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Delhi High Court Judgment - Sushant Rohilla Suicide Case
(W.P.(CRL) 793/2017)

Sushant Rohilla’s Story (Who he was & what happened)

¢ Young Law Student: Sushant Rohilla was a third-year B.A. LL.B. student
at Amity Law School in Delhi (affiliated with IP University). He was an
active participant in co-curricular activities — convener of the debating
society, a keen mooter, and even mentored juniors, continuing these
pursuits despite a prior injury.

e Attendance Trouble: Sushant struggled to meet the 75% minimum
attendance required by his college’s rules (mandated by GGSIP
University/Bar Council). Due to low attendance, the college barred him
from taking his 6th semester exams and effectively made him repeat
the year. He reportedly also faced harassment from a faculty member
and felt the administration was unsupportive.

Tragic Outcome: On August 10, 2016, just after being debarred from
exams, Sushant died by suicide, leaving behind a note calling himself “a
failure”. His death sent shockwaves, as it appeared linked to the stress
and humiliation from the attendance issue.

How the Case Reached the High Court (Why the court intervened)

e Friend’s Plea to CJI: In the aftermath, Sushant’s friend Raghav Sharma
wrote to the Chief Justice of India (CJI) in late August 2016, alleging that
Sushant was mentally tortured by a professor and college authorities, and
pleading for an inquiry. He urged the Court to address student mental
health issues arising from such harassment and rigid rules.

Supreme Court Takes Up Case: Treating the letter as a petition, the
Supreme Court initiated a suo motu PIL on the matter. The SC
appointed senior advocate Fali S. Nariman as amicus curiae and even
sought an explanation from the law school’s management. In March
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2017, the Supreme Court transferred the case to the Delhi High Court for
detailed hearing and resolution.

Criminal Investigation: Separately, Sushant’s family filed a police
complaint. An FIR for abetment of suicide (IPC 306) was registered in
2017 against the college staff. However, after investigation (recording
statements of friends, faculty, collecting attendance records, etc.), police
found no evidence of direct provocation or intent by the college
officials to drive Sushant to suicide. A closure report was filed in 2018
and ultimately accepted by the court in 2024, noting that being
debarred from exams was upsetting but did not legally amount to
abetment by staff.

Settlement with College: In late 2024, Sushant’s family and the law
school reached an out-of-court settlement, and the family agreed not to
pursue further legal action against the individuals involved. Despite this,
the High Court kept the public-interest case alive to address the
broader systemic issues highlighted by Sushant’s death. The bench

acknowledged the family’s resilience in continuing to pursue reforms

despite their personal tragedy.

Key Issues Examined by the Court

e Mandatory Attendance Norms: The central issue was the strict
attendance requirement in law colleges (75% minimum, per Bar
Council rules) and whether such rigidity was doing more harm than good.
The court examined how excessively stringent attendance policies
might pressure students and impact their rights and education.

Student Mental Health: Sushant's case brought to light the mental
health toll of academic pressure and institutional responses. The court
looked at how the stress of being detained for low attendance (and lack
of support or counseling) can contribute to anxiety, depression, and
extreme steps by students. It considered this case alongside other
student suicides in India linked to academic stress.
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e Grievance Redressal in Colleges: The judges also focused on the
absence of effective channels for students to voice grievances or seek
help. Sushant had emailed college authorities for help but allegedly got
no relief. This raised the issue of mandating Grievance Redressal
Committees (GRCs) in institutes so that complaints about unfair
treatment or harassment (academic or otherwise) can be addressed
before they escalate.

High Court’s Key Findings

e Attendance Policy Criticized: The High Court emphatically held that
attendance norms cannot be so rigid that they inflict “mental trauma,
let alone the death of a student,” as Justice Prathiba M. Singh put it. In
Sushant’s case, the mandatory 75% attendance rule was a
contributing factor to his despair. The bench noted that while discipline
is important, rules should never push a student to such an extreme
situation.

Holistic Education vs. Rote Attendance: The judgment observed that a

law student’s education is not confined to the four walls of a
classroom. Moot courts, debates, research, internships, legal aid work -

all these practical experiences are vital to legal training. Therefore,

merely sitting in lectures for a set percentage of hours is neither
sufficient nor always necessary for learning. Strict attendance for its
own sake was termed counter-productive, as it might even discourage
valuable extracurricular learning.

NEP 2020 and Flexibility: The court aligned its view with the National
Education Policy, 2020, which advocates flexibility and holistic
development. Notably, NEP 2020 does not even mention mandatory
attendance for students - instead it emphasizes outcomes and teacher
accountability. The judges pointed out that the Bar Council of India’s Rule
(which bars students from exams if below 70% attendance, with slight
relaxations) is out of sync with NEP 2020 and UGC guidelines of
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flexibility. In other words, the old one-size-fits-all attendance rule
looked outdated in light of modern education policy.

Right to Appear in Exams: Significantly, the High Court declared that a
student’s right to take an examination is an important part of academic
life and cannot be curtailed arbitrarily. Barring a student from exams
solely due to attendance shortage was deemed unreasonable,
especially if the student is otherwise fulfilling academic requirements.
The bench remarked that any curtailment of exam rights must be on
reasonable grounds - and a blanket attendance bar, without considering
individual circumstances or alternatives, is “not reasonable”.

Urgent Need for Change: The judgment highlighted that Sushant’s case
was not an isolated incident - there have been multiple student
suicides and mental health crises linked to attendance pressures
and rigid academic norms. This reality added urgency to the court’s call
for reform. The loss of young lives for such reasons was deemed
unacceptable, prompting the court to use this case to catalyze changes in

policy.
Reforms and Directions Ordered by the Court

e Grievance Redressal Committees (GRCs) in All Colleges: To ensure
students have a voice, the court made it mandatory for every
educational institution (colleges/universities) to establish a Grievance
Redressal Committee as per the latest UGC Regulations (2023). These
committees are meant to handle student complaints effectively - from
academic issues to harassment to mental health concerns. The Court
specified that GRCs must include student representatives (to
constitute ~50% of members) and should have qualified
counselors/psychologists on board, so that student welfare - including
mental health - is taken seriously in grievance handling.

BCI to Revamp Attendance Rules: The Bar Council of India (legal
education regulator) was directed to re-evaluate the mandatory
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attendance norms for 3-year and 5-year LL.B. courses. The Court asked
BCI to conduct a broad consultation with all stakeholders - students,
faculty, parents, and experts - and devise more balanced, uniform
attendance standards in line with the spirit of NEP 2020 and flexible
UGC norms. Essentially, the BCI needs to modernize its rules so that they
uphold academic discipline without endangering student wellbeing.

No Bar on Exams for Low Attendance (Immediate Order): In the
meantime, the High Court put an immediate stop to the practice of
debarring law students from exams due to attendance shortage. The
judges ordered that no student in any recognized law college can be
prevented from taking an exam or moving to the next semester
purely on lack of attendance. This is a sweeping interim relief: colleges
must allow students to sit for exams regardless of attendance percentage
(at least until new BCI guidelines come in). Promotion to the next
semester cannot be withheld solely for attendance either.

No Over-Strict Internal Rules: The court also cautioned that no
institution should impose attendance requirements stricter than
what the BCI mandates. For instance, if BCI sets (or in future sets) a 70%
bar, a college cannot unilaterally demand 90% - such moves were
disallowed. This ensures uniformity and prevents any college from being
an outlier with draconian rules.

Supportive Measures in Lieu of Punishment: Rather than punishing

students for attendance deficiencies, the High Court suggested a series of

remedial measures that colleges should implement to help students

catch up. These include:

o Weekly attendance updates - Students’ attendance should be posted
online or on a portal weekly, so they know where they stand and can
take action.
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o Monthly alerts to parents/guardians - If a student’s attendance is
falling short, the college must inform their family each month, keeping
everyone in the loop.

o Extra classes or online sessions - Colleges should provide additional
classes (even virtually) for those lagging in attendance, giving them a
chance to make up missed learning hour.

o Home assignments or practical work - Students with attendance
shortages can be given additional assignments or asked to do certified
work in legal aid clinics to compensate for missed classes in a

constructive way.

These steps are meant to address the root causes (help students
improve and engage) rather than simply excluding the student.

Exam Allowed, Minor Grade Penalty: Crucially, the court said that even
after all the above support, if a student still doesn’t meet the
attendance benchmark by end of term, the college cannot bar them
from the exam. The institution may at most deduct a small portion of
marks as a penalty for low attendance (the Court gave an example: up to
5% marks or 0.33 CGPA reduction in the semester grade). But under no
circumstance can the student be failed or forced to repeat solely due
to attendance. They must be allowed to write the exam and progress,
with only a mild academic consequence.

Enhancing Internships (Holistic Growth): As part of improving legal
education quality, the judgment also directed BCI to facilitate internship
opportunities for all law students, especially those who lack networks
or come from weaker backgrounds. The BCI was told to compile and
publish lists of law firms, advocates, institutions, etc., willing to offer
internships, so that practical exposure is more accessible. This measure,
while not directly about attendance, complements the idea that practical
training is vital and should be encouraged (not penalized as “missed
classes”).
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Impact on Law Schools and Education Policy

e Immediate Relief for Students: This judgment had an instant effect
across all law colleges in India - no law student can now be debarred
from an exam due to low attendance. Many students who previously
feared losing a year for attendance issues gained relief, as colleges must
comply with the court’s directions.

Nationwide Policy Change Ahead: The onus is now on the Bar Council
of India to revise its attendance policy. The expected outcome is a
more lenient, student-friendly attendance regime uniformly applied
in law schools nationwide. This could mean formal acceptance of
alternatives like credit for moot court participation, internships counting
towards attendance, etc., in the long run. It marks a shift at the national
policy level towards balancing academic requirements with practical
learning and well-being.

Better Support Systems in Campuses: Law colleges (and indeed all
higher education institutions) are pushed to improve their student
support infrastructure. With mandatory GRCs, student representation
in decision-making, and required mental health counselors, campuses
are expected to become more responsive to student problems. Ideally,
this means that if a student is struggling - be it with academics,
attendance, or harassment - there will be a committee to hear them out
and mechanisms to help, rather than letting issues fester.

Landmark for Educational Reform: Observers are calling this a
landmark judgment for higher education, especially in professional
courses. It sends a message that student welfare and mental health are
paramount. The ruling aligns with the broader philosophy of NEP 2020,
promoting flexibility, holistic education, and reduced emphasis on
archaic rules. While directed at law schools, it may well spark debates in
other fields (engineering, medicine, etc.) about re-examining strict
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attendance and support systems, thereby influencing education policy
beyond just legal studies.

Sushant’s Lasting Legacy: In closing the case, the High Court judges
commended Sushant Rohilla’s family and friends for their
perseverance and made a poignant remark: Sushant’s unfortunate
demise has “left a permanent and indelible mark in the legal education
space.” His story directly catalyzed reforms that will protect and benefit
future students. The tragedy has thus led to a meaningful legacy — a wake-
up call that is reshaping law school policies to be more compassionate
and student-centric.

90, MALL ROAD GTB NAGAR, DELHI CALL:- 88032 88032 VISIT US: WWW.APSLAW.IN




