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ABSTRACT

The Right to Education Act 2010 marks a historic milestone in India’s pursuit of Universal Elementary Education
by legally guaranteeing free and compulsory schooling to all children aged 6-14 years. This research article
evaluates the impact of the RTE Act on expanding access, promoting social inclusion, improving school
infrastructure, enhancing teacher quality, and fostering a child-centered learning environment. Over the past
decade, the Act has significantly increased enrolment levels, particularly among marginalized groups such as girls,
Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, minorities, and economically weaker sections. The landmark 25% reservation
in private unaided schools has promoted social integration and reduced educational segregation. Simultaneously,
infrastructural improvements-such as classrooms, sanitation facilities, drinking water, and libraries-have
strengthened the schooling environment. The Act’s provisions related to teacher qualifications, the Teacher
Eligibility Test and continuous training have contributed to quality enhancement in teaching. Additionally, the ban
on corporal punishment and the establishment of School Management Committees have advanced a more inclusive
and participatory school culture. Despite these achievements, substantial challenges remain. Many schools still
struggle to meet infrastructural norms, maintain adequate pupil-teacher ratios, and deliver satisfactory learning
outcomes. State-level disparities, financial constraints, resistance from private institutions to the 25% reservation,
and the exclusion of children outside the 6-14 age group continue to limit the full realization of RTE’s goals.
Learning levels in foundational literacy and numeracy remain a serious concern, indicating that increased access
has not fully translated into quality learning. Overall, the Right to Education Act has strengthened the framework
for universal elementary education and laid the foundation for an equitable school system in India. However,
sustained policy reforms, stronger monitoring mechanisms, and a sharper focus on learning outcomes are essential
to ensure that the RTE Act continues to serve as a transformative force in India’s educational landscape.
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INTRODUCTION

'Education is widely recognized as the cornerstone of human development and social progress. It not only enhances
individual capabilities but also empowers communities and nations to move toward greater economic stability, democratic
participation, and social justice. In India, where large sections of the population have historically faced educational
deprivation due to socio-economic inequalities, geography, and cultural constraints, the need to make education accessible
to every child has always been a national priority. Against this background, the Government of India enacted the Right of
Children to Free and Compulsory Education (RTE Act) which came into force on 1 April 2010. This landmark legislation
transformed the vision of universal elementary education from a policy aspiration into a constitutional guarantee, making
quality schooling a fundamental right for all children between 6 and 14 years of age. The RTE Act represents one of the
most progressive education reforms in independent India. It ensures that no child is denied admission, discriminated
against, or excluded from school on the grounds of caste, gender, religion, disability, or economic status. By emphasizing
both access and quality, the Act seeks to eliminate long-standing educational inequalities and build a more inclusive school
environment. Its provisions-such as free education, prohibition of screening tests and corporal punishment, norms for
infrastructure, pupil-teacher ratio, qualification standards for teachers, and the 25% reservation for disadvantaged groups in
private unaided schools-reflect a comprehensive approach to reimagining elementary education in India. Over the past
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decade, the implementation of the RTE Act has led to several notable developments. Enrolment levels at the primary and
upper-primary stages have risen substantially, and previously marginalized groups-especially girls, Scheduled Castes,
Scheduled Tribes, and economically weaker families-have been brought into the formal education system in larger
numbers. The Act has also pushed states to improve school infrastructure, recruit qualified teachers, and adopt child-
friendly learning practices. As a result, physical access to schooling has expanded, and the idea of education as an
entitlement rather than a privilege has gained firm ground in public consciousness. At the same time, the Act has brought
significant challenges to light. While nearly all children today enter school, learning outcomes remain a concern, indicating
gaps in the quality of teaching, training, and classroom processes. Many schools still struggle to meet the prescribed
infrastructural norms and disparities across states-due to differences in administrative capacity, funding, and governance-
continue to shape the pace of implementation. Furthermore, the exclusion of children below 6 years and above 14 years,
resistance from some private schools to the 25% reservation, and limited monitoring systems have created additional
hurdles in achieving the broader vision of universal, equitable education. Despite these challenges, the RTE Act, 2010
stands as a transformative milestone in India's educational landscape. It not only expands the reach of elementary education
but also redefines it as a right that must be delivered with dignity, equity, and quality. Evaluating its impact is therefore
essential to understand the progress made toward Universal Elementary Education and to identify areas that require further
policy reform and action. This introduction sets the context for such an evaluation by highlighting the significance,
achievements, and ongoing challenges associated with the Act. The following sections of the article examine, in detail, the
extent to which the objectives of the RTE Act have been realized and how it continues to shape the future of elementary
education in India.

“Strengthening School Reach and Student Intake: The implementation of the RTE Act has significantly widened
children’s access to elementary education across India. Enrolment rates at both primary and upper-primary levels have risen
sharply, bringing millions of out-of-school children into the formal education system. The Act has particularly benefited
marginalized groups such as girls, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, minorities, and economically weaker households.
By guaranteeing free and compulsory education, the Act has reduced financial barriers that previously prevented many
children from attending school. The availability of neighborhood schools has also improved physical access for rural and
remote populations. Special focus on disadvantaged children has helped reduce long-standing social and gender disparities
in education. As a result, participation in school has become more inclusive and equitable. Dropout rates have declined as
more children are staying enrolled for longer periods. Overall, the RTE Act has contributed to a more universal and
accessible elementary education system in India.

*Social Integration via Compulsory School Reservation: The 25% reservation under the RTE Act is a landmark provision
aimed at promoting social justice and educational equality. It mandates private unaided schools to admit children from
economically weaker and socially disadvantaged groups without charging fees. This ensures that children who could never
afford private education now have access to better learning environments. The policy encourages children from different
socio-economic backgrounds to study together, helping reduce social barriers and prejudice. As a result, the classroom
becomes more diverse, inclusive, and representative of society. This interaction supports the development of empathy,
cooperation, and mutual respect among students. The provision has also challenged educational segregation, where poor
and rich children traditionally studied in separate systems. Many parents from disadvantaged communities now feel
empowered to demand quality education for their children. Overall, the 25% reservation plays a crucial role in building a
more inclusive and equitable education system in India.

Improvement in School Infrastructure: The Right to Education Act introduced clear infrastructure standards for schools,
resulting in significant improvements across many institutions. Most schools now provide safe and separate toilets for boys
and girls, which has especially helped increase the attendance of girls. The provision of clean drinking water has improved
students’ health and overall learning environment. Classrooms have become more well-ventilated and well-lit, making
learning more comfortable. The establishment of libraries has encouraged reading habits among children. Many schools
have also developed playgrounds, promoting physical activities and play-based learning. These changes have made schools
more child-friendly and welcoming. As a result, student attendance and retention rates have improved. Overall, the RTE
Act has played a vital role in making the school environment safer, more inclusive, and supportive of learning.

*Developing Teacher Quality through Systematic Hiring Practices: The Right to Education Act places strong emphasis
on improving teacher quality, seeing teachers as the backbone of the education system. One of its major contributions is the
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requirement for all teachers to possess minimum professional qualifications, which has led states to recruit thousands of
trained teachers across the country. The Act’s mandate for maintaining a proper pupil-teacher ratio has helped reduce
overcrowded classrooms and allowed teachers to give more individual attention to students. The introduction of the Teacher
Eligibility Test has played a crucial role in ensuring merit-based and competent teacher selection. Along with recruitment,
the Act promotes regular teacher training and capacity-building programs to enhance classroom performance. It also
encourages child-centered and activity-based learning methods that make education more engaging and meaningful.
Furthermore, the shift toward Continuous and Comprehensive Evaluation has reduced the pressure of rote memorization
and supported holistic development. These measures together have strengthened teaching standards and improved the
overall quality of elementary education in India.

Child-Centered Learning Environment: The Right to Education Act strongly promotes a child-centered learning
environment where every child feels safe, respected, and encouraged to learn. One of its most important provisions is the
complete prohibition of corporal punishment, mental harassment, and any form of discriminatory treatment in schools. By
banning school screening tests and admission interviews, the Act ensures that no child is judged or excluded based on
academic performance or family background. It mandates schools to create a fear-free atmosphere where children can
express themselves freely and participate actively in learning. To strengthen accountability and community involvement,
the Act introduced School Management Committees which include parents, teachers, and local representatives. These
committees monitor school functioning, encourage transparency, and help in decision-making related to learning needs and
school development. Through these measures, RTE has shifted the focus from a rigid, teacher-dominated system to a more
nurturing, inclusive, and participatory learning environment that prioritizes the well-being and holistic growth of every
child.

*Challenges in Implementation:Despite the significant progress made through the RTE Act, several implementation
challenges continue to limit its overall impact. Learning outcomes in basic reading and mathematics remain worryingly
low, indicating that access to schooling has not fully translated into quality learning. Many schools, especially in rural and
remote areas, still do not meet the complete infrastructure norms mandated under the Act. Teacher shortages, irregular
attendance, and uneven distribution of staff further weaken teaching quality. Financial limitations at both state and local
levels slow down the full enforcement of RTE provisions. In addition, some private schools resist the compulsory 25%
reservation for disadvantaged children, creating barriers to equitable access. Another limitation of the Act is that children
below 6 years and above 14 years are not covered, leaving a large age group outside its legal protection. These challenges
highlight that while RTE has improved enrolment and access, achieving consistent high-quality education for all children
remains a major concern in India.

®Impact on Universal Elementary Education: The Right to Education Act has played a major role in expanding universal
elementary education in India by making schooling more accessible to every child aged 6—14 years. Through provisions
like free and compulsory education, it has ensured that no child is denied schooling due to financial or social barriers. The
Act has also promoted fairness and inclusivity by encouraging the enroliment of children from marginalized communities.
As a result, school attendance has increased significantly across states. RTE has helped reduce discrimination based on
caste, gender, or economic status, creating a more equal learning environment. It has strengthened the basic framework of
primary education by improving school infrastructure, teacher recruitment, and child-friendly learning conditions.
However, despite these achievements, challenges remain in raising the actual learning levels of children. Many students still
struggle with basic reading and numeracy skills. Therefore, while access to education has improved, more efforts are
needed to enhance quality. Overall, the RTE Act has laid a strong foundation for universal elementary education but
requires continuous improvement for better learning outcomes.

CONCLUSION

The Right to Education Act 2010 has undoubtedly marked a transformative step toward achieving Universal Elementary
Education in India by expanding access, strengthening equity, and redefining schooling as a fundamental right. Its
provisions-ranging from free and compulsory education, 25% reservation for disadvantaged groups, improved
infrastructure norms, teacher qualification standards, and child-centered learning mandates-have significantly increased
enrolment and promoted social inclusion across the country. However, the Act’s impact remains uneven due to persistent
challenges such as poor learning outcomes, inadequate infrastructure in many regions, teacher shortages, financial
constraints, state-level disparities, and resistance from some private institutions. These issues highlight that while the RTE

® Jha, P, & Parvati,P. (2016).RTEAct, Progress, challenges, and policy gaps
®Mehrotra, S. (2014)Elementary education in India

Page | 112



International Journal of Enhanced Research in Educational Development (IJERED)
ISSN: 2320-8708, Vol. 14 Issue 3, May-June, 2026

Act has laid a strong and progressive framework for equitable education, sustained policy reforms, stronger monitoring
systems, and a focused effort on improving foundational learning are essential for realizing its full potential. Only through
continuous strengthening of implementation can the RTE Act ensure that every child receives quality education with
dignity, equity, and meaningful learning outcomes.
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