



Seeds of Change: Five Years of NEP 2020 and the Future of Learning : A Systematic Review of Structural Shifts in Indian Education
Abstract:

This systematic review examines five years of India's National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 implementation, analyzing structural transformations reshaping the nation's educational landscape. Through qualitative analysis of government documents, policy reports, and academic literature from 2020-2025, the study identifies foundational shifts including the revolutionary 5+3+3+4 curricular framework replacing the traditional 10+2 structure, Four-Year Undergraduate Programs with flexible entry-exit options, early vocational integration from Grade 6, multidisciplinary learning emphasis, and recognition of prior learning through Academic Bank of Credits. The policy integrates Indian Knowledge Systems, promotes mother tongue-based multilingual education, embeds health and environmental consciousness, and establishes undergraduate research ecosystems. Digital expansion through SWAYAM and DIKSHA platforms has enhanced accessibility. However, implementation faces critical challenges: infrastructural inadequacies, teacher shortages, digital divides in rural areas, financial constraints, and non-uniform state-level adoption. Despite remarkable progress toward creating an inclusive, competency-based, globally competitive education system aligned with Viksit Bharat 2047, success requires addressing regional disparities, strengthening public-private partnerships, and establishing robust monitoring frameworks for equitable implementation across India's diverse socio-economic landscape.
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Introduction:
India is vested with demographic dividend having youngest population in the world. The potential of young people could be positively realized, if they become skilled, professionally competent, and above all educated in the real sense. Emphasizing on skill-based education, NEP 2020 was introduced on 29th July 2020 and has completed five years in July 2025. The NEP 2020 is very radical and far-reaching both in theory and practice that focuses on five foundational pillars, i.e., ensuring accessibility, equality, affordability, accountability and quality in education. It envisions skill development, experience-based learning, digital intelligence and logical thinking. The focuses on comprehensive, adaptable, interdisciplinary education system that meets contemporary global standards. The policy endeavors to weave India's highly rich cultural principles into educational practices, fostering student development that produces not just skilled professionals but ethical individuals (Jain, 2021). It presents a detailed framework of primary goals for higher education transformation, establishing benchmarks extending to 2035. Emphasizing on the principle of self-sufficient Bharat, vocational education as emulated in the NEP 2020 will be helpful in achieving the goal of developed and skillful Bharat by 2047. 
Objective of the study
This paper provides an analysis of the NEP 2020 through systematic review approach, focusing on rational impact on Indian education pattern and system. First this paper explores the critical highlights and keys aspects which makes it a promising and far reaching. Additionally, the comprehensive effects on various stakeholders—encompassing learners, educators, and academic institutions—are systematically analyzed. It also addresses the systemic challenges in Indian education, such as access, equity, and quality (Mishra, 2021). The research investigates the role of policy and curriculum design in shaping India arena of education. The study findings offer a significant understanding of the perspectives of future ready smart educator and educationist. Overall, the review assesses the structural changes of higher education in universities and colleges aligned with the global educational pattern. The review is designed to add to the existing academic and policy dialogue concerning educational reforms in India
Methodology adopted

Literature review approach: We employed a rigorous approach to review the fundamental depth of the NEP 2020 using a systematic top to bottom analysis using qualitative aspects. We collected and examined different articles primarily focused on Indian education system, like, white paper, policy documents etc. Key official documents related to NEP 2020, reports by the Ministry of Education, and other educational policy framing government agencies, like, AICTE, ICSSR, ICHR, DST. Due focus was given to University Grant Commission (UGC) website which has published all policy implementation paper on NEP 2020 since its roll out. The sources of these documents included peer reviewed academic journals, policy paper of Government of India, and international organizations of repute such as ADB, OECD, UNESCO, and the World Bank (UNESCO, Global Education Monitoring Report 2023). To make it more focused we used the narrow down approach by selecting keywords such as “New Educational Policy 2020," "Indian education reform," "NEP 2020 implementation," and "education policy analysis". This method enabled the incorporation of both conceptual research and practical evidence-based studies, guaranteeing a well-rounded viewpoint on the topic. (Gough et al., 2017). Thus, our research methodology is based on theoretical studies that involve conceptual frameworks and present reality creating more real, reliable and complete findings.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria selection and rejection parameters: The criteria of inclusion and exclusion is primarily to include relevant information while keeping irrelevant aside. The scholarly articles, government reports, policy documents as collected have a diverse vertical related to the education policy. Hence to maintain and match our intended objectives and relevance specific inclusion and exclusions parameters were employed with all selected reports. The publication timeline was also considered. 
NEP 2020 highlights
1. Structural changes in school curricular

The NEP 2020 is a forward-looking policy representing a remarkable shift in India’s educational ecosystem (Yenugu, 2022). The policy is aligned with the Government of India vision of Vixit Bharat at 2047 driven by of equity, affordability, accountability. It promises the goal of inclusive and equitable knowledge society further strengthening the foundation for India’s socio-economic-environmental and cultural dimensions (Jha, 2020). A core goal of NEP 2020 is to give strong emphasis on foundational literacy, inclusion of multidisciplinary education focusing on skill-based outcomes (B.K Pal, 2024). Thus, it has allowed a significant change in program and curriculum level in primary education. Central to this shift is the replacement of the traditional 10+2 model with a new 5+3+3+4 framework, aligning education stages with cognitive development: foundational (ages 3–8), preparatory (8–11), middle (11–14), and secondary (14–18) (Ministry of Education, 2020) This structure has allowed and promotes play-based learning, experiential methods, and flexible subject choices. Competency-based learning has replaced rote memorization, focusing on critical thinking, creativity, and problem-solving. Vocational education has been introduced from Grade 6, offering hands-on training in fields like coding, agriculture, and electronics, along with internship opportunities. Thus, ensuring a policy of no child left behind, this policy targets to achieve the GER in higher education to 50 % by 2035, thereby expanding access to quality tertiary education (Government of India, 2020). 
2. Enhancement of teachers’ capacity building

Teacher capacity building has been prioritized through large-scale training initiatives like NISHTHA, MMTTP. NCERT and SCERTs have revised curriculum frameworks to reflect NEP’s vision (Ravi, 2024). Collectively, these reforms aim to create an inclusive, learner-centric, and future-ready education system rooted in India’s cultural ethos.

3. Transformative shift in college education

This idea promotes multi faculty institution from single faculty institutions. The foremost structural change for college education is the extension of the three-year undergraduate programme to Four-Year Undergraduate Program (FYUP), aimed at making it more flexible, inclusive, and globally competitive (Reddy, 2023). However, with an exit option after completing three years still at its place. The extra year was intended to make student fit for wide variety of career option fostering research ecosystem and specialized education. The introduction of multiple entry and exit points, enables students to earn certificates, diplomas, or degrees based on their duration of study (Sharma, 2021). This is supported by the Academic Bank of Credits (ABC), a digital platform that facilitates credit accumulation and transfer across institutions. Online and hybrid learning has expanded significantly, with the number of HEIs offering online degrees more than doubling and enrolments quadrupling (Gupta, 2020). Platforms like SWAYAM and DIKSHA have become integral to digital education delivery. Vocational education has been integrated into mainstream curricula, and the Prime Minister’s Internship Scheme (PMIS) has facilitated over 1.5 lakh internship offers.   Internationalization is another milestone, with top global universities now permitted to establish campuses in India. The University of Southampton opened in Gurugram, and five more are expected by 2027. 
4. Prior recognizing skill

The NEP 2020 emphasizes the recognition of prior learning and skills to create a more inclusive and flexible higher education system. In alignment with this vision, the University Grants Commission (UGC) has issued guidelines to formally acknowledge skills acquired outside traditional academic pathways—through work experience, vocational training, or informal learning (Panicker & Srivastava, 2020). This approach supports lifelong learning and enhances employability by allowing students to earn academic credits for demonstrated competencies. The UGC also encourages universities to integrate skill-based modules and collaborate with industry partners to validate and certify prior learning. This initiative aligns with NEP’s goal of bridging the gap between education and employment, promoting vocational integration, and democratizing access to higher education. 
5. Incorporation of common subjects as multidisciplinary education
The basket list of subjects and courses in NEP 2020 is very comprehensive. It includes bunch of different paper from multiple disciplines (Chopra, 2024). This approach has allowed students to pursue a subject of their choice and skill, thus giving an arena to enhance their skill fostering an innovation catalyst and problem-solving skills. The implementation starts from school itself. School curriculum has been made flexible that enables children to select various streams across different domains. For example, a student may choose to study chemistry alongside music or history with vocational subjects like fashion design or coding. Moreover, NEP 2020 also proposes that schools and colleges should collaborate with industries and corporate house to offer interdisciplinary projects and assignments that can improve critical thinking and strengthens analytical abilities. 
6. Vocational learning

The integration of vocational training with general education could lead to improved alignment between educational outcomes and job market needs, enhancing employability for graduates (NITI Aayog, 2021). NEP 2020 bridges the gap between education and employment by integrating vocational modules from Grade 6 onward and expanding them in higher education, ensuring that students acquire market-relevant competencies. The rote learning practice that somehow dominated the Indian education system was addressed through the parameters of experimental learning that provided a student centric (Annual Status of Education Report, 2023). The policy encourages creative learning, where students tend to engage themselves in various activities either in form of mentor mentee, internship opportunity, extension and outreach activities.  
7. Skill enhancement courses
The NEP 2020 promotes a student-centric approach by embedding skill enhancement courses into mainstream education. These courses empower learners to choose subjects aligned with their interests and career goals, fostering personalized learning pathways (Shah, 2022). By emphasizing hands-on training, internships, and project-based learning, students gain practical experience and develop critical thinking, creativity, and problem-solving skills. This modular system respects diverse learning paces and backgrounds, making education more inclusive. Additionally, skill enhancement courses benefit students from underserved regions by recognizing prior learning and informal training, thereby democratizing access to higher education (Cumberbatch & Cumberbatch 2024). The approach also strengthens industry-academia linkages, enabling real-world exposure and boosting employability. Overall, NEP 2020’s emphasis on skill development reflects a shift from rigid, exam-focused systems to a learner-driven model that values experience, adaptability, and holistic growth—preparing students not just for jobs, but for meaningful participation in a rapidly evolving global society.
8. Focus of linguistics

The focus on linguistics in NEP 2020 could be a game changer for India’s education system by transforming how language is taught, learned, and valued across diverse contexts. Linguistics—the scientific study of language—offers tools to understand phonetics, grammar, semantics, and sociolinguistics, which are essential for building multilingual competence and inclusive pedagogy. NEP 2020 emphasizes mother tongue or regional language as the medium of instruction in early education, supported by linguistic research that shows children learn best in their first language (Ahmed, 2023). This shift not only improves foundational literacy but also strengthens cognitive development and cultural identity. By integrating linguistics into teacher training and curriculum design, educators can better address pronunciation, syntax, and language acquisition challenges, especially in multilingual classrooms (Ray et al., 2023). Moreover, the policy promotes bilingual and trilingual proficiency, encouraging students to learn at least three languages. 
9. Health and yoga
The NEP 2020 revolutionizes Indian education by integrating health and yoga as core curricular elements, marking a paradigm shift from traditional academic-focused learning to holistic development (Aithal & Aithal, 2020). The integration promotes mental wellness, physical fitness, and cultural preservation simultaneously. This change comes at a crucial time when children's health, happiness, and immunity are increasingly important. By embedding ancient Indian practices within modern curricula, NEP 2020 creates globally competitive yet culturally rooted citizens. This holistic approach transforms education from mere knowledge transmission to comprehensive personality development, preparing students for 21st-century challenges while honoring India's rich wellness traditions. The integration of health and yoga embeds physical fitness, mental health, and mindfulness into the core curriculum from early childhood through higher education (Krishnan, 2023). Yoga, a time-tested Indian practice, is introduced not merely as physical exercise but as a tool for emotional regulation, concentration, and inner balance. Schools are encouraged to include daily yoga sessions, meditation, and age-appropriate health education, fostering resilience and self-awareness among students. This shift moves beyond academic achievement to cultivate habits of healthy living, stress management, and emotional intelligence—skills critical in today’s fast-paced, high-pressure world.

10. Focus on Indian Knowledge System 
The NEP 2020 places unprecedented emphasis on integrating the Indian Knowledge System (IKS) into mainstream education, marking a paradigm shift toward culturally rooted and holistic learning (Balasubramanian, 2021). This initiative holds immense long-term potential for India’s intellectual, social, and economic transformation. By embedding IKS—comprising ancient sciences, arts, philosophy, health systems, and ecological wisdom—into curricula, NEP 2020 fosters a sense of identity, pride, and continuity among learners (Sharma & Mishra 2022). It revitalizes traditional knowledge such as ayurveda, yoga, vastu, metallurgy, and mathematics, encouraging interdisciplinary research and innovation rooted in indigenous frameworks. This not only enriches academic discourse but also positions India as a global contributor to sustainable and ethical knowledge systems. In the long run, IKS integration promotes inclusive education by recognizing regional languages, oral traditions, and community-based learning. 
11. Research ecosystem for undergraduates
NEP 2020 envisions a vibrant research ecosystem for undergraduate students, marking a significant shift from passive learning to active inquiry (Kumar, 2024). By embedding research opportunities early in higher education, NEP 2020 empowers students to become creators of knowledge rather than mere consumers. For students, this approach fosters critical thinking, curiosity, and problem-solving skills. Exposure to research methodologies, interdisciplinary projects, and real-world challenges enhances their academic engagement and prepares them for advanced studies or innovation-driven careers. Institutionally, the policy encourages the development of Multidisciplinary Education and Research Universities (MERUs) and supports initiatives like the Anusandhan National Research Foundation (ANRF), which funds student-led research across disciplines. These reforms democratize access to research, allowing students from diverse backgrounds to contribute meaningfully to national development.

12. Fostering environmental care

NEP 2020 fosters environmental care among students by embedding ecological consciousness into the very fabric of education—from early childhood to higher learning. It recognizes that sustainability is not just a subject but a way of life, and aims to cultivate environmentally responsible citizens through curriculum, pedagogy, and institutional practices. At the school level, environmental education is integrated across subjects and stages. The new 5+3+3+4 structure introduces nature-based learning in the foundational years, encouraging children to explore their surroundings through play and observation (Ministry of Education, 2020). As students’ progress, they engage with topics like climate change, biodiversity, water conservation, and sustainable living through experiential activities, projects, and local case studies.

Implementation strategy and Impact analysis: 
This section has a brief glimpse of the educational outcomes of 5 years of NEP 2020. In India education comes in concurrent list of the constitution, which means that state government has full autonomy for framing laws for education within their terrestrial boundary. Being in concurrent list, coordination between central and state governments is crucial but challenging. India has 32 states and 8 unition territory. Few states like Tamil Nādu, West Bengal have not implemented. While as adopted by majority of states NEP 2020 has begun to influence various facets of the Indian education system. However, due to various factors the extent of these changes varies significantly across states and educational institutions (Reddy, 2023).
lack of infrastructure to accommodate the augmented number of students is the primary obstacles. This becomes more pronounced for a science graduate as they need rooms for laboratory.  However, with adequate funding in recent budget of Government of India, the resource constraints and infrastructure gap are being minimized. The policy requires substantial investment in educational infrastructure, technology, and human resources, which many states struggle to provide. Shortage of trained teachers, administrative hurdles, resistance to change are among others. Implementing the policy requires extensive capacity building of incumbent teaching staff alongside the induction of well-qualified instructional professionals. Adaptation to new curriculum requires a robust teacher training program. Technology based learning like the use of online platform has enhanced the digital divide in NEP 2020 especially for the education institutes situated in remote areas. Socioeconomic diversity, language barrier and cultural landscape makes uniform implementation of NEP 2020 difficult. The policy has drawn significant criticism from various scholars and education experts who argue that its rapid implementation could undermine equitable education. Its implementation has also led to nationwide protests across India. Form the student’s perspective the overburdened syllabi, increase in number of papers per semester has criticism from various student’s body. NEP 2020 has tried to address the GER of India. NEP 2020 mandates its ambitious target to achieve a 100 % Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) in pre-school to secondary levels by 2030, but it seems quite challenging task (Government of India, 2022). However, if done it is likely to develop a more skilled and adaptable workforce, better suited to future challenges. This could expand access to tertiary education and contribute to enhanced academic achievement and professional development. The limitations are the existing infrastructural and resource constraints (Government of India, 2022).  This became quite evident when the 4th year or 7th semester student started their classes. The vocational training and multidisciplinary education in NEP 2020 are remarkable, but it might lead to a dilution of subject-specific expertise. A primary difficulty, especially in higher education, is the need to reconcile the goals of widespread education and specialized expertise. Moreover, the increasing dependence on digital tools could unintentionally increase inequity between urban and rural settings, given the latter's limited access to essential resources.

Implementation Challenges of NEP 2020

While NEP 2020 represents a significant educational advancement, its implementation faces substantial obstacles. The policy's execution is hindered by inadequate physical and digital infrastructure, acute shortages of qualified educators, persistent digital inequality, and limited financial resources.

The teacher shortage crisis extends beyond numerical deficiencies to encompass broader systemic issues. Educational institutions require comprehensive faculty development programs, extensive reskilling initiatives to accommodate innovative teaching methodologies, and adaptation to reformed assessment frameworks. The complexity increases when considering the need to train educators in new pedagogical approaches while simultaneously expanding the teaching workforce.

Regional inequalities present another formidable barrier, with significant disparities in educational access and quality across different socio-economic segments. Rural and marginalized communities face disproportionate challenges in accessing quality education, creating an uneven implementation landscape.

The digital infrastructure gap particularly affects remote areas, where inadequate connectivity and limited access to technology hinder the policy's digital learning objectives. This technological divide risks creating further educational inequities if not addressed systematically.

Financial constraints compound these challenges, as implementing comprehensive reforms requires substantial investment in infrastructure, teacher training, curriculum development, and technological integration.

Overcoming these obstacles requires strategic interventions including strengthened public-private collaborations, focused capacity-building initiatives for educators, and comprehensive monitoring frameworks to ensure effective implementation and course correction where necessary.

Limitations of the NEP 2020
1. Ongoing transformation process
This comprehensive analysis of NEP 2020, while thorough, acknowledges several significant limitations that warrant consideration for future research and policy evaluation. Educational policy implementation is inherently fluid and continuously evolving. The findings presented in this review represent a snapshot of an ongoing transformation process. As reforms unfold and new implementation strategies emerge, the analysis requires regular updates to maintain relevance and accuracy. This temporal limitation means conclusions drawn today may require revision as more evidence becomes available.
2. Methodological Constraints
The study's reliance on secondary data sources, including government reports, policy documents, and existing research, introduces potential interpretive biases. Secondary sources may not adequately capture the diverse, localized experiences of implementation across India's varied educational contexts. Regional disparities, cultural differences, and state-level variations may be insufficiently represented, limiting the generalizability of findings.
3. Need for Empirical Evidence: 
The proposed outcomes and anticipated impacts of NEP 2020 require validation through rigorous empirical research. Longitudinal studies tracking student learning trajectories, educational equity indicators, and implementation effectiveness over extended periods are essential for substantive conclusions.
4. Inclusive Representation: 
Critically, future investigations must prioritize perspectives from marginalized communities, including tribal populations, economically disadvantaged groups, and rural stakeholders. Their lived experiences and challenges are fundamental to understanding the policy's true impact and ensuring equitable educational transformation across all demographic segments.
Conclusion: A way forward for education
Addressing these disparities is crucial to ensure that NEP 2020’s reforms benefit all segments of the population equally.  With the advent of time, the curriculum framework is going through a significant overhaul year by year. With focus on outcome-based learning designed to empower students, despite notable progress, the implementation of NEP 2020 has encountered several significant obstacles. Many educational institutions continue to face limitations in both physical infrastructure and digital connectivity, especially in rural and underserved areas. The shortage of qualified educators remains a pressing concern, not only in terms of numbers but also in the need for robust teacher training, upskilling for modern teaching methods, and adapting to transparent evaluation systems.

The digital divide persists, making it difficult for students from marginalized communities to access online learning resources. Financial constraints further complicate efforts to expand and modernize institutions, limiting the reach and effectiveness of reforms.

Regional imbalances in educational quality and access continue to challenge equitable implementation. Language barriers, socio-economic disparities, and uneven adoption of policy measures across states hinder uniform progress. Additionally, the lack of strong monitoring frameworks and coordination among central, state, and institutional stakeholders slows down reform momentum.

To overcome these challenges, it is essential to strengthen public-private collaborations, invest in targeted faculty development, and establish robust systems for evaluation and accountability. Addressing these issues is critical to realizing NEP 2020’s vision of inclusive, high-quality, and future-ready education for all learners across India.
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