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Abstract
Odisha represents 9.66% of India’s Scheduled Tribe population, ranking it as the state with the third-larg-
est Scheduled Tribe population. According to the 2011 Census, the literacy rate of Scheduled Tribes in 
Odisha stands at 52.24%. The recent National Curriculum Framework for School Education-2023 (NCF) 
highlights the crucial role of school culture and processes in shaping student learning and fostering soci-
etal values. School culture carries values, norms, beliefs, behaviours, relationships, and practices, creates 
effective learning atmosphere and influences student motivation and participation. Positive relationships, 
meaningful achievement celebrations, and effective classroom and school processes are key manifesta-
tions of this culture. Reforming school culture is challenging as innovations are often assimilated into 
existing practices rather than transforming them. This need for genuine reform is evident in tribal ed-
ucation in India, where cultural alienation and lack of representation in educational content contribute 
to high dropout rates. An inclusive school culture that respects tribal traditions, languages, and values 
can enhance tribal children’s learning experiences, fostering a sense of belongingness and motivation. 
By celebrating tribal culture and implementing culturally relevant pedagogical techniques, along with 
community involvement, a supportive environment can build academic development and cultural pres-
ervation. Therefore, a thoughtful and inclusive school culture is essential for addressing the educational 
needs of tribal children and supporting their overall development and success. The paper aims to discuss 
the perspective of establishing school culture that can incorporates the values of tribal context in light of 
recently developed curriculum frameworks in India. 
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Introduction
The school curriculum encompasses everything that 
shapes students’ learning, including learning goals, 
subject content, teaching methods, and assessment. 
However, it often overlooks the significance of 
school culture in education for the best interest of 
children. The National Curriculum Framework for 
School Education (NCF-SE-2023) recognizes the 
significance of culture and processes in education. 
It translates statements of intent into actionable be-

haviours and practices, emphasizing respect for all 
and fostering values like pluralism and empathy in 
everyday school interactions. School culture plays 
a dual role in student learning by creating effective 
learning environments and shaping values. It can 
either constrain and control or enable trust and 
self-discipline, influencing students’ motivation and 
engagement. A fear-free, supportive environment 
with clear direction is most conducive to learning. 
To understand how schools shape learning environ-
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ments and values, it’s essential to consider various 
aspects of school culture: values, norms, beliefs, 
behaviours, relationships, and practices. Cultivat-
ing positive relationships, celebrating meaningful 
achievements, and implementing effective class-
room and school processes are key manifestations 
of school culture. Symbols such as display boards, 
quotes, and physical arrangements convey what is 
valued in the school classroom and premises. Even, 
classroom practices such as seating arrangements 
and student involvement in learning processes also 
reflect the school’s beliefs and values. Additionally, 
school-wide processes such as assemblies, mealtime 
management, and community engagement contrib-
ute to the overall culture.

Schools in Tribal Areas- An Overview 
The notion of schools as social institutions is rela-
tively new in the tribal society of Odisha. Since the 
first Five-Year Plan, residential schools were estab-
lished in tribal areas to integrate tribal communities 
into the state education system. This system de-
signed by the upper-class aimed to serve their ste-
reotype intention rather than address the needs of 
children from diverse socio-linguistic backgrounds. 
Consequently, Ashram schools often failed to recog-
nize and respect cultural and linguistic diversity.

Teachers, predominantly from upper caste-class 
backgrounds, imposed their values on tribal stu-
dents, leading to a perception that tribal culture was 
inferior to the mainstream language and values. This 
resulted in an emphasis on learning a single dom-
inant language over multiple languages. As Illich 
(1981) observed, societal conditions are often cre-
ated that make people despise their own languages 
and heritage, followed by minimal efforts to revive 
them. Schools in tribal pockets function as state in-
stitutions that adhere to a culturally dominant cur-
riculum, aiming to assimilate tribal children into the 
mainstream state language and culture.

Context of Odisha
Odisha is home to 62 scheduled tribes and 13 Prim-
itive Tribal Groups, making up 23 percent of the 
state’s population, the highest in the country. The 
Constitution of India guarantees free and compul-
sory education for tribal children, ensuring their ed-

ucational needs are safeguarded. Article 350A of the 
Constitution emphasizes the use of children’s moth-
er tongues as medium of instruction in schools, re-
inforcing the importance of language in education.

Scheduled Tribe (ST) students in Odisha face spe-
cific learning challenges, including low motivation, 
poor parental participation in education, illiterate 
family backgrounds, and irregular attendance. Lan-
guage barriers pose significant difficulties during the 
initial stages of schooling, and textbooks are often 
unsuitable for tribal children. Tribal students usu-
ally engage in household activities such as helping 
parents with work, caring for younger siblings, and 
managing the household tasks. Additional issues 
affecting the education of tribal students in Odisha 
include socio-economic problems, education that is 
not based on tribal culture, unscheduled school tim-
ings, lack of guidance for tribal learners, unavaila-
bility of textbooks in regional languages, insufficient 
in-service education programs for teachers, inade-
quate hostel facilities, negative societal attitudes to-
wards tribal education and geographical access to 
educational institutions. 

The attitudes of non-tribal teachers towards tribal 
children, their languages, and cultures present sig-
nificant challenges in education. Mostly, all these 
teachers are getting influenced by stereotypes and 
unfairly blaming students and parents in assuming 
that tribal children are inherently below average. 
Also the thought blame parents that they do not sup-
port education and give guidance at home properly. 
Such preconceptions hinder the expansion of pri-
mary education in tribal areas by creating barriers 
to learning. Although cultural diversity is a societal 
strength, non-tribal teachers’ indifference to trib-
al languages, traditions, and lifestyles shows a lack 
of acceptance for the values within the mainstream 
society. When education is delivered in unfamiliar 
languages and contexts, it becomes difficult for trib-
al students to grasp the material, rendering teach-
ing efforts ineffective. Tribal children often find the 
classroom environment stressful and unproductive 
as the content and language of the textbooks are be-
yond their comprehension. This disconnect makes 
sitting in class for extended periods feel meaningless 
and unengaging. Non-tribal teachers often have a 
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limited understanding of the socio-cultural contexts 
that shape the lives of tribal children, focusing solely 
on the school curriculum and overlooking the rich, 
experiential knowledge embedded in the students’ 
cultural practices. Despite serving in tribal villages 
for decades, many teachers fail to explore and in-
tegrate this cultural knowledge into their teaching, 
missing the opportunity inherent creativity expres-
sion and experiential learning of tribal children 
(Mishra, 2019).

Similar to other social institutions, schools are 
deeply embedded with its own cultural norms and 
work methods. When innovations are introduced as 
mere additions to existing practices, they often be-
come quickly assimilated into the prevailing culture. 
Therefore, the real challenge lies in reforming the 
culture itself, which presents a dilemma regarding 
the starting point for the change process. The goal is 
not to introduce entirely new tasks for teachers and 
administrators, but rather to approach familiar tasks 
in innovative ways. Within the current school struc-
ture, teachers develop adaptive strategies to man-
age the diverse demands of their professional lives. 
These strategies include various pedagogical tech-
niques, classroom organization methods, informa-
tion dissemination procedures, examination scoring 
practices, and ways of distributing opportunities to 
students. While these adaptive skills facilitate peda-
gogical adjustments, they are also the very elements 
that need to be transformed for genuine reform, pre-
senting a central challenge. Research on tribal edu-
cation domain in India highlights that high dropout 
figures among tribal children are primarily due to 
cultural alienation (Sujatha, 1994). Tribal culture is 
often inadequately represented in both educational 
content and teaching methods. Even if tribal chil-
dren attend school despite their economic hardships, 
they frequently struggle to bridge the significant cul-
tural gap between their home environment and the 
school.

Civil Society Intervention in building 
School Culture in Odisha
Case study-1 

Save the Children (Bal Raksha Bharat) implemented 
comprehensive interventions across various districts 

in Odisha, specifically targeting the tribal regions 
of Koraput, Kandhamal, and Boudh. The organiza-
tion launched several programs aimed at enhancing 
school culture and creating a supportive learning en-
vironment. Key initiatives included:

•	 Quality Learning Environment: Strengthening 
the overall learning atmosphere in schools.

•	 Library Development: Establishing and improv-
ing school libraries.

•	 School Code of Conduct: Developing and imple-
menting a school code of conduct.

•	 Print-Rich Walls: Creating walls filled with edu-
cational content and visuals to promote learning.

•	 Child Cabinet Formation: Setting up child cabi-
nets to encourage student participation in school 
governance.

•	 Capacity Building: Training and empowering 
school forums.

•	 Children’s Literature Development: Creating and 
distributing literature specifically for children.

A notable project titled “Creating Education Oppor-
tunities for Children from the Most Marginalized 
Communities” was undertaken between 2018 and 
2019. This project aimed to establish a child-friendly 
learning environment in state-run preschools (An-
ganwadi Centers) and prepare preschool children for 
school. The project covered 200 Anganwadi centers 
and 100 schools across Kandhamal and Boudh dis-
tricts. Following this, from 2020 to 2022, Save the 
Children continued its efforts in Kandhamal with a 
project titled Back to Basics: Fostering Continuum 
in Early and Primary Education of 3-14 Years Old 
Children. This initiative expanded to 400 Anganwa-
di centers and 150 schools in Boudh and Kandhamal 
districts. The primary objectives were to improve ac-
cess to quality early and foundational education, cre-
ate child-friendly learning environments, build the 
capacity of educational functionaries, and generate 
evidence of best practices. Through these initiatives, 
Save the Children (Bal Raksha Bharat) significant-
ly contributed to build a supportive and inclusive 
school culture in Odisha particularly benefiting the 
tribal children of the state.
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Case study-2 

CARE India is a leading international NGOs un-
dertook significant initiatives in Mayurbhanj dis-
trict of Odisha, from 2009 to 2018. The organiza-
tion launched several programs for tribal children, 
including an early grade reading program, school 
improvement program and accelerated learning pro-
gram through ‘Udaan’ a residential set up for tribal 
children and intervening KGBVs also. These initi-
atives facilitated morning assemblies, formed child 
cabinets, strengthened school libraries, promoted 
girls’ leadership and organized storytelling festivals 
for tribal children. Additionally, CARE India pro-
moted dialogue to implement multilingual educa-
tion in Odisha.

The innovative Early Grade Reading (EGR) inter-
vention was designed to address systemic, pedagog-
ical, and learner-centric challenges. Schools received 
assistance in developing libraries to create a print-
rich environment for children. These libraries were 
equipped with accessible books, including picture 
books, mother tongue materials, and bilingual re-
sources to foster reading habits from an early age. 
CARE India also emphasized the role of caregivers 
and community members as role models for chil-
dren. They recognized the significance of cultivating 
a ‘reading culture’ in society to inspire children to 
read.

Recommendations for Building School 
Cultures for Tribal Children
Following recommendations are given below to 
build a school environment that can be an ideal con-
dition to carry all the necessary components, strat-
egies, cooperation and coordination which will be 
termed as school culture. Basically, an ideal school 
culture setting requires a collaborative effort involv-
ing community stakeholders, schools, and system in 
considering the dimensions of tribal context. 

Empowering School Culture
•	 Establish a Collaborative School Community: 

Schools should create an environment where 
teachers, students, parents, and community 
members collaborate to foster equality, social 
justice, and mutual respect. Effective commu-

nication, collaboration and coordination among 
stakeholders are essential for building a sense of 
community and ownership. This involves de-
veloping positive relationships based on trust, 
openness, and responsible behaviour. Teachers 
should prioritize collaboration over competi-
tion, principals should adopt a consultative ap-
proach, and students should resolve differences 
through dialogue.

•	 Foster Dialogue with Tribal Children: Encourage 
open dialogue with children across all grades to 
remove hesitations, facilitate understanding, and 
build relationships. Provide platforms such as 
morning assemblies, meetings, and classrooms 
for meaningful discussions. Engaging children 
in decision-making processes and assisting them 
to develop critical thinking skills will strengthen 
interpersonal relationships. Discussing sugges-
tions received through a suggestion box can also 
enhance dialogue between teachers and students.

•	 Engage with Parents and Caregivers: Establish 
constructive communication channels with 
parents through thoughtfully planned Par-
ent-Teacher Meetings (PTMs). PTMs should 
give emphasis on exchanging ideas, celebrating 
children’s successes and fostering collaboration 
between teachers and parents to support chil-
dren’s well-being and academic progress.

•	 Combat Discrimination: Develop initiatives to 
combat discrimination at school level based on 
gender, caste, and socioeconomic status within 
school cultures. Raise awareness, promote inclu-
sive practices and develop a support mechanism 
for marginalized children and teachers.

•	 Foster Innovation: Promote innovative peda-
gogical approaches that reflect students’ diverse 
needs and backgrounds. Foster a culture of cre-
ativity and experimentation, moving away from 
rigid adherence to standardized norms and prac-
tices.

•	 Foster Student Participation and Leadership: 
Build an environment where children are em-
powered to take charge of their learning pro-
gress and behaviour. Encourage open dialogue, 
independent problem-solving, and autonomous 
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learning. Involve students in school committees 
and decision-making processes to promote re-
sponsibility, leadership, and community partic-
ipation.

•	 Promote Inclusive Practices: Ensure that schools 
cater to the needs of all children, especially those 
from marginalized communities. Encourage in-
itiatives that foster inclusiveness and access to 
education for economically disadvantaged and 
marginalized groups, addressing issues of caste-
based discrimination and social exclusion.

•	 Support Teacher Well-being with Community 
and System Involvement: In tribal areas, prior-
itize teachers’ well-being by acknowledging their 
expertise, involving them in decision-making 
processes, and providing professional develop-
ment opportunities. Create a culture of trust and 
collaboration with teachers through regular dia-
logue, reflection, and support systems.

•	 Promote Peer-Learning Platforms among Teach-
ers: Facilitate opportunities for teachers to col-
laborate, share best practices and learn from 
each other through formation of pedagogical 
networks. Also, organize events and profession-
al development programs that exchange mutual 
support among teachers across different school 
locations.

•	 Endorse Indian Values through School Culture: 
Emphasize values of patriotism, peace, sacrifice, 
non-violence, truth, tolerance, honesty, forgive-
ness, sympathy, helpfulness, courtesy, cleanli-
ness, equality and fraternity. 

•	 Ensure Child Safeguarding: Implement safety 
measures to create a stimulating, joyful, and se-
cure environment in schools. Physical safety in-
volves constant supervision, adherence to safety 
standards, availability of safety gear, secure stor-
age of hazardous materials, and first aid training 
for teachers. Emotional safety requires prohibit-
ing corporal punishment, avoiding bullying or 
harassment, ensuring equal participation, using 
positive language, and maintaining confidential-
ity. Also adhere to zero tolerance on child sexual 
abuse as per the POCSO Act, ensuring aware-
ness, reporting procedures, and child protection 

measures. Regularly update emergency contacts, 
be aware of medical conditions, and keep emer-
gency numbers accessible. These comprehensive 
measures are vital for the well-being and safety 
of all children in educational settings. (section 
8.2 NCF-FS).

Strategies for Development of School 
culture
1.	 Building Classroom Best Practices

•	 Diversify seating arrangements to encourage 
collaboration among students, avoiding hier-
archical seating based on perceived academic 
abilities.

•	 Ensure educational materials are accessible to 
children and integrated into learning activities. 
Teachers can develop low-cost TLM using lo-
cal tribal resources and set up reading corners 
in classrooms in order to foster a reading cul-
ture among children.

•	 Empower children to take ownership of their 
learning by involving them in TLM prepara-
tion, peer learning sessions, and guided teach-
ing activities.

•	 Promote responsibility among students by as-
signing daily classroom cleaning tasks.

•	 Create opportunities to acknowledge and ap-
preciate children’s small achievements, efforts, 
and ideas.

2.	A ssembly for Tribal Children

•	 Consider seating arrangements, duration, and 
communication during assemblies, encourag-
ing student involvement in anchoring duties.

•	 Promote linguistic diversity by providing op-
portunities for children to present in different 
languages and incorporating music and dance 
from various Indian regions.

•	 Ensure assemblies are creative and meaning-
ful, allowing all students to participate without 
performance pressure.

•	 Begin with classroom assemblies in the foun-
dational stage, progressing to multigrade as-
semblies from the preparatory stage onwards.
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•	 Include diverse activities such as singing, med-
itation, storytelling, skits, and news sharing to 
foster a sense of belongingness and engage-
ment, encouraging audience participation and 
response.

3.	M id-Day Meal Management

•	 Ensure children from diverse backgrounds 
dine together, maintaining hygiene standards 
and involving children in meal distribution 
and cleaning.

•	 Adhere to strict hygiene practices during food 
preparation, serving, and storage to prevent 
contamination and foodborne illnesses.

•	 Involve child cabinet members in planning and 
executing the mid-day meal program to learn 
life skills and encourage children to opt healthy 
foods. 

•	 Educate children on the importance of nutri-
tion and healthy eating habits to influence last-
ing lifestyle choices.

4.	S ports & Extracurricular Activities

•	 Encourage all children in schools to participate 
in sports and extracurricular activities such 
as singing, dancing, painting, drawing, 
and crafting. Foster teamwork, courage, 
and resilience on the playground, breaking 
gender stereotypes in sports, games, and 
extracurricular competitions.

5.	I nvolvement of Parents and Community

•	 Create a welcoming environment for parents and 
visitors. Share holistic updates on students’ edu-
cation and involve parents in curricular activi-
ties.

•	 Invite the larger community to school events 
and participate in local community activities to 
strengthen ties.

6.	S chool Timetable

•	 Design the timetable to accommodate various 
activities while ensuring sufficient time for dif-
ferent subjects and group work exercises also.

•	 Use certain periods, like school assembly or the 
last period of the day, for multiple purposes such 

as common sports sessions or club activities. 
Saturdays can be flexible for educational outings 
and community interactions.

•	 Introduce block periods for activities requiring 
more time, like role-play, laboratory sessions, or 
project work.

7.	C elebrations of Special Days

•	 Integrate celebrations of special days as valuable 
components of school culture to encourage 
participation of tribal children. Align special 
days or events with the tribal local context 
of Odisha, such as education days, women’s 
day, girl child day, disability day, etc. School-
community collaboration is also essential for 
success.

8.	D evelopment of Library

•	 Libraries should provide opportunities for 
self-driven learning from diverse resources, in-
cluding books, digital materials, and reading 
corners in classrooms.

•	 Stock libraries with books and children’s litera-
ture representing various genres, languages, and 
cultural backgrounds, including content relevant 
to socioeconomically disadvantaged groups and 
those with disabilities.

•	 Implement activities like read-aloud sessions, 
storytelling, and book reviews to cultivate a cul-
ture of reading and sharing. Involve students in 
selecting books and organizing library activities 
to enhance learning.

Conclusion
Therefore, the National Curriculum Framework for 
School Education-2023 (NCF) underscores impor-
tance of school culture in shaping student learning 
and societal values. Effective school culture, char-
acterized by positive relationships, meaningful cele-
brations of achievement, and efficient classroom and 
school processes, is essential for student motivation 
and engagement. The reform of school culture, par-
ticularly in tribal areas, is a complex process. Inno-
vations often assimilate into existing practices rather 
than transforming them. The educational experi-
ence for tribal children is marked by cultural alien-
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ation and inadequate representation in educational 
content, contributing to high dropout rates. An in-
clusive school culture that respects tribal traditions, 
languages, and values is crucial for enhancing learn-
ing experiences, fostering the sense of belonging, and 
motivating tribal students. The experiences of Save 
the Children and CARE India in Odisha highlight 
the impact of community-driven, culturally sensi-
tive educational interventions. Programs that focus 
on creating print-rich environments, promoting 
multilingual education and involving community 
members demonstrate significant strides in improv-
ing the educational landscape for tribal children. Ul-
timately, creating an inclusive, respectful, and sup-
portive school culture is essential for addressing the 
educational needs of tribal children in Odisha. Such 
an environment not only supports their academic 
development but also preserves and celebrates their 
cultural heritage, ensuring their overall development 
and success. 
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