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Education

Where There’s a Skill,
There’s a Way
By SANJEEV DUGGAL
ABOUT: A vast majority of our 2.2 million graduates finds themselves at sea once they exit
their colleges since most of our college education only partially equips them for jobs.
This scale of unemployment — and the need to prevent them from straying into anti-social
activities — is one of the biggest challenges of our society. How should India go about
making its graduates and working population job worthy for the next 25 years? Sanjeev
Duggal, CEO & Director, Centum Learning, a skilling company with presence in 21 countries, writes on how to change India’s skills landscape.

hen she got married, Rajni Bala’s
dreams were similar to those of most
young women of her background –
having a contented married life with
a loving husband and children.
Reality, however, turned out to be very different. She had to live with her inlaws, who proved tyrannical, while her husband was a drunk, who hardly
provided for her two children. She finally left, along with the children, returning
to stay with her widowed mother. She is still locked in a legal tussle with her
husband and in-laws. But with hardly any education, what would she do for a
living? She heard about a learning/training centre in her area and enrolled in
it for a 12-day intensive course in retail operations. She has since been hired as
a cashier at a branch of a leading global retail store. She proudly points to a
badge she wears next to her ID card. “I won it for my performance,” she says. “I
have been able to establish myself and support my two children, because of this
opportunity I got.”
***
Hailing from a small village in Morigaon district of Assam, Amar Jyoti
joined a 45-day skilling course to get some kind of employment. His trainers
at the centre were so impressed by his zeal that, on completion of the course,
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The glass, half-empty
or half-full – depending
on one’s perception – is
the best metaphor to
describe the skilling
scenario in India.

Much has
been done,
but much
remains to
be
done.
Less than two per cent
they offered him a trainer’s job at the centre itself. After two years, he is now
a senior trainer in charge of two centres. “I’m proud to be able to bring about
the same change in other people’s lives that the skilling centre did in mine,”
he says. “I’m proud to have lifted several BPL families out of poverty by imparting skills to their members.”
***
Jagir Kaur, a daughter of poor parents, felt guilty when she failed to get a job
after clearing her Class XII board exams. The fact that her elder brother, in her
family of six, was also unemployed, made matters worse. Finally, she left her
village for a nearby town where she underwent a skilling course in looking after
wholesale stores, which soon landed her a job. Jagir smiles often, a smile of pride.
“I’m the first girl in my family to have moved out of home and become self-reliant,” she says. “I manage my expenses and support my family, too.”
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***
The glass, half-empty or half-full
– depending on one’s perception – is
the best metaphor to describe the skilling scenario in India. Much has been
done, but much also remains to be
done. The staggering statistics are well
known – out of India’s 1.25 billion
population, 54 per cent are below 25
years of age and 65 per cent below 35
years. India has the world’s largest
workforce after China. But unlike
China’s ageing population, most of
India’s workforce – growing by 14-16
million every year – will still be employable 25 years from now. The
tragedy is that less than two per cent
of the workforce has formal skills. Even
among those with some sort of training or qualification, only a third has
employable skills.
Successive governments at the
Centre have created multiple agencies
and programmes and heaped ample
funds on them to address the challenge of skilling India. There is the
National Skill Development
Corporation (NSDC) which has set itself
an ambitious – some even say, unrealistic – target of skilling 150 million by
2022. There is the National Skill
Development Agency (NSDA), which
anchors and implements the National
Skills Qualification Framework, engaging with states to dovetail the states’
skilling facilities and schemes with
those of the Centre.
There is a nationwide network of
government-run Industrial Training
Institutes (ITIs), earlier supervised by
the Ministry of Labour, but transferred to the Ministry of Skill
Development and Entrepreneurship
from April 2015. There is the recently
launched Central government
scheme, the Pradhan Mantri Kaushal
Vikas Yojana (PMKVY), into which
`1,500 crore is being pumped to provide outcome-based skill training to
2.4 million young people. As part of
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its rural reach out, the government
has also funded the Deen Dayal
Upadhyaya Gramin Kaushal Yojana
(DDU-GKY) scheme under the Ministry
of Rural Development. In addition,
there are many more skill development schemes run by Central ministries, state governments and private
institutions. At this stage, the glass
looks decisively half-full!
But there are challenges, too. The
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wide gap between supply and demand
across various industries persists.
There is still an obvious shortage of
skills. The perception of many parents
that their children must go into engineering or medicine – a hangover of
the 1960s and 1970s mindset – has
hamstrung efforts at skill building at
its most important stage: in school.
However, there is change at this level,
too – the Central Board of Secondary
Education (CBSE) now offers some 50
vocational courses. Further, a host of
skill-based employment avenues have
opened up for those who have just
finished school – lab technician, beautician, computer operator, animation
artist, refrigeration mechanic, digital
print shop operator...
A decade ago, the Kerala government funded a statewide network of
self-financing “Akshaya e-kendras” to
impart basic computer skills to one
member of every family. What did the
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young entrepreneurs who set up these
e-kendras do, once the target groups
in every district had been trained, and
government subsidies had dried up?
After a few hard knocks, the vast majority have reinvented themselves and
are running small but profitable businesses today – catering to local needs
and shortages in areas like PAN card
and passport applications, transfer of
funds, payment windows for civic
taxes, college admissions, job search
and applications, etc. The Kerala
model is a splendid example of spontaneous skill-building.
Elsewhere, some challenges remain, even as school-level or undergraduate-level skill-building efforts
continue. A trishul of talents needs to
coalesce before skills can translate into
gainful employment: technical skills,
domain knowledge, and soft skills.
The first two are a matter of training
and application. The final one, presents some nuanced challenges.
Today, for instance, whether you
are a beautician or a tour guide or a
taxi driver, a working knowledge of
English is a force multiplier when it
comes to employability. I was reliably
informed that in Bengaluru, a licensed
driver, maintenance engineer or nursing assistant who can speak and read
English, can straightaway add 50 per
cent to his/her pay packet.
After 30 years in training and skill
development, I’m also convinced that
partnering large and credible training
partners is critical to attaining both
quality and scale. Of the 211 affiliated
training partners of NSDC, the top three
contribute 31.01 per cent of the skilling (as per NSDC’s 2014/15 annual
report). The government needs to engage with these and others which
have a track record in skilling. The
objective is skill-building and not doling out patronage to all kinds of “Mom
and Pop skilling shops”.
The biggest challenge in skilling is
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getting students to the classrooms and
retaining them there. Government
and training partners need to work
together to ensure that the candidate
is incentivised to attend classes
through industry aligned courses,
relevant training methodology, and
deeper connect with jobs and industry.
The larger training players also need
to harness technology wherever available to achieve the required scale.
We must also recognise that
among the not-so-well-off, aspiration
levels are often low, as is capacity to
pay. This problem has to be addressed
with sensitivity. It is best done by
government-funded programmes,
executed by large training partners
which have the ability to scale up.
To generate more funds across a
wider spectrum from corporate
houses, the government could mandate that 50 per cent of the funds earmarked as part of corporate social responsibility (CSR), should be used for
skill development.
Skilling India to compete and excel
on a global maidan is a multi-pronged
challenge. We need our engineers and
doctors and business executives. We
need a rainbow of other heterogeneous skills. And sometimes we discover
in ourselves skills and talents for
which we were not trained, but which
constitute a coming together of head
and heart. To take a personal example,
my elder son studied film-making,
while the younger one underwent
courses to become a chef. Today, both
of them are entrepreneurs running a
very successful “gourmet catering and
food experience” venture. They started
as mainstream graduates, then decided to follow their dream and carved
out the vocation of their choice. As
parents, let us encourage the creative
outreaches of our children, by supporting them when they make career decisions driven by enthusiasm rather
than societal pressure. ~

