Disadvantaged Students in Pithoragarh District Uttarakhand: Socio-Cultural and Educational Perspectives
                                                                                      

Abstract:
                 India’s diverse socio-cultural landscape faces challenges in balancing cultural preservation with socio-economic development, particularly in geographically remote regions like Uttarakhand. Disadvantaged groups, including Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST), and Other Backward Classes (OBC), experience systemic and infrastructural barriers to higher education, compounded by economic hardships and geographical isolation.This study explored the socio-cultural and educational perspectives of 232 first-year undergraduate students from eight higher education institutions in Pithoragarh district, Uttarakhand, employing a descriptive survey design. Data were collected using structured Socio-Cultural and Educational Perspectives Scales, analysed through non-parametric statistical methods, including Kruskal–Wallis, Mann–Whitney U, and Spearman’s rank-order correlation tests. Findings revealed no significant differences in socio-cultural or educational perspectives based on caste, family structure, or economic status, indicating shared community and institutional experiences. However, arts and science students differed significantly in educational perspectives, reflecting discipline-specific academic and resource challenges. A moderate positive correlation (ρ = 0.402, p < 0.001) was found between socio-cultural and educational perspectives, suggesting that engagement with socio-cultural practices may enhance students’ educational outlook. The study highlights the need for culturally responsive curricula, stream-specific academic support, and strengthened infrastructure to improve higher education access and outcomes for disadvantaged students in remote hilly regions, promoting both educational equity and socio-cultural identity preservation.
Keywords:
Disadvantaged students, Higher education, Socio-cultural perspectives, Educational perspectives, Pithoragarh, Uttarakhand.
Introduction
India's socio-cultural fabric reflects a rich blend of regional, linguistic, cultural, and religious diversity (Chhokar, 2007). Modernization and globalization have significantly transformed India’s economy, society, culture, and politics, leading many to feel that the cultural resilience is diminishing (Ghosh, 2011). These changes often disrupt traditional community structures as younger generations gravitate toward urbanized, global identities. Balancing cultural preservation with progressive development remains challenging, requiring sensitivity to local traditions while ensuring tangible improvements in living standards.
Within this diverse landscape, Uttarakhand stands out as a distinct geographical and socio-cultural unit in the central Himalayas. The state, comprising mountainous and terai regions, includes the Garhwal and Kumaun divisions, which share ecological, socio-economic, and ethno-cultural similarities (Sati, 2024). Uttarakhand’s terrain preserves a rich cultural heritage upheld by its resilient communities. Rituals, festivals, and indigenous arts and crafts reflect the people’s strong ties to their ancestral roots, fostering identity and pride. The Epics and Puranas also mention the region’s early inhabitants as tribal communities such as the Yaksha, Gandharva, Kinnara, Kirata, Tangana, and Khas (Thapliyal, 2005).
Uttarakhand’s socio-cultural structure faces significant challenges. The geographical remoteness and isolation of many communities in rugged terrains hinder access to essential services like healthcare and education, worsening existing socio-economic disparities. These regions reflect diverse linguistic and cultural influences due to proximity to various traditional cultures (Mohanty, 2006). Mountains, as complex socio-ecological systems, are marked by geological instability, ecological fragility, and economic backwardness (Singh & Thadani, 2015). Additionally, migration driven by economic opportunities outside the state threatens the hill economy, particularly agriculture, posing a serious challenge to marginal hill societies (Taragi & Chand, 2017). Preserving the socio-cultural identity of Uttarakhand’s native communities is a complex and urgent concern. Local heritage, embedded in customs, languages, and practices, faces pressure from geographic isolation, infrastructural limitations, and urban influences. Mountain ecosystems and communities are under threat from global environmental changes, population pressures, and economic globalization (ICIMOD, 2010), leading to resource depletion and the weakening of socio-cultural resilience, thereby causing ecological, social, and economic unsustainability (FAO, 2008).
               Education plays a pivotal role in social development, driving equity, growth, and empowerment. Nationally, education is being positioned as a right, not a privilege. In Uttarakhand, efforts have focused on increasing the Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) in school and higher education. However, the state’s challenging terrain and dispersed populations hinder equitable access and quality education. Despite policy interventions, enrollment in government schools declined from 209,834 in 2013–14 to 180,132 in 2017–18, while private school enrollment rose during the same period (UDISE, 2024). Disparities remain in Uttarakhand’s school education, with SCs, STs, and OBCs contributing less than the national average to gross enrollment. Their share rose from 32.23% in 2015–16 to 35.9% in 2018–19 but declined to 35.15% in 2019–20 (Joshi et al., 2022).
                Higher education faces challenges in hilly and rural areas due to limited institutions, poor infrastructure, and faculty shortages. Many colleges have a 1:30 teacher-student ratio and vacant posts (Bhatt, 2020). Government Degree Colleges were opened in rural areas, but over a decade after statehood, they still lack adequate infrastructure, faculty, and planning, affecting employability (Paliwal and Paliwal, 2011).
             Education in India is closely tied to social class, shaping academic outcomes and quality of life. Marginalized groups such as SCs, STs, OBCs, girls, CWSN, and minorities face persistent disadvantages. Though access has improved nationally, higher education remains less inclusive for disadvantaged students in remote Uttarakhand. Difficult terrain and scarce resources worsen these gaps. The participation divide between affluent and marginalized groups continues.
              The proposed study will explore socio-cultural and educational perspectives of disadvantaged students in Pithoragarh. It aims to identify factors that support or hinder their participation in higher education. The goal is to understand barriers and enhance opportunities for students in hilly and underprivileged areas of Uttarakhand.
Disadvantaged Groups and Higher Education in India
India has made significant advances in improving access to higher education for disadvantaged groups, through policies such as the Right to Education Act, reservation quotas, and scholarship schemes. However, disparities persist, with the Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) for SCs and STs at 15.3% and 6.3%, respectively, compared to the national average of 28.4% (AISHE, 2020-21). Historically, systemic exclusion under the caste system denied SCs access to education, while tribal communities faced geographic isolation and inadequate resources. Economic hardships further limited participation, as families often prioritized survival over education. While initiatives like reservations and financial aid have improved enrollment, significant gaps remain, especially for female students facing intersecting caste- and gender-based discrimination. Addressing these inequities requires improving infrastructure, introducing culturally relevant curriculum, and enforcing equality measures to foster a more inclusive education system.
Table 01: Enrollment Data of Higher Education Students at National Level

	Academic Year
	Gross Enrol. Ratio (GER)
	SC Enrol. (%)
	ST Enrol.   (%)
	OBC Enrol. (%)
	Muslim Minority (%)
	Other Minority (%)
	Gender Parity Index (GPI)
	Total Enrol.             (in Crores)

	2017-18
	25.8% (18-23 age group)
	GER: 21.8%
	GER: 15.9%
	27.3% 
	-
	-
	1
	-

	2018-19
	-
	14.89%
	5.53%
	36.34%
	-
	-
	-
	-

	2019-20
	-
	14.70%
	5.60%
	37%
	5.50%
	2.30%
	-
	-

	2020-21
	-
	14.20%
	-
	31.67% 
	-
	-
	1.05
	4.13 crore

	2021-22
	28.4% (18-23 age group)
	15.3% (66.23 lakh)
	6.3% (27.1 lakh)
	37.8% (1.63 crore)
	-
	-
	-
	4.33 crore


  Source: AISHE 2017-18 to 2021-22
             The All-India Survey on Higher Education (AISHE) data from 2017-18 to 2021-22, as demonstrated in Table 01, provides key insights into enrollment trends, highlighting both progress and ongoing challenges for marginalized communities in higher education. The Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) for the 18-23 age group increased from 25.8% in 2017-18 to 28.4% in 2021-22, reflecting gradual improvements. Scheduled Castes (SCs) showed progress, with total enrollment reaching 66.23 lakh in 2021-22, of which 31.71 lakh were female students, indicating the positive impact of scholarships and free education initiatives. Scheduled Tribes (STs) also saw incremental improvements, although geographic isolation and economic constraints continue to limit full participation. Other Backward Classes (OBCs) experienced substantial growth, with total enrollment rising to 1.63 crore students in 2021-22, including 78.19 lakh females, highlighting the success of reservation policies and gender-focused interventions. Gender equity has improved, as reflected in the Gender Parity Index (GPI), which rose from 1.00 in 2017-18 to 1.05 in 2020-21, and the female GER increased to 28.5% in 2021-22. Despite these gains, enrollment among Muslim minorities (5.5% in 2019-20) and other minority groups (2.3%) remains low, signaling the need for targeted outreach to ensure inclusive access.
Higher Education Status of Uttarakhand and Its Disadvantaged Groups
The higher education landscape in Uttarakhand, particularly for disadvantaged groups such as Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST), and Other Backward Classes (OBC), reveals gradual progress in enrollment trends from 2017-18 to 2022-23. However, disparities in gender representation and overall participation among these groups remain a concern.
Total higher education enrollment in Uttarakhand remained stable, As shown in Table 02, the total higher education enrollment slightly decreased from 106,267 in 2017–18 to 104,286 in 2022–23, with girls consistently outnumbering boys. Enrollment of Scheduled Caste (SC) students increased from 20,525 to 21,671, with girls surpassing boys, indicating progress toward gender parity. Scheduled Tribe (ST) enrollment remained low with slight increases, but ST boys lagged behind girls. Other Backward Classes (OBC) enrollment was stable. Despite gender progress, challenges persist in increasing ST participation and addressing disparities among disadvantaged groups.
Table 02: Number of Students in Higher Education Uttarakhand
	 Session
	Total Students 
	SC
	ST
	OBC

	
	Girls
	Boys
	Total
	Girls
	Boys
	Girls
	Boys
	Girls
	Boys

	2017-18
	66462
	39805
	106267
	12189
	8336
	2967
	1575
	9680
	6039

	2018-19
	64356
	37425
	101781
	11701
	7841
	1800
	896
	9604
	5398

	2020-21
	66395
	35689
	102084
	12470
	7503
	2049
	1037
	10386
	5533

	2021-22
	64963
	37337
	102300
	13114
	8137
	1873
	1006
	10061
	5603

	2022-23
	66343
	37943
	104286
	13414
	8257
	1830
	999
	10188
	5672


  Source: Directorate of Higher Education Uttarakhand (2024)
Higher Education Status of Pithoragarh and Its Disadvantaged Groups
Focusing on the Pithoragarh district, the challenges become even more pronounced. Pithoragarh, with its difficult terrain and dispersed population, presents unique obstacles for students from disadvantaged groups. Educational facilities are often located far from students' homes, making access to quality education difficult. Students from SC, ST and OBC categories in this region experience higher dropout rates and lower enrollment compared to other parts of Uttarakhand. Contributing factors include inadequate infrastructure, financial constraints, and limited awareness about available educational opportunities, which exacerbate the disparities in higher education outcomes for these groups.
            Student enrollment in higher education in Pithoragarh, Uttarakhand, showed a slight increase from 10,715 in 2017–18 to 10,730 in 2022–23, with girls consistently outnumbering boys, indicating progress in female participation. However, enrollment trends among disadvantaged groups reveal ongoing challenges. Scheduled Caste (SC) boys’ enrollment declined from 1,173 to 998, while SC girls’ enrollment decreased slightly from 1,868 to 1,691. Scheduled Tribe (ST) enrollment remained consistently low, with ST boys decreasing from 153 to 127 and ST girls from 248 to 179, highlighting the need for targeted interventions. Other Backward Classes (OBC) boys’ enrollment dropped significantly from 880 to 636, whereas OBC girls’ enrollment remained relatively stable at around 1,083–1,085. Overall, combined ST and OBC enrollment declined, with boys decreasing from 1,033 to 763 and girls from 1,333 to 1,262, underscoring persistent gender and social disparities that require focused efforts to ensure equitable access (Refer Table 03).
Table 03: Number of Students in Higher Education Pithoragarh
	Categories/ Session
	Overall Total Student Strength
	SC, ST and OBC Boys
	ST and OBC Girls
	ST and OBC Total

	
	Boys
	Girls
	Total
	SC
	ST
	OBC
	SC
	ST
	OBC
	SC
	ST
	OBC

	2017-18
	3937
	6778
	10715
	1173
	153
	880
	1868
	248
	1085
	3041
	401
	1965

	2018-19
	3809
	5893
	9702
	917
	145
	688
	1647
	261
	1144
	2564
	406
	1832

	2020-21
	3862
	6510
	10372
	958
	139
	690
	1668
	211
	1131
	2626
	350
	1821

	2021-22
	4089
	6522
	10611
	954
	122
	642
	1656
	193
	1069
	2610
	315
	1711

	2022-23
	4153
	6577
	10730
	998
	127
	636
	1691
	179
	1083
	2689
	306
	1719


Source: Directorate of Higher Education Uttarakhand (2024)
Research Hypotheses
· There is no significant difference in the socio-cultural perspectives among higher education students belonging to disadvantaged communities on the basis of subgroups.
· There is no significant difference in the educational perspectives among higher education students belonging to disadvantaged communities on the basis of subgroups.
· There is no significant relationship between the socio-cultural perspectives and educational perspectives of higher education students belonging to disadvantaged communities.
Significance and Rationale 
To promote sociocultural identity and educational participation among higher education students from disadvantaged communities in Uttarakhand, this initiative emphasizes the need for culturally sensitive educational provisions, supported by fieldwork-based insights into students' lived experiences. It aims to examine the factors influencing their sociocultural and educational perspectives and seeks ways to enhance their participation in academic and community life. The study supports the Ministry of Education and the Government of Uttarakhand in formulating inclusive action plans that recognize education as a tool for empowerment and social transformation. It also highlights the role of education in shaping sociocultural identities, improving life opportunities, and fostering equal participation. By engaging youth-led networks, community structures, and key stakeholders such as policymakers, media, faith-based organizations, and the private sector, the initiative seeks to build awareness, enhance life skills, and ensures that education benefits rather than stigmatizes disadvantaged students, ultimately contributing to their successful transition into adulthood and a more inclusive society.
Literature Review
The socio-cultural landscape of Uttarakhand, particularly in Pithoragarh district, significantly shapes the higher education experiences of students from disadvantaged communities. Indigenous tribes, such as the Bhotiya, maintain rich cultural heritage and distinct social traditions rooted in agricultural and pastoral livelihoods, yet face barriers to formal education due to geographical isolation and socio-economic challenges (Singh, 2019; Verma, 2024). These communities, including the Jaunsari and Khas Patti, exhibit unique socio-cultural identities that influence their sustenance and resilience, with cultural practices deeply intertwined with environmental and social dynamics (Gautam, 2015; Joshi, 2016). Socio-economic factors, such as migration driven by cultural ties and economic needs, further impact community settlement patterns and access to educational resources (Jangwan & Upreti, 2019). These socio-cultural elements highlight the need for culturally sensitive policies to enhance educational access and support sustainable development for marginalized groups in Uttarakhand.
Educationally, higher education in Uttarakhand faces significant challenges in ensuring equity and access for disadvantaged students. The Twelfth Five Year Plan (2012–2017) emphasized support for marginalized groups, including SCs, STs, OBCs, and minorities, yet access remains limited by prior academic achievement and socio-economic disadvantages (Forsyth & Furlong, 2003; Ramavath & Krishnaiah, 2023). Studies indicate that despite increased enrollment, disadvantaged students often attend lower-prestige institutions, perpetuating inequality (Espinoza & González, 2017; Sabharwal et al., 2017). In Uttarakhand, rural government degree colleges face issues like outdated curricula, lack of interdisciplinary courses, and inadequate teacher performance evaluations, which hinder educational quality and employability (Paliwal et al., 2011). However, interventions like Supplemental Instruction show promise in reducing performance gaps for disadvantaged students (Yue et al., 2018). Social factors such as class, gender, and household income further exacerbate disparities in higher education attainment, underscoring the need for targeted institutional strategies to improve access, literacy, and retention for marginalized communities in Pithoragarh (Goswami, 2022; Ramavath & Krishnaiah, 2023).
Methodology
The present study adopted a descriptive survey design to explore the socio-cultural and educational perspectives of undergraduate students in the remote and hilly region of Pithoragarh district, Uttarakhand. The sample consisted of 232 first-year undergraduate students enrolled in B.A. and B.Sc. programmes across eight higher education institutions situated in various blocks of Pithoragarh district. 
Sampling Procedure
A purposive sampling technique was employed to ensure representation from geographically diverse and educationally significant institutions. The sample distribution is detailed below:
List 1: The sample distribution
	S. No.
	Name of the Institution
	No. of Samples Collected

	1.
	Ganai Gangoli
	30

	2.
	Gangolihat
	29

	3.
	Narayan Nagar
	23

	4.
	Muwani
	30

	5.
	Munsyari
	30

	6.
	Berinag
	30

	7.
	Baluwakote
	30

	8.
	Pithoragarh
	30

	
	Total
	232



The study employed purposive sampling to select 232 students from eight colleges in Pithoragarh district. Whilst this ensured representation from geographically diverse institutions, it may have introduced selection bias, as not all students had an equal likelihood of inclusion. This reduces the generalisability of the findings beyond the sampled institutions. Nevertheless, purposive sampling was considered appropriate given the study’s focus on disadvantaged groups in remote areas, and efforts were made to minimise bias by including institutions from several blocks with varied academic and community contexts.
Area of Study 
 The research was conducted in Pithoragarh district, Uttarakhand, a Himalayan region with a diverse socio-cultural landscape and challenging terrain, ideal for studying higher education access for SC, ST, and OBC communities. The district’s government colleges, offering B.A. and B.Sc. courses and affiliated with Soban Singh Jeena University, Almora, provide a platform to examine inclusivity, quality, and challenges in higher education for equitable socio-economic development.
Statistical Method
Two structured tools were developed to collect data: the Socio-Cultural Perspectives Scale captured students’ views and experiences related to language, customs, traditions, gender roles, community influence, and social support, while the Educational Perspectives Scale assessed their perceptions of access to higher education, academic environment, teaching-learning processes, aspirations, and perceived barriers. Both tools were validated by experts and pilot tested for clarity and reliability. 
Validity and Reliability of the Tools
To ensure the validity and reliability of the scales, a two-stage procedure was adopted.
Step 1: Face Validity through Expert Review
 The preliminary draft of the items was sent to 10 subject-matter experts for face validity. The experts evaluated the clarity, relevance, and appropriateness of the items, and their suggestions were incorporated before pilot testing.
Step 2: Reliability and Item Analysis
The internal consistency of the scales was assessed using Cronbach’s Alpha and Corrected Item-Total Correlations. A general criterion of ≥ 0.25 was followed for retaining items. Items falling below this threshold or showing negative correlations were removed to improve the reliability index.
Socio-cultural Perspective Scale (SCPS)
The initial version of the socio-cultural scale contained 62 items and yielded a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.767. Item-total correlations ranged from –.040 to .440, indicating the presence of weak items. A total of 23 items were deleted. After refinement, the scale was reduced to 39 items, and Cronbach’s Alpha increased to 0.812, reflecting strong internal consistency.
List 2: Socio-cultural Perspective Scale 
	Stage
	No. of Items
	Cronbach’s Alpha
	Correlation Range
	Action Taken

	Preliminary draft
	62
	.767
	–.040 to .440
	Weak items identified

	After item removal
	39
	.812
	.267 to .440
	23 items deleted


Educational Perspective Scale (EPS)
 The initial version of the educational scale consisted of 41 items and produced a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.814. Item-total correlations ranged from .061 to .512, with several items falling below the acceptable threshold. Accordingly, 6 items were removed. The final version retained 35 items, and the reliability improved to 0.828, establishing strong internal consistency.
List 3: Educational Perspective Scale
	Stage
	No. of Items
	Cronbach’s Alpha
	Correlation Range
	Action Taken

	Preliminary draft
	41
	.814
	.061 to .512
	Weak items identified

	After item removal
	35
	.828
	≥ .25
	6 items deleted


Through expert review and statistical screening, both scales were refined to retain only items that contributed meaningfully to the constructs. The final versions of the socio-cultural scale (39 items, α = .812) and educational scale (35 items, α = .828) demonstrated high reliability and satisfactory psychometric properties.
Data Collection and Analysis
Data were collected in respective institutions with prior permission, ensuring informed consent and confidentiality. Questionnaires were administered in a controlled environment. Due to the ordinal nature and non-normal distribution of data, non-parametric methods were used. The Kruskal–Wallis Test examined differences among multiple groups, the Mann–Whitney U Test compared two independent groups, and Spearman’s Rank-Order Correlation assessed associations between variables. Statistical analysis was performed using appropriate software at a significance level of p < 0.05.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Results and Discussion:
This study explores how socio-cultural and educational perspectives vary across different demographic backgrounds, including caste, academic discipline, family structure, and economic status, using a diverse sample of 232 participants drawn from multiple institutions. To ensure a robust understanding of these differences, the analysis employs non-parametric statistical tools—namely the Kruskal-Wallis test and the Mann-Whitney U test—to examine group-level variations, and Spearman’s rank-order correlation to investigate the relationship between socio-cultural and educational domains. The findings are interpreted in the broader context of community practices, institutional environments, and prevailing socio-economic conditions.
Demographic Profile of the Sample
 The sample comprises 232 individuals, reflecting a predominantly female representation (89.2% female and 10.8% male). In terms of academic streams, 87.1% of students belong to the Arts stream and 12.9% to the Science stream. Regarding caste, 51.7% belong to the Scheduled Castes (SC), 12.5% to the Scheduled Tribes (ST), and 35.8% to Other Backward Classes (OBC). In terms of family composition, 38.8% come from joint families while 61.2% belong to nuclear families. The economic distribution indicates that 78% of participants are from Below Poverty Line (BPL) households and 22% from Above Poverty Line (APL) families. This diverse composition provides a meaningful basis for examining how varied social, economic, and academic contexts shape individual perspectives.
Socio-Cultural Perspectives
Caste Groups
Caste and tribal communities have long endured exclusion, exploitation, and social isolation, restricting their access to fair opportunities in social, economic, educational, and cultural domains (Bhoi & Lakra, 2019; Mandal, 2010; Singh et al., 2015). However, as per the Table 04, the present analysis found no significant difference in socio-cultural perspectives among students from SC, ST, and OBC groups (χ² = 1.12, df = 2, p = 0.571). This suggests that caste identity may no longer play a decisive role in shaping their socio-cultural outlook, a change likely fostered by shared educational settings, common community experiences, and comparable exposure to institutional contexts in the Pithoragarh district. Supporting this view, Mishra (2024) notes that while the caste system has historically functioned as a rigid social structure, ongoing socio-cultural transformations are steadily diminishing its influence on individual perspectives.
Table 04: Comparison of Socio-Cultural Perspectives Across Caste Groups
	Caste
	Total N
	Statistics
	Degrees of Freedom
	p-value
	Level of Significance

	SC
	120
	1.12
	2
	0.571
	Not Significant

	ST
	29
	
	
	
	

	OBC
	83
	
	
	
	

	Total
	232
	
	
	
	



Academic Discipline
Table 05 demonstrated the comparison between students of arts and science streams revealed no significant difference in their socio-cultural perspectives (U = 3855, p = 0.51), indicating that academic discipline does not strongly influence students’ views on socio-cultural issues. Shared classroom experiences, exposure to similar social realities, and a collective sense of identity within the educational environment likely contribute to this convergence in outlook. Newman (2025) also notes that increased interaction and engagement across disciplines can help reduce differences in perspectives, reinforcing the role of institutional culture and peer interactions in shaping a unified socio-cultural understanding.


Table 05: Comparison of Socio-Cultural Perspectives Across Academic Discipline
	Discipline
	n
	U statistic
	Z value
	p (two-tailed)
	Significance

	Arts
	202
	3185

	0.45

	0.51

	Not significant


	Science
	30
	
	
	
	

	Total
	232
	
	
	
	



Family Structure
A comparison of individuals from joint and nuclear families using the Mann-Whitney U test (U = 5891, p = 0.316) revealed no significant differences in socio-cultural perspectives (refer Table 06). This indicates that family structure alone does not determine distinct socio-cultural orientations, likely because prevailing community norms exert a unifying influence across family types. Similarly, a study of Pakistani youth found that although the majority (59.5%) belonged to nuclear families, they shared common cultural values, such as family ties and financial concerns, resulting in consistent perspectives across family structures (Khalid et al., 2021). Lodhi et al. (2021) further suggest that socio-demographic factors like gender and socioeconomic status are better predictors of quality of life than family type, as cultural norms and community social capital, such as support networks, help homogenize perspectives and maintain a unified socio-cultural outlook despite structural differences.
Table 06: Comparison of Socio-Cultural Perspectives Across Family Structure
	Family Structure
	N
	U statistic
	Z value
	p (two-tailed)
	Significance

	Joint
	90
	5891

	-1.002

	0.316

	Not significant


	Nuclear
	142
	
	
	
	

	Total
	232
	
	
	
	



Economic Status
Although higher socio-economic status (SES) is often linked to greater self- and other-orientation in many cultures (Miyamoto, 2018), Table 07 presents comparison between students from BPL and APL households revealed no significant difference in their socio-cultural perspectives (p = 0.971). Despite differences in economic standing, students appear to share similar views, likely influenced by the close-knit nature of communities in remote and hilly regions, where collective traditions, shared challenges, and strong social bonds play a more prominent role than income in shaping socio-cultural outlooks.
Table 07: Comparison of Socio-Cultural Perspectives Across Economic Status
	Economic Status
	N
	U statistic
	Z value
	p (two-tailed)
	Significance

	BPL
	181
	4631

	.037
	0.971

	Not significant


	APL
	51
	
	
	
	

	Total
	232
	
	
	
	



Educational Perspectives
Caste Groups
Educational opportunities for marginalized caste groups are shaped by factors such as family income, school accessibility, cultural attitudes toward education, and institutional discrimination (Paliwal, 2021). However, the analysis as mentioned in Table 08 asserts that higher education students from SC, ST, and OBC groups revealed no significant difference in educational perspectives (χ² = 0.421, p = 0.81). This suggests that caste background does not markedly influence students’ academic experiences in the institutions studied. Equal access to teaching resources, supportive faculty, peer interactions, and government initiatives such as scholarships and reservations likely help mitigate disparities. In remote and hilly regions like Pithoragarh, where students face similar challenges and share common goals, educational settings appear to promote an inclusive and equitable learning environment across caste groups.
Table 08: Comparison of Educational Perspectives Across Caste Groups
	Caste
	Total N
	Statistics
	Degrees of Freedom
	p-value
	Level of Significance

	SC
	120
	0.421
	2
	0.81
	Not Significant

	ST
	29
	
	
	
	

	OBC
	83
	
	
	
	

	Total
	232
	
	
	
	



Academic Discipline
Table 09 shows that students from arts and science streams were found to differ significantly in their educational experiences (U = 6816.5, Z = 2.36, p = 0.018). This variation may arise from factors such as the nature of the curriculum, teaching methods, and access to academic resources like laboratories or fieldwork opportunities. Arts students often experience more theoretical and discussion-based learning, whereas science students engage more in practical and experimental work. Additionally, differences in faculty approach, classroom environment, and future career orientation can shape how students from each stream perceive their academic journey. Supporting this, Asuquo and Chuktu (2022) observed that curriculum design and instructional practices significantly influence students’ engagement and attitudes toward academic activities, corroborating the present findings regarding stream-based differences in educational experiences.
Table 09: Comparison of Educational Perspectives Across Academic Discipline
	Academic Discipline
	N
	U statistic
	Z value
	p (two-tailed)
	Significance

	Arts
	202
	5541.5
	2.36
	0.018

	Significant


	Science
	30
	
	
	
	

	Total
	232
	
	
	
	



Family Structure
The analysis revealed no significant difference in educational perspectives between students from joint and nuclear families (p = 0.536), suggesting that family type may have limited impact on students’ educational experiences (refer Table 10). Rather, factors such as the learning environment, teacher support, peer interactions, and overall institutional culture appear to play a more decisive role in shaping students’ perceptions of education. In contrast, Ginther and Pollak (2003) found that children from traditional nuclear families generally attain better educational outcomes compared to those from single-parent or blended families, underscoring the potential influence of family structure on academic achievement.
Table 10: Comparison of Educational Perspectives Across Family Structure
	Family Structure
	N
	U statistic
	Z value
	p (two-tailed)
	Significance

	Joint
	90
	6082
	0.62
	0.536

	Not Significant


	Nuclear
	142
	
	
	
	

	Total
	232
	
	
	
	



Economic Status
Similarly, Table 11 demonstrate the analysis of educational perspectives across economic status which reveals that there is no significant difference between BPL and APL participants regarding educational perspectives (U = 5185.5, z = 1.284, p = 0.99). This suggests that economic status, in this context, does not play a pivotal role in shaping educational perspectives, which may reflect efforts to provide equitable educational support across socio-economic backgrounds. Similarly, Gobena (2018) reported that parental education, rather than family income, accounted for much of the variation in academic achievement, highlighting the need for policies that improve parental access to education and ensure equal opportunities for children from low-income families. However, Rakesh et al. (2025) found that low SES is linked to poorer cognitive, language, and academic outcomes in children, though supportive factors like preschool attendance, home learning, parental involvement, and positive teacher-student relationships can mitigate these effects. 
Table 11: Comparison of Educational Perspectives Across Economic Status
	Economic Status
	N
	U statistic
	Z value
	p (two-tailed)
	Significance

	BPL
	181
	5158.5
	1.28
	0.99

	Not Significant


	APL
	51
	
	
	
	

	Total
	232
	
	
	
	



Correlation between Socio-Cultural and Educational Perspectives
A Spearman’s rank-order correlation revealed a moderate, positive, and statistically significant relationship between socio-cultural and educational perspectives (ρ = 0.402, p < 0.001). This suggests that students who are more engaged with socio-cultural values—such as community participation, respect for diversity, and awareness of social issues—also tend to hold more positive views about their educational experiences (refer Table 12).
Several factors may explain this relationship. Active involvement in cultural and social settings fosters skills like communication, collaboration, and empathy, which enhance classroom participation and peer learning. Exposure to diverse cultural contexts broadens worldviews, encouraging critical thinking, adaptability, and openness to new ideas. Moreover, students who feel connected to their cultural identity often experience a stronger sense of belonging and motivation, supporting greater academic engagement.
This finding underscores the importance of educational environments that integrate academic learning with socio-cultural awareness through inclusive curricula, participatory activities, and community-based initiatives. Similar findings have been reported by Ternenge and Torkuma (2021) and Dumchak et al. (2024), highlighting the positive link between socio-cultural engagement and educational outcomes.
Table 12: Correlation Between Socio-cultural and Educational Perspectives
	Variables
	Sociocultural Perspectives
	Educational Perspectives

	Sociocultural Perspectives
	1.0000
	0.402**

	Educational Perspectives
	0.402**
	1.0000

	Sig. (2-Tailed)
	-
	0.000

	N
	232
	232



Educational Implications
The findings from higher education students in Pithoragarh suggest that caste, family structure, and economic status do not significantly influence socio-cultural or educational perspectives, indicating the effectiveness of inclusive practices (Bhoi & Lakra, 2019; Mishra, 2024; Gobena, 2018). However, the observed difference between arts and science students points to the need for stream-specific academic support, as curriculum design and instructional practices can shape students’ engagement and perceptions of learning (Asuquo & Chuktu, 2022). The positive association between socio-cultural engagement and educational outlook further highlights the value of integrating cultural awareness, community participation, and social learning into academic experiences (Ternenge & Torkuma, 2021; Dumchak et al., 2024). Teachers and institutional culture play a key role in shaping student experiences, fostering inclusivity and motivation (Rangarajan, 2023; Chaudhary & Gupta, 2024). Given the large number of students from BPL backgrounds, continued financial aid, digital access, and infrastructure development remain essential (Rakesh et al., 2025). Overall, a balanced approach that addresses academic, social, and cultural needs is crucial for empowering students in remote and hilly areas.
Delimitation
The scope of the present study was delimited to higher education institutions located in Pithoragarh district of Uttarakhand, and the findings cannot be generalized to other districts of the state or beyond, owing to variations in socio-cultural and educational contexts. The population was restricted to students belonging to disadvantaged social groups (Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward Classes), while students from other social categories were excluded. Furthermore, the sample was confined to a specific number of arts and science students enrolled in selected colleges, thereby limiting representation from other academic streams such as commerce, professional, and vocational courses. The study focused exclusively on the variables of socio-cultural and educational perspectives, without including other dimensions such as psychological, emotional, or economic factors that might also influence students’ higher education experiences.
Conclusion
The present study examined the socio-cultural and educational perspectives of disadvantaged students in higher education institutions of Pithoragarh district, Uttarakhand. The findings revealed that caste, family structure, and economic status did not significantly influence students’ socio-cultural or educational perspectives, suggesting that shared geographical and institutional contexts create a relatively uniform outlook among learners from marginalized groups. However, significant variation was observed between arts and science students with respect to educational perspectives, reflecting the influence of discipline-specific resources, pedagogical approaches, and curricular demands.
Importantly, a moderate positive correlation between socio-cultural and educational perspectives was established, indicating that students with stronger socio-cultural engagement also tend to demonstrate more positive educational outlooks. This highlights the interconnectedness of cultural identity and academic development in the context of remote, hilly regions.
Overall, the study underscores the need to strengthen higher education in Pithoragarh by ensuring discipline-sensitive academic support, expanding infrastructural and financial resources, and integrating culturally responsive practices into teaching and learning. By addressing these dimensions, higher education can serve not only as a means of academic advancement but also as a pathway for preserving cultural identity, reducing disparities, and fostering equitable development among disadvantaged communities in Uttarakhand.
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