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The emergence and impact of vocational training in the 
building trades in Pune (India): an analysis of three institutes 
 

 

Sarah Melsens(1-2), Priyanka Mangaonkar-Vaiude(2), Inge Bertels(1) 

(1) Department of Architectural Engineering, Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB), Belgium 

(2) Department of Architecture, BRICK school of Architecture, Pune, India 

 

For eradicating the undesirable and establishing the desirable in society 
there is no option but to follow and spread widely the art of 
mechanization. If you want to eat, be a machinist. If you want to win 
freedom, you have to learn to be a machinist. If you want to live as 
luxuriously as your rulers, you have to run the machines. If you want 
this country to progress like that of England, all of you have to become 
blacksmiths. 
(M.M. Kunte, headmaster of the Poona High School, 1884 speech)1 

Introduction 

In late nineteenth-century British India, contractors, seasonal labourers and various building 

trade communities such as bricklayers, carpenters, stone cutters, stone masons, earth workers 

or blacksmiths worked on the construction sites in and around the city of Pune (formerly 

known as Poona). For centuries, construction skills were passed on from generation to 

generation, through learning on the work floor. Traditional instruction in crafts, where 

knowledge was passed on from master to apprentice, however, survived “at few, if any, places 

in India” according to a 1909 study.2  

The end of the nineteenth century saw the first experimentation in formalised vocational 

training. Over the next century a number of technical schools offering practical courses 

leading to occupational jobs in the building trades were established in Pune. This paper 

analyses the origin and motives behind the establishment and early development of these 

institutions and studies the impact of growing government involvement and the growth of 

Pune’s industries on construction training. Moreover, we analyse the success of building 

related courses in these schools.  

Finally, the research will be placed in an international comparative perspective. Indeed, 
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recently vocational training received specific attention within the field of construction history. 

Bertels, Carvais and Nègre have studied the development and nature of institutionalised 

construction training in nineteenth-century Belgium and France respectively.3 Comparison 

shows that unlike in the latter countries, vocational training in Pune did not emerge because of 

accelerating industrial development or because construction professionals felt the need for a 

new type of education.4 Both in Belgium and France, the courses allowed existing workers or 

professionals in the construction field to upgrade their knowledge and skills and increase their 

professional mobility. It will become clear why this was different in the case of Pune and how 

some aspects of vocational training are more closely related to the situation in Britain. 

In addition to secondary literature, this study is based on archival research. The informational 

brochures, administrative documents and student records of three Pune-based institutes 

offering practical courses in the building trades before 1980 were consulted: the Victoria 

Jubilee Memorial Technical School (°1889, now Shri Chhatrapati Shivaji Industrial Training 

Centre), the Training Centre for War Disabled Aundh (°1946, now Industrial Training 

Institute Aundh) and the St. Joseph’s Technical Institute (°1959). These are the three 

government-recognised institutes that offer(ed) building related courses and are still active 

today.  

A quest for formal vocational training 

At the end of the nineteenth century, for distinct reasons, two private sector groups promoted 

vocational training in Pune: the Indian intelligentsia and the charitable organisations. The 

colonial government from its side was reluctant to the development of such practical oriented 

training.5 Yet, in 1854 the British rulers had put Pune on the map by starting one of the first 

civil engineering classes in the country in this city. The primary focus of these engineering 

classes was theoretical and intended to train Indians for employment at subordinate positions 

in the Public Works Department.6 Ross Bassett explains the government’s reluctance to 

hands-on technical training as follows:  

“Britain sought to make India an agricultural state that purchased its manufactured 

goods. The British started English language schools to train Indians so they could 

work with the colonial system as clerks and other subordinate positions under British 

supervision. They built telegraph systems to strengthen their control over the land. 

They built irrigation systems to open more land for agricultural production. They built 
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railroads, with components imported from Britain, to enable India to more effectively 

ship its agricultural products to ports.”7  

In reaction to the government’s focus on literary and theoretical education, Indian nationalist 

Bal Gangadhar Tilak became one of the leading figures of the Pune intelligentsia pleading for 

the establishment of vocational training. He gathered a group of likeminded college-educated 

Brahmins. Brahmins were members of a prestigious social class who, in traditional Hindu 

culture, were learned and lived according to strict ethical precepts. In 1881 they founded the 

Marathi-language newspaper Kesari and the English-language newspaper Mahratta in Pune. 

(Fig.1) Through these mediums they aimed not only to spread knowledge about global trends 

to the masses but also to provide them a way forward, a perspective of independent India. 

Since their inception, both newspapers consistently argued for the need for the 

industrialisation of India and put forward technical education as the way to achieve this.8 By 

the end of the century they had sparked a nationwide demand for vocational training.9 The 

social reformers in Pune started a first experiment in vocational training with the ‘Pune Native 

Institution Workshop’ in 1887. However, two years later it had to be closed, probably for lack 

of means to cover recurring expenses.10 
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Figure 1. Front page of the Mahratta issued on 21st June 1914 depicting Bal Gangadhar 
Tilak who was released from prison that day. Photo: Nirdesh Singh. 

Under mounting pressure, the colonial government, looking to spend on a memorial on the 

occasion of the diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria’s reign, cautiously agreed to contribute in 

the funding of the ‘Victoria Jubilee Technical Institute’ (V.J.T.I.). It was established in 

Bombay (now Mumbai) in 1887 with the help of the government and major funding by 

private donors. The main focus of the newly established V.J.T.I. was to train students in 

mechanical and textile engineering and technology, in support of the Bombay cotton mills 

operational at the time.11 It is likely that this was the first government-supported technical 

training initiative that was oriented at employment in the private sector. 

Lesser known is that around the same time and commemorating the same occasion, in 1889 a 

technical school was started in Pune as well: the Victoria Jubilee Municipal Technical School 

(V.J.T.M.S.). Technical courses were delivered to students of grade eight to ten (14-16 year 

olds). The initiative came from M. B. Naamjoshi and the headmaster of the government-
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owned Poona High School, M. M. Kunte.12 The latter was an ardent defender of technical 

education, so a transcript of his speech, quoted at the beginning of this article and published in 

Tilak’s Mahratta newspaper, testifies. In the early days four courses were offered in this 

municipal school: ‘master craftsman (mistri) in civil engineering’, ‘master craftsman in 

mechanical engineering’ and ‘master craftsman in electrical engineering’.13 One course was 

thus oriented towards construction. In 1895 work started on a dedicated building for the 

technical school at Shivaji Road in Pune. It was completed in 1896. A few decades later, by 

1921, carpentry and wireman (installer of electric wiring) courses were added.14 In 1939 the 

school counted 125 students and eight teachers. Craftsmen used to train students in the 

workshops after completing their own work.15 Up to 1954, three out of five courses offered at 

the school were related to construction: ‘Trained Mistry’ (master craftsman in building 

construction), ‘Carpentry’ (1/2/3 years) and ‘Wireman apprentice’ (2 years).16 

Apart from the Indian reformers, also charity organisations launched initiatives for vocational 

education in Pune. Many of these charities were part of Christian missions, for instance The 

Mission Workshop and Industrial School run by the Anglican Society of St. John Evangelist 

Mission, which trained in carpentry17, and the Free Church of Scotland Mission Boys’ 

Orphanage and Industrial School (1881-1902).18 

Wealthy British benefactors or the colonial army supported other charitable initiatives. The 

aftermath of the World Wars, in which Indians fought under the British flag, saw the 

establishment of Queen Mary’s Technical Institute for differently abled soldiers (°1917, 

shifted to Pune in 1922)19 and the Training Centre for War Disabled Aundh (°1946).20 (Figs-

3) It is not known with certainty whether these provided training in the building trades.  
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Figure 2. Vocational training for disabled soldiers at Queen Mary’s Technical Institute. The 
vices and metal pieces suggest a turner or fitter workshop (above), the yarn may indicate a  
tailoring course (below), dates unknown, Kirkee, Pune. (source: http://www.qmtiindia.org.) 

 

Unlike the general uplift of the population and progress through industrialisation aimed at by 

the native intelligentsia, the above charitable initiatives were directed at providing livelihood 

to minority groups. 
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Figure 3. Staff of the Training Centre for War Disabled Aundh. The quantity of staff indicates 
the size of the institute, Pune 1949. (source: wall frame in principal’s office I.T.I. Aundh) 

The many dispersed and often short-lived efforts to start vocational training in nineteenth-

century and early twentieth-century Pune seem to support the native intellectuals’ claim that 

“…the Government is the only competent body to take up the problem of technical education 

in the country…”.21 

Increased government involvement and growing industrial activity 

Since the 1930s the need to promote and support technical education, including training in the 

construction trades, was increasingly acknowledged by the colonial and subsequent 

independent Indian government.22 Initially their efforts focussed on the enhancement of 3-

year, diploma-level civil engineering courses at Polytechnics (mainly providing employment 

as site engineers, foremen and draughtsmen) and on the 5-year, degree-level civil engineering 

courses at colleges. A nation-wide, hands-on Craftsmanship Training Scheme, in effect until 

today, was laid out in 1950 and conducted at Industrial Training Institutes (I.T.I’s), which 

could be government- or privately funded. The absorption of vocational training initiatives 

into the government’s Craftsman Training Scheme meant that the same specifications 

regarding course durations, entry requirements and training facilities applied nationwide. 

Students had to be minimum 14 years old and priority was given to those who have passed the 

ninth and tenth standard of general education (16 year olds) and obtained the highest results.23 

Instruction was full-time and usually given in the local language (Marathi in the case of 

Pune), while English was used for the technical terms. The nationwide trade exams were 

written in English or Hindi.24 (Fig.4) 
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Figure 4. Example of a National Trade Certificate delivered under the government’s 
Craftsmanship Training Scheme. 1969. (source: Archive St. Joseph’s Technical Institute) 

Three Pune institutes that came under this training programme are analysed in depth in this 

study. The first is the former Training Centre for War Disabled in Aundh, which under the 

new scheme was converted into Pune city’s largest and entirely government-financed 

Industrial Training Institute Aundh. Its military origins are apparent in the fact that for a 

relatively long time retired soldiers were given reserved seats.25 Construction courses where 

maintained and developed at this institute although they were not the most popular choice 

amongst students. Indeed, the esteem for manual work was commonly considered inferior to 

office work (e.g. stenographer) and construction-site work inferior to factory work. 26 

The Victoria Jubilee Technical School, however, lost its importance as pioneer in instructing 

the building trades. In 1963, when it was privatised and renamed ‘Chhatrapati Shivaji Private 

Industrial Training Institute’, construction-related training was replaced by courses for ‘fitter’, 

‘turner’ (metal turner), ‘mechanical draughtsman’ and ‘electrician’.27 (Fig.5) Typically these 
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trades led to employment in factories.  

A similar trend is seen in the curriculum development of St. Joseph’s Private Technical 

Training Institute, the third case study. German Jesuit educators established the latter in 1959. 

They built a workshop and classrooms in Pune with the aim of “uplifting weaker sections of 

society by means of (self-) employment-oriented training.”28 The school’s admission records 

show only those students who entered the courses for ‘fitter’, ‘turner’ (metal turner) and 

‘motor mechanic’ between 1959 and 1980.29 However, the Jesuit brothers also ran a metal 

fabrication department and carpentry section based on German technology, using imported 

instruction books and machinery.30 The reasons why these courses, unlike the others, were 

neither recorded in detail nor incorporated under the government-regulated format in 1969 

could be multiple. Perhaps there were no means to obtain the prescribed tools and facilities? 

Or the entry requirements for students where too strict or the interest too low? By running 

these construction trade courses informally, the brothers were able to sell the students’ 

products on the market and blend production and training. In this way funds were generated to 

meet the expenses of the institute.31 

Figure 5. Existence of building trade courses at the three institutes in the period 1889-1980. 
(source: see Note 13, Note 25, and Note 28)   

The table in above summarizes the development of construction trade training at the three 

studied institutes. (Fig.5) Lighter coloured areas within one row indicate, periods for which it 

is assumed that the course continued, although no written references were found. In the 1960s 

and 1970s construction-related courses were stopped (or continued informally) at the privately 

funded training institutes in favour of trades that led to employment in factories (fitter, turner, 

electrician, mechanic, welder etc.). This is not coincidentally the period when industrial 
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activity in Pune grew exponentially. Industrial engineering companies who had settled in 

Pune, such as Kirloskar-Cummins Engines, Bharat Forge, Forbes-Marshall, Sandvik and 

Atlas CopCo, required skilled workers.  

It is remarkable that, while technological developments were also happening in the 

construction industry, these were not reflected in vocational training under the Craftsmanship 

Training Scheme. The use of load bearing stone or brick masonry and timber structures in 

buildings decreased. Concrete frame buildings became more and more common in the 1950s 

and 1960s and required workers for bar bending, steel fixing, shuttering, polishing etc.32 

Prefabricated lightweight concrete elements were industrially manufactured and marketed in 

Pune since 1972.33 Yet, formal training in these new technologies was delivered to diploma 

and graduate students in civil engineering but not to manual workers. Indeed, “The skills 

required in non-traditional construction may not be regarded as skills in the traditional 

sense”.34 

The following hypotheses, to be researched further, may explain the I.T.I. students’ 

preference for occupations in factories. Firstly, a job as a skilled worker in a factory could be 

perceived as more secure than a job on construction sites, which is of an impermanent nature. 

Secondly, construction workers could face more competition from unskilled or semi-skilled 

seasonal workers, which often migrate to the city in the agricultural low season. In addition, 

the upward mobility of I.T.I certificate holders is limited since in the higher rank of foremen, 

civil engineering diploma holders are given priority. Lastly, in the construction industry, 

where on site-apprenticeship has been the traditional form of learning since generations, 

formal training may be perceived as less essential to acquire a job than in relatively new 

fields, such as for example refrigerating mechanics. Indeed, the importance of informal 

vocational training can hardly be overestimated. In the age group of 15-29 years, the number 

of people who have received informal vocational training in any field (e.g. through on-site 

apprenticeship) is four times as high as those who received formal vocational training in 

recognised institutes.35  

The profile of a construction trade student 

It is only at the Government I.T.I. Aundh that courses focussed solely on the building trades 

survived the 1960s. None of them, however, ran continuously throughout the analysed time 

period from 1952 to 1980. Between 1963 and 1967 the majority of courses were paused. 

(Fig.5) In the year 1966, remarkably, no admissions at all were taken for construction related 
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courses. This may point towards a crisis in the operations of the school at the time. The course 

for mason / building constructor ran for the shortest duration and was one of the most 

irregular courses, as several years without student admissions reveal. The duration for 

completing a course varied and ranged from 1 to 2 years.36 

Data retrieved from the admission registers (Fig.8) shows how the intake of ITI Aundh 

students varied between 1950 and 1980. (Fig.6) Until 1975, usually less than 100 students per 

course were enrolled over a five-year time period. This indicates small class sizes of no more 

than 10-20 students. The draughtsman civil, surveyor and carpentry courses are exceptions. 

Firstly, the draughtsman civil and surveyor course knew a higher intake between 1956-1960. 

Over this period the latter courses ran uninterruptedly and enrolled seven classes of 30 

students on average. After 1960 the success of these courses clearly decreased. The 

establishment of a government funded polytechnic in Pune in 1957, which ran a diploma 

course in civil engineering could be a reason for this decline.37 The polytechnic provided an 

intermediate level of education between practical oriented training at the I.T.I and theoretical 

instruction at the Colleges of engineering. Entry requirements were similar to the ones at I.T.I. 

Aundh and less strict than at engineering colleges. Its diploma course in civil engineering 

might have been an appealing alternative to candidates for surveyor and draughtsmen civil 

certificate courses. A third exceptional development is seen for the welding course. (Fig.6) 

Merely a couple of years after its inception it became the institute’s most popular building 

related trade course. A plausible reason is that employment opportunities were not limited to 

the construction industry alone but could provide employment in factories as well. Courses 

were interrupted in 1966 (Fig.5) after which its duration was shortened from one and a half 

year to one year. After 1966 the average class size was 60 students.38 
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Figure 6. Course-wise intake of students at I.T.I. Aundh. The y-axis shows the sum of enrolled 
students over a 5-year time period. (source: General Registers I.T.I. Aundh, 1952-1980). 

 

Figure 7. Course-wise percentage of students passing over a 5-year time period at I.T.I 
Aundh. (source: General Registers I.T.I. Aundh, 1952-1980). 

The overall success rate of the students in obtaining their passing certificate diminishes with 

the increase in intake of students since the seat allocation was merit based. (Fig.7) The lower 

success rate in the carpentry and mason courses seems to confirm that courses involving 

heavy manual work were not the student’s first choices. Unpopular courses had weaker 

performing students because, in a merit-based seat allocation system, the weaker students may 

end up getting admission only to the courses of their second or third choice. The intake for 

carpentry was relatively high, which increased the chances of poorer performing students to 

obtain seats. The mason/construction worker course was not conducted every year (Fig.5) and 

counted less than 12 students per year until 1975. When the student intake doubled thereafter, 

its students’ success dropped further. (Fig.7) 

The above analysis thus corroborates the higher popularity of courses that provide 

employment opportunities outside the construction sector. 
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Figure 8. Spread from the General Register Industrial Training Institute Aundh, Pune. 
(source: Archive of the Industrial Training Institute Aundh). 

The admission records from enrolment year 1974 to 1980 also specified the ‘caste’ of the 

students enrolled. To a certain extent this reveals something about their historical family 

background. Although at that time, caste was no direct indicator of status, occupation or 

wealth. The presence of students from the Brahmin community is the highest in the courses 

for wireman (7%), followed by mason (4%), painter (3%), surveyor (2%) and lastly 

draughtsman civil and plumber (1%). Between 1977-1980 no Brahmins enrolled for the 

carpentry trade (earlier data not available). 39  Against general perception, these numbers show 

no clear preference from Brahmins for more ‘clerical’ trades such as surveyor or 

draughtsman.  

The Indian intelligentsia who had urged the government to start vocational training at the end 

of the nineteenth century had assumed that “…[an industrial] school would especially provide 

the children of craft workers with a scientific knowledge of craft skills while spreading 

Western skills widely”.40 The carpentry course is the course par excellence that relates to a 

craft tradition and allows verifying the presence of ‘children of craft workers’. For this course, 

the number of students with a family history in the trade (hailing from the Sutar or carpenter’s 
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community) was significantly higher than in other courses and constituted 25% of the total 

number of students enrolled between 1977 and 1980.41  

Overall, the above numbers show that vocational training in construction in Pune had a low 

impact on daily practice. The quantity of students enrolled is extremely low for the size of the 

construction sector and the population of the city at the time (ca.1.4 million). 42 The courses 

were highly irregular. Students who qualified for the entry requirements were least motivated 

to enrol for courses involving heavy physical work. In case of the carpentry course, a family 

background in the trade seems to have been an extra motivation to enrol.  

International comparison 

In India, the emergence of institutionalised training in the building trades was primarily 

driven by a political desire for an agricultural country to progress through industrialisation. 

Initially, it was a top-down process. Although in nineteenth-century Bombay “… a diverse 

group of Indians was building a textile industry; meanwhile, Poona, with little industry to 

speak of, became the home to what was arguably the largest campaign for industrialisation 

[and technical education] in India in the late 1800s”.43 In continental Europe, by contrast, the 

start of off-site vocational training was driven by industrialisation and directed at the workers 

themselves. With the establishment of the new écoles industrielles or nijverheidsscholen in 

Belgium “…the volume of training happening actually on site became less prevalent 

[suggesting] a structural change in the delivery of such training”.44 In Pune, as discussed, the 

impact of construction trade training at I.T.I’s was minimal. 

At the French Conservatoire National des Arts et Métiers, non-specialised courses, like 

descriptive geometry (°1839) and civil constructions (°1854) were followed by architecture 

and engineering students, draughtsmen, building clerks, surveyors as well as craftsmen in the 

building trades.45 Indeed, both in Belgium and France, the courses allowed existing workers 

or professionals in the construction field to upgrade their knowledge and skills and increase 

their professional mobility.46 Schools accommodated this by organising courses in the 

evenings or on Sundays. In Pune, from the very start courses were organised full-time during 

daytime and primarily oriented towards youngsters who have no prior experience in the field. 

In these aspects the Indian situation was more similar to the one in Britain. There, the separate 

trade associations, until as late as 1969, where in charge of on-site apprenticeship training of 

construction workers.47 Research by C. Wall points out that, by that time, the majority of 

construction workers in the field did not obtain this training. Between 1963 and 1966 only 
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43% of carpenters, 39% of bricklayers and 50% of plumbers held a craft certificate. 

Furthermore, just like in Pune, the content of training was out of tune with site realities: 

“…the range of occupations on site, [numbered] over 40, despite industry statistics 

still only recognising seven building trades: carpenters and joiners, bricklayers, slaters 

and tilers, plasterers, painters, plumbers and glaziers and masons [not including 

electricians and heating and ventilation engineers].”48  

Technological innovation and industrialisation of the building industry, including the use of 

steel and concrete, was not reflected in training.  

“During one of the most intense periods of technological and occupational change in 

the building industry training was left in a vacuum of custom and practice [in] 

continental Europe [on the other hand,] already by the late 1950s, comprehensive 

three-year training courses for concrete workers were running [and in Germany] 

concreting was recognised from 1915 as a skilled occupation and covered in the 

increasingly highly regulated training system”. 49 

 

Conclusion 

Notwithstanding a generally acknowledged need for skilled and technically trained building 

craftsmen,50 this study demonstrates that vocational training in Pune has been, since the 

rationale for its conception emerged until the 1980s, primarily focussed on employment in 

factories and not on construction sites. The entry requirements, format and content of courses 

as well as the employment benefits derived from their successful completion, did not foster 

enrolment of existing or prospective construction workers.  

Undoubtedly, informal on-site forms of learning did play a major role in the transmission of 

construction knowledge amongst manual workers. It would be worthwhile to study whether 

knowledge was passed on from the site-supervisors or foremen (often alumni of the more 

successful diploma or graduate courses in civil engineering) to the workers on site.  Recent 

policy research labels 10% of the workforce on construction sites as skilled (including crane 

operators, electricians, welders, masons, plumbers, carpenters), while it categorises a 

staggering 82,5% of workers as unskilled. The rest consists of site-engineers, technicians and 

clerical staff.51 Research on on-site construction training could therefore consider a possible 

lack of recognition of informal training and skill among those classified as unskilled.  
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This paper differs from other studies on vocational training in India in its application of a 

‘microhistorical’ perspective, focussing on one city. This involved the retrieval of old 

administrative records and the conduction of interviews with senior staff members of the 

institutes. The latter have proven to be useful resources that allow correlating existing 

literature and field practice. As demonstrated by Wall, Clarke and McGuire, oral history 

accounts are powerful tools for the analysis of twentieth century construction history. They 

are in some cases the only source of information (e.g. for on-site construction knowledge 

transmission). 

Finally, with its focus on craftsmen and construction workers this paper aims to contribute to 

the social turn of construction historical research, in which research on education was initially 

focussed on engineers and architects. It also enlarges the scope of investigation to include the 

Global South. 
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