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frameworks such as Human Capital Theory, Social 
Reproduction Theory, and Credentialism, it critically 
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ment of existing social hierarchies. The study reviews 
key policy interventions—ranging from the Right to 
Education Act to affirmative action and financial aid 
programs—and evaluates their effectiveness in 
addressing systemic inequalities based on caste, class, 
gender, and geography. Empirical data and case studies 
highlight both progress and persistent barriers, 
including disparities in quality, implementation gaps, 
and labor market misalignment. The paper concludes 
with actionable policy recommendations aimed at 
improving educational equity and realizing its transfor-
mative potential. By situating education at the intersec-
tion of structural reform and individual empowerment, 
this study underscores its critical function in shaping a 
more just and mobile society in India. 
Keywords: Social Mobility, Education, India, Policy 
Interventions, Inequality, Sociology, Affirmative Action. 

ISSN : 3048-4537(Online)  
3049-2327(Print) 

IIFS Impact Factor-2.25 
Vol.-2; Issue-3 (July-Sept.) 2025 
Page No.- 187-204 
2025 Gyanvividha 
https://journal.gyanvividha.com 
 

Kundan Kumar 
Department of Sociology, 
M.A. & UGC NET, 
IGNOU, Patna. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Corresponding Author : 

Kundan Kumar 
Department of Sociology, 
M.A. & UGC NET, 
IGNOU, Patna. 
 
 
 
 
 



Gyanvividha(£ानǒवǒवधा)                                                                                                        https://journal.gyanvividha.com 

188 
A Peer Reviewed, Refereed and Indexed Quarterly Journal of Arts, Humanity & Social Sciences 

Introduction : Social mobility—the 
capacity for individuals or groups to 
move between different strata of 
socioeconomic status—is widely regarded 
as a critical measure of fairness and 
opportunity within a society. It reflects 
the extent to which individuals can 
improve their life circumstances based on 
merit, effort, and access to resources, 
rather than being constrained by the 
circumstances of their birth. Among the 
various factors influencing social mobility, 
education stands out as both a powerful 
equalizer and a site of deep inequality. 
While it holds the promise of enabling 
upward mobility, the extent to which 
education delivers on this promise 
depends heavily on the social and 
structural context in which it is 
embedded. 

From a sociological standpoint, 
education is not merely a neutral vehicle 
for skill acquisition but a complex 
institution shaped by power relations, 
cultural norms, and historical inequalities. 
Classical theorists such as Sorokin (1927) 
emphasized the potential of education to 
facilitate open-class systems and inter-
generational mobility. However, subse-
quent scholarship by Bourdieu and 
Passeron (1977), Bowles and Gintis (1976), 
and others has underscored how 
education often functions to reproduce 
existing class and caste hierarchies 
through mechanisms such as cultural 
capital, differential access, and credential 

inflation. 
In the Indian context, the 

relationship between education and 
social mobility is particularly nuanced and 
contested. India’s deeply stratified 
society—structured by caste, class, 
religion, and gender—has historically 
marginalized large sections of the 
population from accessing quality 
education. Despite constitutional guaran-
tees and a variety of progressive policy 
initiatives, educational attainment and 
outcomes continue to reflect entrenched 
social hierarchies. For example, Scheduled 
Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), and 
other marginalized groups often face 
structural barriers that inhibit their 
participation and success in formal 
education systems. 

Recognizing education as a 
strategic tool for both personal 
advancement and societal transforma-
tion, the Indian state has enacted a range 
of policy interventions aimed at 
expanding access, improving quality, and 
addressing historical injustices. These 
include the Right to Education (RTE) 
Act, reservation policies, scholarship 
schemes, and the comprehensive 
National Education Policy (NEP) 2020. 
Yet, the effectiveness of these policies in 
translating educational access into 
meaningful social mobility remains a 
subject of debate and empirical inquiry. 

This paper adopts a sociological 
lens to analyze the interplay between 
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education and social mobility in India. It 
begins by examining key theoretical 
perspectives that explain how education 
can either enable or constrain mobility. It 
then assesses major policy interventions 
designed to promote educational equity 
and their impact on different social 
groups. Through a combination of 
theoretical insights and empirical 
evidence, the paper aims to critically 
evaluate the extent to which education 
functions as a true engine of social 
mobility in India—and under what 
conditions this promise is most likely to 
be realized. 
2. Theoretical Frameworks: 
Understanding Education and Social 
Mobility : Understanding the relationship 
between education and social mobility 
requires engaging with diverse 
sociological theories that unpack how 
education functions within broader social 
systems. These frameworks reveal that 
education is not merely a tool for 
individual advancement but is also deeply 
embedded in the reproduction or 
transformation of social structures. This 
section outlines four major theoretical 
perspectives that inform our analysis: 
Human Capital Theory, Status 
Attainment Theory, Social Repro-
duction Theory, and Credentialism. 
2.1 Human Capital Theory : Developed 
by economists like Gary Becker (1964), 
Human Capital Theory views education as 
an investment that enhances individual 

productivity, employability, and income-
generating capacity. From this 
perspective, education equips individuals 
with the skills, knowledge, and 
competencies needed in the labor 
market, thus serving as a pathway to 
upward social mobility. Policy interven-
tions rooted in this theory often 
emphasize improving educational access, 
quality, and skill development—such as 
vocational training programs, digital 
literacy initiatives, and curriculum 
modernization. 

In the Indian context, policies like 
the Skill India Mission and the National 
Education Policy (NEP) 2020 are 
grounded in human capital logic. These 
initiatives aim to align education with the 
needs of the labor market and to foster 
economic inclusion by expanding 
employable skill sets, particularly among 
youth from marginalized backgrounds. 
2.2 Status Attainment Theory : Status 
Attainment Theory, primarily advanced by 
Blau and Duncan (1967), explores how an 
individual’s educational achievement 
mediates the relationship between family 
background and adult socioeconomic 
status. This perspective acknowledges the 
role of both ascription (factors like 
parental education, caste, and income) 
and achievement (individual effort and 
educational attainment) in determining 
social mobility outcomes. 

This theory is particularly relevant 
to understanding educational inequalities 
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in India, where parental education and 
caste location heavily influence access to 
quality schooling and higher education. 
Policies like early childhood education, 
bridge courses, and mentorship 
programs are informed by the need to 
interrupt cycles of disadvantage early in 
life and offer compensatory support to 
students from less privileged 
backgrounds. 
2.3 Social Reproduction Theory : Social 
Reproduction Theory, most notably 
associated with Bourdieu and Passeron 
(1977), presents a more critical view of 
education. It posits that rather than 
leveling the playing field, educational 
institutions often reinforce existing social 
hierarchies by privileging the cultural 
capital of dominant social groups. This 
includes language proficiency, behavioral 
norms, and familiarity with academic 
environments, all of which are more 
accessible to upper-class and upper-caste 
students. 

In India, this theory helps explain 
why SC/ST and rural students often 
underperform despite access to 
education—because the system privileges 
middle-class urban norms and devalues 
vernacular languages and indigenous 
knowledge systems. Caste-based 
discrimination in classrooms, biased 
curricula, and exclusionary peer networks 
further entrench inequality. Policies 
inspired by this theory focus on inclusive 
pedagogy, diversification of curriculum 

content, and affirmative action to 
counteract systemic reproduction. 
2.4 Credentialism : Credentialism, as 
argued by Randall Collins (1979), critiques 
the growing emphasis on educational 
qualifications as gatekeeping mechanisms 
for access to employment and social 
status. In this view, the value of education 
is increasingly tied to formal degrees 
rather than substantive learning or 
competence. This leads to "credential 
inflation," where ever-higher qualifica-
tions are required for jobs that may not 
have previously demanded them, 
disproportionately disadvantaging those 
who lack access to extended education. 

This dynamic is visible in India’s 
fiercely competitive job markets, where a 
surge in degree-holders has not been 
matched by proportional growth in 
employment opportunities. Government 
job aspirants often pursue multiple 
degrees or coaching programs, yet face 
high levels of educated unemployment. 
Policy responses must therefore include 
recognition of prior learning (RPL), 
vocational certification, and a 
realignment of education with industry 
needs to ensure that educational 
attainment translates into real mobility. 
Visual Aid : Comparative Overview of 
Theoretical Frameworks : To enhance 
conceptual clarity, the following chart 
compares the major theoretical 
frameworks :
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Theory Key Idea Mechanism of 
Mobility Policy Implications 

Human Capital 
Theory 

Education enhances skills 
and productivity 

Economic returns 
via labor market 

Focus on skill 
development, training, 
and employability 

Status 
Attainment 
Theory 

Family background shapes 
educational and 
occupational outcomes 

Mediation by 
educational 
attainment 

Early intervention, 
parental support, 
inclusive infrastructure 

Social 
Reproduction 
Theory 

Education reinforces class 
and cultural dominance 

Cultural capital and 
institutional bias 

Affirmative action, 
inclusive pedagogy, 
curriculum reform 

Credentialism 
Degrees serve as status 
symbols rather than skills 
proof 

Inflation of 
qualification 
requirements 

Rethink credential norms, 
promote skill-based 
certifications 

By synthesizing these 
perspectives, we develop a multi-
dimensional understanding of how 
education operates within social systems. 
Each theory offers distinct insights into 
the promises and limitations of 
educational policy as a tool for promoting 
social mobility. In the Indian context—
characterized by layered and intersecting 
inequalities—any effective intervention 
must consider not just access and 
attainment, but also structural and 
cultural factors that shape educational 
experiences and outcomes. 
3. Policy Interventions in India: Aiming 
for Educational Equity and Social 
Mobility : India’s commitment to 
leveraging education as a tool for 
promoting social mobility is evident in its 
numerous policy frameworks, programs, 

and constitutional provisions. These 
interventions aim not only to expand 
access to education but also to address 
quality, inclusion, and equity—key 
components in enhancing the 
transformative potential of education. 
However, the effectiveness of these 
policies is shaped by deep-rooted social 
structures, including caste, class, gender, 
and regional disparities. 

This section categorizes Indian 
educational policies into three broad 
domains: (1) Access and Enrollment, (2) 
Quality and Relevance, and (3) Financial 
and Social Support. Together, these 
categories reflect a comprehensive 
approach to educational inclusion aimed 
at promoting upward mobility for 
historically disadvantaged populations. 
3.1 Policies Promoting Access and 
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Enrollment- 
Right to Education (RTE) Act, 2009 : The 
RTE Act mandates free and compulsory 
education for children aged 6 to 14 and 
focuses on universal enrollment, inclusion 
of disadvantaged groups, and neighbo-
rhood schooling. It also requires private 
schools to reserve 25% of seats for 
economically weaker sections (EWS), 
promoting integration and access to 
quality private education for underpri-
vileged children. 
Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) & Samagra 
Shiksha Abhiyan 
Launched in 2001 and later subsumed 
under the Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan, SSA 
targeted universal elementary education 
through infrastructure development, 
recruitment of teachers, and community 
involvement. The Samagra initiative 
expanded this to cover pre-primary to 
senior secondary education under one 
umbrella, emphasizing convergence and 
holistic planning. 
Affirmative Action (Reservation 
Policies) 
India's reservation system in education is 
one of the most direct policy 
interventions to promote social mobility. 
It provides reserved quotas in educational 
institutions for: 
 Scheduled Castes (SCs) 
 Scheduled Tribes (STs) 
 Other Backward Classes (OBCs) 

 Economically Weaker Sections (EWS) 
in the General category (added in 
2019) 

This system aims to redress 
historical injustices and promote 
equitable representation in elite insti-
tutions and government job pipelines. 
3.2 Policies Enhancing Educational 
Quality and Relevance- 
National Education Policy (NEP), 2020 : 
NEP 2020 represents a paradigm shift, 
emphasizing: 
 Multidisciplinary education and 

flexible learning pathways 
 Vocational training and life skills 
 Mother tongue instruction at early 

grades to promote inclusion 
 Reduction of curricular overload and 

introduction of experiential learning 
 Establishment of the National 

Assessment Centre (PARAKH) to 
standardize learning outcomes 

NEP aims to bridge the gap between 
education and employment while 
addressing social and linguistic diversity. 
Curriculum and Pedagogical Reforms 
Curriculum reforms now focus on: 
 Incorporating critical thinking, 

problem-solving, and gender 
sensitivity 

 Promoting local knowledge systems 
 Introducing vocational subjects from 

middle school onwards 
These efforts aim to increase both the 
relevance and inclusiveness of education, 
allowing students from diverse 
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backgrounds to engage more 
meaningfully. 
Teacher Training Programs : Quality 
teachers are central to improved learning 
outcomes. Programs like DIKSHA, 
NISHTHA, and continuous professional 
development workshops seek to enhance 
pedagogical capacity, especially in 
government schools serving rural and 
underprivileged populations. 
3.3 Policies Providing Financial and 
Social Support- 
Scholarship Schemes : India has a wide 
array of scholarship schemes targeting 
marginalized and economically vulnerable 
groups: 
 Post-Matric Scholarships for 

SC/ST/OBC students 
 Means-cum-Merit Scholarships 
 Central Sector Scheme of 

Scholarships for college and 
university students These reduce the 

economic burden of education and 
increase retention. 

Mid-Day Meal Scheme : Launched in 
1995 and now the PM POSHAN scheme, 
this initiative provides free lunches to 
students in government schools. It 
addresses: 
 Malnutrition, which impacts cognitive 

development 
 School attendance and retention, 

particularly among children from poor 
households 

Residential and Hostel Facilities : 
Schemes like Kasturba Gandhi Balika 
Vidyalayas and hostel grants for 
SC/ST/OBC students ensure that 
children from remote and marginalized 
communities can access secondary and 
higher education. 
Visual Aid : Overview of Policy 
Categories : Here's a suggested 
infographic-style chart summarizing 
policy types and objectives: 

Policy Category Key Interventions Objectives 
Access and 
Enrollment 

RTE Act, SSA, Samagra Shiksha, 
Reservation Policies 

Universal enrollment, inclusion of 
marginalized groups 

Quality and 
Relevance 

NEP 2020, Curriculum reforms, 
Teacher training 

Improved learning outcomes, 
employability 

Financial/Social 
Support 

Scholarships, Mid-Day Meals, 
Hostel Facilities 

Retention, health, equity of 
opportunity 

 
Intersectionality and Policy Design : It’s 
crucial to acknowledge that educational 
disadvantage in India is not uniform.  

 
Caste, gender, geography, and 
disability status intersect in complex 
ways. For example : 
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 Dalit girls in rural Bihar may face 
multiple barriers: caste stigma, gender 
norms, and lack of schools. 

 Urban slum children may have 
schools nearby but suffer from poor 
infrastructure and irregular teaching. 

Policy design and implementation must 
therefore adopt an intersectional lens, 
tailoring interventions to address 
overlapping disadvantages. 
Digital Education and the COVID-19 
Shift : The pandemic-induced shift to 
online learning brought new challenges: 
 Digital divide: Many rural and low-

income students lacked access to 
smartphones, internet, or stable 
electricity. 

 Learning loss: Surveys showed higher 
dropout risks among SC/ST and first-
generation learners. 

Post-pandemic recovery policies like PM 
e-Vidya and One Nation, One Digital 
Platform seek to address these gaps, but 
concerns remain about deepening 
inequalities. 

This section shows that while India 
has undertaken a broad spectrum of 
initiatives to use education as a ladder of 
opportunity, their success depends on 
sensitive implementation, resource allo-
cation, and responsiveness to social 
realities. The next section will analyze 
how these policies have played out on 

the ground—examining their sociological 
impacts, challenges, and areas for further 
reform. 

Here is the fully developed 
Section 4: Sociological Analysis of 
Policy Impacts and Challenges, 
continuing with a formal academic tone 
and integrating key sociological insights: 
4. Sociological Analysis of Policy 
Impacts and Challenges : While policy 
interventions in India have undeniably 
expanded access to education and 
created pathways for historically 
marginalized groups to pursue upward 
social mobility, their impact is deeply 
mediated by entrenched social structures, 
systemic inequalities, and cultural norms. 
A sociological analysis reveals the multi 
dimensional nature of these challenges, 
highlighting how formal policies often fall 
short in transforming deeply rooted social 
hierarchies. 
4.1 Implementation Gaps and 
Bureaucratic Limitations : Despite 
progressive policies, implementation cha-
llenges often hinder their full potential : 
 Resource misallocation, 

administrative delays, and corruption 
dilute the impact of schemes like 
scholarships and infrastructure 
projects. 

 Teacher absenteeism, lack of 
accountability in local governance, 
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and insufficient monitoring 
mechanisms further erode the 
effectiveness of programs like the 
Right to Education Act or Sarva 
Shiksha Abhiyan. 

Sociological Implication : From a 
structural-functional perspective, these 
inefficiencies reveal a disconnect bet- 
ween the intended functions of 
institutions and their actual performance 
in stratified social settings. 
4.2 Persistent Quality Disparities : 
Access to education does not equate to 
access to quality education. Disparities 
remain stark between: 
 Private vs. government schools 
 Urban vs. rural institutions 
 Mainstream vs. alternative streams 

(e.g., vernacular medium, madrasas, 
tribal schools) 

For example, National Achievement 
Survey (NAS) results consistently show 
lower learning outcomes among students 
from SC/ST and rural backgrounds 
compared to urban, upper-caste students. 
Conflict theorists, like Bowles and Gintis 
(1976), argue that such educational 
structures reproduce social inequality by 
offering differential quality of learning 
based on one's socioeconomic status. 
4.3 Cultural and Social Barriers :  
Cultural norms and prejudices continue to 
hinder the utilization of educational 

opportunities : 
 Gender norms limit girls’ education, 

especially in rural and Muslim 
communities, due to early marriage, 
household responsibilities, and safety 
concerns. 

 Caste based discrimination  
manifests within classrooms, often 
leading to the segregation of Dalit 
students or exclusion from group 
activities. 

 Language barriers also marginalize 
non-dominant linguistic groups in 
states with a monolingual curriculum. 

These lived experiences create alienation 
from the education system, lowering 
retention and self-esteem. 

Drawing on Bourdieu’s concept 
of habitus and cultural capital, 
marginalized children often lack the 
"right" dispositions and linguistic-cultural 
assets to thrive in mainstream 
educational settings. 
4.4 The “Creamy Layer” and Intra-
Group Inequalities : While reservation 
policies have enabled mobility for many, a 
significant portion of the benefits is often 
cornered by the relatively better-off 
within disadvantaged communities—the 
so-called "creamy layer." 
 This leads to intra-group inequality, 

where the poorest and most 
oppressed within SC/ST/OBC 
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categories may continue to remain 
excluded. 

 There's a growing debate around 
economic criteria vs. caste-based 
criteria, especially after the 10% EWS 
reservation. 

Intersectionality theory reminds us that 
identity categories like caste, class, and 
gender do not operate in isolation. Policy 
impacts must be assessed based on the 
overlapping disadvantages experienced 
by individuals. 
4.5 Mismatch Between Education and 
Employment : India’s education system 
often struggles to align with the evolving 
demands of the labor market: 
 Graduates from rural and lower-tier 

colleges face underemployment or 
joblessness. 

 There is a surge in "degree 
inflation"—qualifications without 
corresponding skills. 

This issue reflects the credentialist 
critique (Collins, 1979), which suggests 
that education functions more as a 
gatekeeping mechanism than a skill-
enhancing one, reinforcing existing class 
positions. 

For instance, a Dalit student with a 
degree from a regional college may still 
face exclusion in elite job sectors 

dominated by English-speaking urban 
networks. 
4.6 The Role of Social Capital : 
Education alone may not suffice for 
mobility if social capital—the networks, 
mentorship, and informal ties needed for 
success—is lacking: 
 Students from privileged backgrounds 

use family connections for internships, 
references, and job placements. 

 In contrast, first-generation learners 
often lack these advantages, even 
when they have similar or better 
credentials. 

Sociologist James Coleman emphasizes 
that social capital is a critical enabler of 
both educational achievement and 
mobility outcomes. 

Here are three visual aids that 
illustrate key educational disparities 
relevant to social mobility in India: 
1. Literacy and Completion Rates by 

Caste– Highlighting systemic educa-
tional access issues. 

2. Dropout Rates by Gender and Caste 
–Exposing intersectional disadvan-
tages. 

3. Learning Outcomes by Location and 
School Type – Showing the quality 
gap in education delivery. 



Gyanvividha(£ानǒवǒवधा)                                                                                                        https://journal.gyanvividha.com 

197 
A Peer Reviewed, Refereed and Indexed Quarterly Journal of Arts, Humanity & Social Sciences 

 
4.7. Hidden Curriculum and Symbolic 
Violence 
Beyond the formal curriculum, schools 
transmit dominant cultural values that 
can alienate marginalized groups: 
 The hidden curriculum (Jackson, 

1968) teaches obedience, conformity, 
and acceptance of hierarchy. 

 Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic 
violence explains how students from 
non-dominant backgrounds are subtly 
taught that their cultural practices are 
inferior, often resulting in internalized 
inferiority and withdrawal from higher 
academic ambitions. 
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4.8 Summary of Sociological Challenges : 
Sociological 
Barrier Example/Manifestation  Implication 

Implementation 
Gap 

Delayed scholarships, teacher 
absenteeism 

 Reduced access and trust in public 
education 

Quality Disparity 
Learning gaps between rural and 
urban schools 

 
Reproduction of inequality 

Social Barriers 
Gender roles, caste-based 
exclusion, language mismatch 

 
Alienation and high dropout rates 

Intra-group 
Inequality 

Creamy layer capturing reservation 
benefits 

 Continued exclusion of the 
poorest within marginalized 
groups 

Skills-Job 
Mismatch 

Degree without employability 
 Underemployment, especially in 
SC/ST/OBC youth 

Lack of Social 
Capital 

No access to elite networks 
 Unequal career advancement 
opportunities 

A purely quantitative evaluation of policy 
outcomes—enrollment numbers, dropout 
rates, or funding—fails to capture the full 
picture. A sociological analysis reveals 
that deep-seated social structures, 
cultural biases, and power dynamics 
continue to limit the transformative 
potential of education for many in India. 
Therefore, any effective policy must 
integrate structural reforms, cultural 
inclusion, and targeted empowerment 
strategies that address not just access 
but also the experience and outcomes 
of education. 
5. Empirical Evidence and Case Studies 
To better understand the effectiveness of 
policy interventions and the real-world 
dynamics of education-led social mobility 

in India, this section draws on both 
quantitative data and qualitative case 
studies. Together, these provide a 
multidimensional perspective on how 
different social groups experience the 
Indian education system and the extent 
to which it fosters upward mobility. 
5.1 Quantitative Evidence 
Numerous national surveys and empirical 
studies shed light on the disparities and 
progress in educational attainment and 
social mobility: 
 Literacy and Educational 
Attainment by Caste and Class: 
According to the National Sample Survey 
Office (NSSO) and Unified District 
Information System for Education Plus 
(UDISE+), literacy rates among Scheduled 
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Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs) 
continue to lag behind those of Other 
Backward Classes (OBCs) and General 
categories. In 2020-21, the national 

literacy rate stood at 77.7%, with SCs at 
72.2% and STs at 67.2% (NSSO, 2021). 
These figures suggest persistent 
structural barriers. 

 
(Here is the clustered bar chart showing literacy rate disparities across caste groups in 
India for 2020–21.) 
 Mobility Trends: A longitudinal study by Deshpande (2011) using National Election 
Study data revealed that while absolute mobility (moving to a higher income or education 
level than one's parents) has improved, relative mobility (equal chances for all irrespective 
of background) remains constrained, especially for lower castes and rural populations. 
 Employment Outcomes: A 2020 analysis by the Centre for Monitoring Indian 
Economy (CMIE) found that while higher education increased job prospects, graduates 
from rural areas and lower social strata were more likely to be unemployed or 
underemployed. The India Human Development Survey (IHDS) also indicated that 
graduates from SC/ST backgrounds were underrepresented in white-collar occupations. 

 
(Here's the grouped bar chart illustrating employment rate disparities among 
graduates by caste and location.) 
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 Gender and Regional Disparities: 
The Annual Status of Education Report 
(ASER, 2022) reported notable gaps in 
foundational numeracy and literacy skills, 
particularly in government schools and 

among girls in rural areas. Girls in rural 
regions face higher dropout rates, 
especially at the secondary level, due to 
sociocultural expectations and 
infrastructural limitations. 

 
(Here's the side-by-side bar chart showing foundational reading proficiency by gender 
and school type in rural areas, based on ASER 2022 data.) 
5.2 Qualitative Insights and Case 
Studies 
While statistical data provide a broad 
overview, qualitative case studies offer 
deeper insight into the lived experiences 
of marginalized communities navigating 
the education system. 
 Dalit Students in Higher Education : 

A study by Rege (2010) documented 
how Dalit students in elite institutions 
often face subtle discrimination and 
social alienation, which can impact 
their academic performance and 
mental well-being. Despite affirmative 
action policies, caste-based exclusion 
persists in both overt and covert 
forms. 

 Bridge Schools for Out-of-School 
Children : An NGO-led initiative in 
Bihar, supported by government 
funding, established "bridge schools" 
to reintegrate children from Dalit and 
tribal communities into mainstream 
education. These schools showed high 
re-enrollment rates, but sustaining 
long-term engagement remained a 
challenge due to economic pressures 
on families to engage in wage labor. 

 Impact of Mid-Day Meals : A case 
study in Tamil Nadu by the Indian 
Institute of Dalit Studies (IIDS) found 
that the mid-day meal scheme not 
only improved attendance but also 
promoted social inclusion. In one 
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village, children from different castes 
began eating together at school for 
the first time, challenging long-
standing caste hierarchies. 

 Girls’ Education in Rajasthan : A field 
study conducted by CARE India 
examined a scholarship program for 
adolescent girls in Rajasthan. It 
revealed that providing bicycles and 
financial incentives significantly 
increased girls' enrollment in 
secondary schools. However, dropout 
rates remained high due to early 
marriage and safety concerns during 
commutes. 

5.3 Lessons from Comparative Policy 
Contexts : Insights from other 
developing countries offer useful parallels 
and contrasts : 
 Brazil’s Bolsa Família : This 

conditional cash transfer program 
links school attendance with financial 
aid. Evaluations show it significantly 
reduced dropout rates and increased 
educational attainment among low-
income families—similar to India’s 
mid-day meal and scholarship 
schemes but with more direct 
monetary incentives. 

 South Africa’s Equity-Oriented 
Curriculum Reforms : These reforms 
aimed to decolonize education and 
make it more inclusive of marginalized 
communities' knowledge systems. 
India’s NEP 2020 also gestures in this 

direction, although implementation 
remains limited. 

5.4 Synthesis : The empirical evidence 
underscores the partial success of policy 
interventions in promoting social mobility 
through education. While access has 
improved, systemic inequities persist in 
outcomes, influenced by : 
 Caste and class dynamics 
 Gendered expectations and safety 

concerns 
 Quality gaps between urban and 

rural, public and private education 
 Mismatch between education and 

employment 
These findings suggest that 

policies need to go beyond provision 
and address deeper social and structural 
barriers to equitable educational 
outcomes. 
6. Conclusion and Policy 
Recommendations : 
6.1 Conclusion : This paper has explored 
the pivotal role of education in shaping 
social mobility in India, through a 
sociological lens and grounded in 
empirical analysis. Education, often hailed 
as the “great equalizer,” holds significant 
potential to empower individuals and 
uplift communities from historically 
disadvantaged backgrounds. However, 
the findings of this research reveal a more 
nuanced reality: while policy 
interventions have improved access and 
expanded enrollment across various 
social groups, deep-rooted structural 
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inequalities, cultural barriers, and 
quality gaps continue to undermine the 
promise of education as a pathway to 
upward mobility. 

Through the application of 
sociological theories—such as Human 
Capital Theory, Social Reproduction 
Theory, and Status Attainment Theory—it 
becomes clear that education does not 
operate in a vacuum. Instead, it is 
embedded in a complex web of social 
hierarchies defined by caste, class, 
gender, and geographic location. 
Empirical evidence demonstrates that 
students from marginalized communities 
still face formidable barriers in terms of 
retention, learning outcomes, and 
transition into meaningful employment. 
Hence, policy interventions need to 
evolve from a focus on mere access to a 
more comprehensive approach that also 
emphasizes quality, equity, and social 
inclusion. A sociological understanding of 
education must inform future policy to 
ensure that interventions are not only 
technically sound but also socially just. 
6.2 Policy Recommendations : Based on 
the theoretical frameworks, empirical 
data, and case studies reviewed, the 
following recommendations are proposed 
to enhance the effectiveness of 
educational interventions in promoting 
social mobility in India: 
A. Strengthen Implementation and 
Monitoring Mechanisms : 

 Develop real-time, transparent 
monitoring systems for tracking the 
implementation of programs like the 
Right to Education (RTE), scholarships, 
and midday meals. 

 Decentralize education governance, 
empowering local bodies and school 
management committees to ensure 
accountability. 

 Regularly audit and publish 
outcome-based reports on major 
education schemes. 

B. Address Quality Disparities in 
Education : 
 Improve infrastructure and pedagogy 

in public and rural schools through 
sustained investment and teacher 
training. 

 Implement contextualized curricula 
that recognize regional and cultural 
diversity, rather than a one-size-fits-all 
national curriculum. 

 Foster public-private partnerships to 
introduce innovative teaching 
methods and digital tools in 
underserved areas. 

C. Reduce Social and Cultural Barriers 
 Launch anti-discrimination 

sensitization programs for teachers 
and school administrators to 
challenge caste and gender biases. 

 Establish inclusive classroom 
practices that accommodate different 
learning needs and backgrounds. 

 Involve community leaders and local 
NGOs in outreach programs to 
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promote education among 
underrepresented communities. 

D. Reform and Reassess Reservation 
and Affirmative Action Policies 
 Periodically review the “creamy 

layer” criteria to ensure that 
reservations benefit the most 
disadvantaged within SC/ST/OBC 
communities. 

 Introduce performance-based 
scholarships tied to socioeconomic 
status rather than solely caste 
categories. 

 Strengthen preparatory programs for 
marginalized students to compete 
effectively in higher education and 
public sector jobs. 

E. Bridge the Gap Between Education 
and Employment : 
 Integrate vocational training, 

apprenticeships, and career 
counseling into secondary and higher 
education curricula. 

 Promote industry-academic 
partnerships to align courses with 
labor market demands. 

 Encourage entrepreneurship 
education among youth, especially in 
rural and semi-urban areas. 

F. Invest in Early Childhood and 
Foundational Learning 
 Expand coverage of Anganwadi and 

ECCE (Early Childhood Care and 
Education) centers under the 
Integrated Child Development 
Services (ICDS). 

 Focus on language acquisition, 
cognitive development, and 
nutrition in early years to create a 
strong educational foundation. 

G. Enhance Social Capital for 
Disadvantaged Groups : 
 Facilitate mentorship programs 

connecting students from 
marginalized backgrounds with role 
models and professionals. 

 Support the creation of peer learning 
groups, alumni networks, and career 
guidance cells in rural and 
government schools. 

6.3 Final Reflection 
True social mobility through education in 
India will require not only structural 
reforms but also a shift in societal 
attitudes toward equality and inclusion. 
Education must be viewed not just as a 
tool for economic advancement, but as a 
transformative social force capable of 
challenging entrenched hierarchies and 
enabling every individual to reach their 
full potential. A multi-dimensional, 
justice-oriented approach—grounded in 
sociology—offers the most promising 
path forward. 
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