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Abstract

Considering the growing awareness about the importance of learning 
English at the global level, this qualitative study highlights the English 
language learning apathy among learners at the tertiary level in semi-
urban areas in India. The observations related to the steady decline in 
the number of students opting for English Special/Major during the past 
ten years, learners’ attendance and participation in English classes, in 
curricular and co-curricular activities, their performance in both internal 
and external examinations, and their overall interest in learning English 
are used to discuss this apathy towards English. These observations 
are substantiated by the available data and inferences. The study finds 
that most students have the least interest in learning English as they 
lack both instrumental and integrative motivation. It concludes with 
remarks on the obscure future of semi-urban students in the absence of 
communication skills in English among them. 
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Introduction

The importance of English has already been discussed in innumerable 
studies. These studies reinforce the relevance of English in different 
spheres, viz., education, science and technology, management, trade 
and commerce, and law, among others (Agnihotri & Khanna, 1994; 
Kachru, 1986; Graddol, 2010; Patel et al., 2023). Recently, Wang et al. 
(2022), while referring to Song (2011) and Hu and McKay (2012), have 
highlighted the growing importance of English language education 
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(ELE) in East Asian countries. Although the National Education Policy 
2020 (NEP 2020) declares that English is a language; it is not a test of 
your intelligence, it acknowledges the role of English as a global and 
link language. It, further, emphasizes that English is a job-oriented 
language; it is the language of science, aviation, computers, diplomacy, 
the internet, and media (Ansari, 2023). The growing awareness of the 
importance of English, especially for the high-paid jobs in the private 
sector, among parents from all walks of life has resulted in a sharp rise 
in students’ enrolment in and the number of English medium schools 
not only in urban but also in semi-urban and rural areas (Agnihotri & 
Khanna, 1994). Besides, both union and state governments in India have 
also taken initiatives to teach English early to students in government 
and government-funded schools over the last two decades (Chaudhary, 
2002, p. 49). The report related to the increase in student enrolment in 
English medium schools in India by the District Information System 
for Education (DISE) of the National University of Education Planning 
and Administration made the British Council (2015) predict that India 
would now produce more students with English language skills. It looks 
forward to expanding the target pool for UK institutions as the number 
of Indian students educated in English medium schools may aspire for 
education abroad. As per the estimated data of Indian students studying 
abroad in 2022 made available by the Ministry of External Affairs, more 
than 13,00,000 Indian students were studying in 79 countries worldwide. 
This is one part of the story of the spread and expansion of English in the 
Indian education system underscoring the role of English in students’ 
careers. However, the other part of the story reveals the darker side 
of English education in India. English, appearing as an angel opening 
the ‘doors of heaven’ for the ‘select few’ in the earlier part of the story 
(Dasgupta, 1993; Montaut, 2010), emerges as a ‘demon’ devastating the 
lives of many. Exaggerated it might seem, but it is the darkest reality 
of the academic lives of several students from non-English medium 
backgrounds who have to undertake their academic journey under the 
pressure of learning English as one of the subjects in their curricula right 
from Class I to graduation (Ghodke, 2015, p. 100). Only a few of these 
students manage to reach their desired destination while most of them 
terminate their endeavours and aspirations for a bright career (Steinberg 
et al., 1984; Stevenson & Ellsworth, 1991; Sheng et al., 2011; Morton et 
al., 2018).
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The Present Study

The present study argues that although there has been a sharp rise 
in students’ enrollment in English medium schools in India, a large 
number of students prefer to keep themselves away from English as 
they look at English as an obstruction to their academic performance 
and endeavours. At the school level, although they detest it, they have 
no choice but to learn English as one of the compulsory subjects in their 
curriculum. Further, at the tertiary level, they are forced to learn it as a 
compulsory subject for one, two, or three years as per the curriculum of 
their stream as prescribed by the university they are studying (Ghodke, 
2015, pp. 100–101; Tasildar, 2018). Of course, some of their peers from 
non-English medium schools dare to opt for English as a major subject 
for their graduation. They strive to learn the English language and 
literature at the degree level for better prospects and careers. However, 
there is a steady decline in the number of students opting for English for 
their degree and increased apathy towards English among the students 
of Compulsory/General English at the tertiary level as they lack the 
instrumental or integrative motivation required for learning English or 
any other foreign language (see Gardner and Lambert, 1972).

Research Questions

In this light, the present study attempts to find answers to the following 
questions:
	 1.	 Why is there a growing apathy towards learning English as a 

compulsory subject at the tertiary level?
	 2.	 Why is there a significant decline in students opting for English for 

their specialisation at the degree level? 
	 2.	 What are the factors that contribute to this apathy towards English?

Research Methodology

The present longitudinal study relies on both qualitative and quantita-
tive data. The quantitative data was obtained from Sangamner College 
located in a semi-urban area named Sangamner (19.5761° N, 74.2070° 
E) of Ahmednagar district in Maharashtra. For the qualitative data, 
the author’s observations as teachers working in a semi-urban locality 
for the last two decades have been used. The observations related to 
the steady decline in the number of students opting for English Major 
during the past two decades, learners’ attendance and participation in 
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English classes, curricular and co-curricular activities, their performance 
in both internal and external examinations and their overall interest in 
learning English, etc., have been used to discuss this apathy towards 
English. These observations are substantiated by the available data and 
insights from the informal discussions with teachers of English from 
other institutions located in semi-urban areas. The factors responsible 
for this are also discussed.

Data and Observations

Some important observations related to the growing apathy toward 
English in rural and semi-urban contexts have been put forth below.

A steady decline in the number of students opting for Optional/
Special/Major English

Being teachers in the semi-urban setting for the last two decades, the 
present authors have observed that the number of students who would 
opt for optional English in the first year of their BA degree (hereafter, 
FYBA) and continue with the same subject for their specialization in 
the second year (hereafter, SYBA) has been coming down year by year. 
The data related to this decline in the number of students in BA English 
courses is presented in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Number of Students Opting for and Continuing with English 
(Institutional Data)

Sr. 
No.

Academic 
Year (AY)

No. of Students 
Opting for 
English in 

FYBA

No. of Students 
Continuing with 

English in SYBA in the 
Following AY

Total No. of 
Students in 
SYBA in the 

Given AY

1. 2013-14 38 35 355

2. 2014-15 27 19 272

3. 2015-16 33 22 367

4. 2016-17 21 26 307

5. 2017-18 30 26 306

6. 2018-19 25 19 312

7. 2019-20 69 26 296

8. 2020-21 47 23 239

9. 2021-22 53 12 212

 10. 2022-23 40 03 158
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The data in Table 1 reveals that the number of students opting for 
English in their BA degree has decreased significantly from the AY 
2019-20 onwards. In the AY 2019-20, 69 students had opted for English 
in FYBA but only 26 of them continued with it in their SYBA for 
specialisation. Others preferred going with subjects like Economics 
and Political Science. This trend continues in the following academic 
years, i.e. 23/47 in the AY 2021-22, 12/53 in the AY 2022-23, and it has 
decreased drastically to 03/40 in the AY 2023-24. The figures of SYBA 
include students from other colleges seeking direct admission to SYBA 
and repeaters from previous batches. The discussion with the teachers 
of English from other colleges in the vicinity reveals that the scenario 
has, more or less, been the same in their respective colleges, especially 
post-Covid-19. In the AY 2023-24, only 29/341 students of FYBA chose 
English as their major subject under NEP-2020, and 24/29 appeared for 
their internal and Semester-End examinations during the first semester.

Figure 1: Comparison of Students’ Choice of English and Political Science for 
Specialization in SYBA 

Further, there was a time when around 100 students preferred English 
for specialization in SYBA. As indicated in Figure 1 below, 99 students 
opted for Special English in the AY 2000-01 and this number was 97 in 
the AY 2001-02. However, it started decreasing year by year to 19 in 
the AYs 2015-16 and 2019-20. Indeed, it remained below 30 from the 
AYs 2010-11 to 2020-21 except in the AYs 2012-13 (43), 2013-14 (33) and 
2014-15 (35). Contrary to this, there has been a consistent increase in the 
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number of students opting for Political Science in their SYBA. Once this 
number was between 30 and 45, it started increasing steadily after the 
AY 2009-10 when 81 students opted for Political Science and the number 
has remained between 60 and 80 till 2019-20 (cf. Tasildar, 2023). The 
situation is not different in other colleges located in semi-urban areas. 

Similarly, students of the Commerce and Science streams avoid opting 
for English despite knowing the relevance of communication skills in 
English for better job opportunities.

Learners’ Participation and Performance

Many studies (Teixeira, 2016; Yakovlev & Kinney, 2008; Zorio-Grima 
& Merello, 2020) have discussed and established the close relationship 
between class participation and performance. The present study 
observed that students’ attendance in English classes has also decreased 
significantly. The average attendance is around 50 per cent only; it used 
to be around 90 per cent earlier. Consequently, they get less exposure 
to the spoken varieties of English, losing the opportunity to develop 
listening and comprehension skills. Their over-reliance on bazaar guides 
has made them more exam oriented. Both non-attending and attending 
students do not show much interest and enthusiasm in task-based 
activities. Students’ non-attendance in the English classes has impacted 
their performance in the examination. The results of Compulsory English 
for the last 10 years are presented in Table 2 below to illustrate this. 

Table 2: Results of Compulsory English 

Sr. 
No.

Academic 
Year 
(AY)

Results of
FYBA Compulsory 

English (in %)

Results of SYBA 
Compulsory 

English (in %)

Results of TYBA 
Compulsory English 

(in %)

1. 2010-11 47.35 (242/511) 57.09 (165/289) 72.00 (198/275)

2. 2011-12 46.41 (233/502) 52.46 (149/284) 80.48 (198/246)

3. 2012-13 44.39 (218/491) 51.81 (143/276) 62.56 (127/203)

4. 2013-14 45.17 (220/487) 52.5 (147/280) 62.01 (160/258)

5. 2014-15 49.16 (235/478) 52.46 (149/284) 72.88 (250/343)

6. 2015-16 50.23 (216/430) 38.11 (93/245) 63.08 (121/190)

7. 2016-17 40.00 (172/430) 
FYBCom: 76.93 

(377/490)

26.49 (84/317) 67.09 (104/155)
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8. 2017-18 50.30 (249/495)

FYBCom: 80.45 
(494/614)

50.38 (131/274) 49.66 (80/217

9. 2018-19 41.00 (168/409)

FYBCom: 76.55 
(333/435)

59.91 (145/242) 64.36 (121/188)

 10. 2019-20 Covid-19 (No 
exams)

Sem III: 49.46 
(139/281)

Sem IV: 31.80 
(90/283)

Sem V: 55.86 
(119/213)

Sem VI: 38.28 
(85/222)

 11. 2020-21 Sem I: 81.13

(271/334)

FYBCom: 92.63 
(490/529) Sem II: 
65.63 (233/355) 
FYBCom: 90.06 

(462/513)

Sem III: 88.32

189/214

Sem IV: 67.31

(140/208)

91.06 (163/179)

(Results of the online 
exam conducted 
during Covid-19)

(*The figures in brackets show the number of passed students out of the total number 
of students who appeared for the examination.)

The data in Table 2 reveals that the percentage of students passing 
Compulsory English has always been below 50 per cent in their FYBA 
while in SYBA, this has been between 50 per cent and 60 per cent. It was 
much lower, i.e. 38.11 per cent in the AY 2015-16 and 26.40 per cent in 
2016-17. The results of Compulsory English of their counterparts from 
first year Commerce (FYBCom) of 2016-17 to 2021-22 (as shown in serial 
no. 07 to 11 in Table 2) are comparatively better. Similarly, the students 
of second-year science and computer science (SYBSc) also perform well. 
Their English results have always been between 95 – and 100 per cent.

Learners’ Interest and Motivation in Learning English

Gardener and Lambert (1972) discuss the relevance of instrumental, a 
wish to learn a language for passing an examination, getting a job, etc., 
and integrative motivation, a desire to learn a language to communicate 
with people of another culture who speak it and to identify oneself 
closely with the target language group in second language learning. 
Most tertiary-level students from rural and semi-urban areas manage 
to get passing marks in their English subject in their higher secondary 
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examination and seek admission to BA or B.Com. courses only to get 
a degree for competitive examination. However, according to Dhingra 
(2020, October 22), engineers account for 60 per cent of new civil servants 
despite the Union Public Service Commission’s (UPSC) attempts at 
diversity.

Besides, there are many who, realizing their limitations (both academic 
and economic), prepare themselves for police or military services, and 
some others aspire for a career in sports. The relevance of English in 
most of these careers is either very little or they can manage, as they 
think, with the working knowledge of English grammar and vocabulary 
or MCQs in some examinations. Consequently, their instrumental 
motivation for learning English is very weak, and there is no question 
of integrative motivation as these students rarely have an opportunity 
to interact in English in their immediate surroundings or have contact 
with English-speaking people.

Discussion

The answers to the research questions of the present paper can be found 
with the help of the data presented in Section 3. 

Q1. Why is there a growing apathy towards learning English as a 
compulsory subject at the tertiary level? 

The first reason for this growing apathy towards learning English is 
that the students from rural and semi-urban have realized that they can 
survive without English not only in their day-to-day life but also in the 
careers they have chosen to pursue. Most of the students aspire to a 
career where knowing English is not a major criterion. Some motivational 
speakers and teachers at coaching classes for competitive exams inform 
students that they could manage without adequate competence in 
English. The fear of failure is the second major reason for students to 
run away from English. The results of Compulsory English presented 
in Table 2 of Section 3 underscore this fact. Thirdly, one finds a big 
difference between the marks in English and the overall percentage in 
the higher secondary examination. It was observed that some students, 
from all streams, had scored above 80 per cent but obtained minimum 
passing marks in their English subject, i.e. between 35 per cent and 45 
per cent.
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Q2. Why is there a significant decline in students opting for English 
for their specialization at the degree level? 

One of the major reasons for this is low marks in English at the higher 
secondary level examination. Students opt for subjects other than 
English, especially Economics and Political Science at the tertiary level 
as the medium of instruction and answers of these subjects is Marathi 
and they are confident about high scores with less effort in such subjects. 
Another reason is that the aspirants of competitive examinations prefer 
subjects known for good scoring without much effort. There is a general 
(mis)conception among the students, especially of Arts, regarding the 
high success rate of the candidates going with the optional subjects from 
social sciences in the civil service examination. The UPSC’s 72nd Annual 
Report 2021-22 (UPSC, 2022) as presented in Table 3 below underscores 
this fact.

Table 3: Choice of Optional Subjects in the UPSC Civil Service Examination

Optional Subject Number of Candidates Success Rate 
(percent)Appeared Recommended

Literature of English 
Language

27 06 22.2%

Political Science and 
International Relations

1863 154 8.3%

Public Administration 509 38 7.5%
Economics 236 31 13.1%
Geography 1322 95 7.2%

History 581 24 4.1%
Sociology 1245 115 9.2%

The data in Table 3 reveals that English has the lowest preference; only 27 
candidates went for it while 1863 candidates preferred Political Science 
and International Relations. Thus, the connection between the choice 
of the subject for specialization for a degree and the optional subject in 
the civil service examination of UPSC is implicit enough. However, the 
success rates have a different story to reveal. Further, not all candidates 
opting for language and social sciences in their civil service examination 
need to be from the humanities. They can be graduates or postgraduates 
from other streams like science, engineering, medicine, and agriculture.
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Q3. What are the factors that contribute to this apathy towards English?

The answer/s to this question can be obtained through the data in 
Section 3 and also through the observations of the present authors. 

Factor 1: Lack of motivation

Motivation, either instrumental or integrative (Gardner & Lambert, 
1972), is crucial in learning English. These learners under study have 
no interest in the study of language and literature. As their approach is 
more exam-oriented, they have a goal of obtaining a degree with higher 
grades, and the choice of English for specialisation can be a hurdle in 
achieving this goal. 

Factor 2: Inadequate amount of exposure to English

These students do not get an adequate amount of exposure to English 
at the school and intermediate levels. Their English curriculum has less 
focus on developing communicative skills and it emphasizes more on 
teaching literary selections. Indeed, the overall educational philosophy 
at this level is ‘students should pass’ which is another avatar of the ‘no 
detention policy’. There is no possibility of getting exposure to English 
in their immediate surroundings as most of these students who prefer 
traditional education belong to the socio-economically marginalized 
sections of society. Thus, these students enter the tertiary level with the 
absence of the required level of competency for learning English at a 
higher level.

Factor 3: Inclination for maximum marks with minimum efforts 

As stated earlier, most of the students from rural and semi-urban 
backgrounds invest more time in preparation for recruitment into 
the police and army, etc. Hence, non-attendance has become a major 
issue. Indeed, some admissions are for reasons other than education. 
For example, students preparing for competitive examinations seek 
admission to get a bus pass in concession so that they can commute 
from their villages to the town at a low fare. For female students, the 
admissions are only until they get married. Consequently, students opt 
for the subjects where they can score high with minimum effort. They 
are least interested in investing their time and effort in studying subjects 
like English in which they are not sure of high scores with less effort. 
Whereas they always have a fear of failure in their Compulsory English, 
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they scarcely dare to opt for Special English knowing the unproductivity 
of their efforts (Morton et al., 2018). 

Factor 4: No hope for job opportunities 

Due to the limited recruitment of teachers/professors by the Government 
of Maharashtra in aided schools and colleges during the last 10 years, 
several candidates with the required professional qualifications for jobs 
have been either jobless or working on low salaries. Besides, teachers in 
private English medium schools in semi-urban areas are not well-paid, 
and such schools in urban areas and metropolitan cities recruit and pay 
well to candidates with pure English medium backgrounds and better 
command over English. Thus, it becomes a daunting task for English 
graduates/postgraduates from semi-urban backgrounds to compete 
with their urban counterparts with fluency and accuracy in English in 
getting jobs. 

Conclusion

Based on the observations and findings, the present study concludes 
that the factors like lack of motivation for learning English, inadequate 
exposure to English, more marks in less effort and no hope for job 
opportunities, etc., affect students’ attendance and consequently, their 
low performance, further contributes to demotivating them to learn 
English. The answers to the three pertinent questions related to growing 
apathy towards learning English at the tertiary level reveal that the 
existing pedagogy of English fails to develop the required linguistic 
competence in and motivation for English among the learners. Further, 
in the post-pandemic scenario with the implementation of NEP 2020, the 
situation may still worsen as learning the English language is optional 
in some HEIs/universities in Indian union territories and states and 
exposure to English at the undergraduate level has been reduced in the 
states like Maharashtra. To sum up, on the one hand, urban students 
from moderate and high-income groups continue to get better exposure 
to the English language while the students from rural and semi-urban 
areas and low-income groups remain deprived of the opportunities for 
learning English, ‘the world’s most sought-after language’ (Patel et al, 
2023). Consequently, more graduates from semi-urban areas, due to 
their poor English, will either be unemployable or not get well-paid 
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jobs like their English-speaking urban counterparts. Overall, despite 
learning English for 12-15 years, English remains an alien language to 
these learners, especially from the humanities.
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