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Abstract:

This study, titled “4 Study to Recommend Strategies for Improving Higher Education in Rural
Areas, “examines the systemic issues and strategic opportunities in the rural higher education environment in
India using secondary research. The research utilizes the reports about MHRD, UGC, AICTE, AISHE, NITI
Aayog, UNESCO, and the World Bank and relies on scholarly literature to propose a descriptive and
exploratory study and, therefore, pinpoint key gaps in access, infrastructure, quality of teaching, and digital
inclusion. The discussion reveals that there has always been an imbalance between urban and rural institutions,
and especially with regard to faculty accessibility, digital preparedness, and employability-centered
curriculum design (Aneja, 2015; Das and Changmai, 2021).

In the Human Capital Theory and the Inclusive Growth Theory, the paper highlights the benefit of enhancing
education nationally in rural areas to support the development and social-economic mobility of the country.
The Tamil Nadu Smart Classroom Project, the e-Education Village Model of Rajasthan, and the VidyaDaan
Initiative case studies help to understand how digital learning and local educational reforms can be
transformed. The paper ends by providing ongoing suggestions - building more digital infrastructure, making
rural faculty more attractive, promoting EdTech collaboration, and developing systems to monitor events at
the district level. Comprehensively, the paper stresses that rural education is an inclusive, technology-based,
and skills-based process, which should be at the center of SDG-4 (Quality Education) and the long-term
objectives of the NEP 2020 in India (National College Completion Trends, 2023).
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1. Introduction:
In India, higher education is a vital factor in the development of the socio-economic environment of the
country through the generation of qualified experts, researchers, and innovators.
Nevertheless, although India boasts of a large number of universities and colleges, there is still a wide gap
between rural and urban education systems. Although urban areas have experienced a massive growth in the
digital form of learning and institutional standards, rural India is yet to grapple with poor infrastructure, the
insufficiency of faculty, and a lack of access to technology (Aneja, 2015). The geographical emphasis of
institutions of higher learning in the urban areas has increased the education gap between the rural and urban
areas, and this has limited the opportunities of millions of children in the rural areas.
The rural colleges habitually encounter a severe shortage of faculty, an archaic curriculum, and ineffective
student retention because of economic challenges and societal obstacles (Das & Changmai, 2021). Moreover,
the absence of digital infrastructure exacerbates the learning gap especially during the time when distance
education has become critical to the continuity of education (Misra, 2006). Comparisons of countries,
including the example of the ICT-based rural education in China, indicate that the integration of technology
can drastically enhance the level of access and performance results among the rural students (Sun et al., 2024;
Shen and Zhou, 2024).

Enhancement of higher education in the rural areas is not only important to ensure equity but also to ensure
inclusive national development as well as employability. Quality Education for All is a focus of the National
Education Policy 2020 and the Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG-4) as an attempt at ensuring inclusive
and equitable access to quality education at all levels (Karpukhno, 2024). Thus, the main goal of enhancing
rural tertiary education is the long-term socio-economic sustainability and the reduction of the educational
gap in India (Prakash et al., 2025; National College Completion Trends, 2023).

2. Objectives of the Study:
The current research paper will discuss and suggest ways of enhancing higher education in rural India through

filling systemic and structural gaps. Specifically, it seeks:

1. To examine the key issues affecting the rural higher education institutions such as the inaccessibility
of infrastructure, lack of skilled faculty, and technological inaccessibility.

2. To study government and non-governmental efforts aimed at improving the level of education, access,
and digital access.

3. To present evidence-based policies to enhance institutional capacity, facilitate employability and

support the alignment between rural education and the SDG-4 and NEP 2020 goals.

IJRAR26B2350 International Journal of Research and Analytical Reviews (IJRAR) www.ijrar.org 803



© 2026 IJRAR May 2026, Volume 13, Issue 2 www.ijrar.org (E-ISSN 2348-1269, P- ISSN 2349-5138)

3. Literature Review / Background Study:

Historically, inequality, lack of adequate infrastructure and disadvantaged access to technology have marked
the development of higher education in rural India. Although India has made tremendous growth in the higher
education network, there is disadvantage in rural areas since there are financial, institutional, and social
challenges to limit the involvement of students (Aneja, 2015). This disparity in the rural-urban population
division is also marked by the fact that urban population has access to the concentration of colleges, research
facilities, and digital learning centers whereas rural youth frequently rely on poorly-framed local colleges or

constantly move in cities in search of education (Das & Changmai, 2021).

Rural and urban population in India from 2018 to 2023 (in millions)
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Researchers believe that the shortage of qualified teachers, insufficient infrastructure and digital illiteracy still
undermine the performance of rural students in higher education (Karpukhno, 2024). There are still issues
that fail to be addressed by policy, such as gender inequality,

non-attendance, and low quality technical exposure (Prakash et al., 2025). The figure below shows the
important issues which are impacting rural education in India with focus on the interaction of infrastructural

and social issues.
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Digital change in education can help fill most of these gaps. Misra (2006) noted at the beginning of their work
the importance of online learning platforms and ICT enabled classrooms in increasing the accessibility in rural
areas. Recent studies in China provided evidence that ICT-distributed education has the capability of

transforming the results of rural students to

enhance quality and inclusion (Sun et al., 2024; Shen and Zhou, 2024). Such results can offer important
insights to the policy framework of India, especially regarding the implementation of such growing
programmes as SWAYAM, PM-eVidya, and National Digital University.

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 highlights the importance of equity and inclusion and strives to
provide universal access by blending learning, training teachers, and reforming the curriculum ( National
College Completion Trends, 2023). Other government attempts like the aim of increasing the Gross
Enroliment Ratio (GER) to 50% by the year 2035 also portray the alignment of India with the UN Sustainable

Development Goal number 4 (Quality Education).

Nevertheless, such policies need to be well-localized to meet the socio-economic realities of that of rural India
(Wells, 2023).

Moreover, comparative studies indicate that strategic partnership between government, privatized EdTech
companies and NGOs are essentials of success (An exploration of access to higher education in rural India,
2024). The idea of a multi-stakeholder model stimulating the growth of digital resources, localized teaching,
and rural infrastructure development still remains the focal point in shaping the future of rural higher education

in India to have a long-term socio-economic effect.
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4. Research Methodology:

The current research is descriptive and exploratory in nature and the researcher aims to find out the current
position, problems, and possibilities of enhancing higher education in rural India. The source of the analysis
is solely secondary data, gathered within the framework of reliable academic and institutional materials,
including the reports of MHRD, UGC, AICTE, AISHE, NITI Aayog, UNESCO Global Education Reports,
and World Bank databases. The news articles, educational journals, and educational series on the YouTube
such as SWAYAM success stories and the initiatives of UGC Digital University provided some

supplementary insights.

Content analysis and thematic comparison are used to examine the study to determine the recurrent trends,
policies, and strategic interventions affecting rural higher education. This study draws cross-sectional
evidence on national and international reports to bring out patterns in terms of access, equity and integration
of technology. The research approach will allow gaining a complete picture of the dynamics of rural education
and will become the basis of evidence-based recommendations and policy suggestions of a sustainable
character.

5. Data Analysis & Interpretation:

The review of rural higher education in India indicates that there is a long history of inequality in access,
infrastructure, teaching standards, and adoption of the digital when contrasted with the urban areas. Although
the policies and technological interventions are in place, there are important gaps that still affect the access

and achievement of rural learners in higher education (Aneja, 2015; Das & Changmai, 2021).

5.1. Access and Infrastructure

The supply of higher education is still unequal in India. Although the Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) has been
improving, rural areas are confronted with such issues as low quality physical infrastructure, inadequate
institutional density, and poor connectivity. All India Survey on Higher Education (AISHE 2023) indicates
that urban population has an almost 3-fold number of colleges as compared to rural population. The access of
rural learners to quality education is further curtailed due to absence of reliable electricity, poor transportation
and weak internet penetration (Karpukhno, 2024).
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Student-Teacher Ratio in Rural vs Urban Colleges (AISHE 2023)
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Educational attainment graph illustrates that whereas urban territories have been recording steady rise in
bachelor degree graduates, rural areas are far much behind. This gap highlights institutional inequality that

requires specific investment in infrastructure, hiring, and developing capacity.

5.2. Quality of Teaching

The quality of teaching in rural institutions of higher education is limited by the fact that there is a lack of
qualified faculty, pedagogies are outdated, and professional development programs are not continuous.
Several schools have part-time lecturers or general teachers (Das & Changmai, 2021). In addition, the
curriculum is not usually in line with the changing needs of the digital economy. Prakash et al. (2025) note
that the reforms established by NEP 2020 including interdisciplinary courses and outcome-based education
are promising solutions, but they are somewhat slow to implement in rural areas because of the lack of training

and monitoring systems.

5.3. Digital Divide

The emergence of online learning systems has disrupted education in different parts of the world.
Nevertheless, the digital learning gap in rural India still persists because of low internet penetration, low
digital literacy and inappropriate devices (Misra, 2006). The effectiveness of ICT-based learning systems in
such a country as China demonstrates the revolutionary possibilities of technology in the rural learning context
with the help of policy and infrastructure (Sun et al., 2024; Shen and Zhou, 2024).
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This chart clearly shows that there has been an explosion in online course attendance, particularly post 2020
and the reason is that there is an ever-growing dependence on online education. Nevertheless, the rural usage

of such platforms is relatively lower because of the reasons of connectivity and affordability.

5.4. Government Schemes and Policy Initiatives

Education has been democratized through programs like the PM-eVidya, SWAY AM, Digital India and NEP
2020. These efforts enhance hybrid learning, content creation, and open learning. Inclusive and flexible
learning systems are the primary focus of NEP 2020, which assumes equitable quality education of remote
learners (National College Completion Trends, 2023). The Digital India mission has also enabled the growth

of digital infrastructure but its distribution is unevenly spread.

In general, although some progress has been achieved in the area of narrowing the urban-rural education
disparity, the sustained change requires further investment, focused policy implementation, and adopting
technology-oriented instructional frameworks. Government, educational, and EdTech business collaboration

can be used to guarantee that rural students do not become a forgotten group in the Indian context of higher
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education that is quickly going digital (Wells, 2023; An exploration of access to higher education in rural
India, 2024).
6. Results & Discussion:

The analysis of secondary sources provides that rural higher education in India is slowly developing but has
significant structural and digital problems. The general development is higher access by the government and
the digital efforts, but in unequal distribution among states and socio-economic groups (Aneja, 2015). The
statistics indicate that policies such as NEP 2020 and Digital India have augmented the opportunities;
however, the inadequacy of infrastructures and deficit of teachers remains to limit quality deliverables (Das
and Changmai, 2021).

The Tamil Nadu Smart Classroom Project, e-Education Village Model in Rajasthan and the VidyaDaan
Initiative are some examples of successful models that can be used to bridge the digital divide in a scalable
manner. The project in Tamil Nadu provided rural schools with

interactive digital content to enhance the engagement and attendance. The e-Village initiative in Rajasthan
showed how digital literacy could be improved through community-based ICT centers, and VidyaDaan gave
educators a chance to spread open educational resources throughout the country (Misra, 2006; Karpukhno,
2024).

Table 1: Impact of Select Rural Education Initiatives in India

Initiative Key Focus Area Observed Outcomes  |Reference
Tamil Nadu Smart| Digital infrastructure| Improved student|(Misra, 2006)
Classroom Project & e-learning engagement &  digital

literacy
Rajasthan ICT-based rural| Enhanced accessibility &[ (Das &
e-Education Village| inclusion local content creation Changmai, 2021)
Model
\VidyaDaan Initiative | Open educational| Nationwide teacher| (Karpukhno,

resource sharing collaboration & content| 2024)
access

Theoretically, the results correspond to the Human Capital Theory that states that the investment in education
may increase the productivity of an individual and the national productivity (Prakash et al., 2025). Equally,
the Inclusive Growth Theory focuses on equal access to education as a source of social mobility and economic
development (National College Completion Trends, 2023). These structures point to the fact that enhancing
rural higher education is not only an educational issue but an important economic and developmental

challenge to the long-term development of India (Shen and Zhou, 2024; Sun et al., 2024).
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7. Recommendations & Conclusion:
In the analysis, rural India needs to improve higher education through a multi pronged strategy that will
involve improvement of infrastructure, policy change and integration of technology. To begin with, there
should be an increase in digital infrastructure. Enhancing the internet accessibility and satellite based internet
in the remote villages will facilitate equal access to
e-learning platforms and virtual classes (Misra, 2006). Digital India programs by the government should also
align with the telecom and satellite service companies to expand the coverage and lower the prices of rural

students.

Second, new educators should be required to complete a rural service term during teacher training and
incentive programs, with the incentive being facilitated by housing and other monetary rewards (Das &
Changmai, 2021). This would contribute towards solving the chronic

shortage of qualified faculty in the rural institutions. Third, they are to be encouraged to establish public-
private collaboration to motivate EdTech firms such as Byju, Coursera, and Unacademy to create localized
and multilingual modules to suit rural learners (Karpukhno, 2024).

Besides, the revision of the curriculum should focus on vocational, agricultural, and community-related skills
to make them more employable and relevant (Prakash et al., 2025). An access, equity, and quality performance
monitoring and evaluation system at the district levelful of performance dashboards should be used to monitor
the progress (National College Completion Trends, 2023).

To sum up, rural higher education reform, based on inclusion and technology, will promote social equity, as
well as economic development, and in line with SDG-4 and NEP 2020 priorities (Aneja, 2015; Wells, 2023).
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