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Abstract:   
 

Kerala is internationally acclaimed for its literacy and human development achievements. Yet, in spite of its 

progressive education system, the state's tribal communities are highly marginalized in access, participation, 

and achievement in education. This paper critically analyzes the systemic, cultural, and geographical 

constraints hindering the educational progress of tribal communities. Employing an interdisciplinary 

framework, the research integrates empirical evidence, policy analysis, and sociocultural insights to 

underscore enduring inequalities. In addition, it assesses the effectiveness of current policy interventions and 

offers practical recommendations to promote inclusive education among tribal populations in Kerala. The 

analysis seeks to provide transformative insights into closing the educational gap while being sensitive to the 

cultural and epistemological identity of tribal communities. 

 

Index Terms - Component, formatting, style, styling, insert. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

 

Kerala's educational success has been the keystone of its development story for a long time. With a literacy 

level of more than 96%, the state is the epitome of educational development in India. Yet, all these successes 

belie inherent disparities suffered by its native tribal communities. With about 1.45% of the total population 

of the state (Census of India, 2011), Kerala's tribal populations reside in some of the most backward and 

inaccessible parts of the state. Despite long years of policy initiatives, they still struggle against structural 

hindrances that keep them away from good education. 
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Tribal education in Kerala is characterized by large gaps in enrollment, retention, and academic achievement 

compared to the state average. This gap cannot be explained by geographical remoteness or economic 

marginalization alone but also by cultural disaffection, linguistic disjunctures, and the failure of the 

mainstream education system to include indigenous knowledge systems.1 The imperative for a 

multidimensional analysis that takes into account the intersectionality of these issues has become more 

pressing. This paper discusses the varied factors affecting tribal education, analyzes the effectiveness of 

government policies, and suggests sustainable solutions based on cultural inclusivity and equity. 

 

Demographic and Geographical Context 

 

35 tribal communities with unique linguistic, cultural, and social identities are found in Kerala. The larger 

tribal communities are Paniyas, Kattunaikkans, Adiyas, and Kurichiyas. These are found mainly in districts 

like Wayanad, Idukki, Palakkad, and Kasaragod, which have dense forests, hilly areas, and poor connectivity.2 

 

Geography is central to the marginalization of tribal education. The isolated nature of tribal habitations tends 

to create inferior infrastructure, poor transportation, and limited access to school facilities. For example, most 

tribal hamlets have no nearby primary schools, which compels students to walk long distances over difficult 

terrain. This geographic isolation widens dropout rates and disallows continuity of education. 

 

A 2020 report from the Kerala Institute for Research Training and Development Studies for Scheduled Castes 

and Scheduled Tribes (KIRTADS) underscored that more than 60% of tribal students in Kerala are studying 

in schools with poor facilities and congested classrooms. Moreover, poor infrastructure in residential schools, 

like Model Residential Schools (MRS), also makes the education process more challenging.3 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

This research uses an intersectional theoretical approach, combining critical pedagogy, indigenous knowledge 

systems, and sociological analyses of educational exclusion. Critical pedagogy focuses on empowering 

marginalized groups through education that acknowledges and respects their lived realities. Indigenous rights 

discourse highlights the necessity of culturally responsive educational models that honor tribal knowledge 

systems and languages. By combining these perspectives, this research offers a complex understanding of the 

systemic and sociocultural impediments to tribal education in Kerala.4 

 

 

                                                           
1 Sujatha, K (2002). Education among Scheduled Tribes. India Education Report: A profile of Basic Education. Edited by R 

Govinda, Oxford University Press, New Delhi. pp 87-95. 
2 https://stdd.kerala.gov.in/population-statistics-2011-census 

3 ibid 
4 Suresh, P R; Rajasenan, D (2014). Education as Choices and Capabilities: An analysis of the level of Exclusion of the Tribes in 

Kerala. International Journal of Economic Issues, Vol. 7, No. 1, January-June, pp 145-154. 
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Empirical Analysis of Educational Challenges 

 

1. Systemic Barriers 

 

● Infrastructural Deficiencies 

The infrastructure gap in tribal schools is an ongoing problem. Numerous schools do not have basic facilities 

like drinking water, sanitation, and electricity. A 2019 report by the Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) 

stated that about 40% of tribal area schools in Kerala run without proper classrooms, libraries, or laboratory 

setups. These conditions are not conducive to learning and deter students from attending school on a regular 

basis. 

 

● Economic Marginalization 

Poverty is still a major setback for tribal education. Tribal households rely mostly on subsistence farming or 

wage labor, with little opportunity for educational costs. The economic uncertainty compels many to leave 

school in order to support the family income. A study by the Kerala Development Society (2021) identified 

that almost 50% of Wayanad tribal households mentioned economic difficulties as a main factor for their 

children dropping out of school. 

 

2. Cultural and Linguistic Barriers 

 

● Language Discontinuity 

Kerala's school system has Malayalam as the main medium of instruction, which poses a language barrier for 

children from tribes who use their own languages. Language discontinuity not only affects the understanding 

but also leads to disidentification and de-motivation. A National Council of Educational Research and 

Training (NCERT) report (2020) highlighted that tribal students are better performers academically when 

educated through their mother language in their initial education.5 

 

● Cultural Alienation 

Mainstream educational material usually ignores the cultural context and lived reality of tribal peoples. The 

syllabus is dominated by urban-based narratives, pushing indigenous knowledge systems to the periphery. 

This alienation from culture discourages tribal children from pursuing formal education and consolidates their 

exclusion. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 Mathur, (1977), Tribal Situation in Kerala. Kerala Historical Society, Trivandrum. 
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3. Policy and Institutional Gaps 

 

● Government Interventions 

Kerala has undertaken several policies in support of tribal education, such as scholarships, free books, and 

hostels. Plans such as Tribal Sub-Plan (TSP) and Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) have imparted financial 

as well as infrastructure support. Execution of these programs has been marred by major shortcomings, 

including red tape, lack of monitoring, and inadequate people's participation. 

 

● Limited Teacher Training 

The lack of qualified instructors in tribal schools continues to be a critical challenge. Teachers frequently do 

not have the necessary cultural competence and instructional training to confront the special demands of tribal 

students. This deficiency hinders the overall quality of schooling and reinforces patterns of low academic 

accomplishment. 

 

Policy Initiatives and Their Effectiveness in Tribal Education in Kerala 

 

Kerala, much celebrated for its high rate of literacy and liberal educational policies, has struggled perennially 

with integrating its tribal population into the mainstream educational system. Several policy interventions 

have been launched in recent years to overcome this deficit, covering issues such as economic disadvantage, 

geographical remoteness, and cultural exclusion. But the effectiveness of these policies has been spotty at 

best, necessitating a more nuanced examination of their strengths and weaknesses as well as implementation. 

 

1. Constitutional Guarantees and Legal Provisions 

 

The Indian Constitution offers a number of guarantees to ensure the educational advancement of Scheduled 

Tribes (STs), including those from Kerala. Articles 15(4), 46, and 275(1) authorize the state to take positive 

action for the upliftment of socially and educationally backward groups. 

 

Although these provisions have established a sound legal basis, their effectiveness on the ground tends to be 

wanting. For example, funds earmarked under Article 275(1) for tribal development schemes are frequently 

left unutilized because of bureaucratic delays and absence of accountability measures. Having strong 

monitoring systems in place and active community involvement in policy implementation can make these 

constitutional provisions more effective. 
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2. Tribal Sub-Plan (TSP) in Education 

 

The Tribal Sub-Plan (TSP) is an important policy mechanism for routing funds from the central and state 

governments to tribal welfare schemes, including education. Through the TSP, huge investments have been 

made to build schools, distribute scholarships, and provide mid-day meals in the tribal regions. 

 

In spite of its lofty objectives, the TSP has not been successful in targeting the specific requirements of 

Kerala's tribal people. A large share of TSP funding goes into generic developmental schemes, undermining 

its effectiveness on the education front. There is also limited transparency in fund utilization and allocation. 

Implementation of third-party audits, use of technology for real-time fund utilization monitoring, and 

decentralization of decision-making can ensure proper use of TSP funds for tribal education.6 

 

3. Model Residential Schools (MRS) and Ashram Schools 

 

Model Residential Schools (MRS) and Ashram Schools are specialized schools that offer free boarding, 

lodging, and education to tribal students. Kerala has opened various MRS in the state with the objective of 

imparting quality education in a secure and inclusive environment. 

 

These schools have shown mixed results. While many students have benefited from the structured learning 

environment, issues such as inadequate infrastructure, teacher shortages, and the lack of culturally relevant 

curricula have hindered their effectiveness. For example, the Kerala State Commission for the Protection of 

Child Rights (KSCPCR) has reported cases of substandard living conditions in some residential schools. 

Upgrading infrastructure, ensuring adequate staffing, and incorporating tribal culture and languages into the 

curriculum can significantly improve the efficacy of these institutions.7 

 

4. Mid-Day Meal Scheme (MDMS) 

 

The Mid-Day Meal Scheme (MDMS) has played a significant role in enhancing school attendance and 

enrollment among tribal children by alleviating nutritional deficiencies. Kerala's execution of this scheme has 

been highly appreciated for its effectiveness and inclusiveness. 

Although the MDMS has been effective in addressing hunger and school attendance, its effect on learning 

achievement is still limited. Moreover, the quality and variety of meals served in tribal schools tend to fall 

short of state standards, according to the Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG).  Improving meal quality, 

                                                           
6 https://www.gift.res.in/wp-

content/uploads/2024/06/Role_of_Educational_Development_and_Religious_Affiliation_D_Narayana4.pdf 
7 https://www.ceicdata.com/en/india/gross-enrolment-ratio-tertiary-education-scheduled-tribes/gross-enrolment-ratio-kerala-

tertiary-education-scheduled-tribes-female 
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using locally available foods, and engaging tribal women's self-help groups in cooking can make the program 

more effective and culturally appropriate.8 

 

5. Pre-Matric and Post-Matric Scholarships 

 

Pre-matric and post-matric tribal student scholarships are designed to reduce the economic burden and 

promote further studies. The scholarships pay for tuition, offer living expenses stipends, and provide other 

types of financial assistance. 

 

Although the scholarships have enhanced access to education for tribal students, most of the beneficiaries 

complain of delays in disbursal of funds and complicated application procedures. Additionally, the coverage 

is usually insufficient to cover the increasing cost of education. Simplifying application procedures via online 

systems, disbursement of funds on a timely basis, and raising the amounts of scholarships to account for 

inflation can make this measure more impactful. 

 

6. Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) 

 

The Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA), the flagship scheme of the central government, aims to universalize 

elementary education with special emphasis on disadvantaged groups like tribal children. Kerala has adopted 

several SSA schemes, including mobile schools and bridge courses, to suit the specific requirements of tribal 

students. 

 

The SSA has achieved significant success in enhancing enrollment rates and lowering dropout rates in tribal 

regions. However, the unavailability of trained teachers and culturally adapted content restricts its long-term 

impact. The SSA could be made stronger in fulfilling tribal children's needs if it employed tribal community 

teachers who had undergone specific training, incorporating tribal systems of knowledge in the curricula. 

 

--- 

 

7. IT@School and Digital Literacy Initiatives 

 

Kerala's IT@School initiative is intended to close the digital divide by offering ICT-enabled education in 

schools, including tribal schools. The initiative is aimed at providing computers, internet connectivity, and 

digital learning materials to schools. 

                                                           
8 https://gipe.ac.in/educational-outcomes-of-the-tribal-students-of-kerala-exploring-the-potential-of-cultural-

capital/#:~:text=Though%20the%20overall%20pass%20percentage,year%20(Economic%20Review%202021). 
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Although the IT@School programme has been a game-changer for most schools, it is still not effectively 

reaching remote tribal areas. There are connectivity problems as well as insufficient digital literacy among 

teachers and students, which are major stumbling blocks. 

Extending the program's coverage to far-flung tribal regions, sensitizing teachers through digital pedagogy 

training, and making digital devices affordable for students can maximize the effect of IT@School. 

 

8. Language and Cultural Inclusion Policies 

 

Kerala has launched schemes to universalize education through the inclusion of tribal languages and cultural 

content in the school curriculum. Attempts have been made to bring out textbooks in tribal languages and use 

bilingual teachers. 

Though these efforts are welcome, their effect has been spotty. Most schools continue to lack bilingual 

teachers, and tribal languages continue to be secondary on the curriculum. 

Increasing bilingual education programs, engaging tribal elders in curriculum development, and encouraging 

the use of tribal languages in instructional practices can enhance cultural inclusion. 

 

9. Skill Development and Vocational Training 

 

Skill development schemes specific to the requirements of tribal communities are designed to improve 

employability and minimize subsistence agriculture dependence. Kerala's government has initiated programs 

such as Kudumbashree and Kaivalya to encourage skill-based education among tribal youth.9 

 

Although these programs have opened new doors for tribal youth, their reach is still limited, and most 

participants have no access to high-level training and market connections. Expanding vocational training 

centers in tribal areas, offering advanced courses in high-demand sectors, and connecting trainees with 

employment opportunities can maximize the impact of these programs. 

 

10. Monitoring and Evaluation Frameworks 

 

Kerala has built monitoring and evaluation systems to determine whether tribal education policy is working 

effectively. These systems will measure enrollment, attendance, and outcomes for tribal students. 

 

Despite all these initiatives, data gathering and analysis continue to be piecemeal, creating gaps in evidence-

based policymaking. For example, most government reports on tribal education are devoid of disaggregated 

gender, age, and geographical data. Investments in strong data gathering systems, continuous impact 

assessments, and the engagement of independent researchers can enhance the quality of monitoring and 

evaluation. 

                                                           
9 https://www.irtc.org.in/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/MRS-Final-Report_compressed.pdf 
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Conclusion 

 

The educational marginalization of Kerala's tribal communities is the result of a complicated interplay 

between systemic, cultural, and economic processes. Policy initiatives have improved to some extent in 

redressing these issues, but for fundamental change to occur, an integrated and inclusive approach must be 

taken. By affirming the cultural and linguistic diversity of the tribal communities and tackling structural 

inequities, Kerala can create the ground for inclusive education opportunities for its indigenous people. 
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