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Abstract 

 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is a key approach to achieving the United Nations' 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In India, tribal communities, which make up 8.6% of the 

population, face significant educational challenges. According to the 2011 Census, the literacy rate 

among Scheduled Tribes is just 58.96%, much lower than the national average. This paper explores the 

educational status of tribal communities by analyzing literacy rates, enrollment data, and the Gender 

Parity Index. It further delves into the challenges these communities face in accessing education and 

offers recommendations for creating a more inclusive, community-based approach to tribal education, 

aimed at improving educational outcomes and aligning with the goals of sustainable development. 
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1. Introduction 

Tribal communities around the world face many challenges when it comes to getting quality education, 

which is important for their social inclusion and long-term sustainability. Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD), as promoted by the United Nations, is about more than just making education 

accessible. It’s about making sure that the education offered is meaningful, fits with their cultures, and 

helps preserve their traditional knowledge while also improving their lives. This allows communities to 

make decisions that support their future well- being. 

This led to the adoption of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015, with SDG 4 

focusing specifically on providing quality, inclusive, and equitable education for all, which is vital for 

improving the well-being of individuals and communities. 

For tribal communities in India, the situation is especially challenging. Despite various government 

initiatives aimed at improving access to education, significant gaps remain. According to the 2011 

Census of India, the literacy rate among Scheduled Tribes (STs) was only 58.96%, far below the 
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national average of 72.99%. This noticeable gap highlights the struggles faced by tribal groups in 

accessing educational opportunities. Educational inequality continues to be a major obstacle that holds 

these communities back from advancing socially and economically. For many tribal people, education is 

not just a pathway to personal growth, but also a key to breaking the cycle of poverty and becoming part 

of the broader society. 

This paper explores the reasons behind the lack of access to education for tribal communities in India 

and looks at how to address these challenges. It suggests ways to improve access to education that is 

inclusive, culturally appropriate, and capable of helping tribal communities thrive in the long term. 

Education is a basic right for everyone, as recognized by international agreements like the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child. It is also an important 

foundation for prosperity. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which emphasizes ESD, 

shows how education plays a central role in achieving all the SDGs and in building fairer, healthier, and 

more sustainable societies. 

2. Literacy Growth and Disparities 

 

Table 1 Literacy Trends of Scheduled Tribes in India from 1961 to 2011( in Per cent) 

Year Male Female Total 

1961 13.83 3.16 8.54 

1971 17.63 4.85 11.39 

1981 24.52 8.05 16.35 

 
1991 

 
40.65 

 
18.19 

 
29.60 

2001 59.17 34.76 47.10 

2011 71.70 54.4 63.1 

Source: Census of India, Office of the Registrar General, India 

 

Literacy rates among Scheduled Tribes in India have improved steadily over the years. As per the 

2011 Census, 71.7% of ST boys and 63.1% of ST girls were literate. This is a significant rise from 

1961, when the overall literacy rate for the tribal population was only 8.54%. This growth shows the 

positive impact of various efforts made to improve education in tribal communities. 
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Fig-1 Trend of Literacy of ST population from 1961 
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3. Enrolment Ratio of ST students 

The data shows high enrolment at the Primary (106.7%) and Elementary (103.3%) levels, but a 

sharp decline at the Secondary (74.5%) and Senior Secondary (43.1%) stages. Although female GER 

slightly exceeds male GER at the Upper Primary (98.2% vs. 95.4%) and Secondary (75.4% vs. 

73.7%) levels, the overall trend indicates significant dropout rates as students advance in their 

education. This calls for targeted interventions to enhance retention beyond Class VIII. 

. 

Table 2: Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) (2015-2016) 
 

Level Male Female Total 

Primary (1 – V ) 107.8 105.7 106.7 

Upper Primary (VI – VIII) 95.4 98.2 96.7 

Elementary (I –VIII) 103.4 103.1 103.3 

Secondary (IX –X) 73.7 75.4 74.5 

Senior Secondary (XI – XII 43.8 42.4 43.1 

Source-Educational Statistics at a Glance, 2018, MHRD, GOI 

4. The Gender Parity Index (GPI) 

The Gender Parity Index (GPI) based on GER data shows that ST students have enrollment rates similar 

to the general population at the primary and secondary levels. However, noticeable gaps emerge at the 

senior secondary level (97% for STs vs 101% for all) and become wider in higher education (83% vs 

92%). In conclusion, focused efforts are needed to improve retention and promote higher education 

opportunities for ST communities. 
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Table 3: Gender Parity Index based on GER (GPI): 2015-16 

 

Level ST ALL 

Primary (1 – V ) 0.98 1.03 

Upper Primary (VI – VIII) 1.03 1.10 

Elementary (I –VIII) 1.00 1.05 

Secondary (IX –X) 1.02 1.02 

Senior Secondary (XI – XII 0.97 1.01 

Higher Education 0.83 0.92 

Source- Statistics of School Children, 2015-2016 

 

 

5. Challenges Faced by Tribal Communities in Accessing Education. 

1. Geographical Barriers: Many tribal areas are in remote, rural locations, making it difficult for 

children to reach schools. Poor transportation and infrastructure add to this problem. 

2. Cultural Differences: Tribal languages, traditions, and customs can sometimes create a disconnect 

with the mainstream education system, which is often not adapted to their cultural context. 

3. Economic Constraints: Tribal families often live in poverty, and schooling costs, such as uniforms, 

books, and transportation, can be unaffordable. Children may be forced to drop out and work to 

support their families. 

4. Low Quality of Education: Schools in tribal areas often suffer from a lack of trained teachers, 

proper facilities, and learning materials, resulting in a lower quality of education. 

5. Discrimination and Social Marginalization: Tribal children may face discrimination and social 

exclusion in schools, which can discourage them from continuing their education. 

6. Limited Awareness and Support: Many tribal communities lack awareness about the importance 

of education, and there may be insufficient support from local governments or organisations to help 

overcome these barriers. 

6. Recommendations 

1. Build More Schools Nearby 

Many tribal villages are far from schools. More schools should be built close to where people live, 

and transport facilities should be improved so children can go to school safely and easily. 

2. Make Learning Relevant to Their Culture 

Education should include tribal languages, stories, and traditions. This way, children can learn about 

the world while staying connected to their roots and culture. 

3. Help Families with School Expenses 

Many families can’t afford school supplies. The government should provide free books, uniforms, 

mid-day meals, and scholarships so families don’t have to worry about these costs. 

4. Improve School Quality 

Schools in tribal areas should have better buildings, clean classrooms, trained teachers, and proper 

learning materials, so children get a good education like others. 
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5. Involve the Community in Schools 

Elders, parents, and community leaders should be a part of school activities and decisions. When the 

community is involved, education becomes more meaningful and helpful for everyone. 

6. Teach Useful Skills for Jobs 

Schools should offer courses that teach practical skills like farming, handicrafts, or forest- based 

work, so young people can find jobs or start their own small businesses. 

7. Create Awareness About the Importance of Education 

Many people don’t realize how important education is, especially for girls. Campaigns should be 

organized to spread awareness and encourage every family to send their children to school. 

8. Ensure No Discrimination in Schools 

Tribal children sometimes face discrimination in schools. Strict steps should be taken to stop this and 

make sure all children are treated equally and with respect. 

9. Use Education to Teach About Nature and Traditions 

Education should also teach children how to take care of the environment, protect forests, and value 

their traditional knowledge, helping them live better and sustainably in the future. 

7. Conclusion 

Education for Sustainable Development offers an opportunity to address the unique challenges faced by 

tribal communities in accessing education. By integrating local knowledge, cultural practices, and 

sustainable development principles into educational systems, ESD can empower tribal communities to 

build a more inclusive and sustainable future. Education that respects and promotes the cultural heritage 

of tribal communities while addressing global sustainability challenges can lead to stronger, more 

resilient societies that are better equipped to face the challenges of the 21st century. The role of ESD in 

tribal communities is critical for preserving their way of life while empowering future generations to 

thrive in a rapidly changing world. 
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