
Many concerned individuals perceive that the 
inadequate inclusion of skills in school education is 
harmful because it makes many children (or their 
parents)  lose interest in schooling, takes children 
away from the traditional skills of the parents 
or community and is one of the reasons for the 
widespread unemployment of adults who have 
completed schooling in India. This is a complex 
issue and we need to look at the historical and 
international experience, including that of India, to 
understand this. 

Colonial education

Many commentators have blamed the British 
colonial rule for starting a general-purpose school 
education in India which did not inculcate different 
kinds of skills. There was a reason for this decision 
by the colonial administration. While designing 
an education for India, there was a debate in the 
UK where, until then, there had been two kinds 
of schooling:  one, a general-purpose schooling, 
patronised mainly by the affluent and the second, 
called ‘apprenticeships’, for children from poorer 
families. There were concerns about the social 
implications of such a dual education system. Those 
who were concerned about inequality argued for 
extending the general-purpose schooling to all 
children for a specific number of years. It was this 
change of tactic in the UK that influenced colonial 
education in India. 

Gandhi’s approach

Gandhi was against colonial education and 
one of the reasons was its disconnect with the 
livelihoods of the majority of Indians at that time 
and his concept of Nai Talim espoused the idea 
of agriculture and artisanal skills being included 
as part of education. There was opposition to 
this idea from certain quarters, for example, the 
Dravida Kazhakam (DK) leaders of Tamil Nadu, who 
thought that its implementation would lead to the 
persistence of the caste system. 
Though liberals within the Indian National Congress, 
like Jawaharlal Nehru, were not enthusiastic 
about Gandhi’s approach, post-independent 
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governments in India supported a number of 
schools in the country in their experiments with 
Nai Talim. However, a few decades later, many of 
these schools had begun providing mainstream 
schooling. 
There was an important reason for this. Many 
farmers and artisans did not want to send their 
children to schools which taught agriculture or 
artisanal skills. They believed that their children 
would learn these skills even better from their 
parents by helping with these tasks and by doing 
so they would also not have to spare the time to 
be in schools. It became clear that poorer parents 
were only willing to send their children to school if 
they could see a different and, according to them, a 
better life possible through education. 

Vocational skills in other countries

Europe

Germany is one country where sections of children 
are diverted to a vocational stream as part of 
secondary schooling. Most Germans who take up 
jobs in factories that make cars and other such 
engineering products are those who have gone 
through a vocational education. There are two 
important factors to be considered with regard to 
Germany: firstly, because of industrialisation, those 
who go through vocational education, get jobs with 
decent salaries and all the social security benefits.  
Secondly, it is the school which streams children 
into the vocational and the general categories (it is 
the students in the latter group that may end up 
in universities). Hence, the socioeconomic status of 
the parents does not influence this choice. 
The situation in Italy is somewhat different, though 
there too, students have the option of pursuing the 
vocational stream as part of secondary schooling. 
In Italy, parents play a greater role in deciding 
the selection of the stream for their children. 
Working-class parents may want their wards to 
take up jobs as early as possible and for this, the 
vocational stream is suitable. Hence, they may 
encourage their children to opt for the vocational 
stream, irrespective of their ability and interest in 
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the general stream and later, university education. 
This might have contributed to the persistence of 
inequalities and class differences in Italy. 

The UK and USA

On the other hand, it is in the UK and, due to its 
influence, in the USA, that a general-purpose 
schooling is provided to all children for 12 years. 
This has both advantages and disadvantages. 
All children, irrespective of their socioeconomic 
backgrounds, retain the option of pursuing a 
university education. However, many students who 
may not pursue such an education due to the lack 
of interest or other reasons could end up wasting 
a number of years that could have been utilised in 
picking up a useful occupation or skill. Although 
skills education is available in polytechnics or 
community colleges after 12 years of general-
purpose schooling. 

Some experiments

There have been other interesting experiments 
which are noteworthy here. Towards the end of the 
19th century, the then, princely state of Travancore 
decided to start a school for farmers’ children. The 
purpose was to make informed farmers. However, 
after the completion of the course, none of the 
students wanted to go back to agriculture, instead, 
they demanded jobs in the government. 
There were also efforts to start schools for the 
children from fisher families, in different parts of 
the world, notably, Kerala, Brazil and Indonesia. In 
some cases, these schools were useful in providing 
mainstream education to fisher children as their 
family environment is not very conducive for 
schooling in regular, mainstream schools. Some 
of them could get out of the fish trade and take 
up regular jobs. However, the objective of using 
these schools to create trained fishermen was not 
achieved in most cases. If marine fishery continues 
to be small--scale (and a major part of the fishery 
in many parts of the world has continued to be so), 
then boys of school-going age have to participate in 
fishing activities early, taking their time away from 
schooling. 
Let us consider another situation. Countries like 
China, Vietnam, Thailand and to some extent, 
Indonesia have been performing much better 
than India in terms of creating employment in 
the manufacturing industries. There are millions 
of factory workers in these countries. Who are 
these workers? Are they people who have received 
certain skills as part of their school education? In 

all these countries, boys and girls who complete 
regular schooling move towards cities and take up 
jobs in factories which assemble mobile phones, 
toys, laptops, etc or make garments. They get in-
house training for a few months depending on the 
tasks that they are expected to do. 
If we look at our neighbouring country, Bangladesh, 
nearly 60 percent of the adult female population 
takes up paid employment (the corresponding 
figure in India is less than 30 percent). A notable 
part of this employment in Bangladesh is in 
garment factories, which export stitched clothes to 
international markets. These workers come after 
a certain number of years of school education, 
sometimes even after completing schooling, but 
the skills component of that schooling is not very 
different from that in India.

Schooling and skilling

Hence, this idea that youngsters fail to get jobs in 
India due to the lack of inclusion of skills in school 
education may not be empirically correct. There 
could be other reasons for unemployment in 
India. Several organisations working in the field of 
education which are concerned about inequality in 
society argue for providing a common education to 
all children in schools. If exposure to skills or work 
is provided in schools, they argue for providing 
such exposure to all children irrespective of their 
socioeconomic backgrounds. They would advocate 
other means of bringing children from families 
engaged in small, traditional trades, even as their 
concern about them not using schooling optimally, 
remains. Mandatory schooling policy or different 
kinds of support to parents to send their children 
to school could be part of the strategies towards 
this end. 

Importance of connecting lessons to life

If we want every child to learn, all that happens 
in the classroom should be made interesting for 
children. There have to be changes in pedagogy 
and other practices of teachers to make schooling 
interesting to each and every child. Connecting 
abstractions (the lessons) with reality (the lives of 
children) is important, this is equally important for 
all children, including those who want to pursue 
a university education. The lack of connection 
with real-life is an issue in college and university 
education too and this may make the learning not 
very useful, even though degrees are helpful for 
some sections of students to get jobs. 
So, what about traditional skills? There is an exodus 
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of people from traditional occupations as part of 
industrial or economic development. Is agriculture 
not a vital need? Are we losing traditional skills as 
part of modernisation or development? These are 
genuine concerns.
There are two important points here. First, there 
could be certain issues if some people or specific 
socio-economic groups who are involved in 
agriculture or in artisanal or traditional skills, 
have to remain in these occupations just for their 
subsistence. This is not a desirable prospect as it 
will work only if the children of agricultural workers 
become agricultural workers themselves. Secondly, 
the returns from certain occupations, such as 
farming and artisanal skills, have declined and 
may continue to do so as part of socio-economic 
development and there have to be ways of 
addressing this issue if these occupations have to 
survive and flourish. 

Traditional skills benefit from mainstream 
education

Let me highlight two experiences in this regard. 
During a visit to the Amazonian settlements of 
indigenous groups, I met people who had received 
school or college education but continued in 
traditional, familial livelihoods that depended on 
the land, forest and river. Life in such settlements 
is not vulnerable due to the availability of enough 
food, such as tapioca, river fish and several 
varieties of fruit and hence, these educated people 
from indigenous groups do not want to take up 
jobs in industries or cities and live in urban slums. 
However, education is important for them for 
various reasons: to resist the incursion of outsiders 
and legally protect their territories, to sell their 
traditional products in national and international 
markets and to connect with others in different 
parts of the world.
Recently, I visited a set of `educated’ farmers in 
Punjab. This included software engineers, who 

have returned from Delhi; a former school teacher; 
and, a USA-returnee. They are practising organic 
agriculture without the use of pesticides and, 
according to them, they are reviving the traditional 
farming methods of Punjab. Formal education 
has helped them to learn newer ways of farming 
without using chemicals, developing networks 
across districts and marketing their products 
through such networks. They are conscious of the 
importance of what they are doing and are able to 
articulate these well to outsiders like me. 
In both these cases - the Amazonian indigenous 
people and the organic farmers of Punjab - there 
is a practice or revitalisation of traditional skills or 
livelihood and formal education has been a tool 
to extend the reach of these skills, to deal with 
mainstream society and for meaningful interaction 
with others. 

In summary

While I am sympathetic to the concerns of individuals 
who see the lack of a skills-based school education 
as a severe constraint in bringing all children to 
school and facilitating successful completion of 
schooling, individual desire to achieve social or 
economic mobility or society’s concern about 
growing inequality may make certain experiments 
in this regard ineffective. 
Moreover, there is merit in each and every child 
getting a general-purpose education for a certain 
number of years. This is not to underestimate the 
severe problems that India faces with respect to 
schooling. More than half the children of school-
going age do not complete schooling or they do 
not learn much even if they do go to school, and; 
even after the completion of education; many fail 
to get decent jobs. Another concern is that many 
girls are not in paid employment. There could be 
other socio-economic and cultural reasons for this 
situation that we need to be concerned about and 
work towards addressing them.    
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