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Abstract

Social class and caste groups have not been adequately researched in social psychology
research in India. Social structural identities, such as those afforded by social class and caste,
gain salience in specific contexts. One such significant context is school which is the focus of the
present thesis. Schools today represent diversity in the social identities of learners owing to
government initiatives to uplift marginal communities by giving them an opportunity to be a part
of mainstream schools. The existence of such diversity in the student body brings to the fore
psycho-social issues stemming from the presence of students from the low-status and high-status
groups within a system that is shaped, more or less, by values of dominant/high-status groups in
a society. However, these remain under-researched in the Indian context. Also, due to an over-
emphasis on academic performance, psychosocial indicators of student functioning in the context
of diversity in the school space have not received much attention. Four studies were conducted to

address these issues.

Study 1 entailed a qualitative inquiry into dynamics of socioeconomic diversity in the
student body at private schools in Delhi. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with
students from economically weaker sections (EWS; n= 14) and children who come to private
schools without any Kkind of reservation (non-EWS; n= 10) to explore issues of
belonging/exclusion, and their academic and social life at school. Interviews were also conducted
with parents of EWS students and teachers to arrive at a comprehensive understanding of the
situation. The findings revealed extreme privilege and joy among EWS participants for being
able to be a part of private schools and receive the highly sought after “English-medium
education”. However, the school was also seen as a space where students realized social class

differences and this for EWS participants resulted in increased



consciousness about one’s class, and experiences of rejection. Differences between EWS
students and their non-EWS counterparts in the academic and social integration into the private

school education system got highlighted.

Study 2 used self-report measures to explore the impact of social structure on the
experience of school exclusion. The influence of teacher support and peer support in this
relationship was also looked at. The sample included students belonging to the EWS category
(n=170) and non-EWS students (n=170). Findings documented difficulties with inclusion faced
by EWS students. Further, the need to go beyond studying social support as a global construct
and looking at its various aspects was addressed in this study by exploring perceptions of the
different types of support (i.e. emotional, informational, appraisal, and instrumental) received by
students. Emotional support came out to be the most important; only perceived emotional
support from teachers and peers was found to mediate the relationship between social class and
feelings of school exclusion. This finding has the potential to inform interventions and teacher
training programs aimed at ensuring integration of EWS into the private schools in the true

Sense.

Study 3 was designed to explore the impact of social structure on the experience of
exclusion at school, self-esteem, academic efficacy and engagement of students using self-report
measures. For the purpose of this study, the social structural variables of class and caste (caste is
an integral component of Indian society’s social structure) were examined. For the study with
social class, the sample included EWS students (n=170) and non-EWS students (n=170). For the
study with caste, the sample included students from the reserved category (including students

from scheduled caste, scheduled tribe and other backward classes; n=134) and general category



students (n=134). School exclusion and self-esteem emerged as significant processes that

mediate the relation between social structural variables of class and caste and student outcomes.

Study 4 attempted to move beyond a deficit perspective about the performance of
students from lower classes and explored possible social-contextual bases of students’
performance. In doing so, the research made a novel attempt at exploring the relationship
between social class and self-construal in the Indian context. The sample included students
belonging to the EWS category (n=140) and non-EWS students (n=140). Using self-report
measures, it was observed that while the non-EWS students differed significantly from EWS
students on independent self-construal (with the former being higher on the construct), there was
no significant difference between the two groups of students on interdependent self-construal.
Further, literature on self-construal and academic identity were weaved together to understand
student performance. The performance of higher-class students was predicted to be influenced by
an independent self-construal and value for learning. For the students from lower classes, an
interdependent self-construal and a sense of belonging to the school environment were predicted

to be important for performance. Partial support was found for the proposed relationships.

Findings of the four studies reiterate the importance of psychological inquiry into the
scenario of diversity at educational institutions in India. The findings revealed social-
psychological and academic problems faced by EWS students and students of reserved category.
These call for immediate attention and action. The relevance of the findings in the context of the

new National Education Policy (2020) has been discussed.

Vi
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Glossary of Terms

TERM EXPLANATION/DEFINITION
Academic Students’ belief about how successfully can they achieve academic goals.
Efficacy
CBSE The Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE) is a national level board of
education in India, under the aegis of the Government of India. It is a regulatory
body for public and private schools in India.
Engagement Student’s participation in the activities related to learning within the classroom

setting.

EWS students

Students from Economically Weaker Section of the society. Government regulation
requires private schools to reserve twenty five percent of the seats in private
schools for them.

General
caste/General
caste category

Students who do not receive any reservation in educational institutions.

Independent
Self-Construal

A self characteristic of cultures that value individual autonomy, exploration and
expression of one’s unique attributes. A neat separation of the subject (oneself) and
the object (others/social context) is upheld.

Interdependent
Self-Construal

A self characteristic of cultures that value relatedness with others, fitting in, and
sensitivity to the thoughts, feelings, and behaviours of others as important
influences on one’s own behavior. The self is defined in terms of relationship to
others and to social groups

NEP

The National Education Policy of India 2020 (NEP 2020). It is a comprehensive
framework that suggests reforms for education at all levels including elementary
educations, higher education, and vocational training. It was approved by
the Government of India in July 2020.

Non-EWS
students

Students who study in private schools without any reservation and enter school
through the general admission process. They usually come from middle-class and
upper-middle-class households.
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Peer Support

Emotional, instrumental, informational, and appraisal support received from peers.
Emotional support includes facets such as love, trust and empathy received from
the person providing support. Instrumental support encompasses providing
resources such as one’s time, money, etc in order to help the other person.
Informational support involves sharing something that could be useful to the
individual such as giving advice. Appraisal support includes providing some kind
of assessment, evaluation, or observation related to the person in question.

Reserved
caste/Reserved
caste category

Students who receive reservation in educational institutions i.e. students from
scheduled caste, scheduled tribe, and other backward classes.

RTE

The Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act or Right to
Education Act (RTE) was passed by the Indian Parliament in August 2009. It
guarantees free and compulsory education for children between the age of 6 to 14
years in India.

School
Belonging

The extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected, included and
supported by others in the school environment.

School
Exclusion

One’s perception of not being accepted, supported or respected by others at school.

Self-Esteem

A favourable or unfavourable opinion/attitude toward the self.

Teacher
Support

Emotional, instrumental, informational, and appraisal support received from
teachers. Emotional support includes facets such as love, trust and empathy
received from the person providing support. Instrumental support encompasses
providing resources such as one’s time, money, etc in order to help the other
person. Informational support involves sharing something that could be useful to
the individual such as giving advice. Appraisal support includes providing some
kind of assessment, evaluation, or observation related to the person in question.

Value of
Education

The perceived importance, interest, or enjoyment of engaging in academic tasks.
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