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Abstract - Economic barriers continue to pose a
significant threat to the democratization of higher
education in India, particularly for students from
economically  disadvantaged  groups, including
Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST), Other
Backward Classes (OBC), rural communities, and first-
generation learners. This paper critically examines the
layered dimensions of these barriers, ranging from direct
and indirect costs to opportunity costs and structural
inefficiencies in financial aid systems. Anchored in
Human Capital Theory and Social Reproduction Theory,
the study draws on a wide spectrum of secondary data to
reveal how financial constraints intersect with caste,
gender, geography, and policy implementation gaps to
restrict access, continuity, and success in higher
education. While government initiatives such as NEP
2020, RUSA, UGC scholarships, and various state-level
schemes aim to bridge the gap, the reality on the ground
reflects persistent inequalities and exclusion. The
research underscores the limitations of merit-based
financial aid, the digital divide, and bureaucratic
bottlenecks that disproportionately affect marginalized
students. Comparative international models from
Germany and the United States offer valuable insights
into inclusive practices like tuition-free education,
centralized aid systems, and integrated vocational
pathways. The paper concludes with policy
recommendations focused on expanding public
investment, universalizing need-based aid, strengthening
digital infrastructure, and promoting community-based
open learning to ensure that higher education becomes a
true vehicle for social mobility and inclusive national
development, in alignment with SDG-4 and Vision
Viksit Bharat @2047.
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1.INTRODUCTION

Higher education is crucial for economic and social
mobility as it equips individuals with the advanced skills
necessary for high-skilled jobs in a rapidly evolving
economy. It enhances employability and earning
potential, providing significant benefits to graduates.
Additionally, higher education fosters social and
emotional skills, contributing to effective citizenship.
Attainment rates in higher education correlate strongly
with social capital indicators, such as interpersonal trust
and political participation, promoting social cohesion
and upward mobility within society (OECD, 2022).
Higher education is crucial in facilitating social
mobility, particularly for equity groups in Australia. The
research highlights that participation in higher education
is essential for improving equity and social justice, as it
provides opportunities for individuals to advance
economically and socially. Continued funding for
enabling, outreach, and scholarship programs is vital to
ensure that diverse populations can access higher
education, thereby enhancing their chances for upward
mobility and contributing to a more equitable society.

Higher education serves as a key mechanism for
facilitating social mobility, particularly for individuals
from underprivileged backgrounds. By providing access
to advanced knowledge, qualifications, and professional
networks, higher education helps level the playing field,
offering students from low-income families a chance to
compete in the job market and secure upward mobility.
According to Cunninghame (2017), higher education
acts as a transformative force, not only enhancing
individual life prospects but also contributing to broader
societal equity and economic development by reducing
intergenerational poverty and inequality. Financial
constraints are a significant economic barrier.
Economically disadvantaged individuals often lack the
resources to afford educational and healthcare costs,
leading to lower participation rates in these essential
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services (Guimaraes et al., 2024; Gordon et al., 2020).
Healthcare affordability is another economic barrier. In
healthcare, the inability to pay results in postponed care
and unmet needs, disproportionately affecting low-
income populations (Gordon et al., 2020; Manual et al.,
2024).

Structural inequalities also play a major role.
Marginalized communities frequently encounter inferior
infrastructure and services, which exacerbates their
challenges in accessing quality education and healthcare
(Guimardes et al., 2024; Manual et al., 2024).
Discrimination is another structural inequality. Racial,
ethnic, and gender biases further hinder access, as seen
in the disparities in healthcare treatment for minority
groups (Shen et al., 2023). Geographic limitations
further compound the issue. Individuals in rural or
isolated regions face significant obstacles due to
inadequate transportation and healthcare facilities,
limiting their access to necessary services (Manual et al.,
2024).

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Economic barriers remain a major obstacle to accessing
higher education around the world, particularly in low-
and middle-income countries. According to UNESCO
(2020), tuition costs are the most significant deterrent,
making higher education a privilege rather than a right
for many. This challenge is not exclusive to developing
nations. In the United States, for example, the burden of
student debt discourages degree completion and restricts
access for economically vulnerable and minority
students (NCES, 2021). Similarly, in Africa, even when
tuition is free, indirect costs—such as expenses for
books, transportation, and housing—yprevent many from
attending college (World Bank, 2018). India reflects
many of these global trends while presenting its own set
of challenges. The AIll India Survey on Higher
Education (AISHE, 2023) highlights that while
enrollment has improved, stark inequalities persist.
Students from Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes
(ST), and Other Backward Classes (OBC) continue to
face significant financial hardship, preventing them from
fully participating in higher education. A NITI Aayog
(2021) study reveals that for many rural households,
higher education consumes a disproportionate share of
income, turning academic aspirations into economic
burdens. Despite the availability of scholarships and
financial aid programs, many students miss out due to a

lack of awareness, complex procedures, and
bureaucratic delays (PRS Legislative Research, 2020).

Geographic disparities further intensify the issue.
Students from rural and tribal areas in India often face
higher economic burdens due to relocation and
migration costs (NSSO, 2020). Urban students generally
enjoy better access to educational resources, institutions,
and scholarships, while their rural counterparts are left
to struggle. First-generation college students, often from
low-income families, lack guidance and emotional
support in navigating higher education systems (Oxfam
India, 2021). For many, the high cost of private
coaching for competitive exams creates another layer of
inequality, making access difficult even before
admission. Gender inequality is another significant
factor. In many low-income households, daughters are
the first to be denied higher education due to limited
financial resources (UN Women, 2021). Deep-rooted
gender biases continue to influence education-related
decisions, especially in rural India. Moreover, the
perception among underprivileged communities that
higher education does not guarantee employment further
discourages families from investing in it (Azim Premji
University, 2021). Financial aid, scholarships, and
student loans are often insufficient in amount and fail to
reach the most marginalized due to poor targeting
mechanisms (World Bank, 2022).

The COVID-19 pandemic further exposed and widened
these economic divides. As education moved online,
students from economically weaker sections struggled
with the lack of access to digital tools such as
smartphones, laptops, and stable internet connections
(UNICEF, 2021; World Bank, 2021). Job losses and
income reductions during the pandemic forced many
students to drop out, particularly those from informal
labor households (India Exclusion Report, 2019).
These challenges intersect with caste, gender, religion,
and disability, creating multiple layers of
marginalization in higher education access.

At a global level, declining public investment in higher
education has led to increased privatization, placing the
financial burden squarely on students and their families
(Tilak, 2008). This has made education unaffordable for
the economically disadvantaged, both in India and
abroad. In many parts of the world, particularly in South
Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, young people are often
pushed into the labor market early, giving up their
education to support their families (ILO, 2021).
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Financial hardship is also one of the most cited reasons
for higher education dropouts across nations, including
India (UGC, 2022). For many disadvantaged students,
economic hardship is not an isolated issue. It overlaps
with social exclusion based on caste, gender, religion,
and disability, reinforcing inequality at every stage
(Oxfam India, 2021). Even when policy frameworks
promote equity and access, poor implementation, lack of
monitoring, and insufficient outreach prevent the
intended benefits from reaching the ground (Planning
Commission, 2012-2017). Unless these systemic
barriers are addressed through inclusive policies,
targeted financial support, and awareness initiatives,
higher education will continue to remain out of reach for
millions of aspiring learners.

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS Human
Capital Theory (HCT) posits that individuals and
societies can enhance productivity, earnings, and
economic development by investing in education,
training, and health. Rooted in the works of Becker,
Schultz, and Mincer, HCT emphasizes the role of human
capital in driving economic growth through improved
skills and knowledge (Bae & Patterson, 2014; Giraldez,
2021; Grugulis, 2024). It distinguishes between general
human capital (transferable skills) and specific human
capital (firm-specific skills), which influence labor
mobility and wage structures. HCT has broad
applications across human resource management, public
policy, and national development, offering insights into
how education and training can benefit individuals,
organizations, and nations alike (Bae & Patterson, 2014;
Giraldez, 2021; Grugulis, 2024).

Social Reproduction Theory (SRT) explores how
social structures are maintained through unpaid
reproductive labor such as domestic work, childcare, and
eldercare, which are essential to sustaining capitalist
economies. It emphasizes the disproportionate burden
placed on women and marginalized groups, highlighting
the intersectionality of gender, race, and class in
reproductive labor (Viajar, 2023; Quick, 2023; Munro,
2023; Herb & Uhlmann, 2024; Aradjo, 2023). SRT
critiques capitalism for exploiting this undervalued labor
and draws attention to the state's limited role in
addressing these inequalities. Despite critiques from
both Marxist and feminist scholars, SRT remains a vital
framework in labor studies, feminist economics, and
social policy, advocating for the recognition and support
of unpaid care work (Viajar, 2023; Quick, 2023; Munro,
2023; Herb & Uhlmann, 2024; Araujo, 2023).

Table: Comparison of Human Capital Theory and

Social Reproduction Theory

Theory Core Concepts Focus Areas
Human Education, Individual,
Capital training, organizational,
Theory productivity, and national
earnings, general | levels;
and specific | economic
human capital growth and
development
Social Reproductive Gendered labor,
Reproduction | labor, unpaid labor,
Theory intersectionality, | social welfare,
capitalist labor rights
exploitation

4. METHODOLOGY

This review-based paper aims to critically analyze the
economic barriers faced by economically disadvantaged
groups in accessing higher education in India. The
research methodology follows a qualitative approach,
focusing on secondary data sourced from peer-reviewed
journal articles, books, government reports, and
published case studies.

5. SOCIO-ECONOMIC PROFILE OF
DISADVANTAGED STUDENTS IN INDIA

The economically disadvantaged encompass a diverse
range of groups, including low-income individuals,
Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST), Other
Backward Classes (OBC), rural populations, and first-
generation learners. These groups face systemic barriers
that hinder their socioeconomic mobility and
educational attainment.

Low-Income Individuals: Approximately 43% of
children under 18 in the U.S. are classified as
economically disadvantaged, facing higher risks of
academic underperformance and dropout rates (Fontenot
et al., 2019). Low-income status often correlates with
limited access to resources, impacting educational
opportunities and outcomes.

SC, ST, and OBC Communities: SC, ST, and OBC
groups in India are recognized as socially
disadvantaged, experiencing persistent economic and
social challenges despite government welfare initiatives
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(Kanna & Sujatha, 2023). These communities often lack
equitable access to education and employment,
perpetuating cycles of poverty.

Rural Populations and First-Generation Learners:
Rural populations frequently encounter geographical and
infrastructural barriers that limit educational access
(Brigandi et al., 2020). First-generation learners, who
are the first in their families to pursue higher education,
often face unique challenges, including lack of familial
support and guidance (Brigandi et al., 2020). While
these groups are often categorized together under terms
like "vulnerability” and "marginality,” it is crucial to
recognize their distinct experiences and needs, as a one-
size-fits-all approach may overlook important nuances
(Rosli & Roni, 2013).

6. DIMENSIONS OF ECONOMIC BARRIERS
6.1 Direct Costs of Education

The direct costs of education refer to the immediate
financial obligations that students and their families
must bear to pursue academic programs. These include
tuition and admission fees, examination and registration
charges, and expenses for educational materials.
Understanding these costs is essential for assessing the
financial barriers to education.

Tuition and Admission Fees

Tuition fees vary widely across institutions. For
example, during the 2015-2016 academic year, private
colleges in India averaged total costs of around 344,000,
whereas public institutions charged approximately
%20,000 for in-state students (Brown, 2015). In England,
tuition fees were capped at £9,000, with actual average
fees around £8,070 after discounts in the 2012/13
academic year (Bolton, 2012).

Examination and Registration Fees:

These are other costs imposed by educational
institutions for processing student applications and
conducting assessments. Though often overlooked, they
add significantly to the overall financial burden.

Cost of Educational Materials

Expenses for textbooks, supplies, and other learning
resources further increase the cost of education. With the
continual rise in prices, these materials can strain
students’ budgets, particularly for those from
economically disadvantaged backgrounds. While direct

costs remain a critical concern, research indicates that
higher spending does not always lead to better
educational outcomes. Instead, effective allocation of
resources is key, underlining the importance of strategic
financial planning in the education sector (Rocha &
Funchal, 2019).

6.2 Indirect Costs of Education

Indirect costs refer to expenses that are not directly
charged by educational institutions but are essential for
students to fully participate in academic programs.
These include travel, accommodation, food, study
materials, and digital devices. Though often overlooked
in traditional budgeting, these costs can significantly
impact students’ financial stability and access to

education.
Types of Indirect Costs
Travel Expenses: Transportation costs, such as

commuting or relocating for educational purposes, can
be substantial. For instance, patients traveling for proton
therapy reported average flight costs of CAD 1,886
(Middleton et al., 2021), illustrating the broader
financial burden of necessary travel.
Accommodation: Students living away from home
often incur lodging expenses. Accommodation costs
reported in similar healthcare studies ranged from CAD
2,660 to CAD 13,305, depending on the type of housing
(Middleton et al., 2021).
Food Costs: Daily food expenses also accumulate,
especially for those residing off-campus or away from
home. In the same context, food costs averaged CAD
2,443 during treatment stays in the U.S. (Middleton et
al., 2021).
Study Materials and Digital Devices: These are critical
for academic success, particularly in digital and remote
learning environments. Indirect educational costs also
support broader institutional infrastructure needs (Eden
et al., 1986; Silverstein, 1995).

6.3. Financial Implications

Out-of-Pocket Expenses: Students, like patients, may
face high indirect costs that are not covered by
scholarships or aid, leading to financial strain. In the
healthcare context, monthly indirect expenses ranged
from €608 to €4,107, including productivity loss
(Michel et al., 2024), a situation that parallels student
experiences.

Reimbursement Challenges: Often, only a fraction of
these costs are reimbursed or supported by institutions,
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contributing to financial hardship (Middleton et al.,
2021; Michel et al., 2024). While indirect costs are
frequently underestimated, acknowledging them is
essential for holistic financial planning. Doing so can
inform better policy decisions, improve student support
systems, and promote equitable access to education.

6.4 Opportunity Costs in the Context of Unpaid
Caregiving

The concept of opportunity costs is vital for
understanding the economic trade-offs faced by unpaid
family  caregivers, particularly those balancing
caregiving responsibilities with employment. These
individuals often forego substantial income and career
opportunities, which can significantly affect their long-
term financial well-being and economic mobility.

Foregone Income from Caregiving

Unpaid caregiving, largely undertaken by working-age
adults, results in considerable income loss. Current
estimates place the total foregone income at
approximately $67 billion, a figure expected to double
by 2050 as more educated individuals take on caregiving
roles (Mudrazija, 2019). The opportunity costs
encompass not only lost wages but also diminished
prospects for career advancement and retirement
benefits.

Economic Implications

Opportunity costs are a critical consideration in
economic evaluations, especially in healthcare, where
the value of interventions must be weighed against the
cost of alternative uses of time and resources. From a
societal perspective, it is essential to include these
broader impacts in cost-benefit analyses to ensure
comprehensive policy planning (Palmer & Raftery,
1999).

Balancing Work and Caregiving

Caregivers often struggle to maintain employment while
meeting family obligations, resulting in increased stress
and, in many cases, job loss (Mudrazija, 2019). The
pressure to sustain income can intensify this conflict,
forcing caregivers to make difficult choices that
compromise either their careers or their caregiving
effectiveness.

Beyond Economic Calculations

While the financial burden of caregiving is significant,
some argue that caregiving offers non-monetary rewards
such as emotional satisfaction and stronger familial
relationships that may partly compensate for the
economic sacrifices. This view underscores the
importance of including qualitative aspects in
discussions of opportunity costs, recognizing that not all
value can be captured through financial metrics alone.

6.5 Challenges in Financial Support Systems for
Higher Education

Financial support systems for higher education,
including scholarships, student loans, and fee waivers,
face significant gaps and inefficiencies that hinder
access for many students. These issues arise from
complex application processes, insufficient guidance,
and systemic biases, particularly affecting low-income
and minority students (Hao, 2024). Furthermore, the
reliance on cost-sharing models often places an undue
financial burden on students and their families, raising
concerns about equity in access to education
(Vossensteyn, 2009).

Barriers to Accessing Financial Aid

Complex Application Processes: The scholarship
application process is often convoluted, leading to
confusion and discouragement for many students (Hao,
2024). Lack of Support Services: The availability and
quality of financial aid workshops and counseling are
often insufficient, which are critical for guiding students
through the financial aid landscape (Hao, 2024).
Systemic Biases: The financial aid system can be
impartial, disadvantaging students who may not
understand financial jargon or face language barriers
(Hao, 2024).

Inefficiencies in Student Loans

Income-Contingent Loans: Although designed to be
flexible, income-contingent loans may not adequately
support students from diverse backgrounds, potentially
excluding qualified candidates from higher education
(Cigno & Luporini, 2009). Moral Hazard Issues: The
structure of student loans can lead to adverse outcomes,
where students are incentivized to choose degrees solely
based on potential earnings rather than personal interests
or aptitude (Cigno & Luporini, 2003).
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Optimizing Scholarship Distribution

Decision Support Systems: Implementing analytical
tools could enhance the scholarship selection process,
ensuring that financial aid is allocated to students who
need it most and are committed to their education
(Novianto, 2023). Despite these challenges, some argue
that student loans are essential for providing necessary
funding, offering greater flexibility in financial
planning. However, the long-term implications of debt
on students' choices and career paths remain a critical
concern.

7. ECONOMIC BARRIERS TO EDUCATION:
IMPACT ON EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES

Economic barriers pose significant challenges to
students, leading to lower enrollment and completion
rates, increased dropout risks, compromised educational
guality, and the perpetuation of intergenerational
poverty. These barriers affect students’ motivation,
access to resources, and overall educational experience.

Lower Enrollment and Completion Rates:
Economically disadvantaged students often encounter
financial constraints that limit their ability to enroll in
and complete college programs. Community colleges
report dropout rates ranging from 40% to 50% among
this demographic (Hill, 2014). Research also shows that
lower educational aspirations among students from low
socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds contribute to
reduced completion rates (Polidano et al., 2013).

Increased Dropout Risk: Financial instability is a
major contributor to dropout risks, with many students
unable to afford necessary educational resources.
Additionally, a lack of academic preparedness and
support exacerbates these risks, causing students to feel
overwhelmed and disengaged (Hill, 2014; Abdusamatov
et al., 2025).

Compromised Educational Quality and Aspirations:
Economic barriers limit access to quality educational
resources, resulting in lower educational aspirations and
performance for students from low SES backgrounds
(Polidano et al., 2013). The psychological toll of
financial stress can further diminish motivation,
affecting overall educational outcomes (Hill, 2014).

Intergenerational Poverty Cycle: The inability to
complete higher education reinforces a cycle of poverty,

as lower educational attainment restricts job
opportunities and economic mobility for future
generations (Guimardes et al., 2024). This cycle is
perpetuated by systemic inequalities that hinder access
to quality education for marginalized communities

(Guimardes et al., 2024).

Interventions and Solutions: While economic barriers
present substantial challenges, interventions such as
scholarship programs and community support initiatives
can mitigate these effects and promote equitable access
to education, offering students pathways to overcome
financial hardships.

8. BRIDGING THE GAP: POLICY
INTERVENTIONS TO TACKLE ECONOMIC
BARRIERS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Higher education in India holds the promise of
transformation not just of individuals, but of entire
communities.  Yet, for many  economically
disadvantaged groups, this promise remains elusive.
Recognizing this, the Government of India has
introduced a range of policies and programs aimed at
dismantling financial and systemic obstacles. Among the
most prominent are the National Education Policy
(NEP) 2020, the Rashtriya Uchchatar Shiksha Abhiyan
(RUSA), various UGC scholarship schemes, and state-
level initiatives. These interventions strive to turn the
dream of education into reality, particularly for those
living on the margins of society.

NEP 2020: A Vision for Inclusive and Equitable
Education

With the launch of NEP 2020, India unveiled a bold and
inclusive vision for the future of education. The policy
acknowledges that true educational reform must begin
by addressing inequities that have long excluded
marginalized communities such as Scheduled Castes,
Scheduled Tribes, and rural poor from higher education.

To that end, NEP 2020 introduces several forward-
thinking strategies:

e The Gender Inclusion Fund is designed to close
the gender gap in higher education, particularly
among tribal and rural girls.

e Special Education Zones are proposed in
regions  with  large  concentrations  of

© 2025, IJSREM | www.ijsrem.com

DOI: 10.55041/IJSREM44879 |

Page 6


http://www.ijsrem.com/

5

..!»-’ ‘..2;\‘
s oA
@3@ International Journal of Scientific Research in Engineering and Management (IJSREM)

Volume: 09 Issue: 04 | April - 2025

SJIF Rating: 8.586 ISSN: 2582-3930

disadvantaged communities, bringing
institutions closer to those who need them most.

e Emphasis on vocational training, digital
learning, and regional languages aims to make
higher education both accessible and relevant.
While NEP 2020 is ambitious in its vision,
challenges in implementation—such as uneven
digital access and underfunded public
institutions—continue to limit its reach.

RUSA: Leveling the Playing Field for State
Institutions

Introduced in 2013 and revamped in its 2.0 version,
Rashtriya Uchchatar Shiksha Abhiyan (RUSA) seeks to
correct regional and economic disparities by funding
infrastructure development, quality enhancement, and
equity initiatives in state universities and colleges.
RUSA recognizes that access is not merely about seats
in colleges but also about quality, affordability, and
location. The scheme particularly benefits institutions in
backward regions, where it supports the construction of
libraries, laboratories, and hostels, which are often
critical for first-generation learners. It also encourages
innovation in pedagogy and student support services that
directly assist underprivileged students.

UGC Scholarships and Fellowships: Financial

Lifelines for the Marginalized

The University Grants Commission (UGC) plays a
pivotal role in democratizing access to higher education
through a range of scholarships and fellowships aimed at
economically and socially disadvantaged students. This
financial support often means the difference between
dropping out and graduating.

Popular schemes include:

e Ishan Uday Scholarship for students from the
Northeast.

e Post-Matric Scholarships for SC, ST, and OBC

students.
e National Fellowship for Scheduled Caste
Students (NFSC).

e PG Scholarships for single girl children and
merit rank holders.

State-Level Initiatives: Local Solutions with National
Impact

At the state level, governments have introduced creative
and targeted scholarship schemes to meet the unique
needs of their populations. These initiatives often
provide cash incentives, fee reimbursements, and
residential support to underprivileged students.

e West Bengal’s Swami Vivekananda Scholarship
supports  students  with  merit-cum-means
financial aid.

e Tamil Nadu’s free education program for first-
generation college-goers ensures no deserving
student is left behind.

e Karnataka’s Vidyasiri Scheme offers hostel and
food assistance for rural students.

e Bihar’'s Kanya Utthan Yojana promotes
education for girls from poor families by
offering direct cash benefits.

What is Working and What Needs Reform?

India has made notable strides in addressing economic
barriers in higher education. Policies like NEP 2020,
RUSA, and numerous scholarship schemes by the UGC
and state governments have created pathways for
inclusion and equity. Fee waivers, targeted fellowships,
reservation policies, and growing access to open and
distance learning are among the positive developments
that have benefitted economically disadvantaged groups.

What is working:

e Increased enrollment among SC/ST and OBC
students due to targeted scholarships and
reservations.

e Digital and vocational initiatives under NEP
2020 aim to diversify access to higher
education.

e Expansion of state-level support, such as West
Bengal’s merit-cum-means scholarships and
Tamil Nadu’s first-generation graduate aid.
However, despite these successes, serious gaps
in implementation, funding, and outreach
persist, especially in rural and tribal areas.
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What needs reform:

e Uneven funding allocation: Many public
institutions still lack basic infrastructure and
trained faculty.

e Limited awareness: A large number of eligible
students are unaware of available financial aid.

o Digital divide: Online education is expanding,
but economically weaker students often lack
internet access and digital devices.

e Complex application procedures: Many
scholarship ~ schemes  require  excessive
documentation, discouraging students from

marginalized backgrounds.

The intent of policies is inclusive, but execution often
falls short, particularly in regions affected by poverty,
caste-based exclusion, and gender disparities. There is
an urgent need for transparent monitoring, capacity
building at the local level, and greater public investment
to ensure these schemes reach those most in need.

A Comparative Look at International Models

Looking beyond borders, several countries have
implemented innovative financial support systems that
offer useful lessons for India.

Germany: Free Public Higher Education

Germany has become a global model for equitable
access through its tuition-free public universities, even
for international students. Students only pay nominal
administrative fees, and the government covers the
majority of higher education costs.

Key Features:

o State-funded universities ensure that higher
education is not limited by income.

e Generous public investment keeps education
quality high.

e Dual education systems combine vocational
training with academic learning, increasing
employability.

Lesson for India: While full tuition waivers may be
ambitious, India can move toward more universal
subsidies and robust vocational-academic linkages to
make education affordable and employment-focused.

United States: Pell Grants and Federal Aid

In the United States, the Pell Grant Program supports
low-income students by providing direct financial
assistance that does not require repayment. Other
supports include Federal Work-Study Programs and
income-driven loan repayment plans.

Key Features:

e Pell Grants are needs-based and adjusted
annually.

o Work-study enables students to earn while they
learn.

e The FAFSA system simplifies aid applications
through one unified portal.

Lesson for India: India could develop a centralized
financial aid portal, similar to the FAFSA model, and
expand earn-and-learn opportunities through college-
based work programs for disadvantaged students.

Lesson for India: To overcome economic and
geographic barriers to higher education, India must
urgently expand its digital infrastructure, especially in
rural and tribal areas, through initiatives like PM
eVIDYA and the DIKSHA platform. Strengthening
digital access will enable economically disadvantaged
students to benefit from online learning opportunities,
bridging the educational divide and reducing costs
associated with physical relocation and materials
(Sahoo, 2025).

9. PATHWAYS
RECOMMENDATIONS

FORWARD:

To truly democratize access to higher education in India,
especially for economically disadvantaged groups,
policy action must evolve beyond intent and into
inclusive, well-funded, and context-aware strategies.
The following recommendations offer concrete
pathways for bridging persistent economic gaps:

1. Expand Public Investment in Higher Education

A robust public education system is the cornerstone of
equitable access. Increased government spending on
higher education is essential to improve infrastructure,
upgrade faculty quality, expand hostel and transport
facilities, and ensure well-resourced institutions in
backward and tribal regions. Public universities and
colleges that serve the majority of marginalized students
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must be prioritized for funding and capacity-building
initiatives.

2. Universalize Need-Based Financial Aid

Current financial aid systems often rely heavily on
merit, which unintentionally disadvantages students
from under-resourced schools and backgrounds. A shift
toward universal, need-based financial aid, modeled
after global systems like the U.S. Pell Grants, can ensure
that no student is denied education due to financial
constraints. Creating a single-window digital scholarship
portal would streamline access, reduce bureaucracy, and
promote transparency.

3. Strengthen Community Colleges and Open
Universities

Community colleges and open universities offer flexible,
low-cost options for students who cannot attend
traditional institutions due to economic, familial, or
geographic barriers. Strengthening these models,
particularly in rural and semi-urban areas, can provide
local opportunities for skill development and academic
progression. Open learning systems like IGNOU must
be further empowered through better funding,
curriculum updates, and digital infrastructure.

4. Integrate Vocational and Academic Pathways

Integrating vocational training with mainstream higher
education pathways, as envisioned in NEP 2020, can
improve employability and attract students who seek
immediate income-generating skills. Bridging vocational
diplomas with degree programs through credit-based
transfers and flexible learning modules will make higher
education more inclusive and relevant for low-income
learners.

5. Promote Digital Inclusion and Infrastructure in
Rural Areas

The pandemic exposed the digital divide that continues
to marginalize students from rural and tribal regions. To
ensure equity in digital learning, India must expand its
digital infrastructure under initiatives like PM eVIDYA
and the DIKSHA platform. This includes providing
affordable internet, mobile devices, solar-powered tech
solutions, and multilingual e-resources. Enhancing
digital literacy in local communities is equally vital to
ensure that access translates into actual educational
participation (Sahoo, 2025).

10. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis of economic barriers to higher education in
India reveals a multifaceted landscape of challenges that
disproportionately affect economically disadvantaged
groups—rparticularly those belonging to SC, ST, OBC,
rural communities, and first-generation learners.

1. Direct and Indirect Costs as Significant Deterrents

The study finds that tuition fees, admission charges, and
examination costs constitute major direct financial
burdens. Despite public institutions being more
affordable than private ones, even these costs are
unaffordable for many underprivileged families. In
addition, indirect costs such as accommodation, food,
transportation, and digital devices significantly increase
the total financial outlay required to pursue higher
education. These expenses often go unaccounted for in
policy discussions yet form a major reason for dropout
and non-enrollment.

2. Opportunity Costs and Work-Study Conflicts

Another major finding is the opportunity cost involved
in  pursuing higher education. Students from
economically disadvantaged backgrounds frequently
face pressure to enter the workforce early to support
their families. This trade-off between income generation
and education creates long-term disadvantages, limiting
upward mobility. For many, continuing education means
sacrificing immediate earnings, which their financial
conditions do not permit.

3. Inefficiencies in Financial Support Systems

The current system of scholarships, fee waivers, and
student loans is marred by bureaucratic hurdles, lack of
awareness, and poor targeting. Students often report
difficulty in navigating complex application procedures,
a lack of counseling support, and systemic biases that
marginalize those most in need. Despite an array of
central and state-level initiatives, these mechanisms fall
short of bridging the access gap due to low outreach and
ineffective implementation.

4. Consequences of Economic Barriers

The research highlights that economic barriers directly
contribute to lower enrollment and higher dropout rates,
especially in community and rural colleges. The
educational quality experienced by low-income students
is also compromised due to inadequate infrastructure
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and lack of academic resources. These cumulative
factors perpetuate intergenerational cycles of poverty, as
the children of less-educated, low-income families
struggle to complete higher education, thereby inheriting
economic vulnerability.

5. Policy Gaps and Implementation Failures

While policies such as NEP 2020, RUSA, and UGC
scholarships reflect progressive intent, their impact is
often diluted by poor funding, uneven implementation,
and digital exclusion. In rural and tribal areas, lack of
internet access and devices compounds existing

inequalities. Additionally, state initiatives, though
promising, need greater scale, monitoring, and
simplification.

6. Global Comparisons and Learnings

Comparative insights from Germany’s free public
universities and U.S. Pell Grant system underline that
need-based universal financial aid, centralized
application portals, and work-study programs can
significantly improve access and outcomes. India’s
current model, still largely merit-based and fragmented,
requires fundamental restructuring to adopt these
inclusive features.

11. CONCLUSION

This study underscores that economic barriers remain
the most critical challenge in achieving equitable access
to higher education in India. Direct and indirect costs,
opportunity costs, and inefficient financial aid systems
collectively obstruct the educational pathways of
marginalized groups. While policy frameworks such as
NEP 2020, RUSA, and UGC schemes offer structural
solutions, their success is limited by implementation
gaps and a lack of holistic support systems. Achieving
Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG-4) ensuring
inclusive and equitable quality education, and realizing
Vision Viksit Bharat @2047 will be impossible without
addressing the economic exclusion of millions. This
calls for a multi-stakeholder, equity-driven approach
involving government agencies, educational institutions,
civil society, and the private sector. Key interventions
must include increased public investment, universal
need-based aid, strengthened digital infrastructure, and
community-based open learning models.

Only by dismantling economic barriers and restructuring
our education financing systems can we truly

democratize higher education and ensure that no student
is left behind due to poverty.
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