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Chapter 1: Introduction  

R. Maithreyi and Ketaki Prabha 

 

The Vocationalisation of Secondary and Higher Secondary Education (VSHSE) 

program was introduced in 2013 by the Ministry of Human Resource and Development 

(MHRD) to offer optional vocational courses in schools, alongside academic subjects. A 

national vocational training program has been available in India since the 1950s, while a 

vocational education program was introduced in the 1980s with the aim of providing avenues 

for employment for those with little access to higher education (Gupta, Raman & Krisanthan, 

2016). The newly introduced VSHSE has extended the vocational education scheme further 

to include students from classes nine and ten. Previously, vocational education (and most 

forms of vocational training) was available post-completion of class 10.
1
 

The extension of the vocational education program into basic years of schooling needs 

to be seen in relation to the growing advocacy for skilling, internationally and nationally, in 

the last two decades. Historically, the promotion of work education and skills-based 

education as part of schooling is not new in India, and it has seen strong advocates like 

Gandhi and Tagore (Holzwarth, 2015; Sadagopal, 2016). However, the rationalities that 

underpinned these earlier visions for the vocationalization of education have been distinctly 

different from the current trends. While earlier advocates like Gandhi and Tagore argued for 

the inclusion of manual, productive forms of learning for overall development and attaining 

self-sufficiency for everyone, rather than a distinct and separate stream for a few, the current 

emphasis on skilling is meant for a few and not as a compulsory and integrated part of the 

entire course structure for everyone.  

Skills-based education, in the current context, reflects the neoliberal values through 

which educational programs are increasingly being structured and it has been justified 

through arguments regarding greater choice, flexibility and transparency afforded to students 

and employers. However, a wide body of literature has also established a macro-theoretical 

critique of how the neoliberal language of skilling glosses over structural limitations (see 

                                                           
1
 For a more detailed discussion and review of the scheme, and the vocational education and training structure in 

India, refer to CBPSô study, Skills Development, Social Mobility and Educational Change: A Sociological 

Analysis of the Effects of the National Policy on Skills Development in India, undertaken through the first round 

of funding of the APF Research grant in 2016-17. The report is attached in Annexure III. 
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Ainley and Corbett, 1994; Jackson & Jordan, 1999; Warhurst and Thompson, 1998) such as 

that of jobless growth experienced by several countries such as India, and the 

responsibalization of the individual within this context, foregrounding the extractive practices 

of capitalism and neoliberalism that draw on an individualôs social relations and affective 

labor to reproduce itself (Hardt & Negri, 2004; Hoschild; 1983; Warhurst & Thompson, 

1998). Against a context of declining investments by the state in social welfare, skills have 

come to be positioned as the panacea for all illsïranging from poverty and unemployment to 

the changing contexts of work, culture and society (Craig & Porter, 2003; Jackson & Jordan, 

1999; Lauder, 2013; Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyaan [RMSA], Karnataka, 2013; 

Singh, 2012). Additionally, in India, skilling has been seen as the means to harness the 

ódemographic dividendô, particularly targeting the large volume of informal and informally 

trained workers produced every year (King, 2012).  

Within this context, India launched the National Skills Development Policy (NSDP) in 

2009, revised to the National Policy on Skills Development and Entrepreneurship (NPSDE) 

in 2015, with the vision to  

create an ecosystem of empowerment by skilling on a large scale at 

speed with high standards and to promote a culture of innovation 

based on entrepreneurship which can generate wealth and 

employment, so as to ensure sustainable livelihoods for all citizens in 

the country. (Ministry of Skills Development and Entrepreneurship, 

MSDE, 2015, p.11). 

The policy provides a framework for an ambitious skilling program, linking over 20 

ministries, approximately 38 trade sectors, and multiple educational trajectories (i.e., general, 

vocational, technical and modular skills training programs). óPolicy borrowingô, or a 

countryôs interest in or cross-national attraction to foreign practices and policies (Phillips and 

Ochs, 2003) is evident in the methods adopted for skills planning and design, especially in 

the development of a national qualifications framework along the lines of those followed by 

over 120 countries in the world. The National Skills Qualification Framework (NSQF) came 

into effect in 2013 as a competency-based framework ordering all systems of education (i.e., 

general, vocational and technical), and qualifications according to a series of levels, from 1-

10, with each level associated with specific knowledge, skills, aptitudes and competencies. 

The NSQF seeks to provide quality assurance through standardized, nationally recognized 
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learning outcomes, expecting to facilitate mobility within and between different streams of 

education; create equivalence with international standards for global mobility of the 

workforce; and allow for transitions from non-formal labor markets into the formal market 

through the recognition of prior learning. 

With funds and technical assistance drawn from international donor organizations like 

the World Bank, a target of skilling 500 million workers by 2022 was initially set by the state 

in 2009, which was subsequently reduced to 402 million in 2015 (MSDE, 2015). The MSDE 

has since distanced itself from these targets (Mallapur, 2017). This was amidst criticism that 

huge physical targets had been set for various sectors in an arbitrary manner, without proper 

analysis of sectoral requirements (MSDE, 2016). In another more recent statement
2
, the 

MSDE articulated the challenge, rather than a target, of skilling 104 million new entrants into 

the workforce annually, between 2015-2022, and re-skilling and up-skilling of close to 

298.25 million of the existing workforce, stating the need to strengthen the already existing 

industry-led demand driven skilling ecosystem (King, 2012), rather than move to a supply-

driven one.  

Another missed target of the policy has been the plan to make all training and 

educational institutes mandatorily NSQF compliant within five years from inception, by 

December 2018. With the period having lapsed, and multiple barriers remaining to the 

realization of a comprehensive skilling ecosystem, including poor uptake of the NSQF 

standards, narrow conceptualization of occupational roles, overlaps and confusion regarding 

roles and responsibilities of various agencies and ministries, inadequate training 

infrastructure and substandard quality of training (MSDE, 2016), plans for an extension in the 

future remain unclear.  

Vocationalisation of Secondary and Higher Secondary Education 

Corresponding with these developments, the vocational education program in the 

country also underwent revisions, and was aligned more closely with the national skills 

policy and NSQF, and was reintroduced as the new VSHSE scheme. The VSHSE program 

maps on to levels 1-4 of the NSQF, and was specifically designed with the objectives of 

ñenhance[ing] employability of youth through demand- driven, competency-based, modular 

                                                           
2
 The statement was released as a response to questions posed by IndiaSpend in 2017 and was retrieved from 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tQLUeSiQMPq_WPNog0hX8VmZv-LYXvnk9Z9KgJZyOfA/edit 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tQLUeSiQMPq_WPNog0hX8VmZv-LYXvnk9Z9KgJZyOfA/edit
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vocational coursesò (p.7), as well as to reduce drop-out levels and the burden on higher 

education (MHRD, 2014).  

The VSHSE was launched in Karnataka in 2014-15 (Maithreyi et al., 2017). The 

specific trades selected for introduction through the VSHSE programs within government 

schools in each state are supposedly based on a district-level skill-gap study conducted by the 

National Skills Development Corporation (NSDC),
3
 a public-private partnership for skilling 

that was set up by the government in 2009. The five trade sectors that have been identified for 

Karnataka were automobile, retail, health, beauty and wellness, and information technology 

(IT).The skill subjects were initially introduced in 100 government schools in Karnataka 

(with a maximum of two subjects to be introduced per school, and a maximum of 25 students 

to be trained per class, per sector each year), and later expanded to a 150 schools (RMSA, 

2013). While students are marked along with the other subjects through internal and external 

examinations each year, certification in the trade, allowing students to apply for a job in the 

sector, is provided after completion of four levels of training after class 12, allowing students 

to apply for a job in the sector. In the initial years of implementation, the skills subjects were 

provided as additional subjects to be learnt in addition to the core subjects, but since 2016, 

the skills subject has been offered as an optional subject to be taken instead of the third 

language in Karnataka. Trainers for skills training are hired on a contractual basis via private 

vocational training providers (VTPs) selected for each sector by the RMSA through a 

tendering process.  

In the first phase of a study by CBPS to understand the social impacts and outcomes 

of this program in schools, several insights were gained into the existing skilling environment 

in schools. The scheme was found to have been implemented with an urgency at the cost of 

effective end to end planning, resulting in inadequate preparation of institutions, personnel 

and infrastructure on the ground. This was further exacerbated by highly centralized planning 

of the program, fragmented operationalization due to lack of clarity and coordination, and a 

large role given to the private sector in the implementation which did not account for local 

concerns. As a result, students were impacted adversely through procedural delays in trainer 

appointments, fund transfers, introduction of higher levels of courses, and lack of 

certification upon completion of various levels of the course. Further, there was no clarity on 

                                                           
3
 The NSDC is a not-for-profit company in which the majority stakes are held by the private sector. 
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future avenues for vocational training opportunities, revealing a disregard for outcomes of the 

courses for students as well as student aspirations around education and employment
4
.  

A second phase of the study sought to examine these findings in more depth to 

provide a critical sociological account of the impact of the skills program on students from 

poor and disadvantaged families. The volume presents findings from the second phase in the 

context of major gaps in research on the skilling environment in India that have remained 

limited to macro accounts of the policy and its implications. Most research on skilling and 

vocational education in India have mainly focused on the dynamics of supply and demand, 

institutional and policy provisions, and quality issues (Gautam & Navin, 2014; Gupta et al., 

2016; Mehrotra, 2011; 2014; Pandya, 2016; Pilz, 2016; Singh, 2012; Dar, 2008). A report 

commissioned by the MSDE on rationalizing and optimizing the functioning of sector skills 

council (MSDE, 2016) also presents the shortcomings in planning for the policy as well as 

implementation failures, and even recommends providing a stronger foundation of general 

education till the secondary level, and only introducing vocational education at the higher 

secondary level.  

Aside from the lop-sided planning, few studies have critically analyzed the micro-

politics of skilling, and their impacts at the social level. Few scholars such as Kenneth King 

(2012), Krishna Kumar (2011) and Radhika Saraf (2015) have pointed to the implicit 

caste/class connotations associated with vocational education and training. Specifically 

analyzing the VSHSE program, Saraf (2015) has argued that routes to acquire jobs within the 

high value-added services sector is closed off to youth in government schools who are instead 

being prepared for blue-collar jobs in the low-end service economy. Pointing to the declining 

capacity of agriculture and manufacturing to absorb labor, and with few avenues to access 

quality education, she states that the VSHSE program, in fact, reproduces caste/class statuses 

of young people who are forced to rely on these options.  

However, few in-depth studies examining the impacts of the skills policy and 

investments are as yet available which go beyond conceptual critiques based on secondary 

data. This volume attempts to fill this gap by linking a micro-sociological understanding of 

the program in schools. Through this analysis, it provides insights beyond accounts of gaps in 

design and implementation, by drawing attention to the manner in which the policy translates 

into processes involving active negotiations by actors as well as the effects and outcomes of 

                                                           
4
 A more detailed account of the findings can be found in the full report attached in Annexure 2. 
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these processes. Reiterating the implications drawn by Saraf (2015) our study makes note of 

the social reproduction enabled through the VSHSE program, and it also aims to show 

how these reproductive practices are fueled through the embedded neoliberalism and its 

tenets of individualism and individual accountability and enterprise.
5
  

The volume is divided into four chapters. The first chapter undertakes a close reading 

of the curricular and NSQF policy framework and draws attention to the nature of skills that 

students from poor and marginalized communities are being prepared for. Through a close 

analysis of the curriculum, classroom transactions, and identified competencies for each job 

role, it shows how lower caste/class students are being trained for non-intellectual forms of 

work within the growing urban service economy, thus reproducing earlier divisions between 

manual/menial work and white-collar work as well as the reproduction of gendered labor 

through VSHSE. 

The second chapter on studentsô contexts and aspirations discusses this further by 

showing the disjuncture between professional higher education that studentsô and families 

seek in order to escape their social status and contexts, and the nature of training offered by 

the programs. Drawing attention to the precarious relationship that students and families from 

the lower castes/classes have with education, the chapter shows how the students nevertheless 

attempt to maximize their odds. Such attempts include selecting the skills subject under the 

VSHSE program as back-up options, or simply as an easier means to pass the exam. Against 

this context, the chapter shows how the program still fails to meet even their minimal 

aspirations.  

The third and fourth chapters take on a sectoral analysis of the automobile and 

healthcare industries respectively for which students are being prepared through the VSHSE 

program. The chapter on the automobile sector draws attention to how the course neither 

prepares them for jobs nor for further education, with the practical and theoretical skills being 

too inadequate to pursue jobs and education respectively. The chapter on the healthcare 

industry again draws attention to the selection of job roles for training within a professional 

field like medicine, and shows how manual/menial jobs that have been associated with lower 

castes/classes have been selected, despite the industry having a huge shortfall of labor in 

                                                           
5
 The term neoliberalism here is used as a political ideology that advocates for lesser state regulation of markets, 

including within the social sector, promotion of laissez faire policies and greater individual economic 

participation through choice-making.   
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other technical/professional roles. Put together, the four chapters present a picture of the 

social reproduction of caste/class positions of students within the VSHSE program.  

 

Methodology 

The chapters in this volume draw on insights from an ethnographic study of the 

VSHSE program in government schools in Bangalore, and Mysore. The study was conducted 

over a period of one academic year (June 2017-March 2018), during which we conducted in-

depth classroom observations and semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders including 

trainers, teachers, students, parents and private vocational training providers.
6
 Ten schools in 

Bangalore were chosen for the study, covering the five vocational subjects of retail, 

automobile, IT, healthcare and beauty and wellness. Weekly visit to each school was made 

(expect when schools had exams or holidays) by one of the team of seven researchers 

involved in the study.
7
 For the most part, a single researcher visited the same school 

repeatedly in order to ensure continuity of observations, and develop rapport within the 

schools. Researchers recorded the classroom transactions and student-teacher interactions 

within the skills classes, and also spent some time outside the skills classes in staffrooms with 

students, during mid-day meals, and recorded other activities of the school. The researchers 

also attended guest lectures and field visits with students and trainers in some schools. Home 

visits were also made to selected studentsô homes to interact with parents and understand 

studentsô home contexts better, based on studentsô and parentsô willingness and availability. 

Students mostly belonged to poor/migrant families working in garment factories or within the 

informal urban economy as domestic helps, construction workers, petty traders or 

pourakarmikas i.e., sweepers and cleaners appointed by the municipality.  

Each school was meant to offer four levels of two of the courses, i.e., levels 1 to 4 as 

defined under NSQF guidelines, each level corresponding with one academic year from 9th 

standard to the second year at pre-university college (PUC) or 12th standard. However, 

during our period of study, levels 3 and 4 were yet to be implemented in schools in 

Bangalore. So, additionally, one school in Mysore was covered as a case study.  

                                                           
6
 See Annexure II for the questionnaires used to conduct the interviews.  

7
 Field work was conducted by seven researchers. However, two of the researchers left CBPS following the field 

work period, and have not been part of the analysis of data.  
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Primary and secondary data consisting of field notes, interviews, socio-demographic 

checklists, curricular and policy texts and secondary reports on the demand and quantum of 

skilling have been systematically analyzed using qualitative software such as NVivo and 

ATLAS.ti. All names of persons, schools and other institutions have been anonymized in the 

chapter to protect the confidentiality of informants. The following chapters present a more 

detailed account of the data analyzed for the study.  
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Chapter 2: Curricular Analysis of Indiaôs Vocationalisation of Secondary and Higher 

Secondary Education Scheme 

R. Maithreyi  

 

Introduction  

The chapter presents a critical analysis of the curricular content and structure of the 

VSHSE program. Closely examining the curricular framework and subject-specific 

workbooks, the chapter presents the neoliberal ideology that informs the stateôs vision of 

education and human power planning. Devoid of social consciousness, critical reflection or 

ethical responsibility, the chapter shows how the educational and work opportunities made 

available to poorer students in government schools post-schooling and skilling, in fact, 

reproduce their  caste/class (Sharma, 2014) contexts by slotting them into menial jobs at the 

lowest end of the service economy, and also consolidating gendered conceptions of the self 

and body through certain courses.
8
 

The chapter draws on data from primary fieldwork in the form of classroom 

transactions of the curriculum, and it offers a textual analysis of curricular material, 

government circulars and documents. In addition, it draws on insights derived from families 

and their aspirations for education. For many of these families that we covered in our study, 

higher education remained aspirational as their sons and daughters were the first generation 

to access post-primary schooling while many students had elder siblings who had dropped 

out due to the pressure to work.
9
 Contextualizing the emphasis within the curriculum against 

this background of families and children, this chapter attempts to point to the ways in which 

the curriculum remains insensitive to their everyday realities and instead contributes to 

reproducing their social contexts and conditions. This is achieved through a close and critical 

reading of the micro-aspects of the curriculum, identifying its underlying aims and 

expectations of students. 

                                                           
8
 The conjoining of caste-class here refers to the ónexusô between caste and class in processes of social 

stratification in India 
9
 More details regarding the methodology of the larger study is presented in the introductory chapter. Detailed 

accounts of students and their contexts is also presented in chapter 3. 
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Educational studies adopting textual and discursive analytic techniques have been 

critiqued for being unable to demonstrate how ñlarge-scale social discourses are 

systematically (or, for that matter, unsystematically) manifest in everyday talk and writing in 

local sitesò (Luke, 1995-96, p.11). This chapter analyses the language of specific curricular 

material and classroom transactions to show how ñtexts are constructive of social formations, 

communities, and individualsô social identitiesò (Luke, 1995-96, p.9). The aim of the 

curricular analysis is to show how ñbroader formations of discourse and power are manifest 

in everyday aspects of texts in useò (Luke, 1995-96, p.11). The following table presents a list 

of the material analyzed for this purpose:  

Table 1: List of documents used for curricular analysis 

Sl.No. Document Author / By Date 

Government Orders and Notifications 

1. Notification. The Gazette 

of India Extraordinary, 

Part 1, Section 2.  

Ministry of 

Finance 

December 

27, 2013) 

2. The scheme of Secondary 

and Higher Secondary 

Education ï List of Job 

Roles 

MHRD May 31, 

2017 

3. National Vocational 

Education Qualification 

Framework 

RMSA 

Karnataka 

September 

20, 2013 

4.  Timetable and assessment 

forms for the NSQF 

scheme 

Secondary 

Education 

Department, 

Government 

of Karnataka 

August 3, 

2016 

 Curricular material  

5. Competency-based 

Curriculum (for classes 9 

to 12; NSQF Level 1-4) ï 

Healthcare ï General Duty 

Assistant (QP Ref. Id.: 

HSS/Q5101) 

PSSCIVE  

6. Curriculum Auto-SRV 

L1-NQ ï L4-NQ (student 

workbook) 

PSSCIVE 2016 

7. NVEQ Level 1 BW101-

NQ2013 ï Introduction to 

Body care (Student 

workbook) 

PSSCIVE 2013 

8. NVEQ Level 2 BW201-

NQ2013 Body Care and 

Labournet 2013 



18 
 

Wellness 1 (Student 

Handbook) 

9. Information Technology 

NVEQ Level 1 IT101-

NQ2012 -Functional 

English -- to --- IT107- 

NQ2012 ï Email 

Messaging 

PSSCIVE 2012 

    Note: This analysis was undertaken by R. Maithreyi  

All material was systematically reviewed and thematically coded using qualitative 

software like NVivo and Microsoft Excel (Excel). The following sections first provide a brief 

description of the program and then the general and subject-specific insights from the 

analysis are offered.  

Vocationalisation of Secondary and Higher Secondary Education (VSHSE): The scheme 

and its limitations 

The revised VSHSE program for students of classes 9 to 12 was launched in 

Karnataka in 2014-15 (Maithreyi et al., 2017). An earlier study conducted by CBPS has 

identified several issues arising from just the planning and implementation of the program. 

For example, in the arbitrary selection of a limited number of students to receive these skills, 

the criteria required for taking certain subjects like IT further reinforces the division between 

the privileged few with access to English language education and those with no access to it. 

There are delays in notification of the subject within the state governmentôs Board of Studies, 

which has led to at least two batches of students receiving no certification in the subject. The 

choices offered by the program, namely that of dropping the language subject for the skills 

subject, cause a restriction in avenues for higher education and loss of years for at least some 

students.
10

 

In this chapter, significant issues with the curriculum are identified. While policy and 

scheme documents as well as accounts by most teachers, trainers and VTPs have presented 

the program as beneficial, considering the poor and marginalized backgrounds of students, 

this very socio-material history of students is drawn upon to show how the curriculum serves 

to reproduce and consolidate their everyday contexts of disadvantage.  

                                                           
10

 A detailed discussion of the implementation challenges and failures has been reported in an earlier report by 

Maithreyi et al. (2017), attached as Annexure III; a discussion of how dropping the language subject restricts 

further opportunities has been demonstrated by Prasad, in this volume.  
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The chapter makes three central arguments: one, the choice of trades to be offered 

does not even reflect the market demand as posed by the very agencies responsible for 

identification of skill-needs, and instead reinforces the caste/class disadvantage of students; 

two, the curricular focus and structure does not follow any clear or consistent framework 

leading to confused and contradictory contents using culturally alien language and 

expectations from students; and three, the content and transactions not only reproduce gender, 

class and caste norms and expectations but also uncritically introduce neoliberal values as 

given and desirable.  

Learning for specific job roles and caste/class reproduction through the VSHSE 

Despite over 20 sectors, including sectors such as agriculture and allied services, 

tourism and hospitality, real estate and building construction, identified by the NSDC as 

generating high demand for employment (NSDC, 2013), only 5 trade sectors have been 

identified for training through the VSHSE across the state of Karnataka. Further, only two of 

these sectors, IT/IT enabled Services (ITeS) and healthcare, have been listed among the high 

growth sectors, while the others such as beauty and wellness, retail and automobile do not 

appear within this list. A perusal of policy documents provides no help with understanding 

the rationale for selection of these specific trades nor does it provide any clue as to why the 

same subjects have been chosen for implementation state-wide when mammoth efforts have 

been made in identifying differences in skills-gaps in districts by the NSDC.  

What appears to be evident, however, is the predominant focus of Karnatakaôs 

VSHSE program on the urban service economy. Further, an examination of the specific job 

roles for which students are being prepared makes it evident that these roles (such as service 

technician, general duty assistant, sales associate, etc.), offered to the poorest students from 

marginalized and minority communities for whom state schools are the last resort, are the 

lowest rungs of their respective industries.
11

 While the large share of the service economy in 

Karnatakaôs Gross State Domestic Product (GSDP), at 56%, may be used to explain these 

selections along with economic forecasts that show a greater demand for semi-skilled (at 

43%) and unskilled labor (at 25%) (NSDC, 2013), such explanations only demonstrate the 

                                                           
11

 For more details regarding the demographic population of the state schools covered in this study, refer to 

chapter 3 in this volume. For a discussion of how access to education has been reduced to poor quality state 

schools for marginalized communities such as Scheduled Castes/Scheduled Tribes (SCs/STs) and minorities, 

see Batra, 2013; Chavan, 2009; De, Noronha & Samson, 2002-2003; Dyer, 2009; Mooij, 2008; Velaskar, 2010. 
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stateôs privileging of narrow economic factors (over socio-historical ones) in educational and 

humanpower planning.  

What is also evident is that this choice of job roles has entailed a selective use of 

economic data leaving statistics which shows incremental demands for humanpower in other 

sectors that, for example, can support the rural economy (e.g., in agriculture and allied 

sectors) or even social sectors such as education and skills development (NSDC, 2013) that 

might in fact contribute more significantly to aspects of social equity and welfare. What is 

interesting to note from the NSDCôs (2013) projections is also how these social sectors of 

education and even healthcare (which has been selected for implementation) show a greater 

demand for skilled humanpower (for which, presently there is little demand otherwise, at just 

5% of the total workforce of Karnataka), rather than for the semi-skilled humanpower. The 

NSDC (2013) report clearly shows that when compared with all other high demand sectors, 

healthcare is the only sector for which the greatest demand is for skilled and highly skilled 

workers (90% as opposed to 10% for semi-skilled workers), despite which the focus of the 

VSHSE program remains on the lowest end of the healthcare sector (as is the case with the 

other four sectors).  

This is also despite the MHRDôs identification of alternate job roles that students can 

be prepared for within these sectors with the same duration and levels of training (see Table 2 

below).  

Table 2: Alternative job roles identified by MHRD  

 

Skills Sector 

(Subject) 

Job Role selected for training 

under the VSHSE program in 

Karnataka (post-Level 4 training) 

MHRD identified alternate job roles 

available post-level 4/class 12 

training  

IT/ITES Service Desk Attendant Domestic Data Entry Operator; Junior 

Software developer; Customer 

Relationship Manager- Voice; 

Customer Relationship Manager Non-

Voice 

Automobile Automotive Service Technician Sales Executive Dealer; Customer 

Relationship Executive cum tele-caller 

Retail Sales Associate - 

Healthcare General Duty Assistant Home health aide; Dental Assistant; X-

ray technician; Diet Assistant 

Beauty & 

Wellness 

Beauty Therapist - 
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As seen from Table 2, while opportunities for acquiring more professional roles such 

as that of a sales executive dealer in automobile or an X-ray technician or diet assistant in 

healthcare exist (and are also desired by students and parents, as evident from our 

ethnographic interviews which revealed studentsô aspirations of becoming garage owners or 

nurses and doctors), the VHSHE program in Karnataka, in fact, prepares students for 

menial/manual roles, such as that of a service technician (i.e. mechanic) or general duty 

assistant (GDA is a role involving house-keeping and cleaning). Considering the poor urban, 

migrant families that students come from, with parents in these families already engaged in 

various forms of manual labor considered undesirable as it involves ódirtying oneôs handsô 

(e.g., cleaning and housekeeping jobs, mechanic roles, pourakarmikas), the VSHSE course 

actively institutionalizes the social reproduction of  caste/class positions while also being 

unmindful of student aspirations.
12

 

Moreover, considering the forms of training and skills emphasized up to level 4 of the 

NSQF that correspond with the VSHSE program, it can further be argued that the program 

does not just limit social mobility based on the limited forms of training it offers but also 

reproduces discriminatory caste-based practices that have historically shaped differences in 

acquisition of intellectual/cognitive versus manual/non-cognitive knowledges for different 

groups. Table 3 presents a summary of the different kinds of knowledge, skills and 

responsibilities associated with graduates at each subsequent level of training of the NSQF.  

                                                           
12

 For more details on studentsô and familiesô perceptions of different jobs, and aspirations for better jobs, see 

chapter 3 in this report. 
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Table 3: Knowledge and skills associated with different levels of NSQF training 

LEVEL Process Required Professional 

Knowledge 

Professional Skill Core Skill Responsibility 

1 Prepares to carry out 

processes that are 

repetitive on a regular 

basis and requires no 

previous experience 

Familiar with 

common trade 

terminology  

Routine and repetitive, 

takes safety and security 

measures 

Reading, writing, addition, 

subtraction; personal 

finances, familiar with 

social and religious 

diversity, hygiene and 

environment 

No responsibility, 

under continuous 

instruction and close 

supervision 

2 Prepares to carry out 

processes that are 

repetitive on a regular 

basis with little 

understanding and more 

practice 

Material and tools 

application in a 

limited context, 

understands 

context of work 

and quality 

Limited service skill used, 

select and apply tools, 

differentiates good from 

bad quality 

Receive and transmit oral 

and written messages; 

personal finances, familiar 

with social and religious 

diversity, hygiene and 

environment  

No responsibility, 

under continuous 

instruction and close 

supervision 

3 Carry put a job which 

requires limited range of 

routines and is 

predictable 

Basic facts, 

processes and 

principles applied 

in trade of 

employment 

Recall and demonstrate 

practical skill; routine and 

repetitive in narrow range 

of application  

Language to communicate 

(written or oral) with some 

clarity; basic arithmetic, 

algebraic principles, persona 

l banking basic knowledge 

of social, and natural 

environment 

Under close 

supervision, some 

responsibility for own 

work within defined 

limit  
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4 Work in familiar, 

routine, predictable 

situation of clear choice 

Factual knowledge 

of field of study 

Recall and demonstrate 

practical skill; routine and 

repetitive in narrow range 

of application, using 

appropriate rule and tool 

and quality concept 

Language to communicate 

(written or oral) with 

required clarity; basic 

arithmetic, algebraic 

principles, personal banking 

basic knowledge of social, 

political and natural 

environment 

Responsibility for 

own work and 

learning 

5 Job that requires well-

developed skills with 

clear choice of 

procedures in familiar 

context 

Knowledge of 

facts, principles 

and processes and 

general concepts in 

a field of study  

A range of cognitive and 

practical skills required to 

accomplish tasks and solve 

problems by selecting and 

applying basic tools, 

methods, material and 

information 

Desired mathematical skills, 

understanding of social and 

political and some skill of 

collecting and organising 

information and 

communication 

Responsibility for 

own work and 

learning, and some 

responsibility for 

others work and 

learning 

6 Demand wide range of 

specialised technical 

skill, clarity of 

knowledge and practice 

in broad range of 

activity involving 

standard and non-

standard practice 

Factual and 

theoretical 

knowledge in broad 

contexts in field of 

work or study 

A range of cognitive and 

practical skills required to 

generate solutions to 

specific problems in field 

of work or study 

Reasonably good in 

mathematical calculation, 

understanding of social and 

political, data collecting and 

organising, and logical 

communication 

Responsibility for 

own work and 

learning, and 

responsibility for 

others work and 

learning 

 Source: Ministry of Finance, 2013 
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As seen from the table, students are mainly being prepared to undertake routine, 

repetitive tasks with no responsibility and under close supervision up to level 4, in roles such 

as that of IT service desk attendant, sales executive or even service technician. Even when 

students may have opportunities to work in high skills or high-end service industries like 

IT/ITeS or retail, what is clear is that they will still be involved in repetitive or manual jobs 

such as attending to phone calls (IT service desk attendant) or packaging and labelling 

(retail), which allow for little application of intellectual skills such as decision-making, 

logical reasoning, use of high-end technologyïskills that may have however been expected of 

alternate job roles with similar levels of training such as of a junior software developer or X-

ray technician (see Table 2) due to the very nature of these jobs.  

Together, these observations present two significant insights: first, it shows that 

students might have been given additional forms of intellectual training (e.g. in logical and 

mathematical reasoning) if alternate roles such as that of a junior software developer had 

been selected under the VSHSE program by Karnataka; and second, it reinforces the 

observations that poor and lower caste students within government schools are being reserved 

for non-intellectual tasks within the urban economy reproducing earlier forms of caste-based 

discrimination in the acquisition of knowledge. Considering that the policy itself notes that 

many of these students are at a risk of dropping out and may be unable to access higher 

education (RMSA-Karnataka, 2014), limiting these students to non-intellectual forms of 

knowledge and job roles might not only contribute to limiting future mobility but also fail to 

address the historical, caste-related discrimination that marginalized groups have long-faced 

within education.   

Having presented the focus of VSHSE and how it contributes to a reproduction of 

caste/class positions, a more in-depth analysis of the curricular structure and classroom 

transactions follows. Examining the curricular content, evaluation patterns and teaching-

learning practices, it is clear that the program fails to meet the needs of even the specific job 

roles that have been identified for training.  

Curricular Content and Structure: Confused Intentions 

A second serious concern with the curriculum is its lack of clarity regarding what it 

prepares students for. The model curriculum for each sector has been prepared by the Pandit 

Sunderlal Sharma Central Institute of Vocational Education (PSSCIVE), a unit of the 

National Council for Educational Research and Training (NCERT), along with consultants 
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and experts from the specific industry under which a given job role falls. A total of 200 hours 

of training has been planned for the first 2 years (levels 1 and 2 corresponding to classes 9 

and 10) and 300 hours for the next two (in levels 3 and 4, corresponding to classes 11 and 12) 

(RMSA-Karnataka, 2013).  

With the aim of the program being to prepare students to be ójob-readyô, greater 

weightage is given to practical training. This (i.e., the emphasis on practical training) is also 

reflected in the evaluation patterns as can be seen from Table 4 below.  

Table 4: Assessment format of the VSHSE program 

Sl No. Type of Examination Maximum Marks Minimum Marks (to 

be scored) 

i Practical Exam 50 18 

ii  Theory Exam 30 10 

iii  Internal Assessment (scored against 

projects, classroom participation in 

activities, behavior and attendance) 

20 - 

 Total 100 28 

*Translated from the Department of Education, Government of Karnatakaôs Notification 

on Timetable and Assessment pattern for the NSQF program     

However, observations of the translation of the curriculum within the classroom belie 

the intentions of developing practical skills in students. While an important reason for this is 

the lack of adequate facilities (such as computers, healthcare equipment, beauty and wellness 

products or other equipment required for the automobile course), the curriculum itself is also 

designed to teach practical skills instrumentally or through rote methods, preparing students 

inadequately to practically apply this knowledge.  

For example, take the IT curriculum. It was observed that practical operations such as 

creating files, saving files, naming files and using various functions of programs such as 

Microsoft Word (Word) and Excel were taught to students as a set of processes listed on the 

blackboard or through memorization of jargon. During a class attended at an east Bangalore 

government school, it was seen that a topic such as óApplying Charactersô (that aimed at 

teaching students how to use certain functions of the word processor such as options to 

increase or decrease font size, change color etc.), was taught as a long list of functions to be 

memorized (personal communication, July 19, 2017). Opening a Word document that was 
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typed up in capital letters, the trainer, Bhaskar, started calling out a series of locations and 

functions such as óHome Tabô, óFont Tabô, óFont Styleô, while also writing it on the board as 

follows: 

Home Tab ---> Font Tab ---> Font Style 

This was followed by a series of other instructions in the same manner on the other 

functions available under the Font tab such as font size, grow font, shrink font, highlight text, 

change font color, superscript, subscript, and change case (i.e., upper case, lower case, 

capitalize each work, sentence case and toggle case). Opportunities to practice these functions 

were to be provided later.
13

 However, observations during this session showed how practical 

learning (which could perhaps be better gained through opportunities for trial and error and 

experimentation) was reduced to a series of names, definitions and functions to be 

memorized.  

This was also evident in the manner in which Bhaskar conducted a revision of a chapter 

taught in a previous class, wherein instead of asking students to demonstrate their learning 

using a computer, he asked them factual questions such as to recall the number of tabs and 

names of tabs of a word processor. A little later on, Bhaskar also turned his attention to the 

question paper, reminding students of the topics that they must memorize; for example, 

symbols for various functions (as shown in Table 4) that had appeared in the last yearôs paper 

as a Match the Following question for four marks.   

Table 5: Word processor functions and their symbols 

Functions Symbols 

Superscript x
2
 

Subscript x2 

Grow Font A 

Shrink Font A 

 

The pedagogic style of the classroom might be attributed to the larger rote culture of 

schooling and the education system in the country as a whole. However, the transactions 

                                                           
13

 As each class/school was visited only once a week, it was not possible to verify whether children were 

actually given the opportunity to practice specific lessons that were observed in theory. However, during 

classroom visits, students were seen practising at least some of the functions/programmes taught. 
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observed within the VSHSE IT classroom do not simply represent the rote culture of 

schooling but also point to the nature of the VHSHE curriculum, which seeks to introduce 

what are essentially practical skills that must be gained in situ and through repeated 

experience and practice, through the context of regular schooling. This requires the VSHSE 

syllabus to then be structured according to the timetables, teaching-learning resources and 

evaluation patterns designed for other academic subjects.   

In addition to most classroom transactions structured in this manner, focused on 

learning factual/theoretical information and on how to score marks (specifically in theory) in 

order to pass it, an examination of the syllabus also shows a complete mismatch between the 

objective of practical training and the large factually loaded content of the syllabus. Even 

trainers such as Bhaskar spoke of the heavy (content-loaded) syllabus, pointing out that a 

total of 83 chapters (which were divided into 7 units) had to be covered for students of Level 

1 in IT in the 100 hours that had been set to complete the theoretical syllabus (personal 

communication, July 19, 2017). What is immediately noticeable from this remark is not just 

the heavy content that has to be covered but also the inappropriate weightage given to theory 

and practical learning in terms of teaching hours wherein both receive 100 hours each of the 

total 200 hours allotted to the subject even though the evaluation scheme provides a greater 

weightage of marks to practical learning.  

 A closer analysis of the syllabus also shows the mismatch between the content of the 

curriculum and the role that students are being prepared for. For example, take the health 

curriculum (which trains students to become GDAs) and the beauty and wellness curriculum 

(which trains students to become assistant beauticians). It can be seen that the syllabi include 

complex and dense topics on human biology such as on human body structure, bodily 

functions and nutrition; drug delivery systems and microbiology; sterilization and 

disinfection (under healthcare); and detailed descriptions of human organ systems and arm 

and bone structures (under beauty and wellness )(see Table 6 and Table 7 below), which have 

no relationship with the role-expectations.  

Table 6: Model Healthcare curriculum for classes 9-12 

Level UNIT Healthcare 

I 

 

 

 

1 Healthcare Delivery Systems 

2 Role of the Patient Care Assistant 

3 Personal Hygiene and Hygiene 

4 Primary Healthcare and Emergency Medical Response 
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 5 Immunisation 

6 Communication at the workplace 

II  1 Hospital Structure and Functions 

2 Introduction to Care Plan and Care of Patients 

3 Sterilization and Disinfection 

4 Basic First Aid and Emergency Medical Relief 

5 Human Body: Structure, Functions and Nutrition 

6 Public Relations in Hospital 

III  1 Hospital Management System ï II  

2 Drug Delivery System 

3 Microbiology, Sterilization & Disinfection II 

4 Handling Emergency Services 

5 Administration of Medication 

6 Physiotherapy 

IV  1 Medical Record / Documentation 

 2 Role of General Duty Assistance in Elderly & Child Care 

 3 Bio-waste Management 

 4 Operation Theatre 

 5 Role of General Duty Assistance in Disaster Management 

& Emergency Response 

 6 Self Management and Career Scope 

 

Table 7: Model Beauty and Wellness curriculum for Level 1  

UNIT 1 1 Human Organ Systems 

2 Nutrition 

3 Basics of Cosmetology 

4 Introduction to Wellness 

UNIT 2 1 Arm and Hand Bone Structure 

2 Nail Structure 

3 Hand Skin and Finger Nail Diseases 

4 Hand Care and Nail Care 

UNIT 3 1 Leg and Foot Anatomy 

2 Foot skin and Nail Diseases  

3 Foot Care and Nail Care 

UNIT 4 1 Hair Structure and Growth 

2 Hair Types and its Characteristics 

3 Common Hair and Scalp Problems 

4 Hair Care 

5  Head Massage 

UNIT 5 1 Mehendi 

2 Nail Art 

 

The incongruence between the job role prepared for and the subject matter taught is 

further seen from the kinds of questions on which students are tested on, as can be seen from  

Figure 1: Questions given in the Model Question Papers by Karnataka Secondary 

Education Examination Board 
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Model Question Paper for Beauty and Wellness (Level 1) 

 The part of the digestive system in which food is stored for 3-4 hours is  

 A. Oesophagus   C. Colan [sic] 

 B. Stomach    D. Liver  

 

What are óligamentsô? Mention the functions of collateral ligament?  

 

Model Question Paper for Healthcare (Level 1) 

 

9. The vaccine given to infants through sub-cutaneous route is 

A. OPV 

B. Measles 

C. B.C.G. 

D. D.P.T. 

 

24. What is the meaning of the following terms? 

i) Blood borne pathogens 

 

The first two examples are drawn from a model beauty and wellness question paper 

for level 1, while the last two are drawn from a model healthcare question paper given by the 

Karnataka Secondary Education Examination Board (KSEEB). What can be seen here are the 

unnecessary levels of technical detail that students are tested on. For example, knowledge of 

the specific organ of the digestive system in which food is stored may be completely 

irrelevant to the practical skills of a beautician. 

Discussions with potential employers similarly revealed how they also viewed the 

syllabus as incongruent with the practical requirements of the job role. For example, during 

interviews with superintendents and medical officers of different private and government 

hospitals in Mysore, it became amply evident that these students, with the limited training 

available to them, would never be actually allowed to undertake patient care. Anjan (the 

superintendent of a private hospital in Mysore) summarized this succinctly by stating, ñWe 

are not working with machines here, we are working with humansò (A. Iyer, personal 

communication, March 1, 2018).
14

 In fact, Anjan went on to state that the VSHSE students 

could definitely not be involved with the kinds of training provided through the syllabus, 

such as immunization which clearly forms an important part of the syllabus considering that 

it is an important question that students are tested on in final exams (see Figure 1 above). 

                                                           
14

 For more details on responses of hospital staff refer to chapter 5 in this report. 
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Further, respondents from the healthcare industry saw no requirement for a GDA, a role that 

mainly involves housekeeping and bed making responsibilities, but is mostly filled by 

informal/unskilled labor. Discussions with the principal and lecturers of a Bachelor of 

Vocational Education (B.Voc) college in health technology similarly showed how they 

viewed responsibilities such as measurement of blood pressure (BP) to be incongruent to the 

age and maturity level of children in secondary and higher secondary schools (personal 

communication, March 2, 2018). Such opinions expressed by hospitals as well as other higher 

education institutions clearly indicated how the syllabus appeared to lack contextualization 

with field realities. 

 

Overall, a detailed analysis of the curricular intentions, syllabus, evaluation patterns 

and classroom transactions show a complete mismatch between what the VSHSE program 

attempts to achieve and what the field realities and contexts of studentsô lives are. While a 

heavy content-driven syllabus was noted for many subjects with disproportionate time 

allotted to practical learning, assessment patterns watered down even the theoretical focus of 

the syllabus by not just reducing the marks awarded to theory but also simplifying the paper 

so much that a number of students managed to pass the skills paper without being able to pass 

the other general subject papers (e.g., maths, science and language).
15

 With just 18 marks 

required in the theory paper to pass the skills exam, students were easily able to (and also 

taught by the trainers during the classes how to) score these marks by attempting easy 

sections of the paper such as Fill in the blanks, Match the following or Multiple choice 

questions. In fact, the ease with which the skills subjects could be passed became the primary 

logic that students used to opt for them (as the next chapter in this volume shows) but also 

then posed a hurdle to continuing further education. Based on these observations, it is clear 

that in providing inadequate practical and theoretical training, the VSHSE program appears to 

be in fact be disabling/deskilling students, rather than preparing them with either a strong 

practical or theoretical foundation in the selected vocation.  

 

Having identified the unclear intentions of the VSHSE curriculum which neither 

prepares students for vocational or academic careers,
16

 in the final section of the chapter, a 

deeper analysis of the curriculum of one specific sector ï beauty and wellness ï is undertaken 

                                                           
 
16

 A more detailed discussion of how the VSHSE prepares students neither for work, nor higher education has 

been undertaken by Prasad in his chapter on the automobile sector, presented later in this report. 
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to show how the beauty and wellness curriculum explicitly discriminates and propagates 

prejudiced and stereotypical ideas around gender. 

 

Reproduction of Gender Norms through the VSHSE Curriculum  

Before undertaking a deeper analysis of the curriculum, one might question the very 

choice of beauty and wellness as a subject introduced to high school students, considering the 

significant implications this has on the understanding of the self. As many feminist scholars 

have noted, conceptions of beauty associated with female bodies inscribe moral judgements 

on them and signify the work of patriarchy and capitalism that produce, reproduce and 

propagate narrow conceptions of who is considered as desirable, undesirable, modern, 

successful, and/or ideal (Aizura, 2009; Bordo, 2003; Jha, 2016). As Aizura (2009) notes, such 

constructions of the ideal or desirable are often produced through the conflation of 

characteristics of ówhitenessô (and upper caste and class bodies) with ideas of beauty.  

 

Within this context, the introduction of a subject like beauty and wellness for poor and 

disadvantaged high school students by the state needs to be questioned. While broader 

critiques of the industry, emphasizing the negative influences the industry has on body 

images and the construction of identities and subjectivities particularly amongst women, have 

been growing in the public domain and within academic and activist circles, the state, through 

its VSHSE program, appears to be promoting gendered, racialized and casteist conceptions of 

beauty amongst a group of young, female, lower caste/class adolescent students in 

government schools.  

 

A more detailed analysis of the curricular content of the beauty and wellness program 

further reveals the co-option of the state by, and its propagation of, capitalist ideology (see 

Table 8 below). 
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Table 7: Textual Analysis of Unit 1 (for Level 1) of the beauty and wellness Curriculum (by PSSCIVE in collaboration with Labournet) 

UNITS. Introduction  Session 1: Human Organ Systems Session 2: Nutrition 

 ¶ Presents the size of the beauty industry 

and growing demand for it 

¶ Explains this demand as a result of 

changing lifestyles, consumerism and 

globalization 

¶ Links the above point to growing 

disposable incomes of the middle class 

and the increase in stress as 

contributing to their willingness to 

ñlook and feel goodò 

¶ Argues "Today everybody is becoming 

conscious of their body and has started 

to take interest to know different ways 

to build and maintain it, for one to look 

beautiful and healthy."  

¶ Explains that "Personal appearance is a 

key factor in keeping oneôs morale 

high.ò 

¶ Argues for particularistic ideas of 

beauty ï ñBeauty is a characteristic of a 

person, animal, place, object, or idea 

that provides a perceptual experience of 

pleasure or satisfactioné.An "ideal 

beauty" is an entity which is admired, 

or possesses features widely attributed 

to beauty in a particular culture, for 

perfection." 

¶  Starts with an explanation of 

how ñReaching and 

maintaining optimum health 

and wellness requires an 

understanding of body and its 

functions that affect our 

appearance and wellbeing.ò 

¶ The remainder of the chapter 

focuses on detailed discussions 

of the various organ systems 

from digestive, respiratory, 

circulatory, integumentary, 

skeletal, endocrine and nervous 

systems 

¶ While much of the chapter 

discusses complex biology and 

makes little reference to how 

this is linked to concepts of 

beauty, there is passing 

reference made to healthy skin 

in the section on the circulatory 

system: ñAnything that 

promotes healthy circulation 

helps to keep skin healthy and 

vibrant.ò 

¶ The chapter even contains 

references that would be 

¶ Starts with a discussion on 

nutrition and malnutrition 

linking the latter to nutritional 

deficiencies and food security. 

However, there is a lack of 

critical engagement with the 

idea of food security, which is 

simply explained as ñThe term 

hunger, which describes a 

feeling of discomfort from not 

eating, has been used to 

describe undernutrition, 

especially in reference to food 

insecurity.ò 

¶ The remaining chapter focuses 

on balanced diet, unbalanced 

diet, and types of diets for 

various purposes such as to 

gain weight, lose weight, 

athletics, etc. 

¶ Recommends eating five meals 

a day, and describes the 

different kinds of foods to be 

added into the diet across the 

five meals 

¶ Examples given to explain the 

above point again name foods 



33 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

¶ Finally positions students as serving 

ñelite customersò through personalized 

services, or other job roles in 

department stores, hotels, spas or 

through demonstration of products 

¶ Argues that for this, students must be 

ñwell-dressedò, accommodatingò, 

ñpatientò, ñwell-mannered, polite and 

courteousò, while also having 

knowledge of latest trends, having a 

ñflairò for applying make-up and 

knowledge of human anatomy 

unfamiliar to most government 

school children (and even 

others from more elite 

backgrounds) ï e.g., in the 

section on respiratory system, 

the questions asked is ñDid 

your traps rise like you were 

shrugging a couple 

dumbbells?", in order to 

identify appropriate forms of 

breathing 

that might be unfamiliar and/ 

unavailable to the children from 

the government schools in 

which these programs are 

conducted: e.g., ñHave a tuna 

sandwich with seeded bread at 

lunchò; ñTry soy-based yogurts 

in place of what you usually 

buyò; On how to bring diary 

into your diet - "Obvious, but 

pouring milk over your cereal 

or oatmeal"  



 

Providing a rationale for the introduction of the subject, the introductory chapter in 

the workbook for students of class nine points to the ñexponential growthò in the beauty and 

wellness sector in India due to ñconsumerism, globalization and changing lifestylesò (NVEQ 

Level 1 BW101-NQ2013 ï Introduction to Body care [Student Workbook], henceforth 

referred to as Student Workbook). Rather than discussing the effects of globalization and 

consumerism and its homogenizing and/or other negative effects on people and culture, the 

workbook goes on to state the following: 

Rising disposable income of the rapidly expanding Indian middle 

class, demand fuelled by increasing stress levels and willingness of 

people to look and feel good are further fuelling the growth of the 

Beauty & Wellness industry. (Student Workbook, p.8) 

 

What is seen here is not just the positioning of the industry in service of the middle classes 

for whom lower caste/class students from these government schools are being trained but also 

an explicit description of these studentsô job roles as that of providing personalized services 

to regular and elite customers (Student Workbook, p.8-9). Statements such as these, along 

with other lessons such as that on nutrition make it amply evident that the curriculum is 

designed to be applied in the service of upper caste/class clients far removed from the lives of 

the children in these government schools. Lessons on nutrition present a discussion of 

balanced diets for various purposes (e.g., losing weight, gaining weight, athletics, etc.), 

unmindful of the contexts of these childrenôs lives. In the lesson on nutrition, the ideal diet is 

described as consisting of seven meals. The learning activities expect children to fill in details 

of the seven meals they have had the previous day, and analyze their nutritional content as 

practice, for many children the mid-day meal provided by the government school may in fact 

be the only or one of the two meals of the day.  
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Figure 2: Assignment on nutrition given in the Level 1 Beauty and Wellness Workbook 

 

Further, references are also made to foods alien to children within these schools: 

ñtuna sandwich with seeded breadò (p.59), ñsoy-based yoghurtò (p.59), ñcereal and oatmealò 

(p.60). These are foods that are unaffordable to them and that they might never have seen. 

Even for students coming from non-poor households, these could be culturally alien food 

items that they would have perhaps never had or heard of. Examples such as these and, 

indeed, the very language of the workbook encodes what appears to be familiar upper/middle 

class routines (see illustrative examples below) and clearly show how the course is designed 

for, and in service of, an urban elite audience for whom children from lower  caste/class 

homes have to re-make themselves by imbibing practices, products and routines unfamiliar 

and inaccessible to them, in order to become employable.  

Illustrative examples from the beauty and wellness workbook  

If you want to increase the amount of calcium that you consume, then 

here are some ways of adding it to your diet: Obvious, but pouring 

milk over your cereal or oatmeal (italics mine; p. 60) 
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Did your traps rise like you were shrugging a couple dumbbells? If all 

of this happened, then you are a chest breather. (p. 15) 

 

While inaccessibility and unfamiliarity with the concepts and products mentioned in 

the workbook is just one concern, a more significant one is how middle-class nutritional 

values and physical lifestyles are being instituted as the norm through the lessons. For 

example, a discursive analysis of the lines from the workbook reproduced above shows how 

practices such as taking milk with cereal or oatmeal or the use of dumbbells are presented as 

familiar and taken-for granted routines. The structuring of these sentences within the 

workbook through words such as ñobviousò and jargon such as ñtraps riseò and  ñshrugging 

dumbbellsò suggest that such practices constitute common knowledge that students would be 

(or should be) familiar with too.
17

 The language of the textbook reinforces a sense of 

inferiority within students by presenting such knowledge as commonly known and available, 

while, in fact, they index the lifestyles of the elite with the resources and time to 

conspicuously invest in themselves.  

The language of the workbook also discursively produces new forms of 

understanding of the self and beauty through what Carolan (2003) describes as an ñupper 

class civilising appetiteò. Tracing how practices of diet and health have changed over the 

centuries as greater food security has come to be afforded by the upper classes, Carolan 

shows how dietary palates have now come to focus not on how much one eats but what one 

eats, with the content of oneôs diet becoming a marker of class.  

Carolan also further points to how this refinement of palate has also come to be 

associated with concepts of health and beauty, a topical elision that can also be seen within 

the beauty and wellness curriculum. Such elision is noticeable even in the naming of the 

course as beauty and wellness and the naming of the job role for which students are to be 

prepared for as that of a beauty therapist. Trainers such as Bhavana, teaching at the 

government school in north Bangalore, reiterated this, stating that the course should not be 

viewed as a beauticianôs course but as treatment by which students would be able to 

diagnose and identify problems and give solutions appropriately (personal communication, 

December 15, 2017).
 
 

                                                           
17

 The second example is particularly significant as it is only one of the many exercises that can be undertaken 

using dumbbells that involves the shrugging of shoulders. 
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Taking note of such elision is important as it associates upper caste/class dietary 

practices and physical routines with health, the most basic requirement of everyday living. In 

addition, it also allows for the products and services of the beauty industryïwhich otherwise 

are classified as luxury itemsïas essential and basic. Justified through this analogy drawn 

with health, students in the beauty and wellness course were taught to imbibe a set of 

consumptive practices around beauty and self-care that were articulated as essential to health.  

Studentsô responses to questions about the curriculum also showed how this 

transfiguration of the subject was complete. For example, when asked about the classes and 

what they learnt in them, students like Sindulekha, a class 10 student from a government 

school in north Bangalore, explained that she was learning about health, hengirubeku (how to 

be), how to look after oneôs skin and the importance of keeping healthy (personal 

communication, December 15, 2017). Similarly, another student, Kavya, from class nine of 

the same school, also explained that the beauty teacher had taught her how to take care of 

pimples and keep her hands, legs and nails clean. She further stated that she had learnt that 

she had to wear gloves and slippers to protect her hands and feet and learnt about what 

products to use on her body and what might adversely affect her (personal communication, 

December 15, 2017). Kavyaôs explanation of the beauty classes focused on issues of 

cleanliness and hygiene and her use of words such as óprotectô and óaffectô again point to the 

close associations made through curriculum and classroom transactions between beauty and 

health.  

While the presenting of concepts of beauty as health has resulted in students and 

trainers evaluating the course positively, it in fact promotes uncritical (and unaffordable) 

consumerism, further reproducing caste/class and gender divisions. For example, during a 

discussion, Divya, a student from one of the north Bangalore government schools we visited, 

pointed to having learnt the importance of applying Fair and Lovely (a skin-whitening beauty 

cream) daily, stating that earlier she had only been using it once in a while. Another student, 

Priya, stated that she had learnt the importance of washing oneôs face at least thrice a day 

(personal communication, August 7, 2017). All of these new knowledges had been received 

by children during classes on skin color, pigmentation and skin problems. While these 

lessons did not explicitly promote gendered norms of fairness, in teaching children both the 

industry as well as commonly perceived standards of beauty, they legitimized ófairness, a 

characteristic common to white and upper caste bodies, as the norm. Along with such 

information on products for fairness given to students, which created aspirations to fit with 
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these standards and encouraged consumerist tendencies such as increased use of beauty 

products among them, classroom transactions on beauty reproduced racist gender norms in 

other ways. For example, during classes on skin care routines on using cleansers, toners, 

moisturizers and sunscreen, trainers such as Vindhya (from a north Bangalore school) taught 

children to apply sunscreen over the moisturizer, at least six times a day, stating that this was 

so that they did not tan or become dark (kappagubaraduantha) as they came to school by bus 

(personal communication, August 19, 2017). During another session on haircare, Vindhya 

similarly told children that it was those who went out in the sun or worked in the sun (bisillali 

kelasa maadavaru) who would have dry, brown hair with split ends, and instructed children 

to stay away from the sun. 

Setting up middle class/upper caste lives as the norm (whether it is in reference to 

diet, work, or lifestyle such as being able to avoid the sun), the beauty and wellness course 

not just encourages uncritical acceptance of a gender-insensitive and consumerist industry, it 

also reproduces social divisions between dark-skinned/fair-skinned persons, and manual labor 

castes/classes and professional workers (based on their appearance). With a majority of 

students in the government schools in which the course is being conducted belonging to 

lower caste/class homes, such curricular transactions within the classroom are not only 

humiliating but reinforce a sense of inferiority within students that is profoundly gendered. 

Further, with students aspiring to attain such standards, curricular transactions are not just re-

establishing divisions within society but even within families, with children adopting 

appearances or diets very different from that of other family members.  

Finally, through such expectations for transformation in appearance and lifestyle, 

involving affective labor, the beauty and wellness curriculum not just teaches students to 

locate themselves within a patriarchal and consumerist culture, it also places an onus on them 

to become óemployableô by adopting the required personality and appearance for their newly 

trained job roles. These expectations are overtly made in the introductory chapter of the 

student workbook, where the following is stated: 

 

A beautician has to look well-dressed, neat and smart-looking at work. 

She/he has to be always polite, punctual and professional in her/his 

approach. When interacting closely with the clients, it is imperative 

that the beautician is patient and accommodating, inspiring the clients' 

trust and have good rapport with them. She/he must take an interest in 
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the latest beauty trends and products to be knowledgeable enough to 

advise clients when required. (p.8) 

 

Expectations are for students to not just adopt the right appearances (well-dressed) but 

also the right attitudes, mannerisms (polite, punctual, accommodative and patient) and the right 

knowledge (such as knowledge of latest beauty trends) which may be inaccessible to children 

coming from marginalized backgrounds and lower caste/class cultures with negligible cultural 

capital. That students struggle even to keep up with the lessons taught in the classroom was 

evident from instances such as children using the word rose for blusher, and trainers such as 

Vindhya scolding them for being stuck on the beauty concepts and terminologies of a past era 

(óneev innu haLe kaaladalli idhira.eega rose antha kariyallaô).  

 

While children struggled with many of the terms (such as moisturizer and concealer) 

taught and expected of them, and some such as Rachna (of class nine from a government 

school) even admitting that these words did not even enter their mouths (baayige baralla idhu), 

the curriculum placed expectations on them to stay constantly updated on new beauty 

concepts, products and services. What all of this seems to suggest is not just the reproduction 

of caste, class and gender discriminations through the beauty and wellness curriculum but also 

the subjectification of students into enterprising neoliberal workers who would continuously 

work upon themselves in order to serve the interests of the elite and the beauty industry.  

 

Conclusion 

The chapter undertook a critical analysis of the VSHSE curriculum and demonstrated 

the ways in which it contributes to furthering inequalities against its stated intentions of 

furthering opportunities for students from disadvantaged communities. In fact, a close 

reading of the scheme documents as well as curricular material shows how, on the one hand, 

they are constructive of material caste/class divisions, and on the other, they are limiting 

opportunities for social mobility for students from lower caste/class families and discursively 

associating beauty and desirability with white, upper caste/class bodies and lifestyles. 

The latter aspect of the curriculum not just legitimizes upper caste/class advantage, but 

more problematically reiterates racialized and gendered norms of beauty and body care that 

are significantly located within upper caste/class lives to young adolescent girls from lower 

caste/class backgrounds in government schools. Though students across all five sectors of 
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training are being prepared by the VSHSE curriculum to serve elite customers through 

various forms of bodily labor, the beauty and wellness curriculum particularly lays 

expectations on students to also remake themselves by rejecting their own caste/class 

positions (i.e., through a rejection of their own skin color, hair texture, diet, lifestyle, and 

work) in order to become more appealing to the customers they serve. That is to say, it lays 

expectations for students to contribute not just through bodily labor but also affective, 

gendered, and immaterial forms of labor, demonstrating how the stateôs policies on education 

and humanpower planning are aligned with the demands of the neoliberal economy.   

The textual analysis of the curriculum across the subjects also shows how poor and 

marginalized students within government schools are being prepared for non-intellectual 

forms of work, requiring few cognitive skills, while alternate roles and demands for 

intellectual labor, with similar levels of training, exist. With most students in these schools at 

risk of dropping out, investments made by the skills program in training students for 

manual/non-intellectual job roles (many of which can be acquired informally with little 

training), rather than in building intellectual/cognitive skills, significantly contribute to a 

reproduction of caste, class and gender hierarchies. Along with the earlier observations, what 

this points to is the stateôs intentions of privileging economic productivity even at the cost of 

social discriminations that it fosters. 
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Chapter 3: Centering Student Voices in Vocational Education Policy 

Ketaki Prabha 

 

Introduction  

The schooling component of the National Policy on Skills Development and 

Entrepreneurship (NPSDE) (MSDE, 2015) policy specifically focuses on disadvantaged 

students who are considered to be at risk of dropping out of schooling, offering them 

alternative training opportunities for employment. This chapter takes a critical sociological 

approach to the implementation of the skills program in schools, viewing its impact from the 

standpoint of the intended target group of underprivileged students, and how they interface 

with the program. In particular, this chapter attempts to understand the behaviors, attitudes, 

aspirations, and decision-making around educational and employment trajectories of students, 

in relation to their broader contexts of home and schooling, while using the skills program as 

a reference point. In doing so, it seeks to foreground the agency of students as social actors 

who actively negotiate with the education system, rather than being passive recipients of 

macro-policies targeted at them. The representation of these voices and the micro-cultures of 

schooling which influence them are shown to problematize the policyôs current 

conceptualization of students in their narrow socio-economic profiling. The inclusion of these 

insights is central to understanding the materialization of policy on the ground, challenging 

its embedded assumptions, and further creating potential to strengthen it.  

The impact of education policy on students has received significant attention, with 

equity being a key concern in research on sociology of schooling in India. Literature on the 

neoliberal nature of policy shifts in the education sector in recent decades has elaborated on 

issues of deteriorating quality in government schools as well as its disproportionate impact on 

those already marginalized along the axes and intersections of caste, class and gender, further 

contributing to the reproduction of these social structures (Velaskar, 2010; Nambissan, 2012, 

2014; Vasavi, 2015). A common critique of skilling programs has also noted its neoliberal 

orientation towards human resource planning driven by private economic interests, rather 

than equipping individual workers with improved opportunities at the workplace (Jackson, 

99). Saraf (2016) argues that the introduction of vocational education programs at the 

secondary school level in India only serves to consolidate informality by limiting socially and 
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economically disadvantaged students to blue collar employment opportunities, and therefore 

perpetuating and institutionalizing inequality.  

While educational and social structures no doubt affect outcomes of schooling, such 

macro-level explanations do not offer any insight into the manner in which individual 

students navigate these structures. Noting structural barriers such as the lack of economic 

resources as central to the context of everyday life, the chapter aims to situate student 

perspectives within these constraints, rather than focusing solely on them as victims of these 

constraints.  

The following analysis primarily draws on interviews with children, situating them in 

the contexts they take place in, as understood through observations and interactions in 

schools. The next section provides an overview of the home and schooling contexts of 

children in order to understand the material, social, and cultural environment which inform 

student perceptions, notions and rationalizations. 

Home and school context 

Interviews with children revealed the precarity of their home contexts and how these 

conditions play a major role in shaping their decision-making. Most of the children attending 

these schools belong to socio-economically disadvantaged families. The table below shows 

the caste composition of children formally interviewed (Table 8). This is similar to the 

overall government school caste profiles where children from lower castes, backward classes, 

and minority communities have higher representation than general castes. While family 

incomes are varied, most parents are engaged in similar kinds of occupation in the informal 

sector. Several of the childrenôs mothers work as domestic helps in neighboring apartment 

complexes or in housekeeping in offices while their fathers work as drivers, painters, welders, 

watchmen and tailors, among other occupations. Some families are involved in street 

vending. Schools situated closer to the industrial areas have parents working in garment 

factories.  

Table 8: Distribution of students interviewed by social group and skills subject. 

Caste/Sector Health Automobile Beauty Retail IT  Total  

SC 2 4 5 1 1 13 
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ST 2 - 1 - - 3 

OBC 4 8 3 1  16 

Gen 3 1 2 - 2 8 

Minority  6 1 4 2 - 13 

Not 

mentioned 

2 1 - 3 - 6 

Total 19 15 15 7 3 59 

 

Several of these families own agricultural land back in their native hometowns in 

parts of Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, and have moved to Bangalore in search 

of better job prospects. Some part of the extended family continues to manage the cultivation 

in their hometowns in these cases. In conversations with teachers, they expressed, some 

sympathetically while others pityingly, the difficult circumstances that these children came 

from. Bhaskar, an IT trainer, told us how even if parents wanted to support their children with 

education, they may not be able to afford it as they are often dependent upon their children 

for family income. He stressed on the role of home culture and parental behavior as being the 

determining factor, noting that children from single parent households or alcoholic parents 

were very different from those belonging to middle class homes, and parents often did not 

think about their childrenôs futures (R. Maithreyi, personal communication, December 15, 

2017).. A similar sentiment was echoed by many teachers who either noted the poor 

backgrounds that children came from as a major barrier to education, or felt that illiterate 

parents did not understand the value of education and thus could not offer adequate support. 

From interviews it was gathered that parents had rarely studied beyond 8th or 10th 

standard and many had never attended school at all. Some children had older siblings who 

had dropped out after 10th standard to work but many also had siblings and cousins enrolled 

in PUC, diploma and bachelor-level courses, indicating that they may be the first generation 

in their families to be pursuing higher education. At the same time, financial constraints 

affecting the continuation of education were evident. Many children themselves were 

engaged in part-time work after school. Ankit, a level 1 retail student whose family migrated 

from Tamil Nadu when he was younger, helps his father at their tailoring shop every day 

after school, till 9 p.m. During peak season, his mother also joins them, and they work up till 
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2 a.m. (personal communication, December 13, 2017). Many other children aid their parents 

in street vending or in garages or working in small shops to make some extra money. 

Girls, especially, also help out with household work. Nasreen, a level 2 healthcare 

student with five younger siblings has a daily routine which comprises of waking up at 5:30 

a.m., reciting the namaz, sweeping the house, washing vessels and helping her mother in the 

kitchen, after which she goes to school. After schools ends, she attends tuition classes and 

upon returning home at 8 p.m., helps her mother with household chores again, before finally 

going to sleep at 11:30 p.m. (A. Iyer, personal communication, December 18, 2017). Much 

like Nasreen, many other girls we interviewed had similar routines that involved juggling 

housework with schooling. 

The financial and social disadvantages of these students create a precarity which 

extends into their relationship with school. Educational exclusion has been well-documented 

through prior research which shows that the most marginalized families face disparate 

educational deprivation in terms of lowered access to educational institutions, the worsening 

quality of public provisioning, a deepening class divide in the context of privatization, 

discrimination within classrooms, and poorer educational attainment levels (Velaskar, 2010; 

Nambissan, 2012).  

These government schools are the central sites where the skills policy and program 

can be observed to materialize. However, the translation of the program in schools is 

mediated through local cultures of schooling that form an important influence in the lives of 

the students. It has been noted that schools act as ñspaces (that) mediate home and nation, 

playing a constitutive role in the lives of children who move back and forth between themò 

(Benei, 2008, p.5 as cited in Vasavi, 2015, p. 37). The organisation of the schooling system 

and processes that form a part of it, such as the nature of classroom transactions, the agency 

of teachers or the socially construed role of schools, all affect the lifeworlds of those who 

enter it (Vasavi, 2015). Responses of students regarding various aspects of the skills courses 

then must be viewed in conjunction with the culture within these schools, and the manner in 

which they shape the discourse around these subjects.  

One such prominent feature of school life was the conception of a ógoodô student. 

Interactions and observations revealed an implicit understanding of ógoodô or óbrightô 

students as those who can secure good marks and have a relatively better grasp over the 

English language. Vindhya, a beauty and wellness trainer, explained to us that good students 
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were those who could write well, speak well, and perform well on their practical exams, as 

she reflected upon her identification of the main problem being her studentsô inability to even 

write their ABCDs (S. Padmanabhan, personal communication, January 10, 2018).  

Students considered to be bright were often seen to be encouraged to take up skills 

subjects in schools. This was also a complaint by the Hindi and Kannada language teachers 

who lamented that all good students would end up taking the skills subject. This push towards 

encouraging bright students to take up the skills subjects conveys a presumed hierarchy 

between skills courses and other subjects. The attempts to posit the skills courses as superior, 

and therefore attractive, were made visible in instances such as schools arbitrarily deciding to 

offer the IT subject only to English medium students.  

This appears to be indicative of the efforts to reposition vocational subjects as useful 

and relevant, against the historical trend of persistently lower preference shown by students 

towards vocational streams, in comparison to academic streams. Teachers also echoed this 

view, framing the usefulness of the skills subjects as lying in their ópracticalô nature. Meera, 

an IT trainer, listed out some of the relative benefits of the subject as the knowledge of 

computers providing students with an extra edge over others when it came to applying for 

jobs; the functional English module in the IT course aiding in improved English 

pronunciation and teaching students how to write resumes, and the idea of operating 

computers and being able to speak English comfortably as together contributing to students 

appearing óbetterô, and feeling more confident (A. Iyer, personal communication, January 9, 

2018).. 

In fact, one of the challenges recognized by the NPSDE (MSDE, 2015), as by reports 

and recommendations before it, is that vocational streams have been considered last resort 

options for those who are unable to succeed in academic streams; this is why students were 

hesitant to opt for it. Perhaps this would explain the need to make the courses more appealing 

to students, especially through the newer languages of the entrepreneurial skills they offer. 

This kind of attractive packaging of skills courses, sometimes furthered inaccurate 

representations of the kinds of possibilities or job opportunities they could offer, and led 

students to take up the subject without an awareness of its limitations. Lakshmi is one such 

student in level 2 health, who says that her ósirô had given her the idea that she could become 

a doctor after studying healthcare, and her field visits to hospitals has given her a sense of 

what the job looks like, involving emergency wards, stitches, checking blood pressure, using 
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stethoscopes and weighing machines. Lakshmi belongs to the Scheduled Caste (SC) 

community, has several siblings (older and younger), has parents who are illiterate, and she is 

the most highly educated in the family so far. Working as a domestic help during her 

holidays, Lakshmi hopes her family can support an education in medicine despite its high 

costs, since she wishes to start her own clinic someday so as to be able to make a living 

through helping others (R. Maithreyi, personal communication, December 5, 2017). 

However, the healthcare subject only trains for the job role of a general duty assistant (GDA), 

similar to a housekeeping job.  

In a similar case, although the automobile course trains for the job role of a service 

technician, Ashok, enrolled in level 3 of the course, who has over time grown to love the 

automobile sector, has long term plans to take a loan from a bank and open his own service 

station with some friends. He does however feel that his practical training is insufficient, and 

feels he needs to spend a lot more time in garages to strengthen his practical knowledge (S. 

Prasad, personal communication, January 16, 2018). While such skills would potentially 

improve Ashokôs opportunities to land a service technician job, his ambition of opening his 

own service center would require a different set of managerial and financial skills, perhaps 

with a whole different educational trajectory.  

Nevertheless, teachers and trainers, along with family members, are hugely influential 

sources of information for students, and sometimes the only sources of advice or guidance 

regarding future educational trajectories. 

Madhavi, a level 2 automobile student, who lives with her mother and sister, told us 

she would like to pursue a diploma in mechanical engineering after completing 10th standard, 

as would most of her classmates, since their trainer, Keshav sir, had told them about it. She 

did not know anything about where she would pursue it, or what the course entailed, even 

remarking, after learning from the interviewer that the course involved up to 8 subjects in one 

semester, that it was ótoo muchô. Yet she aspired to work in the ship industry since Keshav sir 

had told them about the requirements of mechanical engineers on cargo ships. He was also 

the one who actively encouraged them to study at least up till level 4 or further, since it 

would assure them better jobs (personal communication, December 20, 2017). 

Another one of Keshavôs students, Vinay, confidently informed us that Keshav had 

advised them to only focus on performing well on their 10th standard examinations, 

promising to guide him, and others, with whatever help they needed, along with necessary 
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tips for pursuing automobile courses afterwards (personal communication, December 20, 

2017).. 

These instances communicated a strong sense of trust placed by students on 

individuals who took up the role of advisors. With the lack of avenues for students for 

relevant guidance and information regarding future trajectories, several immediate decisions 

as well as plans for further studies involved consultations with trainers, teachers, family 

members, siblings or friends who were enrolled in higher education courses or were 

employed. Word of mouth communication through friends and relatives were also seen to be 

factored into decision making.  

Opinions on the usefulness of the skills courses varied across schools and trainers. 

Some were of the view that these subjects would genuinely allow students to gain some 

employment if they were to drop out after 10th standard, while others were skeptical of this 

possibility, unless students received further training. Vikas for example is an automobile 

trainer who initially took up the job since he felt it was in the core domain of mechanical 

engineering. While unsure of the employment prospects of the skills program after 

completion of level 4, he believes that the course is nonetheless useful in the skills it 

provides, and the foundation it creates for further learning (S. Prasad, personal 

communication, January 16, 2018).  

Vikasô opinion on the subject however should also be noted in relation to his own 

circumstances as a trainer, a position he soon came to realize had poor job security; the low 

salaries and delayed payments having forced him to take up an additional part time teaching 

job at an Industrial Training Institute (ITI) to support his parents, brother, wife and son. At 

the same time, he expressed his sense of job satisfaction through guiding underprivileged 

students towards larger worldviews and better job prospects. Here, one notes a great degree 

of investment on the part of the trainer to guide his students, despite constraints of his own. 

The precariousness that many other trainers also faced at the job, on account of its uncertain 

contractual nature and lack of accountability, were seen to affect the abilities of even the most 

well-intentioned trainers to carry out their teaching jobs, due to added financial pressures.  

Functioning in a space of precarity themselves, trainer perceptions of the benefits of 

skills courses and their further perpetuation of the sometimes-exaggerated ideas around it 

must also be interpreted in a contextual fashion. Alok, a retail trainer for example, had 

completed a Master of Business Administration (MBA) degree, and was of the opinion that 
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the retail subject could go on to help students become entrepreneurs, or open their own 

businesses (though the course only prepares for the job role of a sales associate). He himself 

came from a family of farmers in South Karnataka, an occupation his elder brother had also 

joined, while Alok, and his sister Shilpa had pursued higher studies. Shilpa completed a 

bachelorôs degree in engineering, and was also a healthcare skills trainer in a different school 

in Bangalore. Alok also expressed the difficulty of managing finances, boarding at a shared 

paying guest facility, and having to borrow money from friends to get by. Yet, he was 

passionate about teaching and wished to continue with the job, believing that all students 

were intelligent and only needed the right amount of motivation and family support to 

succeed (S. Padmanabhan, personal communication, February 1, 2018). 

Alokôs own home background and experience would have no doubt contributed to his 

notions of the advantages that the skills subject offered. The precarity of contexts of trainers 

in the form of uncertain employment, financial difficulties and their own struggles under 

conditions of constraints, along with their desire to help students they perceive to be in a 

position of disadvantage, offer a lens to understand the kinds of ideas that they extend to 

students regarding employment opportunities afforded by the skills courses. The resultant 

fragmented and even imprecise understandings of the skills courses only add to the 

vulnerable contexts of the students.  

Challenging the deficit discourse 

Policies and programs for skilling as well as their proponents have articulated 

underprivileged students within the deficit discourse. The deficit paradigm in education says 

that some people lack adequate resources, which restrict their participation in the economic 

benefits of society, and that this can be remedied with the provisioning of the necessary 

inputs or skills (Rogers, 2006). The skills policy draws on this idea in its assumption that 

students at risk of dropping out from school should be targeted under special programs 

intended to impart skills that will make them employable at earlier stages. This framing of 

underprivileged students retains no scope for higher educational opportunities for these 

students, and, in fact, reinforces exclusionary practices through the idea that these students 

should be trained under alternative streams. The deficit discourse has further trickled down 

into schools where teachers are of the view that illiterate parents from deprived and difficult 

contexts do not have an understanding of the importance of education which is why children 

do not take schooling seriously.  



52 
 

Such a view is directly contradicted by observations from the field. Children 

consistently reported that their parents wanted them to study further and allowed them a great 

degree of freedom in opting for subjects that they liked, found easy, or could potentially help 

them out at a later stage in getting jobs. There were, of course, variations in the role which 

parents played and the extent of their ability to support their children. Some children said 

their parents would decide what subjects to pursue; others said their parents would gather the 

necessary financial resources for them to study further; and some were apprehensive of the 

costs of higher education and have considered getting part time jobs to finance it.  

Contrary to the opinions expressed by the teachers at school, there appears to be an 

awareness of the necessity of schooling and education in order to get a job and also a desire 

among students to pursue higher education. Manasi, a beauty and wellness student noted that 

her family members predominantly worked as construction laborers and had not received 

education, but that now there was an increasing trend towards pursuing education among the 

younger ones, among her cousins. In her opinion, this was caused by an increasing realization 

among their parents that one could not secure a job without education, so they were willing to 

finance it (R. Maithreyi, personal communication, December 15, 2017). Rajeshwari, another 

student of beauty and wellness, even told us that she would only marry a man who was less 

educated than her because a man who was more educated than her would not allow her to 

study or work. While both her sisters are also pursuing higher studies in PUC, she observed 

how despite education, it is often difficult to get jobs, and perhaps the practical nature of the 

beauty course may help with this (S. Padmanabhan, personal communication, December 15, 

2017).  

The desire for higher education is seen not only as a means towards decent 

employment, but also in terms of the social standing which comes with it. 

The cost of education came up as the most crucial factor in the decision to pursue it. 

Interestingly, in some cases, this seems to be the reason that parents have enrolled one sibling 

in a private school and the others in government schools. In these instances, they also seem to 

have marked out one child for pursuing higher education and another for dropping out of 

school and starting work after the 10th standard. Abdul, who was a retail student, but already 

assisting his father as a mechanic in a garage and getting paid for it, explained to us that his 

father wanted him to drop out and continue the job full-time, though his brother, who was 

elder but in the same grade and also not doing as well in school as him, would be made to 
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join PUC to study further (personal communication, December 13, 2017). While he did not 

explain the reasons for this, it appeared quite clearly to be related to the familyôs financial 

situation.  

Chaitanya is a level 3 student of automobile, belonging to a single parent SC 

household, and his mother has been working as a garbage collector for 20 years. Their house 

is a temporary shed which does not even have toilet facilities because of which his sister was 

forced to enroll in a free hostel so that she could continue her studies. While the vice 

principal at school advised Chaitanya to take up the skills course, assuming he would need to 

take up a job due to his family circumstances, his mother wishes him to study beyond high 

school. She sold her jewelry to meet hospital expenses when he was unwell, and made him 

quit his part time job as a newspaper delivery boy so that he could focus on his studies. He 

had hopes of joining an ITI, but by the time he finished clearing all the subjects in which he 

had to reappear, all the seats had filled up. He also would have preferred to join PUC with 

commerce stream since he feels subjects like accounting, finance and business will serve as a 

good foundation for his long-term ambition of starting his own service center, but had to 

settle for the arts stream since he could not meet the cut off marks needed for admission in 

the commerce stream. He plans to take up a bachelorôs degree in vocational studies after high 

school; if this is unavailable in his city, he would alternatively take up a diploma course in 

automobile engineering in the government polytechnic institute. He is simultaneously an 

apprentice at a nearby service station, and will continue with that as a back-up job if 

compelled to do so (S. Prasad, personal communication, January 16, 2018).  

Even under financial constraints, students and families thus display a clear desire 

towards higher education, and attempts towards well-reasoned courses of action for their 

futures, weighing in all possibilities to whatever extent they can. 

The lens of the deficit ideology and its framing of underprivileged students identifies 

the ñproblem of inequality as located within, rather than as pressing upon, disenfranchised 

communities so that efforts to redress inequalities focus on ófixingô disenfranchised people 

rather than the conditions which disenfranchise themò (Gorski, 2011, p. 154).  

The skills policy looks at students from marginalized backgrounds as likely to drop 

out of school after secondary education, and identifies this in itself as a problem to be 

remedied, rather than addressing the conditions that cause it to happen. By not accounting for 

studentsô desire for, and capacity to pursue higher education in academic streams within a 
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context of socio-economic disadvantage, the policy in effect furthers a discourse of 

deficiency among these students.  

Precarity and decision-making 

Though this desire for higher education was commonly expressed, there was also 

simultaneously an uncertainty in the ability to go ahead with it and the trajectory to be 

followed after the tenth standard. This is different from middle class families who usually 

chart their childrenôs educational trajectory beforehand as they are able to mobilize the 

necessary resources well in advance. Lareauôs (2002) work describes the practice of 

óconcerted cultivationô among middle class families wherein they invest in multiple 

organized activities at every stage of a childôs growth, in order to actively inculcate culturally 

valuable life skills. Working class families, on the other hand, allow for natural growth 

where childrenôs lives are not organized for them and they are allowed to grow and thrive at 

their own pace under the provision of basic care. She also argues that middle class child-

rearing practices led to an emerging sense of entitlement among children whereas working 

class children developed a sense of constraint. This sense of constraint was evident in the 

manner in which students struggled to plan in advance for their education or employment 

trajectories, and focused on more immediate decisions around the same.  

To begin with, future decisions were contingent upon first passing the10th standard 

board exams, and on how well one could score on these exams. As Ambika, a retail student, 

astutely observed, costs of education were related to marks obtained in exams, since higher 

marks would increase the chances of obtaining scholarships (S. Padmanabhan, personal 

communication, December 28, 2017). Others also stressed the need to focus on their 10th 

standard board exams before they took any decisions regarding the future course of action. 

Even opting for the skills subject and dropping the third language of Hindi or 

Kannada in the process was seen to factor in the immediate concerns regarding the secondary 

school examinations. The skills courses were introduced as a means to improve the 

employment opportunities of students; however, the reasons presented by students for opting 

for the skills course were often not in line with the intended goal of the skills policy. Most 

students said they chose the subject because they wanted to drop their third language. Many 

of these students had either Tamil or Urdu as their first language and found Hindi and 

Kannada difficult as a subject. Kannada medium students felt that Hindi was not significantly 
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useful for them, that they would have to drop it as a subject after the 10th standard anyway 

and felt that the skills subject was easier to score marks in.  

Scoring marks is the main marker of success in these schools and teaching is also 

oriented in a manner so as to achieve the maximum pass percentages. Performing well was 

rooted the idea of rote learning, which has been noted earlier for many other government 

schools (Vasavi, 2015). Since teaching-learning strategies themselves involved repetition, 

both in writing down the same set of notes or answers or verbally reiterating sections of text, 

assessments also involve reproducing notes that have been previously taken down in class. 

Succeeding in schools is contingent upon the ability to rote learn. The skills subjects are 

meant to have a majority practical component, which is generally considered easier to score 

marks on when compared to the theoretical sections of the course, by reducing the sheer 

volume of syllabus that has to be rote-learnt for written examinations.
18

 This allowed students 

to feel they could pass the subject more easily, and the trend in schools also revealed better 

performances in the skills examinations as compared to other subjects. In some cases, it was 

found that though students performed extremely well on the skill subject examinations, they 

ended up failing in other subjects.  

Since passing the 10th standard examination in itself is uncertain for these students, 

and the dominant culture of schooling emphasizes examination results as a marker of 

educational success, the decision to opt for the skills subject is also taken with these 

considerations in mind. It is not necessarily the long-term advantages that the course may 

provide, of which in any case there is little information available to the students, but the 

immediate and pragmatic goal of passing their 10th standard exams which leads to this 

decision. 

Planning for immediate goals were combined with uncertainty regarding the future 

arising through the precariousness of their everyday realities, and the kinds of constraints this 

produces. Conversations around future education were either unsure, lacked clarity or were 

dependent upon several unforeseeable circumstances A typical conversation involved 

multiple responses, possibilities and even contradictory statements. For example, Nabeela, a 

student of beauty and wellness, aspired to become a teacher since she feels there are many 

children who want to learn but not enough people to teach them. She said she would take up 

                                                           
18

 The reality on this count is however different, with classroom teaching remaining focused on theory. Refer to 

chapter 2 in this volume for details on curricular design. 
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commerce in PUC, and asked the interviewer what subjects this comprised and upon being 

told this would include business studies, accounts and mathematics, she promptly changed 

her decision to PUC with science as she would get to work in labs (S. Padmanabhan, personal 

communication, December 15, 2017).  

Another student Hemant who had taken up retail said he would have much rather 

taken up IT as a subject to become a software engineer, but it was not offered to the Kannada 

medium students. He then said his father wants him to study retail since he feels it would 

prove useful for eventually managing the family business of selling bananas at the local 

market. He then reconsidered his response and said he would opt for retail even if given the 

choice. In terms of higher studies, he said he would join an ITI or maybe take up the science 

stream at PUC, but after some thinking, said he would leave it up to his father to decide. Even 

though he wishes to move away from the family business, and discontinue retail, he says he 

would maybe prefer some path that would allow him to study both retail and IT as subjects 

(S. Padmanabhan, personal communication, December 28, 2017).  

Several students responded in this manner and even when they told us they would 

take up ITI or diploma courses, they were unsure what these entailed. Even students who 

were sure of what they wanted to do after school, and articulated nuanced responses about the 

relative benefits and disadvantages of various subjects and courses, expressed the 

conditionality of their decisions on external factors. For example, Vinay, who had opted for 

the automobile course explained how he would like to eventually open a business of some 

sort but that the practical nature of the skills offered by the automobile course enabled him to 

acquire skills for a whole range of jobs, from a lower level job at a local garages to the 

service technician role in bigger companies or even opening oneôs own garage. This, in his 

opinion, offered him a kind of flexibility to drop out at any point during the course and still 

manage to get a job. He would need this as a constant backup plan while he pursued higher 

education, since he felt the financial circumstances at home could change at any point. In the 

same conversation, he told us that this was a kind of flexibility that the IT course did not 

offer, since one would have to be highly proficient at the subject before getting a high-level 

ócompany jobô. 

This particular example encapsulates not only the precarity experienced by students 

due to their socio-economic contexts and how this operates in decision-making but also the 
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nature of rationalization that students offer based on their own understanding of subjects and 

skills 

Decision making for students is not as linear and organized as the policy may expect. 

It happens in very diverse ways, arising from multiple kinds of rationalizations and 

intertwined with aspirations as well as constraints. They are however common in their 

dissimilarity from middle class sensibilities of planning for the future. The precarity of 

context is seen to create an uncertainty which makes decision making less secure, and more 

immediate and contingent.  

Aspirations for social and cultural mobility 

Student responses around what they believe the skills courses prepare them for, reveal 

how these influence their aspirations for upward mobility, and the social and cultural markers 

of status embedded within these. These aspirations in many cases do not necessarily align 

with the actual job roles that skills courses train for but at the same time the introduction of 

the courses have created ideas around potential opportunities that may be made available at 

later stages.  

 In the beauty and wellness course, for example, a few girls said they aspired to 

become engineers or policewomen earlier but that with this new course, they were now also 

interested in opening beauty parlors as a side job. The reason they opted for the course arose 

from having been told that opening a beauty salon could always work as a backup job option 

but also from an excitement at the idea of being able to do manicures, pedicures and facials 

for others as well as themselves. Most of the girls interviewed said they enjoyed these 

activities and had begun to practice on themselves and their friends but also realized that their 

knowledge of the subject was limited and insufficient to get them jobs unless they opted for 

further professional training.  

Long term considerations in general were not seen to factor into choices, though the 

ways in which the usefulness of the courses was construed, or justified, were interesting to 

observe. Students who realized that the health course would be inadequate as foundational 

training to become nurses or doctors mentioned that the course was still useful because it 

taught them a general awareness of their own bodies and simple remedies or procedures to be 

followed when someone at home fell sick. Some girls in IT said basic computer skills were 

useful in an everyday sense since they would help in booking bus and train tickets and filling 

up of online applications.  
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While in the former example, the beauty course does not serve any purpose beyond a 

novel leisure activity for some, in the latter, the skills received are seen from the point of 

view of everyday usefulness. It is worthwhile to note in both sets of examples that such skills 

were also considered valuable even if this may not be the most befitting avenue to learn them 

as opportunities for learning these may not be easily available otherwise. Another point that 

strikes one is the realistic or pragmatic approach of students to their own aspirations with a 

clear sense of the limits that dictate their attainment. 

In one instance, a few girls who had taken up the automobile course, expressed their 

surprise at the unpleasant nature of work in a garage after watching manual work being done 

in a garage during a field visit. They were worried that they would have to do similar work, 

but their trainer reassured them saying they would have different jobs for girls which would 

involve sitting at the reception desk. The program document does not make any such gender 

distinctions for job roles, and in fact mentions the need to actively challenge gender 

stereotypes associated with different kinds of jobs. But the experience of students displays an 

evident socialization into gendered notions of work, which was being reinforced in 

institutions. There was an implicit gendering of skills subjects by schools, which was directly 

or indirectly imposed, and was visible in the distributions of students among courses. 

Automobile was seen to be dominated by boys, and healthcare largely by girls, while the 

beauty and wellness course had only girls across all schools observed. Retail and IT in 

comparison were relatively mixed. In general, as well, schools were seen to encourage a 

certain degree of separation between boys and girls, having them sit in a segregated fashion 

in classrooms and assembly.  

The strong gendered socialization of students was seen to come into conflict with the 

cultural implications of the intended benefits of skills courses. For example, Madhushree in 

level 2 retail, who was desperate to finish her 10th standard exams and start working so she 

could support her family financially, expressed her reservations about working in a ómall 

jobô, in reference to the sales associate job role offered under the retail subject since it would 

require her to wear jeans. While she would choose to stand up to her brothers who she says 

would beat her for even wanting to work in the first place, she was unwilling to go against 

her parentsô wishes and dress in jeans even if this meant it could get her a job (personal 

communication, December 13, 2017). The negotiation of gender roles is not straightforward 

in this case, where Madhushree chooses to challenge the gender stereotype about women 
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working outside the house but is not comfortable with the idea of protesting clothing norms. 

Yet even this assertion for her constitutes mobility.  

In another example, Ambika, whose father works as a construction laborer, and 

mother at a housekeeping job in a company, once worked as a house help at an apartment 

complex over one summer, and expressed her dislike towards the job which involved 

cleaning several rooms, and other household chores. She got paid INR 250 for it, of which 

she gave INR 200 to her parents and kept the rest for herself. She mentioned that her brother 

had been offered a job for dog-walking and feeding in the same apartment, which he was not 

interested in, but she would not mind taking that up. It would also pay INR 1500 per month 

(S. Padmanabhan, personal communication, December 28, 2017). In a context where girls are 

already expected to engage in housework, tedious domestic chores which pay low wages are 

not a desirable option for Ambika; even though her brother rejected it, dog walking becomes 

an attractive and novel opportunity for her. 

Another aspect of the jobs that students were attentive to, and comes through in 

Ambikaôs example, was the nature of labor involved. Manual work has been associated with 

ógetting oneôs hands dirtyô and has caste-based connotations which factors into studentsô 

aspirations to move away from such jobs. For instance, some students in automobile reflected 

upon the physically taxing labor involved in working in garages and thought that retail jobs 

would be easier in comparison. Interviews with industry personnel echoed a similar view, 

noting that young people do not want to engage in such labor and there was a much higher 

preference for desk jobs such as receptionists or customer service staff.  

Meenakshi comes from a family of laborers, who she admitted are finding it 

increasingly difficult to support her education. She took up IT since she feels it provides 

useful skills for jobs in the future, and she has a desire to study it privately as well, and 

eventually become a teacher. She reflected upon IT jobs which in her opinion involved sitting 

and working at a desk in front of a computer and she supposed this would be aaram or 

relaxed (R. Maithreyi, personal communication, December 5, 2017).  

Retail has similarly been associated with ómallô jobs without much clarity on what 

kind of job roles this might entail. Mall jobs are associated further with a clean, glamorous, 

air-conditioned environment, the ability to speak in English, and knowing how to 

communicate fluently with customers.  
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Some anxieties around the ability to fit in were expressed by students, notably in 

discussions of IT-related jobs which were termed as office or company jobs. Sushmita, an IT 

student working towards becoming a software engineer, came from a relatively educated 

family background. She remarked that a job at Infosys or Wipro was about working in big 

offices, dressing and speaking well, talking with lots of knowledge, researching topics 

correctly, talking and connecting with people over the phone, and getting work done perfectly 

along with the autonomy and flexibility. She simultaneously spoke of her apprehensions 

around the need to greatly improve her computer skills for this, work hard and learn as much 

as possible through observation (R. Maithreyi, personal communication, December 5, 2017). 

The attributes referred to here, appear to revolve around self-motivation, adaptability, 

possessing social and networking skills and acquiring knowledge that is currently 

inaccessible.  

While skills subjects and related job roles by themselves may not be aspirational for 

students, there are clear associations that are made with these jobs, and these markers point at 

an aspiration towards upward mobility. This idea of mobility in itself is quite complex, and is 

negotiated from within studentsô caste, class, and gender locations. Rather than speaking 

about economic gains, students articulated their aspirations in the language of desirable traits, 

behaviors or lifestyles, which were also in part to be shaped by perceptions of the skills 

courses.  

Conclusion 

Li terature has shown how students belonging to lower socio-economic strata, and 

with the most precarious relationships with education, have limited opportunities to engage or 

even imagine engaging in higher education (Harwood et al, 2013). Systemic inter-

generational exclusion from formal education renders students at the margins unable to 

imagine themselves as participants of university education; aspirations around having a better 

life or becoming someone through higher education are ridden with obstacles such as 

financial constraints or pressures to support family incomes, and also psychological concerns 

arising from self-doubt and a sense of otherness or not belonging to the university space 

(ibid.). 

Student respondents also conveyed a similar lack of surety, when they named 

institutions and courses that they would like to attend or enroll in, but lacked clarity on how 

to go about these, or what such courses entailed. On the surface of it, this kind of disconnect 
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with the education system may be interpreted as disinterest in higher education. Similarly, the 

shaping of aspirations around the newly introduced skills subjects and altering of oneôs 

potential educational trajectory to align with these courses may be considered a convergence 

with the objectives as laid down by the skills program. However, closer examinations as 

elaborated in this chapter reveal the complex and dynamic nature of decision making by 

students as well as the important role played by the precarity of the contexts within which it 

takes place. Students aspire both towards higher education as well as social and cultural 

mobility, and would, no doubt, act upon these aspirations with certainty under more enabling 

circumstances. In the absence of this, they resort to navigating their immediate environment 

in multiple ways, but with little or no security.  

Regardless of the outcomes of these strategies, the processes of decision making by 

students do not convey any particular affinity towards the goals or intentions of the skills 

program; the program, at the very best forms an additional dimension of the education system 

that students continue to struggle to navigate within existing constraints and cultures of 

schooling. The envisioning of the skills program in its current form proves to be entirely 

disconnected from the reality of student lives. Moreover, in its attempt to cater to industry 

demands by creating employable youth, it does not factor in the youth and their voices. The 

present profiling exposes a narrow conceptualization of students, bracketing them into a 

target population of educationally disadvantaged youth who cannot access higher education 

and are therefore expected to be willing to train for specialized industry requirements. If at all 

the students are to be the intended beneficiaries of this program, they need to be viewed as 

more than just inputs for human resource planning, in what is a poorly conceptualized and 

haphazardly implemented policy. In order to expand their opportunities, policy must center 

students as critical stakeholders, and as active capable agents with their own motivations and 

aspirations.  
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Chapter 4: Neither preparing for the world of work nor offering seamless mobility ï A 

critical examination of skilling school children for the automobile industry 

Sridhar  R. Prasad 

India is currently the fourth largest automobile manufacturer in the world and the 

automobile industry accounts for 7.1% of the countryôs overall Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP). According to a study commissioned by the National Skill Development Corporation 

(NSDC) on skills gaps across 24 emerging sectors of Indian economy with automobile sector 

being one of them, traditional vocational training courses such as those offered by Industrial 

Training Institutes (ITIs) and polytechnics alone are not sufficient to meet both the quantity 

and quality of skilled labor required by these sectors (KPMG, 2013). In 2009, a National 

Skills Development Policy (NSDP) was formulated to provide a framework to help meet the 

skilling demands of these emerging sectors. Under this policy, the centrally sponsored 

scheme of Vocationalisation of Secondary & Higher Secondary Education (VSHSE) by the 

Ministry of Human Resource Development (MHRD) was also expected to bridge the skilling 

needs of these emerging sectors. The KPMG-National Skill Development Corporation 

(NSDC) study also identified shortages of labor across different skill levels and sub-sectors 

within the automobile industry (car manufacturers, auto component makers, dealerships and 

service centers) but highlighted that one of the most challenging shortages to fill was the 

cheap and minimally-skilled labor needed in a service center since this job role is at the very 

bottom of the automobile industry value chain. Thus, the choice of skilling school children 

for the job role of an automobile service technician under the VSHSE scheme is an attempt to 

fill this lacuna of blue-collared jobs in the automobile industry. As per the VSHSE scheme, 

each school is provided with a flexible budget of INR 14.5 lakh per annum for imparting four 

years of vocational skills training covering both secondary and higher secondary schooling 

(MHRD, 2014).  

The central argument of this chapter is that the VSHSE scheme is neither catering to 

the industryôs expectation of work preparedness nor is it enabling a seamless pathway for 

academic mobility in the automobile sector. The auto service technician vocation course 

taught in secondary and higher secondary government schools is fraught with several 

deficiencies, especially with regard to the curriculum design, training methods and imparting 

practical skills. The chapter also questions the heavy budget allocation towards skills training 

that instead could be better utilized for improving the quality of mainstream education so that 
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students can strengthen their foundation upon which they can subsequently build vocational 

skills should they so choose.  

Urban mobility is classified as either automobile-dependent, mixed transport (which 

includes a mix of walking/cycling, private automobiles and public transport) or car-free. (Pai, 

2010). Until the last decade, most Indian cities had a reasonable balance of mixed transport 

systems (Ravi, 2011). However, as the aspirations and incomes of urban residents in India 

continued to rise, more people were able to afford what is considered to be the most desirable 

and attractive mode of mobilityðthe car. Automobile dependence is an ñirresistible forceò 

(Lave, 1992). The unplanned urbanization of Indian cities coupled with inadequate public 

transport further skewed the balance in urban mobility towards automobile dependency. The 

Indian automobile industry grew exponentially to become the fourth largest automobile 

market in the world with the highest increase in year-on-year sales of passenger vehicles. The 

Indian auto industry is no doubt playing a big role in Indiaôs economic development. 

However, economic development needs to be balanced with the negative impacts of 

increased motorization such as air pollution, congestion and road safety.  

According to the Automotive Mission Plan 2026ôs Vision 3/12/65 as envisaged by the 

government of India and the Indian automotive industry, by 2026, the industry aims to be 

among the top three in the world, growing in value to over 12% of Indiaôs GDP and 

generating an additional 65 million jobs (Society of Indian Automobile Manufacturers, 

2016). This will result in a very lop-sided labor supply-demand scenario, thus creating a huge 

need for both skilled and semi-skilled labor in the automobile industry.  

A school-oriented, ethnography-based, research was conducted for one academic year 

from June 2017 to March 2018 to study the VSHSE scheme in the state of Karnataka. As a 

part of this study, we applied three techniques: (i) classroom observations of the automobile 

service technician skills course across four government schools in Bengaluru and Mysuru, (ii) 

analysis of the curriculum, and (iii) analysis of the detailed interviews with key stakeholders - 

skills trainers, students, parents, authorized service center managers, local garage owners and 

representatives from the vocational training partner (VTP).  

Skills Learnt, Work Preparedness and Industry Perspective 

While most of the skills trainers have been hired by the vocational training partners 

(VTPs) as per the guidelines laid out by the scheme and the sector skills council, it is 
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interesting to note that very few trainers came with relevant work experience from the 

automobile service industry. A majority of the trainers had completed undergraduate or 

postgraduate degrees in mechanical/automobile engineering, but their work experience is 

from business functions as diverse as vendor management, quality and human resources 

(personal communication, January 16, 2018; January 18, 2018). From classroom 

observations, it was evident that the trainers had a reasonable grasp on the theoretical 

concepts but during field visits either to service stations or automobile laboratories, the onus 

of describing the servicing procedure, latest technologies, or the vehicle system architecture 

was more or less left to a member of the service station/laboratory staff. For instance, during 

one of the field visits to a local service station where students were witness to a mechanic 

servicing a car chassis, while the trainer limited his explanation to how the chassis functions 

along with identifying itôs key sub-components, it was the mechanic present there who 

vividly shared with the students the different types of damages to the chassis that could 

potentially occur and the procedures/safety precautions to be followed while drilling and 

welding a chassis frame (personal communication, October 26, 2017).  

Many of the teaching methods employed by the trainers also seemed ineffective in 

imparting skills knowledge to the students. In several instances and across schools, we 

observed that trainers would frequently rely on videos sourced from global car manufacturers 

to better describe the inner workings of an automobile system. In these learning videos, an 

engineer from either BMW or Mercedes Benz would speak in English with a heavy German 

accent, making it almost impossible to comprehend for a classroom of students in which 

more than half study in Kannada medium (personal communication, September 12, 2017). 

Another phenomenon frequently observed in the classroom was that most trainers 

emphasized the learning of technical keywords and their respective definitions through 

repetition and memorization without any attempt to ensure that the underlying physical 

concepts were understood well. During subsequent revision classes, students would randomly 

recollect a few of these technical jargons committed to memory without any real 

understanding of the contexts in which they were supposed to be used.  

Most schools lacked a dedicated automobile laboratory where students could directly 

be in contact with vehicle hardware and hone their practical skills, an extremely vital attribute 

of an automobile service technician. On the other hand, a typical lab would just be a cupboard 

or two in which vehicle servicing and measurement tools along with a few vehicle 

components are stored. Some of the schools also had an old two-wheeler from which a few 
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vehicle parts could be disassembled and re-assembled. The trainers informed us that students 

belonging to levels 1 and 2 (classes 9 and 10) get to visit nearby service stations or local 

garages about four to six times a year but admitted that the experience isnôt sufficient for 

them to learn the basic servicing procedures and be exposed to the automobile service 

industry working environment in general. The course also mandated a few guest lectures 

from industry representatives to fill this gap. However, the trainers opined that like in 

traditional vocational courses such as ITI or a diploma, the skills course offered under the 

VSHSE scheme should also lay more emphasis on hands-on training. They felt that students 

would learn much faster when they actually touch and feel the components and regularly 

disassemble/reassemble them. One of the trainers remarked, ñThe learning across the four 

levels of the National Skills Qualification Framework (NSQF) as outlined under the VSHSE 

scheme can at best reach only up to 75% of what is learnt in an ITIò. According to him, 

traditional vocational courses focus more on practical skills thus making students skillfully 

employable in the truest sense (personal communication, March 2, 2018).  

In a few field visits to the service stations that we accompanied the students of levels 

1 and 2, we observed that the trainers would walk around the service station picking up 

random sub-components, auto parts, servicing tools and asking the students to identify them 

and explain their functionalities. The students would be reprimanded if they touched any 

hardware. The field visit entailed a very quick and superficial walk through of all the various 

automobile service-related departments. On most occasions, the students wouldnôt pay much 

attention to what the trainer was explaining and instead seemed more interested in what the 

resident technicians were working on. For them, it seemed that these field visits were more 

like an outdoor picnic than an opportunity for technical training (personal communication, 

October 26, 2017). One of the guest lectures by a so-called industry expert (who was in fact a 

junior sales executive and the trainerôs friend) began with him writing Automobile on the 

blackboard in illegible handwriting. He then spoke about the genesis of his company, the 

various models and their advanced features like navigation systems, airbags, braking systems 

and the minute a few photos of him giving the presentation were taken by the trainer, he 

walked across and sat down next to the students and the remainder of the óguestô lecture was 

conducted by the skills trainer himself (personal communication, November 9, 2017).  

A principal of a reputed ITI who has frequently interacted with VSHSE students told 

us that the practical training provided to these students isnôt very rigorous and that these skills 

canôt be gained in a day or two through field visits. He felt that these students are only 
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scratching the surface and to really master automobile servicing techniques, one needs to 

spend at least four hours a day in a workshop or a lab. The students can acquire practical 

skills on repair maintenance and overhauling only through modern training aids like dynamic 

cut section models and practice vehicle units. Stating this, he further elaborated with the 

following example: These students may have perhaps seen a bore during one of their field 

visits, he said, but to repair it, one needs to also be familiar with how to use a telescopic 

gauge. If they are not, it makes the skills they have acquired rather incomplete (personal 

communication, March 1, 2018; March 2, 2018).  

A veteran supervisor from a reputed service station who reviewed the VSHSE 

curriculum felt that it emphasized more on academic/theoretical topics such as the history and 

evolution of automobiles, engine design, principle of gears, innovation in engine technology, 

and this had the potential to lay a solid foundation for a student to pursue a higher general 

education degree such as automobile engineering and not be limited to only a service 

technicianôs job role. For a service technicianôs job role, he felt that the course should be 

structured in such a manner that 80% of the time is dedicated to gaining practical skills and 

the remaining 20% on theoretical concepts whereas according to him it seemed just the 

opposite with regard to this course (personal communication, December 12, 2017).  

Another seasoned service mechanic who owns a local garage told us that vehicle 

repair, maintenance and servicing can best be learnt by spending hours together in a garage or 

service station. Insufficient exposure to hardware (and by that he meant opening up vehicle 

parts, inspection, visualizing failure modes, diagnosis, root cause analysis and working with 

servicing tools) can result in a huge gap between skills acquired from within the confines of a 

classroom and what is really required to service a vehicle in a garage. A few students 

admitted that the only service-related work that they could perhaps perform independently is 

changing the engine oil while other basic service work such as changing air and fuel filters 

would require them to spend a lot more time learning on the shop floor (personal 

communication, May 30, 2018).  

Interestingly, an analysis of the VSHSE curriculum reveals that the total class hours 

allocated towards on-the-job training is only 50 out of 250 hours (20%) for levels 1 and 2 and 

50 out of 350 hours (15%) for levels 3 and 4. Almost all the trainers echoed that the 50 hours 

allocated towards on-the-job training is simply not enough and that it should be increased in 

the curriculum itself. The service-related workbook provided to students seemed to be 
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following an approach of gaining practical skills through a theoretical framework. It 

recommends course exercises such as listing the tools used, drawing cross-sections of the 

component to be serviced, watching service manual videos, listing the steps to be followed 

while servicing a component and safety precautions to be taken. While a theoretical 

foundation is vital, it cannot be at the cost of acquiring practical skills. As part of on-the-job 

training, most students were given a live demonstration of servicing a specific component or 

a system by a service technician and a one-time hands-on opportunity to experience the 

servicing procedure taught to them in the classroom. Since there is no lab facility available in 

the school for conducting the year-end practical exams, the students end up being primarily 

evaluated on skills such as identifying various servicing tools and sub-components.  

In one of the schools we observed, the school authorities had tied up with a nearby 

local garage to provide students with the requisite 50 hours of on-the-job training. The 

students were split into groups of five each and the groups took turns in working at the garage 

once every three days. At the end of this training, two students were identified by the garage 

owner for an extended apprenticeship wherein they could further hone their practical skills by 

working every day for three hours after school (personal communication, January 17, 2018). 

We had a chance to talk to this garage owner who informed us that he would like to offer a 

service technicianôs job to these two students once they complete their 12th standard. He said 

that his decision to offer them jobs was not based on what they had learnt in their skills 

coursework but on his own assessment of the practical skills that they had gained during their 

apprenticeship in his garage (personal communication, January, 18, 2018).  

A few representatives from the VTPs (private agencies responsible for managing the 

skills courses in government schools) that we spoke to said that most automobile service 

stations and dealerships have their own mandatory in-house training programs for new 

recruits and even though these recruits might have completed a National Skills Qualification 

Framework (NSQF)-certified course of  an automobile service technician during their 

secondary schooling, they will still be required to undergo their training along with the rest 

who may not have opted for the skills course during their schooling (personal 

communication, October 16, 2017). Both the principal of the ITI college and VTP 

representatives had one point to highlight in common: the demand for labor in the automobile 

service industry far exceeded the supply and hence, the industry was willing to make 

concessions and hire even low and semi-skilled labor for entry level roles.  
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It was revealed during an interview with an authorized service center manager that 

traditionally an ITI degree (in mechanic motor vehicle) used to be the minimum qualification 

that the service industry would consider while hiring an automobile service technician. Most 

service stations used to have a formal tie-up with an ITI wherein the ITI would send its 

students to complete a six-month internship mandatory for students before they graduated 

from the course. The graduates from this internship program used to be a reliable pool of 

potential hires. However, these days only students with a poor academic track record pursue 

an ITI course and most of them opt for courses related to electronics or information 

technology. Among those who choose the automobile stream, a majority of them either 

directly go on to studying a diploma course in automobile engineering or resign within one or 

two years of their joining a service station to pursue a degree. A significant percentage of ITI 

graduates also choose to change the stream itself. He said that they receive many more 

resumes for roles associated with sales and customer care when compared to servicing/repair 

jobs. The sales and customer care roles are seen as white-collar jobs with the work mostly 

happening in air-conditioned office rooms whereas servicing/repair roles are seen as blue-

collar jobs with the work mostly happening in the shop floor area. Willingness to learn, 

dedication and commitment to working in an auto service station environment have now 

become more critical attributes than the practical skills acquired from vocational training. In 

job interviews with potential candidates, the service manager we interviewed makes it a point 

to assess candidates on their personal attitude, future goals, commitment levels and salary 

expectations, rather than on the candidatesô practical skills which he believes can be honed 

once candidates come onboard. He highlighted that in any case the gap between the service 

industry requirements and VSHSE can never ever be fully bridged due to inherent differences 

that exist in vehicle servicing procedures and toolkits used by any two automobile makers 

and also continuous innovation in vehicle technology. According to him, it becomes 

inevitable for the service station to invest in a few months of in-house training and hence, 

they are willing to hire potential candidates even with minimal practical skills and auto 

servicing procedures. He was open to considering even candidates who had completed only 

Levels 1 and 2, as long as they were above 18 years of age and willing to work as apprentices 

for six months before being confirmed as full-time service technicians. 

One advantage of the VSHSE course that he highlighted was that (unlike an ITI 

course) the basics of automobile engineering are taught alongside other courses such as 

physics and maths. So, students are easily able to relate to physics-based concepts such as 
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friction, heat transfer and coolant that are frequently referred to in automobile engineering. 

He felt that a good student is able to appreciate the intersection between these subjects and 

this helps in strengthening fundamentals. However, an ITI student is introduced to the 

principles of automobile engineering only after he has stopped learning physics and maths 

(up to tenth standard). Hence, there is a tendency for ITI students to have already forgotten 

the key physics-based concepts when they are referred to during their coursework and this 

could result in a poorer understanding of the fundamental principles (personal 

communication, March 1, 2018).  

Interviews conducted with local garage owners tell a slightly different story. The local 

garage owners that we spoke to firmly believe in hiring service technicians only through 

personal recommendation with someone vouching for a potential candidateôs character and 

work ethics. They also felt that these attributes are far more important than the practical skills 

one may have acquired through a course. They believe in learning on the job and working 

under the guidance of an experienced service technician on a daily basis. They feel that 

through this approach one not only learns the standard procedures to be followed for 

repairing/servicing but also many other shortcut techniques that have evolved through 

experience (personal communication, May 30, 2018).  

One of the garage owners said that many of the service technicians with a formal 

vocational training employ only pre-defined ways of servicing and diagnose the problem 

using one particular approach. He said that when a component fails, one needs to do a 

thorough root cause analysis by exploring all possible failure modes and thatôs where formal 

training can sometimes become very limiting. He said most formally trained technicians are 

very good in theory and are able to explain the functioning of a system to customers very 

well, but they do not have enough practical skills to perform a good ñrepairò job. He also 

stressed on the difference between a ñrepairò job and a ñreplaceò job. He said that replacing is 

an easier solution but is often very expensive for customers whereas repairing is an art by 

which one can extend the residual life of a component with only an incremental cost to the 

customer. He felt that the art of repairing only comes with experience gained from working 

on the shop floor whereas replacing is something that can be easily learnt sitting in a 

classroom. He lamented that most students these days were being prepared for what he 

termed as replacement technology and not repair technology. He also informed us that they 

have been facing a severe shortage of labor in the unorganized service sector for the last 

decade or so since most youngsters prefer retail or the fancier app-based jobs. He ended by 
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saying that he is more than happy to train a committed candidate with a strong willingness to 

learnïVSHSE-trained or otherwise (personal communication, May 30, 2018).  

 

Academic mobility with multiple entry and exit points?  

One of the visions of the VSHSE scheme is to strengthen the hitherto weak provision 

for vertical progression in vocational education, and to ensure that students graduating from 

VSHSE are able to gain entry into mainstream higher education, including degree-level 

courses. A student should have the option to move from the vocational stream to the general 

education stream or vice versa at various stages, as provided by the school boards, 

universities and colleges. However, our field studies revealed that the new skilling pathways 

as conceived by NSQF have, in fact, made academic mobility more limited, complex and 

perhaps even tortuous for those pursuing VSHSE. This can be better illustrated by following 

the academic trajectories of a few students who pursued vocational education under the 

VSHSE scheme.  

After completing his tenth standard/automotive service technician Level 2, Praveen 

Kumar was interested in joining a polytechnic institute to pursue a diploma course in 

automobile engineering as he wasnôt sure if levels 3 and 4 (of the VSHSE) would be offered 

in any composite re-university college (PUC). However, once these higher levels were 

confirmed, he dropped the idea of enrolling in a diploma course and instead enrolled in a 

PUC. He opted for the science stream because he was very keen to pursue an automobile 

engineering degree course soon after his second year of PUC. As per the guidelines issued by 

the PUC Board in Karnataka, he could drop either of the two language courses and instead 

choose the automobile skills course. Praveen chose to drop English because he was finding 

the course tough and he had anyway studied in English medium till the tenth
 
standard. Upon 

completion of the second PUC/automotive service technician level 4, he decided to write the 

stateôs entrance examination for seeking admission in engineering courses. Subsequently, he 

was informed by the relevant examination board that as an English medium student, the 

eligibility criteria required him to have also taken the English language course in the absence 

of which he was disqualified from seeking admission in any engineering college. What 

further compounded Praveenôs agony is that unlike ITI graduates who have an option to 

directly seek admission to the second year of the diploma under the lateral entry scheme, 

Praveen had to seek admission to the first year of the diploma course, something which he 
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could have done two years earlier, upon completion of his 10th
 
standard itself. Praveen ended 

up losing two full academic years (personal communication, January 16, 2018).  

Another case study is that of Madhukar who, like Praveen, enrolled in PUC but opted 

for the commerce stream. He was very keen to pursue a vocational degree course (B.Voc) in 

automobile servicing after completing the four levels of the skills course (personal 

communication, January 16, 2018). All students pursuing either the arts or the commerce 

stream are ineligible to pursue engineering courses (open only for students from the science 

stream). A B.Voc degree course becomes their only option for vertical mobility if they wish 

to continue on the automobile servicing skilling pathway. Under the VSHSE scheme, the 

percentage of students belonging to arts and commerce streams is significantly higher than 

the science stream because most of them are unable to obtain the cut-off marks required to 

pursue the science steam. However, in smaller towns, there arenôt many colleges in the 

vicinity which offer relevant B.Voc degree courses for vertical mobility, and the few that do 

charge prohibitive tuition fees. The lack of feasible options leads students such as Madhukar 

to drop out from the vocational skilling pathway altogether and pursue a mainstream 

education degree. In this scenario, the onus of figuring out the various possible mobility 

pathways completely falls upon the student and, in some cases, it has also led to loss of 

precious academic years, additional financial burden or altogether dropping out from the 

skilling pathway.  

All of these mobility failures stem from two main reasons: one, the lack of adequate 

information and preparation of the state level machinery (which includes state departments, 

schools, colleges, etc.) to implement the scheme in its entirety and a lack of foresight, and 

two, planning that can pre-empt hurdles or entry level barriers that one could face while 

navigating the various intersecting pathways between vocational courses and mainstream 

general education.   

Conclusion 

Our ethnography-based study of the automobile service technician skills course 

currently being taught under VSHSE has revealed that the scheme neither prepares students 

for entering the world of work nor provides them with seamless academic mobility to pursue 

a vocational stream after completion of their higher secondary education.  
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Challenges such as establishing or equipping laboratories for practical skills 

development and allocation of financial resources for effective delivery in schools persist. In 

the absence of lab infrastructure that is in line with the latest industry standards, students tend 

to acquire only a superficial theoretical knowledge of automobiles and their functioning 

without building a practical understanding of different failure modes, repair technologies and 

servicing procedures. Thus, most employers continue to have their own in-house and 

customized training courses to skill fresh recruits irrespective of the vocational/educational 

background they come from.  

The skilled labor demands of the automobile service industry can instead be met by 

enhancing the lab infrastructure in the existing ITIs. In parallel, the current ITI curriculum 

could also be transformed to include mainstream academic subjects such as a language and 

another subject from arts, science or commerce streams so that it better aligns with the 

holistic skilling requirements of the automobile service industry.  

It is clear from the study that the VSHSE scheme neither provides employment to 

youth nor meets the exact skilling needs of the employers in the automobile industry. This 

might be true for other industries of similar nature as well. This raises questions about the 

need to reconsider whether these courses need to be continued or dropped altogether as part 

of the VSHSE.  

In our opinion, in the context of secondary education, the government should 

concentrate on providing quality general education up to the secondary schooling level and 

only include vocational guidance by sensitizing students about dignity of labor, work ethics 

and vocation-based career options so that they are more equipped to plan their future 

pathways upon completion of secondary education. Skills training cannot be at the cost of 

providing quality elementary and secondary education especially at a time when there have 

been massive budget cuts in general education. The first 10 years of schooling should focus 

on building a strong foundation that revolves around reading, writing and arithmetic skills on 

which vocational education and training can subsequently be built. If students do not acquire 

these basic skills during their schooling years, they will not be able to acquire these later, 

however skilled they might eventually become.  

 

References 



75 
 

KPMG. (2013). Human Resource and Skill Requirements in the Auto and Auto Components 

Sector. National Skills Development Corporation (NSDC). 

Lave, C. (1992). Cars and Demographics. 

MHRD. (2014). Revision of the Scheme of Vocationalisation of Higher Secondary Education 

(F. No. ï 10-4/2012-VE (pt). 

Pai, M. (2010). Retrieved from http://www.embarq.org/en/india-transport-indicators 

Pai, M. (2010). India Urban Transport Indicators. EMBARQ. 

Ravi, A. (2011). Urban India 2011: Evidence. India Urban Conference. New Delhi. 

Society of Indian Automobile Manufacturers. (2016). Retrieved from 

http://www.siamindia.com/uploads/filemanager/47AUTOMOTIVEMISSIONPLAN.pd

f  

  

http://www.siamindia.com/uploads/filemanager/47AUTOMOTIVEMISSIONPLAN.pdf
http://www.siamindia.com/uploads/filemanager/47AUTOMOTIVEMISSIONPLAN.pdf


76 
 

 

  



77 
 

 

Chapter 5: Marginalizing youth through skilling - Understanding the vocational subject 

of healthcare 

Anusha Iyer 

The Healthcare Sector Skills Council (HSSC) is a not-for-profit body financially 

supported by the National Skills Development Corporation (NSDC) under the Ministry of 

Skill Development and Entrepreneurship (MSDE) that was created with the objective of 

promoting vocational education and skill development in the healthcare space (Healthcare 

Sector Skill Council, 2013). In 2015, HSSC mapped the entire healthcare industry from the 

demand as well as the supply side by drawing inputs from multiple stakeholders such as 

representatives from the government, healthcare industry associations, skill training 

institutions, academia, non-governmental organizations, etc. An analytical report was 

prepared as an outcome of this exercise by KPMG in collaboration with the NSDC and the 

MSDE that forecasts the demand and supply patterns of the healthcare industry for the next 

five years and also indicates the various skill gaps existing in the health sector (henceforth 

referred to as the HSSC report). The findings from this report would form the contextual 

background for the current chapter against which evidences from the field shall be posited 

questioning the introduction of skilling as a concept into the higher education system.  

As mentioned earlier, under VSHSE, the education department at the state 

government level was expected to identify the priority sectors for their respective states and 

the corresponding skill sets required in those sector areas. Accordingly, the state of Karnataka 

identified five trade areas namely healthcare, IT, retail, beauty and wellness, and automobile. 

The sector chosen for this chapter is the healthcare sector under which the students of 

government schools in the state of Karnataka are prepared for a job role known as the 

General Duty Assistant (GDA). This chapter is an output of the year-long field study 

involving a series of classroom observations and interactions with students, teachers, skills 

trainers, vocational training partners and potential employers from the healthcare industry. 

The chapter attempts to question the choice of GDA as a job role as selected by RMSA 

Karnataka while also examining the preparedness of the students for the said job role.  

After providing a context of the healthcare sector in general, the chapter begins by 

drawing a picture of the healthcare scenario specific to India to understand the current 

demand patterns and skills gaps in the sector. The second section then tries to unpack the role 



78 
 

of GDAs while also shedding light on the precarious and decontextualised nature of GDA as 

a job role in the Indian context. This section aims to establish GDA as a poorly defined job 

role with lower technical precision and lower career mobility, hence questioning its choice by 

RMSA Karnataka. The second section illustrates that even within the limited understanding 

of GDAs as gathered from the field and secondary sources, the students are not being 

prepared to be employed as GDAs in the Indian healthcare industry. The third and the final 

section tries to understand the implications of the VSHSE on the lives of the students. Given 

the uncertain role of GDA in the market on one hand and the unpreparedness of the students 

on the other hand, the chapter concludes that the introduction of this kind of skilling courses 

in the secondary schooling system ultimately reproduces the existing caste, class and gender 

connotations associated with the workforce of the healthcare industry.  

Context 

The HSSC report positively states that the healthcare sector in India is a burgeoning 

industry with a projected increase in the demand for a strong workforce. In 2015, the Indian 

healthcare sector became the fifth  largest employer in the country (KPMG, 2015). There has 

also been a notable investment made by the central government into the healthcare sector to 

assure its rapid growth. Healthcare had been made the focus area of the 12th Five Year Plan 

and was allocated USD 83 billion under the same. An additional budget of INR 4727 Crores 

had also been budgeted for medical education, training and research as well for the purpose 

of promoting institutions for medical advancement by the Ministry of Health and Family 

Welfare at the union level (KPMG, 2015). Various initiatives have been undertaken by the 

central government that include opening of medical colleges, increasing the number of 

institutes for vocational training, setting up of regulatory authorities and developing training 

infrastructure. The introduction of the NSQF subject as an optional subject into the secondary 

education system in the state of Karnataka is one such initiative to ensure that students are 

prepared for job roles within the healthcare industry.  

For the understanding of this chapter, it is first essential to understand the nature of 

job roles currently existing in the healthcare sector. While there are various typologies of 

categorization of the job positions within the healthcare space; the current chapter would 

stick to the one determined on the basis of application of medical knowledge. The first 

category of services involves treatment of the patients and curing their illnesses that directly 

translates into provisioning of healthcare-based services. These services include diagnosis, 
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treatment, provision of medicines, pharmaceutical services, laboratory services, etc. The 

second category of services do not directly involve the application of medical knowledge but 

are used for making the lives of the people more comfortable. These kinds of services are 

more an outcome of changing lifestyles, demographic patterns and increasing purchasing 

power of the population in recent times as has been stated in the HSSC report. Interactions 

with potential employers from the field also revealed that there has been a change in the way 

people perceive healthcare that does not arise from the need for treatments but is fueled by 

lifestyles and increasing purchasing power of the Indian population.  

While stating the obvious fact that the size of the healthcare would constantly keep 

expanding with the increasing population size, it was also critically pointed out in these 

interviews that ñnowadays people rush to the hospital for the smallest of the things.ò This has 

given a rise to the need for a non-medical workforce as well that focuses on the comfort, 

safety and protection of the patient, rather than the treatment of the patient. These services 

include aspects like caregiving, advice on healthy living and/or services related to monitoring 

of health status. This distinction of job roles was made clearer in an interview with the head 

of human resources at a large-scale multi-specialty private hospital in Mysore who coined 

these two categories as ómedicalô and ónon-medicalô job roles (personal communication, 

March 1, 2018). According to him, the medical side of the hospitals included the positions of 

doctors, paramedics, nurses and technicians while the non-medical side includes the positions 

of caretakers, receptionists, security, etc. In order to understand the position of GDA within 

this broader categorization of healthcare services, let us first understand the current demand 

patterns of the medical and non-medical jobs of the healthcare sector.  

Overview of demand trends of healthcare sector  

The type of job roles that are demanded of the healthcare sector, in todayôs time are 

largely the mainstream and high-skilled jobs that includes doctors, nurses and midwives 

(refer to Table 9 below)(KPMG, 2015). As explained earlier, these positions mainly fall 

under the medical side of the industry thus pointing towards the need for a workforce 

engaged in direct medical practice. Another report brought out by the NSDC showed that 

among the various sectors within Karnataka, the requirement for óhighly skilledô workers was 

the highest in the healthcare sector and the requirement for skilled workers was the second 

highest in the healthcare sector (ICRA Management Consulting Services Limited, 2013). 

Further, healthcare was one of the three sectors that had zero requirement of minimally 
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skilled workers in Karnataka. Not only is the demand projected for óhighly skilled workô 

higher within human power planning documents such as the HSSC report, but field 

informants also corroborated the greater need for highly skilled, rather than minimally skilled 

workers within the health industry.  

The administrative medical officer of a Community Health Centre (CHC) in urban 

Mysore mentioned that there are more vacancies for doctors in his center than paramedics 

and nurses and thus the need for GDAs was completely out of question hinting towards the 

fact that GDAs are on a lower rung than even the nurses (personal communication, March 1, 

2017). He said that the lower rung of their staff was ófull and has more than enough workers.ô 

Although there is very little clarity on the kind of job roles that fit into each of these 

categories of skilled, highly skilled, and minimally skilled; it can be reasonably hypothesized 

that doctors, nurses, technicians, and medical researchers, who mostly require formal post-

secondary education, fall under the highly skilled job category. Hence, most of the jobs on 

the medical side are understood to be the skilled category jobs while the non-medical jobs 

that involve no direct application of medical knowledge fall under the minimally skilled jobs. 

Thus, positions such as GDA under the non-medical job list require limited technical 

knowledge with more emphasis on soft skills and a minimum educational requirement of 

completion of secondary schooling and are thus not much in demand.  

It is also important to highlight that while the healthcare industry involves various 

tiers of jobs, the HSSC report has limited its analysis to a sub-category of occupations known 

as the Allied Health Professionals (AHPs). The HSSC report describes AHPs to be a group of 

job roles that provides supportive healthcare services pertaining to the mainstream services of 

diagnostic, treatment, counselling, dietary, rehabilitation, and health management system. 

AHPs are also alternatively known as the paramedical staff (Health Sector Skills Council, 

2013). As defined by the American Medical Association, they are óhealth related personnel 

who fulfil  necessary roles in the healthcare system including assisting, facilitating and 

complementing the work of physicians and other healthcare specialistsô (Douglas, 2004). 

Since AHPs are largely understood to be supportive staff to the mainstream healthcare 

system, there are certain job roles within the AHPs that are on the medical side and certain 

job roles that are on the non-medical side. It has been clearly stated in the report that GDAs 

are a distinct job role within AHPs and (as will be explained in subsequent sections), it falls 

within the non-medical side of the healthcare sector.  
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What is clear from the table below is that although the occupational category of AHPs 

is largely in demand, there is no distinct data available for each of these job roles within the 

larger category. The category of AHPs is a mixed bag of several supportive job roles that 

collectively function as a supporting mechanism for the mainstream healthcare services. 

There is no demarcated data or figures available for each of these various job roles within the 

AHP category, and hence it is difficult to determine whether GDAs, in particular, are in huge 

demand or not.  

Table 9: Demand for health professionals in India. Source: (KPMG, 2015) 

 

The HSSC report also points out noticeably that even within the category of AHPs, 

more technical and high-precision jobs such as diagnostic service persons and laboratory 

technicians were needed in large numbers as opposed to the other job roles. This means that 

even within the AHP category, the medical job roles are higher in demand than that of the 

non-medical jobs. The HSSC report also clarified that while attrition is a major problem in 

the case of administrative/caregiving positions such as GDA, record keeper, receptionist, etc.; 

the same is not the case with respect to the technician positions. The biggest challenge in case 

of diagnostic services is the initial recruitment of candidates because there is a lack of 

awareness for these professions and there is a dearth of specialized training courses offered 

by education/training facilities (KPMG, 2015). Interviews from the field also resonated with 

the fact that medical roles are more in need than the non-medical roles within the healthcare 

industry. It was found from the employers that there is more scope for innovation in recent 

times pointing towards the fact that the demand was larger in terms of medical research and 

development ï areas that require more years of training and higher education.  

Thus, the secondary sources as well as evidences from the field point towards the fact 

that there is a larger demand for the medical workforce versus the non-medical workforce at 
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the macro level. Even within the category of AHPs, there is a dearth of individuals in 

technical i.e. medical positions as opposed to the non-medical positions. In the given context, 

why has RMSA Karnataka selected a job role that is lesser in demand as opposed to the 

mainstream medical job roles? It actually seems prudent for the higher education system to 

introduce these technical courses as subjects instead of choosing a subject like GDA that does 

not even cater to the need of the hour in India.  

Besides, evidences from secondary sources also indicate the precarious nature of 

GDAs in India that is depicted through three distinct trends. Firstly, there is no clear term or 

definition for GDAs, and it is very difficult to determine what are the exact duties expected of 

a GDA, as shall be made clear in the next section. Secondly, in India, there is no regulatory 

body for the entire AHP category because of which there is no scope of unionization of AHPs 

that may have helped in improving their bargaining position. Thirdly, there is no charted-out 

career progression for GDAs in India (as shown in Figure 3) (Health Sector Skills Council, 

2013). The highest level one can reach is a housekeeping supervisor in the area of GDA, 

which is odd, since the tasks of housekeeping are significantly different from that of a GDA.  

 

 

Figure 3: Occupational Trajectory of GDA 

The question still remains why RMSA Karnataka has chosen a job role that is not 

only poorly defined but also has limited career mobility and unregulated markets. When the 

state chooses GDA as a job role as a skills subject, it automatically blocks the other pathways 

for higher education that would have otherwise allowed the students to pursue mainstream 

careers of medicine. This was made clear in an interview with a well-established Vocational 

Training Partner (VTP) in the city of Bengaluru. The head of the training institute mentioned 

that the four levels of NSQF training program only prepares the students for the role of a 

GDA (personal communication, November 3, 2017). These four levels of training (within or 

outside the realm of government schooling) does not serve as a launching pad for any related 

professions in the field such as that of Auxiliary Nurse and Midwife (ANM), General 

GDA 
(OT/radiology/ICU - 

depending on the 
department)  

GDA Supervisor 
Housekeeping 
surpervisor 
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Nursing and Midwife (GNM) or even nursing. This clearly shows that the unskilled work that 

translated into the non-medical job roles in the industry are left to be incorporated into the 

secondary education system of the government schools while the job roles requiring technical 

expertise i.e. the medical job roles are left for the mainstream education system to pursue. 

GDA ï a grey job role  

GDA, also alternatively called as nursing associates, and Patient Care Assistants 

(PCAs) or orderlies fall under the category of AHPs, which is a minor occupation type within 

the healthcare sector. The Occupational Mapping Report defines the work of GDAs as 

ñhaving a great deal of contact with patients and providing personal care such as bathing, 

feeding and dressing. They also perform support functions such as transporting patients, 

taking vital signs, making beds, helping patients become ambulatory and answering patient 

calls. They might also be called upon to set up equipment such as X-ray machines and 

overhead irrigation bottles.ò (Health Sector Skills Council, 2013). In summation, the 

Occupational Mapping Report holds GDAs responsible for óobserving and reporting how 

patients respond to the care that is being given.ô In an attempt to justify the role of GDA on 

the field, a managerial representative from a multi-specialty private hospital in Mysore 

positioned the role of a GDA vaguely between the designations of a nurse and a housekeeper 

(personal communication, March 1, 2018). According to him, the housekeeping staff is 

involved in making life comfortable for the patient but is ónot allowed to touch a patientô and 

the nurse is allowed to administer medicines and injections and can take medical histories of 

the patient. The role of the GDA is somewhere in between both these positions where they 

Box 1: TASKS OF GDA (as per Occupational Mapping Report)  

¶ Assist Nurses in looking after the patients 

¶ Transport the patients to the various areas of the Hospitals as or when asked 

¶ Run errands and carry messages 

¶ Clean and dusts beds doors windows and other furniture 

¶ Render first aid to the patients when required 

¶ Prepare dead bodies, arrange their transportations to the mortuary and assist in terminal 

disinfections 

(Health Sector Skills Council, 2013) 

Figure 4: Tasks of GDA. Source: Occupational Mapping Report, Health Sector Skills 

Council, 2013 
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are allowed to make the patient comfortable by helping the patient in and out of the ward, 

making their bed, dressing them, and is allowed to perform certain basic procedures like 

checking of temperature or blood pressure but cannot administer medicines. Largely, it seems 

that the main role of the GDA is to make the life of the patients comfortable through direct 

contact with the patients but does not include direct involvement with the medical treatment 

of the patients. These descriptions indicate that GDA clearly falls on the non-medical side of 

the healthcare industry as their role is merely limited to the comfort of the patients and is not 

related to the treatment of the patients.  

Both evidences from the field and the description of the job role in the Occupational 

Mapping Report point towards the fact that direct/indirect contact with the patient or the 

absence of it seems to be a defining element for distinguishing the roles of housekeepers, 

nurses and GDAs. But nowhere is it clear as to what level of technical precision or medical 

knowledge is crucial for the GDAs to enter the healthcare sector. In response to the demand 

for GDAs in their healthcare establishment, the nursing superintendent shared that the tasks 

as enlisted under GDAs are already being performed by the nurse and the paramedics in their 

hospital and there is no need for a separate caretaker position. This was further substantiated 

in an interview with the NSQF trainer at one of the government schools in Mysore who stated 

that most of the tasks demarcated for the care assistants are best handled by the nurses 

themselves and hence there is no need for such separate positions. He added that the position 

of care assistants does not largely exist in the industry (personal communication, March 1, 

2018).  

Hence, there seems to be lacking a proper and well-defined understanding of the role 

of GDA across various field interactions and from the background document of this chapter 

i.e. HSSC report. Currently, there is a unanimous cognizance that there is a limited set of 

tasks overlapping between the nurse and the housekeeper that could be taken on by the GDA. 

As furtherance to this point, the secretary of AHP stated that the scope of GDAs may increase 

in the market if it helps in reducing the workload of the nurses. The head of human resources 

at a private hospital also shared that the kind of establishments that require GDAs in India are 

in mental health wards, old age homes, disability centers, etc. In this sense, it would be useful 

to understand if the training received by the students under VSHSE even equip them with the 

right set of skills to be employed as GDAs.  

Juxtaposing in-school learning and employer demands  
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Inclusion of repetitive and irrelevant topics 

Many lessons found in the syllabus and a number of concepts taught in the 

classrooms, as observed on the field, were extremely unrelated to the tasks of a GDA. As has 

been mentioned in the Occupational Mapping Report, the tasks of a GDA are merely limited 

to making the ólife of the patient comfortableô and in assisting the nurses in certain basic 

procedures. The topics covered within the classroom sessions were aspects like the definition 

of healthcare, origin of the word hospital, classification of hospitals, components of hospitals, 

information on diseases such as back pain and asthma, and human anatomy to name a few. 

Simultaneously, certain lessons within the syllabus also seemed to be overlapping with other 

general subject matter such as that of science. For instance, a number of concepts as 

mentioned in the syllabus were common concepts on human anatomy, human body, body 

systems, functions of the body, nutrition, etc. During most of the classroom observations, it 

was found that the skills teachers taught these subjects at great length to their students.  

Instances of these were explicitly witnessed during particular sessions at the higher levels of 

the school i.e. at level 3 and level 4. For instance, it was found during a level 4 healthcare 

class at a government school in Mysore that the skills teacher spent an entire hour teaching 

physiotherapy to the students (personal communication, February 19, 2018). The session 

covered various aspects pertaining to physiotherapy such as the definition of physiotherapy, 

conditions leading to physiotherapy, techniques of physiotherapy, etc. at the end of which the 

teacher said - ñAs a GDA you do not have to do physiotherapy but you should know 

everything in general.ò This statement raises the question as to why are the students expected 

to understand in so much length and depth about a subject that they would not even be 

expected to engage in, as a GDA? A similar instance was observed at a government high 

school in rural Bangalore where the students were asked to prepare an immunization schedule 

by the skills teacher (personal communication, November 1, 2017). As part of this óactivityô 

class, the students were expected to understand the various rounds of immunization necessary 

for a new-born baby till the completion of 18 years of age. While this topic seemed relevant 

for an ANM who would be expected to assist pregnant and lactating women in their 

community, it had no connection whatsoever to the job expectations of a GDA.  

While on the one hand, some of the topics seemed complex and beyond the 

comprehension level of the students, on the other hand, employers on the field felt that the 

knowledge level of the students was very basic and minimal. When asked if the students from 

the government school could be employed at the CHC in urban Mysore, the doctor in-charge 
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stated that the best use of the learning provided under this subject could be in a 

community/family setting to provide knowledge to the public and to their parents, neighbors 

or friends. He added that the knowledge and skills imparted to the RMSA students, was only 

a form of awareness since students are taught about basic things such as infections and its 

causes and this does not equip them to work at hospitals, especially not with the patients 

(personal communication, March 1, 2018). 

Hence, there seems to be a huge mismatch between the expectations of the employers 

within the healthcare setup and the Occupational Mapping Report versus the skills teachers 

and the healthcare syllabus as a result of which the students are rendered unemployable in the 

market. Because of the already vague nature of the GDA job role, there also exists a 

confusion as to what kind of skills should the students be equipped with. As a result of this, 

the students are taught certain concepts too loosely and certain other concepts in an 

unnecessarily elaborate fashion. Resultantly, the students have either rudimentary or 

redundant knowledge of topics that are immaterial for a GDA position.  

Imbalanced theory and practical proportion  

As has been discussed earlier, the role of a GDA involves many hands-on tasks 

related to grooming, cleaning, and bathing a patient and providing basic assistance to the 

nurse in certain procedures. The Occupational Mapping Report released by the HSSC states 

that potential GDA candidates usually need a secondary school certificate and learn their 

skills on the job (Health Sector Skills Council, 2013). Field respondents such as the nursing 

superintendent in a private hospital in Mysore further clarified that prospective candidates for 

GDA positions are initially hired on a probation basis where they are mostly advised to 

observe and assess the procedures from a distance (personal communication, March 1, 2018). 

With time, they are allowed to contribute in the procedures with constant supervision and 

repeated warnings after which they are appointed on a permanent basis. Employer interviews 

as these clearly indicated that more weightage was given to the experiential knowledge of the 

students as opposed to their course certificates or degrees. On the contrary, it was found on 

the field that the students are not being given the requisite practical skills that are related to 

the tasks expected of GDAs as enlisted in the Occupational Mapping Report. Not only is 

there a lop-sidedness in the theory versus practical proportions of the syllabus, but the 

classroom interactions also revealed that the skills teachers resort to a theoretical way of 

teaching even during the practical sessions.  
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As per one of the tasks enlisted for a GDA, he/she is expected to ñassist nurse in 

measuring patient parameters accuratelyò and ñassist nurse in observing and reporting change 

in patient condition.òô Hence, the syllabus includes a lesson on vital signs where students are 

expected to learn how to measure body temperature, pulse rate and blood pressure. In the 

absence of proper resources and inefficiency in lessons imparted, the students are equipped 

with very few skills to perform these tasks as a GDA. Detailed observations of a practical 

session of measuring body temperatures at one of the well-equipped schools in a government 

school in urban Bangalore revealed that the teacher is imparting very little practical 

knowledge to the students (personal communication, September 26, 2017) During this 

session, the skills trainer was witnessed providing a lot of information on surrounding 

knowledge such as providing privacy to the patient and maintaining cleanliness in the 

surrounding of the patients, leaving very little scope for the students to get a hands-on 

experience of measuring body temperature. There was also a lot of theoretical information 

provided during the session such as information on the normal human body temperature, time 

taken to measure body temperature and the parts of a thermometer. Within a real-life 

situation it is the reading of the mercury level that ultimately determines the temperature of 

the body. Not only did the skills teacher spend the least amount of time on imparting this skill 

but the session was only limited to demonstrating the process to the rest of the class. In the 

due course of the session, merely two students had the chance to measure the body 

temperatures practically for each other. Even their understanding of body temperatures came 

from a strictly theoretical standpoint where instead of measuring temperatures from the 

reading of the mercury level, the students resorted to their memorized answers of the body 

temperatures instead.  

Another major limitation under this argument is that of infrastructural and time 

constraints with the skills teacher. Many of the schools within the study did not even have a 

proper healthcare lab to carry out the practical sessions. An urban government high school in 

Bangalore at least had a separate room allocated that was referred to as the óhealthcare labô. 

But the room appeared to be no less than a classroom and had very little elements of a 

practical lab in it. There was a shelf in the corner of the room with all the practical equipment 

such as temperature tray, gloves, thermometer, BP machine, stethoscope, etc. that were 

occasionally taken out to demonstrate the procedures. In addition to this, the time constraints 

add to the delimiting practical component of the session (as is clear from the above anecdotal 

evidence). Within this limited period, it becomes extremely difficult for the students to grasp 
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the nuances of the procedures, especially when they are related to complex concepts such as 

that of measuring of blood pressure. At a rural government high school in Bangalore, the 

practical equipment for the healthcare was kept in one cupboard in the staff room while the 

healthcare classes are conducted in the regular classrooms itself. The first practical session in 

the course of the academic year was held a month before the annual exams which clearly 

meant that all the previous sessions were solely focused on theory (personal communication, 

October 27, 2017). This particular practical session involved merely showing (not even 

demonstrating) the various equipment such as the thermometer, first-aid box, stethoscope, 

urinary bag, etc. for the rest of the class to see.  

Since the students are neither well-equipped to work with instruments nor are they 

trained enough to work with patients, there is a high sense of reservation among the 

employers as well for employing these students in a healthcare setup. This was rightly 

explained in a single sentence by the nursing superintendent in Mysore, ñWe are not working 

with machines here; we are working with humansò. (personal communication, March 1, 

2018) He focused on the fact that working in a healthcare setup requires a high level of 

precision and focus and years of experience and the RMSA students have neither of these 

qualities. The objective of building a vocation-based education system thus fails as the 

students do not possess the right balance of theory and practical knowledge necessary to work 

as a GDA. Additionally, the vocational course coordinator at a private-aided medical college 

in Mysore questioned the level of comprehension and seriousness of the RMSA students to 

even understand the importance and the content of complex topics (personal communication, 

March 1, 2018). She demarcated the ówhatô and ówhyô aspects of the lessons in the syllabus 

by stating that if students do not even understand why blood pressure is measured, or what 

are the implications of high or low blood pressure then what is the point of teaching them the 

technique of measuring blood pressure?  

Mismatched skill gap 

As mentioned earlier, the HSSC report also identifies the specific skills that are 

lacking within the healthcare industry. The report mentions that the lower-rung jobs within 

AHPs are especially deficient in communication skills, empathy towards patients, 

computer/IT related skills and patient bedside manners (KPMG, 2015). This sub-section 

would highlight how there is an unnecessary expectation from the students to behave in a 

certain manner so as to fit into the healthcare establishments instead of specifically focusing 

on the skills mentioned as above. Both the classroom interactions and the components of the 
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syllabus showed that there is an implicit enforcement of ideas on the students so as to make 

them óemployableô in the market. These ideas are not only classist in nature but also carry 

with them certain preconceived notions regarding the students of the government schools.  

For instance, the students are introduced to complicated medical and technical terms 

that are difficult to pronounce as well as memorize and reproduce in their GDA position with 

no further explanations or clarifications about these words. Some of the words used during 

these sessions are ósterilizationô, disinfection, epidemiological triangle and also names of 

viruses and diseases such as EBOLA and Salmonella Typhi. In addition to this, the teachers 

also tend to use very complex and complicated words from the English language that have no 

Kannada equivalent making it all the more difficult for the students to follow any concept. 

This is especially true in case of guest lecturers who explain all the concepts by translating 

the complex words from English to Kannada instead of explaining the concept itself. For 

instance, instead of explaining to the students what healthcare is, the students are told that 

healthcare means aarogya, which is a translation of the word and not an explanation of the 

word (personal communication, December 1, 2017).  

While all the field respondents from the employersô side concurred that a secondary 

school certificate is a minimum educational requirement for a GDA, they differed on their 

opinion of different soft skills required for hiring of GDAs. For instance, the managerial 

representative at a large-scale multi-specialty hospital in Mysore stated that the single most 

important criteria for the position of care assistants are values of ówillingness to workô and 

óno egosô(personal communication, March 1, 2018) He strongly believed that GDAs must be 

humble and compassionate people and they must óthrow their egos outô before handling the 

patients. While there is a strong agreement that the healthcare industry needs GDAs equipped 

with soft skills, the syllabus and classroom transactions tend to be discriminatory in nature. 

There is a lot of focus as to how GDAs must ógroomô themselves so that they are employable 

in the industry. Hence, there are various units in the syllabus that are solely meant for 

developing such qualities among the students such as public relations in a hospital, 

communication at a workplace, grooming the self, etc. The usage of certain phrases within 

these units echoes the fact that these students need to be schooled as to how to arrive to the 

workplace. For instance, the unit on grooming techniques teaches the students not to dress up 

in a ósimilarô or óuninspiring outfitô and to ónot wear white socks with dark shoes and vice 

versaô. Such lessons are based on a prejudice that the students of government schools are not 

familiar with the working environment of these healthcare establishments and hence need to 
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be given separate lessons on the same. Even the skills teachers repeatedly point towards the 

fact that the privacy of the patient is of utmost importance and that students must talk slowly 

and calmly around patients. Even though, most medical institutions have one lesson on 

handwashing, the lengthy and repeated sessions on the mentioned topic were witnessed 

across all the schools. This was a prominent example of the presumption that the students in 

government schools needed to learn how to wash their hands at the very least. This is not 

only true of the skills teachers but also of the guest lecturers who usually spend a quarter of 

their session teaching aspects of social etiquette to the students.  

The socio-economic profile of the students studying in the government hailed from 

lower caste groups such as the Scheduled Castes and most of their parents had little to no 

education. Most of the families are engaged in precarious and vulnerable occupations such as 

labor work, tailoring, garment industry, etc. Given this context, many of the students are not 

well-versed with the English language and in most cases, they are first-generation learners. 

There is an unnecessary imposition of the English language and presentation skills that are 

quite contradictory from the lived realities of these children. While most government 

hospitals are struggling with regular supply of water and the distribution of water as a 

resource is political, then what is the use of teaching these students handwashing in such 

detail? This fact was admitted by one of the doctors working at a government hospital who 

visited one of the urban schools in Bangalore as a guest lecturer. Hence, neither the syllabus 

nor the teaching practices are equipping them with the skill sets that have actually been 

identified as necessary in the job market. Instead, the students are taught on how to be ówell-

groomedô and ówell-behavedô that may make them employable in certain kinds of healthcare 

establishment but do not make them skilled individuals for the GDA role.  

Implications of NSQF program  

The state in its attempt of addressing its welfare commitments of education has 

narrowly interpreted the demand for trained workers in healthcare, and thus, has adopted a 

convenient approach of investing in youthôs development. Instead of investing in technical 

positions of doctors and nurses that may translate into direct treatment of illnesses and 

diseases, there are marked investments towards creating job roles that are not only lesser in 

demand but are also ill-defined and precarious in nature. Hence there has been a clear trade-

off between the medical and the non-medical jobs that not only limits the opportunities for 

further mobility but also fails to meet the aspirational needs of the children of the government 
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schools.
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 What is important is to understand in such a context is what ramifications it has on 

the lives of the students opting for the skills subject under RMSA Karnataka. 

As was explained earlier, GDA as a job role is vaguely positioned between the 

designations of a nurse and a housekeeper. Both these job roles have traditionally been 

associated with notions of pollution (Shelby L. Garner, 2015). Nursing has been looked down 

upon as a menial job and restricted for people belonging to low castes and classes of the 

population as the associated type of work was considered to be ópollutingô (Shelby L. Garner, 

2015). This is because nursing involves tasks that are generally perceived to be ódirtyô such as 

cleaning of dead bodies, clearing the excreta of patients, changing the beds and clothes of 

patients, etc. This is further proven from the interview with a doctor at a private hospital in 

Mysore where he discussed the perception of nursing as a profession in the state of Karnataka 

(personal communication, March 1, 2018). According to him, there is a lot of social stigma 

associated with the job of a nurse or a paramedic in Karnataka as the position was equated to 

that of a ward boy. GDA, being a low-skilled profession on the non-medical side of the 

industry positions itself at a scale lower than that of nursing itself. As demonstrated in an 

earlier section, the work tasks of GDA are duplicating those of nursing and housekeeping and 

hence the caste/class association of those two jobs would be represented by GDAs as well.  

Besides, the job roles at the lower end of the healthcare industry that has been 

represented as the non-medical side also consist of a highly feminized labor force. Secondary 

sources point this to be true especially in the category of nursing assistants as 80% of the 

workforce are females (KPMG, 2015). This gendered distribution of students across the skills 

subject has already been noted across the government schools in Karnataka. A quick analysis 

of the Student Database 2016-17 under RMSA Karnataka showed that the number of girls 

who had taken up the healthcare subject was more than double the number of boys who had 

chosen the healthcare subject (407 boys versus 970 girls across all selected government 

schools in Karnataka).  

                                                           
19

 Refer to chapter 3 in this report for information on studentôs aspirations  
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Figure 5: Gender-wise enrolment in VSHSE in Healthcare in Karnataka 

 

Subsequently, even with the sketchy description of the GDA role, the students are not 

being equipped with the requisite set of skills as outlined in the HSSC report and as shared by 

the potential employers from the field. The syllabus and the classroom transactions between 

the skills teachers and the students have molded the students into a storehouse of theoretical 

knowledge and unrelated information with very little hands-on practical knowledge. Further, 

even if the students manage to be employed as GDAs in certain kinds of healthcare 

establishments, the imposition of value systems based on certain prejudiced notions would 

aggravate the caste/class divide between those who avail the GDA services and the GDA 

themselves.  

With the introduction of healthcare as a subject in secondary and higher secondary 

education, the students have been indirectly pushed towards a career stream that seem to have 

no further avenues for higher education nor does it seem to have a higher demand in the 

industry. Further, unpacking the role of GDA revealed that the nature of work involved 

would remain at the lower end of the non-medical side. As a result, the students pursuing 

these subjects would be stuck in job roles that are ódirtyô and ópollutingô and consisting of a 

large proportion of females. The nursing superintendent at a private hospital in Mysore aptly 

summarized the NSQF subject as actually ñbreaking their (studentsô) careerò. Thus, the 

VSHSE that aimed to create an education stream for making the students employable and 

inclusive has, on the contrary, either rendered them jobless or pushed them into job roles that 

reproduce the class, caste and gender identities traditionally associated with the healthcare 

sector.  
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