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Digital Divide and Impact of COVID-19 on 

Indian Education                 
 

DEVANSH DIXIT
1 

      

ABSTRACT 
This particular paper discusses one of the biggest challenges for the country that the 

COVID-19 pandemic has brought with it. Our country’s prime minister announced a 

nationwide lockdown in March 2020, the schools and colleges were shut, and everything 

went online. Consequently, the digital divide in the country got out and reflected clearly. 

As the deepened digital divide impacted the school and higher education severely, the 

future of education in India looks very grim. This paper gives an overview of the present 

status of the digital divide between rural and urban India, its causes and the impact on 

Indian Education. Some steps taken by the Government have been highlighted and finally, 

some suggestions and recommendations have been presented to minimize such gaps and 

prevent their negative impact on our education system.  

Keywords: Digital Divide, Education, COVID-19, lockdown. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION  
“Our inequality materializes our upper class, vulgarizes our middle class, brutalizes our 

lower class” 

-Matthew Arnold 

This quote summarizes the state of social inequalities all over the world. In a country like India, 

where such social inequalities have been historically prevalent and even today, the social 

mobility is a lot less than many under-developed nations, the problem is even grimmer. Even 

when the constitution prohibits it, caste and gender inequalities still exist not to mention the 

huge class divide that is evident between the rich and the poor. However, as we are progressing 

towards technological growth, we have created another social inequality: The Digital Divide.  

Whenever the world is struck by a disaster like COVID-19 pandemic, these social inequalities 

are deepened and come out in the ugliest way possible. When one of the most stringent 

lockdowns in the world was announced by the Indian government, we saw that while the rich 

and upper middle class, were struggling to even stay at their homes, many poor migrant laborers 

 
1 Author is a student at Gujarat National Law University, India. 
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and lower class had lost the means of their livelihood and were struggling to survive.  

In the middle of all the disaster, the future of India seems bleak as the whole education system 

faces unprecedented challenges. As the schools, colleges and educational institutes were 

locked, all didactic efforts were moved towards online environment to maintain the education 

continuity. This situation has rather enhanced the problem of digital divide in the country and 

raises many questions regarding this newly created inequality in the education system of the 

country. This paper makes an attempt to answer such questions. Further, suggestions have been 

given which could play an effective role in minimizing the gap. 

(A) Research Methodology  

The research has been done by analyzing several survey statistics, research articles and recent 

media reports that have been gathered from official websites of GoI, MHRD, UNICEF, 

UNESCO, NSSO and Oxfam, academic journals stored in various databases like Researchgate, 

Google Scholar, Heinonline etc. and trustable online newspapers and articles. The data have 

been gathered based on the concepts of Digital divide, its current status in India and its impact 

on the education system.    

II. COVID-19 AND EDUCATION IN INDIA: AN OVERVIEW 
In the beginning of 2020, the world was introduced with the novel coronavirus and no one was 

prepared for what was coming. This COVID-19 pandemic has devasted the systems around the 

world and has major political, economic and social implications. As the pandemic came to 

India, the government imposed a nationwide lockdown in March 2020 as a logical solution to 

enforce social distancing within communities. Consequently, the physical schools and colleges 

were closed and the learning process was disrupted. The recent UNESCO 2020 report has 

reported that around 1.3 billion learners were affected due to such disruptions2. India, which 

has the second largest school system in the world was also severely affected and around 320 

million learners had to suffer due to the pandemic.  

As the lockdown extended, it became necessary to take some steps in order to maintain the 

continuity in education of our students. Hence, the situation compelled the leaders and 

administrators to find an alternative in the pedagogical and educational practices through online 

and digital mode. The traditional education system has been transformed to educational 

technology models in which teaching and assessments are conducted online. 

 
2McCarthy, N., COVID-19’s staggering impact on global education, THE WORLD ECONOMIC FORUM COVID 

ACTION PLATFORM, (2020, May 23), https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/03/infographic-covid19-coronavi 

rus-impact-global-education-health-schools/.  
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Although the online mode became a boon for many in the time of distress, it also exposed the 

students from vulnerable sections to a proportionately negative impact. According to 

UNICEF3, only 37.6 million children across 16 states are continuing education through various 

education initiatives such as online classrooms and radio programmes etc. The students from 

rural and poor section of the society are now facing many issues in their learning process due 

to lack of access to internet and modern devices which is creating a huge inequality in the 

society during the pandemic. This rapid shift has resurfaced the long-standing issues of 

inequality and a digital divide in India. Besides the effect on short-term learning outcomes, the 

extended school closures will result in a loss in valuable human capital and 

diminished economic opportunities in the long run which is not good for the future of our 

country.  

III. DIGITAL DIVIDE  
(A) What is Digital Divide? 

“Digital Divide” is a term coined by Lloyd Morriset to mean “a discrepancy in access to 

technology resources between socio-economic groups’’4. It refers to the unequal and 

disproportionate pace of development in societies in having access to digital infrastructure and 

services5. It encompasses discrepancies among different demographics on both physical access 

and use of such hardware technologies, skills and resources. This digital divide is observed 

globally (like people in developed nations have better digital access than those in developing 

and under-developed nations), nationally and state-wide. The digital divide expands inequality 

and disparities across various dimensions including service availability, awareness about the 

digital devices, their extent of use, opportunity to learn and use new media, experience, skills, 

support, disability, linguistic area, gender, etc.  

(B) Factors and types of Digital Divide  

There are plethora of factors that are causing digital divide in our society. Majorly, there are 

three types of digital divide6: 

1. Access Divide: This refers to the possibilities that people have to access such resources. 

It is generally where socio-economic differences come into play between people 

countries and region. While richer and upper class can afford to buy high-tech devices 

 
3UNICEF INDIA, COVID-19 Pandemic Monthly External Situation Report No. 4, 1 (2020).   
46 M. D. ROBLYER & AARON H. DOERING, INTEGRATING EDUCATIONAL TECHNOLOGY INTO TEACHING 27 

(Pearson Education Limited 2014). 
5Bansode, Sadanand & Pail, Suresh, Bridging Digital Divide in India: Some Initiatives, 1 APJLIS 58, 58 (2011). 
6 IBERDROLA, https://www.iberdrola.com/social-commitment/what-is-digital-divide (last visited May 23, 2020).  
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etc. the marginalized sections cannot afford them. Further, the digitization requires 

costly investments and infrastructure for a less developed and rural area exacerbating 

the divide between developed and non-developed areas.  

2. Use Divide: This refers to lack of digital skills required for handling technology due to 

factors like lack of education and knowledge and generation gaps. Lack of knowledge 

in sending e-mails, using online-platforms, saving files etc. are included in this.  

3. Quality of use gap: This is again a major divide which refers to the skill and ability of 

handling and using digital devices and technologies efficient for getting the most out of 

it. Many times people who are even skilled enough to operate and find their way around 

the internet but they never get to know how to use it at its full potential of which leaves 

them in a comparatively disadvantaged situation.  

Further, International Telecommunication Union considers five variables to measure the 

overall ability of a country’s citizens to access and use ICT (the Digital Access Index). These 

are quality, infrastructure, knowledge, accessibility and use. Gender divide, economic 

divide, social divide and disadvantages of specially-abled people also create digital divide.  

(C) Digital Divide in India   

Over the last decade, we have seen entries of multiple Internet Service Providers which has 

resulted in dramatic increase in internet subscribers. Further, due to high competition, the 

internet has become more affordable than ever before. With 624.0 million internet users 

(January 2021), India has recently seen a major increase in internet users. Internet 

penetration in India stood at 45.0% in January 2021 and almost 47 million users increased 

just between 2020-217. However, unlimited high-speed data connection is still a dream for 

many and inequality still continues. A 2018 NITI Aayog report revealed that 55,000 villages 

in India did not have mobile network coverage8.  

The 2017-18 National Sample Survey Organization report titled “Household Social 

Consumption: Education in India Report”9 most accurately presents the grim situation of the 

digital divide and education in India. There is a huge gap between rural and urban households 

in having internet connection and computer devices.  

 
7STATISTA, https://www.statista.com/statistics/792074/india-internet-penetration-rate/ (last visited March 23, 

2020). 
8Sumbul Jahangeer, How lockdown reveals actual state of e-education in India, ETGOVERNMENT (May 20, 

2020, 15:36 IST) https://government.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/education/how-lockdown-reveals-

actual-state-of-e-education-in-india/75803841#:~:text=Though%20e%2Dlearning%20is%20not,system%20i 

nto%20a%20virtual%20mode.&text=The%20flexibility%20helps%20in%20maintaining%20a%20job%20whi

le%20working%20on%20education.  
9NSS Report No.585: Household Social Consumption on Education in India. 
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Illustration 1: Digital Divide among various states in India 

Source: NSS Report No. 585: Household Social Consumption on Education in India 

According to this report, less than 15% of rural households have internet access as opposed to 

42% in urban households. Furthermore, only 4% of rural while just 23% of urban households 

possess computers and only 24% had internet access. It should be noted that access to internet 

doesn’t necessarily mean that those households have internet connections at home (members 

in their family access internet when they go out) and even when they have the internet 

connections at home, they don’t own computers or laptops.  It is also observed that more than 

75% of the broadband connections in the country are in the top 30 cities10. 

Further, about 78 per cent of Indians have mobile phones but in rural areas, it is around 57 per 

cent11.  A mere 13% of people (only 8.5%) aged more than 5 years living in rural areas know 

how to operate on internet while this percentage is 37.1% in the urban population. 

It can be inferred that the students belonging to urban households are more likely to have 

internet access, while students belonging to rural households merely have an internet 

connection. Among students from rural households, only 28% are likely to have internet access 

at home. 

The availability of electricity is also a major factor in considering this digital divide. It was 

 
10Bina Dhari Lal Aggarwal, Lakshay Aggarwal and Remica Aggarwal, On Exploration and then Establishing the 

Inter-relationships amongst the Challenges in Implementing Digital Divide in India, 176(34) INTERNATIONAL 

JOURNAL OF COMPUTER APPLICATIONS 15-19, 2020.  
11Sumbul Jahangeer, How lockdown reveals actual state of e-education in India, ETGOVERNMENT (May 20, 

2020, 15:36 IST) https://government.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/education/how-lockdown-reveals-

actual-state-of-e-education-in-india/75803841  
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found in recent 2017-18 survey conducted by the Ministry of Rural Development that only 

47% of Indian households receive more than 12 hours of electricity and more than 36% of 

schools in India operate without electricity12.  

These disparities are just on the surface level. As we dig deeper and observe the class division, 

gender discrimination, castes etc. the much bigger picture of a huge digital divide can be 

observed which was present even before the pandemic.  

UNESCO has also noted that half of the total number of learners kept out of the classroom by 

the Covid-19 pandemic, do not have access to a household computer and 43 per cent have no 

internet at home, at a time when digitally-based distance learning is used to ensure educational 

continuity in the vast majority of countries. 

In a study at the University of Hyderabad13, it has been found that though 90% of students have 

a mobile phone, about 63% of them could only access online classes infrequently, 40% reported 

unreliable connectivity as being a major deterrent, 30% cited the cost of data and significantly, 

10% reported uncertain electricity supply as a concern.    

The 86th Amendment Act, gave Right to education, the status of a fundamental right14 under 

our constitution. Right of access to information and education is a human right15. However, the 

disparity is once again widening due to the pandemic and major impacts in the whole education 

system can be seen.  

IV. IMPACT ON INDIAN EDUCATION SYSTEM 
The online mode of learning has come as a boon for the education system all around the world 

and this fact remains indisputable. If not for online alternatives, there would be complete halt 

on school and college activities and that would have had drastic consequences for the future 

generations. However, at the same time, it cannot be denied that switching to online mode 

comes with its own set of challenges and consequences. Some of such major impacts have been 

discussed below in detail: 

(A) Increasing Inequality  

The online mode of teaching-learning process is often discriminatory to poor and marginalized 

 
12 PROTIVA KUNDU, Indian education can’t go online – only 8% of homes with young members have computer with net 

link, Scroll.in (May 27, 2020, 07:30 IST) https://scroll.in/article/960939/indian-education-cant-go-online-only-8-of-homes-

with-school-children-have-computer-with-net-link.  
13Sumbul Jahangeer, How lockdown reveals actual state of e-education in India, ETGOVERNMENT (May 20, 

2020, 15:36 IST) https://government.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/education/how-lockdown-reveals-actu 

al-state-of-e-education-inindia/75803841 
14INDIA CONST. art. 21A. 
15Article 26 (1), UDHR.  
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students. The statistical data presented above shows a clearer picture of digital divide in India. 

Thus, the online teaching-learning method during pandemic COVID-19 has enhanced the gap 

between rich vs poor and between urban vs rural. Teachers and students from remote and rural 

areas and marginalized sections face enormous challenges owing to differences in region, class, 

castes and gender. While students from families with better means of living can easily bridge 

the transition to remote learning, students from underprivileged backgrounds are likely to 

succumb to inefficiency and a lack of adaptation, either because of the inaccessibility or the 

absence of any guide for them to adapt and learn tech-savvy applications. Places that are far 

from or at some height from the mean sea level from main urban centres have been facing the 

network outage issue all the year-long16.  

Students with disabilities are in a very disadvantageous position and online learning is a big 

hurdle for them. In a recent survey by Swabhiman — a community-based organisation, and the 

disability legislation unit of eastern India of the National Centre for Promotion of Employment 

for Disabled People, it was found that about 56.5% of students with disabilities said they were 

“struggling, yet attending classes” irregularly, while around 77% of students said they would 

not be able to cope and would fall behind in learning due to their inability to access distance 

learning methods17.  

Furthermore, such situations are most certainly going to affect the education of girls (especially 

belonging to lower sections) either due to inadequate digital access or the education of the male 

child is prioritized by the family. This will be a major blow to the years of effort for ensuring 

empowerment of girls and gender equality in the education system of the country.  

(B) Increase in Dropout rates 

The pandemic has affected almost 1.5 million migrant workers and others working in 

unorganized sector (90% of our working class18). Many of them lost their means of livelihood 

due to lockdowns and had to walk back to their villages. There are other problems like gender 

discrimination which are increasing as the pandemic and need for social distancing extends. 

Dropout rates are likely to be even more severe for girls who are often left out of household 

resource allocation decisions19.  Similarly, children from communities that are marginalized on 

 
16Swasti V Mishra, COVID-19, Online Teaching and Deepening Digital Divide in India, SOCARXIV (Jun. 3, 

2020), https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/wzrak/. 
17Deepika K.C., Coronavirus lockdown | Students with disabilities struggle with online classes, THEHINDU (July 

18, 2020) https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/karnataka/coronavirus-lockdown-students-with-disabilities-

struggle-with-online-classes/article32126029.ece.  
18Patel, Champa, COVID-19: The Hidden Majority in India’s Migration Crisis, CHATHAM HOUSE (July 13, 2020) 

https://www.chathamhouse.org/2020/07/covid-19-hidden-majority-indias-migration-crisis.    
19 Prakash, R., Beattie, T., Javalkar, P., Bhattacharjee, P., Ramanaik, S., Thalinja, R., Murthy, S., Davey, C., 
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the basis of their caste, tribe and religion will be impacted. Such silent exclusion of students 

belonging to families in distress may lead them to drop out of schools and increase the chances 

of child labour. In fact, evidence suggests that there is higher likelihood of children migrating 

to cities and entering the labour force during the time of emergencies and crises20. According 

to 2015-16 estimates of UNICEF21, 8.5% of enrolled children drop-out before finishing 

primary school and 19.1% before completing secondary school education in India. This number 

rises to 57% at higher secondary level of education. 

There is no doubt in the fact that the labour class has been hit hard by the pandemic by taking 

and the children are going to be forced to work and earn bread for the family. In a survey 

conducted among the NGOs that work with children, organised by Nobel laureate Kailash 

Satyarthi, 85% of the responding organisations felt that school drop-outs are likely to increase 

in the post-lockdown period22. 

(C) Challenges for teachers and Students  

The pandemic struck out of nowhere and everything stopped. Exams were cancelled or 

postponed and all the educational activities were temporarily halted. The unprepared teachers 

and students were forced to continue the learning process through online mode suddenly. The 

teacher-student interaction which was quite easy and dynamic in a physical setting was 

disrupted all of a sudden. Many of them didn’t even have any account on digital platforms let 

alone the skills to operate them. A survey by ASSOCHAM and Primus Partners shows that 

only 17 per cent of teachers in government schools reported that they were trained to conduct 

online classes; in private schools, this figure stood at 43.8 per cent23.  

According to Oxfam’s Status report24, 50% parents found internet speed to be an issue while 

one-third found it expensive. 84% of the teachers reported difficulties in teaching online and 

40% lacked necessary devices. Further, less than 20% teachers had reported receiving guidance 

 
Blanchard, J., Watts, C., Collumbien, M., Moses, S., Heise, L., & Isac, S, Correlates of school dropout and 

absenteeism among adolescent girls from marginalized community in North Karnataka, South India, JOURNAL OF 

ADOLESCENCE, 61, 64–76 (2017). 
20 Sheila Ramaswamy et al., Children on the Brink: Risks for Child Protection, Sexual Abuse, and 

Related Mental Health Problems in the COVID-19 Pandemic, 9 INDIAN JOURNAL OF PSYCHIATRY 62, 

(2020). 
21 UNICEF INDIA, https://www.unicef.org/india/what-we-do/education (last visited May 23, 2021). 
22 Ravikanth Nandula, Will COVID-19 lead to more school drop-outs?, THE HINDU BUSINESSLINE (Nov. 13 2020) 

https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/data-stories/data-focus/will-covid-19-lead-to-more-school-drop-

outs/article33095912.ece.  
23BW EDUCATION, http://bweducation.businessworld.in/article/Digital-Learning-Helps-Save-2020-From-Becomi 

ng-A-Void-Year-For-Students-But-Challenges-Remain-Reports/27-05-2020-193275/ (last visited May 23, 

2020).  
24OXFAM INDIA, https://www.oxfamindia.org/knowledgehub/oxfaminaction/status-report-government-and-pr 

ivate-schools -during-covid-19 (last visited May 23, 2020). 
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on delivering education digitally. All of this has affected the overall quality of education which 

will have huge ramifications.   

Clearly, the teachers and institutions were not trained and equip for transitioning to online 

education in such a short time. Schools and colleges had to assess the students in the online 

mode and it is quite difficult to assess based on student’s performance on online mode. Students 

have to deal with the stresses of access and affordability as well as the daunting task of keeping 

up with their studies and peers. Unlike an active classroom setting, e-learning does not 

accommodate one-to-one discussions or problem solving with tutors which clearly affects 

student’s performance. 

V. RECOMMENDATIONS  
While there have been various negative impacts of switching to online education, this situation 

also provides opportunities to enhance the abilities of our students and teachers to get the 

benefits of internet and modern technologies. During the lockdown, the Indian government 

came up with various initiatives to promote and support the digital education in the country. 

PRAGYATA guidelines were given which briefed on various modes of digital education. 

Further, the BHARAT NET project for increasing internet access has been made available to 

government institutions and to improve the internet connectivity in the rural areas. COVID-19: 

STAY SAFE Digital Learning Initiatives of MHRD 20/03/2020 D.O. No. Secy ( 

HE)/MHRD/2020 DHE, MHRD)25 stated by DHE under MHRD that “Institutions shall 

promote the digital learning among students so that they can continue their learning by making 

full use of available digital/ e-leaming platforms i.e. for School Education DIKSHA, E-

Pathshala, National Repository of Open Educational Resources (NROER) and for Higher 

Education SWAYAM, SWAYAM PRABHA, Digital Libraries project, The Muktabodha Digital 

Library Project”. Also, out of nine, six pillars of the new National Education Policy focus on 

the issue of internet access.  

However, it cannot be denied that India is not yet ready for transition to online education 

completely. There are several areas where the government, academicians and institutions need 

to take steps. 

The data has suggested that there is a huge gap in availability and accessibility of internet and 

modern devices between urban and rural/ remote areas. To bridge this gap, a good amount of 

investment will be needed by the government and doing this in lesser time is going to be a huge 

 
25Available at: https://mhrd.gov.in/  
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challenge. Global ideas that can be implemented to an extent must be welcomed. For example, 

Jamaica and Argentina partnered with Internet Service Providers to subsidize internet plans to 

make learning on digital platforms affordable26. Countries are also waiving off internet charges 

and using methods like Google’s Loon Balloon for improving network coverage. Chicago 

Public schools provided students with personal gadgets to them abreast of their education.  

Collaborating with telecom companies for increasing network bandwidth, provision to 

electronic devices or reimbursement of data packages of students are surely some good steps 

that government can take. Libraries can also play a key role in bridging the gap27. Education 

minister or the government need to provide funds for disadvantaged children and focus on the 

educational needs of marginalized learners.  

One thing that has been realized during this pandemic is that technology and electronics 

gadgets like mobiles or computers are not enough to bridge the digital divide, the skills and 

knowledge to use information technology effectively are equally important. It is also clear that 

we need to allocate funds for proper training of educators and to create an innovative learning 

domain that could provide education to the learners in the easiest way. The academic 

institutions can prepare a step-by-step guide that the teachers and students can refer to in order 

to access and use various e-learning tools and the teachers can be guided on how to cover major 

curriculum content via these technologies thereby reducing digital illiteracy. 

VI. CONCLUSION  
Thus, it can be concluded that the COVID-19 pandemic has severely impacted the education 

system as the inequality rose due to already existing digital divide. As the lockdown deepens 

more and more social inequalities, the future of the poor and marginalized students is at stake. 

India will have to face very devastating long-term social and economic consequences as the 

dropout rates will increase if preventive steps are not taken in time. Even if a complete 

transformation to digital education is not possible, many local, tech-free and innovative ideas 

can be brought forward and steps can be taken. However, it is up to us whether we choose to 

utilize this situation as an opportunity to grow or we sit back and watch another widening 

inequality in our society.  

*****                                    

 
26Sampreet Kaur, Ayushi Jain, How to Bridge Digital Divide in Education, THE HINDU BUSINESSLINE (Jun. 19 

2020), https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/opinion/how-to-bridge-the-digital-divide-in-education/article318 

68853.ece.  
27Prabhat Ranjan, Bhupendra Kumar Singh, Relevance of public libraries to bridge digital divide in India, 1 

REPOSITINING OF PUBLIC LIBRARIES IN CHANGING SOCIETY: PROBLEMS AND PROSPECTS (2020). 
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