A NOTE ON EDUCATIONAL STATUS OF OBCs

The caste groups belonging to the OBCs include predominantly peasant and artisan castes. These castes were never excluded from the main stream education. As their profession did not require formal education, the target of higher education was not pursued aggressively. This is similar to business communities (Manwaris, Gurratis, Sindhis) where formal education played minimal role in their success. Till recently, these communities had very low literacy rate, despite being very successful in business For most of the castes in Shoodra varna, formal higher education was not contributory to their earnings.  Even after independence, educational achievements did not translate into economical achievements and was not a definite contributory factor for survival. Unavailability of education further discouraged these castes.  In the era of green revolution, the peasant castes did not pursue education and in words of famous Dalit writer Chandra Bhan Prasad …’preferred tractors over good schools’.  Education was considered for idles only. Once the green revolution reached a plateau, and because of diminished career options for artisan castes due to industrialization, education became important. This is reflected in abysmally low literacy in older generation of OBCs, but a proportionally very high LITERACY IN YOUNGER GENERATIONS OF OBCs.  This is evident from following set of data:
Literacy rate by age groups: 2004-2005  

	Age Group
	General 
	OBC

	6-13 years
	90.2
	80.8

	14-15 years
	95.7
	87.5

	16-17 years
	95.0
	85.2

	18-22 years
	91.4
	76.9

	23 years and above
	74.0
	50.6


Source: NSSO 61st Round, Sch. 10 (2004-05), as quoted in Sacchar Committee Report Page 54.

 Thus, it is evident that the present generation OBCs are no longer educationally backward like their forefathers.

Are OBCs under-represented in higher education ?

In the entire debate surrounding the proposal for reservation of 27 percent of seats in higher education, a key question of immense practical relevance in determining the percentage of reservations in higher education has been overlooked. The question is whether the OBCs of college going age with the qualifying level of education are under-represented in higher education to the extent of 27 percent or more of the total enrollments. The proponents of reservation often quote inappropriate data without giving any consideration to age of study population. For example, following data from NSSO 55th round has been widely quoted by pro-reservationists:

Percentage of graduates in population aged 20 years and above

	Caste/Community
	Rural India
	Urban India

	Hindu OBCs
	2.1
	8.6

	Hindu Upper Caste
	5.3
	25.3

	All India Average
	2.6
	15.5


Deshpande, S and Y Yadav (2006): ‘Redesigning Affirmative Actions: Castes and Benefits of Higher Education’, Economic and Political Weekly, June 17.
Using open-ended interval ( 20 years and above) to define the population yields misleading data.  The truth is that the present generation of OBCs is very well represented in the field of higher education. Data show that the extent of OBC under-representation is less, much less, than 5 percent:
Proportion of population in higher Education

	Age Group years
	OBC share in total population of that age group
	OBC share of students in that age group

	18-22
	34.4
	30.5

	23 and above
	35.1
	29.2


Source: NSSO 61st round, Sch 10, (2004-2005) , as quoted in Sacchar Committee report.
Thus, it clear that if we consider the eligible age groups only,  which are the targets of current proposed 27% reservations, there is hardly any under-representation.

Is there any discrimination against OBCs in higher education?

One of the critical facet of higher education is  that beyond the elementary stage, entry at each step of the educational pyramid is conditional on the successful completion of the preceding stage of education. Successful completion of higher secondary education is essential for enrolment in higher education. In relation to their share among those having a higher secondary certificate or equivalent qualification (26.5 percent in urban India and 30.7 percent in rural India), in 1999-2000, the OBCs in urban India had a share of a little over 25 percent (over 27 percent in rural India) among those attending under-graduate program. So that, they are under-represented by less than 2 percentage points (a little over 3 points in rural India) in Graduate enrollments. Even among those attending under-graduate studies in technical subjects (agriculture, engineering and medicine, taken together), OBC under-representation is under 4 percent in urban India, while in rural India they are marginally over-represented. 
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