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ABSTRACT

Despite India's potential to reap the demographic dividend, India faces a huge skill gap, which is
constraining growth and employment generation in the country. There is a mismatch between the skills
we teach in the formal education system and the skills that the industry requires. This results in the
paradox of high education and low employability. Keeping the Skill India Mission in mind, this paper
attempts to highlight the role of secondary schools in skill gap bridging. It discusses the structural gaps
in India's education system and policy measures such as vocationalization under secondary education. It
summarizes how vocational education and skill development can help in skill gap bridging and
improving employability. This paper adopts a conceptual and analytical approach using secondary data
from government papers, policy papers, and contemporary studies. The paper argues that early
introduction of vocational education, industry linkage, teacher training, and information communication
technology (ICT) skill development may be the solution to the education-employment problem. The
paper concludes with specific policy recommendations for how secondary education can support the
development of skills and economic transformation.
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Introduction :

Future growth in India's economy will depend on how well India utilizes its large base of a young
population. More than half of India's population is aged less than 35 years making it one of the largest
workforces on the planet. This advantage, however, depends on an adequately educated and skilled labor
force, and the long-standing problem remains, especially in developing economies, of the mismatch
between the skills taught in schools and those required in the labor market. This has led to a paradox of
high vacancy rates and increasing unemployment of skilled labor.

To reduce this, the government of India launched the Skill India Mission, a multi-sectoral program that
seeks to develop skills in various sectors and help people obtain industry-relevant skills to improve
employability and productivity. Nonetheless, the shortage of skilled workers continues to be a problem,
with estimates saying that unless corrective action is taken, India will have a shortfall of almost 29
million workers by 2030. In particular, it highlights the need to rethink the role of education, particularly
secondary education, to prepare young people for the labour market.

Though secondary education may serve as an entry point into vocational training, work exposure, and
career awareness, it is mainly a legacy form of education. It is, by nature, an information transmission
system. This paper argues that secondary education must reinvent itself by aligning with the Skill India
Mission to infuse skill-based learning into educational objectives, thereby narrowing the skills gap.
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Conceptual Framework: Understanding the Skill Gap

The skill gap refers to the gap between skills possessed by individuals and skills required by employers.
It considers both quantitative and qualitative deficiencies (i.e., both numbers of skilled workers and
qualities). In the Indian context, factors for skill gaps include outdated curricula, lack of exposure to
industry, weak training infrastructure, and poor industry-academia linkages.

One major contributor to the skill gap is the employability crisis. Research has shown that a large number
of graduates do not possess employability skills. Hence, the graduates are underemployed and
unproductive. Almost 50% of India's graduates are considered unemployable, as they do not receive
adequate vocational training or practical knowledge of their fields, which is largely due to a system
focused on rote learning.

Another aspect of this is the structural transformation of the economy. The development of technology
is increasingly shifting the need for new competencies, such as digital competencies, artificial
intelligence, robotics, and problem solving skills. However, the education system has not kept pace,
leading to a mismatch between demand and supply in the labour market.

The Skill India Mission: Objectives and Progress

The Skill India Mission is a National mission started in 2015 to promote skill development and improve
employability. The schemes under it include the Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PKVY),
National Skill Development Corporation (NSDC) and sector skill councils (SSCs). The aim of the
mission is to provide training, certification and placement across sectors.

The mission is successful on many counts. For example, as a measure of success, employability (number
of youth who can be employed) of Indian youth is above 54% in the most recent assessment. The mission
has contributed to a gradual decrease in unemployment rates.

One challenge of the mission has been that the skills taught in training programs do not fully match those
that employers look for. Additionally, many retraining programs have demonstrated a preference for
customary industries, overlooking new ones such as automation and green industries. Job placement
results from skill development programs are also low, raising questions about the quality and relevance
of the training.

The mission however had its own challenges in terms of poor infrastructure, lack of trained faculty and
scale of representation for marginalized sections. There were also concerns that skill development was
not linked with formal education and more systematization was needed.

Role of Secondary Education in Skill Development :

Secondary education is an essential element of the development of human capital. It provides the bridge
between the basic education acquired in primary school and the specialized or professional programs
available at higher levels of education, usually tertiary. Cognitive, emotional and social development
occurs during secondary education making it a key period in which to implement in-depth skills training
programs. Skill-oriented education in secondary schools, while a reform to customary education
systems, can bridge aspirations of youth with those of the labour market by providing vocational skills
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alongside academic skills sought for employment. It can play an integral role in closing the divide
between education and employment in India.

A key contribution of secondary education towards the purpose of skill development is that it exposes a
person to the world of work at an early age. It is at this stage that students start developing their interests,
aptitudes and career preferences. Exposure to a range of vocational areas such as information
technology, healthcare, retail, agriculture, and manufacturing can help alleviate career-related
uncertainty and anxiety, as well as helping students to find a future career or education path best suited
to them. It can help them to identify their skills and abilities and follow a path through school that may
improve long-term productivity and job satisfaction.

Another aspect is the development of vocational skills or soft skills, transferable skills that include
communication, collaboration, problem solving, critical thinking, adaptability and time management.
Vocational education courses are often undertaken at the secondary level to complement the mainly rote
learning model of education that is focused on examinations. Students build transferable skills through
experience-based learning such as working on projects and in groups and case studies. These skills are
not just of use to a student following a specific career path, but of value across the economy. Employers
increasingly value these skills, particularly in a fast-changing technological society where capacity to
learn is as important as expertise.

Furthermore, secondary education is critical to promoting inclusive skill development since many Indian
students do not proceed to higher education as a result of social, financial, or other reasons such as
difficulty accessing institutions. These pupils normally have a junior high school education. By offering
vocational training at secondary school, pupils who leave formal education early can gain employment
or start their own business using the skills and knowledge they learn during their training. In rural areas
and low-income contexts, where skill training may not be viable, secondary schools can enable access
to trade skills education and promote more equitable and inclusive growth by reducing socio-economic
inequalities.

Secondary education could also be used to structure entrepreneurship. Business, finance and innovation
principles, as well as enterprise concepts could be introduced to students through specific infusions into
the curriculum. Teaching about entrepreneurship and enterprise as a general skill from a young age
improves creativity and risk and problem-solving skills, and helps students to see self-employment as a
career option rather than just as a source of wage employment. In a country like India, where the formal
labor market would not be able to absorb the population pressure, secondary education can help through
its employment generation capacity and promote diversification of employment opportunities in the
economy.

The importance of the secondary system for closing the skills gap is increased by the need for digital
skills, which have become a standard requirement in today's knowledge economy. Secondary schools
are well positioned to shape the basic and higher order digital capabilities of students. Skills such as
basic computer operation, data manipulation, programming and the use of digital technologies for
communicating and collaborating are all necessary for future employability and for students to live in a
technology-rich world. Skill-based education can also be conducted online and more easily scaled to
make high-quality educational resources available to a larger number of learners.

Another area is how to make upper secondary education more relevant to labor market needs. Skill
development programs are dependent on how relevant the skills are in the market. Partnerships with
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industry can improve the alignment of secondary school curricula with the demands of the labor market.
Industry partnerships can take many forms, such as internships and curriculum design. Such linkages
can provide students with exposure to the workplace environment and to workplace expectations and
culture, and can assist students in their transition from school to work by providing students with
pathways to employment and career development.

Another factor is the role of teachers and the institution. Secondary education is the primary mechanism
for development of skills, and it is only effective if there are qualified teachers available and adequate
infrastructure. Teachers are critical to develop in students a positive attitude towards vocational
education and skill development. To impart skill-based education, professional development and
capacity building of teachers are important to improve teachers' knowledge and pedagogy in skill
delivery. There is a need for investment into infrastructure such as laboratories, workshops, and online
facilities that support the experiential learning process.

Furthermore, low enrollments and lack of attention from policymakers have been linked to secondary
education in particular as it has historically viewed vocational education as inferior to academic
education. Including vocational courses in mainstream secondary education, as is already done, can
slowly shrink the vocational-academic divide. Skill-based study must be part of the customary
educational process to be seen as socially acceptable by students, parents and society as a whole, to
foster a diverse and rich skill development ecosystem that values different types of knowledge and
competencies.

The role of secondary education in skills formation provides a strong justification for the argument that
it is also promoting life-long learning. In a constantly changing economy, learners must continue
developing their skills throughout their lives. By focusing on life-long learning skills and a life-long
learning attitude, secondary education can offer students the encouragement to continue seeking
opportunities to upskill as they progress in their chosen vocations. This is true independently of the
vocational career pathway chosen. Not only does that improve the employability of the individual, but
provides economic resilience and global competitiveness.

Furthermore, secondary education is a critical entry point for implementing national skill development
policy where vocationalization of education is one of the prominent areas of policy reform for
mainstreaming skill development in schools and, therefore, where it will be feasible to implement the
intervention due to the coverage of maximum number of schools and students. Secondary education can
particularly play a key part in the driving of many national development goals because of its role as a
bridge to both employment and economic growth and social development.

In summary, exposure to vocational disciplines, employability skill development, inclusion and
entrepreneurship promotion, digital skill integration and addressing multiple industries’ needs are
important to make secondary education work for the skill development needed for the labor market.
Reorienting secondary education towards an outcome-based and skill-oriented system will help India
tackle the skill gap at the root and build a workforce that is employed and adaptable. Achieving this
requires operational changes at the policy, institutional and social levels, and would contribute to major
progress in economic development and social equity in India.
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Challenges in Integrating Skill Education at the Secondary Level :

The structural and functional challenges include a deficiency in infrastructure. The secondary school
system is poorly equipped with infrastructure as only a few schools have the facilities and equipment for
teaching vocational subjects, such as laboratories, internet connection and other skill training
equipment.

A further limiting factor is the lack of trained teachers. Even when there are teachers, they do not have
the requisite qualifications and do not have the required skills to teach vocational subjects. This leads to
poor quality of teaching and limited student engagement. Teacher training programs need improvement.

Curriculum design is another challenge as the current curriculum may not reflect current needs in
industry, and there is a lack of vocational aspects and experiential learning. The curriculum must be
updated regularly and should involve industry partners.

Furthermore, the lack of industry links means students are not provided with adequate opportunities to
develop their practical skill and to see what work is like. Establishing school/industry partnerships is an
important step to take to ensure skills training is relevant and prepares students for the realities of the
workplace.

Policy Interventions and Reforms :

To address this, many government schemes and policies in India have pushed for bridging the skill gap
by reforming the education system so that it is aligned with the requirements of the labour market,
bringing skill development out of the sectoral domain and into the purview of the formal education and
vocational training system, especially secondary education. Over the past decade or so, the Government
of India has implemented many policy initiatives to support vocationalization, employability and the
responsiveness and flexibility of the education system. The success of the reforms depends not only on
their design, but also their implementation, coordination and sensitivity to regional and sectoral
differences.

An example of the latter is the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020. The NEP is envisioned as a game
changer for education and skilling in India. According to the NEP, vocational education will be
integrated into regular school education and higher education, with a goal to have at least 50% of students
exposed to vocational education by 2025. Unlike previous policies that viewed vocational education as
an alternative, a parallel stream to academic education, the policy directs attention to the introduction of
skill-based courses at the school level. The goal is to dismantle the rigid separation between academic
and vocational streams. This promotes multidisciplinary and holistic education as one can combine the
theoretical and practical elements of each discipline, developing human competence and adaptability.

One of the most meaningful proposals for reforming the present education system is to introduce
experiential and competency-based learning. The traditions of rote learning and examination-oriented
education continue to be present in the Indian education system and have been criticized for failing to
develop critical thinking and real-life problem solving skills. Policies today are based on the premise
that this model should be replaced by hands-on learning, project-based learning, and real-world learning.
This is especially important for the development of skills, because these allow the students to not only
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learn the relevant knowledge, but also apply it as well. Transitioning to competency-based education
allows for a more accurate measurement of student skills than conventional testing.

Strengthening institutional arrangements for skill formation is another necessary policy intervention.
Accordingly, the National Skill Development Corporation (NSDC) and Sector Skill Councils have been
set up as an institutional framework for skill development, training and certification. National
qualifications frameworks may also be used as a basis for standardizing skill qualifications, curriculum
development in relation to industry needs, and collaboration between trainers and industry. The aim of
qualifications frameworks is to ensure that skill development provision is aligned with the needs of
industry and the skills offered in demand in the labour market. However, the synchronization of these
institutional mechanisms with the school education system has not yet been achieved and is still
progressing.

The government has launched several schemes and programs to implement the vision for skill
development, including PMKVY (Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana), which provides short-term
training and certification to youth across various sectors. While these programs have increased access
to skills training, limited placement and the lack of industry involvement have reduced their
effectiveness. Recent reforms have intended to increase the relevance and quality of training programs
by investigating the factors that influence stakeholder participation. Other suggestions have included
improving the content of the course, the quality of trainers, and the role of industry in developing the
programs. There is also a need to improve the monitoring and evaluation of such programs.

The Secondary Education sector has witnessed a policy push towards vocationalisation and skill
education in schools. The inclusion of skill subjects in the secondary and higher secondary school
curricula has formed a major part of this vocationalisation drive in schools. The school offers vocational
subjects which allow students to learn both theoretical and practical skills in information technology,
retail, health and agriculture. These subjects allow the students to gain alternative qualifications and
skills which can help with further education or work-based training. However, the use of these courses
and their quality varies regionally, indicating a need for greater equality.

Another point of policy intervention would be on training and upskilling teachers. A successful skill set
obtained through skill-based education is possible when highly skilled and motivated teachers are
delivering the vocational education programs. Acknowledging this, education policy reforms have
aligned efforts in scaling up continuous professional development (CPD) and needs-based training for
teachers to develop their skills in pedagogical and subject expertise so as to use better pedagogies in
teaching and to engage students in more productive and rewarding learning. However, a shortage of
qualified teachers is still a major bottleneck, particularly in rural and disadvantaged communities.

Infrastructure development is another key focus of skill education policy reforms. This includes
developing the necessary laboratories, workshops, and information and communication technology
resources required for practical training. The government also focuses on upgrading the infrastructure
of educational institutions and establishing skill labs in schools to promote vocational learning. Other
efforts to develop skills have included the use of technology, by developing digital platforms and
modules. Such initiatives may also provide greater access to skills training, particularly in rural areas
lacking physical infrastructure for training. Nevertheless, technology-enabled learning may have
limitations with respect to internet availability in some geographic locations and access to electronic
devices that are able to connect to the opportunity.
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Co-operation between industry has been one of the main pillars of recent policy reforms. As skills
training needs to meet the requirements of the job market, authorities have sought to foster partnerships
between educational institutions and industry. The partnerships may include but are not limited to
internship, apprenticeship, learning and curriculum development and career placement. Such
partnerships are used to involve industry in skill education design and delivery for students and offer
industry relevant skills used in the economy. They ease the transition from education to work by linking
training to employment. While there are differences in the extent of industry engagement between
sectors and regions, much more could be done to encourage greater engagement by the private sector.

A third aspect relates to the principle of inclusive and equitable skill development. This covers specific
measures taken to promote skill development among women, populations in rural areas, and people from
socio-economically disadvantaged sections of society. Special schemes and incentives have been
introduced to promote skill development among these groups and to address gaps in skill acquisition and
employment outcomes. Other barriers included social norms, cost or financial hardship, and low
awareness of the learning opportunities, which also require further context-specific targeted programs
and interventions.

Against a backdrop of rapid technological change and the emergence of Industry 4.0, there is an
increasing demand for skills and training in the areas of artificial intelligence, data analytics, robotics
and green technologies. Education and policy reform has been directed towards embedding these in
formal and informal training and school level curricula, the latter of which has seen new provision in
coding, digital literacy and project based, innovation and entrepreneurship learning in schools.
However, the difficulty in reaching a broad base of students with such initiatives is especially common
in low-resource areas.

Monitoring and evaluation systems, which have been strengthened as part of the reform process, should
be used to assess the effectiveness of skill development policies and identify opportunities for
improvement. Two areas where this is happening is through standardized measures for tracking
placement and program outcomes, and through data driven decision making to improve the efficiency
and effectiveness of programs and policies. One barrier to evidence based policy is the availability and
quality of information that can be collected and analyzed.

Despite their overall comprehensiveness, policy implementation has encountered difficulties due to
fragmentation between ministries and agencies, differences in the capacities of states to implement skill
development programs, and limited resources. There is also a need for greater convergence in education
and skills policies, in order to ensure that there is no duplication and to promote coherence between these
two areas. It requires a multi-stakeholder approach involving governments, industry, universities,
training providers and civil society actors.

Empirical Insights and Emerging Trends :

The recent trend in skill development show that education and skills development must keep pace with
labor market conditions. There is a growing need for digital and technological skills. Implementation of
artificial intelligence and digital skills in school education is a step toward enabling access to technology.

However, structural issues such as teacher shortages, lack of infrastructure, shortfalls in participation

and others persist, with evidence indicating that vocational education still faces issues with regard to
quality, accessibility and social attitudes.
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The role of technology in skills development is also becoming increasingly important. For instance,
digital channels and online learning present new opportunities to make skills training accessible to
remote and underserved areas. Digital skills and infrastructure are also key to ensuring that we make the
most of these new technologies.

Discussion :

The analysis presented in this paper shows that secondary education plays a major role in bridging the
skills gap in India. Although the Skill India Mission has contributed to the promotion of skill training in
India, its efforts cannot overcome the limitations of the current penetration of vocational education in
the formal education system.

Secondary education is a promising avenue to start bridging the skill gap as it covers a large share of the
potential young workforce, allowing for critical skills and career awareness to be developed early on
and hence tackling the roots of the skill gap.

The above demands special attention to infrastructural and training needs, curriculum reforms, and
social attitudes and involves policy changes at high levels, restructuring within institutions, and the
cooperation of a wide constituency of relevant stakeholders.

Conclusion :

The skill gap in India is multidimensional and requires a thorough, cohesive and integrated approach.
The Skill India Mission is a step in this direction. However, the key to success would be aligning
education with the industry both in terms of curriculum and in terms of its delivery mechanism.

Skill training at the senior secondary level can bridge the skill gap at an earlier stage, by exposing
students to vocational skills and education. It can also increase the employability and reduce the
unemployment, thus contributing to India's demographic dividend.

As these findings show, strengthening secondary education by vocationalisation, industry partnerships,
and technology would help achieve the objectives of the Skill India Mission (SMI). The SMI can succeed
when policymakers and educators work in close coordination and partnership with industry and
communities, and when a strong skill development ecosystem exists.
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