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Abstract: The paper seeks to expand our knowledge on the importance of public academic
support programmes (ASPs) in higher education (HE) in India, which extend supplementary
instruction with the aim to improve academic performance and support academic efforts of
students from the socially and economically disadvantaged groups (SEDGs). This paper
shows that students from the most disadvantaged amongst the SEDGs, that is, those residing
in rural areas and women who experience multiple barriers that compound the effects of their
disadvantages, have taken advantage of supplementary instruction classes. These classes have
allowed HEIs to account for students’ academic needs and challenges related to their socio-
economic disadvantages, that remain unmet in regular classrooms. By targeting educational
resources to students who are most disadvantaged, these programmes compensate for the
absence of parental support and recognises the underlying socio-economic obstacles of stu-
dents from achieving academic success at college. Given the acknowledged role of higher
education in providing economic and social benefits to individuals, the paper argues that on-
campus state enabled ASPs targeting students from the SEDGs make HE in India more
equitable and contribute in reducing social inequalities in the wider society.
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Introduction

Most nations around the world have focused on expanding their higher education (HE)
systems equitably, as it is widely recognised that educating a large and a diverse student body
has economic and social benefits for the economy, society and for the individuals (United
Nation Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO], 2016). It has the po-
tential to break the inter-generational transmission of economic and social disadvantages and
improve individuals’ chances of social mobility (Marginson, 2016).

While promoting equity in access to HE has been an important objective, higher edu-
cation institutions (HEIs) around the world, including in India, struggle to improve graduation
rates of students from disadvantaged socio-economic family backgrounds and reduce inter-
group inequalities in academic achievements (UNESCO, 2016). Low academic achievements
have negative implications for students’ labour market prospects and occupational oppor-
tunities, which in turn perpetuate inter-group economic inequalities (Varghese, 2019). In other
words, inter-group inequalities in academic achievement implies that the potential of higher
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education as a means for increasing chances of inter-generational social mobility and ach-
ieving a more equal society remains unrealised.

Existing research suggests that deprived socio-economic family background is a barrier
that continues to limit access to opportunities through the educational pipeline and manifests
as socio-economic disparities in academic achievements (Reardon, 2011; St. John, Hu &
Fisher, 2011). Moreover, concerns have been expressed about the inequalities that maybe
reproduced by rising parental investment in supplementary tutoring outside regular class-
rooms, particularly by high socio-economic status families, in order to boost children’s
academic performance to stay ahead of their peers (Byun, 2014; Entrich, 2020).

In light of available evidence, this paper takes the view that provisions of on-campus
public academic support programmes (ASPs) work towards advancing equity in HE and
fighting persisting social inequalities in the wider society. These ASPs are effected by way of
extending supplementary instruction classes aimed at addressing academic needs of students
from the disadvantaged socio-economic families. Equity is understood here as a process of
ensuring equality through acts of inclusion that bring students from the disadvantaged socio-
economic group into the fold of educational opportunities with a belief that every person has
potential, value and should be respected (Varghese, 2018). From this perspective, promoting
equity in HE means redressing past unequal access and offering additional educational re-
sources in favour of students from the disadvantaged socio-economic groups, so as to equalise
opportunities of access to conditions of learning required to compete and succeed in the
system.

In India, affirmative action measures have no doubt played an important role in promoting
equity in HE by addressing barriers of entry and contributed to bringing in more students from
socially and economically disadvantaged groups (SEDGs) to higher education institutions
(HEIs). However, these gains have been overshadowed with these students lagging in aca-
demic performance vis-à-vis their privileged peers with persisting inequalities in academic
success. Against this background, the focus of the paper is to answer the following two
questions: what is the nature of academic challenges facing students from SEDGs in higher
education in India? And, how extensions of supplementary instruction classes by HEIs are
intervening to expand opportunities of learnings for students from SEDGs to succeed in
college?

It is argued that supplementary instruction support programme, with all its limitations, has
benefitted the poorest of the poor who are taking maximum advantage by participating in
these classes. These classes have allowed HEIs to account for students’ academic needs and
challenges related to their socio-economic disadvantages, which remain unmet in regular
classrooms. Amongst the SEDGs, female students and students residing in under-served rural
locations have been extended access to equal opportunities of learning, with on-campus
supplementary classes remaining their sole source of academic support. Through extension of
supplementary classes, there has been a more equitable distribution of learning opportunities
since students have been provided additional help in terms of teaching time, learning material
and smaller classes. Thus, efforts such as extension of supplemental academic instructions by
HEIs have made substantial contribution in promoting equity in HE in India.
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