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I. Introduction 

India has a long history of organized education. The Gurukul system of education is one of the oldest on earth, 

and was dedicated to the highest ideals of all round human development: Physical, mental and spiritual. 

Gurukuls were traditional Hindu residential schools of learning, typically the teachers house or a monestry. 

Education was free (and often limited to the higher castes), but students from well to do families payed 

Gurudakshina, a voluntary contribution after the completion of their studies. At the Gurukuls, the teachers 

imparted knowledge of Religion, Scripture, Philosophy, Literature, Warfare, Statecraft, Medicine, Astrology 

and history.  

II.    Education during ancient period 

India has a rich tradition of learning and education right from the antiquity. These were handed over generations 

to generations either through oral or written medium. The highly esteemed Vedas have come to down to us. 

They existed for nearly 2000 years before they were known in India. It was the knowledge of acoustics that 

enabled ancient Indians to orally transmit the Vedas from generation to generation. Institutional form of 

imparting learning came into existence in the early centuries of the Christian era. The approach of learning was 

to study logic and epistemology. The study of logic was followed by Hindus, Buddhists and Jains, one of the 

most important topics of Indian thoughts was pramana or means of reliable knowledge. The Nyaya schools 

upheld four pramanas perceptions of are liable by analogy or comparison, word (sabda), pronunciation of a 

reliable authority such as the Vedas. The Vedanta school added one more to it i.e. intuition. It is inference that 

the schools of true logic arose. In the field of epistemology, Jains contributed the most. There were not only two 

possibilities of existence and non-existence but seven more. Although the modern logicians might laugh at this 

system of ontological and epistemological reality they concede that the world is more complex and subtle than 

we think it to be. Regarding institutional form of education the first was the Guru Shishya System. According to 

the sacred texts, the training of the Brahmin pupil took place at the home of a Brahmin teacher. In some texts the 

guru is depicted as the poor ascetic and it is the duty of the student of beg for his teacher. The first lesson that 

was taught to the student was the performance of Sandhya and also reciting of Gayatri. The family functioned as 

a domestic school, an asrama or a hermitage where the mental faculties of the pupils were developed by the 

teachers’ constant attention and personal instruction. Education treated as a matter of individual concern, did not 

admit of the method of mass production applicable in industry. The making of man was regarded as an artistic 

and not a mechanical process. Indeed, the aim of education was the developing of the pupils’ personality, his 

innate and latent capacities.  

The thinking principle, Manana Shakti was reckoned higher than the subject of thinking. So the primary subject 

of education was the mind itself. According to the ancient Indian theory of education, the training of the mind 

and the process of thinking are essential for acquisition of knowledge. So the pupil had mainly to educate 

himself and achieves his own mental growth. Education was reduced to three simple processes of Sravana, 

Manana and Niddhyaasana. Sravana was listening to the truths as they fell from the lips of the teacher. 

Knowledge was technically called shruti or what was heard by the ear and not what was seen in writing. The 

second process of knowledge called Manana implies that the pupil has to think old for himself the meaning of 

lessons imparted to him orally by his teacher so that they may be assimilate fully. The third step known as 

Nidhyasana means complete comprehension by the pupil of the truth that is taught so that he may live the truth 

and not merely explain it by word. Knowledge must result in realization. The admission was made by the formal 

ceremony Upanayana or initiation by which the pupil left the home of his natural parents for that of the 
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preceptor. In this new home he had a second birth and was called Dvijya or twice-born. Besides these regular 

schools of instructions, there were special instructions for the promotion of advance study and research. These 

are called in the Rig Veda as Bramana – Sangha, Academics of learned most its discussions hammered into 

shape the very language of the country, the refined language of Sanskrit as the Vehicle of highest thought. These 

Academics were called parisads, there is a reference to the pancala parisad in the Upanishads, in whose 

proceedings even kings participated, learning was also prompted by discussions of public meetings which were 

a regular of rural life, and were addressed by wandering scholars known as carakas. These scholars toured the 

country to deliver public discourses and invite discussion.  

What might count as earliest literary congress of the world was the congress of philosophers which was 

codification of Brahmanical philosophy by discussing the subject under the direction of the master philosopher, 

Yajna-Valkya. In these deliberations at the highest level, a lady philosopher named Gargi was a prominent 

participant beside men like Uddalaka Arni. Obviously, In those days women were admitted to the highest 

knowledge and did not suffer from any education disabilities. There was equality between the sexes in the field 

of knowledge. The Rig Veda mentions women Rai’s called Brahmanava dinis. To begin with, in ancient India, 

the main subject was the Veda. The teacher would instruct handful of students seated on ground. For many 

hours daily they would repeat verses after verses of the Vedas till they attain mastery of at least one of them. To 

ensure correctness of memory, the hymns were taught in more than one way. Soon the curriculum was 

expanded. The limbs of the Veda or the six Vedangas were taught the performance of sacrifice, correct 

pronunciation, knowledge of prosody, etymology, grammar, and jyotisha or the science of calendar. Also in the 

post-vedic era, teachers often instructed their students in the six schools of philosophy.  

They writers of smritis maintain that young women of Upper Class under went this kind of training
2
. This is a 

doubtful contention. Princes and other leading Kshtriyas were trained in all the manifold sciences to make them 

fit for government. Most boys of the lower orders learnt their trades from their fathers. Some cities became 

renowned because of their teachers. Chief among them were – Varanasi, Taxila from the day of Buddha and 

Kanchi in the beginning of the Christian era. Varanasi was famous for its religious teachers. Taxila was known 

for its secular studies. Among the famous men connected with Taxila was Panini the grammarian of the fifth or 

fourth century B.C. Kautilya, the Brahmin minister of Chandra-gupta Maurya and Charaka one of the two 

leading authorities of Indian medical sciences. The institutions imparting Vedic knowledge that exists even 

today. There were also Universities like Taxila and Ujjain for medicine and learning including mathematics and 

astronomy respectively. In the South Kanchi became an important center of learning. Hiuen Tsang remarks that 

Vallabhi was as great as Nalanda and Vikramashila.  

Although the Smritis maintained that a small number of students study under a single teacher, university turned 

towns came into existence like Varanasi, Taxila etc. At Varanasi, there were 500 students and a number of 

teachers. The whole establishment was maintained by charitable people. Ideally, the teacher asked no fee, but 

the students repaid his debt by their service to the teacher. A Jataka Story tells to how a teacher of Taxila treated 

well the students who paid him money while keeping other waiting. It is also interesting to note that in Taxila 

even married people were admitted as students. Out of all the Universities, Nalanda and imposed structures, 

eight Colleges were built by different patterns including one by the king of Sri Vijaya (Sumatra). One of the 

Colleges was four storeyed high as stated by Hiuen – Tsang. Every facility existed for studying various kinds of 

subjects in the Universities. There were three great libraries as per Tibeten records. Nalanda attracted students 

not only from different parts of India but also from Tibet and China. The standards of examination were stiff, 

and only those who could pass the test prescribed by the dvarapandita or the scholar at the gate were admitted to 

this University. Also, for being admitted to the University, Candidates were required to be familiar with old and 

new books. Nalanda was one of the earliest examples of residential cum-teaching institutions which housed 

thousands of monks devoted to learning, philosophy and meditation. Over 10,000 students including teachers 

lived and studied at the University. They came from Various parts of the world apart from India, Central Asia, 

China and Korea.  

Though, Nalanda was primarily a Buddhist University its curricula included Hindu Scriptures, philosophy and 

medicine as recorded by Hiuen – Tsang logic and exegetics were pre eminent because these student’s were 

expected to entre into dialogue with visiting doctors of all schools. This compulsion of public debate made both 

teachers and students become familiar with all systems of thought in accurate summary. The University had also 

succession of brilliant teachers. Dharmapala was a Tamil noble from Kanchi in the South. Janamitra come from 

another country. Silabhadra, the Saintly gune of Hiuen-Tsang, came from Assam and he was a converted 

Brahmin. A good achievement of the University was that it was able to continuously rejuvenate Buddhism in far 

off countries. Tibetan records mention a succession of learned monks who visited their country. It is also said 

that Sudhakara Simha went to china and marked there on the translation of Buddhist texts.  

 

III.     Education during Medieval Period 

Islamic traditions in the field of theology, religion, philosophy, fine arts, painting, architecture, mathematics, 

medicine and astronomy. Vijaynagar kings did not promote education directly. Temples, Matha and ‘Agrahar’ 
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were the centres of education. The Mughals tried to spread education to the general people. Boys and Girls both 

received primary education. ‘Mosques’ and ‘Maktabas’ were the centre of education. ‘Suharate Aam’ was the 

department during Babar regime which constructed schools and colleges at that fime. Humayun had a personal 

library. Akbar was a great contributor towards education. During his period libraries were full of rare books. He 

established a “Translation Department”. During his period Fatehpur Sikri was the centre of Muslim education. 

Shahjahan built a college and reconstructed some others as well. The most learned among the mughals more 

“Dara Sikoh” who contributed most in the field of education. Bhagwadgita, Upanishadas were translated under 

his regime.  

IV.    Education Under British Rule 

In the beginning the East India Company felt no responsibility for educating the Indians. Only some English 

intellectuals felt its need and pleaded with the court of Directors. A beginning was made by Warren He strings 

who pet up a “Madarsa” at Calcutta in 1781. The British did not think of introducing English education in India 

at that time. The Calcutta Madarsa, therefore, arranged for the study of Persian and Arabic. A Sanskrit college
4
 

was started by the British resident Jonathan Duncan, at Banaras in 1792. In 1800, Lord Wellesley established 

the Fort William College for the training of the Civil Servants of the Company in the languages and Customs of 

India. But these efforts were only personal initiatives of individuals. The company itself was not interested in 

them. 

 

A. Introduction of English as a Medium of Instruction: Lord Macaulay’s Minute 

Christian missionaries described the attempts to revive an out of date system of education and advocated the 

teaching of Western Literature and Christian religion through the medium of English. The main factor which 

tipped the scale in favour of English language and Western literature was economic factor – Indians wanted a 

system of education which could help them to earn their livelihood. Progressive Indian elements also favoured 

the spread of English education and Western learning. Raja Ram Mohan Roy protested against Government
15

 

proposals to strengthen the Calcutta, Madras and Banaras Sanskrit colleges and establishment of more oriental 

colleges in Bengal. The Government agreed to encourage the study of English as well as oriental languages.  

In 1813, by the Charter Act, the British Parliament provided for an annual expenditure of rupees one lakh for 

educating the Indians
5
. Yet for years to come, the money could not be spent. One reason of the failure of 

utilizing this money was the controversy between the orientalists and the Anglicists. While the orientalists 

desired that the money should be spent on the study of Indian language and learning like Persian and Sanskrit, 

the Angalicists insisted that it should be spent on English language and learning. The controversy was settled 

when William Bentinick came to India as the Governor General.  

 

B. Lord Macaulay’s Minute 

Written and Presented by Thomas Babington Macaulay in his capacity as president of the committee on Public 

Instruction on 2
nd

 February 1835, the celebrated ‘minute on education’ was to form the basis of the John 

Company’s educational policy in India. Interalia, it underscored the victory of the so-called ‘Anglicists’ as well 

as ‘progressive’ Indians , who supported the introduction and popularization of English education over the 

opposing school of thought represented by orientalists’ who preferred to encourage the pursuit of traditional 

lone. The parliamentary select committee of which Maucaulay was a member and which examined the affairs of 

the company before the charter Act of 1833 had concluded in its report (1832) that the general cultivation of 

English was more desirable “Both with a view to the introduction of the natives into places of trust, and as a 

powerful means of operating favourably on their habits and character”.   

In late January 1835, the two factions on the committee – orientalists and Angalicists laid their respective cases 

before the Supreme Council. The legal point at issue was the clause in the charter Act of 1813 which had 

provided for ‘the revival and improvement of literature’. The orientalists claimed that any substantial reduction 

of Sanskrit and Arabic instruction would contravene that particular provision of the Act. Macaulay as legal 

member of the council penned his famous minute in which he adopted and defended the views of the Angalicists 

on the committee.  

Many factors helped the changeover: educated Indians had been seeking outlets in governments where 

knowledge of Sanskrit or Arabic did not help, the company favoured such employment for reasons of economy 

in administration. In the result, a resolution based on Macaulay’s government on 7 March 1835 proclaimed 

English as India’s official language. Maucalay
15

 minute contemptuously discarded all oriental learning as devoid 

of utility as well as incapable of eliminating ‘native’ inferiority. Through the end products of the new system, 

Macaulay, had argued, would emerge a class who though Indian in blood and colour of their skins would be 

“English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect.” Not only would they act as interpreters between us 

and the millions whom we govern but also further help education gradually filter down to the masses by refining 

“the vernacular dialects with terms of science borrowed from the western nomenclature.”  

Macaulay’s advocacy of English was helped by powerful forces than operating in the body politics. Many 

Indians were unmistakably in favour of western education, a number of young men had petitioned his 
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committee, drawing its attention to their miserable plight, job wise, after long and elaborate courses in oriental 

learning. English books had claimed rapid and ready sales while those in the oriental languages had languished 

for want of buyers. Christian missionaries had lent the new scheme their full throated support, liberally inclined 

individuals both official as well as non officials, favoured this course of action, the charter act of 1833 had for 

the first time accepted if only theoretically, the policy of admitting Indians to the administrative services. 

Although, in retrospect, it proved to be far too literary as well as impractical and greatly discouraged elementary 

education in the vernaculars, English brought among the educated classes an awareness of their country’s rich 

cultural and religious heritage which in term, gave birth to nationalism and the struggle for freedom.  

The system which Macaulay introduced did not intend to spend money on the education of the masses. The 

education of the minority was sufficient for the purpose of getting Indians into lower services of the 

government. Besides this, Macaulay believed in the “theory of filtration viz the knowledge of western education 

would reach the masses gradually through the English educated Indians. Therefore, the government made no 

efforts to develop vernacular language and their literature.  

C. Wood’s Dispatch on Education, 1854 

Commonly known as ‘Wood’s Education Dispatch’
6
 after Sir Charles Wood, then president of the East Indian 

company’s Board of Control, it has been Variously described as the ‘Magna Carta’ of the English education in 

India’s and the ‘Intellectual Charter of India’.  

The Dispatch contained the first comprehensive plan for the spread of education in India and systematized the 

educational hierarchy from the primary through the high school and the college to the university. The medium 

of instruction was optional – both English and the vernacular being accepted. The latter was encouraged at the 

school level, the farmer at the university. A system of grants in aid was laid down so as to encourage private 

initiative and enterprise in the field. It was hoped that eventually state education would become supported, 

where, necessary, by state grant in aid. The secular character of the plan was highlighted by the fact that 

financial aid was to be given irrespective of the religious learning’s of the persons or institutions concerned. In 

fact, it was laid down that education imparted in government institutions should be exclusively secular. 

Instruction in the Bible was to be given to such as volunteered for it and that too after school hours. Stress was 

laid on female as well as vocational education and also teacher training. Scholarships were to be provided to 

meritorious students of all schools, be they government, private or indigenous. They were so planned as to 

connect lower schools with the higher and the latter with colleges. To ensure the implementation of its 

programme. supervisory and examining bodies were to be set up. For purpose of inspection each presidency 

town was to have a University, based on the pattern of the University of London, to conduct examinations and 

confer degrees. All teaching was to be done in colleges.  

The new education policy underlined the need for involvement by community at large and stressed that no 

sudden or speedy result could be expected, least of all by dependence on the government alone. The dispatch 

was to form the basis for all future legislation regarding the spread of education in India. Almost all the 

proposals in wood’s dispatch were implemented. The department of public instruction was organized in 1855 

and it replaced the earlier committee of public instruction and council of education.  

 

D. Hunter Commission 1882-83 

The British so far had placed emphasis on the college and university education. The secretary of state for India 

by a regulation in 1859 had made provision of grants in aid by the government to colleges and universities 

alone. Therefore, the primary and high school education remained neglected.  

In 1870, the responsibility of education was transferred to provinces which had limited economic resources. 

That also handicapped the primary and high school education. Therefore, Lord Ripon appointed an Education 

Commission under Mr. W.W. Hunter in 1882 to review the progress of education in these fields since wood’s 

dispatch of 1854. The commission submitted its report in 1883. Some of its primary recommendations were as 

follows:  

a) Primary education should be given priority. The Government should hand over the management of 

primary education to District and Municipal Boards which were to be provided one-third of its expenditure 

on it by the government as grants in aid.  

b) Two types of high schools should be established the one, for providing literary education leading up to 

the entrance examination of the university and the other preparing students for vocational education.  

c) The government, as far as could be possible, should withdraw itself from the school and college 

education and every effort should be made to encourage private enterprise in these fields by the system of 

liberal grants in aid.  

d) Female education which was most inadequate outside the presidency towns should be emphasized.  

The government accepted most of the recommendations of the commission and education developed with a 

marked speed after it. But more than the government a number of Indian philanthropic and religious associations 

participated in its growth. It resulted not only in the development of a Western education but also in oriental 

studies. Some teaching cum examining universities were also established in the coming years i.e. the Panjab 
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Univeristy in 1882 and the Allahabad University in 1887. Besides female education primary education still 

remained neglected. 

 

E. The Indian University Act, 1904 

Lord Curzon was in favour of centralization and bureaucratization not only in Administration but also in 

education. He appointed an Education Commission under the chairmanship of Sir Thomas Raleigh in 1902. 

There were only two Indian members in it, Syed Hussain Bilgrami and Gurudas Banerjee. The commission 

submitted its report the same year. In 1904, Curzon passed the Indian University Act on the basis of the 

recommendations of this Commission. The only useful provision of this act was an annual grant of five lakhs of 

rupees of bring out improvement in higher education.  

 

F. The Resolution of 21 February 1913 

The Indian national leaders were pressing the government of India to assume the responsibility of providing 

compulsory primary education in India. The Government declared its policy by a resolution on 21 February 

1913. It did not assume responsibility of compulsory primary education. Instead, it accepted its adherence to a 

policy for the removal of literacy in India. It urged the provincial governments to take early measures towards 

this direction. It also emphasized the need to encourage private Voluntary efforts in this direction. It also 

emphasized the need to encourage private voluntary efforts in this direction. It emphasized on improvement of 

the high school education and stressed the need of taking the responsibility of teaching by the Universities.  

 

G. The Sadler University Commission, 1917-19 

A commission was appointed under the chairmanship of Dr. M.E. Sadler in 1917. It included two Indians, Sir 

Ashutosh Mukharjee and Dr. Ziauddin Ahmed. Its primary concern was to report on the problems of Calcutta 

University but it reviewed the entire field of education from the school of university stage. Some of its important 

recommendations were as follows:  

a) A twelve – year School Course should be introduced. A student should be admitted to University only 

after passing the intermediate examination. The intermediate schools were to remain free from the control 

of the Universities. Separate Boards to be established for the purpose of high school and Intermediate 

education.  

b) The degree course should be of three years duration.  

c) The affiliated universities should be replaced, as far as possible, by teaching universities.  

d) It stressed the need of extending the facilities for female education, teacher’s training and education of 

science and technology.  

Most of the recommendations of the commission were accepted by the Government of India. It helped in the 

development of university education in India. Seven new universities were established in India during the period 

1916-1921, namly Mysore, Patna, Dacca, Lucknow, Banaras, Aligarh, Osmania.  

H. The Hartog Committee, 1929 

By the act of 1919, education was transferred to the provinces and the central government discontinued its grant 

for the purpose of education. The provincial government could do nothing much concerning education, yet the 

members of schools and colleges continued. Multiplying because of private initiative. It led to detoriation of 

educational standards. Therefore a committee headed by Sir Philip Hartog was appointed in 1929 by the Indian 

statutory commission to report on the progress of education achieved by them. The main findings of this 

committee were as follows:  

a) Primary education needed more attention though it was not necessary to make it compulsory. Only 

deserving students should be allowed to go in for high school and intermediate education. Average students 

should be diverted to vocational courses after VIII Class.  

 

I. Wardha Scheme of Basic Education 

Basic education, also called ‘Nai Talim’ is not so much a methodology of education as the expression of an idea 

for a new life and a new society. The Premise is that only through this system of education could India build an 

independent, spelt act by Mahatma Gandhi in 1937 in the course of a series of articles in his weekly “Harijan”.  

Gandhi’s main thesis was that English education had created a permanent gulf between the highly educated few 

and the ignorant masses, that it had made its recipient ineffective, unfit for productive work, that it had harmed 

them physically. It was also clear that the money spent on primary education was completely wasted, for it was 

soon forgotten and had little or no relevance to the villages or towns from which the students were chiefly 

drawn. The first conference on “National Education” as it was called, was convened at Wardha on 22-23 

October 1937 to consider the new system. It appointed a committee under the president ship of Dr. Zakir 

Hussain to prepare a detailed syllabus in the spirit of the resolutions it had adopted. In less than two months, by 

December 1937, the committee had submitted its report.  

In sum, the principal highlights of the system were:  
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(i) introducing a basic handicraft in the syllabus  

(ii) devising ways for coming into contact with the life of the community around the school 

through service and thereby actually building up the school community.  

(iii) Introduction of teaching through Hindi from standard II to standard VII  

(iv) Removing the teaching of English from earlier years in school and beginning it only from 

standard VIII onwards.  

(v) The first 7 years of schooling to be organized as an individual, integral part of a free and 

compulsory nationwide educational system.  

(vi) Devising a suitable technology or correlation with a view to implementing the main idea of 

basic education, viz. educating the child through the medium of productive activity of suitable 

handicraft. From the above it should follow that the chief characteristics of basic education are: if is 

child centred, it is dynamic, it is co-operative, it is non-violent, it sets truth in the highest place. It 

should be added that the whole system rests upon the belief that every human being needs to make, 

needs to love, need to know. Basic education is designed to prepare the growing child for the place he 

or she will occupy in the future in a just and moral society, free from exploitation. It is for the shaping 

of the child
15

 character and is designed to equip him or her for the requirements of such a society. In 

reality, it was the coping stone of Gandhi
15

 socio-political edifice.  

After Independence, the scheme of basic education was accepted both by the union as well as state government 

as the pattern of national education at the elementary stage. It was decided to establish, gradually and in a long 

Raul, a Universal system of basic education throughout the country.  

 

J. Sergeant Report, 1944 

In 1944, the Central Advisory Board of Education drew up a Scheme. As sir John Sargeant was the educational 

advisor of the Government of India at that time, it is known as the Sargeant plan.  

The objective which the Board set itself was to create in India, in a period of not less than forty years, the same 

standard of educational attainment on had already been admitted in England. With this end in view, the Report 

provides for:  

a) Pre primary education for children between 3 and 6 years of age.  

b) Universal, compulsory and free primary or basic education for all children between ages of 6 and 14.  

c) High school education for 6 years beginning after the higher secondary examination, for selected 

students.  

d) A university course of 3 years beginning after the higher secondary examination for selected students.  

e) Liquidation of adult illiteracy and the development of a public libraries system in about 20 years.  

f) Full provision for the proper training of teachers required for the implementation and continuation of 

the scheme.  

g) Creation of employment bureaus.  

h) Education of the physically and mentally handicapped children. The Sargeant plan was bold in concept 

and went much further than any other official scheme published until then. It was comprehensive in scope 

and tried to meet almost every problem of Indian education. It promised higher remuneration to teachers 

with a view to attracting a better type of person and raising the social status of the profession.  

References 
[1] The Gazetteer of India, Publication Division, Government of India, Page, 173 
[2] Jha and Srimali, Hindi Madhyam Karyanvayan Nideshalay, Delhi University,Delhi 

[3] The Gazetteer of India, Publication Division, Government of India, Page, 430 

[4] IBID, Page, 655 
[5] IBID, Page, 655 

[6] IBID, Page, 656 

[7]  Various Commissions “Hastakeshep” Rastriya Sahara, Patna, Date, 20,Dec.2-1997.  

 

 


