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Abstract  

The rapid digitalization of education has generated new opportunities for expanding access to 

knowledge. However, unequal distribution of digital infrastructure, devices, and skills has created a 

persistent digital divide that disproportionately affects marginalized learners. This article examines 

the structural dimensions of digital inequality and its consequences for students from economically 

weaker sections, rural areas, lower castes, minority communities, and gender-marginalized groups. 

Drawing upon Social Reproduction Theory and the Capability Approach, the study argues that digital 

exclusion reinforces pre-existing socio-economic hierarchies and limits substantive educational 

freedoms. Based on secondary data and critical analysis, the article highlights how digital disparities 

influence academic performance, psychological well-being, and long-term social mobility. It 

concludes with policy recommendations aimed at promoting digital equity and inclusive educational 

development. 
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Introduction 
 

Digital technology has become central to educational governance and pedagogy in the twenty-first century. Online platforms, 

virtual classrooms, digital libraries, and e-assessments now constitute integral components of contemporary learning systems. In 

India, state-led initiatives such as the Digital India programme sought to expand connectivity and democratize access to 

knowledge resources. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the integration of digital tools into formal education. Schools and 

universities shifted to online modes almost overnight. While this transition ensured continuity for some students, it 

simultaneously exposed the deep inequalities embedded within digital infrastructure. Students without smartphones, laptops, 

reliable electricity, or stable internet connectivity were excluded from effective participation. Marginalized learners particularly 

those from rural backgrounds, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, minority communities, and economically weaker households 

experienced disproportionate disadvantages. The digital divide thus emerged not merely as a technical problem but as a structural 

extension of historical inequalities. This article critically examines how digital inequality shapes educational outcomes and social 

mobility. It situates the digital divide within broader debates on social justice, capability deprivation, and democratic inclusion. 

Statement of the problem: The rapid expansion of digital education has created new opportunities for learning, yet unequal access 

to digital infrastructure, devices, and internet connectivity continues to exclude many students from effective participation. 

Marginalized learners, particularly those from rural areas, economically weaker households, lower castes, minority communities, 

and gender-marginalized groups, face significant barriers in accessing digital learning resources. This inequality limits their 

academic engagement, affects psychological well-being, and reduces opportunities for social mobility. Consequently, the digital 

divide not only reflects technological disparity but also reinforces existing socio-economic hierarchies within the education 

system. The central problem of this study is to examine how digital exclusion reproduces structural inequalities and constrains 

the educational capabilities of marginalized learners in the context of expanding digital education. 
 

Literature Review 
 

The term “digital divide” initially referred to disparities in physical access to computers and internet connections. Early studies 

emphasized infrastructural gaps between developed and developing nations. However, scholars such as Jan van Dijk expanded 

the concept to include skills and usage divides. According to van Dijk, digital inequality is cumulative and layered, meaning that 

lack of access often coincides with limited digital competence and restricted opportunities. 
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OECD defines Digital Divide as “the gap between individuals, households, businesses, and geographic areas at different 

socioeconomic levels with regard both to their opportunities to access information and communication technologies (ICT) and 

to their use of the internet for a wide variety of activities” (OECD, 2001).  
 

Manuel Castells, in his analysis of the network society, argued that access to information networks determines economic power 

and social inclusion. Individuals disconnected from digital networks risk marginalization in education, employment, and political 

participation. Because the network is the heart of the economy, being “unplugged” isn't just a minor inconvenience-it’s a form 

of structural irrelevance. If a person, city, or country lacks access to these networks, they are effectively excluded from the global 

creation of wealth and culture. 
 

Reports by UNESCO reveal that learning losses during the pandemic were concentrated among disadvantaged groups. UNESCO 

argues for a fundamental expansion of human rights. It states that the right to education must now include the right to 

connectivity. In a world where learning happens online, being “unplugged” is equivalent to being barred from the schoolhouse 

door. Similarly, national surveys in India indicate significant rural–urban disparities in internet penetration and device ownership. 

Although existing literature recognizes digital inequality, there remains a need for integrated theoretical analysis linking digital 

access with structural marginalization and capability deprivation. 
 

Theoretical Framework 
 

This study is grounded in Social Reproduction Theory, Castells’s “network society,” and the Capability Approach. The concept 

of the Network Society, developed by Manuel Castells, provides an important theoretical foundation for understanding the 

relationship between digital technology and social inequality. Castells explains that contemporary society is increasingly 

structured around networks created through information and communication technologies (ICTs). These networks shape 

economic activities, political power, cultural exchange, and access to knowledge. In this context, information becomes the most 

significant resource of power and development. Therefore, individuals or groups who lack access to digital networks often face 

new forms of exclusion. 
 

Castells argues that modern societies have moved from industrial structures to what he calls the “network society,” where social 

organization is based on digitally connected networks. These networks allow information to flow rapidly across different regions 

and institutions. Education, governance, and economic activities increasingly rely on digital platforms. As a result, participation 

in these networks becomes essential for accessing knowledge, opportunities, and social mobility. 
 

Social Reproduction Theory explains how institutions perpetuate socio-economic hierarchies. Bourdieu’s concept of cultural 

capital illustrates how dominant groups transmit advantages across generations. In digital education systems, access to 

technology and digital fluency constitute forms of symbolic and cultural capital. Marginalized learners lacking these resources 

face structural disadvantages that reinforce inequality. 
 

Capability Approach of Amartya Sen: The capability approach distinguishes between resources, capabilities, and functionings. 

Resources include material and institutional provisions such as technology, infrastructure, and educational facilities. Capabilities 

refer to the real opportunities individuals have to achieve certain outcomes, while functionings represent the actual achievements 

of individuals, such as gaining education or acquiring knowledge. This distinction is important in understanding the educational 

challenges created by the digital divide. 
 

In the context of digital education, the digital divide is not limited to the absence of internet access or digital devices. It also 

includes disparities in digital literacy, technological infrastructure, and the ability to effectively use digital tools for learning. 

These inequalities restrict the capabilities of marginalized learners, especially those belonging to economically weaker sections, 

rural communities, and socially disadvantaged groups. Even when online educational platforms are available, students without 

adequate digital skills, reliable internet connectivity, or supportive learning environments cannot fully benefit from these 

resources. 
 

Sen also emphasizes that individual capabilities are influenced by social, economic, and institutional conditions. Factors such as 

poverty, social exclusion, regional disparities, and unequal educational infrastructure affect the ability of individuals to convert 

available resources into meaningful outcomes. In many developing societies, marginalized learners face structural barriers that 

prevent them from accessing and utilizing digital learning opportunities. As a result, the digital divide reproduces existing 

educational inequalities. Together, these frameworks enable a multidimensional understanding of the digital divide as both 

structural reproduction and capability deprivation. 
 

Research Objectives 
 

1. To examine the structural causes of the digital divide affecting marginalized learners. 

2. To analyze its impact on academic performance and learning continuity. 

3. To explore its broader implications for social mobility and democratic participation. 

4. To propose policy interventions aimed at ensuring digital equity. 
 

Methodology  
 

This study adopts a qualitative and analytical research design. It relies on secondary data from government reports and 

educational surveys. International organizational publications. Scholarly works on digital inequality and education. Comparative 
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analysis of rural and urban digital access patterns. The approach is interpretative and critical. It connects empirical data with 

theoretical insights to provide a comprehensive understanding of digital exclusion. 
 

Dimensions of the Digital Divide 
 

1. Economic Barriers: Economic inequality remains the primary determinant of digital access. The cost of smartphones, laptops, 

and broadband services is prohibitive for many low-income families. Even when governments distribute devices, recurring data 

recharge expenses create additional burdens. Studies indicate that students from poorer households often share a single device 

among multiple siblings, limiting effective participation “The world is rapidly undergoing a digital transformation. India too has 

been catching pace. The progress of digitalization, however, has been unequal. There is a notable digital divide in the country 

and it mirrors the existing socioeconomic inequalities of the country.”- Oxfam India. 
 

2. Rural–Urban Infrastructure Gap: Despite improvements in telecommunications, rural regions continue to experience 

inadequate network coverage and unstable electricity supply. National survey data reveal lower internet penetration rates in rural 

areas compared to urban centers. This infrastructural gap restricts participation in live classes, downloading study materials, and 

accessing multimedia content. There is also a clear rural–urban divide in digital access. Despite a significant growth rate of about 

13 per cent in recent years, only around 31 per cent of the rural population uses the internet, whereas nearly 67 per cent of India’s 

urban population has access to internet services. Researchers have also identified a strong income-based digital divide between 

households. Families with higher income levels generally have greater access to digital devices and connectivity, which increases 

their chances of adopting information and communication technologies. 
 

3. Gendered Digital Inequality: Gender norms shape access to technology. In several communities, boys are prioritized in 

access to digital devices. Girls often face restrictions due to safety concerns or socio-cultural attitudes. This disparity undermines 

efforts toward gender equality in education and employment. Mobile phone ownership in India shows a clear gender disparity. 

By the end of 2021, around 61 per cent of men owned a mobile phone, while only about 31 per cent of women had access to one, 

creating a gender gap of nearly 30 per cent. Although some studies argue that merely owning a mobile phone does not 

automatically lead to women’s empowerment, broader research indicates that access to mobile technology can reduce 

information poverty among women. It can also support greater independence in decision-making, expand social and support 

networks, and improve access to important services such as healthcare. Studies consistently show that women have lower levels 

of access to and use of computers and the internet compared to men. This imbalance reflects a broader gender-based digital 

divide. At the World Summit on the Information Society, former United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan highlighted this 

issue, noting that women and girls often have less access to information and communication technologies than men and boys.  
 

4. Digital Literacy and Pedagogical Challenges: Digital literacy has become a fundamental requirement in the modern 

education system as teaching and learning increasingly depend on digital platforms. However, many students, particularly those 

from rural and marginalized backgrounds, lack the necessary skills to effectively use digital tools and online learning systems. 

This gap in digital competence often restricts their participation in virtual classes and limits access to academic resources. At the 

same time, teachers face pedagogical challenges in adapting traditional classroom methods to digital environments. The sudden 

shift toward online education has exposed the lack of adequate training and institutional support for many educators. Therefore, 

strengthening digital literacy and improving digital pedagogical practices is essential for making online education more inclusive 

and effective. 
 

5. Lack of Trained Teachers: A significant challenge in the effective integration of technology in education is the shortage of 

adequately trained teachers. Many educators in India lack the required skills and knowledge to integrate digital tools into their 

teaching practices. This problem is particularly visible in rural areas, where opportunities for professional development and 

practical training in digital pedagogy are limited. The shortage of teachers further aggravates the situation. Reports indicate that 

India faces a deficit of nearly 11 lakh teachers, with rural regions being the most severely affected. Evidence of this imbalance 

can also be seen in the existence of a large number of single-teacher schools across the country. An article published by Youth 

Ki Awaaz notes that approximately 1.2 lakh schools operate with only one teacher, and nearly 89 percent of these schools are 

located in rural areas, highlighting the serious shortage of teaching staff in rural educational institutions. 
 

6. Psychological and Social Consequences: The rapid expansion of digital and online education has transformed the traditional 

structure of teaching and learning. While digital platforms have improved access to educational resources and enabled flexible 

learning opportunities, they have also introduced several challenges for students, particularly those from socially and 

economically marginalized backgrounds. The shift from physical classrooms to virtual environments often reduces direct 

interaction between teachers and students and changes the nature of academic support and engagement. These changes may 

influence students’ learning experiences, social development, and overall academic performance. In this context, it becomes 

important to examine some of the key challenges associated with online learning, including social isolation, limited academic 

support, technological barriers, problems of self-discipline and motivation, and the possible decline in communication skills 

among learners. 
 

Social Isolation: The absence of regular face-to-face interaction with teachers and fellow students may create a sense of isolation. 

This condition can weaken social engagement and reduce students’ feeling of belonging within an academic community. 
 

Limited Access to Academic Support: Students engaged in online learning often face difficulties in receiving immediate 

guidance from instructors or peers. The delay in academic assistance may affect their comprehension of course materials and 

overall learning outcomes. 
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Problems of Self-Discipline and Motivation: In the absence of a structured classroom environment, some learners struggle 

with time management, concentration, and sustained motivation. As a result, their engagement with academic content may 

decline, affecting performance. 
 

Decline in Communication Skills: Limited physical interaction in digital learning environments may restrict the development 

of important communication abilities, such as public speaking, attentive listening, and the interpretation of non-verbal 

expressions.  
 

Policy Recommendations 
 

1. Expand Digital Infrastructure: Increase investment in rural broadband and stable electricity supply. 

2. Subsidized Devices and Data: Provide affordable smartphones and data packages to economically weaker students. 

3. Digital Literacy Training: Introduce structured digital skill programmes in schools and community centers. 

4. Teacher Capacity Building: Strengthen digital pedagogy through professional training. 

5. Gender-Sensitive Interventions: Promote equal device access for girls through targeted schemes. 

6. Localized and Accessible Content: Develop multilingual and disability-inclusive educational materials. 
 

Conclusion 
 

The analysis presented in this study demonstrates that the digital divide is not merely a technological gap but a structural 

inequality that reflects broader socio-economic disparities within society. The findings show that marginalized learners face 

multiple and overlapping barriers such as economic constraints, rural–urban infrastructural disparities, gendered patterns of 

access, limited digital literacy, and inadequate teacher training. These factors collectively affect students’ ability to participate 

effectively in digital education, thereby disrupting learning continuity and widening existing educational inequalities.  
 

From a broader perspective, the implications of the digital divide extend beyond academic performance. Limited digital access 

restricts opportunities for skill development, reduces the capacity for upward social mobility, and may hinder meaningful 

participation in democratic processes that increasingly rely on digital platforms for information and civic engagement. In this 

sense, digital exclusion becomes a form of social exclusion, reinforcing existing hierarchies of class, gender, and geography. 

The study also highlights that effective digital inclusion requires a multidimensional approach that combines infrastructural 

development with digital literacy, pedagogical reform, and socially sensitive policies. The role of teachers is particularly crucial, 

as the success of digital education depends largely on their ability to integrate technology into meaningful learning practices. 
 

Policy interventions must therefore prioritize inclusive digital ecosystems. Expanding rural connectivity, subsidizing devices 

and data services for disadvantaged students, strengthening teacher training, and promoting gender-sensitive access to technology 

are essential steps toward bridging the divide. At the same time, educational content should be culturally relevant, multilingual, 

and accessible to learners with different abilities and backgrounds. In conclusion, the digital divide represents a critical challenge 

in the era of digital education. Addressing it requires sustained policy commitment, institutional innovation, and social 

awareness. Only through such comprehensive efforts can digital education become a tool of empowerment rather than a 

mechanism that reproduces inequality, thereby ensuring that marginalized learners are not left behind in the rapidly evolving 

knowledge society. 

 

 

 

Acknowledgment: No 

Author’s Contribution: Imran Hossain: Data Collection, Literature Review, Methodology, Analysis, Drafting, Referencing 

Funding: No 

Declaration: The author has given consent for the publication. 

Competing Interest: No 

 

 

 

References 
 

1. American India Foundation. (2026, March 10). Digital education in India: Avenues and challenges. https://aif.org/digital-education-in-

india-avenues-and-challenges 

2. Awotwi, J. E., & Owusu, G. (2008, December 1–4). Lack of equal access to ICTs by women: An e-governance issue [Conference paper]. 

Proceedings of the 2nd International Conference on Theory and Practice of Electronic Governance (ICEGOV 2008), Cairo, Egypt. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/1509096.1509190 

3. 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. 

4. Castells, M. (1996). The rise of the network society. Blackwell Publishers. 

5. Government of India. (n.d.). Digital India programme: Official policy documents. Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology. 

6. Nagesh, K. C., & Murugan, K. S. (2025). The impact of online learning on social, psychological and communication. South Eastern 

European Journal of Public Health (SEEJPH), 26, 4300–4316. 

https://www.google.com/search?q=https://aif.org/digital-education-in-india-avenues-and-challenges
https://www.google.com/search?q=https://aif.org/digital-education-in-india-avenues-and-challenges
https://www.google.com/search?q=https://doi.org/10.1145/1509096.1509190


The Social Science Review A Multidisciplinary Journal. March-April, 2026. Vol. 4. Issue 2. 141-145 
 

Published by: Pather Dabi Educational Trust, (Regn No: IV-1402-00064/2023), Under Govt. of West Bengal, India  
 

Page | 145  
 

7. National Statistical Office. (2020). Household social consumption on education in India (NSS Report No. 585). Ministry of Statistics and 

Programme Implementation, Government of India. 

8. Oxfam India. (2022). India inequality report 2022: Digital divide. https://www.oxfamindia.org/knowledgehub/workingpaper/india-

inequality-report-2022-digital-divide 

9. Rajkhowa, S. (2023). Digital divide: An analysis of the reproduction of inequality perpetuated by technology. Akademos, 17, 184–203. 

10. Sen, A. (2009). The idea of justice. Belknap Press of Harvard University Press. 

11. UNESCO. (2020). Education in a post-COVID world: Nine ideas for public action. UNESCO. 

12. van Dijk, J. (2005). The deepening divide: Inequality in the information society. Sage Publications. 
 

 

Publisher’s Note  

The Social Science Review A Multidisciplinary Journal remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published data, map and 

institutional affiliations. 

 

©The Author(s) 2026. Open Access.  

This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution 

and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to 

the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence 

and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 

the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/  
 

 

https://www.oxfamindia.org/knowledgehub/workingpaper/india-inequality-report-2022-digital-divide
https://www.oxfamindia.org/knowledgehub/workingpaper/india-inequality-report-2022-digital-divide
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

