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Abstract

The educational policies of 1968, 1986 and the revised policy of 1992 
recognized the necessity of learning the English language both at the 
national and global level. However, the syllabi was not effectually 
changed according to the needs of the learners. Even when it was done, 
the inadequacies of implementation resulted in ineffectual outcomes 
and the condition of language learning remained dismal throughout 
the country. Although the NEP 2020 tries to continue with the tradition 
of skill-based learning, yet the problems inherent in forward mapping 
remain to haunt the prospects of the policy. 
Keywords: NPE 1968, NPE 1986, PoA 1992, NKC 2006, ELL, skill-based, 
backward mapping.

Background and Introduction

The National Policy of Education 1968 recognized the importance 
of English as a global language and laid special emphasis on ELL in 
order to keep up with the developments happening worldwide. It also 
recognized the importance of ELL in science and technology, since 
textbooks and researches were mostly in this language. In order to be 
proficient in the subject, one had to be proficient in the language first. It 
was necessary not only to meet the global standards, but more so to be 
able to contribute to it. “For this purpose, the study of English deserves 
to be specially strengthened” (GOI, 1968, p. 40).
The National Policy of Education 1986 upheld the language policy of 
1968 saying that it was well planned and good enough to be continued 
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and that there was no need to add anything to it (GOI, 1986). The revised 
policy of 1986, or what was called the Programme of Action brought out 
in 1992 however, commented on the worrying condition of education 
in the country at that point of time. Point 1.8 notes, “While these 
achievements are impressive by themselves, the general formulations 
incorporated in the 1968 Policy did not, however, get translated into a 
detailed strategy of implementation, accompanied by the assignment 
of specific responsibilities and financial and organizational support. 
As a result, problems of access, quality, quantity, utility and financial 
outlay, accumulated over the years, have now assumed such massive 
proportions that they must be tackled with the utmost urgency (GOI, 
1992, p. 3). The policies therefore recognized the problem, however 
strategic changes to tackle it remained ineffectual (Ghosh, 1995). The 
problem therefore was not as much with the policy, but with the lack of 
implementation of it. 

Syllabi Changes

Before focusing on the problem of implementation, one needs to be aware 
of the changes that have taken place in the syllabus over the years. I am 
presenting the case of Delhi University here, from my experience of the 
last one and a half decades. Under the education policy of 1986, in the 
yearly mode, Delhi University devised language courses for Programme 
students according to the Structural Design and Functional Design. The 
students were usually divided on the basis of having studied English as 
a language till 12th, 10th or 8th standard and were given English A, B and C 
respectively. While the books prescribed (Fluency in English, English at 
the Workplace, English for Students of Commerce, Intermediate English) 
had prose sections which were Content Based and had descriptive 
questions which could be memorized and answered, it also had portions 
of grammar teaching the students adverbs, adjectives, prepositions, 
tenses, correction of sentences, etc. The functional aspect was introduced 
in the form of questions related to requesting, ordering, apologising, 
questioning, etc. While students could learn what was taught, it was too 
limited to give them sufficient grounding to either write or speak which 
is one of the negative points of a structural syllabus (Hartwell, 1985). In 
the semester mode, the syllabus was further changed and students were 
introduced to the Task Based form of language learning. New textbooks 
were introduced like Business English, which trained the students to 
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write official letters, CVs, project reports, memos, circulars, minutes etc. 
In the FYUP, the syllabus was modified to include Skill Based learning 
of English, which is considered one of the most effective methods of 
language acquisition (Arkin, 2010; Setiyadi, 2014). It did away with 
prescribed books for programme courses and instead gave a syllabus to 
the teachers to teach in their own way. It was the first time when there 
was flexibility in the course and the teacher had the freedom to devise 
and strategize effective teaching in the classroom. In the CBCS mode, 
the students continued in the same mode with more technical aspects 
of communication introduced in the compulsory English course for all 
students (Ability Enhancement Compulsory Course). It had a theory 
section of 25 marks and a comprehension section of 50 marks (the rest 
of the 25 was gathered in the form of Internal Assessments from the 
institution). However, the syllabi under FYUP and CBCS was confined 
to enhancing only the writing skills of a student. It did not emphasize 
listening, reading or speaking skills. Moreover, since a Task Based Syllabi 
was student centred, it was more dependent on the participation and 
commitment of the students and if they were not active, the syllabus 
remained ineffectual (Karl, 1985). In my personal experience which I 
will share in a while, the non-participation of the students resulted in 
undermining the courses to a large extent. In 2019, when the draft for 
NEP was being planned, the students were for the first time introduced 
to an extensive Skill Based language learning model for the programme 
courses which like the FYUP, did not have a fixed textbook and also 
had no dependency on rote learning. It introduced the student to 
various genres and forms of literature and engaged them to listen, 
speak, read out, understand and write using appropriate words and 
vocabulary. The English (Honours) syllabus also underwent a change 
with a host of relevant papers like Research Methodology, Academic 
Writing and Composition, Media and Communication Skills, Language 
and Linguistics, Analytical Reading and Writing, Oral, Aural and Visual 
Rhetoric, Introduction to Creative Writing for Media, Translation Studies, 
English Language Teaching, etc. However, in spite of such relevant 
topics and modes of syllabus design, there are a few issues which need 
to be addressed. 

Problems in Classroom Teaching

In my experience in the classroom, I have found that there are students 
who are intelligent, but who lack language skills. These students were 
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eager, but shy and conscious of themselves, preferring to remain silent 
rather than ask questions, because they felt that they were exposing their 
language incapability. The other students were well versed and would 
submit the task in time and were also vocal in their responses. I made a 
separate group of five of the students who struggled the most and once 
I started working with them, they responded eagerly. Their aptitude 
of English was very poor, but they did not hesitate to learn, speak out 
and commit mistakes. The same students however, would again remain 
silent while in class. It made me realize that they were not given the 
proper environment to respond. There was no atmosphere or no low-
anxiety situation for meaningful interaction of these students, the kind 
professed in Krashen’s Theory of Second Language Acquisition, where 
the student is less concerned with the grammar and structure of what he 
is saying and more concerned with conveying his message across to his 
peers (Krashen, 1982). Unless these students were noticed by the teacher 
in a class of 60 or more, they evaded attention and did not benefit from 
the system. Needless to say they fared poorly in the exams. In his book 
chapter titled Mind the (Language-Medium) Gap, Chaise LaDousa 
writes that as long as the regional medium student is in school, he is 
not that aware of his language deficiencies, but when he comes to higher 
education, he is in close proximity with students from English medium 
schools and this makes him feel conscious of his inadequacy and due to 
embarrassment, he decides not to speak in class (2022). I found that the 
student performed well when put back in a familiar zone, however the 
difficulty was finding a separate slot for them every day. It was the most 
important reason behind the failure of a Task Based syllabus and might 
continue to be a hurdle in the path of Skill-Based language acquisition 
also. 

Educational Policies and Present Condition of ELL in HEIs

The PoA 1992 had actually recognized this problem. India as a multilingual 
country offers education in various vernacular languages. Students who 
attend schools in such a medium are usually those who have poor soft 
skills in English (Vulli, 2014; Sarangapani, 2022). The policy tried to 
eliminate this gap between the English-speaking and the non-English-
speaking students by removing “prejudices and complexes...transmitted 
through the social environment and the accident of birth” (GOI, 1992, p. 
6). However, this gap still exists today.
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In an attempt to figure out the ratio of students in HEIs (Higher 
Educational Institutions) who had inadequate soft skills in English, a 
google form was distributed in 2021 to a total of 108 BA English Honours 
students of Delhi University and BA and MA students of University 
of Madras who were pursuing English as a language course and to 30 
MA (English) students of the University of Rajasthan. The form asked 
questions like, “Has your ability to write in English improved since 
joining this course”? The results were as follows: out of 108 students 
of the University of Delhi and University of Madras, 19.98 per cent and 
out of 30 students from the University of Rajasthan, 10 per cent said that 
their writing has not improved even after joining the course; similarly, 
39.8 per cent and 33.3 per cent said that they could not speak fluently in 
English even now. The results show that the percentage of students who 
cannot speak fluently in English is more than the percentage of students 
who cannot write well. Writing is a personal experience usually framed 
over a period of time. Compared to this, speaking is a spontaneous 
public exercise. One is therefore more hesitant to speak than to write. 
The percentage of BA students with inadequate writing skills is also 
higher than MA (English) students. This indicates that the language 
skills are worse in the lower levels of education. The PoA 1992 noted 
that, “the proficiency of students in using languages is reported to have 
deteriorated over the years.... Irrespective of the expressed opinions, 
improvement in language skills of students is important, considering 
the significance of language proficiency for cognitive development and 
further learning” (p. 153). To make such improvements in language 
skills possible, the PoA devised a total remodelling of the examination 
system which would discourage rote learning and assess a student 
continuously over a period of time instead of gauging their merit on a 
one time evaluation (GOI, 1992). Twenty years later, the condition had 
not much changed and the position of language acquisition appears to 
have remained in the same abyss. 
In 2006, the National Council of Educational Research and Training 
brought out a Position Paper from the National Focus Group which was 
working on the teaching of Indian Languages. This paper revealed that 
most school students had low proficiency in languages and it hampered 
their growth in higher education. The reason for it was put down to 
socio-political reasons along with lack of planning and understanding for 
teaching and learning languages (p. 4). The problem therefore emanated 
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from the schools and spilled over to the HEIs, affecting it tremendously. 
This point was not lost on the members of the National Knowledge 
Commission. It had realized the importance of English not only as a 
medium of communication, but also as a language of empowerment:
An understanding and command over the English language is a most 
important determinant of access to higher education, employment 
possibilities and social opportunities. School-leavers who are not 
adequately trained in English as a language are always at a handicap in 
the world of higher education.... This disadvantage is accentuated further 
in the world of work, not only in professional occupations but also in 
white-collar occupations overall.... Available information suggests that 
middle-income or lower income households spend a large proportion 
of their modest income on sending their children to relatively expensive 
English medium schools. Such educational opportunities for children 
are a priority that is almost at par with healthcare for the family. But 
there are a very large number of people who simply do not have the 
resources for such investment. The outcome is exclusion. We believe that 
inclusion is possible through public provision (NKC, 2006, p. 32). 

The Crux of the Problem: Lack of Implementation

In spite of the policies recognizing the problem and bringing out various 
provisions repeatedly, there was not much change in the quality of 
education across the country. Altbach has in 2022 itself, gone to the 
extent of calling Indian higher education a “sea of mediocrity” (p. 
222). The problem therefore, is one of implementation and not lack of 
proper planning as laid out in the National Knowledge Commission 
2006 (NKC, 2006). Dyer has been writing extensively on policy 
implementation in various countries. In her landmark article, Researching 
the Implementation of Educational Policy (1999), she discusses how 
Indian educational policies were created using the forward mapping 
approach. In other words, these followed the “top down tradition” (p. 
47) which signify that the policies were formulated at the top and it 
was left to the bureaucracy to implement it at the subsequent lower 
levels. However, since India is a federal country, there is a pronounced 
gap in implementation between the centre and states where the state 
governments retain their freedom of either following the proposed 
policy or negating it (Carnoy & Dossani, 2013). The Chief Minister of 
Tamil Nadu had already shared his decision of not implementing the 
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NEP 2020 in a Hindustan Times article dated October 28, 2021 (Goswami, 
2021). He planned to form an expert committee to create a new state 
education policy for Tamil Nadu instead. However, if the only problem 
of implementation was the federal nature of Indian polity, then there 
would have been a vast difference between state and central universities 
which is not the case (Altbach, 2022). The crux of the issue is therefore 
lack of adherence to a proper theory of implementation. 
Elmore (1979) had in his article on policy implementation specified 
two approaches to policy creation; forward mapping and backward 
mapping. Forward mapping begins with an objective, steps to realize 
that objective and an outcome to measure the failure or success of that 
objective (p. 603). The educational policies of India along with other 
developing countries in Asia and Africa have been modelled on forward 
mapping. This granted considerable power to the planners at the top 
of the educational pyramid and also ensured that they could exercise 
immense control over the policies (Dyer, 1999). However, when it 
came to implementation, the process turned more complex than one 
could imagine. Elmore states that “The most serious problem with 
forward mapping is its implicit and unquestioned assumption that the 
policymakers control the organizational, political, and technological 
processes that affect implementation” (p. 603). In order to combat 
this problem, Dyer suggests the backward mapping model of policy 
implementation in India which carries out surveys at the ground level 
to get the prevailing status of learning, teaching, pedagogical structures, 
educational environment, infrastructure, etc. by questioning students 
and teachers. This makes the students and teachers stakeholders of 
the educational system and gives them a sense of ownership, which 
in turn would make them perform better as the curriculum would 
be moulded according to their needs and conditions. In the present 
scenario, students and teachers feel that they are at the receiving end, 
where the policies are thrown to them from the top and they are left 
with no other option than to accept them. In my personal experience, I 
have seen a lot of dissatisfaction among the teachers of Delhi University 
with the frequently changing structure of education which began from 
2012 with the shift to the semester system from the yearly mode, then 
to the four-year undergraduate programme (FYUP), which after several 
protests reverted to the semester mode and went on to form the Choice 
Based Credit System (CBCS); that further underwent content changes 
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and at present, the teachers are awaiting the imposition of the four-year 
undergraduate programme (UGCF) with multiple entry and exit points 
with a thrust on multidisciplinarity. 
All educational policies in India have gathered feedback on the policy 
after it was brought out, rather than before planning it. Any kind of 
criticism to the published policy is also not taken in a good spirit (Dyer, 
1999). This model of formulating educational policies has to change 
and follow the backward mapping theory. The NEP 2020 has many 
relevant points in it, like multidisciplinarity, introducing research and 
linking industry to education apart from some other points already 
mentioned earlier. However the present way of clubbing students in 
one class according to the marks they score in their exams in English or 
according to the number of years they have spent in learning English is 
faulty. Schools in India still follow a syllabi which is entirely dependent 
on memorization. A student scoring 95 in English might prove nothing 
except that he has a good memory. The proposal of the NEP 2020 in this 
regard to take a separate test for students joining HEIs might prove to 
be effective in gauging their real potential, provided the questions are 
not objective MCQs and further that the students are grouped according 
to their capabilities and language needs. Another major problem is the 
large number of students in a classroom. On average, the classrooms 
in Delhi University have any number of students from 60 to 80. It is 
not possible to cater to the needs of the students in such a huge batch. 
It might work for other subjects, but for language classes, the strength 
should not exceed 25 students. Delhi University had introduced the 
English Language Proficiency Course (ELPC) in 2008, where students 
from any of its colleges with poor language skills could join the course. 
A written assessment was conducted prior to the categorization of the 
students into ‘Basic’, ‘Intermediate’ and ‘Advanced’ groups of 25-30, and 
an 80 hour programme schedule was designed to take care of reading, 
writing, understanding and speaking skills of the learners. In spite of 
the course becoming very successful, it was unfortunately discontinued. 

Conclusion

Introducing an extensively Skill Based model of language acquisition 
will by itself not prove effective, unless the students having inadequate 
language skills are given an environment where they can freely express 
themselves without feeling embarrassed. The capacity of language 
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classrooms should also be contained to 25-30 students. More than that 
number will dilute the needs of the weaker students. There is also an 
urgent need to revive and accommodate courses like ELPC within the 
existing syllabi for catering to the language needs of the students with 
inadequate ELL.
Policy formation in India should follow the backward mapping model. 
The reason the NEP 2020 might also fail is because it had not taken into 
account the ground reality of the educational sector while preparing the 
policy. There are three points to be considered here. Firstly, the policy 
does not take into consideration the limited infrastructure on which most 
schools and HEIs are running in India (Gouda et al., 2013; Fernandes & 
Singh, 2021). Secondly, the policy has been imposed before adequately 
training teachers for language teaching. Because of the existing syllabi, 
teachers are adept in teaching literature and not language (Ramanathan, 
2008; Clement & Murugavel, 2008). Unless teachers are trained in ELT, 
a simple switching of the syllabi would remain ineffective. Thirdly, the 
demand for English language has to be recognized. At the time of writing 
this article, the Delhi University Teachers’ Association is apprehensive 
that the core English papers and compulsory English papers for teaching 
the language are going to be removed from the syllabus of the Delhi 
University Undergraduate Programme. If it indeed materializes, it 
would prove to be a very regressive step for the students who are already 
grappling with the language. Removing it further in HEIs will make the 
students totally handicapped in the English language. Another question 
posed to the Delhi University undergraduate students in the google form 
mentioned at the beginning of this article, was their expectation from the 
NEP 2020. An overwhelming 74.8 per cent out of 83 students said that 
they wanted the policy to focus on learning the English language. It is 
advisable that the policy should revise its guidelines by understanding 
the ground realities and cater to the expectations and needs of the 
students. English is the most prevalent link language in India. Not only 
is it acceptable in South India and north-eastern India (where Hindi is 
resisted), but it is also essential abroad. Unless it is strengthened, the 
policy’s dream of projecting India at the global level will not materialize.
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