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Today, universities are places where students

from around the world gather to learn,

research, and exchange ideas. Institutions such

as universities and colleges play an important

role in shaping knowledge, innovation, and

leadership. But many people may not realise

that the concept of large, organized centers
of learning existed in India more than 2,000
years ago.

Ancient India developed some of the earliest

known institutions that functioned very much

like modern universities, attracting students

and scholars from many regions.

Early Centres of Learning in Ancient
India

One of the most famous early centres of higher

learning was Takshashila, which flourished

around the 5th century BCE.

Takshashila was not just a school but a large

center of education where students came to

study various subjects. Teachers specialized in

different areas, and students could choose

subjects based on their interests.

Some of the subjects taught included:

Mathematics

Medicine

Philosophy

Political science

Astronomy

Military strategy

Nalanda was a large residential university

where thousands of students and teachers

lived and studied together. Historical records

suggest that the university had over 10,000
students and 2,000 teachers.

The campus included:

Lecture halls

Libraries

Monasteries

Student residences

Nalanda was especially famous for its

enormous library, which contained thousands

of manuscripts on subjects such as science,

medicine, philosophy, mathematics, and

literature.

Scholars from countries such as China, Korea,

Tibet, and Southeast Asia travelled to Nalanda

to study and exchange knowledge.

The Gurukul Tradition

Before the development of large universities,

education in India often took place through the

gurukul system.

In a gurukul, students lived with their teacher,

known as the guru, and learned through close

interaction and practical experience.

Education in the gurukul focused not only on

academic subjects but also on:
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Students from different parts of Asia traveled

long distances to study there.

Nalanda: One of the World’s First
Residential Universities

Another remarkable institution was Nalanda
University, which flourished between the 5th

and 12th centuries CE.
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Discipline

Ethics

Physical skills

Life values

This system emphasised holistic education,

where knowledge, character, and responsibility

were all considered important.

Why These Institutions Were
Innovative

Ancient Indian universities introduced several

ideas that are still important in modern

education.

They can decide:

What subjects will be taught?

What facilities will the campus have?

How will students learn - through lectures,

projects, or experiments?
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For example:

Students travelled from different regions to

learn.

Teachers specialise in different subjects.

Students could choose areas of study.

Discussions and debates were encouraged
.

These features are similar to the structure of

modern universities today.

The idea that knowledge should be shared
and discussed openly was central to these

early institutions.

Did You Know?

The ancient library at Nalanda was said to be

so large that it had multiple buildings filled
with manuscripts, making it one of the

greatest libraries of the ancient world.

Classroom Activity

Teachers can help students understand the

concept of universities through a simple

activity.

Ask students to imagine they are designing

their own university.

Students can draw a map of their university

campus and present their ideas to the class.

Conclusion

The concept of the university bringing together

teachers, students, and knowledge in one

place has deep roots in India’s history.

Ancient centres of learning such as Takshashila

and Nalanda played an important role in

spreading knowledge across Asia and shaping

early systems of higher education.

These institutions show that India has long

valued learning, discussion, and the sharing
of knowledge.

The story of these early universities reminds us

that education has always been one of
humanity’s greatest innovations.
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