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The Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) government in Tamil Nadu has now passed a law scrapping the 

National Eligibility-cum-Entrance Test (NEET). Called the Permanent Exemption Bill for NEET, it exempts medical 

aspirants in Tamil Nadu from taking NEET for admission to undergraduate degree courses in medicine, dentistry 

and homoeopathy. Many, including judges of the Supreme Court of India, were of the opinion that NEET would be 

most student friendly as it would not only save them from the trouble of appearing in multiple tests but also 

ensure a transparent and fair system of medical admissions. But how this ‘one-test, one-nation’ policy would really 

affect students, particularly those from rural and underprivileged sections, has not been studied properly. How it 

would undermine the rights of minority institutions too was not given much importance. What has been the 

experience of other countries with such tests? What would be the true implications of a one test policy on 

federalism? 

 

A revived debate 

In accordance with the DMK’s electoral promise of promoting equity in medical admissions, Tamil Nadu 

Chief Minister M.K. Stalin, constituted a high-level committee under the chairmanship of retired Madras High 

Court judge, Justice A.K. Rajan. After the High Court had dismissed a petition by Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) State 

Secretary K. Nagarajan against the constitution of this committee, the DMK government moved with god speed 

and got the law against NEET passed by the State Assembly. Of course this law will not be able to help students as 

the President of India is unlikely to give his assent to it as the BJP had opposed it. Yet, the enactment of this law 

has succeeded in reviving the debate about the usefulness of NEET. While medical education is on the Concurrent 

list (Entry 25), it is subject to the maintenance of standards in higher education which is within the domain of the 

central government under the Union list (Entry 66). In any case, the field is occupied by the central law namely 

Section 14 of the National Medical Commission Act, 2019 that provides for NEET. NEET is a unique system of 

admission as no admission in medicine is possible in India without clearing NEET. The idea of common tests was 

initiated by Murli Manohar Joshi as the HRD Minister in the A.B. Vajpayee government. It found some support in 

the judgment of the Supreme Court in T.M.A. Pai Foundation (2002). NEET was notified by the Medical Council of 

India (MCI) in 2010 but in 2013, a three-judge majority decision in Christian Medical College Vellore Association vs 

Union of India and Others had struck down NEET. The decision was widely criticised as being pro-rich, for pro-

coaching centres, and anti-student and one which would lower the standards of medical education. As a result, the 

Indian Medical Council Act, 1956 was amended and Section 10D was inserted to empower the MCI to conduct 

NEET. Moreover the review petition against this judgment was allowed in 2016 and the Supreme Court ordered 

the conduct of NEET from 2016 itself. 

 

Imposed by the judiciary 

Surprisingly, the Bench did not accept even the Government of India’s repeated requests to permit State 

governments to conduct their tests at least in 2016. NEET was thus imposed by the Court and not the Narendra 

Modi government. Interestingly, the Court did not pay much attention to its own judgment in Islamic Academy of 

Education and Another (2003) where a five-judge Bench had clarified T.M.A. Pai Foundation and held that 

institutions that have a special feature and have a fair and transparent admission procedure for at least the last 25 

years can seek an exemption from the common admission test. 

The Justice Arun Mishra-led Bench in 2020 again upheld NEET even in respect of minority institutions. 

Article 30 gives them the right to admit students of their choice. ‘Choice’ cannot be limited just to the right to 

reservation. Each university or institution has a right to emphasize some special areas of study. For instance, the 

Gandhi Medical College, Seva Gram, Vardha, had a paper on Gandhian Studies in its test. Similar was the case with 

the Armed Forces Medical College which used to test a student in defence studies. 

Instances of alleged question paper leakage in the very first year of NEET, media reports of unfair means and 

examination malpractices by students show that both NEET as well as JEE are not fool-proof tests satisfying the 

parameters of fairness and transparency. 

 

Data on post-NEET impact 

The A.K. Rajan report has substantiated arguments against a single test in its 165-page report. A majority 

of the 86,342 people the panel spoke to were opposed to NEET. The diversity in Tamil medical institutions has 

been affected with the introduction of NEET. The percentage of students from rural areas has dropped from 
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61.45% to 50.81%. Similarly, the percentage of candidates from government schools has gone down from 1.12% to 

0.6%. The percentage of English medium students — already dominating medical education — went up from 

85.12% to 98.01%. The percentage of students from the Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE) has gone up 

to 38.84%. For students from economically poorer sections, it was a decline — from 47.42% to 41.05%. The 

number of first generation learners has gone down too. Post NEET, Tamil students constitute just 1.99%. 

 

‘Elitism’ in NEET 

Unfortunately, the Supreme Court considered just the legality of NEET but overlooked the real impact 

NEET would have on the ground particularly on underprivileged candidates and minority institutions. Forget India 

with its huge regional disparities and marked differences in the standards of various State boards. Even in the 

United States, a number of surveys found that it was mainly the children of mostly rich, white and politically 

powerful families who cleared prestigious common tests. Empirical research in the United States on standardised 

common tests has found that these tests are biased against the poorer and underprivileged sections of population, 

women and minorities. To overcome these problems, race-sensitive admission criteria were introduced, leading to 

the judgment in Grutter (2003). Thus, there is an element of class in NEET and the Justice Rajan committee has 

found hard evidence of such elitism. If similar committees are appointed in other States, there are sure to be 

identical findings.  

Moreover with just one national test, commercial coaching institutes are bound to prosper. And since 

most coaching centres are in the cosmopolitan and big cities, poorer students from a rural background, and who 

have studied in the vernacular medium, would always be at a disadvantage in any ‘one nation-one test’ policy. 

There is also large-scale variation in syllabus when it comes to the CBSE and State boards. Wrong translation of 

questions including in Tamil had also been a problem. If unequals are tested on the basis of one test, i.e. NEET, the 

mandate of equality is violated as Article 14 demands likes are to be treated alike, not unlikes are to be treated 

alike. Thus, it goes against the Preamble as it does not provide equal opportunity to all. What it basically achieves 

is just ‘formal’ rather than ‘substantive equality’ as it overlooks differences. 

The greatest argument in favour of NEET is judicial belief about the promotion of merit though without 

any clarity on the meaning of merit. The reality is that many private colleges even after NEET do admit students 

under Non Resident Indian and management quota on extremely low scores i.e. much lower than the scores of 

Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe and Other Backward Class categories. 

Merit requires fair competition and equality of opportunity. Is it not a fact that the central government 

and judges sincerely believe that the multidimensional construct of merit can be adequately, if not accurately, 

measured? When NEET does not satisfactorily meet this fundamental criterion, competition cannot be termed as 

fair and just, and the equality of opportunity becomes illusory. There is substantial scholarship in the West (Sacks, 

Freedle, Wells, Camara and Schmidt) that common admission tests cannot measure abilities that are essential for 

learning such as imagination, curiosity and motivation. NEET does not test qualities that a doctor must possess 

such as compassion, empathy and passion to serve humanity. Accordingly hardly any doctor is willing to serve in 

rural areas. NEET toppers won’t necessarily make good doctors. 

While the Tamil Nadu government should try to improve educational standards of its schools, the NEET 

syllabus should not be based entirely on CBSE. The central government too should review the policy of a single test 

so that diversity of the society is reflected in our medical institutions and the goals of the New Education Policy — 

of equity, inclusion and access — are realised. 

 

 National Education Policy (NEP) (noun) – The 

National Education Policy, 2020 proposes the 

revision and revamping of all aspects of the 

education structure, including its regulation and 

governance, to create a new system that is aligned 

with the aspirational goals of 21st century 

education, including Sustainable Development 

Goal 4 (SDG4), while building upon India’s 

traditions and value systems.   

 scrap (verb) – remove, discard, cancel, eliminate, 

dismiss, get rid of, do away with. 

 Permanent Exemption Bill (noun) – a bill seeking a 

permanent exemption to the Tamil Nadu state 

from NEET (National Eligibility cum Entrance Test). 

The Permanent Exemption Bill for NEET exempts 

medical aspirants in Tamil Nadu from taking NEET 

examination for admission to UG degree courses in 

Indian medicine, dentistry and homeopathy.  
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 exempt (verb) – free from, not liable to, not 

subject to (an obligation); release, exclude. 

 underprivileged (adjective) – disadvantaged, 

impoverished, poverty-stricken. 

 undermine (verb) – weaken, subvert, sabotage, 

damage. 

 implications (noun) – consequence/outcome, 

ramification, repercussion. 

 revived (adjective) – reintroduced, re-established, 

restored, relaunched. 

 in accordance with (phrase) – in agreement with, 

in conformity with, in line with, in compliance 

with. 

 equity (noun) – fairness, justness, neutrality, lack 

of bias, impartiality. 

 dismiss (verb) – reject, deny, spurn, disregard. 

 constitution (noun) – setting up, starting, 

initiation, forming, creation. 

 god speed (exclamation) – good fortune; success. 

 unlikely (adjective) – doubtful, implausible, 

improbable, questionable. 

 assent (noun) – approval, consent, sanction, 

agreement, acceptance. 

 enactment (noun) – validation, approval, 

endorsement, ratification (of a legislation). 

 succeed (verb) – be successful, turn out well, work 

out, go as planned, get results, be effective. 

 revive (verb) – restore, renew, reintroduce, re-

establish, bring back. 

 Concurrent List or List III (noun) – the list which 

includes the power to be considered by both the 

union and state government (as given in the 

Seventh Schedule to the Constitution of India). 

 State List or List II (noun) – it includes subjects 

that give powers to the state governments. (as 

given in the Seventh Schedule to the Constitution 

of India, the legislative section is divided into three 

lists: the Union List, State List and Concurrent List). 

 Union List or List III (noun) – it includes subjects 

that give powers to the union government. (as 

given in the Seventh Schedule to the Constitution 

of India, the legislative section is divided into three 

lists: the Union List, State List and Concurrent List). 

 In any case (phrase) – whatever happens; 

moreover. 

 central law (noun) – the central educational 

institutions (reservation in admission) act 2006; An 

Act to provide for the reservation in admission of 

the students belonging to the Scheduled Castes, 

the Scheduled Tribes and the Other Backward 

Classes of citizens, to certain Central Educational 

Institutions established, maintained or aided by 

the Central Government, and for matters 

connected therewith or incidental thereto. 

 namely (adverb) – specifically, in other words. 

 strike down (phrasal verb) – abolish, annul, nullify 

(a law or regulation). 

 pro- (prefix) – supporting. 

 Indian Medical Council Act, 1956 (noun) – An Act 

to provide for the reconstitution of the Medical 

Council of India, and the maintenance of a Medical 

Register for India and for matters connected 

therewith. 

 amend (verb) – alter, change, modify. 

 empower (verb) – enable, equip, give the power 

to. 

 moreover (adverb) – besides, furthermore, in 

addition. 

 review petition (noun) – the Constitution of India 

itself gives, under Article 137, the Supreme Court 

the power to review any of its judgments or 

orders. The court has the power to review its 

rulings to correct a “patent error” and not “minor 

mistakes of inconsequential import”. It is not 

necessary that only parties to a case can seek a 

review of the judgment on it. As per the Civil 

Procedure Code and the Supreme Court Rules, any 

person aggrieved by a ruling can seek a review. 

However, the court does not entertain every 

review petition filed. It exercises its discretion to 

allow a review petition only when it shows the 

grounds for seeking the review. As per 1996 rules 

framed by the Supreme Court, a review petition 

must be filed within 30 days of the date of 

judgment or order. 

 impose (verb) – force, thrust, inflict (an 

unwelcome decision/ruling). 

 the judiciary (noun) – a branch of government in 

which judicial power is vested. 

 bench (noun) – a court of law with a number of 

judges. 

 pay attention (phrase) – be attentive, take notice 

of. 

 hold (verb) – rule, decide. 

 uphold (verb) – support, confirm, endorse/ 

approve, vindicate/validate. 

 Article 30 in The Constitution Of India (noun) – 

Article 30 of the Indian Constitution states the 

right of minorities to establish and administer 

educational institutions. It says: “All minorities, 

whether based on religion or language, shall have 

the right to establish and administer educational 

institutions of their choice.” 
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 in respect of (phrase) – with respect to; 

concerning, regarding. 

 reservation (noun) – a system of affirmative action 

in India that provides historically disadvantaged 

groups representation in education, employment, 

and politics. 

 emphasise (verb) – draw attention to, put stress 

on, underscore, highlight. 

 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 

 alleged (adjective) – supposed, claimed, professed, 

purported, reported, ostensible. 

 means (noun) – way, method, mode. 

 malpractice (noun) – misconduct, wrongdoing, 

unethical behaviour, unprofessionalism. 

 fool-proof (adjective) – infallible 

unfailing/unerring, effective. 

 fairness (noun) – impartiality, equity, 

righteousness, lack of favoritism. 

 transparency (noun) – clarity, straightforwardness, 

openness, honesty, unambiguity. 

 substantiate (verb) – support, uphold, justify, 

vindicate. 

 drop (verb) – decrease, lessen, reduce, fall, 

decline. 

 elitism (noun) – the belief or attitude that a 

particular person or class (of persons) is 

considered superior in society (in terms of power, 

wealth, position & etc,). 

 legality (noun) – lawfulness, legitimacy, validity. 

 overlook (verb) – neglect, ignore, disregard, turn a 

blind eye. 

 on the ground (phrase) – in a situation/place 

where things are happening really/practically. 

 disparity (noun) – imbalance, inequality, 

unevenness, disproportion. 

 difference (noun) – dissimilarity, contrast, 

deviation, unevenness, variation. 

 prestigious (adjective) – high-ranking, influential, 

important. 

 empirical (adjective) – factual, actual, practical, 

pragmatic. 

 criterion (noun) – basis, standard, norm, 

specification (criteria is the plural form of 

criterion). 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on. 

 identical (adjective) – similar, alike, the same, 

exactly the same. 

 bound to (adjective) – certain, sure, very likely, 

guaranteed. 

 prosper (verb) – thrive, flourish, grow vigorously. 

 background (noun) – social/family circumstances. 

 vernacular (adjective) – (of language) spoken as 

one’s local or native language or mother tongue. 

 mandate (noun) – instruction, directive, decree, 

law. 

 Article 14 of the Constitution (noun) – Equality 

before law; Article 14 of the Constitution of India 

reads as under: “The State shall not deny to any 

person equality before the law or the equal 

protection of the laws within the territory of 

India.” 
 go against (phrasal verb) – oppose, contradict, 

resist, violate something. 

 preamble (noun) – introduction, preface, 

preliminary statement. 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 

 substantive equality (noun) – this goes beyond the 

basics (i.e. all are equal & be treated alike) and 

identifies underlying structural or characteristic 

differences. It is concerned with equitable 

outcomes and equal opportunities for 

disadvantaged and marginalized people and 

groups in society. “Substantive equality of 

opportunity” prevails with respect to some 

desirable position or ranked order of positions just 

in case all members of society are eligible to apply 

for the position, applications are fairly judged on 

their merits and the most meritorious are 

selected, and sufficient opportunity to develop the 

qualifications needed for successful application is 

available to all. 

 equality (noun) – fairness, justness, egalitarianism, 

equal rights/opportunities, non-discrimination. 

 in favour of (phrase) – in support of, to the 

advantage of, approve of. 

 just (adjective) – impartial, unbiased, equitable. 

 illusory (adjective) – imaginary, unreal; untrue. 

 curiosity (noun) – strong desire, interest. 

 compassion (noun) – sympathy, feeling, empathy, 

consideration, humanity. 

 empathy (noun) – compassion, sympathy, feeling, 

concern, consideration. 

 humanity (noun) – humankind, the human race, 

people. 

 hardly (adverb) – barely, almost not. 

 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, display, 

demonstrate. 

 inclusion (noun) – a person who is included within 

a whole (group/society). 
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