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ABSTRACT

The Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education (RTE) Act, 2009, represents a watershed in
India’s educational policy landscape. While much scholarship has focused on access, infrastructure,
and enrolment, the equally crucial question of how classroom pedagogy has changed—especially in
rural schools—remains under-examined. This manuscript investigates the extent, nature, and
sustainability of pedagogical shifts precipitated by RTE implementation in rural contexts. Drawing on
a mixed-method survey of 240 stakeholders (teachers, head teachers, School Management Committee
members, and parents) across four rural districts, and supported by classroom observations and focus
group discussions, the study uncovers both incremental and transformative changes. Prominent among
these are: a move from teacher-dominated lectures to activity-based and child-centred learning;
increased formative and continuous assessment practices; differentiated instruction for multi-grade,
multi-level classrooms; and increased attention to inclusive strategies for marginalized learners.
However, the research also documents persistent tensions—overcrowded classrooms, inadequate
teacher training, bureaucratic compliance pressures, and resource shortages—that dilute or distort the

intended pedagogical reforms.

The findings suggest that RTE has recalibrated the “grammar of schooling” in rural India by
formalizing child rights and teacher accountability, but lasting pedagogical transformation requires
systemic support: robust in-service professional development, time for reflective practice, community
participation beyond compliance checklists, and context-sensitive curricular materials. The manuscript
concludes with policy and practice recommendations to consolidate gains and address implementation
gaps. In doing so, it contributes a grounded understanding of how legal mandates translate (or fail to

translate) into day-to-day teaching and learning transactions in rural classrooms.
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INTRODUCTION

Background and Rationale

India’s Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education (RTE) Act, enacted in August 2009 and enforced
from April 1, 2010, guarantees free and compulsory education to all children between 6 and 14 years. The
Act’s emphasis on child rights—prohibition of corporal punishment, non-detention policy (initially), and the
prescription of child-friendly, barrier-free schooling—demands a reorientation of classroom pedagogy. Rural
schools, which constitute the majority of India’s schooling system, are often characterized by limited
infrastructure, teacher shortages, multi-grade classrooms, and socio-economic marginalization of learners.

Translating RTE’s ideals into pedagogical practice in such settings is both complex and critical.

Many implementation studies have tracked outcomes such as enrolment, retention, infrastructure compliance,
and teacher-student ratios. Far fewer have systematically probed classroom-level changes. Where pedagogy
is considered, reforms are often reduced to checklists (e.g., “activity-based learning” presence/absence) rather
than a nuanced analysis of teacher beliefs, classroom interactions, assessment practices, and student agency.
Yet, pedagogy is the “black box” through which policy aspirations become educational realities. This study
addresses that gap by exploring: What shifts in pedagogical practices have occurred post-RTE? How are these
shifts perceived and enacted by teachers and learners? What structural and cultural factors enable or hinder

them?

Purpose and Objectives
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The overarching purpose is to explore and explain pedagogical shifts attributable to RTE in rural Indian

schools. Specific objectives include:

1.

2.

To document changes in teaching-learning strategies after RTE implementation.

To examine the adoption of continuous and comprehensive evaluation (CCE) and other assessment

reforms.

To analyze the extent of inclusion of marginalized groups (girls, children with disabilities, Scheduled

Castes/Scheduled Tribes, linguistic minorities) in classroom processes.
To identify enabling and constraining factors influencing pedagogical change in rural contexts.

To propose actionable recommendations for policy makers, teacher educators, and school leaders to

strengthen pedagogical reforms.

Research Questions

What observable pedagogical changes have occurred in rural classrooms following the RTE Act?

How do teachers conceptualize and implement child-centred and inclusive pedagogies mandated by

RTE?
In what ways have assessment practices shifted from summative to formative modes?

What school- and system-level conditions support or impede sustained pedagogical transformation?

Education
Direct effects Indirect effects
- Cognitive skills
- Problem solving skills - Poverty reduction
- Better knowledge - Access to information
- Risk perception - Social capital
Vulnerability »
reduction

Fig.2 Educational Reform, Source:2

Significance of the Study

This inquiry contributes to both policy evaluation and pedagogical theory. First, it provides granular evidence

of how a rights-based law shapes classroom practice in resource-constrained settings. Second, it illuminates
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teacher agency—how educators balance mandates with realities, adapt techniques, and negotiate tensions.
Third, it foregrounds rural heterogeneity: what works in one cluster of schools may not travel seamlessly to
another. Finally, the study’s mixed-method approach offers both breadth (survey data) and depth

(observations, narratives), yielding a holistic picture of change.
Structure of the Manuscript

The manuscript proceeds as follows: Section 2 surveys literature on RTE, rural pedagogy, and educational
change. Section 3 details the methodology, including sampling, tools, and data analysis. Section 4 presents
results organized around thematic clusters. Section 5 concludes with implications, recommendations, and

directions for future research.
LITERATURE REVIEW

RTE Act: Provisions with Pedagogical Implications

The RTE Act stipulates child-friendly, fear-free learning environments, prohibits physical punishment and
mental harassment, and emphasizes continuous evaluation. Norms relating to pupil-teacher ratios, teacher
qualifications, and infrastructure are intended to support better pedagogy. However, the Act is silent on
specific teaching methods, leaving curricular and pedagogical frameworks to state rules and boards.

Consequently, interpretations vary across states, influencing the nature and pace of changes.
Rural Schooling and Pedagogical Realities

Rural classrooms often grapple with multi-grade settings, seasonal absenteeism due to agricultural labour,
linguistic diversity, and limited access to teaching-learning materials. Prior research highlights that
pedagogical change in such contexts must be pragmatic, context-responsive, and resource-light. Teacher-
centred lecturing persists not only due to habit but also due to curricular overload, exam pressures, and lack
of sustained mentoring. Studies of innovative rural programs—such as Activity-Based Learning (ABL),

School-in-a-Box kits, and community-driven teaching—show promise but face scalability challenges.
Child-Centred and Constructivist Pedagogies in India

Since the National Curriculum Framework (NCF) 2005, Indian policy discourse has advocated constructivist,
experiential, and inquiry-based learning. RTE implicitly reinforces these through its articulation of child
rights, continuous assessment, and inclusive education. However, translating constructivist principles into
classroom practice requires more than directive policy: teachers need conceptual clarity, pedagogical content
knowledge, and practice-based support. Empirical studies indicate uneven adoption, with pockets of

excellence amid widespread tokenism.
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Assessment Reforms: From Examinations to Continuous Evaluation

CCE was introduced nationally to reduce exam stress, promote holistic development, and provide diagnostic
feedback. In rural schools, teachers report difficulties: heavy documentation burdens, ambiguity in rubrics,
and lack of training in formative assessment strategies such as feedback loops, peer assessment, and portfolio
use. Where implemented effectively, CCE has been associated with better engagement and differentiated
instruction; where implemented mechanically, it degenerates into paperwork with minimal pedagogical

impact.
Inclusion and Equity in Pedagogical Practice

RTE’s insistence on non-discrimination calls for inclusive classrooms. Literature on inclusive education in
rural India identifies challenges: lack of special educators, inaccessible infrastructure, and socio-cultural
biases. Teachers improvise with seating arrangements, peer support systems, and simplified materials, but
often lack formal guidance on Universal Design for Learning (UDL) or differentiated instruction. Girls and
children from marginalized castes may still receive less attention or be silently excluded from participatory

activities.
Teacher Professional Development and Support Systems

In-service teacher education—cluster resource centres, block resource persons, and DIETs (District Institutes
of Education and Training)—is central to sustaining pedagogical change. Yet studies show sporadic
workshops with little follow-up, content misalignment, and insufficient modelling of desired practices.
Mentoring, peer observation, and professional learning communities are rare in rural settings, though where

they exist, teachers report higher confidence and more consistent practice changes.
Theoretical Framing: Policy Enactment and the “Grammar of Schooling”

Drawing on policy enactment theory, educational change is seen as a negotiated process shaped by actors’
interpretations, institutional cultures, and material conditions. Tyack and Tobin’s concept of the “grammar of
schooling” suggests that stable patterns—age-graded classrooms, textbook-driven instruction—resist change.
RTE seeks to alter this grammar by altering accountability structures, but unless teachers internalize new

pedagogical grammars, surface-level compliance dominates.
METHODOLOGY

Research Design
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A mixed-method design was chosen to capture both quantitative trends and qualitative nuances. The study
combined a structured survey with classroom observations, semi-structured interviews, and focus group

discussions (FGDs). This triangulation enhanced validity and allowed cross-verification of findings.
Sampling Strategy

Four rural districts from two Indian states (pseudonymized as State A and State B) were purposively selected
based on varied RTE implementation trajectories and socio-economic profiles. Within each district, three
clusters of government-run rural primary schools were randomly chosen. The final sample included 24
schools. Participants: 120 teachers, 24 head teachers, 48 School Management Committee (SMC) members,
and 48 parents—totaling 240 respondents for the survey. Additionally, 36 classroom observations (at least

one per school, with some revisits) and 12 FGDs (with teachers and parents separately) were conducted.
Data Collection Tools

e Survey Questionnaire: Captured self-reported pedagogical practices pre- and post-RTE, use of

assessment tools, inclusion strategies, and perceived barriers/supports.

e Observation Schedule: Focused on teacher-student interactions, use of teaching-learning materials

(TLMs), grouping strategies, questioning techniques, and assessment episodes.
o Interview Guides: Explored teacher beliefs about RTE, training experiences, and coping strategies.
e FGD Protocols: Examined community perceptions of pedagogy and student engagement.
Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics (percentages, means) and cross-tabulations to
compare across districts and teacher experience levels. Qualitative data (observation notes, interview
transcripts) were coded thematically using a grounded theory approach: open coding to identify initial

categories, axial coding to link categories to research questions, and selective coding to integrate core themes.
Ethical Considerations

Ethical clearance was obtained from an institutional review board (IRB). Participants provided informed
consent, and pseudonyms were used to protect confidentiality. Observations were non-intrusive, with teachers

informed beforehand and allowed to opt out. Data were stored securely.

Limitations
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The sample, though diverse, is not statistically representative of all rural Indian schools. Self-reported data
may be subject to social desirability bias. Time constraints limited longitudinal tracking of changes. Despite

these limitations, the triangulation of methods strengthens the credibility of findings.

RESULTS

Results are presented thematically: (i) classroom practices and instructional strategies; (ii) assessment shifts;
(ii1) inclusion and equity in practice; (iv) teacher support and systemic factors. Where relevant, percentages

from survey data are triangulated with qualitative vignettes.
Instructional Strategies: From Monologues to Dialogues?

Increased Use of Activity-Based Learning (ABL): 68% of surveyed teachers reported “often” using group
activities post-RTE compared to 29% pre-RTE (self-reported). Observations corroborated more frequent use
of charts, locally sourced materials, and manipulatives, particularly in language and math classes. Yet, the
depth of student inquiry varied: some activities were rote (copying from chart papers), while others encouraged

problem-solving.

Child-Centred Seating and Grouping: Many classrooms shifted from rigid rows to clusters. However,
overcrowding limited movement in some schools. Teachers reported that cluster seating improved peer

learning but complicated classroom management.

Questioning Techniques: There was a modest increase in open-ended questions. Approximately 41% of
observed lessons included at least one higher-order question. Teachers admitted difficulty in scaffolding

student responses, citing lack of training in dialogic teaching.

Multi-Grade Adaptations: In schools with single teachers handling Grades 1-3 together, teachers developed
rotation systems—assigning worksheets to one group while instructing another. While pragmatic, this resulted
in uneven teacher attention. Some teachers used peer tutors from higher grades, an approach appreciated by

students but not formally recognized in RTE guidelines.
Assessment Practices: The CCE Conundrum

Shift to Formative Assessments: 74% of teachers claimed to use oral feedback and anecdotal records.
Classroom evidence showed exit tickets, checklists, and peer evaluation in 35% of observed sessions.

Nevertheless, paperwork-heavy CCE registers remained a burden; teachers often filled them retrospectively.
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Reduced Emphasis on Terminal Exams: With the non-detention policy (before its amendment), schools
reduced high-stakes exams. Teachers, however, expressed concern that “students don’t take studies seriously”

without exams. Some schools instituted informal monthly tests to placate parental expectations.

Diagnostic Use of Data: Only 28% of teachers reported using assessment data to redesign instruction.
Qualitative interviews revealed limited understanding of remedial teaching cycles. Training focused on

formats rather than interpretation.
Inclusion and Equity: Beyond Enrolment

Differentiated Instruction: Evidence of differentiation was patchy. Strategies included simplified
worksheets for slower learners and bilingual explanations for tribal/linguistic minority students. Only a few

teachers referred to more structured frameworks like UDL.

Gender and Caste Dynamics: Observations indicated that girls participated actively when called upon but
were less likely to volunteer answers in mixed groups. Teachers were conscious of caste sensitivities in seating
but sometimes inadvertently reinforced stereotypes (e.g., assigning cleaning tasks to certain groups).

Awareness workshops conducted under RTE had sensitized many teachers, but deep-seated biases persisted.

Children with Disabilities (CwD): Infrastructure adaptations (ramps, handrails) were present in most
schools, but pedagogical accommodations were rare. Teachers cited lack of special educators and assistive

devices. Peer support and parental involvement were the primary inclusion mechanisms.
Teacher Support, Workload, and Professional Identity

Training Quality and Frequency: 82% of teachers attended at least one RTE-related training in the past two
years, but only 37% found it “very useful.” Complaints centred on lecture-heavy sessions, scarce follow-up,

and mismatch between training content and classroom realities.

Administrative Burden: Teachers reported spending significant time on documentation—enrolment records,
SMC minutes, CCE forms—which ate into lesson planning. This created a compliance-first mindset,

overshadowing pedagogical reflection.

Professional Learning Communities: Informal peer networks (WhatsApp groups, cluster meetings)
emerged as vital spaces for sharing lesson plans and troubleshooting. Where head teachers nurtured such

collaboration, pedagogical changes were more consistent.

Community and SMC Involvement
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SMCs, mandated by RTE, were active in monitoring infrastructure and attendance but less so in pedagogy.

Parents appreciated shifts towards “fear-free” classrooms but were skeptical about the lack of exams. There is

potential to engage communities as co-creators of culturally relevant learning materials.

CONCLUSION

Summary of Key Findings

The RTE Act has catalyzed discernible shifts in rural pedagogy: more activity-based and child-centred

practices, adoption of formative assessments, and nascent inclusion strategies. These changes are uneven and

often superficial where systemic supports are weak. Teachers are willing but constrained by large classes,

limited training, and administrative burdens.

Implications for Policy and Practice

1.

Strengthen Practice-Based Teacher Development: Move from one-off workshops to mentoring,

lesson study, and peer observation. Model desired pedagogies during training.

Simplify and Digitize Assessment Processes: Provide user-friendly tools and training focused on

interpreting data for instruction, not just recording it.

Resource Contextualization: Develop low-cost, context-specific TLMs and encourage locally

sourced materials. States should curate repositories of exemplar lesson plans in local languages.

Inclusive Pedagogy Frameworks: Introduce UDL and differentiated instruction concepts in teacher

training, accompanied by practical strategies for multi-grade classrooms.

Empower SMCs Beyond Compliance: Train SMC members to understand pedagogy and support
learning processes—e.g., organizing community learning events, monitoring learning outcomes, and

providing feedback.

Reduce Administrative Load: Streamline documentation, leverage digital platforms, and allocate

clerical support to free teachers’ time for planning and reflection.

Recommendations for Future Research

Longitudinal studies tracking cohorts of teachers and students to assess sustainability of pedagogical

changes.

Comparative studies across states to examine how policy interpretation affects pedagogy.
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e Action research led by teachers to iteratively refine practices.
e In-depth exploration of inclusion strategies for specific marginalized groups.
Concluding Reflection

RTE has shifted the discourse from mere access to the quality of learning experiences. Yet, legal mandates
alone cannot transform classroom culture. Sustainable pedagogical change in rural schools hinges on
empowering teachers as reflective practitioners, engaging communities as partners, and aligning system
processes with the lived realities of rural classrooms. The path ahead is less about introducing new policies

and more about deepening, contextualizing, and sustaining the pedagogical promises already inscribed in law.
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