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Abstract

Recognizing regional disparities can foster a sense of responsibility and motivate stakeholders to
promote equitable access to higher education, which is vital for building trust and shared purpose among
the audience. This acknowledgment can make students and institutions feel appreciated and included in
the collective effort.

This paper examines the major factors behind declining enrollment in Indian colleges and
emphasizes strategic approaches institutions can adopt to increase admissions and ensure long-term
sustainability. The study highlights the importance of curriculum modernization, industry-academia
collaboration, flexible learning models, digital transformation, financial accessibility, and student-
centered institutional practices. Recognizing the value of industry collaboration can inspire confidence
among students and stakeholders about the institution's relevance and future growth, fostering a sense of
hope and purpose.

Keywords: Student Enrollment, Higher Education, NEP 2020, Employability, Digital Learning,
Curriculum Reform

Introduction

Higher education is a crucial pillar of economic progress, social advancement, innovation, and
human resource development. In India, universities and colleges have been instrumental in broadening
access to knowledge and producing skilled professionals across diverse sectors. The nation boasts one of
the largest higher education systems in the world, comprising thousands of universities, affiliated
colleges, and specialized institutions. According to the All India Survey on Higher Education (AISHE)
report, India's higher education sector has continued to grow, with total student enrollment reaching
around 45 million and the Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) showing a notable rise in recent years
(Supriyanti, S., Kurniawati, D., & Susanto, R., 2025).

Although higher education participation has generally increased, many colleges, especially
smaller private institutions, rural colleges, and traditional degree-granting institutions, face significant
challenges in sustaining enrollment levels. Declining admissions threaten institutional revenue, academic
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diversity, faculty recruitment, infrastructure development, and reputation. These issues reflect bigger
systemic changes within the higher education ecosystem that require urgent attention.

The contemporary student population has different expectations compared with previous
generations. Earlier, obtaining a university degree was considered the primary pathway toward
professional success. However, current learners increasingly evaluate educational opportunities based on
practical outcomes, employability, skill development, and career advancement. Recognizing these
evolving aspirations can help institutions better serve students and foster a sense of purpose and relevance
in their offerings.

The rapid development of educational technology has further altered the competitive landscape.
Students who prefer to master specific skills rather than complete standard degree programs have been
drawn to online platforms offering flexible, reasonably priced learning options. Colleges and universities
have been forced to reevaluate their teaching practices, academic models, and student engagement tactics
as a result of this change (Dhawan, 2020; Mishra et al., 2020).

Many of these issues have been acknowledged in the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020,
which has proposed important changes to make higher education more adaptable, multidisciplinary, skill-
oriented, and aligned with job demands. Understanding these policy directions can empower institutions
and stakeholders to take proactive steps toward effective implementation, fostering confidence and
readiness for future challenges.

This study examines potential solutions to enhance admissions and institutional sustainability, as
well as the main reasons for the decline in student enrollment in Indian colleges. It argues that universities
need to implement a comprehensive transformation strategy that emphasizes student satisfaction,
industry relevance, academic innovation, and accessibility.

The Shifting Character of Student Career Preferences and Aspirations

Students' shifting goals are among the biggest factors affecting enrolment trends in Indian higher
education. Students today are more concerned with career outcomes and look for courses that directly
relate to job prospects (Borah et al., 2021; World Economic Forum, 2023). Due to shifting labor market
conditions and growing competition among graduates, the conventional wisdom that any degree
automatically ensures professional success has increasingly faded. Today's students carefully consider
the benefits of various educational pathways. When choosing a college, factors including job placement,
internship opportunities, industry exposure, skill development, and professional networking have become
crucial. Because they are thought to offer better employment opportunities, programs in developing
industries, including artificial intelligence, data science, cybersecurity, biotechnology, renewable energy,
and digital management, are attracting increasing attention.

The growing popularity of skill-based education reflects a shift from qualification-oriented
learning toward competency-based learning. Many students now prefer short-term professional
certifications and specialized training programs that provide immediate workplace skills. Online
platforms such as Coursera, Udemy, and other digital education providers have strengthened this trend
by making specialized knowledge accessible at lower costs.

The World Economic Forum (2023) claims that automation and technological advancement are
drastically altering workplace demands, raising the need for digital skills, analytical aptitude, and lifelong
learning. Because of the evolving nature of the workplace, students are seeking educational opportunities
to help them overcome obstacles in their future careers.
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This change poses both a challenge and an opportunity for traditional colleges. Prospective students may
become less interested in institutions that do not adapt their curricula to reflect shifting market demands.
However, universities may greatly increase their appeal and enrolment numbers by implementing
industry-focused courses, hands-on training, and interdisciplinary learning opportunities—such as
courses in artificial intelligence, data science, and renewable energy.

Financial Obstacles and Accessibility Issues in Higher Education

One of the main factors influencing higher education attendance in India remains affordability.
Even though there are now many more educational options, many students, especially those from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds, face challenges due to rising costs of tuition, housing, transportation, and
learning materials. Particularly in professional fields such as engineering, management, and healthcare,
private higher education institutions frequently require substantial financial investments. When deciding
whether to pursue higher education, the cost becomes a significant factor for many families. Because
they seem more affordable and offer quicker access to employment, students may opt for alternative
pathways like vocational programs or employment-oriented certificate courses.

During and after the COVID-19 pandemic, the affordability problem gained greater attention.
Many families' capacity to pay for higher education costs was impacted by economic instability and
income loss. Government financial aid and scholarship programs have expanded access, but their
effectiveness remains constrained by implementation and awareness gaps. Another significant issue is
accessibility, especially for students from remote and rural locations. Limited transportation and lodging
options, weak internet infrastructure, and limited awareness of educational opportunities are among the
challenges many students face. These difficulties lead to uneven enrolment in postsecondary education.

Effects of New Learning Platforms and Online Education

The rapid expansion of digital education has transformed India’s higher education system by
providing flexible and affordable alternatives to traditional learning. Online platforms such as Coursera,
Udemy, and edX offer specialized, skill-based courses and certificates from global institutions and
industry experts (Dhawan, 2020; Mishra et al., 2020). This has encouraged students to value practical
skills and lifelong learning alongside formal degrees. Many learners now combine university education
with online certifications or choose alternative learning pathways. The COVID-19 pandemic further
accelerated this digital shift, highlighting the importance of strong technological infrastructure for the
continuity and effectiveness of higher education.

Curriculum Issues and the Need for Academic Transformation

The disconnect between academic programs and industry demands is a significant factor in the
dwindling student enthusiasm at certain universities. Traditional curricula that prioritize academic
knowledge but offer little exposure to real-world applications are still used by many universities. Students
are increasingly seeking education that builds professional skills and equips them to meet challenges in
the job market in a rapidly evolving employment environment. The discrepancy between industry
aspirations and higher education has exacerbated concerns about graduates' employability. Employers
frequently indicate that graduates need more training before they are productive in professional
employment. Students' confidence in conventional degree programs is affected by this circumstance,
which also influences enrollment decisions (Borah et al., 2021).

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 addresses these problems by focusing on
transdisciplinary education, vocational integration, research emphasis, and flexibility in learning
pathways. The policy seeks to shift higher education from a strict, degree-based structure to a more
adaptable, skill-oriented framework (Ministry of Education, 2020). Curriculum reform demands more
than just adding new subjects. Institutions must implement novel teaching methods, such as project-based

learning, internships, industry collaborations, experiential education, and research opportunities. Faculty
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development is also crucial, as professors must continually refresh their expertise and teaching
techniques.

For instance, new fields like cybersecurity, artificial intelligence, machine learning, data analytics,
and sustainability studies call for both practical training and up-to-date academic materials. Students
seeking education focused on the future may be drawn to colleges that effectively integrate these topics
into their curricula. Thus, curriculum modernization is a crucial tactic for increasing student enrolment
and institutional competitiveness in addition to being a necessary academic need.

Changing Perceptions of Higher Education and Employability Issues

One of the main factors influencing student decisions is now the connection between education
and jobs. Instead of focusing solely on academic reputation, parents and students are increasingly
evaluating universities based on career outcomes. Prospective students are uncertain because they believe
that a degree alone might not ensure employment. India produces many graduates each year, yet
employability remains a major concern. Many students are reluctant to devote substantial time and money
to courses that do not offer clear career prospects. Schools may find it difficult to attract students if they

lack sufficient professional training facilities, industry links, or placement opportunities (Bhatt & Smita,
2021).

To overcome this issue, universities must improve career development services and build closer
relationships with industries. Internship programs, entrepreneurship support, professional certification
options, and placement assistance can help students believe in the value of higher education.
Furthermore, universities must effectively share graduate success stories and job accomplishments. A
solid reputation for producing employable graduates can have a substantial impact on admissions
decisions.

Regional Disparities, Linguistic Barriers, and Challenges to Inclusion

India’s diverse social and linguistic environment creates unique challenges for higher education
institutions. Although access to colleges has expanded, regional inequalities continue to influence
enrollment patterns. Students from rural areas often face multiple barriers, including limited awareness
of educational opportunities, inadequate school preparation, financial constraints, and a lack of nearby
high-quality institutions. These challenges reduce participation among students who may have academic
potential but lack necessary support systems.

Language also plays an important role in educational access. Many students from rural
backgrounds are more comfortable learning in regional languages, whereas higher education often relies
on English-based instruction. This creates difficulties for students transitioning from school education to
university-level learning. The National Education Policy 2020 emphasizes the importance of promoting
Indian languages and improving inclusiveness in education. Developing multilingual learning resources
and providing academic support can help institutions reach a wider student population.

By enhancing community involvement, running awareness campaigns in rural areas, providing
language assistance, and upgrading amenities such as housing and transportation, colleges can increase
enrolment. In addition to promoting educational equity, inclusive strategies can help schools attract
students from diverse backgrounds.
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COVID-19: Impact on Higher Education Enrolment

The COVID-19 pandemic caused a major transformation in India’s higher education sector. The
nationwide lockdown resulted in the closure of colleges and universities, disrupting the education of
millions of students and requiring institutions to adopt online teaching methods quickly. Although digital
learning allowed educational activities to continue during the crisis, it also revealed significant gaps in
students’ access to technology and financial resources, as well as in institutions' ability to respond
effectively to such challenges.

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly affected students’ ability to pursue higher education,
particularly amid growing economic uncertainty. Declining household incomes, unemployment, and
financial instability placed considerable pressure on families and influenced decisions regarding college
enrolment. Students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds were disproportionately affected, as
the increasing financial burden of higher education made continued study more difficult. Consequently,
some students postponed their enrolment, discontinued their programs, or shifted to shorter, relatively
affordable skill-based courses (Kapasia et al., 2020).

According to UNESCO (2021), the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the global adoption of
digital learning while exposing persistent inequalities in access to technology. In India, these disparities
were particularly pronounced among rural and economically disadvantaged students, whose participation
in online education was constrained by inadequate digital infrastructure, limited access to devices, and
insufficient digital skills. The transition to virtual learning also affected student engagement and academic
interaction, while significantly restricting practical and experiential learning. These limitations were
especially evident in laboratory-based courses, professional training, and research activities that require
physical facilities, direct supervision, and face-to-face engagement.

Despite the restoration of conventional campus-based education, the COVID-19 pandemic
continues to shape students’ enrollment preferences and expectations. Growing demand for flexible,
technology-mediated, and blended learning has compelled higher education institutions to reconsider
traditional educational practices. The pandemic simultaneously accelerated institutional innovation
through the adoption of learning management systems, digital resources, online assessment mechanisms,
and faculty training in technology. Addressing its enduring consequences requires institutions to
strengthen digital infrastructure, student support systems, counseling services, and hybrid pedagogical
practices. Consequently, COVID-19 may be regarded not merely as a disruption but as a transformative
catalyst that reshaped teaching practices, student engagement, and institutional governance in higher
education.

Strategies for Reviving Student Enrollment in Indian Colleges

Reviving student enrollment in Indian colleges requires a sustained and student-centered approach.
Institutions should focus on academic quality, employability, accessibility, and a positive student
experience rather than relying solely on traditional admissions campaigns.

e Academic Innovation: Colleges should regularly update curricula in line with NEP 2020,
emerging technologies, and employment trends. Skill-based, interdisciplinary, vocational, and
certificate courses can make higher education more relevant and attractive.

o Employability and Career Support: Internships, placement services, career counseling,
entrepreneurship programs, and industry partnerships should be strengthened to provide students
with practical experience and better career prospects.

o Financial Accessibility: Scholarships, fee concessions, and institutional financial assistance
should be effectively promoted, particularly for economically disadvantaged and first-generation
learners.
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e Digital and Community Outreach: Colleges should use websites, social media, online
counseling, school visits, parent interaction, and alums networks to create greater awareness about
academic programs and career opportunities.

e Inclusive Learning Environment: Rural and women's colleges should provide safe, supportive,
and accessible campuses with adequate facilities, mentoring, extracurricular opportunities, and
career guidance.

e Student Retention: Academic mentoring, remedial support, counseling, and student-support
services can reduce dropout rates and encourage students to complete their programs.

Overall, enrollment can be strengthened by making higher education accessible, affordable, career-
oriented, and responsive to the changing aspirations of Indian students.

Conclusion

The present study concludes that declining student enrolment in Indian colleges is not the result
of a single factor but of several interconnected changes in the higher education environment. Students’
career aspirations have changed considerably, with greater emphasis on employability, practical skills,
professional exposure, and career advancement. At the same time, financial difficulties, limited
accessibility, regional and linguistic barriers, curriculum—industry gaps, and the growing availability of
online and skill-based learning alternatives have influenced students’ preferences for higher education.

The COVID-19 pandemic further exposed existing inequalities in access to technology and
education while accelerating the adoption of digital and blended learning. These developments have
changed students’ expectations from conventional colleges and created a need for institutions to
reconsider traditional approaches to teaching and student engagement. NEP 2020 provides an important
direction towards flexible, multidisciplinary, skill-oriented, and employment-focused higher education.

Thus, the issue of declining enrolment requires institutions to understand and respond to students'
changing needs. Academic innovation, curriculum relevance, employability support, affordability, digital
integration, inclusiveness, and effective student support are important for restoring students’ confidence
in conventional higher education. Sustainable enrolment can therefore be achieved when colleges move
beyond traditional educational models and create learning environments that are accessible, relevant,
career-oriented, and responsive to the changing aspirations of Indian students.
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