investment presents ongoing challenges.

2. Faculty Development Needs

Faculty represents higher education's most critical resource.
NEP 2020  envisions  transformed  teaching—
multidisciplinary, research-oriented, technology-enabled,
emphasizing critical thinking over rote learning. This
demands substantial faculty reorientation.

Many current faculty members were trained in the
traditional system, specializing in narrow disciplines,
focused primarily on teaching from textbooks, with limited
research experience. Asking them to suddenly teach
interdisciplinary courses, supervise research, integrate
technology, and employ innovative pedagogy is unrealistic
without comprehensive professional development.

Faculty shortages compound the challenge. Many
institutions operate with significant vacancies. Teacherpupil
ratios exceed recommended standards, leaving existing
faculty overloaded. Hiring quality faculty at scale proves
difficult given limited budgets and competition from
industry for talented individuals. The policy proposes
improving teacher recruitment and creating attractive career
pathways, but implementation at the required scale will take
time.

3. Institutional Resistance to Change

Educational institutions, like most organizations, resist
change. Established practices, administrative structures, and
power dynamics create inertia. Multidisciplinary education
requires breaking departmental silos—a change threatening
to existing power structures. Autonomous degree-granting
status for colleges challenges traditional university-college
hierarchies. New accreditation processes and graded
autonomy alter established relationships with regulatory
bodies.

Faculty concerns are understandable. Multidisciplinary
teaching may require them to teach outside their comfort
zones. New assessment methods demand additional effort.
Research expectations add pressure. Without adequate
support, training, and incentives, resistance is natural.
“Institutional leadership becomes crucial. Visionary leaders
who understand the reforms' rationale, communicate
effectively with faculty, provide necessary support, and
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create enabling environments can facilitate smooth
transitions. However, leadership quality varies widely
across institutions.

4. Coordination and Implementation Complexity
Education in India is a concurrent subject—both central and
state governments have responsibilities. Different states may
approach NEP implementation differently, leading to
uneven progress. Some states have enthusiastically adopted
reforms; others remain hesitant or prioritize different
aspects.

Within the central government itself, implementation
involves multiple ministries and departments— school
education, higher education, skill development, women and
child development. Coordination among these entities, each
with its own priorities and procedures, requires strong
administrative mechanisms.

The sheer diversity and scale of Indian higher education
adds complexity. Over 1,000 universities and 42 ,000
colleges exist, spanning public and private sectors, central
and state jurisdictions, diverse regional contexts, varying

resource levels, and different institutional missions.
Creating uniform policies for such diversity while
respecting local contexts and autonomy requires

sophisticated implementation strategies.

5. Assessment and Evaluation Systems

NEP 2020 envisions moving from rote-learning focused
examinations to holistic assessment evaluating critical
thinking, creativity, problem-solving, and practical skills.
This represents a fundamental pedagogical shift requiring
new assessment instruments, faculty training in assessment
design, and examination reform at scale.

Board examinations and entrance tests currently emphasize
factual recall and problem-solving within narrow
parameters. Changing these deeply embedded practices
affects not just higher education but school education
feeding into it. The coaching industry, built around
preparing students for existing examination formats, will
resist changes threatening their business models.

Fair, reliable, and scalable assessment of competencies like
creativity and critical thinking proves technically
challenging. Subjective assessments raise consistency and
bias concerns. Developing rubrics, training evaluators,
ensuring standardization while allowing contextual
flexibility—all require sustained effort and expertise.

Early Implementation Progress and Outcomes

Though NEP 2020 is relatively recent, implementation has
begun, providing early indicators of progress and
challenges. “Several initiatives show positive momentum.
The Academic Bank of Credits has been operationalized,
with many universities registering and students beginning to
utilize credit transfer mechanisms. Multiple Entry Multiple
Exit provisions have been adopted by numerous institutions,
providing flexibility to students.

The four-year undergraduate program with research has
been introduced by several universities. Early adopters
report challenges in curriculum redesign and faculty
preparation but also student enthusiasm for research
opportunities. Some institutions have launched innovative
interdisciplinary programs—data science and humanities
combinations, engineering and management integrated
degrees, environmental studies with social science
perspectives.



Faculty development efforts have expanded. The Malaviya
Mission Teacher Training Programme has trained hundreds
of thousands of faculty members in areas like artificial
intelligence, cybersecurity, innovative pedagogy, and
leadership. While critics note that one-time training is
insufficient for sustained transformation, these programs
represent steps toward building faculty capacity.
Infrastructure development shows mixed progress. New
institutions, including Multidisciplinary Education and
Research Universities (MERUS), are being established.
However, construction timelines often exceed projections,
and ensuring these institutions attract quality faculty and
students remains challenging.

Gross Enrollment Ratio has increased marginally, from
27.3% in 2020-21 to 28.4% in 2021-22. While this
represents progress, the trajectory suggests that reaching
50% by 2035 will require significantly accelerated growth
rates—from the current 1-2% annual increase to
approximately 4-5% annually. Achieving this demand not
just higher education capacity expansion but, critically,
improvements in school education efficiency to ensure
adequate supply of higher secondary graduates.

The regulatory transformation toward HECI has lagged. The
detailed legislation required to establish HECI and its four
verticals has not yet been introduced in Parliament. Until
this fundamental restructuring occurs, the current
fragmented regulatory system continues, limiting potential
gains from streamlined governance and graded autonomy.
Regional disparities persist and, in some respects, have
widened. States with stronger educational infrastructure and
fiscal capacity have moved faster on implementation. Poorer
states face greater challenges, lacking resources for
infrastructure, faculty recruitment, and support systems
required for reforms. Without targeted interventions
addressing these disparities, the risk of widening inequality
remains significant.

Comparative Perspectives and Global Context
Understanding NEP 2020 benefits from international
context. Many countries have reformed higher education in
recent decades, offering lessons for India.

The Bologna Process in Europe created common degree
structures, credit systems, and quality assurance
mechanisms across 48 countries, facilitating student
mobility and recognition. India’s Academic Bank of Credits
and degree structure reforms share similar aims. However,
implementation proved complex in Europe despite stronger
coordination mechanisms and more homogeneous contexts
than India faces.

China’s higher education expansion offers both inspiration
and caution. China dramatically increased enrollment while
building research capacity and climbing international
rankings. However, this came with massive state
investment—sustained spending of over 4% of GDP on
education, direct government funding of elite institutions,
and coordinated industrial policy linking education to
economic priorities. Quality concerns emerged with rapid
expansion, and questions about academic freedom and
innovation in controlled environments persist.

The United States’ higher education strength derives from
institutional autonomy, diverse funding sources, emphasis
on research-teaching integration, and strong industry-
academia linkages. However, rising costs, student debt, and
access inequalities present significant challenges. Indian
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reforms favoring institutional autonomy and flexibility
reflect some U.S. influences, though India's challenge is
expanding access while maintaining quality—somewhat
opposite to the U.S. situation.

Many developing countries have attempted education
reforms with mixed results. Common pitfalls include policy-
implementation gaps, inadequate funding, administrative
capacity limitations, and insufficient stakeholder buy-in.
Success factors typically include sustained political
commitment, adequate resources, capacity building at scale,
monitoring and course correction, and patience—
meaningful education transformation takes decades, not
years.

Stakeholder Perspectives and Concerns

NEP 2020 affects multiple stakeholder groups, each viewing
reforms through different lenses.

Students  generally welcome increased flexibility,
interdisciplinary options, and multiple entry-exit provisions.
However, concerns exist about implementation consistency
across institutions, whether new degrees will be recognized
by employers and foreign universities, and the accessibility
of resources required for reformed curricula.

Faculty reactions are mixed. Progressive educators excited
by opportunities for innovation and interdisciplinary
teaching coexist with those anxious about increased
workloads, teaching outside specializations, and assessment
changes. Senior faculty comfortable with established
systems may resist reforms, while younger faculty often
embrace change more readily. Adequate support and
incentives will significantly influence faculty buy-in.
Institutional leaders face the complex task of implementing
reforms while managing existing operations. For
autonomous colleges seeking degree-granting status or
single-stream institutions transforming into
multidisciplinary centers, changes are profound. Leaders in
well-resourced institutions may view reforms optimistically;
those in under- resourced settings worry about capacity to
implement without adequate support.

Parents and families, particularly from traditional
educational backgrounds, may question new structures and
programs. Will four-year degrees be valued over three-year
ones? Will employers recognize credits earned across
multiple institutions? Will students who exit early with
certificates or diplomas find good employment? These
concerns,  while  addressable, require  sustained
communication and demonstration of value through
outcomes.

Industry  perspectives are crucial since graduate
employability is a key policy goal. Forward-thinking
employers” welcome multidisciplinary graduates with
diverse skills. However, traditional recruitment practices
favoring specific degree types may need adjustment.
Industry-academia collaboration, emphasized in NEP 2020,
requires companies to engage meaningfully—offering
internships, participating in curriculum design, supporting
research—rather than merely hiring graduates.

The Path Forward: Recommendations and Conclusion
NEP 2020 presents an ambitious, comprehensive vision for
transforming Indian higher education. Early implementation
shows progress but also reveals significant challenges.
Moving forward requires strategic focus on several
priorities.



First, adequate and sustained funding is non-negotiable.
Without reaching at least 6% GDP spending on education,
with a fair share allocated to higher education, many
reforms will remain aspirational. Innovative funding
mechanisms—public-private  partnerships, philanthropic
engagement, performance-based  funding, alumni
contributions—should be explored alongside increased
government spending.

Second, massive investment in faculty development is
essential. This extends beyond one-time training workshops
to sustained professional development, mentorship
programs, communities of practice, sabbaticals for research
and retooling, and incentives rewarding teaching innovation
and research engagement. Faculty quality determines
education quality; neglecting this dimension dooms reforms.
Third, technology infrastructure and digital literacy must
reach all students and institutions. Bridging the digital
divide requires more than infrastructure—affordable
devices, data subsidies, training programs, and ensuring that
technology serves educational goals rather than becoming
an end itself.

Fourth, implementation monitoring and course correction
need robust systems. Clear metrics, regular data collection,
transparent reporting, and mechanisms for learning from
both successes and failures will enable continuous
improvement. Education reforms rarely proceed as initially
envisioned; flexibility and adaptive management are crucial.
Fifth, addressing regional disparities requires targeted
interventions.  States and institutions lagging in
implementation need specific support—additional funding,
technical assistance, capacity building—rather than uniform
policies assuming equal starting points.

Finally, patience and realistic timeline setting are vital.
Meaningful education transformation takes decades. Early
setbacks and challenges are inevitable. Maintaining political
commitment across changes in government, sustaining
stakeholder engagement through frustrating initial phases,
and resisting pressures for premature evaluation all require
long-term thinking often difficult in political systems
focused on shortterm gains.

NEP 2020's success will ultimately be judged not by policy
documents but by outcomes—whether Indian higher
education produces graduates equipped for the twenty-first
century, contributes meaningfully to research and
innovation, expands access equitably, and supports India's
development aspirations. The policy provides a roadmap,
but the journey has barely begun. The destination—a
transformed education system serving India's youth and
national development—ijustifies the effort, but getting there
will require sustained commitment, adequate resources,
strategic flexibility, and collaborative engagement from all
stakeholders.

The stakes are high. India’s demographic dividend—its
young population—can become an asset only with quality
education. Failed reforms would mean missed opportunities
for millions of young people and for the nation. Success
would position India not just as an economic power but as a
knowledge society contributing to global challenges and
opportunities. NEP 2020 is thus more than education
policy—it's a social contract with future generations, a
commitment to providing them the education they deserve
and the nation needs. Whether this commitment is fulfilled
will depend on actions taken today and, in the years, ahead.
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