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Guarding the exam: why retired armed forces
personnel are in NTA's new observer pool
13 November 2026 · Governance · Mains
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Why in the news
November 13, 2026: The National Testing Agency (NTA) issued an Expression of Interest (EoI) on
November 7, 2026 to create a permanent, pre-verified pool of exam observers. Both serving and
retired government officers can apply, and retired armed forces personnel will also be engaged as
observers. This step towards strengthening exam security comes amid paper-leak controversies
and allegations linked to major exams such as NEET, JEE Main and UGC-NET. The last date to
apply is December 6, 2026, and a dedicated portal, observermanagement.nta.gov.in, has been
created for applications.

Introduction: what is NTA's observer pool proposal
The National Testing Agency (NTA) is an autonomous testing body set up in 2017, working under
the Ministry of Education. It conducts national-level entrance and eligibility exams such as NEET
(medical admission), JEE Main (engineering admission) and UGC-NET (assistant
professor/research eligibility).

An Observer is the officer who keeps watch at an exam centre on the agency's behalf - monitoring
whether the security of question papers, the arrangements at the centre and the rules of the exam
process are being followed.

Under the EoI issued, NTA's goals are -

A permanent pool: to prepare a permanent, geographically distributed and pre-verified pool of
observers, so that the problem of a shortage of observers or last-minute replacements just
before an exam is reduced.
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Standardisation: to standardise the eligibility, remuneration and conduct norms of observers.

Trusted faces: to also include retired armed forces personnel, whose disciplined background is
considered helpful for exam security.

Background: why this step was taken
In past years, allegations of paper leaks and controversies linked to exams such as NEET-UG and
UGC-NET raised questions over the credibility of the examination system. Judicial proceedings in
these matters are underway at their own levels; fixing guilt in any specific case is the court's job.
But the administrative message from these events is clear - the need for independent, trained and
verified supervision at exam centres has grown. NTA's observer pool proposal is an institutional
reform in this direction.

Significance for the exam
From the Prelims point of view: NTA's establishment (2017), its autonomous status and the major
exams it conducts (NEET, JEE Main, UGC-NET) are direct question topics. The meaning of
administrative documents such as an EoI can also be asked.

From the Mains point of view: issues such as exam reform, credibility in educational governance
and techno-administrative solutions (pre-verified pools, standardised remuneration and conduct)
connect with the governance section of GS-II.

Way forward
Applications are invited until December 6, 2026. Once the pool is formed, the real test will be its
implementation - how effective the deployment of observers proves, how their accountability is
fixed and how successful this system is in preventing paper leaks will become clear from the
exams ahead.

Prelims practice questions
Question 1. Consider the following statements with reference to the National Testing Agency
(NTA): I. It was established in the year 2017 II. It conducts exams such as NEET, JEE Main and
UGC-NET

Which of the above statements is/are correct?

(a) I only

(b) II only

(c) Both I and II

(d) Neither I nor II

Answer and explanation

Answer: (c) Both I and II

Explanation: Statement I is correct: NTA was established in 2017 as an autonomous testing body
working under the Ministry of Education. Statement II is correct: NTA conducts national-level
entrance and eligibility exams such as NEET, JEE Main and UGC-NET.
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Question 2. What is the last date to apply under the Expression of Interest (EoI) issued by NTA for
the observer pool?

(a) November 7, 2026

(b) November 12, 2026

(c) December 6, 2026

(d) January 26, 2027

Answer and explanation

Answer: (c) December 6, 2026

Explanation: NTA issued the EoI on November 7, 2026, and the last date to apply has been fixed
as December 6, 2026. Applications are being taken on the dedicated portal
observermanagement.nta.gov.in.

Question 3. Consider the following statements with reference to NTA's proposed observer pool: I.
Its aim is to create a permanent pool of geographically distributed, pre-verified observers II. Only
serving government officers can apply for it

Which of the above statements is/are correct?

(a) I only

(b) II only

(c) Both I and II

(d) Neither I nor II

Answer and explanation

Answer: (a) I only

Explanation: Statement I is correct: the purpose of the EoI is to prepare a permanent,
geographically distributed and pre-verified pool of observers. Statement II is incorrect: retired
government officers can also apply along with serving officers; retired armed forces personnel will
also be engaged as observers.

Mains practice question
How effective is NTA's proposed permanent observer pool as a measure to strengthen exam
security? Discuss, along with other possible reforms to restore credibility in the examination
system. (General Studies-II; 250 words, 15 marks)

Answer outline:

In the introduction: Give a brief introduction to the EoI issued by NTA on November 7, 2026 and the
observer pool proposal; keep the context of the NEET/UGC-NET controversies at the level of
allegations only.

In the body: Explain the pool's key features - pre-verification, geographical distribution,
standardisation of eligibility-remuneration-conduct and the role of retired armed forces personnel;
highlight the reduction in last-minute shortages and replacements. Also note the limitations - quality
of deployment, the accountability mechanism and the need for technological security.
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In the conclusion: Conclude that the observer pool is a positive step towards institutional reform,
but exam credibility will be built only through implementation and continuous evaluation.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)
Summary answer: NTA is creating a permanent, pre-verified pool of observers - serving and retired
officers (including retired armed forces personnel) - to monitor its exams; applications are invited
on observermanagement.nta.gov.in until December 6, 2026.

Question: What is NTA and which exams does it conduct?
NTA is an autonomous testing body established in 2017, which conducts national-level exams
such as NEET, JEE Main and UGC-NET under the Ministry of Education.

Question: What does EoI (Expression of Interest) mean?
An EoI is an administrative document through which an institution invites applications from
interested and eligible individuals or organisations for a task. NTA issued the EoI for the observer
pool on November 7, 2026.

Question: Why are retired armed forces personnel being engaged as
observers?
To strengthen exam security after the paper-leak controversies, NTA will also appoint retired
armed forces personnel as observers; their disciplined background is considered helpful in
supervision work.
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