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ABSTRACT 

Digital education has become an important component of higher education in India, but the 

expansion of online and blended learning does not automatically produce equal educational 

opportunities. This study examines the relationship between digital education access and 

social inequality among university students in Uttar Pradesh. A quantitative cross-sectional 

design is presented using an illustrative sample of 200 students drawn across urban and rural 

locations and government/public and private institutions. A Digital Education Index was 

constructed from device adequacy, internet reliability, digital skills, learning-platform access 

and academic support. Descriptive statistics, sector-wise comparisons, chi-square testing, 

independent-samples t-test, one-way ANOVA and correlation analysis were used. The 

illustrative results show a clear urban-rural gap, with urban students reporting substantially 

stronger digital readiness than rural students. Private-institution students also show higher 

average readiness than students in government/public institutions, while household income is 

positively associated with digital readiness. The findings support the view that digital 

inequality is multidimensional, extending beyond device ownership to affordability, 

connectivity, skills, learning conditions and institutional support. The paper links these 

findings to Corporate Social Responsibility and Stakeholder Theory and argues that digital 

inclusion should be treated as a shared responsibility involving universities, government, 

technology firms, telecom providers, civil society and communities. The study proposes 

targeted digital scholarships, device-access programmes, community learning hubs, 

accessible content, digital-skills training and outcome-based CSR partnerships for Uttar 

Pradesh. 

Keywords: digital education; social inequality; digital divide; higher education; Uttar 

Pradesh; CSR; stakeholder theory; digital inclusion 

1. INTRODUCTION AND SOCIETAL CONTEXT 

The digital transformation of education has altered how university students access lectures, 

readings, assessments, libraries, and communication and professional opportunities. In India, 

online and blended education expanded rapidly during and after the COVID-19 period. Yet 

digital education should not be interpreted simply as a technological improvement. It is also a 

sociological process because students enter digital learning environments with unequal 

economic resources, family support, social capital, prior digital exposure, language skills and 

institutional opportunities. Selwyn (2004) argues that the digital divide should not be reduced 

to a binary distinction between users and non-users. Access, quality of use and the 

consequences of technology engagement are distinct dimensions. This perspective is 

particularly relevant to higher education, where a student may technically possess a 

smartphone but still experience educational exclusion because of limited data affordability, 

device sharing, unstable connectivity, inadequate digital skills or an unsuitable study 

environment. The Indian context illustrates this complexity. Research has documented that 
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social inequalities in India influence ICT ownership and use, with education, caste, 

occupation and socioeconomic conditions shaping digital participation (Kumar et al., 2020). 

Studies of online education during the pandemic similarly found that effective learning 

depended on more than nominal access; location, gender, school type, technology modality 

and patterns of use affected learning experiences (Jalli, 2020; UNICEF-related analysis 

reported in International Journal of Educational Development, 2021). Uttar Pradesh provides 

an important setting for this inquiry because of its large and socially diverse population, 

substantial rural-urban differences and wide variation in higher-education institutions. The 

societal question is not simply whether universities have adopted digital platforms, but 

whether students from different social locations can use those platforms with comparable 

effectiveness. The Ministry of Education has emphasized digital learning initiatives intended 

to extend educational access, including to learners in remote areas. Its annual reporting also 

recognizes continuing connectivity constraints and the importance of alternative modes such 

as DTH and other digital learning channels.  

The challenge, therefore, is to move from digital availability to digital equity. This study 

examines digital education as a social-equity issue and connects the findings to CSR and 

stakeholder theories. Universities are not isolated organizations; they interact with students, 

families, employers, technology providers, government, communities and civil-society actors. 

A stakeholder-oriented approach therefore provides a useful framework for designing 

interventions that distribute digital opportunities more fairly. 

2. DETAILED LITERATURE REVIEW 

Author/Study Major contribution 

Selwyn (2004) 

Developed a multidimensional understanding of the digital divide, 

emphasizing access, use, skills and outcomes rather than a simple 

user/non-user distinction. 

Warschauer and 

Matuchniak 

(2010) 

Argued that digital inequality includes devices, connectivity, skills, 

social support and meaningful use, linking technology access to 

broader socioeconomic structures. 

van Dijk (2005) 

Explained digital inequality through motivational, material, skills and 

usage-access dimensions, demonstrating why physical access alone 

cannot eliminate inequality. 

Hargittai (2002) 
Showed that internet users differ in the quality of skills they possess, 

establishing the importance of second-level digital inequality. 

Selwyn (2009) 

Applied digital inequality arguments specifically to higher education 

and highlighted inequalities in effective ICT use among university 

students. 

Robinson et al. 

(2015) 

Presented digital inequality as a continuing social issue in which social 

position influences technology access, skills and outcomes. 

Kumar et al. 

(2020) 

Using Indian household evidence, demonstrated that education, caste 

and occupation are associated with ICT ownership and use and warned 

that technological change can reproduce social exclusion.  

Bast (2021) 

Surveyed 1,318 students in India and found differences in 

receptiveness to online learning by settlement type and device, with 

urban students more receptive than rural students. 
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Dhawan (2020) 

Reviewed opportunities and challenges of online learning during 

COVID-19 and identified connectivity, infrastructure, digital 

competence and pedagogical readiness as major concerns. 

Jalli (2020) 

Discussed the digital divide in Southeast Asia and India during 

COVID-19 and highlighted the structural barriers that affect online 

learning participation. 

Rathee (2022) 
Showed how online schooling in India could reproduce educational 

inequalities, using Bourdieu’s concepts of field, capital and habitus. 

The digital 

divide in online 

education study 

(2022) 

Found that socioeconomic background was strongly associated with 

students’ ICT skills and digital readiness, reinforcing the importance of 

skills as well as infrastructure. 

Kim et al. 

(2021) 

Found that school digital inclusion profiles differed by socioeconomic 

status and institution type, and emphasized infrastructure, teacher 

confidence and digital skills. 

Developing-

country digital 

divide 

framework 

(2021) 

Identified structural, cultural and agency dimensions of online-learning 

inequality across developing countries, including India, and 

highlighted gendered barriers.  

Indian distance-

learning 

analysis (2021) 

Found that effective use of technology varied by gender, location and 

school type, showing that access alone does not guarantee learning. 

Student 

perception 

study in India 

(2021) 

Reported technical constraints such as device suitability and bandwidth 

as important challenges in online education among Indian students.  

CSR digital 

learning 

collaboration 

study (2022) 

Found that IT infrastructure support, virtual collaborative tools and 

future-oriented technologies significantly affected CSR learning 

outcomes in an Indian higher-education mentoring context. 

Carroll (1991) 

Presented CSR as a multidimensional responsibility toward society, 

providing a basis for considering digital inclusion as a social 

responsibility issue.  

Freeman (1984) 

Stakeholder Theory emphasizes that organizations create value through 

relationships with multiple stakeholder groups rather than focusing 

only on shareholders. 

Bourdieu 

(1986) 

The concepts of economic, cultural and social capital help explain how 

unequal family resources can translate into unequal educational and 

digital opportunities. 

2.1 Synthesis of the Literature 

The literature converges around five propositions. First, digital inequality is 

multidimensional. Second, socioeconomic position affects both access and capability. Third, 
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rurality and gender may interact with economic disadvantage. Fourth, institutional readiness 

can either reduce or reproduce inequalities. Fifth, digital inclusion requires collective action 

rather than technology deployment alone. The literature also indicates a methodological gap: 

many studies examine national, school-level or pandemic-specific populations, whereas 

fewer empirical studies combine location, institutional sector, socioeconomic status and 

digital readiness within a single Uttar Pradesh higher-education framework. 

3. RESEARCH GAP 

Three gaps motivate the present study. First, much Indian research on digital education was 

produced during the exceptional conditions of COVID-19, making it difficult to distinguish 

emergency online learning from the longer-term blended digital environment of universities. 

Second, existing studies often emphasize access or student perceptions without 

simultaneously examining device adequacy, connectivity, digital skills, platform access and 

academic support. Third, the social responsibility dimension remains comparatively 

underdeveloped. The present study therefore integrates sociological inequality analysis with 

CSR and Stakeholder Theory and compares students across location, institutional sector and 

income groups. 

The study is also designed to translate empirical differences into actionable institutional and 

CSR recommendations. Rather than treating the digital divide as an individual student 

problem, it frames it as a shared ecosystem problem involving universities, government, 

companies, telecom providers, civil society and communities. 

4. OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Objectives 

 To assess the level of digital education access and readiness among university students in 

Uttar Pradesh. 

 To compare digital education conditions across urban-rural location, institutional sector 

and household income groups. 

 To examine the relationship between digital education access and academic continuity. 

 To identify the major social and economic barriers limiting meaningful participation in 

digital education. 

 To develop CSR- and stakeholder-oriented recommendations for improving digital equity 

in higher education. 

Research Questions 

 What is the level of digital education readiness among university students in Uttar 

Pradesh? 

 How does digital readiness differ between urban and rural students? 

 Do government/public and private institutions differ in students’ digital readiness? 

 How does household income relate to digital education readiness? 

 How strongly is digital readiness associated with academic continuity? 

 How can CSR and stakeholder partnerships reduce digital inequality? 
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5. Methodology 

Research design: The study follows a quantitative, cross-sectional empirical design. The unit 

of analysis is the university student. The proposed population comprises undergraduate and 

postgraduate students enrolled in higher-education institutions in Uttar Pradesh. Sample: A 

sample size of 200 students is used. For analytical demonstration, the sample is distributed 

across 120 urban and 80 rural respondents and 100 students each from government/public 

and private institutions. The income distribution is 70 low-income, 90 middle-income and 40 

high-income respondents. The allocation is intended to ensure comparative analysis rather 

than claim province-wide proportional representation. Sampling: A multi-stage purposive-

stratified design is recommended, beginning with selection of institutions across major urban 

and rural settings, followed by student selection within institutions. For a publishable field 

study, probability-based sampling and documented institutional lists should be used wherever 

feasible. Instrument: A structured questionnaire should contain demographic items and 

Likert-scale measures covering device adequacy, internet reliability, digital skills, platform 

access, academic support, affordability, learning continuity and perceived inequality. A five-

point response scale may be used for attitudinal items. 

Operationalization: The Digital Education Index (DEI) is calculated from five 

dimensions—device adequacy, reliable internet, digital skills, learning-platform access and 

academic support—normalized to a 0–100 scale. Higher scores indicate stronger digital 

readiness. Academic Continuity is represented by a 0–100 composite based on continuity of 

attendance, assignment submission, access to learning resources and ability to participate in 

digital classes. Analysis: Frequencies and percentages describe the sample. Mean scores 

compare groups. Chi-square examines association between location and device adequacy. An 

independent-samples t-test compares urban and rural DEI scores. One-way ANOVA 

examines income-group differences. Pearson correlation tests the relationship between DEI 

and academic continuity. Statistical significance is evaluated at the 5% level. 

Ethics: Participation should be voluntary, informed consent should be obtained, responses 

should be anonymous, and no personally identifiable information should be reported. 

5.1 Sample Profile 

Variable Category n % 

Location 
Urban 120 60 

Rural 80 40 

Institution 
Government/Public 100 50 

Private 100 50 

Income 

Low 70 35 

Middle 90 45 

High 40 20 

Gender 
Male 108 54 

Female 92 46 
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Figure 1: Sample Profile 

6. Sector-wise Comparative Analysis 

The sector-wise analysis compares the five digital education dimensions across location, 

institutional sector and income. The values below are illustrative analytical outputs generated 

to demonstrate how a 200-student survey can be presented. They should not be represented as 

observed field results until the underlying questionnaires are actually administered and 

cleaned. 

Dimension Urban Rural Government/Public Private 

Device adequacy 78 55 61 72 

Reliable internet 75 48 58 69 

Digital skills 72 52 57 68 

Learning-platform access 80 57 64 76 

Academic support 74 51 59 70 

Overall mean 75.8 52.6 59.8 71.0 
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Figure 2: Digital Education Index by Location 

Figure 2 indicates a substantial urban-rural difference in digital readiness. The illustrative 

mean is approximately 76 for urban students compared with 53 for rural students. The pattern 

suggests that geographical location is associated with differences in connectivity, devices, 

skills and support. This is consistent with prior Indian evidence showing stronger 

receptiveness to digital education among urban students.  

 

Figure 3: Digital Education Readiness by Institutional Sector 

Figure 3 shows higher average readiness among students in private institutions than those in 

government/public institutions. The difference should be interpreted as an institutional-

resource signal rather than a judgment about teaching quality. Possible mechanisms include 

differences in campus Wi-Fi, learning-management systems, technical support and students’ 

ability to afford devices and data. 

 

Figure 4: Digital Education Index by Household Income 

Figure 4 presents a positive income gradient. Low-income students have the weakest 

illustrative digital readiness, followed by middle-income and high-income students. This 

supports the sociological proposition that economic capital can be converted into digital 

learning advantages through device quality, private connectivity, quiet study space and paid 

educational resources. 
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Figure 5: Digital Education Dimensions 

Figure 5 suggests that learning-platform access is relatively stronger than reliable internet and 

digital skills. This distinction is important: universities can make platforms available while 

students still experience barriers in using them effectively. Digital inclusion policies should 

therefore address capability and affordability alongside institutional platforms. 

6.1 Major Barriers 

Barrier Illustrative 

respondents 

Percentage 

High cost of mobile data/internet 116 58 

Device sharing within household 94 47 

Weak or unstable connectivity 88 44 

Limited digital skills 78 39 

Inadequate study space 62 31 

 

Figure 6:  Major Barriers Reported by Students 
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Cost of data is the most frequently identified barrier, followed by device sharing and 

connectivity. These barriers show why digital inequality should be treated as an affordability 

and social-infrastructure issue, not only as a technology issue. The findings are consistent 

with research emphasizing that effective online learning depends on the quality and 

conditions of technology use rather than nominal access alone.  

7. Statistical Analysis 

Test Result Interpretation 

Urban vs rural t-test t = 12.51, p < .001 Significant difference in DEI 

Location × device adequacy χ² = 12.33, p < .001 Significant association 

Income-group ANOVA F = 38.88, p < .001 Significant group differences 

DEI × academic continuity r = 0.66, p < .001 
Positive significant 

relationship 

The illustrative inferential results consistently indicate that social position matters. Urban-

rural location, income and digital readiness are associated with meaningful differences in 

educational continuity. The correlation result indicates that students with stronger digital 

readiness tend to report better academic continuity. Correlation does not establish causation; 

a future study should use longitudinal data or structural equation modelling to examine causal 

pathways. 

 

Figure 7:  Relationship between Digital Education Access and Academic Continuity 

Figure 7 shows a positive relationship between the Digital Education Index and academic 

continuity. The illustrative Pearson correlation is approximately 0.6, indicating a moderately 

strong association. The policy implication is that improving access alone may not be 

sufficient, but improving the complete digital learning ecosystem is likely to support 

continuity. 

8. Discussion Linked with CSR and Stakeholder Theories 

The findings can be interpreted through Carroll’s CSR framework and Freeman’s 

Stakeholder Theory. Carroll’s model positions corporate responsibility as extending beyond 

economic performance to legal, ethical and philanthropic responsibilities. In the context of 

digital education, technology firms, telecom companies, banks, foundations and other 



Journal Literary Aesthetics                                                                                                                                                   ISSN: 2347-8705 
Volume No: 12, Issue No: 2, Year: 2025 (July-December)                             Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal (IF: 5.8) 

PP: 147-159                              Journal Website www.literaryjournal.org  
 

Published By: National Press Associates                                                                                                                                                        Page 156 

© Copyright @ Authors 

corporations can treat digital inclusion as a social investment rather than a one-time donation.  

Stakeholder Theory broadens the unit of analysis. Students are primary beneficiaries, but 

universities, teachers, parents, employers, government agencies, technology companies, 

telecom providers, NGOs and local communities are also stakeholders. Digital inequality 

occurs when the value created by digital transformation is distributed unevenly. A 

stakeholder approach therefore asks who gains, who is excluded, what resources each 

stakeholder can contribute and how outcomes can be jointly monitored. This interpretation is 

supported by Indian evidence showing that CSR-linked digital tools and infrastructure can 

strengthen collaborative learning outcomes in higher education. The 2022 empirical study of 

mentor universities found significant effects of IT infrastructure support, virtual collaborative 

tools and future-oriented technologies on CSR learning outcomes.  The study therefore 

proposes a shift from input-based CSR—such as donating a fixed number of devices—to 

outcome-based digital equity CSR. Outcomes should include increased device adequacy, 

lower data-cost burden, improved digital skills, higher course participation, reduced dropout 

risk and measurable improvements in learning continuity. 

Stakeholder Potential contribution Expected equity outcome 

Government 
Connectivity, scholarships, public digital 

infrastructure 

Reduced geographic and 

affordability gaps 

Universities 
Wi-Fi, LMS, device-lending, digital-skills 

centres 

Improved institutional 

readiness 

Corporations/

CSR partners 

Devices, data sponsorship, labs, training Reduced material and skills 

barriers 

Telecom 

providers 

Education data packages and network 

support 

Lower connectivity cost 

NGOs/Civil 

society 

Community hubs, training and outreach Support for disadvantaged 

learners 

Students 
Peer support and responsible use Stronger digital learning 

culture 

Employers/In

dustry 

Mentoring and employability-oriented 

digital training 

Better transition to work 

9. Societal Implications 

 Digital inequality can reproduce existing class and regional inequalities when higher-

income and urban students accumulate stronger digital capabilities. 

 Unequal digital access may affect educational persistence, employability, participation 

and social mobility. 

 Women, rural learners and economically constrained students may require targeted—not 

merely universal—support. 

 Universities should measure digital inclusion as an institutional quality indicator 

alongside enrolment, teaching and infrastructure. 

 CSR programmes can strengthen social legitimacy when they address measurable 

community needs and publish outcomes. 
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 Digital inclusion can contribute to broader social mobility by improving access to 

academic information, skills development and employment networks. 

10. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Create university-level Digital Equity Funds for economically disadvantaged students. 

2. Expand device-lending and low-cost laptop/tablet schemes with transparent eligibility 

criteria. 

3. Develop subsidized student data packages through partnerships with telecom providers. 

4. Establish community digital learning hubs in rural and peri-urban areas. 

5. Provide compulsory digital-skills orientation for first-year university students. 

6. Ensure all learning-management systems and digital materials are mobile-friendly and 

accessible. 

7. Develop bilingual or multilingual digital learning resources where appropriate for local 

student populations. 

8. Use CSR partnerships to fund measurable outcomes rather than one-time equipment 

donations. 

9. Publish annual Digital Equity Dashboards covering access, skills, participation and 

outcomes. 

10. Prioritize high-need districts using evidence-based indicators rather than equal allocation 

alone. 

11. Strengthen faculty training in inclusive digital pedagogy. 

12. Conduct periodic student-level digital-needs assessments to identify emerging forms of 

exclusion. 

11. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

The most important limitation is that the numerical dataset in this manuscript is illustrative 

because no raw survey file was provided. Consequently, the inferential results demonstrate an 

analytical structure rather than verified population estimates. The proposed sampling is also 

not nationally or state-wide representative. A future study should collect primary data from a 

larger probability-based sample across multiple districts of Uttar Pradesh, incorporate gender, 

disability, caste and first-generation college status where ethically and methodologically 

appropriate, and measure actual usage logs where consent permits. Future research should 

also examine longitudinal changes, compare pre-pandemic and post-pandemic learning 

practices, test mediation through digital skills, and use structural equation modelling to 

evaluate whether institutional support moderates the effect of socioeconomic disadvantage on 

academic outcomes. Comparative studies across Uttar Pradesh districts would provide 

stronger evidence for targeted public policy and CSR allocation. 

12. Conclusion 

Digital education has the potential to widen educational opportunity, but its benefits are not 

automatically distributed equally. The evidence framework presented in this study shows how 

digital inequality among university students in Uttar Pradesh can be examined through 

location, institutional sector, household income, access, skills, affordability and academic 

continuity. The illustrative analysis indicates meaningful differences between urban and rural 

students, between institutional sectors and across income groups, while digital readiness is 
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positively associated with academic continuity. The central sociological conclusion is that 

digital exclusion is embedded in wider patterns of social and economic inequality. The 

central managerial conclusion is that universities and corporations should move from 

technology provision to digital equity outcomes. CSR and Stakeholder Theory provide 

complementary perspectives for this transition by emphasizing social responsibility, shared 

value, accountability and multi-stakeholder participation. For Uttar Pradesh, a coordinated 

ecosystem of government, universities, CSR partners, telecom providers, NGOs and 

communities can make digital education more inclusive, affordable and socially 

transformative. 
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