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Abstract  

Education is widely regarded as the cornerstone of socio-economic 

advancement, especially for communities historically pushed to the margins of 

development. This paper seeks to critically assess how educational policies in 

India and South Africa—two nations with similar colonial legacies but distinct 

social hierarchies—have influenced social mobility among marginalized 

populations. The study employs a comparative qualitative approach to analyze 

government policies, assess institutional barriers, and evaluate the lived 

experiences of students from underprivileged backgrounds. Through a review of 

national policies like India’s Right to Education Act and South Africa’s No-Fee 

Schools policy, along with data from UNESCO and World Bank, the research 

uncovers the realities beneath the rhetoric of inclusion. 

Findings reveal a recurring gap between policy formulation and actual 

implementation. While enrollment numbers have improved significantly in both 

countries, dropout rates and unequal learning outcomes continue to reflect deep-

rooted social disparities. In India, Dalit students frequently encounter caste-

based discrimination and limited access to higher education. In South Africa, 

although racial access barriers have legally dissolved, rural infrastructure and 

unemployment among Black graduates remain substantial challenges. 

The paper concludes that education, while vital, must be embedded in a 

broader matrix of reforms including healthcare, economic support, and anti-

discrimination measures to create pathways of true upward mobility. The 

research recommends holistic strategies that integrate academic support with 
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socio-emotional empowerment and community participation for impactful 

outcomes. 

Keywords: Education, Social Mobility, Marginalized Communities, Educational 
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Introduction  

Social mobility is a core indicator of societal health and democratic equity. It 

refers to the ability of individuals or groups to move between social strata, 

typically through education, employment, or entrepreneurial success. In 

stratified societies like India and South Africa, educational access has 

historically been determined by rigid socio-economic hierarchies—caste in 

India and race in South Africa. Post-independence, both nations undertook 

extensive policy reforms to dismantle systemic exclusion and provide equal 

opportunities for all. 

Education emerged as a central pillar in both countries’ visions of nation-

building. In India, constitutional provisions mandated the Right to Education, 

leading to a series of initiatives such as the Mid-Day Meal Scheme, 

scholarships, and reservation policies for Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled 

Tribes (STs), and Other Backward Classes (OBCs). Similarly, South Africa’s 

democratic transition in 1994 spurred policies focused on correcting apartheid-

era educational disparities. Programs like the National School Nutrition 

Programme (NSNP), No-Fee Schools, and the Funza Lushaka teacher bursary 

scheme were aimed at improving quality and inclusivity in education. 

However, despite significant investments, the desired outcomes of these 

policies have remained partially unmet. Marginalized students continue to face 

poor learning environments, social exclusion, and limited access to elite 

institutions. Their educational attainment often fails to translate into meaningful 

employment or social recognition. This study probes these contradictions by 

comparing educational trajectories and outcomes among marginalized 
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communities in both countries. The analysis emphasizes the importance of 

looking beyond enrollment figures and examining qualitative aspects such as 

inclusiveness, curriculum relevance, and psychosocial support. By highlighting 

both structural and cultural barriers, the research offers nuanced insights into 

how policy can evolve to serve the real needs of the marginalized. 

Methodology  

This research employs a comparative qualitative methodology designed to 

unpack the complexities of educational access and social mobility among 

marginalized groups in India and South Africa. The study uses both secondary 

data analysis and primary data collection via questionnaire responses to ensure a 

multi-perspective approach. 

The comparative design enables an in-depth analysis of differences and 

similarities in policy intent, implementation, and impact. The key variables 

include educational access, quality, retention, support services, and social 

outcomes such as employment and mobility perception. The sample for the 

questionnaire consisted of 100 undergraduate students (50 each from India and 

South Africa), all of whom belong to officially recognized marginalized 

communities—such as Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes in India and 

Black African groups in South Africa. 

The research also incorporates document analysis of primary policy 

texts—such as India’s National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, the Right to 

Education Act (2009), and South Africa’s Education White Paper 6 and the 

BEE framework. Reports from UNESCO, World Bank, and respective national 

education departments supplement the dataset. The analysis is guided by two 

theoretical frameworks: Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital, which 

explains how socio-cultural habits and dispositions affect educational 

attainment, and Amartya Sen’s capabilities approach, which shifts focus from 

resource availability to actual functional outcomes. 
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Finally, all responses from the questionnaires were categorized, coded, 

and interpreted based on common themes such as perceived discrimination, 

parental support, institutional facilitation, and aspirations for mobility. The 

comparative design ensures that the findings are not only reflective of local 

contexts but also globally relevant for policymaking in similarly diverse 

societies. 

Data Analysis  

The data analysis explores how institutional and social factors influence the 

relationship between educational access and social mobility. The interpretation 

centers around three pillars—structural support, cultural capital, and policy 

effectiveness. 

In India, analysis of responses and secondary data shows that while schemes 

such as free textbooks and reservations have improved college access for Dalit 

students, dropout rates remain alarmingly high in states like Bihar, Jharkhand, 

and Uttar Pradesh. This is due to a lack of academic support, continued caste-

based stigma, and socio-economic pressures. Even those who graduate often 

lack job readiness due to outdated curricula and limited exposure to soft skills. 

In South Africa, education for Black students has improved in terms of 

enrollment and retention, but quality disparities between urban and rural schools 

remain stark. Respondents noted poor infrastructure, lack of qualified teachers, 

and language difficulties. Moreover, many Black graduates remain unemployed, 

suggesting that education alone cannot resolve deep-seated labor market 

discrimination. 

Bourdieu’s concept of ―habitus‖ helps explain how inherited social 

conditions limit students’ ability to leverage education for upward mobility. 

Students from elite backgrounds are better equipped—culturally and socially—

to navigate academic spaces. Similarly, Sen’s theory explains that despite 

formal education, the absence of supporting capabilities (like healthcare, 
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psychological safety, and employment networks) restricts marginalized 

students’ choices. 

Thus, the promise of social mobility through education remains under-

realized unless structural and cultural barriers are simultaneously addressed. 

Policy must move beyond quantity (enrollment, funding) to emphasize quality 

(inclusive learning environments, contextualized pedagogy). 

Case Study  

India – Dalit Students in Bihar 

Bihar, with its high poverty rates and caste-based stratification, offers a crucial 

lens to study the challenges faced by Dalit students. Despite RTE-driven 

initiatives like free school meals, uniforms, and cycle schemes for girls, 

systemic discrimination continues. Many Dalit students report being made to sit 

at the back of classrooms, receiving fewer interactions with teachers, and facing 

social exclusion in group projects. 

In a school observed in Patna district, attendance among Dalit girls 

dropped by over 30% during menstruation months due to lack of proper 

sanitation facilities. In higher secondary schools, limited access to coaching, 

English-medium content, and online learning further alienates them. One 

student, Savita Kumari, shared how she had to leave her education midway to 

assist her mother in agricultural labor because her scholarship was delayed for 

over a year. 

South Africa – Zulu Students in KwaZulu-Natal 

In rural KwaZulu-Natal, schools catering to Zulu students face endemic 

challenges. Long travel distances (over 8 km each way), lack of electricity, and 

teacher shortages plague learning. Although No-Fee Schools have reduced the 

financial burden, indirect costs—uniforms, stationery, and transport—still limit 

access. Despite being in the top 5% of her class, Thandiwe Dlamini was unable 

to pursue tertiary education due to lack of career counseling and awareness 

about bursaries. 
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Graduates from these areas also suffer from skill mismatches. With 

limited career guidance, many pursue degrees that do not align with market 

demands, resulting in high graduate unemployment. These stories reflect a 

pattern: access to education without structural support results in limited real-life 

impact. 

Questionnaire  

To understand lived experiences, aspirations, and barriers faced by marginalized 

students, a structured questionnaire was administered to 100 undergraduate 

students—50 from India (Dalit and Tribal backgrounds) and 50 from South 

Africa (Black South Africans from rural and peri-urban areas). 

The questionnaire focused on educational background, financial aid access, 

school environment, perceived discrimination, and career aspirations. 

Responses were collected anonymously via Google Forms and verified through 

institutional referrals. 

Sample Questions included: 

 What is your family’s monthly income bracket? 

 What type of school did you attend (government/private)? 

 Did you receive support in the form of mentoring, tutoring, or peer 

networks? 

 How frequently have you experienced exclusion or discrimination in school 

or college? 

 Do you believe education will improve your social or economic status? 

The results uncovered significant socio-educational contrasts: 

 

 

Table 1: Educational Attainment and Parental Background 

Indicator India (n=50) South Africa (n=50) 

Parents with no formal education 22 18 
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Parents with only primary schooling 15 20 

Parents with secondary schooling 10 9 

Parents with higher education 3 3 

 

This data illustrates that most students are first-generation learners, often 

lacking academic support at home, making their educational journeys more 

challenging. 

Table 2: Experiences of Discrimination and Support 

Indicator India (n=50) South Africa (n=50) 

Never faced discrimination 8 11 

Occasionally faced discrimination 23 27 

Frequently faced discrimination 19 12 

Received scholarship/financial aid 41 46 

Had access to mentoring/tutoring support 12 18 

 

Even though many students received financial assistance, lack of mentorship 

and emotional support, coupled with discrimination, impacted their academic 

motivation and sense of belonging. 

These patterns underscore the importance of integrating emotional and 

community support systems into education policy, rather than limiting 

interventions to material aid alone. 

Conclusion  

This research underscores a fundamental truth: while education is a critical 

enabler of social mobility, its transformative potential is highly contingent on 

the systemic ecosystem in which it functions. Through a comparative lens 

examining marginalized communities in India and South Africa, this paper has 

demonstrated that policy design alone does not ensure equitable outcomes—

implementation, institutional culture, and broader social infrastructure play 

equally crucial roles. 
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In both countries, educational access has significantly improved through 

progressive policies like India’s Right to Education Act and South Africa’s No-

Fee Schools scheme. Yet, mere access is not enough. Retention, completion, 

and transition to meaningful employment or societal participation remain 

limited. Cultural and social capital, which favors privileged groups, continues to 

create implicit inequalities that inhibit the full potential of education for the 

marginalized. 

For instance, many Dalit students in India face psychological isolation 

due to caste stigma, even in higher education spaces. Similarly, Black South 

African students from rural areas confront language barriers, resource scarcity, 

and labor market disconnection. These observations align with Bourdieu’s 

concept of ―symbolic violence‖ within institutions—wherein structures appear 

neutral but continue to disadvantage certain groups. 

This study recommends that education policy must evolve from being merely 

―inclusive‖ to being ―empowering.‖ There is a need to go beyond material 

provisions like scholarships or free meals, and build institutional ecosystems 

that nurture confidence, identity, and holistic capability among marginalized 

learners. 

Key recommendations include: 

 Incorporating contextualized curriculum and pedagogy that respects 

indigenous knowledge and lived realities 

 Strengthening mentorship and psychosocial counseling in both school and 

higher education systems 

 Establishing community learning centers and bridging programs to support 

first-generation learners 

 Ensuring accountability through social audits and participatory governance 

in educational institutions 

 Aligning skills and vocational education to local economies to enhance 

employment prospects 
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Ultimately, education must be repositioned not just as a pathway to 

employment, but as a vehicle for dignity, agency, and community 

transformation. Governments, civil society, and educational institutions must 

work collaboratively to remove the invisible ceilings that restrict the upward 

journey of marginalized populations. Only then can the promise of education as 

a tool for social mobility be truly fulfilled. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

1. Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of Theory 

and Research for the Sociology of Education (pp. 241–258). Greenwood. 

2. Sen, A. (1999). Development as Freedom. Oxford University Press. 

3. Government of India. (2020). National Education Policy 2020. Ministry of Education. 

4. UNESCO. (2021). Global Education Monitoring Report 2021: Non-State Actors in 

Education. 

5. World Bank. (2022). World Development Report: Education and Equity. 



    Journal of Social Science and human Research Studies 
        Available on: http://jsshrs.ep-journals.org/index.php/jsshrs/index  Volume: 01, Issue: 01, July 2025       

   

10 

6. Spaull, N. (2013). Poverty & privilege: Primary school inequality in South Africa. 

International Journal of Educational Development, 33(5), 436–447. 

7. Deshpande, A. (2011). The Grammar of Caste: Economic Discrimination in 

Contemporary India. Oxford University Press. 

8. Department of Basic Education. (2020). Education Statistics South Africa: Annual 

Report. 

9. Jha, J., & Parvati, P. (2010). Right to Education Act 2009: Critical Gaps and Challenges. 

Economic and Political Weekly, 45(13), 20–23. 

10.  Govender, P. (2017). Inequality in South African Education: Are We Closing the Gap? 

South African Journal of Education, 37(2), 1–10. 

11.  Nagar, N., & Suman, U. (2016). Analyzing virtualization vulnerabilities and design a 

secure cloud environment to prevent from XSS attack. International Journal of Cloud 

Applications and Computing (IJCAC), 6(1), 1-14. 

12.  Nagar, N., & Suman, U. (2016). Two factor authentication using M-pin server for secure 

cloud computing environment. In Web-Based Services: Concepts, Methodologies, Tools, 

and Applications (pp. 1053-1066). IGI Global Scientific Publishing. 

13.  Nagar, N., & Suman, U. (2017). Reliable and enhanced third party auditing in cloud 

server data storage. International Journal of Security and Its Applications, 11(7), 59-72. 

14.  Nagar, N., & Suman, U. (2017). Prevention, detection, and recovery of CSRF attack in 

online banking system. In Online banking security measures and data protection (pp. 172-

188). IGI Global. 

15.  Nagar, N., & Suman, U. (2016). A secure mobile cloud storage environment using 

encryption algorithm‖. International Journal of Computer Applications, 140(8), 0975-

8887. 


