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India’s Skilling Moment

This week, India celebrates its 80th Independence Day. The generation that won us the right to govern
ourselves has handed the baton to another — one chasing a quieter freedom: the freedom to earn,
to choose, to build a life its parents could not.

We have roughly twenty years to decide whether they get it. By 2047, when the republic turns a
hundred, a "Developed India" will not be measured in GDP or ribbon-cuttings, but in a single
generational rise — whether a young woman from a tea-garden family or a boy from a small town can
find work that lifts them both and propels them and their future children towards upward mobility.

The window is narrow. India holds the largest young population on earth, yet only 4.9% of youth aged
15-29 have any formal vocational training. We are counting on a demographic dividend we have
barely begun to equip, and in a very real way is beginning to reach its peak.

Part of the gap is aspiration. Blue-collar work is still treated as something young people settle for
rather than choose. Even as the economy turns and skilled trades come to pay more than many of
the white-collar jobs, the young are taught to aspire to the latter. There is a tradeoff between the social
desirability and economic desirability of the two pathways that is often overlooked. The narrative
needs a shift.

Two things must follow. First, our perspective on blue-collar and vocational trades must change.
These careers should be seen as aspirational, because they already are: a skilled electrician or welder
can out-earn a junior office clerk. Second, what we teach must stay ahead of the curve, anticipating
how Al is reshaping the nature of work itself.

And yet, where skilling is done well, it delivers. This past year, across nearly 200 centres in nineteen
states, we trained more than thirty thousand young people and placed four in five. The most telling
pattern was movement: crossing a state border can lift a young worker's pay by nearly half. Seven in
ten leave their home district with agency, a skill, and a contract in hand.

A first job is only a beginning. Many slip out of work within months — homesick, adrift in a distant city,
unsure of the next step. That is the gap that we are trying to bridge through our N.E.X.T. Career
Centres — Navigating Employment and eXploring Transitions. Set up in the cities where our youth
land, they offer upskilling, career guidance, and a familiar face, so a first placement becomes a
second, and a job becomes a career.

The quiet yet radical shift is in who is doing the rising. Women are now nearly half our trainees, and
when they enrol in trades long associated with the male gender — electrical among them. Women
are standing shoulder-to-shoulder in placement numbers, and are travelling far from home to work.
The real story, however, runs deeper than any pay slip: a woman wiring a factory floor or moving
three states for a job, rewrites the narrative of what her family believes a woman can do. That is not
a KPI. It is social change at its root.




Skilling is, at heart, about giving one honest chance to someone who was never offered one. Through
the lens of gender, caste, religion, region, disability, language, intersectionality must guide the future
of skilling. That's where organizations like Pratham can play a role of mediator between the
communities and the workplace to not only expand the hiring pool, but to make work more inclusive.

A Developed India is not one where a few rise spectacularly, but one where the chance torise reaches
everyone. None of this is heroism. Wages are still modest, homesickness is real, the road is long. But
a country is only ever the sum of its people, and its future only ever the sum of its young.

If we fail the youth today, we fail the idea of a Developed India at 100. This is our skiling moment —
and it will not wait.
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