
INDIAN SECONDARY 
SCHOOLS SURVEY REPORT

2015
Student Preferences Survey with Top Schools of India



Copyright © 2015 by M.M Advisory Services (MMA)

All rights reserved. This report or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner 
whatsoever for commercial purpose without the express written permission of the publisher.

 
You can copy, download or print MMA content for your own use, and you can include excerpts 

from MMA reports  in your own documents, presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, 
provided that suitable acknowledgement of MMA as source and copyright owner is given.

  
Please cite this report as:

Indian Secondary Schools Survey: ISSS (2015)



3

PREFACE

When we released Indian Students Mobility 
Report earlier this year, one of the biggest 
surprises was in 2014 India’s international 
students’ growth rate surpassed China’s for 
the first time.

Just recently, HSBC released a global 
education report, conducted among 16 
countries that showed Indian parents were 
the most willing to send their children abroad 
for education compared to parents in other 
countries, including China, Malaysia, Turkey 
and others.

There is a lot happening in the Indian education 
market, and at M.M Advisory Services, we are 
keen to understand this changing momentum 
and its associated implications. We decided 
that one way to do that would be to go to 
schools and gather first-hand the changing 
preferences of Indian students (and their 
parents).

The Indian Secondary Schools Survey 2015 
is an outcome of that outreach effort. We 
selected the Top 100+ schools across India, 
and reached out to school principals and 
counselors with our survey. 

What they have had to share about 
international education preferences among 
their students suggests a new narrative is 
unfolding in India today. 

For one, our assumptions about student 
preferences vis a vis Bachelor’s and Master’s 
programs needs a sharp rethink.

Two, as in other aspects, India is not a 
homogenous market. We analyzed responses 
for geographical correlations, and found 
some surprising patterns. 

In the subsequent pages, you will find survey 
responses and analysis about these changes, 
and a lot more.

We are really grateful to all the principals and 
counselors who graciously accepted to be 
a part of this survey, and spent time sharing 
valuable data and insights. Without their 
cooperation, we would not have been able to 
undertake this comprehensive exercise.

We hope you find the report useful - and I 
keenly look forward to your feedback.

Happy reading!

Maria Mathai

Director
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Introduction

Popular perceptions often lag behind actual 
ground reality. This is perhaps the biggest 
insight we gleaned from the results of our first 
Indian Schools Survey 2015.

Perception #1: Indian students prefer to 
go abroad more for Master’s programs than 
Bachelor’s. Reality: Interest in Bachelor’s 
programs is almost three times higher.

Perception #2: Australia is among the top 
preferred destination among Indian students. 
Reality: Australia may be #2 when it comes 
to actual student numbers from India, but in 
terms of preferences, it does not figure in the 
Top 3.

Perception #3: Indian students prefer 
courses that are deemed popular for job 
prospects. Reality: That is still largely true, 
but things are beginning to change now. For 
instance, Biology/biotechnology is among 
the Top 5 course preferences.

Some of the key findings of this survey 
suggest that a new reality is taking shape 
in India. And this merits a fresh look at the 
existing assumptions about international 
education priorities among Indian students 
and their parents.

It has been a long-held belief that Indian 
students consider going abroad more for 
Master’s programs. In our survey, more than 
50% of schools where 75% plus students are 
likely to apply abroad indicated a preference 
for Bachelor’s studies. Only 17% are 
considering for Master’s. That’s a big shift.

The survey results present a new, composite 
picture on a national level – new countries, 
new courses and programs are replacing 
some traditional choices in the past. At the 
same time, we found significant regional 
biases and preferences. 

For instance, Australia is among the top 
choices in northern India but not so much 
in southern and western India. And contrary 
to popular perception, northern India has a 
much lower propensity for Bachelor’s studies 
than southern India.

The survey analysis extends to studying 
patterns among residential and non-
residential schools, and also Indian curriculum 
versus international curriculum schools. The 
insights we gathered only goes to strengthen 
our view that the international education 
market in India is not homogenous. And that 
not taking cognizance of this reality would 
mean missed opportunities for recruiters.

The first edition of the Indian Schools Survey 
2015 brings together many such nuanced 
insights about the changing international 
education market.

In April-June earlier this year, we reached 
out to principals and counselors in the Top 
100+ schools across India. These schools 
were chosen for the survey based on size, 
reputation, academic excellence, and most 
importantly, the higher propensity among 
their students to consider international 
education options. 

Our research team quizzed them on 15 
parameters including likely number of 
students to apply, course and program 
preferences and top destination countries.  

In our report, we have introduced a new 
analysis which we believe helps us identify 
preferences and trends better. Schools where 
more than 75% of students in Class 11th and 
12th are likely to apply abroad were classified 
as the High Intent Group in our analysis. And 
we studied their preferences more deeply as 
leading indicators for the rest of the market.

This High Intent Group Analysis led us to a 
more granular picture, where we were able 
to glean insights based on region, curriculum 
and school-type. 

The Indian Schools Survey is our second 
report for the international recruitment 
market this year – we hope you find it useful.
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01. What’s heard, said and talked about 
in secondary schools plays a huge role in 
what students and their parents think, and 
ultimately decide upon. This survey was 
conducted among influencers in schools – 
principals and counselors.

02. We identified an initial shortlist of 
500+ schools on the basis of the following 
factors: academic reputation, history of 
sending students abroad and international 
partnerships and exchanges. 

03. We then shortlisted the participant list 
to ensure the survey sample adequately 
represented all the geographical regions of 
the country (north, south, east, west), Indian 
and international curriculum, and day schools 
and residential schools.

SAMPLE DISTRIBUTION BY REGION

SAMPLE DISTRIBUTION BY CURRICULUM

04. We also focused on schools with higher 
student populations. More than 55% of 
schools surveyed had student strength 
between 500 to 2,000 students, and another 
20% was accounted by schools with student 
strength of over 3,000 students.

SAMPLE DISTRIBUTION BY SCHOOL-TYPE

05. Applying these carefully chosen filters, 
we shortlisted a list 102 schools to whom 
we then sent out the survey. The survey 
was carried out in April, May and June 2015. 
Approximately 20% of the schools who 
participated in the survey did not want their 
names to be revealed as survey participants.

06. The survey included a list of 15 questions, 
asking for information on student numbers in 
Class 11th and Class 12th, likely percentage 
of applicants for international education, 
preference for countries (from a list of 10), 
preference for courses (from a list of 10), and 
more.

07. The survey was sent out on email, with an 
online link (Google Form) and a Document 
copy in email. Participants opened the online 
form, and submitted their responses online or 
completed the document and mailed it to us.

08. About 10% of responses had some 
procedural errors. Our research team followed 
up with those schools, and requested them to 
fix those errors. Only the participants could 
edit their response forms.

09. For our survey analysis, we analyzed for 
aggregate trends, based on results from all 
responses. 

10. We also analyzed responses from schools 
where more than 75% students are likely to 
apply for international education. We called 
this the High Intent Group, and within this 
group, we studied for preferences in courses, 
countries, programs.

11. We also used this High Intent Group to 
study for variances based on geography, 
curriculum and day vs. residential schools.

12. Based on this analysis, the report has 
been divided into three sections: Aggregate 
Trends, Geographical Trends and Curriculum-
School-type Trends.

Let’s go through the findings of the report.

Our Methodology



AGGREGATE TRENDS

PART A
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Bachelor’s degree the preferred choice

Indian students have been known to seek international education options for their 
master’s degree in large numbers. And that has been accepted wisdom for a long time.

Perhaps the most surprising finding of the Indian Secondary Schools Survey 2015 has 
been an overwhelming preference for Bachelor’s programs abroad.

Almost half of the respondents indicated that among their students who are planning to 

study abroad, more than 75% are interested in Bachelor’s studies abroad.

Bachelor’s strong preference among the High-Intent Group
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This was an important indicator of preferences, so we checked intention for Master’s 
programs separately. The results corroborate this massive shift in student preferences.

Among schools where more than 75% students were likely to apply abroad, only 19% of 

respondents were planning for Master’s.

Only 19% in High Intent Group planning for Master’s

PART A / AGGREGATE TRENDS
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Canada trumps Australia as preferred 
destination

No, Canada is not the most preferred destination. USA is by far the top choice among 
Indian students, and yes, UK is still the second choice despite the declining numbers to 
UK in recent years. These two countries are strong favorites, and we weren’t expecting 
anything different.

We were however interested in finding the preference list beyond these two countries, 
which have for long been the top choice for Indian students. 

Australia posted the second-highest numbers in the international students market in India 
in 2014. But, the country does not rank as high, when it comes to the preference list of 
students.

Canada, which has been growing impressively in the past few years, is the preferred 
choice after USA and UK. 

Numbers do not necessarily reflect preferences in the student market. 

Country rankings for third-preferred choice
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Germany comes just below Singapore and above New Zealand as a number 4 choice. 
This may seem surprising based on marketing activity by universities and colleges, but 
Germany’s success points to another significant factor. The German government works 
closely with schools in India  and has established a network of partner schools for language 
programs, teacher exchange programs,etc). 

School outreach is an under-leveraged aspect of recruitment marketing in India currently.

Country rankings for fourth-preferred choice

PART A / AGGREGATE TRENDS

Germany beats New Zealand
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Biology is an emerging preferred 
course

Indian students have mostly opted to go abroad for engineering and related studies. 
Computer Sciences and IT have been a popular second choice in recent years. And 
these two courses are top programs of choice for students, followed by Business and 
Commerce courses.

In the Top 5 list of courses, Biology, Biotechnology and Life Sciences, made a surprising 
appearance. 

Among Bachelor’s options within India, after engineering, medicine is still a very popular 
choice. But when it comes to international studies, this doesn’t seem to be the case. 
Biology is clearly the new emerging option that Indian students are exploring.

Biology courses made to the Top 5 preference list
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Intent to study abroad rising sharply

Our Indian Students Mobility Report earlier this year established the robust growth from 
India, with the growth rate surpassing China for the first time.

In this survey, we wanted to understand what these rising numbers translate into when 
seen from a per school perspective.

Nearly 35% of the schools in our sample said that they expect anywhere between 20 and 
75 students to apply for international studies. Another 19% said that number of applicants 
could be above 75 students in their schools.

So more than half the schools surveyed are suggesting fairly healthy to strong number of 
applicants for international studies.

The aggregate analysis had its share of insights to offer, but then we were in for more 
surprises as we dissected out data based on geographic location, curriculum type and 
residential/non-residential schools. 

More than half the schools had 20+ students
applying abroad

PART A / AGGREGATE TRENDS



GEOGRAPHICAL TRENDS

PART B
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PART B / GEOGRAPHICAL TRENDS

North India does not rank highest in 
Bachelor’s applicants

Established wisdom has long held that students from North India, especially from Punjab, 
prefer to go for Bachelor’s, which then opens up work opportunities for them. Well, that 
is simply not true for schools anymore.

We looked at the highest intent schools in our sample, where more than 75% of students 
are planning to apply abroad. In the North, only 39% from this set indicated they are 
applying for Bachelor’s while the figure for South India was 64%.

So preference for Bachelor’s studies for all other regions was higher than from North 
India. That, in our view, has significant implications for outreach focus of all international 
recruiters.

Region-wise preference for Bachelor’s studies abroad
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Western India reveals sharp skew for 
Master’s

Master’s is no longer the preferred program, as we saw earlier in the survey results. But 
that shift hides some regional disparities.

We looked for clues in the strong intent set again i.e. schools where more than 75% of 
students intended to apply abroad for Master’s programs. The preference from Western 
India was much higher, at 37%, compared to 21% in South, followed by East and North.

We surmise that the higher percentage for Master’s in Western India is coming for MBA 
programs. If you look at Maharashtra and Gujarat, that part of the country form the 
business hub within India. 

Region-wise preference for Master’s*
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Australia’s main market is North India

All regions show a very consistent preference list of Top 3 countries: US, followed by UK, 
followed by Canada. But we asked respondents to list 5 countries, in decreasing order of 
preference, and that’s where things get interesting.

Only in the North, Australia emerged as the overwhelming fourth-most preferred choice, 
at 71%. Eastern India followed at 50%, but only about a third of respondents in Western 
and Southern India indicated Australia as their fourth choice.

Geographical proximity seems to play some role too. At 95%, Singapore was the 
overwhelming fifth country of choice in Eastern India.

Australia as #4 destination choice 

PART B / GEOGRAPHICAL TRENDS
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Unanimity for course preferences in 
Southern, Western India

This is another interesting nuance that emerged between different regions in India. Among 
schools in Southern and Western India, there was absolute unanimity in engineering, 
computer science and business/commerce as the top 3 choices for courses. 

Not a single respondent deviated from this wish-list; see the 100% preference figures in 
the chart below.

It appears that students in Eastern India, and then Northern India, have started exploring 
course options beyond the traditional choices.



CURRICULUM,
SCHOOL-TYPE BASED 

TRENDS

PART C
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Residential schools nearly twice as 
attractive 

Residential schools attract students from more affluent families, so the study abroad 
intent is likely to be higher among students there. That’s not surprising.

What is surprising, however, is the degree of variation between residential and non-
residential schools. We studied the same higher intent population of schools for this 
analysis i.e. schools where more than 75% students indicated they intend to study abroad 
for their Bachelor’s studies.

As the figure below shows, 64% of schools that were residential or both, had 75% of 
students likely to apply abroad. The figure for day-schools was almost half this, at 38%.

This wide variance suggests that residential schools outreach deserve bigger focus from 
international recruiters in terms of outreach activities.

Residential school students much more attractive market



21

Disproportionately high intent to 
study abroad among international 

curriculum schools 

In a way, this is to be expected. Students studying international curriculum schools are 
more likely to consider studying abroad at the post-secondary level..

The skew, however, is much sharper. Nearly 80% of international curriculum schools 
indicated that 75% of their students are likely to study abroad for their Bachelor’s.

No striking variations in country or course-related preferences were evident when we 
looked at international curriculum versus Indian curriculum schools. 

4x more interest in international curriculum schools 

PART C / CURRICULUM, SCHOOL-TYPE BASED TRENDS
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Summary

01. In aggregate, there isn’t much that is 

unexpected among trends for top courses and 

top countries. USA is still the top destination 

country, by far. Engineering and Computer 

Sciences are the overwhelming course 

preferences. But there is a lot more that can 

be discerned by studying the disaggregated 

picture.

02.  International education has become a top 

priority for a lot more students than we had 

previously believed. The shift in preference for 

Bachelor’s education is the biggest indicator 

of this shift.

03. Numbers do not necessarily reflect intent. 

UK numbers have been declining sharply 

in the past few years, but it still is almost a 

unanimous second choice after US as an 

undergraduate destination. On the other 

hand, Australia which gets the second-highest 

students from India is only the fourth choice, 

with Canada above it.

04. Among course choices, some non-

traditional courses are becoming popular. 

Biology, biotechnology and life sciences are 

now among the Top 5 course preferences for 

Indian students.

05. The Indian market is not homogenous, and 

there is a lot that can be leveraged by aligning 

better with region-wise trends. Northern India 

is not the strongest market for Bachelor’s; the 

South is way ahead. Western India is perhaps 

the biggest market for MBA programs. And so 

on.

06.  Residential schools have a much higher 

percentage of students who are looking for 

international education options. The skew in 

intent between day schools and residential 

schools is almost 100%.

In summary, preferences for Indian students 

(and their parents) are evolving rapidly now. 

We would do well to understand and align 

with their changing preferences.
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
INDIA MARKET

We believe international recruiters need to 

keep three important factors in mind for their 

India strategy.

01. Build a region-wise marketing strategy

There are significant regional variances within 

India. For instance, Australia is popular in the 

North, and Singapore is popular in Eastern 

India. Putting more marketing muscle in those 

markets will pay bigger dividends for these 

countries.

Reviewing your marketing strategy for better 

regional alignment could lead to sharp gains.

02. Residential schools should be top target 

market

Intent to go abroad among residential schools 

was almost twice as much more than day-

schools. Students in these schools come from 

more affluent families.

It is perhaps time to focus much harder on 

outreach efforts among residential schools in 

India.

03. Start promoting non-conventional  

courses

Student preferences are beginning to evolve 

beyond engineering and business. Some of 

the new private Indian (or private) universities 

such as Shiv Nadar University and Ashoka 

University have begun to  attract top talent 

within India by offering new course options, 

especially in arts, humanity and economics.

The demand for a specific specialist course 

may not be large, but several such courses 

could add up to a significant number for 

international recruiters.

WRITE TO US AT 

if you are seeking help in your India 
outreach plans.

ADVISORY@MDOTM.IN
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List of Schools 

Aditya Birla World Academy
Ahlcon International School
American Embassy School, Delhi
Bangalore International School
BCM
BCM Arya Model Senior Secondary School
BCM School
Bloom Public School 
Bridge International School
Candor International School
Centre Point Group of Schools
Chinmaya International Residential School
Chiranjiv Bharati School
Chirec International School 
Convent of Jesus and Mary
Crystal Public Schools 
Daly College 
Delhi Public School, Sonepat
Delhi Public School Amritsar
Delhi Public School Bangalore South
Delhi Public School East, Ahmedabad
Delhi Public School Ghaziabad
Delhi Public School Megacity Kolkata
Delhi Public School, Greater Noida
Delhi Public School, Rohini
Delhi Public School-Bopal
Dhirubhai Ambani International School
DLDAV Pitampura
Don Bosco School, Kolkata
Doon International School
Faith Academy
Garden High International School
Genesis Global School 
Good Shepherd International School 
Greenwood High International School
Hopetown Girls’ School
International Center E. School
International School of Hyderabad
Ira International School
Ivy League Academy
JG International School
Jubilee Hills Public School
La Martiniere for Boys, Kolkata

La Martiniere for Girls, Kolkata
Lady Andal Venkatasubba Rao School
Loreto House, Kolkata
Mallya Aditi International School
Maria’s Public School
Mussoorie International School
Naimisharanya School
Nath Valley School
Oakridge International School, Hyderabad
Oberoi International School
Pallikoodam
Pathways School, Gurgaon
Podar International School
Rabindranath World School
Riverside School- Riverside Education Foundation
Royal Global School 
Sacred Heart Senior Secondary School
Sancta Maria International School
Sarala Birla Academy, Bangalore
Selaqui International School
Singapore International School
Spring Dale Senior School, Amritsar
Springdales School, Dhaula Kuan
Sri Sathya Sai Vidya Vihar, Indore
St. Columbas School
Stonehill International School
Summer Fields School, Kailash Colony
Symbiosis International School
Tagore International School, Vasant Vihar
The Aga Khan Academy,Hyderabad
The British School 
The Cambridge School, Kolkata
The Cathedral and John Connon School
The Doon School
The Emerald Heights International School
The Heritage School, Kolkata
The Sagar School, Alwar 
Welham Boys School
Welham Girls’ School
Woodstock School

(in alphabetical order) 

The list does not include the names of 19
schools that preferred to remain anonymous. 
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List of Educators

Abhinav Gogoi

Ajaykumar Nair

Alpana K Phukan

Ambika Jyothi

Ankita Gadhvi

Annie Prasanna

Anubha Goyal

Anuradha Ganguly

Arunima Sengupta

Ashutosh Batta

Asma Ansari

Bindu Nair

C. Prema Kumar

Capt. Rohit Sen Bajaj

Chetna Sabharwal

Christopher Hanvey

D.P. Guleria

Damayanti Mukherjee

Deep Khare

Deepti 

Divya Pandey

Dr. Jyoti Bose

Dr. Paramjit Kaur

Dr. Sonia Soni

Dr. Vandna Shahi

Fr. Joseph Pathickal

G Sreedevi

Ganesh Kempaiah

Gaurav Tomar

Geeta Jayanth

Geetha Swamy

Gladys Dsouza

Gouri Basu

H S Mann

Hina Sharif Sharif

Hitesh Puri

Indrani Sanyal 

Jayshree Balasaria

Jyoti Gupta

Jyotsna Brar

K. B. Padma Singh

Komal Sood

Krithika Kumar Quintal

Madhulika Sen

Maneesha Gorti

Mukta Chatterjee

Namrata Pandey

Neena Virmani

Neeta Parekh

Neeta Parekh

Nirmala Reddy Chava

Nishaa Bhakar

Oli Tooher-Hancock

Pamela Colon Sharma

Pragati Pandey

Priya

Priya Swamy

Priyanka

Priyanka Bhatkoti

Punita Nehru 

Purnima Khanna

Rajiv Kumar Sharma

Ranjit Dass

Ranjoo Mann

Reena Dargan

Rekha Tomar

Rema Daniel

Renu Chaturvedi

Rita Sen

Rupkatha Sarkar

Sadhna Pandey

Sangeeta Sharda

Sangeeta Singh

Sanjay Tiwari 

(in alphabetical order) 
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Santanu Das

Sathish Jayarajan

Seema Sapru

Shanti Krishnamurthy

Sharonee Mullick

Siddharth Singh

Sr. Christo

Sr. Janet

Sudarshana P Shukla

Sunita Chowdhary

Surender Pal Sachdeva

Suresh Thangarajan

Toral Sharan

Vanee Gopalan

Vanita Uppal,OBE

The list does not include the names of 

13 educators that preferred to remain 

anonymous. 






