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ABSTRACT 

Localized curricula—those designed around learners’ immediate linguistic, cultural, ecological and 

economic realities—have emerged as a critical strategy for improving educational access and quality in 

tribal regions. Yet, empirical, classroom-level evidence about how such curricula are conceived, 

transacted, and received by tribal children and communities remains sparse. This case study 

investigates the design, implementation, and outcomes of a localized curriculum in a government-

supported tribal residential school (ashram shala) in eastern India. Data were generated through 

prolonged classroom observation, semi-structured interviews with teachers, curriculum developers, 

parents and students, analysis of lesson plans and learner artefacts, and two iterative focus groups with 

community elders. The study employs a critical ethnographic lens complemented by participatory rural 

appraisal (PRA) techniques to centre community voice and problematize power asymmetries between 

state frameworks and indigenous knowledge systems. Findings show that contextualized content, 

mother-tongue mediated instruction, and place-based pedagogies improved learner engagement, 

conceptual understanding in environmental studies and mathematics, and attendance consistency. 

However, tensions persisted between state assessment regimes and community-valued competencies, 

teacher preparedness for culturally responsive pedagogy, and material constraints that limited 

experiential activities. The research contributes a nuanced model—the “Four Anchors Framework” 

(language, livelihood, landscape, lineage)—for guiding curriculum localization in tribal settings and 

offers actionable recommendations for policy, teacher education, and school-community partnerships. 

The paper concludes that localization is not a one-time adaptation but a negotiated, iterative process 

requiring structural support, dialogic accountability, and continuous co-creation with tribal 

stakeholders. 
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Fig.1 Indigenous Knowledge, Source:1 

INTRODUCTION 

Background and Rationale 

Education in tribal areas has historically been marked by linguistic alienation, curricular irrelevance, and 

pedagogical dissonance. Mainstream curricula, designed for urban or dominant-caste populations, often ignore 

tribal cosmologies, subsistence practices, and oral epistemologies. As a result, tribal learners experience 

schooling as a foreign imposition rather than an empowering, identity-affirming process. The Sustainable 

Development Goal (SDG) 4 calls for inclusive and equitable quality education; for tribal communities this 

inclusivity must translate into epistemic justice—recognition and legitimation of indigenous ways of knowing 

within formal schooling. 

Localization of curriculum is an approach that seeks to bridge school knowledge and community life by 

embedding local language, environment, livelihood practices, arts, and histories into syllabi, textbooks, and 

pedagogy. In India, policy documents such as the National Curriculum Framework (NCF) 2005 emphasize 

curricular flexibility and contextualization. Several state initiatives—Odisha’s Multilingual Education (MLE) 

programme, for instance—have experimented with mother tongue-based, culturally rooted materials for tribal 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/332331416/figure/fig2/AS:746195374833664@1554918249538/Flow-chart-indicating-a-multi-step-framework-based-on-indigenous-knowledge-IK.png
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learners. Nevertheless, scaling such efforts has been challenging due to limited teacher capacity, rigid 

assessment systems, and resource constraints. 

 

Fig.2 Culturally Responsive Pedagogy, Source:2 

Problem Statement 

Despite policy endorsements, we know relatively little about how localized curricula are enacted in real 

classrooms, what challenges teachers and learners face, and what learning outcomes—academic, socio-

cultural, affective—are realized. There is a dearth of thick descriptions that move beyond test scores to portray 

the lived experience of localization for tribal children. This study addresses that gap by providing an in-depth, 

school-level case of curriculum localization. 

Objectives of the Study 

1. To document the process of designing a localized curriculum in a tribal school, including stakeholder 

participation and knowledge sources. 

2. To analyse pedagogical practices used for transacting localized content and the role of language in 

instruction. 

3. To evaluate learner engagement, conceptual understanding, and community perceptions of schooling 

outcomes. 

4. To identify systemic and contextual barriers to effective localization and propose strategies to mitigate 

them. 

https://osu-wams-blogs-uploads.s3.amazonaws.com/blogs.dir/1504/files/2021/05/CRLD-Dimensions.png
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Research Questions 

• How is local knowledge identified, curated, and integrated into the formal curriculum and classroom 

transaction? 

• In what ways does the use of mother tongue and culturally resonant pedagogies influence student 

participation and comprehension? 

• What tensions arise between localized curricular goals and state-mandated assessment/accountability 

structures? 

• How do teachers, students, and community members perceive the benefits and limitations of the 

localized curriculum? 

Significance of the Study 

This study offers practical and theoretical contributions. Practically, it provides an adaptable framework and 

concrete strategies for educators and policymakers seeking to localize curricula in tribal contexts. 

Theoretically, it extends culturally responsive pedagogy to include ecological and livelihood dimensions, 

linking curriculum studies with political ecology and indigenous research methodologies. 

Delimitations 

The research focuses on a single tribal residential school in eastern India and a subset of subject areas 

(environmental studies, mathematics, language). While this narrow focus allows depth, it limits 

generalizability across varied tribal contexts. The intention, however, is transferability—providing insights 

that others can adapt. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Conceptualizing Localized Curriculum 

Localization refers to the process of adapting curriculum content, language, examples, and pedagogy to the 

specific socio-cultural and ecological context of learners. It intersects with concepts such as culturally 

responsive teaching (Gay, 2010), funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992), place-based education (Sobel, 2004), 

and mother tongue-based multilingual education. While these paradigms collectively argue for 

contextualization, their operationalization in tribal settings demands attention to the particular histories of 

marginalization and land-based livelihoods. 

Tribal Education in India: Historical and Policy Context 
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Colonial schooling often aimed to assimilate or “civilize” tribal populations, disrupting traditional knowledge 

systems. Post-independence policies oscillated between integration and isolation, with education framed as 

welfare rather than rights-based. The PESA Act (1996) and FRA (2006) recognized tribal self-governance and 

forest rights, indirectly influencing educational discourse by foregrounding community knowledge. NCF 2005 

reiterate the need for contextualized, child-centred curricula, but implementation gaps persist. Empirical 

studies reveal systemic issues: teacher absenteeism, language mismatch, irrelevant textbooks, and lack of 

community participation. 

Language, Identity, and Learning 

Language is not merely a medium of instruction; it is a carrier of culture and cognition. Research across 

contexts shows that mother tongue instruction in early grades enhances comprehension, reduces dropout, and 

strengthens identity. In tribal schools, first-language use can legitimize indigenous epistemologies. However, 

multilingual realities—tribal languages, regional lingua franca, and English for aspirational mobility—create 

complex linguistic ecologies. Balanced bilingual models and translanguaging pedagogies (García & Wei, 

2014) offer promising avenues. 

Place-Based and Experiential Pedagogies 

Place-based education situates learning in local landscapes, ecologies, and community practices. For tribal 

learners, forests, rivers, agriculture, crafts, and festivals can become living laboratories. Experiential methods 

like nature trails, community mapping, seed banks, and oral history projects create embodied learning. Yet, 

curricular time constraints and safety/liability concerns often curtail such activities. 

Community Participation and Co-Creation 

Localization requires authentic collaboration with community elders, artisans, healers, and parents who hold 

tacit knowledge. Participatory curriculum development (PCD) frameworks advocate iterative cycles of 

consultation, co-writing, piloting, and revision. However, asymmetrical power relations, tokenistic 

participation, and bureaucratic timelines can undermine meaningful co-creation. 

Assessment and Accountability Dilemmas 

Standardized tests rarely capture localized learning outcomes like ethnobotanical knowledge or craft 

proficiency. Alternative assessment forms—portfolios, performance tasks, community juries—align better 

with localized goals but are difficult to reconcile with state boards’ requirements. Studies indicate teachers 

feel torn between “covering” the syllabus and cultivating deep, contextual understandings. 

Teacher Agency and Professional Development 



Naveen Iyer / International Journal for Research in Education 

(IJRE) (I.F. 6.002) 

  Vol. 03, Issue: 04, April: 2014  

 ISSN: (P) 2347-5412 ISSN: (O) 2320-091X 

 

6   Online & Print International, Peer Reviewed, Refereed & Indexed Monthly Journal             
 

 

Teachers are mediators of localization. Their beliefs, linguistic competence, and pedagogical repertoire shape 

implementation. Professional development that builds cultural competence, collaborative planning skills, and 

resource creation capacities is essential. Challenges include high teacher turnover in remote tribal areas and 

limited pre-service exposure to culturally responsive pedagogy. 

Gaps in the Literature 

While multiple initiatives report improved attendance and early literacy through localization, fewer provide 

detailed process documentation or in-depth qualitative analyses of classroom dynamics and community-school 

relationships. There is also limited theorization of how ecological knowledge and livelihood skills can be 

systematically embedded without exoticizing culture or overburdening teachers. 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative case study design with elements of critical ethnography. The choice is 

motivated by the need to capture complex social, linguistic, and pedagogical interactions and to interrogate 

power relations in curriculum decision-making. 

Site and Participants 

The research site is an ashram shala located in a forest-fringe block of a district in eastern India (pseudonym: 

“Dharati Block”). The school serves 216 students from the Munda and Ho tribes, grades 1–8. Participants 

included: 

• 8 teachers (5 resident, 3 visiting subject specialists) 

• 2 cluster resource coordinators 

• 1 curriculum developer from the state MLE cell 

• 24 students (grades 3, 5, 7; balanced by gender) 

• 10 parents and 6 community elders/artisans (weavers, herbalists) 

Sampling Strategy 

Purposive sampling was used to ensure representation across roles. Student participants were selected for 

maximum variation in grade and achievement levels. Teachers were included based on involvement in 

curriculum adaptation. 

Data Collection Methods 
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1. Classroom Observations: 42 sessions across subjects (EVS, mathematics, language) over four 

months; field notes focused on language use, activity structures, student participation, and materials. 

2. Semi-Structured Interviews: Conducted with teachers (n=8), students (n=18), parents (n=10), and 

officials (n=3). Interviews ranged from 30–75 minutes and were audio-recorded with consent. 

3. Focus Group Discussions (FGDs): Two FGDs with community elders to map local knowledge 

domains; one FGD with students to explore perceptions of relevance and enjoyment. 

4. Document Analysis: Review of lesson plans, localized worksheets, storybooks, and students’ project 

portfolios. 

5. Participatory Tools: Seasonal calendar charting, community resource mapping, and storytelling 

circles were used to elicit indigenous knowledge and align it with curricular themes. 

Data Analysis 

Data were transcribed and translated where necessary. Thematic coding followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 

six-phase approach. Initial codes reflected research questions (e.g., language mediation, assessment tension), 

while open coding captured emergent patterns (e.g., pride narratives, craft-science integration). Triangulation 

across data sources enhanced credibility. Member checking was conducted through a feedback session with 

teachers and elders to validate interpretations. 

Ethical Considerations 

Informed consent, assent for minors, and anonymity through pseudonyms were ensured. The study sought to 

reciprocate by sharing teaching materials created during the project and facilitating a community exhibition 

of student artefacts. Reflexive journaling by the researcher documented positionality and potential biases. 

Trustworthiness 

Credibility was addressed through prolonged engagement, triangulation, and member checks. Transferability 

was supported by thick description of context. Dependability and confirmability were pursued via an audit 

trail of decisions and reflexive memos. 

RESULTS 

The Four Anchors Framework Emerges 

Analysis revealed four recurring domains around which localization cohered: 
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1. Language: Use of Munda/Ho oral narratives, songs, and proverbs as entry points; translanguaging 

between tribal language and Odia/Hindi for concept consolidation. 

2. Livelihood: Integration of agriculture cycles, forest produce collection, weaving patterns, and tool-

making into maths (measurement, patterns) and EVS (ecosystem services). 

3. Landscape: Field-based learning—river pH testing, seed identification trails, soil texture 

experiments—tied science concepts to local ecology. 

4. Lineage: Stories of clan histories, migration, and festivals informed social studies and value education, 

fostering identity affirmation. 

Improved Engagement and Comprehension 

Observation notes and student interviews indicated heightened participation during localized lessons. Students 

who were typically reticent answered confidently when problems referred to forest produce weights or 

weaving ratios. Portfolio analyses showed more elaborate drawings, extended writing in mother tongue, and 

creative analogies. 

Language as Bridge and Barrier 

While mother tongue use facilitated initial comprehension, teachers struggled with technical vocabulary in 

science and maths. They often code-switched to Odia or Hindi for formal terms. Students appreciated this 

bilingual mediation but some expressed anxiety about state exams conducted in Odia/English. Teachers 

worried that extended mother tongue use might disadvantage students later if not strategically transitioned. 

Assessment Dissonance 

Teachers designed performance tasks—like preparing herbariums or demonstrating weaving calculations—

but these did not “count” in official records. Consequently, teachers double-worked: authentic assessment for 

learning and rote test preparation for board compliance. This dual workload generated fatigue and sometimes 

led to superficial localization in higher grades nearing exams. 

Teacher Agency and Constraints 

Teachers exhibited creativity in crafting localized worksheets and using community experts as guest 

instructors. However, constraints included limited time, lack of printed materials in tribal languages, and 

pressure to complete the state syllabus. Younger teachers were enthusiastic but felt underprepared in 

ethnographic listening and material development. 

Community-School Synergy 
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Parents and elders reported increased pride seeing their knowledge in textbooks; attendance rose during 

project weeks when community members co-taught. Yet, some elders worried about sacred knowledge being 

commodified or misrepresented. Negotiations around what could be shared publicly were crucial. 

Gendered Dimensions 

Girls participated actively in craft-linked maths lessons but were less visible during forest excursions due to 

safety norms. Boys dominated tool-making sessions. Teachers began rotating roles and scheduling mixed-

gender groups to counter emerging inequities. 

Material and Logistical Challenges 

Experiential lessons required tools (pH strips, measuring tapes) and transport for field visits. Budgetary limits 

forced improvisation, such as using natural indicators (turmeric) for acidity. Monsoon weather disrupted 

outdoor plans, underscoring the need for flexible scheduling. 

CONCLUSION 

Interpreting the Findings 

The study corroborates broader research on culturally responsive and mother tongue-based education, but 

extends it by articulating a holistic Four Anchors Framework that binds language, livelihood, landscape, and 

lineage. Localization enhanced engagement and understanding because it resonated with students’ lived 

experiences. However, systemic incompatibilities—especially standardized assessments—posed persistent 

hurdles. Teachers’ agency was both the engine and bottleneck of localization; without institutional support, 

initiatives rely on individual passion and are vulnerable to burnout. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

• Policy Alignment: State boards should incorporate alternative assessment credits recognizing 

localized competencies. Curriculum guidelines must include templates for integrating local 

knowledge. 

• Teacher Education: Pre-service and in-service programmes need modules on ethnographic methods, 

material development in low-resource contexts, and translanguaging strategies. 

• Resource Creation: Open Educational Resources (OER) in tribal languages, co-created with 

communities, can ease teachers’ workload and ensure cultural accuracy. 

• Community Contracts: Memoranda of understanding with community bodies can clarify what 

knowledge is shareable and under what conditions, preventing misappropriation. 
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• Flexible Timetabling: Schools should allow “project weeks” and seasonal scheduling to align with 

agricultural cycles and festivals. 

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS  

Scope 

• Focus on one ashram shala in eastern India enables in-depth understanding of processes rather than 

breadth across multiple sites. 

• Concentration on EVS, mathematics, and language subjects allows rich exploration of cross-

disciplinary integration. 

• Inclusion of multiple stakeholders—teachers, students, parents, elders, officials—offers a 360-degree 

view of localization. 

• The study develops and tests the Four Anchors Framework, which can guide similar efforts elsewhere 

with contextual modifications. 

Limitations 

• Single Case Boundaries: Findings cannot be generalized statistically. Diverse tribal groups with 

distinct languages and livelihoods may experience localization differently. 

• Researcher Positionality: Despite reflexive practices, the researcher’s outsider status may have 

influenced participants’ responses or interpretation of cultural nuances. 

• Time Constraints: A four-month window may not capture long-term learning outcomes or 

sustainability of practices. 

• Assessment Data: The study did not include standardized test score comparisons due to ethical and 

logistical constraints, thus limiting claims about conventional academic achievement. 

• Language Translation: Some meanings may have been diluted during translation of interviews and 

artefacts from tribal languages to English. 

Recommendations and Future Research 

1. Longitudinal Studies: Track cohorts over multiple years to evaluate sustained academic and socio-

emotional outcomes of localized curricula. 

2. Comparative Analyses: Examine multiple tribal schools across regions to understand variation and 

identify scalable elements. 
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3. Assessment Innovation: Pilot community-based assessment rubrics that can be recognized by state 

authorities. 

4. Digital OER Repositories: Build community-curated digital libraries of stories, crafts, ecological 

knowledge, and lesson plans to support teachers. 

5. Gender-Sensitive Localization: Investigate how localization can consciously disrupt gender 

stereotypes within tribal contexts. 

6. Policy Ethnography: Study how policy documents are interpreted by district-level actors to identify 

bottlenecks in implementation. 
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