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	India is listed as a ‘Majority World’ nation, meaning that it is a developing country and is one of the world’s biggest populations. With a population estimated to be over 1.46 billion people, data can vary as to how many of the population are children. UNICEF estimate the number of children currently living in India is around 436.6 million. Of that number of children, it is estimated by the Unified District Information System for Education (UDISE) in India that 47.44 million children aged between 6-17 years old are currently not in school. That is approximately 16.8% of that age group. The barriers and problems within India’s education system are a defining factor why many children in India find it difficult to access education. Factors such as a poor education infrastructure, outdated curricula, teacher shortages and a heavy focus on rote learning over practical skills. The purpose of this paper is to highlight some other key factors and problems facing children in India regarding an education and ascertain some explanations as to why it may be happening.
	It is approximated that 63-65% of India’s population resides in rural areas, that is based on data compiled between the years of 2024-2026. Children living in rural areas have great difficulty in being able to access a substantial education. Socioeconomic factors such as wealth are one such factor. Many wealthy families reside in urban areas of India where all the best schools are located. Wealthy families have the capability to pay for their children to be able to attend the best schools, whereas those who live in poorer areas, are forced to rely on the state for the education of their children. Unfortunately, education provided by the state is severely underfunded. The average cost for the Indian government to send a child to school in rural areas is ₹8,382 (£68.36) whereas in urban areas, the government spend less. The government spend approximately ₹4,374 (£35.65) per student in urban areas, this is because most children who attend schools in the cities, are mostly paid for by their families and are private schools as opposed to state schools. Families in rural communities must pay 95% of their child’s educations, with only 1.4% coming from government scholarships. These payments include transportation, school uniform, resources and meals. For most families in rural areas, the cost is simply too much to send their children to school, especially if they have more than one child (Ministry of Education, 2026).
	Based on recent data from the National Commission on Population which is supported by India’s Ministry of Health and Family Welfare department, it is estimated that 300-310 million children reside in the rural areas of India so cannot access a higher standard of education. Having to attend schools in rural areas, means that the quality of education itself, is of a lower standard than there is within urban areas. Elite schools are primarily based in the cities of India where the teachers are paid more and the schools, are better funded due to wealthy families paying for their children to attend. Since the urban schools are better funded, this means that the schools have a better infrastructure, teachers and a better curriculum compared to the poorly funded schools within the rural areas of India. Due to this massive difference of funding, a digital divide has formed between urban-rural areas. Rural areas have a significant lack in digital infrastructure. The schools cannot afford to provide adequate digital devices and stable internet connections in which to educate their learners on how to use technology and the benefits of learning digitally. Within urban areas however, being able to access the internet is prioritized within the schools. Learners learning in urban schools, have the capability to access online learning with ease and are taught in how to do so. In India, it is apparent that there is a rural-urban divide. The urban areas show that infrastructure of schools and the education, is a lot more efficient and effective than that of the schools within the rural areas of India where there are often severe shortages of facilities and teachers.
	In India, approximately 52.2 million children live in poverty. A report by UNICEF written in 2025 indicates that 206 million children in India did not have access to at least one of six basic services like education, health, housing, nutrition, clean water and sanitation. The report indicates that 62 million of these children, lacked access to two or more of these services. These numbers show that poverty can influence the need to work to aid a child’s household, rather than obtain an education. It is especially more expected for girls and young women to assist with the running of their family’s household. There are many educational barriers for girls in India, some are cultural factors and some are socio-economic. Even in the 21st century, India is still regarded as gender bias and the ancient cultural norms can still dictate that girls are meant for domestic work and are in no need of an education. The focus is for the male children to get an education, because the education system is so underfunded, many families cannot afford to send all their children to school. Education is free in India, but the costs of resources and uniforms are too expensive for some impoverished families. Often the family must choose which children go to school and the males of the family are almost always selected, leaving the girls to stay at home. They are expected to help with the day to day running of the household, completing chores and caring for younger siblings.
	Another cultural norm for girls that hinders their chances of getting an education, is that many girls are unfortunately forced into marriage at a young age. Though the Indian government prohibits child marriage with the Child Marriage Restraint Act of 1929 (Sarda Act) which sets the age that girls can be legally married, the act of forcing female members into marriage to unburden the family from paying to care for her still occurs. In some cases, the family of the girl will even pay a small dowery to the marrying family to taking the girl as more of an incentive. This also means that the smaller of the age of the girl, the smaller the dowery that would have to be paid to the suitors’ family. It is also assumed that once the girl is married, she is to begin having children, to adhere to the societal and cultural norms of India. Though there is no legal obligation for a woman to procreate when she is married in India, social pressures begin to be applied as childbearing is perceived as an obligation once the girl is married. If the girl is married at too young an age, pregnancy can be very dangerous medically for both her and her unborn children, even life threatening.
	The Sarda Act has been amended many times since its inception in 1929 to further protect young girls from being forced into marriage. In 1929 the legal age a girl could be married was 14, the age was then raised to 15 in 1949 and again in 1978 to 18. In 2007 the act was further strengthened by the Prohibition of Child Marriage Act which aims to prevent child marriages, protect victims and prosecute offenders. Though this act is in full effect, and rates of child marriages are on the decline, it is still a persistent issue in various parts of India (Child Marriage Restraint Act 1929).
	In India, there exists a 3000-year-old form of social stratification known as the ‘caste’ system. This means that people living in India have a societal hierarchical ranking. Historically, people were divided into four main ‘Varnas’ (categories). The categories were Brahmins (Priests and Teachers), Kshatriyas (Warriors and Rulers), Vaishyas (Traders and Merchants) and Shudras (Labourers and Service providers). There was also a sub caste known as ‘Dalits’ (Untouchables) which were people seen to be placed outside the Hindu caste hierarchy. Dalits were often subjected to social, economic and religious discrimination. The economist and reformer B.R Ambedkar stated in his book “The Untouchables: Who Were They and Why They Became Untouchables” (1948) that untouchability (Dalits) came into Indian society around 400 CE due to the struggle for religious supremacy between Buddhism and Brahmanism.
	Though the Constitution of India officially abolished the practice of “untouchability” in 1950 under article 17 by stating:
	"17. “Untouchability” is abolished and its practice in any form is forbidden. The enforcement of any disability arising out of “Untouchability” shall be an offence punishable in accordance with law." - (The Constitution of India, 1950, Art. 17).
Act 17 prohibits the discrimination of people based on caste but there is still a social discrimination that can influence education in India. Learners from the lowest castes such as Dalits, still face discrimination, especially in higher education. They often face verbal/physical harassment and still have a social stigma attached to them. A leading scholar from Delhi University named Narayana Sukumar conducted a study on the caste system and its influences in Indian education today. Sukumar conducted his research by interviewing 600 Dalit learners and asking them about what school life was like for each of them. He concluded that even in the year 2023, learners are still facing social isolation and systematic bias based on their place within the caste system (Sukumar, 2023). 
	The Ministry of Education in India estimates that 850,000 learners dropped out of school in 2025. Their research also included data from the Ministry of Women and Child development. Though the research cannot provide an accurate count as to how many learners dropped out due to caste restrictions, their reports did identify caste-based discrimination and social exclusion as key factors for dropouts amongst marginalized groups (Ministry of Women and Child Development, 2025). 
	A theory that could be adaptive to India’s education of learners is that of Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (SLT). SLT posits that people learn new behaviours, attitudes and cognitive processes through observation, imitation and modelling. There is a strong emphasis on how learning occurs in a social context such as observing consequences of actions which lead to rewards or punishment. Some aspects of India’s social contexts could be interpreted as negative towards learners learning based on this theory. An example would be that of the caste system. Though the government has made it illegal to discriminate against someone based on where there are on the caste system, socially it still occurs. A learner may adopt a motivation of fear-based learning. The fear of humiliation and failure rather than their own desire to learn may become a factor. A learner may be spurred on by competition and public rankings instead of developing their own curiosities (Bandura, 1977). 
	Learners could also adopt negative attitudes to learning based on their observation of burnt-out uninspired teachers. Teachers in India face many challenges when teaching. As of 2024-25 the average pupil-teacher ratio was approximately 24 learners for every one teacher. In some Indian states the ratio is even bigger. In Jharkhand for example, the ratio is 47 learners per one teacher, and it is also quite common that the one teacher, is the only teacher the school employs. Classroom management will be very difficult for any teacher based on these ratios. Teachers are often burdened with high levels of documentation, surveys and government-mandated election duties which leaves them very little time for lesson planning. These factors could lead to a burn-out and mental health issues for teachers. They are in high stress environments caused by demanding parents, pressure to complete syllabi and administrative pressures. According to Bandura’s theory, learners could detect the teachers stresses and model their attitudes towards leaning and school based on their teachers’ stresses (Ministry of Education, 2020).
	Bandura’s Social Learning Theory can also be adapted to promote positive attitudes for learners in India. As teachers are seen as authority figures in Indian society, they should demonstrate positive behaviours, attitudes and problem-solving techniques so the learners are more likely to emulate them in a positive way. This would mean that the teacher then becomes a positive role model for the learners. Creating more structured group discussions and peer mentoring would allow the learners to observe and emulate successful peers. Teachers could also boost their learner’s confidence levels within their classroom by providing positive feedback to the learners regularly, thus the learners will develop a belief in their abilities. If teachers in India also incorporated storytelling and case studies highlighting moral and social values, this could teach learners to learn positive character traits through observation.
	India became independent from Great Britain in 1947 after being a part of the British Empire since 1757. While under British rule, education in India was focused almost entirely on the promotion of British culture by incorporating an English-speaking Indian class for administrative efficiency. Though the British did introduce modern science, literature and legal concepts to India, it neglected education for the masses. An example of the British Educational Policy in India was a policy introduced by Britains Secretary at War in 1835 Thomas Macaulay. His policy was known as “Macaulay’s minute on Indian Education”, this influential policy promoted the creation of a class of Indians that were:
	“English in taste, in opinions, in morals and in intellect”- (Macaulay, 1835)
Macaulay was also responsible for a belief that education should only be given to a small portion of the upper class in India. The intention was for this small portion of educated people to then go and educate the masses. This was known as the “Downward Filtration Theory” (Macaulay, 1835, p. 116) and became an educational policy in 1835. The British favoured this approach as the funding for education was limited and was another way for high class individuals to spread Western culture throughout India. The policy eventually failed as the educated high class, did not pass knowledge or attempt to educate the lower classes. This resulted in a much more widened gap between the educated and un-educated masses, it reinforced social hierarchy, neglected indigenous education and benefitted the British administrative needs more than the education of the people of India. (Encyclopaedia Britannica. n.d) 
Since India’s independence, the education system has transformed from a low-literacy, colonial-era model into a massive, diverse system with a focus on universal access, equity and modernization. In 1947, literacy rates in India were a dismal 14% and since independence, literacy rates have grown to 75% nationally. The number of universities have also grown. In the years 1950-51 there were only 27 universities, today there is over 1000. The 86th Constitutional Amendment made education a fundamental right for children aged 6-14. This then led to the Right to Education Act of 2009 (Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act 2009). There has also been some significant reforms to policy regarding education such as the National Policies on Education (1968,1986,2020) which have prioritized foundational literacy, vocational training and modernization within India (Ministry of Education, 2020). 
Though the process is still ongoing, efforts have been made to improve literacy for women and marginalized groups. Schemes such as Beti Bachao Beti Padhao (Save the Daughter, Educate the Daughter) was a social campaign launched by the Government of India on January 22nd, 2015, by Prime Minister Narendra Modi. It was a joint initiative between the Ministry of Women and Child Development, Health and Family Welfare and Education. The focus of the scheme is to prevent gender-biased, sex selective elimination to ensure the survival and education of girls and young women. It was initiated in 100 districts throughout India but is now enforced in all districts of India. As of January 2026, when the scheme was in effect for 11 years, the sex ratio within schools from 918 girls per 1000 boys in 2011 to 930 girls per 1000 boys in 2024. It has also helped the ratio for girls to enter secondary education (MWCD 2015). 
	There have been significant strides in the reform of educational policy since India gained independence from the British, but there still remain challenges such as the quality of education which is a result of teachers being inadequately trained and there are significant disparities between education given in rural- urban areas. 
	India is developing at a phenomenal pace. It is currently the worlds fifth largest economy and is projected to move up to the third largest by 2027. India’s GDP (Gross Domestic Product) is growing by 7% annually, overtaking the UK into fifth. There has been a significant digital revolution that has transformed governance and payments, due to this, the digital economy of India is expected to reach $1 Trillion by 2029-30. Investments in infrastructure such as roads, railways and other infrastructures has increased significantly, rising to nearly 4% of the GDP being spent in the fiscal years 2023-24. India has even strengthened their position in the world by participating in high growth, dynamic areas including space exploration and technologies (MoSPI, 2026). 
	Though India is growing exponentially, there are still challenges and disparities that still exist within the country. The development of India is uneven. Southern and Western states are more developed than those located in the North and East of the country. The exception is the capital city of Delhi which is located to the North and is the main hub of all political activity in the country thus getting most of the development and managing where the wealth is distributed. Wealth inequality still exists in India today. Although the middle class is growing, a large portion of the 1.46 billion people that live there, still live on the margins of poverty. This indicates that even though the country is becoming wealthier, the wealth isn’t being distributed evenly. 
Funding for education in India is set to increase in the 2025-26 financial year. The budget for education will be approximately £11 billion, which is an increase of 6.65% increase from the previous year which was the highest ever increase of 7%. As India’s wealth grows and the social perceptions continue to change in regard to the caste system, education can continue to grow and more opportunities can be offered to those children who live in poverty, to go to school and get a chance of an education (Ministry of Education, 2026).
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