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ABSTRACT:

Reservation in education for Scheduled Castes (SCs)
is a policy supported by the Indian Constitution to promote
social justice and equal opportunities. It aims to correct
long-standing social exclusion and help marginalized
communities gain better access to education. This papers
looks at trends in literacy, enrolment, retention, and
participation in higher education. It finds that reservation
has helped increase access to education for SC students,
especially at higher levels. However, equal educational
outcomes have not yet been achieved. Many SC students
continue to face problems such as poor school quality,
economic difficulties, and limited institutional support. The paper concludes that while reservation is an
important step toward educational inclusion, it must be supported by wider social and educational
reforms to achieve lasting and meaningful equality. This paper uses secondary data from sources such as
the Census of India, the All India Survey on Higher Education (AISHE), books, journals, Newspaper reports
and government policy documents to study how reservation policies have affected the education of
Scheduled Castes.
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INTRODUCTION:

The idea of social justice lies at the heart of the Indian Constitution. The Preamble commits the
State to securing social, economic, and political justice for all citizens. Historically, Scheduled Castes
were denied access to education due to rigid caste hierarchies and widespread social discrimination. To
address this deep-rooted inequality, the Constitution introduced reservation policies as a form of
protective discrimination in education and employment. The purpose of reservation in education is not
merely to provide formal equality, but to create equal opportunities for groups that have been
historically disadvantaged. As recognized during the framing of the Constitution, treating unequal
groups in the same manner often reinforces existing inequalities rather than reducing them.
Reservation policies were therefore designed to help Scheduled Castes gain access to educational
institutions that were traditionally closed to them. While these policies have expanded educational
access over the decades, important questions remain about their effectiveness in producing meaningful
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educational outcomes. Increased enrolment does not always translate into higher retention, academic
success, or equal representation in advanced and professional education. Reservation in education for
Scheduled Castes is analyzed through the lens of social justice and public policy, focusing not only on
access but also on actual educational outcomes. This approach adds to wider discussions on the role of
reservation in promoting equality and social justice.

CONSTITUTIONAL PROVISIONS AND EDUCATIONAL RESERVATION POLICIES

The Indian Constitution addresses educational inequality through a combination of
Fundamental Rights and Directive Principles of State Policy. Article 15 prohibits discrimination on
grounds of caste, religion, race, sex, or place of birth, while Articles 15(4) and 15(5) explicitly empower
the State to make special provisions for the advancement of Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and
other socially and educationally backward classes in educational institutions, including private unaided
institutions, except minority institutions. Article 46 further directs the State to promote the educational
and economic interests of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes with special care and to protect them
from social injustice and exploitation. Within this constitutional framework, reservation in education
functions as a legitimate instrument of compensatory and distributive justice. The underlying principle
is that of substantive or proportional equality, which recognizes that historically disadvantaged groups
cannot be placed on an equal footing through uniform treatment alone. Recent policy developments and
judicial pronouncements have reinforced this understanding. The introduction of the Economically
Weaker Sections (EWS) reservation through the 103rd Constitutional Amendment (2019), and its
validation by the Supreme Court in Janhit Abhiyan v. Union of India (2022), reflect an evolving
approach to affirmative action that seeks to address multiple dimensions of disadvantage. Political and
constitutional theory thus supports the view that equality must be understood not merely as formal or
numerical sameness, but as a justice-oriented distribution of opportunities aimed at correcting
entrenched social and educational inequalities.

RESERVATION AS AN INSTRUMENT OF EQUALITY

Reservation in education is best understood as an integral component of India’s broader project
of social justice and democratic inclusion. It seeks to challenge deeply embedded caste hierarchies by
facilitating the representation of Scheduled Castes within institutions of learning, knowledge
production, and professional training that were historically inaccessible to them. From a social justice
perspective, reservation is not a privilege or concession, but a corrective and enabling mechanism
intended to neutralize the cumulative effects of inherited disadvantage and systemic exclusion. In the
Indian context, caste-based discrimination systematically deprived Scheduled Castes of access to
education, institutional networks, and cultural capital across generations. Despite formal legal equality
after independence, these disadvantages continue to shape educational opportunities and outcomes.
Reservation policies, therefore, aim to create a more level playing field by expanding access,
representation, and institutional presence, rather than guaranteeing identical outcomes for all groups.
Their continued relevance lies in addressing structural inequalities that market-based or merit-only
frameworks are unable to resolve on their own.

LITERACY OUTCOMES OVER TIME

Census data show a steady improvement in literacy rates among Scheduled Castes since
Independence, reflecting expanded schooling and policy interventions that have opened educational
opportunities for historically excluded communities. However, SC literacy rates continue to lag behind
the national average, indicating that access alone cannot fully overcome entrenched disadvantage.
Scheduled Caste (SC) literacy rates have recorded sustained improvement since Independence, rising
from approximately 37 percent in 1991 to about 66 percent by 2011, with growth during certain
decades exceeding the national average. As a result, the literacy gap between SCs and the general
population has narrowed considerably over time, declining from nearly 19 percentage points in 1981 to
around 8 percentage points by 2011. Despite this progress, significant disparities persist. Female
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literacy among Scheduled Castes, although improving at a faster pace than overall SC literacy, continues
to remain substantially lower than male literacy, particularly in rural areas where socio-economic
constraints, early marriage, and limited access to schooling remain pronounced. Furthermore, literacy
outcomes for SCs show marked regional variation. Southern and western states such as Kerala, Tamil
Nadu, and Maharashtra generally report higher SC literacy rates, reflecting stronger educational
infrastructure and social welfare interventions, while several northern and eastern states, including
Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, have historically lagged behind, though recent decades have witnessed
gradual improvement. These trends indicate that while affirmative policies have expanded basic
educational access for Scheduled Castes, regional, gender-based, and rural-urban inequalities continue
to shape literacy outcomes.

ACCESS AND PARTICIPATION IN SCHOOL EDUCATION

Recent UDISE+ (Unified District Information System for Education Plus) data indicate that
participation of Scheduled Caste students at the elementary stage remains relatively strong, reflecting
the impact of policies aimed at the universalization of school education, such as the Right to Education
Act, mid-day meal schemes, and expanded school infrastructure. However, this early advantage
weakens significantly at higher stages of schooling. Enrolment and retention of SC students decline
noticeably at the secondary and senior secondary levels, where dropout rates increase sharply. This
pattern highlights persistent challenges including household economic pressures, early entry into the
labour force, domestic responsibilities—particularly for girls—and limited access to academic support
and guidance at the school level. Inadequate availability of secondary schools in rural and marginalized
areas, coupled with issues of school quality and social discrimination, further constrains educational
continuity. These trends suggest that while access at the foundational stage has largely been achieved,
sustained participation and progression of Scheduled Caste students remain critical policy concerns in
contemporary school education.

PARTICIPATION AND REPRESENTATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION

The All India Survey on Higher Education (AISHE) indicate a steady rise in the participation of
Scheduled Caste students in higher education over the past decade. Reservation policies, along with
expanded institutional capacity and scholarship support, have played an important role in enabling SC
students to enter universities, technical institutions, and professional and vocational programmes. The
presence of SC students has increased across disciplines, including engineering, management, and
teacher education. However, despite this expansion in access, the Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) for
Scheduled Castes continues to remain lower than the overall national GER. This gap points to the
enduring impact of structural constraints such as unequal schooling backgrounds, economic
vulnerability, first-generation learner status, and limited academic support within institutions. The
persistence of these disparities suggests that while reservation has been effective in widening entry
into higher education, deeper inequalities continue to shape participation and progression outcomes
for Scheduled Caste students.

STRUCTURAL CHALLENGES IN RESERVATION POLICY

Although reservation has expanded access to education, several structural and institutional
challenges continue to limit its effectiveness. First, disparities in the quality of schooling remain a major
constraint, as a large proportion of Scheduled Caste students are educated in poorly resourced
government schools, resulting in gaps in academic preparedness at the secondary and tertiary levels.
Second, persistent economic vulnerability—combined with delays in the disbursement of scholarships
and financial aid—contributes significantly to dropout and irregular attendance, particularly in higher
education. Third, instances of social exclusion and caste-based discrimination within educational
institutions, though often underreported, adversely affect student confidence, mental well-being, and
retention. Finally, institutional shortcomings such as inadequate remedial teaching, limited mentoring
programmes, and weak grievance redressal mechanisms reduce the transformative potential of
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reservation policies. Recent policy assessments and educational reform debates emphasize that
affirmative action yields equitable outcomes only when accompanied by sustained academic, financial,
and psychosocial support systems.

POLICY CONSIDERATIONS

The findings indicate that reservation policies need to be embedded within a wider and more
comprehensive framework of educational reform. Strengthening the quality of public schooling in
socially and economically marginalized regions remains essential to address foundational learning gaps
before students enter higher education. Equally important is the timely and transparent delivery of
scholarships, fellowships, and other forms of financial assistance to reduce economic pressures that
often lead to dropout among Scheduled Caste students. Educational institutions must also expand
remedial instruction, mentoring, and academic support programmes, particularly for first-generation
learners, to improve retention and academic performance. In addition, the effective enforcement of
anti-discrimination policies, grievance redressal systems, and campus sensitization initiatives is critical
to creating inclusive learning environments. Regular monitoring of educational outcomes using
disaggregated and institution-level data, as emphasized in recent education policy discussions, can help
assess the real impact of affirmative action. Reservation, therefore, should be understood as a
foundational enabling measure that must be complemented by sustained institutional, financial, and
social support to achieve meaningful and long-term educational equality.

CONCLUSION

Reservation policies in education have been central to widening access for Scheduled Castes and
addressing the legacy of historical exclusion. Evidence from secondary sources, including recent
national education datasets, indicates steady gains in literacy levels and increased participation of SC
students across different stages of education, particularly in higher education. Despite these advances,
improved access has not translated uniformly into equal educational outcomes. Gaps in retention,
academic performance, and programme completion continue to persist, pointing to deeper structural
and institutional challenges that extend beyond admission alone. Viewed through the lens of social
justice, reservation remains an essential instrument for promoting educational inclusion in a highly
stratified society. However, its long-term effectiveness is contingent upon consistent state support,
accountable and inclusive institutional practices, and parallel socio-economic interventions such as
quality schooling, financial security, and academic mentoring. Recent policy frameworks, including the
National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, underscore the need to integrate affirmative action with
systemic reforms. Reservation, therefore, should be understood not as an isolated policy tool, but as a
core component of a broader, coordinated strategy aimed at achieving substantive and sustainable
equality in education.
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