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Abstract

	India’s educational landscape has been reshaped over time by its enduring cultural heritage alongside the forces of modernization. In earlier eras, education revolved around native learning centers and philosophical schools that stressed all-round personal growth, ethical grounding, and inquiry-driven scholarship. With colonial rule came Western-style institutions and curricula that altered the aims and methods of formal education, sparking a push-pull between traditional systems and imported reforms. This commentary aimed to highlight the educational journey of India, considering the impact of traditions and modernisation. The qualitative method has been adopted. Existing studies and government documents have been reviewed. Following independence, Indian governments have sought to blend these divergent strains by treating education as both a driver of national progress and a guardian of cultural identity. The purported National Education Policy (NEP) 2025 embodies this approach, advocating for digital advancement, global readiness, and broader inclusion, while also safeguarding the country’s linguistic and cultural plurality. Framed under the theme “Bridging Traditions and Transformations,” India’s educational journey exemplifies the ongoing negotiation between historical continuities and new imperatives. This analysis examines how past legacies, policy shifts, and international pressures continue to direct India’s educational course, underscoring the task of forging a system that honors its roots yet embraces innovation. India’s educational trajectory illustrated the ongoing challenge of balancing inherited traditions with transformative imperatives. Its success will depend not only on visionary policies but also on equitable implementation, sustained public investment, and a commitment to inclusive pedagogical practices that ensure education serves as both a bridge to modernity and a custodian of cultural identity. 




Keywords: Bridging Traditions, Educational Reform; National Education Policy, pre-colonial education, transformations

1. INTRODUCTION

Education by itself is a qualitative phenomenon that has an enormous capacity to impact social, cultural, political, economic, and scientific aspects of human life. The consensus in economic science would suggest that education is a meritorious mixed commodity in which there is a spillover effect for society from individuals who have attained some level of education on various parameters of social development (Muralidharan et al., 2022). India’s education system embodies a rich and multifaceted history shaped by indigenous pedagogical traditions, colonial influences, and ongoing reform initiatives. The ancient Gurukul system, alongside prominent seats of learning such as Nalanda and Takshashila, provided a comprehensive curriculum integrating philosophy, literature, sciences, and ethical governance (Koul, 2024; Shahid & S. M., 2021). During the medieval period, Islamic madrasas and maktabs expanded the intellectual landscape by emphasizing theology, jurisprudence, linguistic studies, and scientific exploration (Salma & Nehal, 2024). Over time, educational reforms and curriculum transformations have reflected the persistent tension between traditional knowledge systems and colonial educational frameworks, highlighting the challenges of decolonizing education in contemporary India (Batra, 2020; J. JOHN SEKAR, 2025).

The advent of British rule ushered in a radical transformation. English-medium schools modeled on Western educational norms prioritized clerical and administrative training to staff the colonial bureaucracy (Chaudhary, 2021; Singh, 2022). Although these institutions democratized access to formal education, they marginalized native knowledge systems and fostered a strictly utilitarian ethos (Menon, 2024). The colonial insistence on standardized exams and formal certification also planted the seeds of credentialism—a legacy that continues to influence perceptions of employability and academic legitimacy in India (Choudhury, 2023).  English, once considered to be a foreign language in India, continues to be the lingua franca of certain privileged sections of the society and international schools in India continue to enhance the significance of English through their system of schooling (Daw, 2021; Kambala & Mathe, 2023).

After independence in 1947, India enshrined education as a cornerstone of nation-building. Constitutional mandates guaranteed free and compulsory schooling, while National Education Policies of 1968, 1986, and 1992 sought to expand equity, universalize access, and enhance quality. These policies also emphasized technical and vocational pathways to fuel industrial growth and social progress (Verma et al., 2021; Rao, 2022; Prasad, 2023). In doing so, they aimed to transform colonial-era structures into frameworks centered on national priorities and inclusivity.

In the 21st century, globalization, digital innovation, and domestic policy shifts have continued to reshape the educational terrain. The National Education Policy 2020 marks a paradigm shift toward multidisciplinary, flexible learning, integrating technology, skills development, and global engagement (Government of India, 2020; Sood & Sharma, 2024). It likewise champions the revival of indigenous pedagogies and the decolonization of curricula to honor India’s cultural heritage (Batra, 2020; Joshi, 2023).

Despite its bold vision, NEP 2020 has been critiqued for its centralizing tendencies, technocratic focus, and insufficient attention to entrenched structural inequalities. Such critiques cast doubt on whether the policy can fully realize its transformative ambitions (Menon, 2024; Ramesh, 2025). Layering indigenous legacies, colonial inheritances, reform initiatives, and critical assessments, India’s education system remains a dynamic interplay of tradition and change—deeply rooted yet continually adapting to contemporary challenges (Kumar, 2023; Verma et al., 2021).

2. METHODOLOGY
This article adopts a qualitative approach encompassing existing literature and government documents. The documents are critically analysed and interpreted.  


3. DISCUSSION

A. Global and Regional Context

Across educational systems worldwide, there has been a clear movement from teacher-led, content-delivery models toward learner-centered, holistic approaches. Meta-analyses find that Montessori and other constructivist settings produce modest gains in both academic performance and socio-emotional development by privileging student autonomy and reframing teachers as facilitators (Randolph et al., 2023). At the same time, critical or liberatory pedagogies—rooted in Freirean principles—prioritize student voice, equity, and socio-political awareness as core design elements across disciplines (Kitts, 2024; Onuoha, 2024).

Yet these pedagogical ideals often collide with geopolitical realities. Studies in economics and management demonstrate that tighter visa regimes (for example, more restrictive H-1B rules) curb the flow of high-skill researchers and entrepreneurs, thereby dampening innovation, firm performance, and the global distribution of AI and STEM expertise—benefits increasingly captured by more open jurisdictions like Canada, parts of the EU, and Singapore (Glennon et al., 2024; Nayak & Bonikowski, 2025; Hammoud-Gallego et al., 2024).

Large-scale assessments such as PISA also wield significant political influence. Comparative policy research since 2020 shows that PISA results can spark major reform waves (“PISA shock”) but may also be used to legitimize predetermined policy agendas, raising concerns about democratic accountability when international rankings dictate national priorities (Ding, 2024; Volante et al., 2024).

In Southeast Asia, increased educational spending has not eliminated achievement gaps. PISA 2018 and related analyses reveal low proficiency levels in countries like Indonesia and the Philippines alongside high within-grade variance, underscoring that financial inputs alone do not ensure learning gains (Darmawan et al., 2024; Asadullah et al., 2025). The COVID-19 pandemic further deepened inequities through prolonged school closures, uneven access to technology, and variable teacher preparedness, resulting in pronounced learning losses along rural–urban and socioeconomic lines (Maddawin et al., 2024; Khursheed & Qureshi, 2024).
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Figure 1.  Comparison of Literacy Rate versus Public Education Spending in Selected Asian Countries

Figure 1 highlights that, in Southeast Asia, funding by itself does not guarantee quality education. Vietnam’s strong PISA outcomes stem from targeted systemic reforms and a pervasive cultural emphasis on schooling rather than exceptional per-student expenditure (Hansen & Le, 2022). By contrast, the Philippines, despite investing about USD 11 030 per pupil, remains near the bottom of global rankings—a consequence of structural inefficiencies, uneven policy execution, and gaps in instructional practice (OECD, 2023; Garcia et al., 2024). Research on “need-supportive teaching,” which fosters students’ competence, autonomy, and relatedness, shows that pedagogical quality more strongly predicts reading gains than funding levels (Aelterman et al., 2021). In Cambodia, decentralization has increased provincial budgets, yet insufficient capital outlay and persistent underinvestment in infrastructure continue to stall literacy and learning progress (UNICEF, 2021; World Bank, 2024). Together, these cases demonstrate that while adequate financing lays the groundwork, effective governance, high-quality instruction, and strategic implementation determine learning outcomes.

Regional cooperation can help bridge these gaps. The SEA-PLM initiative offers a shared framework for monitoring foundational skills and building capacity, even though integration into national systems varies. SEAMEO and its partners (2025) note that SEA-PLM produces disaggregated data on reading, writing, mathematics, global citizenship, equity gaps, technology access, and teacher confidence (SEAMEO, 2025; SEAMEO Secretariat, 2025a). Through policy dialogues, technical workshops, and context-specific teaching and assessment resources, it seeks to harmonize quality benchmarks (SEAMEO Secretariat, 2025a; ASEAN-AKCF Project, 2022). However, the literature cautions that sustained impact relies on domestic political will, investments in infrastructure, robust teacher support, and digital inclusion to ensure that regional standards translate into equitable learning gains (SEAMEO Secretariat, 2025b).


B. India's Historical and Post-Independence Trajectory
Education in ancient India featured a decentralized, pluralistic structure rather than a single, uniform system. Residential gurukulas—focused on oral instruction and largely serving upper-caste males—operated alongside community-based pathshalas, tols, and temple schools that adapted basic literacy and numeracy teaching to local customs and calendars without rigid fees (Sheikh, 2021). Pathshalas often met under trees or in communal spaces, funded by local patrons, while tols specialized in advanced Sanskrit grammar, literature, and philosophy. Temple mathas and salais provided instruction in Vedic texts, secular subjects, music, and martial arts, illustrating a learning ecosystem responsive to varied social contexts (Scharfe, 2002; Sathee NCERT, 2023).

The arrival of British rule—marked by Macaulay’s Minute (1835)—introduced English-medium instruction and Western curricula that sidelined native knowledge and vernacular traditions. This shift created an Anglicized elite even as it inadvertently fostered a Western-educated nationalist intelligentsia instrumental to the independence movement.

After 1947, a series of commission reports reshaped Indian education: the University Education Commission (1948), the Secondary Education Commission (1952), and the Kothari Commission (1964–66), which established the 10+2+3 format and the three-language policy, emphasizing national integration and equity. The 1986 National Policy on Education further prioritized women’s schooling and bolstered primary education infrastructure.

The National Education Policy 2020 replaces its 1986 predecessor with a 5+3+3+4 curricular model that stresses foundational literacy and numeracy, reduces rote learning, and promotes interdisciplinary, flexible pedagogy. It also integrates Indian Knowledge Systems and aligns with global trends in competency-based and experiential learning to foster equity and innovation (Ghosh & Kumar, 2021; Sardar & Das, 2024; Ramesh, 2022; Aithal & Aithal, 2020; Thanganadar et al., 2024).

Table 1. Milestones in India's Educational Evolution
Evolution of Indian Education: From Gurukuls to NEP 2020
	Era
	Key Institutions / Policies
	Core Philosophy
	Accessibility & Inclusivity

	Pre-Colonial
	Gurukuls, Nalanda, Pathshalas, Madrasas
	Rooted in holistic and oral traditions, emphasizing atma-jnana (self-knowledge), moral development, and experiential learning. Nalanda and other Buddhist universities nurtured critical inquiry, cosmopolitanism, and multidisciplinary studies, while madrasas advanced mathematics, astronomy, and law.
	Access varied: Gurukuls largely exclusive to upper-caste males, whereas Nalanda and Pathshalas were relatively inclusive, admitting students across regions and social groups (Rao, 2022).

	Colonial (19th–20th Century)
	Macaulay’s Minute (1835); Wood’s Despatch (1854); Hunter Commission (1882); Indian Universities Act (1904)
	Marked by Anglicisation, centralisation, and the “Downward Filtration Theory.” Education was restructured to produce an administrative elite, with English as the medium of instruction. Western sciences and humanities entered curricula, but indigenous systems were sidelined.
	Created a cultural and linguistic divide: access broadened for urban elites but remained limited for rural and marginalized groups. Madras Presidency schools provided some vernacular instruction, but systemic inequality persisted (Kumar, 2021; Choudhury & Kumar, 2023).

	Post-Independence (1947–Present)
	Radhakrishnan Commission (1948–49); Kothari Commission (1964–66); National Policies on Education (1968, 1986, 1992); Right to Education Act (2009); National Education Policy (NEP) 2020
	Shifted toward democratization and universalization: social justice, national integration, scientific temper, and holistic human development. NEP 2020 re-emphasizes multidisciplinary learning, foundational literacy and numeracy, vocational training, and 21st-century skills.
	Accessibility expanded dramatically through constitutional guarantees, mid-day meals, scholarships, and reservations for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and girls. Yet, disparities remain in rural, digital, and gendered dimensions of access (Das et al., 2023; Choudhury et al., 2023).



Table 1 outlines India’s layered educational evolution—from pluralistic pre-colonial systems to a centralized colonial framework and, finally, to post-independence democratization. In pre-colonial times, gurukuls transmitted Vedic and Brahmanical knowledge largely to upper-caste students, while Buddhist centers like Nalanda (5th century CE) attracted learners from across Asia. Alongside these elites, community-run pathshalas and madrasas provided basic literacy, numeracy, and religious instruction in local languages, integrating education with regional economies (Rao, 2022).
The colonial era ushered in a dramatic restructuring. Macaulay’s Minute (1835) and Wood’s Despatch (1854) established English-medium schools aimed at training clerks for the British administration, reflecting the “downward filtration” theory that elite education would eventually benefit the masses. In practice, this widened gaps between English-educated urban elites and vernacular-speaking rural communities. Subsequent inquiries such as the Hunter Commission (1882) entrenched British-style universities and rigid hierarchies, cementing cultural and linguistic divides that persist today (Kumar, 2021; Choudhury & Kumar, 2023).

After 1947, commissions led by Radhakrishnan (1948–49) and Kothari (1964–66) recast education as a driver of nation-building and equity, informing the 1968 National Policy and its 1986/92 revisions, and culminating in the 2009 Right to Education Act. The NEP 2020 then replaced earlier frameworks with a 5+3+3+4 structure, emphasizing foundational literacy, reduced rote learning, flexible multidisciplinary curricula, digital integration, and Indian Knowledge Systems (Ghosh & Kumar, 2021; Sardar & Das, 2024; Ramesh, 2022; Aithal & Aithal, 2020; Thanganadar et al., 2024). Early assessments praise its global alignment but warn that resource gaps, administrative capacity, and resistance to change may hinder its promise of inclusive quality (Das et al., 2023; Choudhury et al., 2023).

India’s educational evolution has continually shifted between exclusion and reform—from the caste- and class-based limits of ancient gurukuls and rigid colonial structures to today’s policies aimed at universal inclusion. Nonetheless, research shows that uneven teaching quality, restricted access, and digital divides still stand in the way of fully achieving the NEP 2020’s objectives.
South India: A Case Study in Progress
South India’s educational paradigm offers a compelling vantage point for understanding India’s broader trajectory of progress. States like Kerala and Tamil Nadu have consistently outpaced the national average in literacy, reflecting the influence of deep-rooted historical, socio-cultural, and policy legacies. While India’s literacy rate was recorded at 74.04% in the 2011 Census, Kerala reached an impressive 93.9%, with recent surveys placing it among the highest in the country (Periodic Labour Force Survey [PLFS], 2025). Scholars note that Kerala’s exceptional performance is not merely statistical, but the result of systemic investments in public education, gender equity, and social development that distinguish it from other Indian states (Choudhury et al., 2023; Varghese & Tilak, 2021).
Kerala’s educational ascent was catalyzed by early 19th-century reforms spearheaded by both Christian missionaries and princely rulers of Travancore and Cochin. These pioneers institutionalized grants-in-aid, free primary education, and structured school systems that democratized learning access. Missionary contributions, such as Fr. Kuriakose Elias Chavara’s initiative of establishing “a school along with every church,” significantly expanded educational opportunities for marginalized groups (Devika, 2021). Reformers like Sree Narayana Guru and Ayyankali deepened this transformation by demanding inclusion for lower-caste communities, thereby embedding a culture of social justice within Kerala’s educational framework. This historical intertwining of state action, missionary enterprise, and social reform laid the foundation for Kerala’s contemporary reputation as India’s most literate and socially progressive state.
Tamil Nadu represents another instructive case of innovation in educational governance. Its State Education Policy (SEP) 2025 diverges from the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, reflecting the state’s assertion of autonomy and responsiveness to regional priorities. While NEP 2020 emphasizes a three-language formula, Tamil Nadu’s SEP reaffirms a Tamil-English bilingual approach, prioritizing cultural preservation alongside global employability. It foregrounds competency-based education, critical thinking, and socio-emotional well-being, while embedding reforms such as a no-detention policy up to Class VIII, the abolition of Class XI board exams, and compulsory Tamil instruction up to Class X. Scholars view such state-level divergence as both a strength and challenge in India’s federal education system, where contextual innovation must balance with national cohesion (Mani & Sharma, 2024).
Pedagogical reforms under Tamil Nadu’s SEP build on earlier initiatives like the Ennum Ezhuthum Mission, designed to secure foundational literacy and numeracy for early-grade learners, while also embracing 21st-century skills, including AI, coding, financial literacy, and digital competencies (Rajan, 2023). This dual emphasis on foundational and futuristic learning underscores Tamil Nadu’s holistic approach to educational reform. Yet, research warns that despite such progressive policies, inequalities persist, particularly for rural children, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and girls, who remain disadvantaged in terms of infrastructure, early childhood access, and equitable resource allocation (Das et al., 2023).
South India is also a site of experimentation with educational technology and alternative pedagogies. Adaptive, data-driven learning platforms such as Mindspark, an AI-enabled tool that personalizes instruction using diagnostic assessments, have demonstrated measurable improvements in student outcomes, particularly in mathematics and language learning (Muralidharan et al., 2021). At the same time, a philosophical re-imagining of education continues through institutions like Rishi Valley School and The Valley School, founded by J. Krishnamurti, and Kerala’s Sarang School, which promote holistic, non-competitive curricula emphasizing critical inquiry, environmental awareness, and self-reflection. Scholars argue that such models challenge India’s exam-centric schooling and present viable alternatives for nurturing creativity and resilience in learners (Sethy, 2022).
Overall, South India’s educational trajectory illustrates a blend of tradition and transformation: from historical legacies of social reform and missionary engagement, to contemporary innovations in pedagogy, technology, and state-specific policy frameworks. Yet, the persistence of inequality and uneven resource allocation reminds us that progress remains fragile. As scholars emphasize, equity in access, sustained public investment, and adaptive governance will be decisive in determining whether South India’s successes can be replicated nationally (Choudhury et al., 2023; Das et al., 2023; Mani & Sharma, 2024).

Table 2. Comparative Education Metrics: South India vs. All-India
	Metric
	Kerala
	Tamil Nadu
	Andhra Pradesh
	Karnataka
	All-India Average

	Literacy Rate
	95.3% (2024)
	82.9% (2011)
	72.6% (2024)
	N/A
	80.9% (2024)

	Public Education Spending (% of Total Expenditure)
	13.4% (2022–23)
	12.58% (2025–26)
	12.1% (2024–25)
	N/A
	14.8% (2022–23)

	Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) – Secondary Level
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	79.6% (2021–22)

	Rural Education Inequality (Gini Coefficient)
	0.24 (2019)
	0.35 (2019)
	0.50 (2019)
	0.44 (2019)
	N/A



Table 2 exposes pronounced disparities in educational outcomes across South Indian states, driven by literacy levels, budgetary commitment, and equity considerations. Kerala leads with a 95.3 percent literacy rate in 2024—well above the 80.9 percent national average—reflecting its sustained emphasis on human development (PLFS, 2025). Tamil Nadu, by contrast, still relies on its 2011 Census figure of 82.9 percent, pointing to delays in current data despite strong enrolment growth and welfare programmes (Government of Tamil Nadu, 2025).
State allocations for public education also differ. In 2022–23, Kerala dedicated 13.4 percent of its total expenditure to education, while Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu have projected 12.1 percent and 12.58 percent respectively—each below the 14.8 percent national benchmark (Government of Andhra Pradesh, 2024; Government of Kerala, 2024; PRS Legislative Research, 2025). Yet enrolment and access rates remain high, suggesting that policy stability and effective administration can offset lower funding levels.

Equity metrics further distinguish performance. Kerala’s rural education Gini coefficient of 0.24 indicates more equitable access compared to Andhra Pradesh (0.50) and Karnataka (0.44), highlighting ongoing structural barriers (Jha & Parvati, 2019). Recent studies confirm that rural–urban divides, gender gaps, and caste-based exclusion continue to impede fair educational opportunities (Choudhury et al., 2023; Das et al., 2023). Choudhury, Joshi, and Kumar (2023) show that household income, geo pic Appeny, and parental education still shape pre-primary access, underlining the need for targeted equity interventions.
4. CONCLUSION
India’s educational journey reflects a complex interplay between tradition and transformation. From the pluralistic Gurukul and madrasa systems of the pre-colonial era to the Anglicized frameworks of the colonial period, and finally to the reformist impulses of the post-independence state, education has continually been a site of negotiation between continuity and change (Sheikh, 2021; Choudhury & Kumar, 2023). The National Education Policy (NEP) 2025 exemplifies this duality by integrating holistic, multidisciplinary approaches with digitalization and global competitiveness, while also affirming India’s cultural and linguistic heritage (Ghosh & Kumar, 2021; Sardar & Das, 2024). Similarly, regional experiences, particularly in South India, highlight the role of localized governance, social reform, and pedagogical innovation in producing comparatively stronger outcomes (Varghese & Tilak, 2021; Mani & Sharma, 2024). These variations underscore that education in India is not a uniform trajectory, but a layered process shaped by historical, cultural, and political contexts.
At the same time, persistent inequities in access, digital inclusion, gender parity, and rural–urban divides reveal that systemic challenges remain unresolved (Das et al., 2023; Choudhury et al., 2023). Despite policy innovations, disparities in resource allocation and implementation hinder the realization of equity and quality across all strata of society (Ramesh, 2022; Menon, 2024). Importantly, this study is limited by its reliance on secondary literature and policy documents, without incorporating empirical field data or longitudinal learner outcomes. As such, while it provides a broad interpretive synthesis of India’s educational evolution, further research grounded in primary data is necessary to evaluate the actual impact of contemporary reforms such as the NEP 2020 and state-level policies.
Ultimately, India’s educational trajectory illustrates the ongoing challenge of balancing inherited traditions with transformative imperatives. Its success will depend not only on visionary policies but also on equitable implementation, sustained public investment, and a commitment to inclusive pedagogical practices that ensure education serves as both a bridge to modernity and a custodian of cultural identity (Kumar, 2023; Verma et al., 2021).
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