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ABSTRACT 

In India, urban education reflects both opportunities and exclusions. Although expanding cities host some of the 

country's top schools and colleges, they also reveal significant disparities in access, quality, and outcomes for 

students. In this paper, we situate urban education within the broader context of urbanisation and socioeconomic 

stratification. Since the adoption of the Constitution in 1950, urbanisation, state-led educational reforms, and pri-

vatisation have shaped the trajectory of urban education in India. The country sought to meet the aspirations of a 

new republic in the early decades after independence by expanding schooling through municipal institutions. As 

urban centres grew into hubs of higher education, teacher training, and specialised institutions, they played an 

important role in producing skilled labour for industry and government. Despite this, the benefits of this expansion 

were unevenly distributed among different social and economic groups. Urban education began facing structural 

challenges towards the end of the twentieth century. A sharp contrast existed between elite private schools and 

public schools, primarily due to overcrowded classrooms, inadequate infrastructure, and a shortage of qualified 

teachers. Children from slums, migrant children, and marginalised communities are often excluded from quality 

schools, which deepens urban inequalities. While privatisation of education expanded access in some ways, it also 

widened the gap between different classes of students. Over the years, successive governments have introduced 

various measures to promote urban education, including the Right to Education Act, mid-day meal schemes, urban 

literacy missions, and, more recently, the National Education Policy 2020. Despite these interventions, ensuring 

equity and inclusion in urban education remains a challenge. Therefore, studying urban education in post-inde-

pendent India provides insight into the relationship between education, urban growth, and social justice. This 

paper aims to understand the state of urban education in post-independent India, drawing on secondary resources.  
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Introduction  

With the adoption of the Indian Constitution in 1950, urban education has developed into a distinct field of study. 

In the post-independence era, India emphasised expanding educational opportunities to align with democratic 

goals of equality and social justice (Tilak, 2007). Historically, urban centres in India were centres of industrial 

expansion, administrative expansion, and formal education. Numerous academic institutions in metropolitan ar-

eas, such as Delhi, Mumbai, Kolkata, and Chennai, produce skilled workers necessary for national development 
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(Kingdon, 2007). Nevertheless, urban education has always faced challenges related to inequality, exclusion, and 

access. 

Education infrastructure has been put under increasing pressure by the rapid pace of urbanisation. The rise of 

private schools has led to overcrowding, resource shortages, and declining enrolment in municipal schools, which 

were once a focal point of urban literacy efforts (Govinda & Bandyopadhyay, 2008). As a result of this dualism, 

elite private schools coexist with underfunded public schools, reinforcing class, gender, and caste divides (Sri-

vastava, 2006).  

Efforts to address these challenges have been ongoing since the 1980s through various policy measures. As a 

result of initiatives such as the mid-day meal program, the Right to Education Act (2009), and targeted literacy 

campaigns in urban schools, access to and retention in education have improved (Drèze & Sen, 2013). In recent 

years, India has focused on equity, quality, and digital integration within its National Education Policy 2020 (Gov-

ernment of India, 2020). There are still gaps in implementing these policies, especially in reaching marginalised 

groups.  

Urbanisation in India is the result of social structural changes, financial and social policies, civil society engage-

ments, and societal aspirations (Nambissan, 1970). Since the colonial era, urban regions have emerged as centres 

for financial growth, in addition to providing opportunities for social mobility through expanding occupational 

possibilities and social status. It became a site of social change, eliminating all sorts of caste discrimination and 

uplifting marginalised groups. India's urban areas are a unique blend of diverse histories, cultures, and social 

institutions (Nambissan, 1970). All these elements of urbanisation contributed to the growth of urban education. 

Urban education is a framework of learning that occurs in densely populated areas with diverse populations (Top 

Hat, 2019). It may be utilised to portray the settings and pressures that characterise teaching and learning in urban 

spheres (Top Hat, 2019). Most schools offering an urban education have a high enrolment rate and a complicated 

bureaucratic framework (Top Hat, 2019).  

As urban regions and their growth are frequently regarded as a comparatively better component of any community 

with less scope for issues, less emphasis is placed on studies. Because it is often assumed that the educational 

status of urban people is higher than that of their counterparts in rural regions, education in urban areas has been 

accorded the least preferred topic. The study of urban society should not be restricted to comparisons with rural 

regions, but should also include an analysis of urban society itself. We are unable to see the inner picture of urban 

society and the distinctions among its many parts, notably the most vulnerable urban regions, such as slums and 

their residents, who make up a significant portion of every city's territory and population. Educational opportuni-

ties in general, and post-secondary education in particular, are also a significant issue in metropolitan areas, par-

ticularly for persons from lower socioeconomic groups (Pradeep, 2017). 

The paper examines urban education in India during the post-independence period, drawing on available second-

ary materials to trace its expansion, challenges, and policy responses. In addition to offering educational opportu-

nities, it argues that cities also reflect structural inequalities within Indian society. It is essential to examine both 

the successes and the limitations of urban education in making learning inclusive and equitable. Before we delve 

into the core arguments of this paper, it is essential to look at the growth of urban education in India before and 

after independence.  
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Urban Education in India – Before Independence  

Indian urban education can be traced back to before the colonial era. The traditional educational system was 

focused on urban centres like Calcutta, Banaras, and Delhi. It heavily relied on indigenous forms of education, 

such as Gurukulas, Patahshalas, Madrasas and Makatbas. There was a strong emphasis on religious and moral 

learning in the pedagogy (Kumar, 1991). Due to the country's indigenous education system, it was strongly influ-

enced by caste and class hierarchies. Religious and social groups primarily funded it, and its context was localised 

instead of universal. Due to colonial intervention, India's urban education was profoundly influenced by both 

missionaries and colonial culture, resulting in significant changes to the education system. The primary objective 

of the colonial education system was to fulfil the administrative, political, and cultural needs of colonial rule 

(Kumar, 1991). In contrast, missionaries established schools in urban centres such as Calcutta and Madras that 

focused on literacy, bible study, and Western Science (Michael Andrew, 1972) The Indian education sector un-

derwent many policy shifts from 1813 onwards. The colonial government implemented a centralised funding 

system for Indian education through the Charter Act of 1813. It was, however, after Macaulay's Minute of 1835 

that India's education sector underwent significant structural and systemic changes. Through this policy, English 

replaced vernacular education as the medium of instruction in urban schools. In 1854, several institutional frame-

works were introduced for the education sector. A significant one of these was Wood's Despatch of 1854, also 

referred to as the "Magna Carta of English Education in India.". This paved the way for a system of graded edu-

cation, which was to provide primary education in the vernacular language, secondary education in the Anglo-

Vernacular mode, and higher education in the English language (Nurullah & J. P, 1951). This policy led to the 

establishment of the first modern universities in Calcutta, Bombay and Madras in 1857. It is for this reason that 

urban areas have become the centre of education development, due to the concentration of colleges, universities, 

teacher training institutes, and schools. Furthermore, this led to an intensification of the urban bias in education, 

leaving rural India largely neglected (Basu, 1974). Later in the nineteenth century, urban education expanded, but 

it remained an elitist discipline.  During the Hunter Commission of 1882, the primary focus was on strengthening 

secondary education, which primarily benefited the urban middle and upper classes. It was during the Indian 

reform movements, such as the Brahmo Samaj and Prarthana Samaj, that urban schools were established to pro-

mote social and cultural renewal, while women's education, although limited, gained momentum in missionary 

and reformist schools in cities (Hancock, 1996). The system, however, excluded lower-caste communities and 

working-class urban populations, and reinforced social inequalities. In the early twentieth century, urban education 

played a pivotal role in the rise of nationalist movements. There was a period during which urban higher educa-

tional institutions became hotbeds of student activism and anti-colonial politics, especially in Calcutta, Bombay, 

and Delhi (Basu, 1974). Upon independence, India had inherited a well-developed network of urban schools and 

universities; however, rural areas remained educationally underdeveloped. In this way, the history of urban edu-

cation in India reflects both modernisation and exclusion. 

 

Urban Education in India After Independence  

The Indian Constitution mandates that all children under the age of fourteen get an education. The task was to 

establish a national education system and provide education to children in a vast and diverse country where only 

a small percentage of the population was literate at the time of independence in 1947. The First Indian Education 

Commission (1964–1966) emphasised the need for universal elementary education and a standard school system 

to promote national growth and social unity. Educational Norms were established accordingly. The neighbourhood 

schools were constructed around primary schools, which was also intended in urban planning guidelines (Nam-
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bissan, 1970). Local municipal governments were established in metropolitan areas, and giving access to educa-

tion was a primary feature of education policy. The provision of schools, enrolments, and educational attainment 

across socioeconomic groups is significantly better in urban India than in rural India (Nambissan, 1970).  

In comparison to rural India, urban India had far better provision of basic education in terms of the number of 

schools and their quality, as well as the percentage of students enrolled. Municipal and aided schools offered free 

tuition and other aids to encourage the education of children from marginalised groups. Education was delivered 

in the vernacular language, and in some cases, so that students could acquire knowledge in their mother tongue. 

Later, in urban India, access to schools was inadequate (Nambissan, 1970). This was due to growing urbanisation 

and the lack of urban planning to keep up with it in terms of schooling. In comparison to state-run or state-aided 

schools, private education has experienced significant growth. When compared to government or aided schools, 

private schools have a higher enrolment rate due to their better infrastructure and higher quality of education. 

 

Challenges of Urban Education in India 

Urban areas have a higher population density and more extensive civic amenities (Pradeep, 2017). These charac-

teristics reveal the nature of urban society, its institutions, and the people who shape urban education (Pradeep, 

2017). The urban area's high population density necessitates a significant number of schools and improved urban 

infrastructure. For educational growth, the quantitative and qualitative features of schools need to be improved 

(Pradeep, 2017).  According to the latest studies, urban villages and slums lack enough infrastructure and labour. 

Second, to provide high-quality education, teacher-student ratios, active Parent-Teacher Associations (PTAs), and 

effective teaching and learning are essential. Finally, and most importantly, impersonal relationships reveal a weak 

social connection and a lack of information about one's surroundings, or no information at all. The vastness, var-

iability, lack of effective methods, and, most crucially, the rising unorganised sector make today's urban life and 

education very complicated. Several educational providers range from basic to tertiary levels; their structures and 

sizes vary greatly, with rates ranging from free to extremely pricey. Some of the challenges in urban education 

include,  

a) Socialisation and Culture Assimilation 

Socialisation and Culture Assimilation Education is one form of socialisation (Pradeep, 2017). The socialisation 

of rural people who have moved to cities and are mostly living in slums and disorganised colonies is a slow 

process. As a result, there is a disparity in educational attainment between persons living in slums and those living 

in other parts of metropolitan India. According to a survey, many migrant labourers living in and around Chandi-

garh are experiencing difficulties in accessing urban infrastructure and securing school admissions for their chil-

dren. As a result, cultural assimilation is a significant issue in metropolitan regions, preventing children from the 

migrant population, particularly those from in-migrating states, from being accepted into and pursuing education 

in the urban school system. NUEPA research on school education (Juneja, 2005) reveals a new fact: enrolment 

growth in cities has stalled, and significant dropout rates have been found, indicating the dangers of poverty and 

crime, particularly juvenile delinquency. 

b) Dual Education Structure 

The Indian education system has two types of education provisioning agencies: government institutions that are 

entirely or partially managed and financed by the government, and private agencies that are managed by a group 

of people that may include private initiatives (Pradeep, 2017). The government may or may not support the latter. 

With certain exceptions, both public and private entities are involved in delivering education. One of the most 
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significant differences between the two systems is that the former is intended for everyone at a low cost, whereas 

the latter is for those who can afford to pay for and acquire it. As a result, dualism in the educational system creates 

a split into two classes among the public, which is contrary to the preamble of the Constitution. Private schools 

are not uniformly distributed throughout the country, as their absence or scarcity is often observed in rural and 

underdeveloped areas. In terms of organisation, accessibility, spending, the rural-urban gap, and, most notably, 

fee structure, the government and private school systems are vastly different. Private schools are not uniformly 

distributed throughout the country, as their absence or scarcity is often observed in rural and underdeveloped 

areas. In terms of organisation, accessibility, spending, and, most notably, fee structure, the government and pri-

vate school systems differ significantly. Private schooling in India has a diversified structure, and its population 

is expanding in accordance with urbanisation and privatisation, indicating its presence and potential for future 

expansion. In India, the private education system has expanded beyond preschool to include higher education, and 

its numbers are growing. 

c) Gender Gap in Education 

Gender discrimination in education is a long-standing problem that we have not been able to overcome. Gender 

equality can be achieved through education, which is a fundamental human right. According to recent studies, 

women's literacy is a crucial factor in enhancing family health, nutrition, and education, as well as empowering 

women to participate in society's decision-making processes (Pradeep, 2017). Education and training for girls and 

women, which yields a very high social and economic return, is one of the most effective ways to achieve long-

term development and economic progress. As a result, education, in general, and women's education in particular, 

is not only a human right but also a means of achieving other human rights, such as health, socioeconomic em-

powerment, gender equality, and sustainable development. Gender differences in schooling exist not only in rural 

areas but also in urban areas. 

 

Measures for Promoting Urban Education. 

To promote urban education, the government of India have taken many measures. The measures include, 

a) Policies and Programmes  

As part of the Indian government's efforts to promote literacy and education, several initiatives have been estab-

lished in both rural and urban areas. The Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, one of the Government of India's major flagship 

programmes, is a prominent and recent example. Moreover, several innovative educational development projects 

and programmes in metropolitan regions have been created by various state governments. The Delhi government 

has launched many innovative interventions under the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan. Similarly, other metropolitan cit-

ies/towns can utilise the Sarva Siksha Abhiyan to establish their own need-based programmes and policies, as 

well as engage with private partners such as Pratham, Eklavya, and others. In metropolitan regions, a public–

private collaboration will help to promote education (Pradeep, 2017). 

b) JNRUM in Education and Infrastructure  

The Jawaharlal Nehru Urban Renewal Mission (JNRUM) is the most widely used strategy for developing India's 

cities and towns. Its primary goal is to improve physical infrastructure, but some of its components are tied to the 

urban education system, specifically the development of slums. It allocates a fixed sum to approximately 63 Indian 

cities/towns under the subheading 'Education and communication.' JNNURM focuses on the construction of urban 

infrastructures, such as schools, in urban areas (Pradeep, 2017). 
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c) Non-Governmental Organisations (NGO)  

In India, there is a long history of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) operating in the fields of education 

and other social issues. In India, non-governmental organisations that work in primary education serve as profes-

sional resource centres, where innovators can reach educationally disadvantaged children. Pratham Mumbai Ed-

ucation Samiti, Bodhi Sikha Samiti, Rishi Valley Rural Education, Eklavya, and Centre for Education Manage-

ment and Development are six successful isolated endeavours from different sections of India (Pradeep, 2017). 

d) Through Urban Local Bodies  

In both urban and rural areas, local governments play a crucial role in establishing educational institutions, par-

ticularly in primary and secondary education. The 73rd and 74th constitutional amendments in India empower 

local governments in 29 sectors, including education. Municipal corporations, municipal councils, and Nagar Pal-

ikas are major urban local entities that are responsible for delivering and managing school education in urban 

areas. Local governments in metropolitan areas play a crucial role in providing education and other essential civic 

services within their respective boundaries. Its role is more essential in providing education to the poor and vul-

nerable in urban life (Pradeep, 2017). 

e) International Organisations 

The vital contribution of several international organisations in the field of education, such as the World Bank, 

IMF, UNESCO, UNICEF, and others. These organisations provide a range of research, technology, instructional 

aids, and other resources to various education stakeholders. Aside from that, several of these organisations provide 

financial assistance to maintain various educational programmes, particularly in poor and underdeveloped coun-

tries. With a focus on universal primary education, the World Bank is the most significant external funder of 

education. The World Bank's contribution to the education sector supports numerous educational activities and 

programmes around the world, and its proportional expenditure demonstrates that primary education receives the 

most attention, accounting for approximately half of its allocation (Pradeep, 2017). 

 

Youth Aspirations and Inequality in Urban Education in India 

India's urban education system has been characterised by sharp disparities despite rapid expansion since inde-

pendence. While the concentration of higher education institutions in cities has created opportunities for some, 

significant inequalities in access and outcomes persist. Agrawal (2014) shows that the Gini index for Indian edu-

cation has remained above 50 per cent since 2009, despite educational inequality declining in India since the early 

1990s. There are profound divisions based on class, caste, and gender, not only between rural and urban areas, but 

also within urban spaces. In urban households, average educational attainment is higher than in rural households, 

but intra-urban disparities persist, with marginalised groups continuing to face barriers to quality education.  

Stratification has intensified in cities due to the growth of private schools. Due to declining quality in municipal 

schools, families from lower socioeconomic levels often seek low-cost private schools. However, even these re-

main financially burdensome (Chudgar et al., 2023). Studying marginalised families in Mumbai, they identify 

how structural deprivation, lack of housing, unsafe work, and lack of basic services influence educational deci-

sion-making. Sen's framework, which emphasises poverty's capacity to limit real opportunities beyond income 

(Sen, 1993), explains how parents strive to provide better education but are hindered by capability deprivation. 

As a result, children from these families face restricted pathways to social mobility, reinforcing cycles of exclu-

sion. 



 

Anusandhanvallari 

Vol 2025, No.1 

September 2025 

ISSN 2229-3388 

 

 

Available online at https://psvmkendra.com                                                          1104 

These inequalities strongly influence the aspirations of urban youth in India. Neoliberal urban transformations 

have transformed cities into exclusive spaces dominated by the new middle class, even though they continue to 

be symbols of opportunity. A study conducted byPriyam et al. (2024) reveals that marginalised youth face barriers 

to mobility, such as caste discrimination, a lack of cultural capital, and limited access to the globalised job market, 

while education is increasingly viewed as a route to mobility. Students who pursue higher education often face 

difficulties finding stable jobs, frequently experiencing precarity in the informal or gig economy as they transition 

from education to work. As a result of these contradictions, many young people invest in education with high 

aspirations, yet are prevented from realising their dreams because of systemic inequalities. These findings demon-

strate that urban education in India is not uniform. In middle- and upper-class communities, education aligns with 

a desire for global careers; in marginalised communities, it remains a fragile promise hampered by structural 

inequities. To address this issue, policies need to dismantle barriers of caste, class, and urban exclusion that con-

tinue to dominate urban education. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion  

The post-independence era has seen significant improvements in urban education in India, particularly in terms 

of enrolment and access to education. Education, however, remains largely a matter of deep inequalities, and how 

far these opportunities align with the aspirations of the younger generation is still unclear. These persisting ine-

qualities highlight the paradox that education is widely recognised as a key pathway to social mobility, but that it 

is often hindered by structural and systemic barriers (Garg et al., 2022). A striking dimension of inequality is the 

lack of equitable access to quality education. There is a continued rural-urban divide, but inequalities within urban 

areas are equally severe. The performance of marginalised social groups such as the Scheduled Castes and the 

Scheduled Tribes, as well as religious minorities, is often lower than that of upper-caste groups even when eco-

nomic status is taken into consideration. It is partly due to underfunding, overcrowding, and inadequate teacher 

training available to them in the schools. In addition, gender remains a limiting factor for urban girls from low-

income families, as safety concerns, domestic responsibilities, or early marriage often limit their educational and 

professional opportunities (Desai & Kulkarni, 2008; Garg, 2022). In recent decades, urban youth have also ex-

panded their aspirations dramatically. The rise of new economic sectors, such as technology, media, and services, 

has led to a greater number of young people seeking globalised careers that require specialised skills and advanced 

education. In addition to providing a pathway to employment, education also offers recognition, dignity, and social 

inclusion. However, there is a profound mismatch between the aspirations of urban youth and the standard of 

education they receive. In poorer neighbourhoods, public schools often fail to provide students with the necessary 

proficiency in language, digital literacy, and problem-solving skills. The quality of low-cost private schools re-

mains limited, and they place an unsustainable financial burden on families even when they are attractive to par-

ents seeking alternatives (Chudgar et al., 2023). Consequently, frustration and disillusionment arise from this 

mismatch. While many young people enter school with high expectations, they are relegated to precarious work 

in the informal sector or forced to migrate in search of opportunity, only to face the same challenges elsewhere 

(Priyam et al., 2024). Several policy interventions have been conducted to address these inequalities, with mixed 

results. As a result of the Right to Education Act, affirmative action measures, and large-scale programs such as 

the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, access to education and enrolment rates in schools have increased, particularly at the 

primary level. In contrast, the impact of these policy interventions has been limited at the secondary and higher 

education levels. While there has been some improvement in educational inequality since the 1990s, the Gini 

index of education in India continues to be high, primarily due to persistent within-group disparities based on 

class, caste, and gender. (Agrawal, 2014; Garg, 2022). Furthermore, due to uneven policy implementation, many 
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urban schools continue to suffer from inadequate infrastructure, poor teaching quality, and limited integration of 

digital and language skills, which are becoming increasingly important in today's job market.  

These challenges have significant implications. As education continues to symbolise upward mobility for India's 

urban youth, structural inequalities in the system undermine this hope. In terms of policymakers, this suggests 

that addressing educational inequality requires more than expanding access. It requires sustained efforts to im-

prove the quality of education, especially in marginalised communities. To address intra-urban inequalities, in-

vestments in teacher training, curriculum reform, and digital infrastructure are necessary.  

This means that urban education in India is at the crossroads of promise and limitation. Despite its ongoing ex-

pansion of opportunities, it is unable to address structural inequalities, leaving many young people with unfulfilled 

aspirations. Unless stronger reforms and sustained attention to both access and quality are implemented, urban 

education risks reproducing the very inequalities it is meant to overcome.  
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