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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines how language barriers shape 

teaching–learning processes in tribal classrooms in India, 

where the home languages of Adivasi children frequently 

differ from the state’s medium of instruction. Drawing on 

sociolinguistic theory, critical language policy, and funds-

of-knowledge perspectives, the study analyses the 

intersection of language, identity, and power in schooling. 

A mixed-methods survey (n = 220 students, 60 teachers, 

and 35 parents across five tribal-dominated blocks) was 

employed to capture patterns of language use, perceived 

difficulties, strategies adopted, and educational outcomes. 

Quantitative results reveal that 72% of students report 

understanding “less than half” of initial classroom 

discourse, while teachers acknowledge spending nearly 

one-third of instructional time translating or simplifying. 

Qualitative narratives illustrate feelings of alienation, 

lowered participation, and the stigmatization of tribal 

languages as “non-standard”.  

The paper argues that subtractive language policies 

hamper cognitive development and retention, but locally 

responsive multilingual pedagogies—peer interpretation 

circles, bilingual primers, community storying, and 

teacher training—significantly mitigate barriers. 

Recommendations include formal recognition of tribal 

mother tongues in lower primary grades, teacher capacity 

building in multilingual strategies, and participatory 

policy design with tribal communities. The study 

contributes empirical depth to debates on linguistic 

justice and inclusive education, underlining that equitable 

schooling in tribal regions must begin by legitimizing 

children’s linguistic repertoires. 
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Fig.1 Language Barriers in Tribal Classrooms,Source([1]) 

INTRODUCTION 

Language is never merely a conduit for information; it is the 

medium through which learners access knowledge, negotiate 

identity, and experience belonging in school. In India’s tribal 

regions, children often speak indigenous languages or dialects 

(Gondi, Santali, Bhili, Kurukh, etc.) at home, yet encounter 

an official school language—usually state-level dominant 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.academia.edu%2F533563%2FOvercoming_the_language_barrier_for_tribal_children_MLE_in_Andhra_Pradesh_and_Orissa_India&psig=AOvVaw2vHio_zILEr8TYmW80Z-Zx&ust=1753300770684000&source=images&cd=vfe&opi=89978449&ved=0CBUQjRxqFwoTCOivvoyh0Y4DFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE
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languages like Odia, Marathi, Hindi, or English—on the first 

day of class. This disjuncture can create a formidable barrier. 

While policy documents such as the National Education 

Policy (NEP 2020) reiterate the value of mother tongue 

education, implementation lags, leading to persistent 

linguistic inequities. 

 

Fig.2 Language Barriers,Source([2]) 

This manuscript interrogates the nature and impact of 

language barriers in tribal classrooms through a 

sociolinguistic lens. It asks: (1) How do students, teachers, 

and parents perceive and navigate language barriers? (2) 

What instructional and policy practices exacerbate or 

alleviate these barriers? (3) Which multilingual strategies 

appear most effective in improving engagement and learning 

outcomes? 

The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 synthesizes 

relevant literature; Section 3 details the methodology and 

survey design; Section 4 presents results; Section 5 discusses 

implications; and Section 6 concludes with recommendations 

for policy and practice. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Sociolinguistics and Schooling 

Sociolinguistics examines how social factors—class, 

ethnicity, power—shape language use. Bernstein’s code 

theory, Bourdieu’s notion of linguistic capital, and Cummins’ 

differentiation between Basic Interpersonal Communicative 

Skills (BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency 

(CALP) illuminate why children proficient in home 

languages may still struggle with academic registers of a new 

language. Particularly relevant is the concept of “additive 

bilingualism,” wherein learners maintain their first language 

while acquiring a second, as opposed to “subtractive 

bilingualism,” which devalues or replaces the first language, 

often impairing cognitive growth. 

2.2 Tribal Languages in India 

India houses over 700 Scheduled Tribe communities with 

diverse linguistic repertoires. Many tribal languages remain 

oral or have recently developed scripts. They are 

underrepresented in print culture, textbooks, and teacher 

education curricula. Research has documented that mismatch 

between home and school languages correlates with higher 

dropout rates, lower comprehension, and limited 

participation. Yet studies also show that children who first 

learn to read in their mother tongue more readily transfer 

literacy skills to additional languages. 

2.3 Language Policy and Practice 

The “Three-Language Formula” and NEP 2020 advocate 

mother tongue instruction in early grades. Nonetheless, state 

textbooks, teacher postings, and assessment systems mostly 

operate in the dominant regional language or English. 

Implementation challenges include: lack of localized 

materials, insufficient teacher proficiency in tribal languages, 

and administrative reluctance to formalize ‘minority’ 

tongues. 

2.4 Pedagogical Responses 

Emerging pedagogies in multilingual contexts include 

translanguaging (the fluid use of multiple languages within 

classrooms), community-based resource development, and 

peer tutoring models. Studies from Odisha, Jharkhand, and 

Chhattisgarh demonstrate that when teachers integrate local 

songs, stories, and oral histories, learners participate more, 

and comprehension improves. However, systematic 

evaluations remain sparse. This study addresses that gap by 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Flokalise.com%2Fblog%2Fwhat-are-language-barriers%2F&psig=AOvVaw2vHio_zILEr8TYmW80Z-Zx&ust=1753300770684000&source=images&cd=vfe&opi=89978449&ved=0CBUQjRxqFwoTCOivvoyh0Y4DFQAAAAAdAAAAABAT
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empirically documenting strategies and their perceived 

efficacy across stakeholders. 

METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research Design 

A descriptive, cross-sectional survey design with embedded 

qualitative components was adopted. The approach aimed to 

capture both breadth (quantitative trends) and depth 

(narrative insights). The study combined structured 

questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, and classroom 

observations. 

3.2 Study Sites and Sample 

Five tribal-dominated blocks across two Indian states 

(pseudonymized as State A and State B) were purposively 

selected to represent linguistic diversity and varied policy 

implementation levels. Within each block, four government 

schools with Grades 1–8 were randomly selected. 

Participants: 

• Students: 220 tribal students (Grades 3–8) who 

speak a tribal language at home. 

• Teachers: 60 teachers, including 15 with tribal 

linguistic backgrounds. 

• Parents/Guardians: 35 parents representing 

different language groups. 

3.3 Instruments 

1. Student Questionnaire: Comprised sections on 

home language use, classroom comprehension, 

participation patterns, and coping strategies. Likert 

scales captured frequency and intensity of 

experiences. 

2. Teacher Questionnaire: Focused on instructional 

language choices, perceived student difficulties, and 

training or resources accessed. 

3. Parent Interview Guide: Explored attitudes toward 

schooling language, aspirations for children, and 

support strategies at home. 

4. Observation Checklist: Documented language(s) 

used in instruction, code-switching frequency, and 

student response patterns during 10 observed 

lessons. 

All tools were translated into the two most common tribal 

languages in each block and piloted for clarity with a small 

sample (n = 20 students, 5 teachers). 

3.4 Data Collection Procedures 

Data were gathered over eight weeks. Trained local research 

assistants administered surveys in participants’ preferred 

languages. Interviews were audio-recorded with consent and 

transcribed. Observation notes were coded immediately after 

sessions to minimize recall bias. 

3.5 Data Analysis 

Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics 

(means, percentages) and cross-tabulations (e.g., 

comprehension level by grade). Qualitative data underwent 

thematic coding, focusing on perceived barriers, identity 

issues, and effective practices. Triangulation across data 

sources enhanced validity. 

3.6 Ethical Considerations 

Consent was obtained from school authorities, parents, and 

participants. Pseudonyms protect anonymity. The study 

complied with ethical norms for research with minors and 

indigenous communities, emphasizing respect for linguistic 

rights. 

RESULTS 

4.1 Prevalence and Nature of Language Barriers 

• Comprehension: 72% of students reported that they 

“understand less than half” of teacher talk in the first 
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two months of Grade 3; this dropped to 41% by 

Grade 6, suggesting gradual acclimatization but 

persistent gaps. 

• Participation: 64% felt “hesitant to ask questions” 

because of fear of speaking in the school language 

incorrectly; 58% said peers sometimes laughed at 

their accent. 

• Translation Load: Teachers estimated that 29% of 

instructional time is spent translating or rephrasing 

content into students’ home languages or simplified 

regional language. 

4.2 Impact on Learning Outcomes and Identity 

Students linked misunderstandings to errors in mathematics 

word problems and science instructions. Several narratives 

described humiliation when unable to read aloud in the 

dominant language. Parents reported a tension: valuing tribal 

identity yet believing proficiency in the state language or 

English is crucial for mobility. Some children internalized 

deficit views, calling their language “village talk” or “not real 

language,” highlighting symbolic violence. 

4.3 Strategies Currently Used 

• Peer Interpretation Circles: In 46% of classrooms, 

teachers informally encourage stronger bilingual 

students to explain concepts to peers. 

• Code-Switching & Translanguaging: 

Observations recorded frequent alternation between 

tribal language phrases and regional language 

summaries. Teachers felt this kept the pace but 

lacked formal guidance. 

• Locally Developed Materials: 22% of teachers 

reported creating bilingual charts or story cards with 

community elders; however, resource scarcity limits 

widespread use. 

• Parental Support: Only 18% of parents could assist 

with homework because assignments were in the 

regional language. 

4.4 Perceived Effectiveness of Interventions 

Respondents rated different strategies on a 5-point scale for 

helpfulness: 

• Bilingual primers/textbooks: Mean = 4.6 

• Teacher training in multilingual pedagogy: Mean = 

4.4 

• Community story-telling sessions: Mean = 4.2 

• Peer interpretation: Mean = 3.9 (effective but 

sometimes reinforces hierarchies) 

4.5 Barriers to Implementing Multilingual Policies 

Teachers cited lack of official approval for using tribal 

languages in assessments, limited printed materials, and fear 

of being judged by inspectors for deviating from prescribed 

language norms. Administrators worried about costs and 

standardization problems with multiple tribal languages. 

DISCUSSION 

The findings corroborate global and Indian research: when 

school language diverges from the home language, 

comprehension, participation, and identity suffer. The 

persistence of barriers up to Grade 6 indicates that mere 

exposure is insufficient; intentional scaffolding is needed. 

Translanguaging practices observed support a dynamic view 

of bilingualism, yet they remain ad hoc. Without institutional 

backing (materials, assessment reform, teacher preparation), 

teachers shoulder the burden individually. 

The data also reveal a paradox: parents desire dominant-

language proficiency, fearing exclusion from mainstream 

opportunities, yet lament their children’s alienation. An 

additive bilingual approach—to begin schooling in the 

mother tongue while systematically bridging to the 
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regional/official language—can reconcile this tension. 

Empirical ratings from participants endorse bilingual primers 

and teacher training, aligning with evidence that early literacy 

transfer is strongest when foundational skills are built in the 

first language. 

Finally, identity concerns underscore the sociolinguistic 

dimension: languages carry prestige. When tribal languages 

are ignored or stigmatized, students internalize inferiority. A 

just language policy must therefore dignify indigenous 

tongues, not merely use them instrumentally. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1 Conclusion 

Language barriers in tribal classrooms are multifaceted—

cognitive, affective, and political. They manifest as reduced 

comprehension, hesitant participation, and negative identity 

constructions. Teachers employ pragmatic strategies, but 

systemic support is scant. The study’s survey-based evidence 

shows strong demand for structured multilingual pedagogy 

and resources. Therefore, equitable education in tribal areas 

hinges on recognizing and institutionalizing children’s 

linguistic repertoires. 

6.2 Policy and Practice Recommendations 

1. Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual Education 

(MTB-MLE) in Early Grades: Mandate and fund 

bilingual primers and graded readers in tribal 

languages for Grades 1–3, with a planned transition 

to regional/official languages by Grade 5. 

2. Teacher Preparation: Integrate multilingual 

pedagogies and translanguaging strategies into pre-

service and in-service training. Recruit and 

incentivize teachers from tribal linguistic 

communities. 

3. Assessment Reform: Allow bilingual responses in 

lower grades and provide rubrics that value content 

over language form initially. 

4. Community Partnerships: Engage elders and 

storytellers to co-create culturally rooted materials. 

Establish school–community language committees 

to standardize orthographies where needed. 

5. Resource Development Hubs: Set up district-level 

repositories of bilingual teaching aids, digital audio 

stories, and vocabulary lists. 

6. Monitoring and Research: Implement regular 

classroom language audits and longitudinal studies 

on learning outcomes under MTB-MLE models. 

6.3 Future Scope of Research 

Further research should compare learning trajectories 

between schools adopting systematic MTB-MLE and those 

relying on ad hoc code-switching. Ethnographic studies could 

unpack identity negotiations and power dynamics in 

linguistic interactions. Technology-mediated supports—

audio-visual content in tribal languages, speech-to-text 

tools—also warrant exploration. 
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