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Higher education in India is moving towards privatization day by day, which can be 
treated as an impact of globalization. Privatization leads to quantitative expansion of 
higher educational institutions, but possesses a serious threat so far as the quality is 
concerned.  A well developed and equitable system of higher education that promotes 
quality learning as consequences of both teaching and research is central for success in 
the emerging knowledge economy. So, our government is responsible for providing 
higher education accessible to all. But Indian higher education system is facing several 
challenges. The challenge of global competitiveness has been added to other demanding 
tasks such as equity, relevance, quality, access to all in the face of a resource crunch. To 
cope up with these problems, our government has resorted to privatization of higher 
education. This paper gives an overview of state of higher education system in India & 
highlights the need for private sector to step up in the field of higher education. An 
attempt has also been made to discuss the impacts of privatization whether it would be 
beneficial & harmful for the economy and society. It is argued that privatization of higher 
education can be applied to improve the education system in all but with the regular 
control of some regulating authorities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
A well Developed and equitable system of higher education that promotes quality 

learning as a consequences of both teaching and research is central for success in the 
emerging knowledge economy. So, our government is responsible for providing higher 
education accessible to all. But Indian higher education system is facing several 
challenges. The challenge of global competitiveness has been added to other demanding 
tasks such as equity, relevance, quality, access to all in the face of a resource crunch. To 
cope up with these problems, our government has resorted to privatization of higher 
education. 

The Indian higher education sector has expanded at a phenomenal rate in the last decade. 
Government has made special efforts in this field. Over the last 50 years, government of 
India has provided full policy support and substantial funds to create one of the largest 
systems of higher education.  

             Starting with 1950-51, there were only 263000 students in all disciplines in 750 
colleges affiliated to 30 universities. This has grown by 2011 to 16.975 million students 
in 33,023 colleges affiliated to 634 universities (composed of general universities; 
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science and technical universities; open universities; agricultural universities; women’s 
universities; language universities and medical universities) making India’s system of 
higher education the third largest in the world in terms of enrolment and the largest in 
terms of number of institutions (Agarwal, 2006). India has also developed Open 
University system to encourage distance learning.  
           Despite all these changes, National Knowledge Commission (NKC, 2006) in its 
evaluation of the state of higher education in India concludes that there is quite crisis in 
higher education that runs deep. Moreover, the proportion of population in 18-24 age 
group which enters higher education is just about 7% which is around one-half of the 
Asian coverage. Many reasons can be cited for this situation- sub-standard quality of 
education, absence of top notch faculty, poor utilization and crumbling infrastructure, 
inadequate funding of institutions and excessive political interference. Still India’s 
government has achieved a good growth in higher education. This paper examines the 
following objectives:  

1. To find out the Growth and trends of higher education institutes in India 
2. To understand the role of privatization and its impact on Higher education 
3. To study the conditions of higher education and suggest the policy 

recommendations 
 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 
1. Growth of Higher Education Institutions: 
The Higher Education sector in India has witnessed a tremendous increase in its 

institutional capacity since Independence. At the time of Independence of India in 1947, 
there were only 20 Universities and 500 Colleges in the country with 210.000 students 
enrolled in higher education institutions. In the academic year 2011-2012 the numbers 
have increased to 659 universities, 33,023 colleges and 25.9 million students. India now 
ranks second in the world in terms of enrollment of students after China; third being 
USA1. 
 
Table:1 number of public and private educational institutions. 

Years Universities Colleges Total HEIs Enrollment (in Lakhs) 
1947-48 20 496 516 2 
1950-51 28 578 606 2 
1960-61 45 1819 1864 6 
1970-71 93 3277 3370 20 
1980-81 123 4738 4861 28 
1990-91 184 5748 5932 44 
2005-06 348 17625 17973 105 
2010-11 634 

(December 11) 
33,023 33,682 170 

 
From the table, it is observed that most of the growth in the rapidly expanding 

higher education sector took place in private institutes. These private higher educational 

                                                           
1
 Source: FICCI & EY: Higher Education in India: Twelfth Five Year Plan (2012-2017) and beyond, pg. 8 
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institutes are not only meant to meet the growing needs but also to make huge and quick 
profits. Since 1990’s, budgetary allocations for higher education has decreased. 
Privatization has declined the needs of financial assistance to higher education sector 
made by the government. 

 
Table:2 Types of institutions imparting higher education in India 

 
Universities under the Government Deemed Universities (Aided) 
Private Universities Deemed Universities (Unaided) 
Colleges under Government  
 

2. NEED OF PRIVATIZATION OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

Education is universally recognized as an important investment in building human 
capital. It is a key to technical innovation and economic growth. Providing education to 
one and all has been one of the primary duties of the government. But there is a wave of 
privatization of education in our country. Actually government has diverted its focus 
from higher education to primary education and urged private sector to enter this sector 
which is termed as privatization of higher education.  

As economic reforms were introduced in India in 1991, these reform packages 
imposed a heavy compression on public budgets on the education sector, more 
specifically on higher education. Government has trickled down its expenditure on higher 
education in particular.  

In the tenth five year plan document, it was stated that, “Since budget resources 
are limited and such resources as are available, need to be allocated to expand primary 
education, it is important to recognize that universities must make greater efforts to 
supplement resources from the government. University fees are very low and in many 
universities have not been raised in decades. A substantial hike in university fees is 
essential.”  

Higher education has been largely a state funded activity with above three-
quarters of the total expenditure being borne by government. (Rani, 2003) But the needs 
of higher education system have been increasing rapidly so it is being realized by the 
government that public budgets cannot adequately fund higher education. So, the 
government has put in measures of hike in student fees, student loans and privatization in 
justification of availability and mobilization of resources to expand higher education. 
These measures have made higher education a profitable business for industrialists due to 
which a large number of private institutions are there at present. 

3. IMPACT OF PRIVATIZATION OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

To assess the impact of privatization, many committees were appointed.  
Punnayya Committee set up by UGC (1993) and Swaminathan Panel constituted 

by AICTE (1994) has a consensus that one of the major sources of income is the fee from 
students. They recommended for an increase in fee level and in all kinds of fee and that 
institutions should raise the fee levels in such a way that at least 15 to 25% of the annual 
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recurring cost per student is recovered from the students in the form of fees and from 
other sources at the end of ten years.  
 

2Besides, government of India in its Prime Minister’s Committee on Trade and Industry 
appointed a committee under the chairmanship of Mr. M. Ambani and Mr. K. Birla to 
suggest required reforms in education sector. It strongly suggested for full cost recovery 
from students even in public higher education institutions through hike in fees. They 
stressed that government should focus on development of primary education only and the 
responsibility of higher education should be delegated to private sector alone. They also 
urged the private university bill to be passed and also suggested that user-pay principle be 
strictly enforced in higher education supplemented by loans and grants to economically 
and socially backward sections of the society. 

It is also important to note that in U.S., drive for efficiency and profits are categorically 
powerful among the private higher education providers. But in developing countries like 
India, only profit factor thrives these institutes and efficiency is neglected (Rani, 2003)  

Private institutions have their focus on quantity and not on quality. This is the 
reason that quality of higher education is degrading. It is justified that due to the 
privatization number of private professional institutes has increased and it is no doubt 
required to cope up with growing needs but this has been at the cost of quality.  

Government has given too much independence to these private institutes which 
would lead to the commercialization of education. This would give rise to many problems 
like hike in students’ fees, capitation fee, exploitation of professors etc. A steep hike in 
fees does not ensure higher education accessible, equitable and affordable to all.  
   Besides, commodificaiton of education may lead to the excessive emphasis on 
skill, employment and corporate-oriented education at the cost of basic sciences and the 
vast pool of traditional knowledge which would create an imbalance among various 
streams of learning.  
Private institutions also exploit the teachers and professors by paying those amounts 
which are not according to the amount specified by regulating agencies like UGC etc. 
This may lead to slackening in the efforts of teachers and professors and may finally 
result in the fall of standard of education. This has also made teaching as unpopular 
profession.  

Sometimes, private institutes also employed unethical practices to increase the 
number of students in their institutes. They admit the students by charging exorbitant 
amount as capitation fee and ignore standard admission procedures like entrance test, 
merit list, interviews etc. This practice harms those who cannot afford capitation fee of 
the institutes and ultimately brilliant students remain deprived of higher education.  

But there is another side of coin also. Some positive effects of privatization are 
also noted. Private colleges are almost independent of political interventions. According 
to Honorable Supreme Court, unaided professional institutes are autonomous in their 
administration and decisions. But they have to follow necessary guidelines notified by 
regulating agencies regarding admission, examination, recruitment of staff etc.  

                                                           
2
  Agarwal (2006), Higher Education in India 
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Better quality higher education can also be provided by private sector. As we 
know, government is facing acute shortage of funds and grants given by government for 
higher education has been cut on a drastic scale and on the other side demand of higher 
education is increasing, then only feasible way is privatization of education. So this is the 
major factor responsible for it. 

CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

The private initiative in education, especially higher education is not new to India. 
Some of the leading universities like Banaras Hindu University and Aligarh Muslim 
University came up with the efforts, dedication and financial support of community and 
since 1990’s; trend towards privatization has been on a large scale.  

Providing free and compulsory education to all is a basic duty of government and 
it cannot be neglected. So government has to invest more and more funds in development 
of primary education. A huge cut in expenditure on higher education by government is 
the direct outcome. But it doesn’t mean that higher education is not important. 
Government cannot absolve its responsibility of regulating private institutes. So, some 
regulating agencies have to be formed which assure quality and transparency and prevent 
profiteering. There is an emergence need to regulate quality but not growth of supply.  
There is also a fact that private investors would not run an institute a loss. If a private 
sector educational institute cannot at least recover its costs, it would be closed down. At 
the least, private institutions must be allowed to be commercial i.e. they must be allowed 
to break-even or make a small fair profit. If they are allowed to do so transparently, there 
would be no need to disguise their profit and the institute will not compromise with 
quality.  

To ensure access to higher education by weaker section of society, government 
has to increase public expenditure on higher education. On the whole, an improvement in 
the standards of education could be achieved through a balanced relationship between 
public and private sector.  
Although there are many drawbacks of privatization of higher education, it is sure to 
improve the present educational system. 
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