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1. Introduction 
The term paper seeks to analyse the National Commission for Scheduled Castes with 
respect to the growth of the primary education of Scheduled Castes since 
Independence in India. The paper highlights the caste system of Indian society. Then 
the paper begins with the formation and functions of the COMMISSION. Then the 
paper takes into account a brief history of Dalit education (primary) in India. The paper 
then proceeds with the first annual report of National Commission for Scheduled 
Castes regarding the primary education of Scheduled Castes. Then an analysis is made 
to access the primary education among Scheduled Castes inspite of various policies 
and programmes undertaken by the Government. Finally a conclusion is made which 
also includes some suggestions in order to make primary education available to all 
Scheduled Caste children. 

The village system, the joint family system and the caste system are the three basic 
pillars of the Indian society1.In India, there was rigid caste system based on occupation 
in which the relative place of a caste was determined by its traditional occupation. 
Those performing “unclean” or ”polluting” occupations[such as skinning animal 
carcasses, butchery of animals, removal of human wastes, etc.] came to occupy the 
bottommost ladder of Indian society. They were known as ‘Dalits’ or ‘Shudras’. They 
were excluded from the caste system due to the fact that they are so low that it was 
difficult to assign them a caste. They were also called as ‘Untouchables’. This practice 
of ‘Untouchability’ did a great injustice to the members of such castes as they were 
deprived of basic rights like education and equality, and were discriminated in every 
sphere which resulted in their socio-economic deprivation. 

                                                        
1Principal of sociology ch.21,”Caste; estates and class” within an introduction to social thought by C.N. 

Shankar Rao. Pg.289. 
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The 1931 census, for the first time systematically categorized certain castes as 
‘depressed classes’. Thereafter, the Government of India act,1935,for the first time, 
provided for notification of socially disadvantaged castes as ‘Scheduled Castes’, and a 
list of such castes was accordingly notified in the Government of India [Scheduled 
Castes]order,19362. ’Scheduled Castes’ are defined in Article 366[24] of the 
constitution of India, as-“such castes, races or tribes or parts of or groups within such 
castes, races or tribes as are deemed under article 341 to be scheduled castes for the 
purpose of the constitution.”3 

The constitution of India, which came into effect on 26.1.1950, abolished 
“Untouchability” and provided several special safeguards for the upliftment and 
empowerment of the Scheduled Castes. The Ministry of Social Justice and 
Empowerment is the nodal ministry which has been assigned the role of developing 
and empowering the Scheduled Castes. A number of commissions have been set up to 
work for their upliftment and provide them safeguards against exploitation in which 
the” National Commission For Scheduled Castes “is a statutory body which is playing 
a big role in the welfare and development of the “Scheduled Castes”. 

 
 

2. Genesis of the National Commission for Scheduled Castes 
In order to provide these depressed sections of Indian society [Scheduled Castes] 
safeguards against exploitation and to promote their social, economic, educational and 
cultural development, the commission was set up by the Government of India. For the 
effective implementation of the safeguards provided for them in the constitution, the 
constitution provided for appointment of a special officer under article 338 of the 
constitution. He was designated as commissioner for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled 
Tribes and was assigned the duty to investigate all matters relating to the safeguards 
for the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes and to report to the President upon 
the working of these safeguards. In order to facilitate effective functioning of the office 
of the commissioner for the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes, 17 regional 
offices of the commissioner were set up in different parts of the country. 

An amendment was made in the article 338 of the constitution on the demand of 
members of the Parliament that the office of the commissioner was not enough to 
monitor the implementation of constitutional safeguards replacing one member system 
with a multi-member system. While the amendment to article 338 was still under 
consideration, the Government decided to set up a multi-member commission through 
an administrative decision vide Ministry of Home Affairs Resolution No.13013|9177-
SCT[IV] dated 21.7.19784. Thus, the first commission for the Scheduled Castes and 
the Scheduled Tribes was, therefore, set up in august, 1978 with Shri Bhola Paswan 
Shastri as chairman and other four members. The functions of the commission were 
modified vide Ministry Of Welfare’s Resolution No.BC-13015|12|86-SCD VI dated 1-

                                                        
24.1.2, ch.4, Minisrtry of Social Justice and empowerment Annul report 2009-10. 
34.1.3,ibdi. 
4www.ncsc.nic.in, About us- Genesis. 
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9-1987 and the commission was renamed as the National Commission for Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes.5 

The statutory National Commission For Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes 
came into being consequent upon passing of the constitution [sixty fifth 
amendment]bill,1990which was notified on 8-6-1990[annexure I of the handbook]and 
the rules there under were notified on 3-11-1990.The first commission under the 
constitution on 12-3-1992 replacing the commissioner for Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes and the commission set up under the Ministry Of Welfare’s 
Resolution on 1987.The first commission consisted of Shri Ram Dhan as the chairman 
,Shri Bandi Oraon as the vice chairman and Shri B. Sammaiah,Dr. Sarojini 
Mahishi,Chaudhary Hari Singh,Shri N. Brahma and Shri Jina Bhai Darjee as members. 
Consequent upon the constitution [eighty-ninth Amendment] act, 2003 [annexure II of 
the handbook] coming into force on 19-2-2004 vide Notification of that date 
[annexure III of the handbook] the erstwhile National Commission For Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes has been replaced by: 

1. National Commission For Scheduled Castes; and 
2. National Commission for Scheduled Tribes. 
These rules of the National Commission For Scheduled Castes were notified on 

20th February,2004 by the Ministry Of Social Justice And Empowerment [annexure IV 
of the handbook].National commission for Scheduled Castes was constituted with Shri 
Suraj Bhan as the chairperson and Fakirbhai Vaghela as the vice- chairpersion.The 
third National Commission for Scheduled Castes has been constituted with Dr. 
P.L.PUNIA as the chairperson, Shri Raj Kumar Verka as the vice-chairperson and Shri 
Raju Parmar, Shri M.Shivanna, Smt. Latha Priyakumar as the members. 

 
 

3. Functions 
The functions of the National Commission for Scheduled Castes are enumerated in the 
Article 338[5] of the constitution which includes: 

a) To investigate and monitor all matters relating to the safeguards provided for 
the Scheduled Castes under this constitution or under any other law for the time 
being in force or under any order of the Government and to evaluate the 
working of such safeguards; 

b) To inquire into specific complaints with respect to the deprivation of rights and 
safeguards of the Scheduled Castes; 

c) To participate and advise on the planning process of socio-economic 
development of the Scheduled Castes and to evaluate the progress of their 
development under the union and any state; 

d) To present to the President, annually and at such other times as the commission 
may deem file reports upon the working of those safeguards; 

e) To make in such reports recommendations as to the measures that should be 
taken by the union or any sets for the effective implementation of those 

                                                        
5Ibdi. 
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safeguards and other measures for the protection, welfare and socio-economic 
development of the Scheduled Castes; and 

f) To discharge such other functions in relation to the protection, welfare, 
development and advancement of the Scheduled Castes as the President may, 
subject to the provisions of any law made by Parliament, by rule specify.6 

 
 

4. Background of the Dalit Education in India 
As stated earlier, due to the inhuman practice of “Untouchability” present in the Indian 
society, the “untouchables” had no access to education. The credit should be given to 
JYOTIBA PHULE [himself a lower caste] who was of the opinion that due to lack of 
access to education, ”Shudras” has been given low status. He opened a school for non-
Brahmans in 1848, in Poona and three years later established what is considered as ‘the 
first school in India for Untouchables.7Even his movement forced British Government 
to allow low caste students to enter Government schools. The first Indian Education 
Commission recommended that “all primary schools wholly maintained at the cost of 
school boards and all primary schools that are aided from the same fund and are not 
registered as special schools, should be understood to be open to all castes and class of 
the community.”But still the progress couldn’t be achieved as the literacy rate, 
according to the 1931 census, among this section was 1.9 per cent. 

 
 

5. Primary Education After Independence Among Scheduled Castes 
The non-Brahmin movements led by various national leaders especially Babasaheb 
Ambedkar and the mobilization of the “Untouchable” masses by Mahatma Gandhi, all 
combined to exert influence on Government policies after Independence. Various 
educational provisions were made to raise the social status of these down trodden 
sections of Indian society. Recognising the importance of education as vehicle for the 
uplift of this section of the people, the First plan stated that “Education is the most 
urgent need of these communities”.8The first and foremost measure was the 
constitutional guarantee which says, “The state shall promote with special care, the 
educational and economic interest of the weaker sections of the people and in 
particular of the Scheduled castes and Scheduled Tribes and shall protect them from 
social injustice and all forms of exploitation.”9 

Following are some of the constitutional provisions for the upliftment of the “lower 
castes”: 

1. ARTICLE 17: Abolition of “Untouchability” and making its practice in any 
form a punishable offence. 

2. ARTICLE 16 And 335: Preferential treatment in matters of employment in 
public services. 

                                                        
6Article 338, Clauses5, 8 and 9 [annexure-II] of the Constitution. 
7Harold R.Issac,India’s Ex-untouchables, Asia Publishing,Delhi,1965. 
8First five year plan,1951-56,Planning commission, Government of India. 
9Article 46[Part IV] Under Directive Principles of State Policy. 
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3. ARTICLE 330 And 332: Reservation of seats in the Lok Sabha[lower house of 
Parliament] and State Assemblies. 

Besides, the first Education commission of India [1964-66] suggested the ways to 
equalise educational opportunities in order to remove wide disparity of educational 
development. Even National Policy on Education 1986, made efforts to equalize 
educational opportunity. 

Besides all these efforts, the literacy rate of the Scheduled Castes was still low as 
80 per cent of them couldn’t read or write. The enrolment ratio of Scheduled Castes 
students at primary stage in 1980-81 was 82.2 per cent at the all India level. In case of 
girls, this ratio was 57.8 per cent. Besides low enrolment and literacy rates, heavy 
dropout rate and retention rate at the primary level was the indicator of their 
educational backwardness. 

 
 

6. Annual Report of National Commission for Scheduled Castes 
2004-5: Basic Education 

In its annual report the commission stated that, “It is true that India has developed a 
number of great centres of learning and huge network of institutions in the sphere of 
education including technical and professional knowledge. The state has also evolved a 
number of schemes for the socio-economic development of members of Scheduled 
Castes by imparting focussed schemes of education meant for uplifting these neglected 
sections of the society.”10The literacy rate of the scheduled castes has risen since 
independence from 10.27 per cent in 1961 to 54.69 in 2001[Source’M/o HRD].Despite 
these positive trends, the overall low average literacy levels in the country and 
especially those prevalent amongst the members of Scheduled Castes, continues to 
aggravate inequalities in educational capabilities between different groups, which 
constitutes the existing ‘capability deprivation’ in India and the reasons for these are 
the difference between the various states and educational inequalities between rural 
and urban areas. 

According to a study report of the Azim Premji Foundation on the social context of 
Elementary Education in Rural India, 

“Governmental and non-governmental interventions across the country in the last 
50 years, have led to remarkable progress in universalization of elementary education, 
which is evident in the improved provision of schooling, rising enrolments, higher 
attendance of girls in schools, and higher literacy levels. 

India, however, is still seen to be lagging behind in the field of primary education, 
characterized by irregular attendance, high dropouts and non-completion of primary 
education among children. The reasons for these lie in the socio-economic conditions 
of rural India, marked by caste, class and gender inequalities. 

Studies reveal that factors such as higher income levels, land ownership, on-
agricultural occupations, adult women’s workforce participation, and the economic 
motivation in the son’s education are positively co-related with high enrolment, 
attendance and continuation of children in primary education.  

                                                        
10NCSC Annual report 2004-05. Ch-4, Para,4.4. 
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On the other hand, poverty has impeded primary school attainment. Poorer house-
holds are also educationally disadvantaged with low enrolment, high discontinuation 
and drop-out rates. 

A number of nationwide surveys, probing reasons for the non-attendence of 
children, indicate that high direct costs of schooling, children being required for work, 
and the lace of interest in studies by parents and children, have been the major reasons 
for non-enrollment and droping-out. 

Where poor children do attend school, field studies show that poverty often puts a 
double burden on children who have to combine school and households work which 
thus affect their learning out comes. 

Economic factors, in combination with many socio-cultural factors, are known to 
operate in Indian context to hinder the spread of elementary education, amongst girls, 
lower castes, tribes, and certain religious groups. Certain socio-cultural factors also 
positively impact the educational chances of these deprived groups.  

The hierarchical caste system has historically created un equal educational access 
so that backward class and schedule castes have been excluded from participation in 
schools. The poor education profile of schedule caste children has been mainly due to 
poverty and child work, physical segregation, social discrimination and the practice of 
Untouchability (4.17, Annual report of NCSC 2004-05, www.ncsc.nic.ac) 

 
7. Growth of Enrolment 
The total enrolment and the primary, upper primary, secondary and Sr. Sec. Stages 
increased by 6.15 and 22 times respectively since 1950-51(4.22, ibdi). The total 
number of schedule castes enrolled at the primary, upper primary and secondary / Sr. 
Sec. Stages of school education from 1980-81 to 2002-03 increased by 2.0, 3.4 and 3.8 
times respectively during the same period in the above stages of school education 
(4.23, ibdi). The total numbers of teachers in primary schools increase from 5.38 lakh 
in 1950-51 to 19.13lakh in 2002-03.  

Since independence a number of steps have been taken by the central government 
to strength the education base of the schedule castes. Some of the steps like provision 
of opening education institutions on priority particularly in areas predominantly 
inhabited by these communities; provision of incentives like scholarships, freeships, 
mid-day meals, free uniforms, books and stationary, which have contributed in raising 
the level of primary education of schedule castes (4.30, ibdi). 

 
 

8. Initiatives in Education: Scheme Wise Details for Primary 
Education 

8.1 Elementary Education 
Concerted efforts towards universalisation of elementary education (UEE) have 
resulted in many fold in increase in schools, teachers and students. Government of 
India have attached the highest priority for completing this unfinished task in this 
decade and rupees 28.750 Cores have been allocated in the tenth plan for elementary 
education (4.35, ibid). 
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8.2 Sarvshiksha Abhiyan  
For promotion of universalisation of elementary education and social justice, the 
parliament passed the constitution 86 Amendment Act 2002, notified on the 13th 
December 2002. This act provides free and compulsory education to all the children in 
the age group of 6-14 years. To make this Right meaningful and effective, the 
government has launched the Sarvshiksha Abhiyan (SSA) with the Prime-Minister as 
the chairperson. A part from providing quality elementary education, the SSA also 
focus on free text books for girls, toilets especially for girls, setting up of Village 
Education Committees and Mother Teachers Association. The SSA covers the entire 
country with a social focus on educational needs of girls, schedule castes etc. (4.36, 
ibid). 

 
 

9. National Programme of Nutritional Support to Primary 
Education 

This programme, popularly called mid-day meals was launched on the 15th August 
1995 with the objectives to give boost to U.P.E. 

And simultaneously improving on the nutritional status of students in primary 
classes studying in various schools run by the government, local bodies and in 
government- aided schools (4.37,ibdi). 

 
 

10. Recent Central Initiatives 
Pursuant to the national policy on education, following special provisions for schedule 
castes have been incorporated in the existing schemes of department of primary 
education in the Union Ministry of HRD. 

 Relaxed norms for opening of primary schools 
 Setting up of a primary school with in one kilometre. Walking distance from 

habitation with population of two hundred instead of three hundred. 
 Abolition of tuition-fee in government school in all states at least up to upper 

primary level (most states have abolish tuition-fee for SC/ST students up to the 
Sr. Sec. Level. 

 Initiatives like free text books, uniforms, stationary, school bags etc. to SC, ST 
students. 

 
 

11. An Analysis 
Inspite of the 83rd constitutional amendment which recognizes education as a 
fundamental right of all Indian citizens, the people belonging to Scheduled Castes are 
still lagging behind in the educational sector. 

As per census 2001,the total population of the Scheduled Castes in India is 
166,635,700,which is 16.3 per cent of the total population (Registrar General, 
2005).The studies reveal that 60 per cent of the Scheduled Castes children are of 
primary school-going age residing in the states of Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya 
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Pradesh, Orissa, Rajasthan, and Uttar Pradesh. Earlier, each caste had its own 
traditional occupation which defined its hierarchy in the social status. However, the 
situation today has changed due to the economic development and rise in the modern 
education, due to which occupations have become less rigid. But still, the problem of 
‘Untouchability’ has not been completely eradicated from the Indian society. 

One cannot deny the fact that there has been rise in the literacy rate of the 
Scheduled Castes since 1990s.The passing of amendment in 2002 making free and 
compulsory education a fundamental right for children aged 6-14 years, the 
programme of Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) has resulted in the large number of 
enrolment and attendance in primary schools, but the quality of education remains a 
major concern. Little concern is paid towards making the education system practical 
(like learning by doing or observing).The children merely mechanically go through 
five years of primary education leading to apathy towards schooling. The length of 
primary education is also defined differently in different states of India with some 
states having four years. Using completion rates of five years of schooling as a key 
indicator of educational status, the table shows that Scheduled Caste population are 
disadvantaged when compared to Other Backward Classes (OBC). 

 
Table 1: Completion Rate of 10-12years by Caste (RCH 2002-04). 

 
SOCIAL GROUP SC ST OTHERS 
MALE 36.3 32.6 44.8 
FEMALE 32.3 26.6 44.1 

 
Only 65.7 per cent of Scheduled Caste children age 7-17 are currently attending 

school compared to 81.3 per cent of higher caste groups (National Family Health 
Survey, 1998/99). According to a UNICEF Supported Baseline Survey which was 
undertaken in 2005 by the National Sample Survey Organization in 43 districts in the 
country, there are significant disparities in attendance rates and also learning 
achievements between children from Scheduled Castes and castes (NSSO, 2005). 

The physical distance to school is often cited as a barrier for children in India 
especially the Scheduled Caste children. In many areas, villages are divided into 
separate hamlets, and children from one hamlet may be reluctant or unable to go to 
school in another hamlet due to caste tensions. (Public Report O n Basic 
Education,17).Discrimination practised by the teachers in the schools is yet another 
factor.(Ramchandran,2004)”Teachers in India are predominantly upper caste and bring 
their own understandings of the legitimacy of caste relations into the classroom. Dalit 
children are expected to run errands and are assigned menial tasks such as sweeping 
and cleaning the classrooms.”The proliferation of private schools in India has resulted 
due to the decline in government-school quality (poor infrastructure, shortage of 
teachers, lack of accountability of government schools leading to teacher absenteeism 
and negligence). 
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Conclusion 
There is no denying fact that the commission has really accessed the steps taken by the 
Government of India regarding the primary education of Scheduled Castes in India and 
has helped the Government by suggesting various measures to be taken for the 
Scheduled Castes including various schemes and programmes in order to bridge the 
divide between Scheduled Caste children and other children in primary school. But 
still much remains to be done in order to provide primary education to Scheduled 
Caste children which form the base of the modern system of education. A holistic 
approach is required to analyse the decision making process related to attending 
primary school for an Scheduled Caste child which also includes factors outside 
educational sector related to the educational opportunities available to Scheduled Caste 
children. The commission should focus more and more on increasing demand for 
education including demand for text books, uniforms and mid-day meals for Scheduled 
Castes. The Commission should make efforts for a system of education in which 
children are encouraged to themselves participate in the management of the schools in 
order to make schools more inclusive. 

The commission must inform the Government regarding the level of exclusion of 
Scheduled Caste children from education especially the primary education which is 
considered to be the base of the educational system. It should also organize various 
programmes of reaching out to the young children and parents and creating an 
awareness regarding the benefits of the modern education. 
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