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Introduction

The right to higher education functions as an essential gateway to economic liberty, personal
dignity, and the constitutional promise of meaningful employment. Under the framework of the
Constitution of India, the intersection of higher education and employment opportunities forms a
vital socio-legal bridge, transforming human capital into an active economic resource. In
Tirunelveli District, Tamil Nadu, a region marked by a significant population of rural, semi-
urban, and first-generation learners, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) bear a unique
constitutional responsibility. They act as the primary engines for translating abstract statutory
rights into real-world, industry-ready capabilities.

This legal article analyzes the structural, legislative, and institutional frameworks governing
higher education and graduate employability. Using Tirunelveli District as a regional case study,
it explores right-to-education jurisprudential developments, state skilling initiatives like the Naan
Mudhalvan Scheme, systemic labor market mismatches, and the urgent legal reforms needed to

align academic outputs with contemporary workplace demands.

I. The Constitutional and Jurisprudential Framework of Education and Employability

The legal status of higher education in India has evolved from an optional state benefit into a
crucial component of human dignity and livelihood. While Article 21A of the Constitution
guarantees free and compulsory education as a fundamental right, this mandate is explicitly
restricted to children aged six to fourteen years. For higher and professional education, the legal
framework expands into a complex network of Directive Principles, fundamental freedoms, and

progressive judicial interpretations.

ARTICLE 21: Right to Livelihood & Dignity - Higher education prevents absolute educational

dependency on unskilled labor.
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ARTICLE 19(1)(g): Freedom of Trade/Profession - Academic freedom and training unlock

specialized occupations.

ARTICLE 41: State Duty to Secure Work - State must optimize systems to combat

unemployment.

The Right to Livelihood and Higher Education

The Supreme Court of India has consistently expanded the scope of Article 21 (The Right to Life
and Personal Liberty) to include the right to a dignified livelihood. In the landmark case of Olga
Tellis v. Bombay Municipal Corporation®, the Court held that depriving a person of their

livelihood would effectively divest them of their life.

For a graduate in Tirunelveli, higher education is the primary instrument used to transform
historical economic stagnation. When an HEI provides substandard training that fails to secure
employment, it weakens the student's economic self-determination, rendering the right to life
functionally incomplete.

Directive Principles and State Obligations

Under Article 41 of the Constitution, the State is directed, within the limits of its economic
capacity and development, to make effective provision for securing the right to work and to
education. While Article 41 is non-justiciable on its own, it serves as a foundational guide for

state policy.

The Government of Tamil Nadu relies on this principle to create expansive educational
infrastructures. However, a legal gap persists: while the state has successfully expanded physical
access to universities, it remains legally and operationally challenged to guarantee that the

quality of this education translates into actual employment.

Jurisprudential Milestones

In Mohini Jain v. State of Karnataka (1992) the Supreme Court observed that the right to

education is directly linked to human dignity, noting that the life guaranteed by Article 21 cannot

1. Olga Tellis & Ors v. Bombay Municipal Corporation & Ors, (1985) 3 SCC 545
2. Mohini Jain v. State of Karnataka, (1992) 3 SCC 666
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be lived fully without education. This principle was refined in Unni Krishnan v. State of Andhra
Pradesh (1993)% and later upheld in P.A. Inamdar v. State of Maharashtra (2005).*

The judiciary has firmly established that while higher education is not an absolute, unconditional
fundamental right for everyone, the state is constitutionally bound to prevent arbitrary barriers to
entry and ensure that higher educational institutions operate as fair, accessible places for

professional development.

Il. The Statutory Landscape Governing Higher Education Ecosystems

Higher education in India operates under a shared legislative framework, with both centre and

state statutes shaping institutional governance, curriculum design, and quality metrics.
STATUTORY AND REGULATORY MATRIX

e CENTRAL STATUTORY BODIES
1. University Grants Commission UGC Act, 1956)
2. AICTE Act, 1987 (Technical)
3. National Education Policy
e TAMIL NADU STATE LEGISLATION
1. Manonmaniam Sundaranar University Act, 1990
2. TN State Council for Higher Education (TANSCHE) Act, 1992

Federal Surveillance and Standard Setting

The University Grants Commission (UGC) Act, 1956 and the All India Council for Technical
Education (AICTE) Act, 1987 central bodies with the authority to maintain standards of higher
and technical education. The National Education Policy (NEP) emphasizes shifting academic
programs away from strict, isolated domains towards flexible, multi-disciplinary, and

vocationally integrated curriculums.

Legally, these federal guidelines require local universities to incorporate hands-on
apprenticeships, practical laboratory training, and direct industry internships into standard

graduation tracks.”

3. UnniKrishnan, J.P. & Ors v. State of Andhra Pradesh & Ors, (1993) 1 SCC 645
4. PA. Inamdar & Ors v. State of Maharashtra & Ors, (2005) 6 SCC 537
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Tamil Nadu State Legislation and Regional Governance

In Tirunelveli, higher education is primarily administered through state legislative instruments.
The Manonmaniam Sundaranar University Act, 1990 governs the affiliation, curriculum design,
and examination protocols for over one hundred arts, science, and professional colleges across
the district.®

Concurrently, the Tamil Nadu State Council for Higher Education (TANSCHE) Act, 1992,
coordinates higher education policy at the state level, ensuring that academic programs align
with regional economic goals. These statutes give state authorities the power to reshape

academic curricula to match changing job market conditions.

I11. Case Study Analysis: Tirunelveli District, Tamil Nadu

Tirunelveli District represents a compelling socio-legal case study. It features a dense network of
educational institutions operating alongside a primarily agrarian, semi-urban, and decentralized

traditional economy.

TIRUNELVELI DISTRICT ECOSYSTEM

1.DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE 2. INSTITUTIONAL ENGINES 3. ECONOMIC
REALITIES

* High literacy base. * Manonmaniam Sundaranar Uni.  * Nascent tier-11 tech hubs.
» First-generation learners. < Gov. College of Engineering * High student out-
migration. e« Rural-urban divide. * Multi-sector polytechnics. * Prominent

unorganized sector

5. Ministry of Human Resource Development, Government of India, National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, 9|
11.1-11.3 (emphasizing the structural transition toward holistic, multidisciplinary, and vocationally
integrated higher education).

6. Tamil Nadu State Council for Higher Education Act, 1992 (Tamil Nadu Act No. 40 of 1992), § 10
(coordinating state-level higher education policies with macroscopic economic development goals).
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Demographic and Institutional Dynamics

Tirunelveli boasts a strong literacy rate that consistently exceeds the national average. This
success is driven by an extensive network of government, government-aided, and self-financing
institutions, such as the Government College of Engineering, Tirunelveli, alongside numerous

historic arts and science colleges.

However, a high percentage of the student body consists of first-generation college students from
rural areas, creating a unique socio-legal challenge. These students rely on higher education as an
economic lifeline, yet they often face systemic disadvantages in language proficiency, digital

resources, and professional networks.’

The State's Primary Skilling Intervention: The Naan Mudhalvan Framework

To address the gap between traditional academic curricula and modern corporate demands, the
state government introduced the Naan Mudhalvan Scheme. Implemented across Tirunelveli's
higher education institutions, this mandatory program integrates key industry certifications

directly into student transcripts.

Structural Impediments and the Academic-Industrial Mismatch

Despite these statutory and state-sponsored initiatives, Tirunelveli face three persistent structural

challenges:

1. The Language Barrier and Soft Skill Deficits: While local students excel in written
examinations, many struggle with professional English communication and
conversational fluency. This creates an immediate hurdle during corporate interviews
with multinational companies.

2. Theoretical and Rote Learning Biases: Many affiliated colleges continue to rely on

traditional, memor bases examination methods. This format leaves students unprepared

7. E.J. Gnanadhas & P. Mariappan, Employability Skills of Higher Education Graduates: A Case Study of
Tirunelveli District (Doctoral Dissertation, Manonmaniam Sundaranar University, 2017) (analyzing the
specific baseline skills gap in first-generation learners across rural blocks of Tirunelveli).



© July 2026 | JU2612 | Volume 1 | Special Issue 1 | ISSN: ISSN: 3107-7536
(Online) Vyavahara: International Journal of Commerce, Ethics, Law & Management

for corporate environments that demand real-world troubleshooting and critical analytical
skills.

3. Regional Industrial Limitations: Tirunelveli's local economy is anchored by agricultural
processing, cement manufacturing, and decentralized cottage industries. Because the
local technology sector is still developing, graduates face a sharp choice: relocate to
major industrial hubs like Chennai or Bengaluru, or accept underemployment within the

district's unorganized sectors.

IV. Administrative and Socio-Legal Challenges in Implementation

The path from enrollment to employment is hindered by a range of administrative, regulatory,

and socio-economic hurdles that disproportionately affect marginalized student communities.

Regulatory Inertia and Affiliation Bureaucracy

The rigid bureaucratic structure of the university affiliation system can slow down educational
progress. When a new technology or industry practice emerges, it often takes years for the
affiliated university's board of studies to update the official syllabus. By the time these changes
reach classrooms in rural Tirunelveli, the industry standard has often moved forward, leaving

graduates with outdated technical skills.

Digital Stratification and the Rural-Urban Divide

The digital divide remains a significant barrier for students outside urban centers. While affluent
urban students enjoy reliable broadband access and personal computers, their rural peers often
depend entirely on campus infrastructure. This uneven access makes the effectiveness of

mandatory digital training initiatives, turning digital literacy into a new point of social inequality.

Socio-Economic Coping Mechanisms and Underemployment

Many students from economically disadvantaged families in Tirunelveli work part-time in
unorganized sectors, such as local retail, agriculture, or traditional mat-weaving, to cover their

educational and living expenses.

This dual responsibility leaves them with little time to participate in placement drives, soft-skill
workshops, or unpaid internships, forcing many to accept low-wage, unskilled positions

immediately after graduation.
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V. Comparative Jurisprudential and Policy Analysis

To build an adaptable educational ecosystem, Tirunelveli's institutional framework can draw
valuable lessons from national and international models of experiential learning

The German Dual Education System (Berufsschule)

Germany’s highly regarded higher education model is built on a clear statutory foundation that
requires students to split their time between an academic institution and a verified industrial
workplace. ® This structure ensures that theoretical learning is immediately reinforced by

practical, hands-on experience, keeping graduate skills closely aligned with market demands.

The Indian Apprenticeship Framework

At the national level, the Apprentices Act, 1961 and the National Apprenticeship Training
Scheme (NATS) offer structural frameworks to bridge the gap between education and

employment.’

However, in tier-1l and tier-111 districts like Tirunelveli, these programs face implementation
challenges. Local institutions often lack the dedicated administrative machinery needed to
connect their graduating classes with registered corporate apprenticeship providers.*

V1. Conclusion and Strategic Reform Proposals

Maximizing the role of higher education in driving employment in Tirunelveli District requires

targeted policy updates, regulatory flexibility, and structural reforms.

1. Legislative and Regulatory Streamlining

o Autonomous College Proliferation: The University Grants Commission and the Tamil

Nadu State Council for Higher Education should simplify the pathway for rural

8. Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF), 'The Dual Training System in Germany: Robust Legal
and Structural Foundations for Vocational Integration', Bonn, 2021, p. 8.

9. The Apprentices Act, 1961 (Act No. 52 of 1961) [as amended by the Apprentices (Amendment) Act, 2014],
§ 8 (outlining the employer obligations and statutory credit systems for formal graduate apprenticeships).

10. R. Annamalai & M. Selvakumar, "Socio-Economic Factors Influencing Graduate Employability: A Field
Assessment of Tier-1l and Tier-lll Districts in Southern Tamil Nadu," Journal of Educational Planning and
Administration, vol. 35, no. 2, 2021, pp. 118-122 (documenting the persistent challenges of the
unorganized agrarian economy on graduate retention rates).
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institutions to achieve autonomous status. Autonomy allows colleges to rapidly update
their curricula, introduce specialized vocational courses, and adapt to changing job
market demands without facing long university approval delays.

Creditization of Skill Modules: Academic frameworks must fully integrate practical skill
development. Technical certifications earned through state programs like Naan
Mudhalvan or national platforms like SWAYAM should count directly toward graduation
credit requirements, shifting the academic focus from rote learning to practical

competency.

2. Institutional and Industrial Integration

Mandatory Localized Industry-Academia Boards: Every higher education institution
should establish a dedicated industry-academia advisory board featuring regional
employers, entrepreneurial ecosystem partners, and legal professionals. These boards will
help ensure that institutional course design aligns directly with real-world job openings.

Decentralized Incubation and Entrepreneurial Centers: Given the limited number of
large-scale corporate employers in tier-1l regions, institutions should partner with the
Entrepreneurship Development and Innovation Institute (EDII), Tamil Nadu, to establish
local start-up incubators. Nurturing a culture of self-employment transforms graduates

from job seekers into job creators, stimulating the local economy.

3. Socio-Legal Inclusivity Measures

Targeted Rural Soft-Skill Development: Universities need to introduce intensive, multi-
year communicative English and corporate readiness programs tailored specifically for
first-generation learners. These programs should be integrated into the core curriculum
from the first semester to build long-term professional confidence.

State-Funded Internship Stipends: To ensure equitable access, the state should introduce
targeted financial assistance or stipend programs for economically disadvantaged students
under the Apprentices Act. Providing financial support for mandatory internships ensures
that financial constraints do not prevent students from gaining vital workplace

experience.
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Summary of the Analytical Findings

By modernizing institutional governance, leveraging successful state skilling programs, and
resolving structural rural-urban disparities, Tirunelveli District can build a more agile, inclusive,
and effective higher education ecosystem that successfully delivers on its constitutional promise

of economic dignity and meaningful employment.
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