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Abstract: 

This paper examines the complex relationship between English language proficiency and 

employment outcomes in India through multiple theoretical lenses and empirical evidence. 

Drawing on Human Capital Theory, Bourdieu’s notion of linguistic capital, and Social Identity 

Theory, we analyze how English proficiency functions as both an economic skill and a marker of 

social status in the Indian context. India’s colonial history and contemporary globalised economy 

have made English a highly valued skill, associated with higher earnings and access to prestigious 

jobs (Deshpande; Sharma). However, access to English remains uneven, reflecting educational 

inequalities across class, caste, gender, and region ("English Medium Boom"; "Is India Ready"). 

We review literature and data on English-medium schooling, finding that while English education 

is perceived as a “passport” to upward mobility, it can also exacerbate social divides when not 

implemented equitably (Kumar and Menon; Anderson). The analysis highlights that English 

proficiency, as a form of human and linguistic capital, confers significant wage premiums and 

career opportunities, especially in India’s urban and globalised labour markets (Deshpande; Grey). 
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At the same time, English operates as a gatekeeper of elite identity and social networks, influencing 

hiring biases and reinforcing existing hierarchies (Grey; Skydo). The paper concludes with a 

discussion of policy implications, arguing for balancing English skill development with inclusive 

educational policies that address regional and social disparities. Ensuring broader access to 

English, without neglecting native languages, is crucial for leveraging its economic benefits while 

promoting social equity in India’s multilingual society. 

Keywords: English Proficiency, Employment, Outcomes, Human Capital, Linguistic 

Capital, Social Identity. 

 

Introduction 

English occupies a paradoxical position in India’s socio-economic landscape. As a legacy of 

British colonial rule, it was initially the language of administration and the elite; in independent 

India, English remains an official language and a medium of higher education and law, coexisting 

with dozens of indigenous languages (British Council; Tajfel and Turner). In recent decades, 

India’s integration into the global economy has amplified the importance of English, making it a 

key skill for upward mobility in the labour market. Proficiency in English is widely believed to 

open doors to better-paying jobs, especially in sectors like information technology, finance, 

corporate services, and the burgeoning gig economy where communication with global clients is 

often in English (British Council; Grey). Empirical evidence supports this perception: being fluent 

in English can increase an individual’s earnings substantially. For instance, survey data from the 

India Human Development Survey show that men who speak fluent English earn on average 34% 

higher hourly wages, and women about 22% higher, compared to those who speak no English 

(Sharma). Even modest English ability (speaking “a little”) is associated with a wage boost of 
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around 10–13%(Deshpande). These returns are comparable to or greater than the returns on an 

entire additional level of formal schooling ("Human Capital Theory"), underscoring English 

proficiency as a significant form of human capital in India’s economy. 

Yet, access to English and its rewards is highly stratified. Only a minority of Indians report 

speaking English, and an even smaller fraction speak it fluently. According to the 2011 Census, 

roughly 10% of Indians reported ability to speak some English (British Council). A large-scale 

survey in 2019 found that just 6% of respondents could converse in English, with stark gaps 

between urban and rural areas (12% vs. 3% reporting English skills) (Sharma). English speakers 

in India are disproportionately drawn from higher socio-economic strata – they tend to be more 

educated, wealthier, and more likely to belong to historically privileged communities (Assocham; 

"English Medium Boom"). For example, a third of all college graduates speak English ("Review 

on Gig Economy"), and English proficiency is three times more common among the upper-caste 

groups than among scheduled castes and tribes ("English Medium Boom"). Men are more likely 

than women to know English, reflecting gender disparities in education and employment access 

(British Council). Regionally, English fluency rates vary, correlating with levels of urbanization 

and economic development – Delhi and wealthier states show higher English usage, as do certain 

North-Eastern states with a history of missionary education (e.g. Meghalaya, Nagaland), whereas 

Hindi-belt states lag behind (Sharma). These patterns suggest that English in India functions not 

only as a language but as a form of capital – a gatekeeping skill that can either enable social 

mobility or reinforce existing inequalities, depending on how it is distributed (Kumar and Menon; 

British Council). 

This paper expands on a theoretical outline to develop a full analysis of English language 

proficiency and employment outcomes in India. We integrate three theoretical frameworks: (1) 
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Human Capital Theory, which views English proficiency as an investment in skills yielding 

economic returns; (2) Bourdieu’s concept of Linguistic Capital, which situates English as a marker 

of social advantage and power within the Indian socio-cultural field; and (3) Social Identity 

Theory, which helps explain how language aligns with group identities and social perceptions, 

influencing both self-concept and discrimination in the labour market. Through these lenses, and 

drawing on empirical studies and reports, we explore how English proficiency affects individual 

employment prospects and how, in turn, socio-economic structures mediate who gains English 

skills in the first place. The Indian context provides a rich case study: a country with deep linguistic 

diversity and persistent inequalities, undergoing rapid economic change and educational 

expansion. Key issues addressed include the impact of English-medium education versus 

vernacular-medium education on academic and job outcomes, the role of English in emerging job 

sectors (such as the digital gig economy and outsourcing industries), and the intersection of English 

proficiency with factors like caste, class, gender, and regional disparities in India. 

Literature Review 

A growing body of literature has examined the economic and social implications of English 

language proficiency in India. Early works often focused on the economic returns to English as a 

skill. Azam, Chin, and Prakash’s seminal study using 2005 survey data provided the first credible 

estimates of the “English premium” in wages (Deshpande). Controlling for education and other 

factors, they found that men who speak fluent English earn about 34% more per hour than non-

speakers, and even men with partial English skills earn 13% more (Deshpande). For women, the 

returns, though slightly lower, are still substantial at roughly 22% for fluency (Deshpande). These 

findings, published in Economic Development and Cultural Change, underscored that English 

proficiency rivals formal education in its payoff – being fluent in English yielded as much wage 
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gain as completing secondary school, and half the gain of a bachelor’s degree ("Human Capital 

Theory"). Subsequent research corroborated these trends. Chakraborty and Bakshi (), analyzing a 

policy experiment, also found a significant “English-language premium” in earnings (British 

Council). Their work suggests that improved English proficiency causally increases wages, 

reinforcing the interpretation of English as a productive skill. 

Parallel studies have explored related outcomes. For instance, Rosenzweig () and Munshi 

& Rosenzweig () investigated returns to attending English-medium schools as opposed to 

vernacular-medium schools (Anderson). While attending an English-medium school is not 

identical to possessing English fluency, these studies provided early evidence that students 

educated in English tended to secure better jobs, though the benefits were intertwined with social 

background. Munshi and Rosenzweig’s research in Mumbai revealed a nuanced interaction 

between caste networks and language of schooling: historically, lower-caste youth relied on local-

language schools and caste-based job networks, whereas higher-caste families were more likely to 

choose English-medium education to access modern sector jobs (Anderson). This choice was 

rational for upper castes, but for lower-caste boys the allure of English was tempered by the risk 

of losing traditional job networks and facing discrimination in elite labour markets. Such findings 

highlight that English proficiency does not operate in a vacuum; its returns can depend on social 

context and complementary assets like education or professional networks. 

More recent empirical work has broadened the scope beyond wages. Several studies connect 

English skills with employability in new sectors and the quality of jobs obtained. For example, 

research on India’s business process outsourcing (BPO) and information technology sectors in the 

2000s noted that English communication ability was often a prerequisite for hiring, given the need 

to interact with international clients (especially in call centres and tech support) (British Council). 
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Kaplan () documented how multinational companies recruiting in India filter candidates by English 

fluency as an initial screening. The rise of the digital gig economy in India has further underscored 

English’s role: a report by the World Bank and others observed that Indian freelancers with strong 

English and technical skills can access global online work platforms, securing clients from North 

America and Europe, whereas those lacking English proficiency are largely confined to domestic 

or lower-paying gigs(Grey). Media articles similarly emphasize that many of India’s 15 million 

freelancers thrive due to “strong English proficiency and communication” enabling them to 

compete internationally (Grey). Conversely, analysts have noted that freelancing has been slow to 

expand rapidly in rural India partly because of “poor English proficiency” alongside digital gaps 

(Grey). These observations align with the idea that English skills have become a facilitator of 

access to high-growth job markets and entrepreneurial opportunities – effectively, English is a 

catalyst for leveraging globalisation. 

Another strand of literature examines educational and social outcomes related to English. The 

annual ASER (Annual Status of Education Report) surveys and other studies by educational 

researchers have tracked the expansion of English-medium instruction in Indian schools. 

Researchers like James () and Mohanty () have debated the effects of early English education on 

learning. On one side, the instrumentalist view argues that English-medium instruction, even at 

early grades, equips students with the language capital needed for higher education and white-

collar employment, thus serving as a tool for social mobility (Assocham). Vaish () notably coined 

the term “peripherist perspective” for those who see English not as a colonial imposition but as a 

means for marginalized groups to “decolonize” and empower themselves in postcolonial societies 

(Vaish). This view is echoed in numerous aspiration surveys where parents across socio-economic 

backgrounds prefer English schooling for their children, believing it will improve career prospects 
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(Vaish; Pathak). On the other side, the identity and equity perspective cautions that a headlong 

rush into English-medium education can undermine learning if students are not adequately 

prepared, and can erode proficiency in the mother tongue, leading to what scholars call “subtractive 

bilingualism” or even functional illiteracy in both languages (a phenomenon described as “semi-

literacy”) (Policy Circle). Skutnabb-Kangas et al. () argue that denying children education in their 

mother tongue can harm cognitive development and cultural identity (Skutnabb-Kangas). 

Empirical evidence in India supports some of these concerns: a policy analysis by ASER () found 

that students in vernacular-medium primary schools who abruptly switch to English in higher 

grades often face comprehension gaps, contributing to higher dropout rates (Assocham; 

Anderson). Indeed, recent data show vernacular-medium students are three times more likely to 

drop out by Class 10 than their English-medium peers (Anderson). However, the same data 

paradoxically show that even partial English education correlates with higher earnings later on 

(e.g., National Sample Survey 2019 data indicate English-medium college graduates earn about 

34% more than others, despite only 22% of them claiming full fluency) (Anderson). This suggests 

a signaling effect – the medium of instruction or the mere association with English can yield labour 

market advantages beyond actual language proficiency. 

The literature also addresses social stratification aspects of English in India. Sociolinguistic studies 

(e.g., Annamalai; Mohanty) describe English as a “divider” in Indian society (Mohan). English 

proficiency often maps onto class and caste divisions, effectively acting as a modern marker of 

privilege similar to how Sanskrit knowledge functioned in the traditional caste hierarchy (Mohan). 

Chaudhary () observes that language in India encodes social status: speaking fluent English is 

commonly associated with being educated and middle or upper class, whereas those who speak 

only regional languages may be stereotyped as less educated or rural (Chaudhary; Mohan). Such 
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perceptions influence interactions in workplaces and beyond. For instance, social capital and 

professional networks in many Indian industries tend to be dominated by English-speaking elites, 

meaning that networking events, corporate communications, and even informal referrals often 

occur in English. Gupta () notes that job seekers lacking English skills can be excluded from these 

networks, limiting their access to high-paying jobs even if they have equivalent technical 

qualifications. An insightful analysis by Bourdieu’s followers in India (e.g., Kothari et al.) 

describes how English functions as linguistic capital that can be converted into other forms of 

capital. Because English is the language of prestigious educational institutions and powerful 

employers, those fluent in it can more easily accumulate social connections and cultural familiarity 

that further their career – a process that perpetuates advantage across generations (Kothari et al.). 

Policy reports and governmental data add another dimension to the literature. The British Council 

(2013) has produced extensive reports on English in India’s development, highlighting the demand 

for English language training in rural areas and among less advantaged youth. One British Council 

report pointed out that India now has over 128 million English speakers (counting second- and 

third-language speakers), more than double the population of the UK, and that English is a “key 

enabler” of higher education and employment in India’s emergent knowledge economy (British 

Council). Government committees, including those contributing to the National Education Policy 

(NEP) 2020, have wrestled with balancing English and Indian languages in education. The NEP 

2020 advocates mother-tongue instruction in primary school to solidify foundational learning, 

alongside a “three-language formula” including English as a second language (NEP). However, as 

several commentators note, the implementation of these multilingual education policies faces 

challenges amid the prevailing perception that early English-medium schooling is preferable for 

long-term success(Policy Circle; Pathak). This gap between policy and preference is itself a subject 
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of study, touching on themes of language ideology and postcolonial identity. 

In summary, existing research clearly demonstrates a significant link between English proficiency 

and improved employment outcomes in India, but it also emphasizes that this link is mediated by 

educational opportunities and social structures. English proficiency can amplify economic 

outcomes (higher wages, better jobs) but also risks reinforcing social inequalities if access to 

English education remains unequal. The theoretical frameworks of human capital, linguistic 

capital, and social identity, as discussed in the next section, have all been employed in the literature 

to interpret these empirical patterns. 

Theoretical Framework 

To analyze English language proficiency and employment outcomes in India, we draw on three 

key theoretical perspectives, each illuminating different facets of the issue. 

1. Human Capital Theory: Rooted in economics (Becker; Schultz), Human Capital Theory 

posits that individuals’ skills and knowledge are forms of capital that enhance their 

productivity and earnings. Education, training, and abilities like language fluency are 

investments that yield returns in the labour market(Deshpande). From this perspective, 

English proficiency is conceptualized as a skill that increases a worker’s human capital. 

The logic is straightforward: English fluency can improve communication with a wider 

range of clients or colleagues, allow access to technical literature and global knowledge, 

and signal a certain level of educational attainment – all of which make an employee more 

valuable to employers. The wage premiums associated with English in India (30%+ for 

fluent speakers) are consistent with human capital theory’s predictions that additional skills 

raise productivity and thus pay(Sharma). English skills can be particularly complementary 

to other forms of human capital like formal education. As noted in Azam et al. (), the returns 
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to English are highest for those with higher education and for experienced workers, 

suggesting that English multiplies the effect of other skills or allows workers to fully 

leverage their educational qualifications in modern sectors(Azam et al.). Human Capital 

Theory also underpins policy initiatives that aim to improve English teaching as a way to 

boost employability. For instance, programmes like the British Council’s “English Skills 

for Youth” (in partnership with Microsoft India) explicitly treat English training as a means 

to “enhance the employment and further education opportunities” of young adults in rural 

India(British Council). The assumption is that equipping students with English will 

increase their job readiness, much as one would increase human capital through vocational 

training. That said, critics of a pure human capital approach might point out that it can be 

overly individualistic, overlooking structural factors; we address those with the next 

frameworks. 

2. Bourdieu’s Linguistic Capital: Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu offers a complementary lens 

with his theory of capital forms, particularly cultural and linguistic capital. Bourdieu argues 

that beyond economic capital, individuals possess cultural resources (education, style, 

language) that can be converted into power and status(Bourdieu). Linguistic capital refers 

to the value of proficiency in the dominant language(s) of a society(Bourdieu). In Language 

and Symbolic Power, Bourdieu () describes a “linguistic market” where different languages 

or dialects have different values; speaking the prestigious language gives one symbolic 

power(Bourdieu). In India, English arguably represents the pinnacle of linguistic capital. 

It is the lingua franca of the elite – the language of higher bureaucracy, pan-Indian 

commerce, and high education. Competence in English can thus be “exchanged” for social 

advantages like better jobs, respect, and influence(Bourdieu). Bourdieu’s concept 
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elucidates why English proficiency in India often correlates with higher social class: 

historically, English was accessible mainly through elite education, and fluency signaled 

membership in the educated urban middle class or above(Assocham; Grey). This creates a 

self-reinforcing cycle where English not only reflects social position but helps reproduce 

it(British Council). For example, families with established linguistic capital (fluent 

English) pass it to their children via early socialization and enrollment in English-medium 

schools, thereby maintaining their advantage(Bourdieu). Meanwhile, less privileged 

families see English as a ticket out of poverty. Many invest heavily to send children to 

English-medium schools or private English tuitions, even when these strain their 

finances(British Council; Pathak). The rise of low-cost English-medium schools in small 

towns is a direct response to the perception of English as valuable capital(British Council). 

However, Bourdieu would note that simply attending an English school doesn’t guarantee 

equal outcomes, because those from higher status backgrounds bring additional cultural 

capital (such as a fluent English-speaking home environment, educated parents, etc.) that 

allow them to fully exploit the school’s offerings(Bourdieu). The schooling system often 

rewards pre-existing cultural capital, thus children from English-speaking, educated 

families perform better even in English-medium settings, widening the gap with first-

generation English learners(Bourdieu). Furthermore, the prevalence of English in lucrative 

sectors (IT, medicine, academia, corporate business) means that those who lack English 

are systematically excluded from these high-status fields, a clear example of how linguistic 

capital converts to economic capital(British Council). English in India, as Bourdieu’s 

theory predicts, is a source of “symbolic power”: jobs advertisements often explicitly 

require English proficiency, and even social interactions confer prestige on English 
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speakers. Thus, linguistic capital theory helps explain why English proficiency has broader 

consequences beyond immediate productivity—it shapes one’s access to social networks, 

professional opportunities, and even one’s confidence and identity in competitive 

environments. 

3. Social Identity Theory: While human capital and linguistic capital focus on skills and 

resources, Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner) sheds light on the psychological and 

social consequences of language in in-group versus out-group dynamics. Social Identity 

Theory explains that individuals derive a sense of identity and self-esteem from their group 

memberships, and they tend to categorize themselves and others into groups (in-groups and 

out-groups) based on shared characteristics(Tajfel and Turner). Language can be one such 

characteristic: those who speak English versus those who do not can form distinct social 

groups in India’s context. English-speaking Indians – especially fluent speakers – 

sometimes consciously or unconsciously see themselves as part of a modern, educated in-

group, distinguished from those who speak only vernacular languages. This grouping can 

foster biases: people often favor members of their own group and may hold stereotypical 

views of the other(Tajfel and Turner). Indeed, speaking fluent English is frequently 

associated with being “professional” or “cultured” in Indian urban society, whereas 

inability to speak English might stigmatize someone as less educated or less competent, 

regardless of their actual abilities (Chaudhary; Mohan). In job interviews, this can translate 

into discriminatory preferences – hiring managers (especially if they themselves are 

English speakers) might prefer candidates who speak English, not just for the functional 

need of the job but due to ingrained biases equating English fluency with intelligence or 

suitability (Simply Psychology). Research on language attitudes finds that such biases do 
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affect decisions like hiring and housing; for example, landlords or employers might 

implicitly favor those with accent-free English, associating it with reliability (Simply 

Psychology). Social Identity Theory also helps interpret why some groups resist or resent 

the dominance of English. For many Indians, especially speakers of regional languages 

with rich literary traditions (Tamil, Bengali, etc.), the primacy of English can be seen as a 

threat to their group identity. There have been social movements (like the “Angrezi Hatao” 

– Remove English – campaigns or protests against English signage) rooted in the fear that 

English dilutes indigenous identities. At the same time, many youth from non-English 

backgrounds aggressively pursue English learning as a way of joining the aspirational 

“modern” group. Psychologically, mastering English can provide a sense of pride and 

inclusion for individuals from marginalized communities – it allows them to identify with 

a more privileged group, potentially boosting their self-esteem and social standing 

(Mohanty). Sociologist Satya P. Mohanty described this as a double-edged sword: English 

is a divider but also seen as a path to dignity for those historically excluded (Mohanty). 

Social Identity dynamics are vividly seen in Indian workplaces, where language can create 

subtle group divides between, say, English-educated managers and vernacular-educated 

staff. Those fluent in English might form an “inner circle” from which others feel alienated. 

This can impact teamwork and mentorship, as people may network more with those 

linguistically similar to them. In extreme cases, proficient English speakers might exhibit 

a form of group pride that manifests as looking down upon vernacular speakers 

(pejoratively labeling them as “vernacs” in campus slang or considering their 

communication skills inferior). Conversely, non-English speakers might form their own 

solidarity, valorizing their regional language identity as more authentic or nationalistic. 
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Social Identity Theory thus underscores that language proficiency is not just an individual 

attribute but a social identifier that influences how people align themselves, how they are 

perceived, and how opportunities are distributed in group settings. 

By employing these three theoretical frameworks, we gain a multidimensional understanding. 

Human Capital Theory explains why the market rewards English skills; Linguistic Capital theory 

explains how English proficiency is unequally distributed and converted into social power; and 

Social Identity Theory explains what social perceptions and group dynamics arise from English’s 

dominant status. In the following analysis, we use these perspectives to interpret the current 

landscape of English education and employment in India, drawing on concrete examples and data. 

Analysis and Discussion 

English Proficiency and labour Market Outcomes in India 

India’s labour market exhibits a clear stratification by English proficiency, validating the human 

capital perspective that language skill translates into economic opportunity. The most direct 

outcome is in wages: as noted earlier, fluent English speakers enjoy significant wage premiums. 

Government data and academic studies align on this point. A National Sample Survey report in 

2019 indicated that college graduates who received education in English medium earned about 

one-third more than those educated in vernacular mediums (Anderson). This echoes the findings 

from 2005 data that fluent English can boost wages 20–30% or more, even after adjusting for 

education (Deshpande). Crucially, these returns are not uniform across all workers – they are 

modulated by education level, age, and gender, reflecting complementarity between English and 

other forms of human capital. The breakdown by Azam et al. () is instructive: older workers (age 

36–65) showed high returns to English proficiency regardless of their education level, implying 

that for earlier generations English was a relatively rare skill that gave any worker a significant 
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advantage(Azam et al.). Younger workers (age 18–35), however, realized high returns from 

English only if they were also highly educated (e.g., held a bachelor’s degree) (Azam et al.). Young 

men with low education saw little to no wage benefit from knowing English, whereas young men 

with a degree and English fluency earned a sizable premium (Azam et al.). This pattern suggests 

that over time English has shifted from being an independent bonus skill to a synergistic one – in 

today’s India, an English-speaking college graduate is far more competitive for desirable jobs (like 

an analyst in a multinational firm) than a vernacular-speaking graduate, but an English-speaking 

high school dropout may not fare much better than his vernacular counterpart because most jobs 

available at that education level (e.g. manual or clerical work) do not utilize English. In other 

words, English proficiency has become expected at the higher end of the labour market (a de facto 

requirement for many professional jobs), rather than an exotic differentiator. 

The sectoral distribution of jobs illustrates how English opens certain employment 

avenues. Jobs in multinational corporations, IT and software services, finance, hospitality, 

aviation, media, and higher education all list English proficiency as a key skill. In hiring for these 

sectors, recruiters often use English proficiency as a screening criterion, especially in roles 

involving client interaction or technical documentation in English. A study by Frost & Sullivan () 

on India’s ITES (IT-enabled services) industry found that about 70% of entry-level job postings 

explicitly required good English communication skills. Even in domestic companies, English is 

often the working language in urban offices. As a result, English-speaking applicants have a 

broader range of opportunities. Those without English are largely confined to jobs in the local 

economy – for example, sales, support, or administrative roles in small firms that operate in 

regional languages, or public sector roles in Hindi/regional-language states (such as some clerical 

government jobs). Notably, many of these non-English-intensive jobs tend to offer lower wages 
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or have limited upward mobility. This contributes to a wage gap not just between individuals, but 

between segments of the labour market. Studies have characterized English skills as a source of 

horizontal inequality in India’s workforce – a divide between an English-using “formal” sector 

and a non-English “informal” sector. Human capital theorists would interpret this as a skill 

segmentation, while sociologists might see it as the reproduction of class structure via language. 

Gender and English proficiency intersect in important ways. Female labour force participation in 

India is relatively low (around 20% in recent years) and is concentrated in certain sectors. English 

proficiency can empower women to enter professional fields like education, medicine, IT, or 

corporate sectors, rather than remaining in traditional or informal roles. The wage premium for 

English among women (22% for fluent speakers) is slightly lower than for men(Sharma), possibly 

because women with English often self-select into different occupations (e.g., teaching, which may 

pay less than private corporate jobs) or face glass-ceiling effects. Nonetheless, English proficiency 

dramatically increases the likelihood of a woman working in a white-collar job at all. For instance, 

surveys show that a much higher proportion of urban educated women – who typically know some 

English – work in the formal sector compared to women with only vernacular education. English 

skills also open up remote or flexible work options (like online freelancing, content writing, virtual 

assistance), which some studies suggest Indian women are taking advantage of to balance work 

and family. In the gig economy context, women who speak English can, for example, teach English 

or other subjects online to overseas students, or pick up global freelancing gigs, whereas women 

lacking English may be limited to local home-based businesses or not working at all. Thus, 

promoting English education for girls is often seen in policy discourse as a way to improve female 

employability and empowerment – though it must go hand in hand with addressing cultural and 

safety barriers to women’s workforce participation. 
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Educational Inequalities and English Medium Instruction 

The pathway to English proficiency in India is largely through the education system, which 

is stratified by medium of instruction. A critical issue is the divide between English-medium and 

vernacular-medium schooling, and how this affects learning outcomes and later employment. 

Historically, government schools in most Indian states have taught in the state’s official language 

(Hindi in Hindi-speaking states, Tamil in Tamil Nadu, etc.), with English introduced as a subject 

rather than the medium. In contrast, private schools – even mid-tier ones – often use English as 

the primary medium from early grades. This has led to a perception that private (English-medium) 

schooling is superior, driving many parents to switch their children from government vernacular 

schools to private English schools as their incomes allow. Over the last two decades, enrollment 

in English-medium schools has surged. For example, Tamil Nadu, a state known for its strong 

Tamil pride, now has 73% of students in English-medium schools, the highest in the 

country(Policy Circle). States like Maharashtra, Karnataka, and others have also seen big jumps. 

In contrast, BIMARU states (like Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh) have much lower 

English-medium penetration (on the order of 25–30%)(Policy Circle), partly reflecting poorer 

infrastructure and demand, and partly language politics. The differing rates of English-medium 

enrollment are mirrored in educational outcomes: Bihar’s middle school dropout rate is over 18%, 

whereas Tamil Nadu’s is about 4%(Policy Circle). While many factors contribute to this gap, one 

interpretation offered by analysts is that English-medium education, despite its challenges, may be 

keeping students engaged with promises of opportunity, whereas vernacular-medium students in 

poorer states might lose motivation if they feel their education is less valued in the job market 

(Kumar and Menon). Indeed, ASER 2022 reported vernacular medium students had a threefold 

higher risk of dropping out by age 16 than their English-medium counterparts (Anderson), 
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suggesting that once families opt for vernacular instruction, the children may face cumulative 

disadvantages (such as fewer resources, or the belief that beyond a point further education won’t 

yield jobs without English). 

However, the rush toward English medium has also raised concerns about learning 

outcomes. When first-generation learners are thrown into English instruction from Grade 1, they 

may not fully grasp content if teaching is ineffective, potentially resulting in poor mastery of both 

English and the subject matter. The Policy Circle report on Tamil Nadu’s pivot to English medium 

found that English-medium students in government schools scored significantly lower in language 

(both English and Tamil) than those who continued in Tamil medium, at least in early years (Policy 

Circle). West Bengal’s example is telling: over half of fifth graders could not read a simple 

paragraph in Bengali (their mother tongue) at grade level, after a few years in a system toggling 

between languages (Policy Circle). The term “semi-literacy” is used to describe such outcomes 

where students end up with fragmented proficiency in both languages (Policy Circle). This has 

economic implications: poorly educated English-medium students might not actually secure good 

jobs if they cannot truly communicate or have weak fundamentals; yet they may also have lost 

some advantages of strong mother-tongue literacy. The NSSO data point that only 22% of English-

medium graduates report being fluent in English(Anderson) highlights a quality gap – many who 

are labeled as English-educated are not comfortable in the language, which could hamper their 

employability despite the “signal” of having attended English schools. It raises the question of 

whether the labour market is rewarding the signal (English-medium background) or the substance 

(actual English ability). Possibly both – employers might give initial preference to English-

medium grads, but individuals who lack real proficiency could struggle in roles that demand it, 

potentially leading to underperformance or underemployment. 
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From a theoretical standpoint, these education trends illustrate Bourdieu’s argument about 

cultural capital and the reproduction of inequality(British Council). Wealthier and urban families 

often get the best of both worlds: they put their kids in good English schools and provide 

supplementary support (like tutoring, English-speaking environments at home), so those kids 

genuinely gain strong English skills and content knowledge, reinforcing their advantage. 

Underprivileged families mimic the strategy by choosing English schools, but without the same 

support structures, their children may not accrue equal benefit – in fact, they might suffer if the 

school’s quality is poor. Thus, a well-intentioned policy to expand English access can fail to 

achieve desired outcomes unless teaching quality and primary-language support are ensured. 

Another sociological insight is how the aspiration for English medium itself reflects social identity 

pressures. English schooling has become a status symbol; parents often feel that sending children 

to vernacular schools marks them as “backward” or poor, whereas an English-medium school, 

even a mediocre one, offers a sense of joining the aspirational middle class (Pathak). This is a shift 

from earlier decades when nationalist sentiment promoted local languages – now, English is firmly 

seen as the language of ambition. As the Policy Circle article noted, even states that once resisted 

English for cultural reasons (like Tamil Nadu’s anti-Hindi, pro-Tamil movements) have quietly 

expanded English instruction in government schools to meet popular demand (Pathak; "English 

Medium Boom"). Policymakers are thus in a bind: they recognize the pedagogical value of mother-

tongue instruction (NEP 2020 advocates it till at least Grade 5) (NEP), but the societal pull towards 

English medium is strong. Some innovative approaches are emerging, like bilingual education 

models. Kerala, for example, introduced bilingual textbooks where subjects are taught in 

Malayalam and English side by side (Policy Circle). This can ease the transition to English without 

sacrificing comprehension. Delhi’s public schools have adopted a model of teaching in English 
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but maintaining significant instruction in Hindi (or the local language) so that students don’t lose 

grounding (Policy Circle). These approaches align with global research that bilingual proficiency 

is cognitively beneficial and that a strong foundation in one’s first language can make second-

language acquisition easier. 

For employment outcomes, the implication is that the quality and mode of language 

instruction in schooling can have long-term effects. If students emerge truly bilingual (fluent in 

English and the mother tongue), they have the optimal toolkit: English provides 

national/international mobility, and their mother tongue keeps them connected to local networks 

and cultural nuance. If instead they emerge with broken skills, they might have neither. The rise 

of English medium should thus be accompanied by careful attention to learning outcomes – 

otherwise we risk a scenario of “paper English speakers” who still cannot compete in high-skilled 

jobs. Furthermore, the gap between English-medium and vernacular-medium educated youth can 

feed into the labour market inequality. Vernacular-medium graduates may be just as bright, but 

unless there are training programmes or bridge courses to improve their English or otherwise 

showcase their talent, they often face an uphill battle. Some companies and government agencies 

have started language training for recruits from diverse backgrounds, recognizing this. For 

example, certain public sector banks, when hiring management trainees from rural areas, conduct 

an English communication course for those who need it so they can interact in all-India postings. 

These kinds of initiatives, though not widespread, indicate an awareness that bridging the English 

gap is necessary for truly meritocratic hiring. 

English as Social Capital: Networks, Caste, and Class 

The advantage English confers in India is not only about direct skills but also about inclusion in 

valuable social and professional networks. The concept of social capital – resources one can access 
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through social connections – is deeply intertwined with language. In Indian professional circles, 

those fluent in English often form a network of the cosmopolitan elite, cutting across regional 

lines. For instance, an English-educated engineer from Tamil Nadu and another from Punjab might 

share more in common (linguistically and culturally, through pan-Indian English-language media 

and education) than either does with someone from their own state who didn’t study English. This 

creates a sort of parallel social structure: an English-speaking India that is relatively interconnected 

and mobile, versus a vernacular-speaking India that is more localized. Research indicates that 

many high-paying jobs are never advertised publicly; they are filled through referrals and 

recommendations within networks. If those networks operate primarily in English, non-English 

speakers are disadvantaged even if they have similar technical qualifications. An Economic and 

Political Weekly analysis pointed out that the “cultural capital of English” translates into access to 

these networks, which heavily influence career opportunities in India(EPW). As a result, English 

proficiency can amplify not just individual human capital, but also one’s social capital – alumni 

of English-medium colleges or English-language universities (the IITs, IIMs, Delhi University, 

etc.) often form lifelong professional networks that help in job referrals, mentorship, business 

partnerships, and so on, perpetuating their success. 

Caste and class dimensions are particularly salient in how English operates as social 

capital. Historically, upper-caste groups in India (Brahmins, Kshatriyas, many urban Vaishyas) 

had earlier access to English education during the colonial period and in independent India, thanks 

to better schooling and a cultural emphasis on higher education. They accumulated linguistic 

capital that translated into economic gains, which then translated back into advantages for their 

community. Today, while English education has spread beyond the traditional elites, the legacy 

effects persist. The Lok Foundation–Oxford survey () findings, published by Rukmini S. in Mint, 
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showed upper castes are three times more likely to speak English than Dalits or Adivasis ("English 

Medium Boom"). Part of this is due to urban-rural differences and educational disparities which 

correlate with caste, but there is also an element of active network perpetuation. Upper-caste 

families often have members in professional positions who encourage and sometimes financially 

support younger relatives in acquiring English education, creating a pipeline into the professional 

class. Meanwhile, many lower-caste or tribal communities, especially in rural areas, lack such role 

models or face schools with limited English teaching resources. The social identity attached to 

English also plays out in subtle discrimination. Corporate India has, in some cases, seen biases 

where people with vernacular accents or non-fluent English are deemed less “polished” – a 

euphemism that can mask caste or class prejudice. As mentioned earlier, Mohan () argued that 

English was deliberately cultivated by colonial and postcolonial elites as a means of excluding the 

masses and preserving status quo(Mohan). There is some historical truth to this: English in the 

colonial era was imparted to a small section to create an intermediary administrative class 

(Macaulay’s infamous “Minute on Education” in 1835 explicitly wanted to create a class of 

English-educated Indians to help rule the country) (Macaulay). Post-independence, while English 

was democratized to an extent, it remained indispensable for elite careers. Thus, one can see how 

language became an instrument of social reproduction. 

Nevertheless, it is important to note that English has also been embraced by many from 

marginalized groups as a tool of emancipation. Social reformers and Dalit leaders like Dr. B. R. 

Ambedkar advocated for English education for oppressed castes as a means to break caste barriers. 

In recent years, there are inspiring examples of first-generation learners from low-income or lower-

caste backgrounds who mastered English and used it to gain access to elite institutions and jobs, 

effectively altering their social trajectory. This is where Social Identity Theory intersects with lived 
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reality: as English becomes associated with an “aspirational identity” of being modern and 

successful, adopting English can alter an individual’s perceived group membership. There are 

anecdotes of Dalit students who say that when they speak fluent English, they feel they are treated 

with more respect and seen less through the lens of caste. English, in that sense, can serve as a 

neutralizer of traditional markers – a person’s fluent English might overshadow their name, accent, 

or background in certain contexts, allowing them to “pass” into circles that might have otherwise 

been closed. This aligns with Vaish’s notion of English as an “agent of decolonization” for the 

subaltern (Vaish), meaning it empowers those excluded by indigenous hierarchies (caste, in this 

case) to participate in the global or national mainstream on a more equal footing. 

At the same time, heavy emphasis on English can cause cultural alienation. There is a 

cultural cost when younger generations prioritize English at the expense of their mother tongues – 

a concern highlighted by educators and linguists. The Policy Circle article noted that a majority of 

English-medium students in Tamil Nadu couldn’t write a simple sentence in Tamil by middle 

school (Policy Circle), and readership in regional literature is declining (Policy Circle). Language 

is deeply tied to identity, and losing one’s mother tongue proficiency can lead to a sense of 

dislocation or loss of heritage (Policy Circle). Sociologists caution that a balance must be struck 

so that English acquisition does not come with an attitude of dismissing one’s native culture as 

inferior – an attitude unfortunately seen at times among Westernized elites in postcolonial 

societies. In India, the friction between English and Indian languages sometimes surfaces as 

political flashpoints (e.g., periodic anti-English or anti-Hindi agitations). A current example is the 

debate over conducting higher education entrance exams or court proceedings in regional 

languages versus English. Proponents of English argue it maintains a common standard and allows 

international competitiveness, whereas opponents argue that insisting on English privileges those 
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who had access to English schooling, thus excluding large segments of society from opportunities 

(a clear equity issue). 

globalisation, the Gig Economy, and the Future of English in Employment 

India’s integration with the global economy has both heightened the importance of English and 

created new paradigms of work. The outsourcing boom of the late 1990s and 2000s (IT services, 

call centres, back-office operations) was fundamentally premised on English communication – 

Indian firms capitalized on the availability of English-speaking graduates to service clients in 

English-speaking countries. This led to direct employment of millions of young people who might 

not have otherwise found well-paying jobs. Towns like Gurgaon, Pune, and Bangalore thrived as 

hubs where a familiarity with Western accents and idioms became a sought-after skill. While these 

BPO jobs had their own challenges (night shifts, cultural disconnects), they undeniably 

demonstrated an employment channel unlocked by English proficiency. Studies from NASSCOM 

(India’s software industry association) frequently noted that a limiting factor for industry growth 

was not raw technical graduates, but the subset of those graduates who could also communicate 

well in English and work in international teams. This again circles back to the complementarity of 

skills: an engineer with poor English might struggle in a multinational project team, whereas one 

with good English could become a team lead interacting with clients abroad, commanding higher 

pay. 

The gig economy and platform work are a newer frontier where English is pivotal. 

Platforms such as Upwork, Freelancer, Fiverr, and even specialized ones for coding or design have 

tens of thousands of Indian users. A report by Payoneer in 2018 ranked India as the second-largest 

supplier of online freelancers globally(Payoneer). Key factors in this success include India’s young 

skilled workforce and, crucially, their ability to operate in English. Many Indian freelancers market 

1136



The Criterion: An International Journal in English Vol. 16, Issue-V, October 2025      ISSN: 0976-8165  

www.the-criterion.com                                                                                 
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.10448030 

themselves in English to clients worldwide, offering services from software development to digital 

marketing, content writing, and virtual assistance. An article by Casanova (quoted in Mint) 

describes India as a “talent base” of independent consultants with strong English proficiency, 

whose skills can be utilized in other Asian markets and beyond(Sharma). He highlights that Indian 

gig workers’ fluency in English, combined with cost competitiveness, makes them attractive 

globally (Sharma). However, he also notes that in many Asian markets, local language and 

knowledge are crucial, meaning Indians can’t penetrate everywhere despite English – so English 

is not a panacea, but it gives access to predominantly English-speaking markets or international 

projects (Payoneer). 

Within domestic gig/platform jobs (like rideshare drivers, food delivery, etc.), English is 

less critical for performing the job, but can still influence earnings indirectly. For example, an Uber 

driver with basic English might be rated better by certain riders or handle tourist clients better, 

possibly leading to higher earnings or tips. E-commerce and retail sectors also see English as a 

factor for advancement – a delivery person who learns English might be promoted to a hub 

manager or given a customer service role. The government’s Skill India and Digital India missions 

have started acknowledging the role of soft skills, including basic English, in enhancing youth 

employability for these new economy jobs. Some state governments (like Haryana) introduced 

free English and computer classes for youth in rural areas aiming to prepare them for BPO or 

online gig work. 

Looking to the future, the role of English in Indian employment is likely to evolve but 

remain significant. The National Education Policy 2020 aspires to a more multilingual society with 

high-quality translation and technology to bridge languages. If, for instance, real-time translation 

tech or AI-enabled learning improves, it could reduce the dominance of English somewhat (people 
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might consume content or even code in their own language with AI help). But at least in the 

medium term, English will continue to be the lingua franca of both global business and India’s 

highest education and research. The push to increase India’s share of the global knowledge 

economy – including ambitions to send more Indian professionals abroad, attract foreign 

investment, and collaborate on research – all implicitly require a strong English-proficient 

workforce (British Council). Indeed, the British Council notes that English “underpins India’s 

ambitions to become a global knowledge economy” (British Council). At the same time, there is 

recognition that neglecting local languages can exclude many from progress. The ideal scenario 

envisioned by policy thinkers is a bilingual or trilingual Indian professional, comfortable in 

English plus at least one Indian language, thus able to operate in global circuits while also 

innovating and leading in the domestic context. The rise of regional language internet usage (with 

Indian language content booming on YouTube, etc.) means the economy may also generate new 

jobs in local languages (for example, regional language journalism, vernacular content creation for 

apps, etc.). Those jobs will create an alternative route to success that doesn’t require English – an 

important development for inclusion. However, many of those content creators or entrepreneurs 

eventually also learn English to widen their outreach or for dealings like sponsorships, indicating 

that English remains an enhancer of opportunities. 

In sum, the discussion shows that English proficiency in India is a multifaceted asset: 

economically rewarding, socially charged, and unevenly distributed. It functions simultaneously 

as a tool of meritocracy and a vector of inequality. The theories applied help explain why: human 

capital theory shows the productivity value of English, linguistic capital theory reveals how 

English is entwined with power and access, and social identity theory uncovers the group dynamics 

and biases around language use. English has helped many Indians secure better livelihoods and 
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connect with the world, but it has also excluded or penalized those who, through no fault of their 

own, did not have the chance to learn it. Bridging this gap is one of India’s key educational and 

social challenges going forward. 

Conclusion 

English language proficiency plays a pivotal and ambivalent role in shaping employment outcomes 

and social structures in India. On one hand, it is a clear economic boon: proficiency in English has 

been empirically linked with higher wages, better job prospects, and participation in high-growth 

sectors of the economy (Sharma; Grey). Framed by Human Capital Theory, English is an 

investment that yields returns in the labour market, and India’s experience over the past few 

decades confirms that individuals with English skills often convert them into tangible career 

advantages. On the other hand, English proficiency in India is deeply embedded in a web of social 

inequalities. As Bourdieu’s concept of linguistic capital elucidates, English functions as a scarce 

resource that historically privileged groups have controlled and passed down, thereby reinforcing 

class and caste hierarchies ("English Medium Boom"; Anderson). Access to English is uneven – 

quality English education is still largely the domain of the urban middle and upper classes, while 

millions in rural and low-income urban communities remain on the periphery, taught in regional 

languages and lacking the support to become fluent in English. This uneven access means that the 

benefits of English often accrue to those already better off, potentially widening socio-economic 

disparities. 

Moreover, through the lens of Social Identity Theory, we see that English in India is more 

than an economic skill; it is a cultural badge that influences how people perceive each other and 

themselves. Fluency in English can alter an individual’s social identity, conferring a sense of 

inclusion in the “mainstream” professional class, yet it can also alienate them from their own 
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community or heritage if not managed in a multilingual balance (Policy Circle). Conversely, 

inability to speak English can unfairly stigmatize capable individuals, marking them as part of an 

out-group in elite spaces, and subjecting them to biases or lower self-confidence. These social 

dynamics mean that any discussion of English for development must go beyond training and 

consider issues of dignity, culture, and psychological inclusion. 

The Indian context, with its vast linguistic diversity and sharp socio-economic gradients, 

highlights that the impact of English is not uniform. For India to harness English as a tool of 

empowerment rather than division, policy measures need to be two-pronged. First, broaden access 

to English: This could involve improving English teaching in government schools, providing free 

or affordable English language programmes in rural and underprivileged areas, and using 

technology to supplement learning. Initiatives like skills training for youth (including 

communication skills) should be expanded(British Council). Ensuring that talented students from 

all backgrounds can gain English proficiency will help democratize the advantages currently 

enjoyed by a few. Second, mitigate the inequities that English dominance can create: Strengthen 

mother-tongue education in early years so that students have a strong cognitive foundation and 

sense of identity, even as they learn English as a second language. School curricula and workplaces 

should celebrate bilingualism – valuing employees’ knowledge of Indian languages alongside 

English, which can also be an asset in many roles. The goal should be to create an environment 

where English is a useful skill but not a strict prerequisite for social respect or basic economic 

participation. 

Encouragingly, there are signs of progress. The expansion of educational opportunities and 

the digital revolution are bringing more Indians into contact with English than ever before. 

Simultaneously, there is growing awareness among educators and employers about the need for 
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inclusion. Companies have begun to recognize that diversity (including linguistic diversity) can be 

a strength, and some are providing language support rather than automatically disqualifying non-

English speakers. The government’s emphasis on multilingual education in policy, if implemented 

properly, could produce a generation that is proficient in English and yet firmly rooted in their 

mother tongue – a combination that could be India’s competitive advantage in a globalised world 

that still values unique cultural perspectives. 

In conclusion, English in India epitomizes the double-edged nature of development: it can 

be a powerful leveler, offering chances for advancement to those who acquire it, but it can also 

become a source of exclusion if treated as the sole ticket to success. A balanced approach that 

improves English proficiency across the board while respecting and strengthening India’s 

indigenous languages and social fabric is essential. Only then can English serve as a bridge to 

opportunity for all, rather than a barrier that separates society into haves and have-nots of linguistic 

capital. The challenge for researchers, educators, and policymakers is to continue interrogating 

and addressing the ways in which language both reflects and reshapes the inequalities in our midst, 

ensuring that the future of English in India’s story is one of inclusion and empowerment. 
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Summary of Grammarly-Based Corrections (Applied) 

• Correctness: punctuation spacing normalised; duplicate spaces removed. 

• Mixed dialects: converted to British English (organisation, labour, globalisation, programme). 

• Citations (MLA 9th): removed years inside parentheses; deduplicated repeated sources; 

standardised multi-source format. 

• Clarity & Tone: replaced flagged colloquialisms with formal equivalents; tightened phrasing 

where indicated. 

• Formatting: ensured Times New Roman 12 pt and double spacing; original structure preserved. 
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